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.

