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1. The Staring Eye

 


The huge eye stared at them through the rainy
dusk. Nearsighted though she was, Andrea was the one who caught
sight of it. Aunt Bets was looking the other way, turning the car
into a small shopping center. “The optometrist your mama mentioned
should be in here, according to her directions, although I
don’t—”

“Could that be it, across the road?” Andrea
pointed at the dark brick building squatting by itself on the other
side of the street. The single eye gazed down from what would be
the building’s forehead, if buildings had faces.

Wheeling the car around again, Aunt Bets
leaned forward to peer past the windshield wipers at the building.
“Oh, I see. I thought your mama told me the place to get your
glasses was in the shopping center, but I guess she meant the
shopping center was a landmark.” Looking back over her shoulder,
she studied the row of shops: a pizza parlor, a drugstore, a
Laundromat, a shoe store. “There’s certainly no optometrist
here.”

“As a matter of fact,” said Andrea, “I don’t
think we went exactly the way Mother said to.” That was an
understatement. She was sure that Aunt Bets had taken several wrong
turns. Andrea had tried to tell her, but Aunt Bets didn’t
listen.

Smiling a little, Aunt Bets steered the car
back toward the exit. The tires swished through puddles. “No, I
don’t necessarily need to follow directions in order to find me
way. You see, in my business, you have to develop a good sense of
direction. Why, if I went out to show a client a house and couldn’t
find that house, what kind of an impression would that make?” Her
purple fingernail polish gleamed as she spun the steering
wheel.

It wasn’t quite dark, but the fog lights and
red taillights of passing cars shone wetly on the pavement. While
Aunt Bets parked her car in front of the building, Andrea squinted
through the windshield at the big eye, trying to figure out what
made it seem so strange. It was black and white, a regular eye with
an eyelid and an iris and a pupil in the center. . . .

“It’s not a very appealing sign, is it?”
remarked Aunt Bets. “Someone who wants to attract customers ought
to have an inviting kind of sign, but there’s something almost
ghastly about that eye.”

It was the pupil. Real pupils were black, but
this one was white, because a beam of light was shining from it.
Just the opposite of a real eye, thought Andrea.

“I hope they’ll have a good selection of
frames,” said Aunt Bets, turning off the engine. “We want to choose
the ones that are just right for your sweet heart-shaped face.”

Andrea didn’t say anything, but she felt a
sour expression creeping over her sweet heart-shaped face. It was
bad enough to have to get glasses, without Aunt Bets trying to tell
her what kind of frames to choose.

“Yes, glasses have actually become fashion
accessories,” Aunt Bets went on. “Just lock the door on your side,
will you, dear?” In her shimmery silver raincoat, Aunt Bets looked
like an astronaut easing out of a space capsule. She snapped open
her umbrella—silver, to match the raincoat.

Pulling the hood of her yellow slicker over
her head, Andrea trotted up the path to the double doors. Under the
shelter of the overhand she hesitated, frowning. Was this
the optometrist’s? There were letters on the right-hand door:
BIRPP. Could that be the optometrist’s name?

Striding up behind Andrea, Aunt Bets grasped
a door handle and pulled—but the door only rattled against the
lock. “Why, they can’t be closed. It isn’t any later than four
o’clock.” She poked the doorbell with the point of her
umbrella.

“Aunt Bets,” said Andrea, “maybe this isn’t
an optometrist, after all. I think I made a mistake.”

Aunt Bets laughed tolerantly, her purple
earrings swinging like miniature wrecking balls as she turned
toward Andrea. “Of course it’s an optometrist. Why else would they
have a great big eye on the building?” Twirling her umbrella, she
rapped the handle sharply on the door.

Stepping back from the overhang, Andrea took
another look at the eye. Its pupil shone down on the car,
highlighting the lines of rain.

There was a click from inside. Someone was
unlocking the door. Andrea jumped back to the doorway, behind Aunt
Bets.

“You were able to come, after all!” A woman
in a white lab coat, with big eyes and a long neck like a giraffe,
greeted Aunt Bets. “I am Valerie Weirse.” She moved aside to let
Aunt Bets in. “After I show you how much progress I’ve made, and
what I could accomplish with more funds, I know you’ll agree that I
deserve the grant money.”

Beyond the woman, Andrea glimpsed a small
room with a desk and a filing cabinet and a feeble-looking rubber
plant. A half-open door next to the desk led to another room.

Aunt Bets stepped inside hesitantly—not the
way Aunt Bets usually stepped, thought Andrea. “Actually, we came
to—”

“You see,” the other woman went on, gazing
impressively into Aunt Bets’s face, “as I explained in my letter,
the possibilities for helping people through my discovery are
limitless. I’ve completed the basic research, so all that remains
to be done is the experimental development.”

Pausing for breath, Valerie Weirse seemed to
notice Andrea for the first time. She pulled back, blinking her
large eyes from one to the other of them. In a tone of dismay, she
asked, “Who is this?”

“This is my grandniece Andrea.” Aunt Bets
snapped her silvery umbrella shut, showering Valerie Weirse with
drops, and pulled a piece of paper from her purse. “We would like
to look at your glasses frames, if you please; here is the
prescription for Andrea’s glasses. Simple myopia, I believe.”

“You aren’t from the Psychic Research
Foundation.” The other woman stretched her long neck until she was
almost as tall as Aunt Bets. “You thought I was an—an optometrist?”
She said the word as if it was a terrible insult. “Didn’t you see
the sign on the door? This is BIRPP!”

“Burp?” asked Aunt Bets
distastefully.

“Yes.” The lab-coated woman folded her arms,
her face flushing as if Aunt Bets had tricked her. “B-I-R-P-P:
Borderline Institute for Research into Psychic Phenomena. My work
here should not be interrupted. It is of the utmost importance. You
see, my discovery will eventually benefit even ordinary people like
yourself.”

Tilting her head back, Aunt Bets lowered her
eyelids. “I see that there has been a misunderstanding—the kind of
misunderstanding that is bound to happen, I’m afraid, if firms that
are not optometrists’ will put large eyes on their
buildings.” She laid a hand on Andrea’s shoulder. “Come,
Andrea.”

A sudden change came over Valerie Weirse’s
face, and she leaped in front of the door. She was staring at
Andrea now. Andrea noticed that the woman’s large eyes were
bloodshot.

“Wait. Something about this girl.” Ms.
Weirse’s tone was low and intense, and her eyes seemed to trace an
outline around Andrea’s shape. “The aura is vibrating, hinting at
potential.” Valerie Weirse bent over Andrea, pushing back the hood
of her slicker to study her face more closely. “Have you ever had
an experience that was . . . very much out of the ordinary?”

Andrea felt a tingle run down her neck. Did
it show? How could this woman know about the time Andrea had worn
wings and flown like a bird? That adventure seemed so long ago—over
a year, now. Andrea didn’t think about it much anymore.

But with this strange woman’s eyes on her,
Andrea could almost feel again the feathery wings folded against
her shoulder blades, the tug of birdlike muscles in her back and
chest, the wild freedom of soaring through the sky.

Aunt Bets’s voice brought Andrea back to
earth. “Since you asked,” her great-aunt was saying brightly,
“Andrea has had some unusual opportunities for a girl her
age. Last spring, for instance, when she came to my house for a
visit, we took the train into New York City and had all kinds of
wonderful experiences: a Broadway show, the Museum of Modern
Art—”

“And you want to get glasses.”
Ignoring Aunt Bets, Ms. Weirse was gazing at Andrea with her hands
clasped, as if she couldn’t believe her luck.

“Yes,” said Aunt Bets, “but since we can’t
get them here, we won’t hold you up any longer, Miss Worse.” She
motioned with her umbrella, as if to nudge the other woman out of
their way.

“Oh, but—” Valerie Weirse gave a high-pitched
laugh. “How silly of me. Of course, this is primarily a research
facility, but I could make an exception—I would be happy to fit
this girl with glasses. I’ll go back in the laboratory and
get them.” She scurried toward the door at the back of the
room.

“But—” Aunt Bets waved the piece of paper
after her. “Don’t you need the prescription?”

“Oh—oh, yes, of course,” said Valerie Weirse
breathlessly, stuffing the prescription into her pocket without
looking at it. She backed through the door, still staring at
Andrea.

Andrea’s spine tingled. The researcher had
thought Aunt Bets was from the Psychic Research Foundation.
Psychic had to do with thing like reading people’s minds,
and making tables float through the air, and telling fortunes,
didn’t it?

Andrea felt excited, then frightened. She
remembered all the trouble she had gotten into last year with the
wings. Maybe the smartest thing would be to leave, right now.

“Aunt Bets,” said Andrea, “I think we should
try another optometrist.”

“Maybe so.” Aunt Bets was strolling around
the room, swinging her folded umbrella and studying the framed
diplomas on the walls. “Hm, a master’s degree in parapsychology.
And this certificate with an eye on it—it seems to be in some
Slavic language—I suppose that’s for optometry. Anyway, as I was
saying, it doesn’t matter which optometrist you go to, as long as
they can fill the prescription. I just wish they had a selection of
frames to choose from here.” She looked around the small room, as
if she might have missed a rack of glasses frames. “I’m not sure
about this optometrist’s sense of style—I’m afraid she cuts her own
hair. Well, we’ll just see if we like what Miss Worse shows
us.”

Andrea sat up straight, lifting her chin.
We’ll see if I like it, you mean, she thought. They’re
my glasses, and I’m the one who has to wear them. Aunt Bets
doesn’t seem to realize that I’m old enough to make my own
decisions.

“Here!” Valerie Weirse tiptoed out of the
laboratory, cradling a pair of dark-framed glasses in both hands.
“Here they are.”

Aunt Bets narrowed her eyes at the glasses,
then shook her head. “No. I’m sorry, but those frames would be too
severe for Andrea’s delicate features. Is this all you have in
stock?”

Paying no attention, the researcher held out
the glasses to Andrea and slipped the earpieces over her ears. “I
think you’ll find that these glasses will allow you to . . .
focus on things as you’ve never done before. Although you
have a little natural talent, I can see that. If I had your
potential—!” Ms. Weirse sighed. “But my day will come. How do they
feel?”

“All right, I guess.” Andrea was relieved,
but disappointed. The glasses seemed to be perfectly ordinary
glasses for a nearsighted person. What was Ms. Weirse so excited
about? Andrea gazed around the room, noticing the cobwebs in the
corners and the dead leaves under the plant by the door. “I can see
better. But I wish I could see how I look in them.”

“Here you go, darling. Use the mirror in my
compact,” offered Aunt Bets. “I think you’ll see what I mean—they
give you a rather stern, critical look.”

Looking into the powder-flecked mirror,
Andrea examined her own face with the dark-framed glasses. They
made her look older, she thought, and smarter. Like someone in
charge. “I like them.”

“And you will like the improvements that are
possible with them,” said Valerie Weirse earnestly.

Andrea wondered what she meant by
“improvements”—better grades? Aunt Bets cleared her throat loudly.
“Well, now, Andrea dear, you shouldn’t take the first pair you try
on. I don’t think you mama and papa would be pleased with me if
they came back from their trip and found that I let you—”

“This girl may keep the glasses for a few
days to see how they work—how she likes them,” the
researcher interrupted. “Then I will contact her to see if she is
adjusting—if she is making full use of them. Your
address?”

Again a shiver passed through Andrea. What
did the researcher mean—or did she mean anything? Andrea stood up,
stumbled, and grabbed at the edge of the desk. “Hey! What’s wrong?
The floor looks too far away.”

Aunt Bets laughed indulgently. “That’s
normal, darling. You have to get used to new glasses. In a few
days, it’ll seem as if you’d always worn them. Although we do want
to think a little more about those frames, Miss Worse. The Reve
address is 19 Maple Avenue, in Rushfield, and the phone number is
listed. You may send the bill to Philip Reve. Good-bye, now.” Just
outside the door, she put up her umbrella with a snap, once more
showering drops over the other woman.

In the parking lot, as Aunt Bets started the
car, Andrea craned her neck to look up at the big eye again. The
beam of light from the pupil shone down into the car, as if it were
focused right on her.

 


 


2. Watch Out for Andrea!

 


The next morning, Andrea climbed the front
steps of the school with her head bent, placing her feet carefully.
She still hadn’t gotten used to the ground seeming so far away.

“You’re looking awfully bright-eyed and
pretty today, Andrea!” Mr. Hinkle, the principal, beamed at her
from the top of the steps. “Those must be new glasses.”

“Mm-hm.” Andrea wished he wouldn’t talk in
such a loud voice. She had hoped to slip into the building
quietly.

But Mr. Hinkle went on, tucking in his chin
as he smiled his kindly smile. “I’ll bet you can see twice as much
as you could before. No stopping you now, huh? Watch out for
Andrea!”

“Yes, I can see better,” said Andrea coolly.
She paused on the top step, looking at him. It was true; in the
November morning sunlight, everything about Mr. Hinkle was very
clear, as if he were an insect under a microscope. She noticed for
the first time a few white strands in his neatly parted sandy hair.
The yellow dots on his tie, she saw now, were little smiley faces.
A metal filling flashed from one of his back teeth.

Then Mr. Hinkle’s smile vanished as his
glance shifted from Andrea to the sidewalk below. Turning, Andrea
saw Scott LeClerq, a boy in her class, grab a little boy’s
lunchbox. “Whoo-ee, a Star Wars lunchbox!” Scott held it up in the
air. “I want my mommy to buy me one just like it.”

His round cheeks turning red, the little boy
jumped at the lunchbox, far out of his reach. Two of Scott’s
buddies laughed.

“Scott, pick on someone your own size!” Mr.
Hinkle hurried down the steps.

Andrea was glad to see Scott get caught. Now
Mr. Hinkle would give him a long lecture about how the school was
like a family and the older kids should act like big brothers and
sisters to the younger ones. Scott deserved a lecture—not that it
would really change him, of course.

Slipping through the front door of the
school, Andrea wondered why Mr. Hinkle had to make personal
remarks, like about her glasses. He wasn’t her father or her uncle,
after all. Of course a lot of kids liked Mr. Hinkle to act
fatherly. They liked his kindly smile and his personal remarks.
Andrea hadn’t minded Mr. Hinkle’s ways, either, until this fall.
Maybe he had gotten worse.

Pushing open the door to her classroom,
Andrea saw Lauren hanging up her jacket in the coat closet. And how
clearly Andrea could see her! Even from several feet away, Andrea
could make out the purple letters Lauren on her pink hair
ribbon.

Andrea hung her jacket next to Lauren’s
“Guess who’s getting a bad-boy lecture from Mr. Hinkle—Scott.”

“Good.” Lauren smiled over the shoulder.
“I’ll never forgive him for the time he put the rest of his
Fudgsicle on my—” Turning all the way around, Lauren stared at
Andrea’s face. “Andy! You got glasses.” Her smile faded into an
uneasy expression. “How come you got black ones?”



Andrea felt hurt. “What’s the matter with
black? I like them.”

“They’re all right,” said Lauren quickly.
“They make you look a little . . . bossy, that’s all.”

Before Andrea could answer, another girl
paused in front of the closet, swinging her green jacket and
staring at Andrea. “Andrea got glasses!”

Julie Dodd, of course. Andrea stalked off
toward her desk, ignoring the curious looks of the boys and girls
who had heard Julie.

But Julie went on, to Lauren and whoever else
was listening. “My mother says if I ever have to wear glasses, I
can get contact lenses, so I don’t have to look funny.”

Andrea’s jaw clenched. “That’s good, because
you look funny enough as it is.” She was pleased to hear a ripple
of giggles.

At the front of the room, Mrs. Seberg rapped
on her desk with a ruler. “I thought I heard the tardy bell ring.
That means everyone in their seats and quiet.” She gave
Andrea and Julie meaningful looks.

But as Andrea slid into her seat, she heard
Julie whisper to Lauren, “Her parents probably couldn’t afford
contact lenses.”

Andrea felt her cheeks burn. Pulling the
glasses from her face, she shoved them into the back of her desk.
She rubbed the bridge of her nose and the tops of her ears, where
the frames had rested. After all, she didn’t have to wear the
glasses every minute. She had gotten along pretty well until now
without them. If she needed to read the blackboard, she could just
pop them back on.

 


Later that afternoon, Andrea knelt on the
braided rug in the family room, dragging the cord from her
sweatshirt hood in front of Samuel Tail. Samuel Tail was Aunt
Bets’s cat. Most of his long, silky fur was black, but his paws,
which he spent a lot of time licking, were white, and so was his
chest. And his face was white with an inkblot of black running down
one side of his nose, giving him a wild look.

Samuel Tail didn’t act wild, though. Even
when Andrea dragged the cord right over his paws, he only opened
one glassy green eye to see who was bothering him, then shut it
again.

What good was a cat who wouldn’t play?
thought Andrea. He just lay there like a fur pillow, too big and
fat to have any fun. Eating and sleeping and licking his paws was
all he had done since he stepped out of his cat carrier the day
before yesterday.

“Walk-walk-walk, Samuel Tail!” Aunt Bets
appeared in the doorway, her silvery raincoat shimmering. “First a
brisk walk, and then—Kitty Salmon.”

Instantly the fur pillow uncurled and jumped
to his feet, his eyes wide and his pink mouth opening in a
high-pitched mew. Andrea was amazed. “Did he know what you
said?”

“Sometimes I think he does.” Aunt Bets gazed
fondly at her cat. “He’s unusually intelligent, like his namesake,
Samuel Taylor Coleridge.” Snapping the last snap on her raincoat,
she slipped a little harness over the cat’s head. “Why don’t you
come for a walk with us, Andrea dear? If you exercise just before
dinner, it makes everything taste extra good.”

Andrea didn’t think she needed to work up an
appetite, but she was curious to see how Samuel Tail behaved on a
leash. “All right. I’ll get my jacket.”

“And put your glasses on, won’t you.” Aunt
Bets followed her into the hall, Samuel Tail padding at her side.
“I hope you aren’t avoiding them because of those severe dark
frames. They don’t look so bad, and of course you can get them
changed. The important thing is to see what’s going on in the
world.”

Andrea hadn’t planned to wear her glasses,
but to stop Aunt Bets from talking about them, she fished the
glasses out of her jacket pocket and put them on.

“I wonder why your mama stopped arranging
your hair in two tails?” mused Aunt Bets as she plucked her
umbrella from the rack by the kitchen door. She paused with her
hand on the doorknob, studying Andrea’s face. “That was such a
fetching style for your heart-shaped—”

“Aunt Bets, nobody in the fifth grade wears
their hair in ponytails.” Andrea was tempted to remind her
great-aunt how fetching her hair had looked last year, dyed
reddish blonde, but it was better just to change the subject. “You
don’t need an umbrella—it’s just misting.”

“Perhaps not.” Flicking on the driveway
light, Aunt Bets stepped briskly through the garage with Samuel
Tail trotting beside her. For a moment, she stood poised with her
chin thrust toward the foggy evening, reciting:

 


Dark though the night that covers me,

Black as the Pit, from pole to pole,

I am the captain of my fate,

I am the master of my soul.

 


Andrea fell into step with Aunt Bets. “Is
that a poem by Samuel Tail what’s-his-name?”

“No,” said Aunt Bets, striding over a puddle
on the sidewalk. “Watch that puddle, Sammy dear! No, I’m not sure
just who wrote that poem, but isn’t it inspiring? Of course, I may
not have every single word right, but you can feel the
spirit of it.”

For a few minutes, they walked along in
silence. Through the mist, the lighted windows of houses shone cozy
yellow. Moisture dripped from the bare branches of the maple trees,
and now and then a car swished past them on the street.

As they passed under a streetlight, Andrea
marveled at how clearly she could see with her glasses on. Looking
down on Samuel Tail’s back, she could distinctly see droplets
shining on his black fur. Of course the droplets were gathering on
her glasses, too. She took them off, slipped them under her jacket
to wipe them on her sweatshirt, and put them on again.

Before Andrea got her glasses, she wasn’t
sure that she needed them. But now she could tell how much she had
been missing. For instance, look at that car stopping at the curb a
few houses ahead of them. Andrea took off her glasses to prove to
herself what a difference they made. Without them, she couldn’t
even see the license plate. But with them, she could read the
numbers and letters. And that girl climbing out of the car with a
newspaper in her hand—Andrea could see, even without recognizing
the green jacket, that it was . . .

Julie—oh, no.

Hurling the paper into the rhododendron
bushes in front of the house, Julie turned back to the car. Then
she caught sight of Andrea, and Aunt Bets in her astronaut
raincoat, and Samuel Tail on his little leash. She paused, staring.
“Hi, Andrea.”

“Hi,” muttered Andrea. “Aunt Bets, let’s go
back now.”

But Aunt Bets stepped forward, holding out
her hand. “Hello, dear! I’m Andrea’s Aunt Bets. You must be a
classmate of hers—a friend, I’m sure. Aren’t you enterprising,
delivering newspapers for your pocket money.”

Julie looked surprised to be shaking Aunt
Bets’s hand, but she recovered quickly. “Is that your cat?”

“Yes, this is Samuel Tail.” Aunt Bets beamed
down at him. “I have to walk him on a leash because he’s a city
cat. To him, Rushfield is the forest primeval.”

“Come on,” said Andrea, trying to pry
the leash out of Aunt Bets’s hand. “I’ll take Samuel Tail on the
way back.”

But Aunt Bets wasn’t budging. “Just a minute,
dear. There’s something I’d like to check with your friend.” She
smiled at Julie, who smiled her nicest rotten smile at Andrea.
“What I’d like to know,” Aunt Bets went on, “is your opinion about
hairstyles among the younger set in Rushfield. Is it true, as
Andrea says, that fifth-graders are too old to wear their hair in
two tails? I think it’s the perfect style for Andrea’s
heart-shaped face.”

With a sinking stomach, Andrea saw Julie’s
eyes gleam. She could almost hear Julie laughing at her.

“I think so, too,” said Julie pleasantly.
Then her mother beeped the car horn, and she skipped away. “I’ve
got to go. Nice to meet you!”

Aunt Bets waved after her. “Perhaps we
had better start back. What did you say your chum’s name
was, dear?”

But Andrea couldn’t speak. How could
Aunt Bets humiliate her like that, in front of Julie, of all
people? Besides, what gave Aunt Bets the right to tell Andrea how
to wear her hair and when to wear her glasses? Look at her!
Perfectly ridiculous, with her astronaut raincoat and her silver
eye shadow. It was embarrassing to be seen with her! Andrea glared
at her great-aunt, not caring about being polite. Aunt Bets was the
one who needed improvement.

If Andrea hadn’t been so angry, she would
have been immediately alarmed when she felt herself shooting up
like a beanstalk in fast motion, seeming to tower over Aunt Bets.
Look at her, thought Andrea, with her silly fur-pillow cat on a
leash. I wish she would at least stop treating Samuel Tail like a
baby. Through her glasses, Andrea stared down at Aunt Bets, a
silver beetle on the sidewalk.

The towering sensation happened in such a
quick swoop that just as Andrea was beginning to feel scared, she
seemed to plunge back down to normal height. She gasped and
staggered, as if she were in an elevator that had dropped too fast.
What was going on?

Aunt Bets was her usual tall self, but she
had let go of Samuel Tail’s leash. “I feel a little . . . ixed
mup.” She pressed her purple fingertips to her forehead. “I
shouldn’t have worked the crossword puzzle without my greading
lasses.”

“Greading lasses?” repeated Andrea uneasily.
“You mean reading glasses.” She knew that old people sometimes got
things confused, but Aunt Bets had never been like that. “Shouldn’t
we go home now?” She picked up Samuel Tail’s leash.

“Yes,” said Aunt Bets in a faraway voice.
“Greading lasses—that’s what I meant.”

On the way home, Aunt Bets was silent. But
glancing up at her great-aunt’s face, Andrea saw her frowning, her
mouth moving as if she was practicing talking. Andrea tried not to
think about what she would do if Aunt Bets didn’t snap out of it.
Mother and Dad wouldn’t be home from North Carolina until next
week. It wasn’t my fault, she imagined herself telling her parents.
But at the back of her mind, a thought nagged: Maybe it was.

In the house, Aunt Bets headed straight for
the sofa in the family room. “Andrea, be a lovey and put on the
kettle for a tup of kea. I’m going to take just the tiniest
rest.”

“You mean a cup of tea.” Andrea
bit her lip anxiously, unbuckling Samuel Tail’s harness. “Do you
want me to feed the cat, too?”

“Cup of tea, that’s what I said.” Aunt Bets
lay back on the sofa. “I suppose you can feed that animal if you
like, although he’s overfed and pampered as it is.”

As Andrea filled the kettle at the kitchen
sink, she wondered why Aunt Bets had spoken that way about Samuel
Tail. The cat wove himself around her ankles, mewing, as if he had
heard who was going to feed him tonight.

The back door slammed, and Andrea’s brother,
Jim, appeared in his sweatsuit and jacket. “What’s for dinner? I
have to eat pretty soon, because—” He peered into the family room.
“Are you all right, Aunt Bets?”

Aunt Bets smiled bravely from the sofa.
“Nothing that a tup of kea won’t fix. I’ll start whipping up dinner
soon.”

Jim glanced from Aunt Bets to Andrea with an
odd expression. Then he shook his head. “Can’t wait—Skip’s picking
me up in a little while to go to the Celtics game. Never mind, I’ll
heat up some French fries for myself, and then grab a hot dog at
the game.”

In the kitchen, Andrea opened a can of Kitty
Salmon as Jim strewed frozen French fries on a baking sheet. “A
‘tup of kea”!” He snorted. “I sure am glad Aunt Bets is here to
take care of us—or is it the other way around? I come home
starving, and she can’t even talk straight, let alone make dinner.
What’s the matter with her?”

“Sh. I— She just got a little mixed-up.”
Trying not to breathe in, Andrea set a saucer of the smelly cat
food on the floor for Samuel Tail. “Pyew.” She glanced up at Jim.
“What are you staring at me for?”

Leaning against the counter, Jim was gazing
at her with unusual interest. “Your glasses. I didn’t really notice
them before.” A grin spread across his face. “They make you look
like a spider.”

 


 


3. Improving Jim

 


By the time Jim had wolfed down his French
fries and gone upstairs to change, Aunt Bets seemed fine. Sailing
around the kitchen, she cracked eggs and measured flour. “Three
little girls from school are we,” she warbled over the whir of the
beater.

Relieved, Andrea climbed the two flights of
stairs to her room at the top of the house. She wanted to think in
peace and quiet for a while. If Aunt Bets was all right, Andrea
could afford to let herself think about what had happened on the
walk.

Catching sight of herself in the mirror over
her dresser, Andrea frowned. She did not look like a spider!
She still liked the way she looked in the dark frames, in spite of
what everyone else seemed to think.

Andrea lay down across her bed, propping her
chin on her hands. Gazing at the branches stretching in front of
the mist-blurred streetlight, she let herself remember the
beanstalk feeling, and Aunt Bets looking so tiny. It was an
experience out of the ordinary, thought Andrea. Someone else had
used those words: Ms. Weirse, the long-necked woman with the large
eyes.

Ms. Weirse had seemed to think Andrea was the
kind of girl that exciting and wonderful things happened to.
Squirming around, Andrea gazed at the wings hanging on the wall
near the bookshelf. Their rainbow-colored feathers were faded. They
had been so bright last year, when—

Andrea sighed, turning back toward the
window. That adventure was over for good. Was some other
kind of adventure waiting for her, as Ms. Weirse had hinted?
Something to do with the glasses, with “making full use” of
them, as the researcher had said? But how was she supposed to do
that? And how was it connected with the beanstalk feeling?

Taking off the glasses, Andrea examined them
carefully. She thought she could see a glowing point in the center
of each lens. Or was it just the reflection of the lamp? She found
five letters on the inside of the right earpiece: BIRPP.

Andrea giggled, remembering Aunt Bets’s
offended expression in Ms. Weirse’s office. “Burp?” As Dad
said, when they made Aunt Bets, they broke the mold. And she would
never change.

Or would she? Another picture came to
Andrea’s mind: Aunt Bets’s face as she spoke about Samuel Tail.
“That animal,” she had called him, curling her lip. And now Andrea
remembered something else Ms. Weirse had said. Something about
“improvements” she could make with the glasses.

Maybe she was already in the middle of an
adventure.

Maybe Andrea had changed Aunt Bets.

Andrea scrambled to her knees, her breath
coming fast and short. Maybe she could improve people by looking at
them in a certain way through the glasses. By changing their minds.
That’s how she had stopped Aunt Bets from acting silly about Samuel
Tail—she had changed her mind about him.

For a moment, Andrea felt small and
terrified, as if she had committed a crime, and the police would
start hunting for her any minute.

Then she felt tall and powerful, the way she
had felt looking down on Aunt Bets. Giddily she thought, I could do
some great things with these glasses!

For instance, she could help Dad. What if
Andrea could make him like exercising? “You slob,” he was always
saying to himself in the mirror, turning sideways to glare at his
stomach. But he never felt like running, or going to the pool to
swim. Andrea could change his mind about exercise!

This was as exciting an adventure as flying.
In a way, it was even better, because Andrea wasn’t just having fun
for herself. That was a kid’s adventure. Now that she was older,
she could actually help other people.

Mother could use some help, too. She never
could remember details—like buying enough milk to last over the
weekend. Andrea and Jim would come downstairs for breakfast Monday
morning to find only seltzer water and salad dressing in the
refrigerator. “I did it again,” Mother would groan. No milk to
drink, no milk to put on cereal, no milk for Mother and Dad’s
coffee—and the whole family’s week was off to a grumpy start.
Andrea could use the glasses to fix Mother’s mind on keeping the
refrigerator stocked.

But the person in Andrea’s family who really
needed improvement was her brother, Jim. All he cared about was
stuffing his face and playing basketball. He never thought about
anyone else—never worried about hurting Andrea’s feelings, for
instance. “You look like a spider.” Nice brother!

In the street below, a car pushed its
headlight beams into the Reves’ driveway and gave a beep.

Her breath catching in her throat, Andrea
picked up her glasses from the pillow and slid them onto her face.
Leaning over the windowsill, her forehead almost touching the
glass, she looked down on the top of Jim’s head as he came out of
the garage. He was waving to Skip, shrugging on his jacket.

Andrea was frightened. Maybe she should wait
and think it over. But then, reminding herself of the spider
remark, she set her jaw and stared at Jim as hard as she could
through the glasses. For starters, he could be nicer to her. Take
her seriously. She watched him reach for the car door handle.

Then Andrea clutched the windowsill as her
room seemed to rocket up into the mist, up, up as high as a
skyscraper. Below, her brother paused with his hand stretched out,
a Jim-bug, tiny but clear, even to the Rushfield in cursive
letters on the back of his jacket.

Down, down, down. Andrea’s stomach lurched,
but she held tight to the windowsill, watching Jim. He dropped into
the car seat, saying something to Skip. Then Jim slapped the side
of his head, laughing. And then the car door slammed, and the car
backed out of the driveway.

Well? Had she changed Jim’s mind, or not? She
couldn’t tell. If Jim changed his mind about Andrea, how would he
act?

For one thing, he would be more fun. He would
want to work jigsaw puzzles with Andrea, like the new one on her
floor, a present from Aunt Bets. When he came home in the
afternoon, he would want to hear about things that happened at
Andrea’s school. He wouldn’t forget her birthday, as he almost had
this summer, only Mother reminded him when she thought Andrea was
out of earshot.

Trying to imagine Jim as this thoughtful,
buddy, Andrea shook her head. She didn’t see how even glasses with
special powers could change him so much. Anyway, maybe she had made
the whole thing up. Maybe Aunt Bets had changed her own mind about
Samuel Tail. After all, he was a fat, boring cat—maybe she
had just realized that.

But then there was the eerie
beanstalk-skyscraper feeling, when Andrea had stared at Aunt Bets
and then Jim through the glasses. Andrea hadn’t made that
up.

Again Andrea took off the glasses and
squinted at the points of light glowing deep inside the lenses. She
remembered the huge eye on the BIRPP building—“something almost
ghastly about that eye,” Aunt Bets had said. Andrea shivered.

Folding the glasses, she put them on her
dresser and went downstairs.

 


After dinner, Aunt Bets sat in the armchair
in the family room, painting fresh purple polish on her nails and
talking over the sound of the TV. Andrea, curled up on the sofa,
watched Samuel Tail try for the tenth time to jump into the lap of
Aunt Bets’s plush orchid-colored bathrobe.

“Shoo! Psst!” Aunt Bets hissed at the cat,
nudging his chin with her elbow while carefully pointing her
fingertips away from his fluffy coat. “A gentleman would take no
for an answer. Why did I bring this pesky animal along?”

Andrea watched Samuel Tail back down from the
chair once more, his plumy tail lowered and his ears folded. Then,
as if he had remembered something important, he twisted around to
lick his back.

Blowing on her fingertips, Aunt Bets touched
one nail gingerly. “There, they’re dry, thank goodness.”

“Okay, Sammy,” said Andrea. “You can get up
now.”

Aunt Bets laughed in an annoyed tone. “That’s
not what I meant, darling. I’ve had enough of that cat for one day.
He only takes advantage if you encourage—oof!” Samuel Tail took a
flying leap, landing with all his weight on Aunt Bets’s
stomach.

Andrea couldn’t help giggling, but Aunt Bets
looked grim. Rising and tucking the cat under her arm, she marched
into the front hall.

“He can sit on my lap, Aunt Bets,” called
Andrea. What was her great-aunt getting so angry about? Sammy
wasn’t acting any different than he ever did.

“No, no,” Aunt Bets called back. “He needs to
be taught a lesson.” Andrea heard the front door open. Then there
was a high-pitched mew, and the sound of twigs cracking.

Feeling a pang of guilt, Andrea stood up.
“Can’t he stay in the kitchen, at least? It’s cold out
tonight.”

But Aunt Bets waved her hand as if she didn’t
want to discuss it and settled back into her armchair. “Heavens to
Hildegard, it’s not all that cold. And he has fur galore. I
wouldn’t mind spending a night on the town, if someone would give
me a fur coat. Isn’t it just about your bedtime, dear? I’d love to
let you stay up to watch the end of this program, but you need your
beauty sleep.”

Andrea stood where she was. Was it her fault?
She had only wanted to change Aunt Bets a little, to stop her from
being silly about Samuel Tail. But now . . . “I don’t think you
should treat Samuel Tail like that,” Andrea said. “He didn’t
scratch the furniture, or knock over a lamp.”

Aunt Bets shrugged, tightening the sash of
her robe. “Mm. We all see things differently, don’t we?” As if that
ended the discussion, she went to the TV and turned up the
volume.

Up in her bedroom, Andrea wondered whether
she should sneak back down the stairs and let the cat in. But Aunt
Bets would certainly see her if she tried to open the front door.
And if she went out the back door through the garage, the garage
door would make too much noise.

Maybe if she looked out her window, she could
see Samuel Tail in the yard. Pushing her glasses onto her face,
Andrea crawled across her bed.

And froze in the middle of a gasp. On the
other side of the window, inches from her nose, a wild splotchy
face stared at her with blank eyes.

Then the wild face opened its mouth in a
silent mew. Samuel Tail! Laughing, Andrea let out her breath. How
had he gotten up to her window? Poor kitty, he must be desperate.
She unlatched the window and pushed it up. “There. Come on, Sammy.
Poor kitty, nice kitty.”

Samuel Tail brushed past her shoulder,
purring loudly.

“Here,” said Andrea, “you can sleep on my
afghan.” She patted the knitted blanket at the foot of the bed.
“See? Nice and warm.” As she stroked the cat, he sat down on the
afghan, still purring, and began to lick himself seriously. Soon
there was a ring of twigs and fur knots around him.

“That’s right,” said Andrea. “Good night.”
Switching off the lamp beside her bed, she slid under the
covers.

She was just starting to drift off when she
felt something tickling her nose, and a tug at the covers around
her chin. “Mmh,” she said sleepily, turning over. She drifted
again. But now it was her ear that was tickling, and something
sharp needled her shoulder. “Hey!”

Sitting up, Andrea turned the lamp back on
and frowned at the cat. He looked back at her calmly with his green
eyes, pawing at the top of the sheet again, as if he knew his
rights. One of his rights must be sleeping under the covers with
Aunt Bets.

“Look,” Andrea told him, “it’s not my fault.
. . .”

But it was her fault.

Giving up on getting her to lift the covers
for him, Samuel Tail pushed his nose under the sheet. With a quick
burrowing motion, he wiggled alongside her leg, all the way down to
where her feet propped up the covers. Andrea could feel him purring
through her soles.

She turned off the light and snuggled down
into bed again, taking care not to poke the cat. It wasn’t very
relaxing, trying to sleep and to mind how she moved her feet at the
same time, but she supposed she owed it to Samuel Tail. Tomorrow
she would straighten things out. . . . She would have a little talk
with Aunt Bets. . . .

 


A bright light shone through her eyelids.
“Andy,” said a familiar voice. “Wake up.”

Andrea jerked to a sitting position,
blinking. “What? What?” Her voice was fuzzy with sleep.

“The Celtics game was fantastic!” Jim shoved
a handful of something into his mouth, crunching. The smell of corn
chips floated over to Andrea.

“But what’s the matter?” Andrea yawned. “Why
did you wake me up?”

“You should have seen this game,” said Jim.
“In the last quarter, with nineteen seconds to go, the Lakers are
two points ahead. The Lakers shoot and miss, so Bird grabs the
rebound and charges down the court, passes to Parish. Bingo! Parish
dunks it. Plus the Lakers get a foul called on them, so Parish gets
a free throw, and sinks it. End of game.” He offered a bag to
Andrea. “Corn chips?”

Andrea stared groggily at her brother,
wondering whether he had gone off his rocker. Then she gasped and
sat up straighter, remembering the instant when she had stared down
through her glasses at the Jim-bug on the driveway. “Jim,” she said
slowly, “did you feel anything funny or . . . weird, just when you
were getting into Skip’s car?”
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