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As a young child, Clara Dooley had felt that the Glendoveer mansion contained the whole world. George Glendoveer had been a famous magician and illusionist, and he and his wife, Cenelia, filled their home with curiosities from around the globe. Even the construction of the house owed its beauty to the arts and crafts of far-flung places: intricately carved woodwork with birds and flowers from Germany, Italian murals that made the ceilings into night skies scattered with stars, glowing Persian carpets in the shades of peacock feathers.

Clara, however, had never seen the house in its prime. Mr. Glendoveer had long since passed away. Mrs. Glendoveer was aged and frail. Many parts of the house were shuttered and closed. But Clara had lived there so long that she looked past the gloom and decay. Her mother, who cared for Mrs. Glendoveer, and Ruby, who cooked for them all, filled the rooms with their bustling energy. It was a circumscribed world, but for Clara it had seemed just enough.

Now, at nearly twelve, Clara felt she was outgrowing more than just the small desk that had been set up in Mrs. Glendoveer’s bedroom for her studies. The room, with its elegant Chinese paper and French green enamel stove and shelves of foreign bric-a-brac, seemed to tease Clara. Because of her weak heart, she was not allowed to attend school—or run or play or exert herself in any way. And though there was a large rose garden in back where she might take the air, she hated attracting the attention of the birds in the mansion’s outdoor aviary.

The enormous black iron cage, almost as big as Clara’s own room, was backed up against the corner garden wall and sheltered under a pergola with a tattered roof. At the sight or sound of a human being, the birds inside would flutter and scream as if they were on fire, grasping at the bars with their sharp claws.

Judging from the noise, anyone nearby would have thought there were at least a dozen birds, but Clara knew there were only five—a mynah with a saffron mask surrounding blood-red eyes, a white, sulfur-crested cockatoo, a noisy black grackle, a fearless yellow kiskadee, and a terrified foam-green honeycreeper who pulled at his own feathers. Many times Clara wished for the birds to disappear so that she could roam the garden in peace. But strangely, old Mrs. Glendoveer loved the birds as much as Clara feared them.

This late afternoon when Ruby brought out the birds’ feed, their piercing cries snapped Mrs. Glendoveer awake. She wore such a look of anxiety that Clara leapt up and took her hand until the squawking subsided. “Everything’s all right,” she said, looking into the woman’s pale blue eyes. “I’m sorry they gave you a start.”

Mrs. Glendoveer’s voice quavered. “It’s gotten worse since I can’t get down to feed them myself. They’re lonely, poor things. And they’re getting so old too. It’s a pity they don’t have a Clara of their own to keep them company.”

Mrs. Glendoveer talked about the birds to Clara the way a mother might tell stories about her precocious children. The cockatoo, for instance, could pick a lock. The mynah would nest only in the pages of old books and newspapers. Even the common grackle was gifted. “Better than a watchdog,” she would say as he screeched to bring down the heavens.

When all was calm, Clara perched again on the edge of the bed and leafed through an old volume with color pictures of sea animals separated by the thinnest sheaves of tissue paper. She pointed to a scarlet-shelled creature covered with horns. “When I get well,” she said, “I’m going down to the sea and gather a bucket of shells just like these. And I’ll line them up here so you can see them when you wake up from your nap.”

“Dear,” said Mrs. Glendoveer, “you’ll have to go to Indonesia for those, I’m afraid. It’s a prickly sort of urchin that grows only in warm water. Can you imagine what it’s like to step on one?”

Clara didn’t know what kind of water was in the sea that glittered in Lockhaven Bay. She could catch a glimpse of something that looked like a pool of mercury on the horizon, but she’d never been to the shore. “What lives in our sea, then?” she asked.

“Nothing too colorful,” Mrs. Glendoveer said. “The ocean here in Maine is gray and ill tempered. I’m glad that my window faces south, so I don’t have to gaze on it every day.…” She shuddered. “I prefer the garden. Thank goodness for all those sturdy old roses George planted. I believe that we have everything here a contented person could possibly need.”

Yet Clara was not content. She fervently hoped that there was a doctor right now creating a cure for weak-hearted children so she could go out into the world. In the meantime, she must try to follow the precepts offered in Advice for Young Ladies, a pretty little book buried on the reading room’s shelf:


Life has many ills, but the mind that views every object in its most cheering aspect bears within itself a powerful and perpetual antidote.



Whenever she felt twinges of envy watching her mother go out the door with a market basket slung over her arm, she reminded herself that her yearning could only cause her own suffering, and redoubled her efforts to become the “antidote” to her own ills. And when she talked about her future, Clara was sure to include the phrase When I get well, intent on banishing clouded forecasts from her heart and mind.

The only doubtful habit she still clung to was a twice-daily ritual at the window seat, spying on the neighborhood children on their way to and from school. “I’ll quit tomorrow,” she’d say. But invariably the urge proved irresistible, and Clara permitted herself to fantasize that she was among those children, burdened with their books and overcoats, rushing along with somewhere to go.

“Clara!”

She hurried down the hall, looked over the banister, and saw Ruby, red in the face as always, blotting her upper lip with her apron.

“Your ma says come to tea,” Ruby called.

“Four o’clock already?” Clara skipped down the stairs and put her arm through Ruby’s. “You’re so warm, Ruby dear. Too warm.”

“Need to have a sit-down. Your mother! Thank goodness our Harriet has the tea habit, or we’d be on our feet from dawn till dusk.” She shrugged cheerfully. “Could be worse, I guess. Could have a husband. At least I’ve got a free hour or two before bedtime to prop my feet up. Never a night off with a husband.”

Clara had known Ruby since she was a baby, and she loved her. Ruby’s every physical detail—from her graying hair afrizz at the temples to her small red nose and prim cherub’s mouth—was endearing as well as soothingly familiar. Clara’s mother, Harriet, was originally hired by Mrs. Glendoveer as a nurse and companion, but she was a worker and a perfectionist and soon gave all her time to the maintenance of the vast, crumbling house, marshaling Ruby into joining her in a disciplined and ceaseless round of chores.

The kitchen smelled of nutmeg and was hot and steamy almost beyond comfort, which told Clara they were to have rice pudding. Her mother had already set the table with sugar and cream, bowls, cups, and a china pot. “You two pour while I fetch more cordwood,” she said.

“Look at the size of these spoons!” said Ruby, shaking her head. “Your ma’s been off to the broker again. She had to choose between the teaspoons and the soup spoons, and it nearly broke my heart.”

“The broker?” said Clara.

“The pawnbroker,” Ruby said. “Twice in the same month too.” She went quiet as Clara’s mother came back in through the kitchen door. Clara made up her mind to look up pawnbroker in the dictionary as soon as she finished her tea.

“Great goodness,” Clara’s mother said as she nudged the door closed behind her with her foot. “You could hear a pin drop out there. It’s quite unsettling.”

Ruby rose and looked out the kitchen window. “Sky’s a bit green as well,” she said.

Clara’s mother loaded firewood on the pile by the stove and pushed her hair back from her brow. “Lord, if there’s a storm coming, let it pass us by. This old house won’t stand it.”

“Come sit by me, Mama,” Clara said. “Your tea is getting cold.”

Her mother smiled, took her seat, and gave Clara a pat on the head. “I don’t think I’ve said hello to you since breakfast. So, hello.”

“Hello,” Clara said. She watched her mother relax into her chair and bring the cup to her lips. They never chatted much at tea; but Clara liked the closeness of the women, the lull in the kitchen as they all stared down into their cups, lost in their own thoughts.

Ding-ding-ding-ding!

Clara, her mother, and Ruby snapped to attention.

“It’s Mrs. Glendoveer,” Harriet said, springing to her feet. Clara rose to follow her.

“No, you stay with Ruby,” she warned.

“What do you suppose has happened, Ruby?” asked Clara. “It sounds as if she’s about to pull the bell cord off its hinge.”

“I don’t know, sweet, but look out there.” Ruby pointed to the window. “It’s black as death, I do declare. And so sudden too.”

Clara ran to the window. The clouds appeared to be coming to a boil.

“Ruby!” cried her mother from down the hall. “Fetch the canvas!”

“I’m on my way,” Ruby answered. “Shall I fill the bathtub with water? The storm could foul the well.”

“We don’t have time!”

“I’ll do it!” Clara said. She got as far as the foyer when a sheet of white light flared through the transom window and a bone-cracking BOOM shook the house. Grabbing the banister, Clara made it only to the landing before the house shook again. The gas lamps flickered and went dark.

She hugged the wall until she reached the bathroom. After getting the drain plug in place, she sat on the edge of the tub and waited impatiently for it to fill.

“Mrs. Glendoveer?” she called. But there was no answer from down the hall. “Hurry!” she said to the tap. When lightning hit again, the tiled room blazed bright as day, and Clara swore the thunder was strong enough to knock Mrs. Glendoveer from her bed. The rain hit the roof with a few strong splatters before pelting it with hail.

Clara closed the tap and flew down the hall. “Mrs. Glendoveer!”

There, framed in the open window, stood the old woman, her white hair unpinned and coiling weakly down her back. Rocks of ice were bouncing against the floor. She turned to Clara, her eyes wild. “My babies!” she said. “Did you see? The hail is the size of quail eggs.”

Clara rushed to her side and pulled the window shut. “We must get you back to bed,” she said. “Why, you aren’t even wearing a wrapper.”

“I shan’t go until I know my birds are safe.”

The hail stopped as suddenly as it had started. Clara peered out into the yard, where both her mother and a capless Ruby struggled against the wind with a sail of canvas slapping the birds’ cage.

“Don’t worry,” Clara said. “Look, Mother has already tied down one side. And Ruby is stronger than she looks. There. They’ve got the ceiling covered completely. It’s going to be fine.”

The lightning flashed again, and Clara saw the black shapes of the birds moving in a flurry behind the bars. Their cries were electric and out of rhythm: “Awwwk-AWWWWWK! Skeee skeee!”

Ruby slipped on the hail-strewn grass, muddying her knees. The birds took up their cries again as the canvas panel flapped against the cage. Harriet finally caught hold of a corner and tied the canvas down with rope.

Ba-BOOM! With another strike of lightning, the clouds loosed a slanting rain.

“Now aren’t you glad I shut that window?” asked Clara. “Imagine your getting wet.”

Mrs. Glendoveer allowed herself to be led back to bed, where she shivered violently under the blankets. Clara lit a candle and warmed her feet with her hands.

“You’re a dear,” Mrs. Glendoveer said. “I suppose you must think I’m a hysterical old woman.”

“Of course not.”

“I meant to have the old awning replaced on the pergola by now.” She clapped her hands to her cheeks. “If anything had happened to them, I never could have lived with myself. Never.”

“You do love them very much,” said Clara.

“It was George who loved them,” said Mrs. Glendoveer. “And he had so many birds. We went through flocks of stage-trained doves during his years in the theater. But these meant the world to him, and I can only imagine what he’d say if he found so much as a single feather endangered on any one of them.”

Clara knew the birds were old. George Glendoveer had died at least thirty years ago. She’d heard her mother and Ruby wonder just how long these animals were supposed to live, but no one dared bring up the subject with Mrs. Glendoveer.

Clara’s mother came in, soaked to the skin and carrying a lantern. “Ah, Mrs. Glendoveer,” she said. “The rain is still coming down in buckets, but the birds are dry. We’ve got the stove downstairs fired and soup on the boil. Lights are out all over town, though, so I brought you a lamp.”

“Thank you, Harriet, but I must insist that you get out of your wet clothes before you do another thing.” And then to Clara, “Your mother is a treasure, always putting others before herself.”

For the rest of the night, doors slammed randomly with the gusts that blew through the drafty house. Candles extinguished themselves. Branches from the big oak and countless bits of debris scratched outside the walls as the storm heaved.

Although she had slept in her own little room for years, Clara did not refuse her mother’s invitation to share a bed this night. They said their prayers together.

“And may the shingles stay on the roof,” concluded her mother.

And may the roof stay on the house, added Clara silently. She clung to her mother in the dark, her eyes wide open.
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Sometime during the night, the storm quieted enough for Clara and her mother to fall asleep. But as soon as the gray dawn shone through the lace curtains, Clara’s mother was wide awake. “I’m almost afraid to look,” she said. Her breath came out in clouds. “You put on your coat and slippers and make sure Mrs. Glendoveer has a coal fire.”

Clara did as she was told, and saw that shafts of light were penetrating the dark stairwell. The big window at the top of the landing had its shutters open, and the sunrise was just starting to make the sky glow pink. She leaned against the glass, looked down, and gasped.

The old oak had split in half and now lay against the front door of the house. Bricks were scattered in a corner of the hedge. Two shutters had fallen and smashed, and the one that had protected the landing window was hanging at a precarious angle.

Clara’s mother stood outside pinching the bridge of her nose, as she always did when a headache was coming on. Ruby, carrying a hatchet, came around the side of the house to join her. As Clara stared, she heard something like a loud bark coming from Mrs. Glendoveer’s room.

She found the old woman in bed with her hands at her neck. “I can’t speak,” she wheezed. Her breath rattled in her throat. “I’ve caught cold. How has the house held up?”

“I’m not sure,” Clara said, stoking the fire. “Mama is outside now.”

“And my birds?”

“I’ll find out for you,” Clara said, “and bring you something for your throat.”

“I’m worried,” whispered Mrs. Glendoveer. “It is so awfully quiet.”

Clara tried to smile reassuringly. She hoped Ruby had already checked the aviary. When she reached the kitchen, however, she saw that the cage out back was still shrouded in canvas, mud-splotched and hung with dead branches but otherwise untouched.

The sound of chopping came from the front yard, and Clara knew that Ruby and her mother were taking apart the old oak. Clara made a mixture of honey and lemon, stoked the stove, and put a kettle on, stalling really, in the hope that one of the women would come and check on the birds for her, but the chopping outside continued.

Clara squared her shoulders. “They’re only birds in a cage,” she said to herself sternly. But as she approached the aviary, her heart filled with dread. No sounds came from inside. The sun had risen fully—a time when the birds were usually the noisiest. She stared at the dirty, wet rope for a full minute before she dared touch it.

“Hello?” she whispered through the canvas. “Are you all right?”

No answer. For a moment, all sorts of pictures flashed through Clara’s mind: damp feathers like fallen leaves, the black mynah on his back, claws up, red eyes open. She swallowed hard and picked at the knot.

“Please, please, let them be safe,” she said. The knot came undone, and Clara unthreaded the rope from the grommets. She counted to three and threw back the flap.

“AWWWWK! AWWWWWK!”

Clara covered her ears and jumped back as every bird in the cage came to life. The cockatoo angled his way across the bars, screaming and scolding. A blur of feathers crisscrossed inside the aviary. Amid the shrieking, someone called. The voice was garbled, as if a human being were trying to talk with a mouth full of water.

“Who’s speaking?” Clara said. “What do you want?”

“Elliot! Elliot!” called the mynah, canting his masked head to show Clara one red eye and then the other.

As the mynah chanted, the birds took up the rhythm. Each one settled on a perch until all were still and staring directly at Clara.

“Elliot!”

“Skee-skee!”

“Elliot!”

“Awwwwk!”

A chill ran through Clara as she gazed back at the birds. What kind of omen was this?

She turned toward the house, refusing to look back as the birds loudly reproached her. By the time she reached the kitchen, the kettle on the stove was whistling at a high pitch, and it seemed to Clara that the entire house was in a state of alarm.

Trembling, she poured water into the teapot, set a tray, and took it upstairs. The anxious look on Mrs. Glendoveer’s face was transformed when Clara told her the birds had all survived the storm.

“They’re a bit upset, of course,” she added bravely. “But very lively.”

Mrs. Glendoveer smiled and took her cup. “Thank you, my dear,” she rasped.

Clara sat on the edge of the bed in silence before she got the courage to ask. “Mrs. Glendoveer,” she said, “who is Elliot?”

Mrs. Glendoveer nearly dropped her cup and set it down sloshing onto the saucer. “Did you say ‘Elliot’?”

“I did. Or rather, one of the birds did. The mynah. He was quite insistent.”

“Extraordinary,” said Mrs. Glendoveer. She touched her fingers to her lips, and her wide blue eyes grew watery. “He said they might speak, but I had lost all expectation.”

“Who?” Clara asked.

“George. My husband.”

“Has the mynah never spoken before?”

“Never,” said Mrs. Glendoveer. “It almost makes me wonder …” She trailed off. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” Clara said. “That bird’s eyes look as if they could burn through me. I was frightened, to tell the truth.”

“Oh, love, don’t be afraid.” She lowered her voice. “Shall I share my story with you?”

Clara nodded as Mrs. Glendoveer reached into the collar of her nightgown and pulled out her gold locket with a lovely green citrine stone in the center. “The latch is so small and my eyes are so dim,” she said. “Could you open this for me, please?”

Clara did, and found inside a tiny key, which she handed to Mrs. Glendoveer. Then the old woman pointed to an alligator chest in the corner of the room. “In that box you’ll find a stamped leather book with a lock. Bring it here and I’ll show you.”

The book was heavy, so Clara was careful to rest it gently on Mrs. Glendoveer’s lap.

“It has been a long time since I’ve opened this,” she said. “If you don’t mind, would you please turn around while I look inside?”

“All right,” Clara said. She could hear the key clicking in the lock and the sound of turning pages.

“Ah, so there he is. My goodness, I’m quite overcome,” Mrs. Glendoveer said. “Please come see, Clara.”

The big leather book was shut, but Mrs. Glendoveer had pulled out a photograph in a paper frame showing a beautiful woman in an old-fashioned gown, seated in a cane chair and holding an infant with bright black eyes.

“Is that you, Mrs. Glendoveer?”

“Yes,” she said. “And the darling baby is my little Elliot.”

“He’s precious. Where is he now?”

Mrs. Glendoveer shook her head. “We didn’t have him very long,” she answered. “I remember him clearly, though. He was a passionate thing with a lusty cry. Curious little boy. Or he would have been had he stayed with us.”

Clara remembered asking her mother once why Mrs. Glendoveer never had any children, before she learned that the question was a rude one.

“Don’t be nosy, Clara,” her mother had warned. “If Mrs. Glendoveer wishes to speak of such things, she will be the one to broach the subject.”

Now that Mrs. Glendoveer was telling her about the baby, Clara felt free—almost relieved. “I always knew you must have had a child,” she said. “I felt it.”

“Did you?”

“Yes. I can’t tell you why. Maybe because you have always been so understanding of me.” Clara took the picture and studied the baby’s face. “I am glad you told me. I only wish he were still here to be a consolation to you. It’s always seemed a shame that this house wasn’t filled with children.”

Mrs. Glendoveer looked over her spectacles. “And that, I suspect, would be a consolation to you as well.”

Clara blushed. “Oh, I don’t mean to complain.”

“It’s all right. We all get lonely.” Mrs. Glendoveer slipped the photograph back in the book and locked it again. “When you first came here with your mama, you quite reminded me of Elliot. Snappy black eyes, taking everything in. It’s fitting that you know about him.”

“Thank you for telling me,” Clara said, taking the book to put away.

“Clara,” Mrs. Glendoveer said, “I can’t tell you how much it would mean to me if you’d report any other things you might hear from the birds. In fact, if you could go and speak to them, it might bring them out some more.”

Clara told Mrs. Glendoveer that she would pass on anything she heard, but doubted she could bring herself to talk to the birds. “You mustn’t strain your voice any more,” she said. “Today, I can read the rest of my Sir Walter Scott while you rest.”

Books were the one way Clara could wander, so she was more than happy to spend her morning with the Black Knight and legendary outlaws of the forest. But on her way downstairs, she couldn’t help but kneel again at the window seat. All the house’s front windows had been shuttered long ago to discourage stone-throwing children. Thanks to the storm, the view was now wide open, and Lockhaven lay before her in the crystal-clear morning light like a page from a picture book. The tiny Pincushion Islands dotting the bay were green and refreshed by the rain. All the rooftops and carriages appeared doll-size and fit for her to rearrange in any way she’d like.

As her mother and Ruby hacked at the fallen oak below, Clara pressed her nose against the glass and dreamed.

“If I went to school, I would never simply walk down the sidewalk. I would run and skip and never get out of breath. I’d be happy and healthy and in a hurry to take my seat in the classroom’s first row. Because I am smart. But certainly not conceited. Everyone would like me, I’d make sure of it.”

Clara became so immersed in her “made-up” life that she almost began to believe she was the smart, strong, kind girl beloved by classmates who ran here and there boldly and with complete freedom. Then the clock tower struck eight o’clock and broke the spell.

Schoolchildren began to flock down the street. They came waving branches from fallen trees, stomping on the clumps of wet newspaper that had been scattered on the sidewalk by the wind. One little girl picked up an umbrella that had blown inside out and twirled it over her shoulder. Clara marveled at them, celebrating the ruin as they might a carnival.

She put her hand up against the glass and watched a ring of steam form around it, then studied her handprint. “I’m like a ghost in a tower,” Clara murmured. “I might as well be invisible.”

Just then a girl walking alone, with a red cap and ringlets, stopped on the street and turned to look at the house. Clara thought she must be close to her own age but didn’t remember ever seeing her before. “Look at me!” Clara whispered.

The girl held back, distracted by something—the sound of the oak being chopped?—before lifting her eyes to the turret window where Clara knelt.

The girl froze. For some reason, Clara half expected her to scream. But instead, an amazed smile broke out on her face. She raised her arm and waved.

Clara put her hand to the glass again, this time with a yearning in her heart that was almost like pain.

“Hullo!” shouted the girl, waving madly this time.

Before Clara could smile back, she saw her mother striding to the center of the yard. Clara ducked and slid from her perch to the wooden floor, where she wrapped her arms around her knees.

There was a noise in the foyer, a slamming of the door. Her mother was marching up through the house. Clara grabbed her book, ran to Mrs. Glendoveer’s room, and slipped into a chair, but she couldn’t take in the words. All she could see before her eyes was the girl in the red cap, bouncing on her toes, waving, shouting “Hullo!”
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