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Chapter I
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IN WHICH PENNY DISCOVERS THE DOOR

It was almost dark by the time they’d put their luggage in the trunk and got into the cab: not that this mattered, with all the flashing neon signs and brightly lit storefronts. The four had never seen so many people or so many automobiles! Or heard so many horns honking!

Then they turned off one busy thoroughfare and down some leafy street and it was a lot quieter. The buildings on either side were all old, no two alike. The cab stopped outside the biggest—a brownstone decorated with so many balconies and turrets it looked more like a castle than a house.

Hy-Brasil.

It was summer break. Donald, Beverly, Penny and Melvin were meant to be staying with Mom—Mom and Dad had got divorced the previous year—but Mom was in some play and it was running for an extra week. Dad had already left for Alaska when they found out, so Mom had suggested they stay with Great-Uncle Begley instead.

Great-Uncle Begley had always seemed more like somebody out of a book or a film than a real person, maybe because they’d never met him. They knew he’d come over from Ireland as a boy and helped build some of the biggest skyscrapers in America, because Dad had told them. Also how he’d become a banker afterwards. Which was how he’d ended up so rich. 

That had been years and years ago. He was almost a hundred now, and lived in his enormous old house with just his housekeeper for company.

*

[image: ]


He was waiting for them in the hallway: a tiny man in a wheelchair. Beverly thought she’d never seen anybody so thin and frail in all her life, or anybody with such a scary face.  

“A haunted face,” she thought, with a shiver.

It was true. Great-Uncle Begley might have been very successful, but he looked like somebody who’d once done something terrible or had something terrible happen to him and who’d never quite gotten over it.

But he’d shaken them each by the hand and welcomed them in his soft Irish brogue and each of them had decided he was okay.

Then his housekeeper—a tall, stern-faced Irishwoman who looked as old as he did—had brought them up to their rooms. 

Although they were to get to know the house pretty well in the days to come, their first impression was that it was full of dark, old furniture and that most of it was in shadow.

Their rooms were on opposite sides of the same corridor. “One for the boys and one for the girls. You choose which you prefer—and no going up to the fourth floor! That’s off bounds. Goodnight.”

And with this Great Uncle Begley’s housekeeper bustled back downstairs.
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Both rooms had the same bay windows, overlooking the street. One was larger but without much furniture: just two beds and a chest of drawers by the door, although the beds and the drawers were pretty fancy. The other room was smaller but cozier. There were even a few pictures up on the wall. 

Also, it had a dressing table.

“You girls can have this room if you like.”

Melvin was determined to be as considerate as possible—for a change. It was the nicer room, and he reckoned Beverly and Penny would appreciate having a dressing table. Being so considerate was hard, because he was missing Mom like mad and this made him grouchy. 

“Only I guess we all got to make an effort,” he told himself.

“Meaning you want the bigger room, I suppose,” Beverly retorted.

“Hell, no! I just thought—”

Melvin sighed. It struck him maybe Beverly wanted the other room because it looked like her bedroom back home. He knew she missed her old room. “Have the other room if you like. I don’t care either way. Honest.”

“Thanks so much,” Beverly sniffed. “You don’t get to decide where everybody sleeps, Melvin.” 

Beverly reckoned this was her job. She was the second eldest, after all.

Melvin shrugged and rolled his eyes, even though he knew this would just annoy Beverly, which it did. So then Beverly turned to Donald and said—“Don’t you agree, Donald?”

“Agree about what?” 

Donald hadn’t been listening. He was too busy imagining himself as a captain who’s had to camp with his men in unfamiliar territory and wants to make sure there’s no bears around. Or spiders. 

“That Melvin doesn’t get to choose which room he sleeps in.”

“Of course he doesn’t.” 

“You two get to decide just because you’re older?” Melvin was already forgetting how he’d promised to be nice to everybody. “You call that fair? Why don’t we just vote on it?”

“Suppose I vote me and Beverly get the other room?” Penny pointed out. “Then that would be three against one, right?”

“Taking their side as usual, huh? Why do you always have to be such a kiss-ass?”

‘Melvin!’ 

“I am so not a kiss-ass!” Penny started to cry.

“Now look what you’ve done!” Beverly snapped.

“Melvin—”

But Melvin was headed for the door. He didn’t want to hear what Donald had to say. Donald would just want him to apologize and no way was he going to. He was going to find somewhere in this big old house instead, somewhere he could read his comic in peace and quiet. 

I hate them, all three of them, he thought.

Not that he’d ever say so to their faces. But he stopped at the doorway all the same. “You know what? Sometimes I wish—I really, really wish—I was an only child.”

*

[image: ]


“He’d no right to talk to you like that, Penny,” Donald said after Melvin was gone. “You want me fetch him back and make him say sorry?”

“Oh, let him go,” Beverly said. “I don’t think I could stand another argument.”

“Bev is right,” Penny said, rubbing her eyes. “It’d be a total waste of time. Let’s just unpack our stuff, okay?”

*
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Next morning Great-Uncle Begley left early to attend to some business. “And I don’t want you children going off somewhere unless your uncle says it’s all right beforehand,’ Mrs. O’Shea sniffed.

Which was fair enough. This wasn’t home. A city was bound to be dangerous. Parts of it, anyhow. 

But it was such a nice day! Shafts of dusty sunshine fell in through those tall windows onto the dining room’s parquet floor—where the four were having breakfast—making the parts of the room still hidden in shadow seem all the darker and more mysterious, while around them furniture creaked and groaned in the heat. They could barely hear the traffic.

“So if we can’t go out, what can we do?” Melvin asked.

“I brought some games.” Beverly had decided to forgive Melvin. She felt it was up to her to make sure there were no more arguments. “We could play scrabble.”

“Nah,” said Donald. “It’s time we did a full recon.”

“I don’t think that’s such a great idea,” Beverly said. “Mrs. O’Shea’s already told us not to go near the fourth floor.”

“Yeah? So that still leaves the rest of the house.” 

So they set off.

*
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Across the hall (where portraits of famous Irish patriots hung on the wall overlooking the staircase) they found a ballroom with a crystal chandelier. Upstairs on the right was a library: a library filled with dusty leather-bound books. And across from this was a funny little bar with only Irish drinks behind the counter.

There was a snooker room, a smoking room, and a conservatory. Even an elevator, except you needed a key to open it.

“I bet we’re not allowed,” Beverly said. “Or Mrs. O’Shea would have used it last night. She doesn’t want us to know it’s even here.”

*
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That same night Penny was woken by the sound of voices coming from downstairs.

One was Great-Uncle Begley’s. The other was very shrill. Every so often the murmur of conversation was broken up by laughter.

Penny looked at the clock by her bedside: it was two in the morning. 

“Now who could be visiting Uncle Begley this late?” she wondered.

Penny thought about waking up Beverly. But then Beverly would either tell her (a) to go back to sleep or (b) to stay in bed while she and Donald went to investigate. Penny was very fond of her older brother and sister, but being the youngest, she found they tended to treat her like she was just a baby, even though she was almost nine.

Which was why she decided to go down all on her own.

*
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The door into the little bar was open. She peeked inside. Her uncle was in his wheelchair by the fire. His face was ruddy and shiny, and he was grinning from ear to ear. He looked very different from how he’d looked the night before—so different Penny was sorry she hadn’t let Beverly come down instead.

There was a chair facing him, but with its back to her, so she had no way of knowing what the person sitting in it must be like.

“Or if there’s anybody sitting in it.” She should have seen their legs and the top of their head, at least. “Maybe he’s talking to himself—maybe that’s why he looks so weird. Because he’s crazy.”

But then something happened to make her think otherwise. Great-Uncle Begley held out his glass of whisky and a tiny hand appeared out of the depths of the armchair, also holding a glass of whiskey. The two glasses clinked together and a high, thin voice said—“Tis grand news, Ignatius! Fair dues to ye for never giving up!”

That hand gave Penny such a fright she backed away from the door and ran straight upstairs.

She lay in her bed for ages, listening to the two talking, until—after what seemed hours—she heard somebody scurry past her bedroom door. 

What was going on?

*
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Great-Uncle Begley had another appointment next day as well. They never got to ask him if they could go out.  It was so hot, they’d have stayed indoors anyway. So while Donald was busy making a plane out of balsa wood and Beverly was playing solitaire, and Melvin was reading some comic up in his room, Penny decided to investigate. 

Seeing that tiny hand the night before had freaked her out, but she reckoned she was quite grown-up enough to get to the bottom of the business without any help from the others. 

“It’s not like they’d even believe me, anyway,” she told herself.

It helped how the house was so large and Mrs. O’Shea so old. Most of the upper floors had a very dusty, neglected feel about them. 

Penny found what was she was looking for almost right away: a set of tiny footprints—so tiny and faint, you might not have noticed them at all. They were only visible in certain places—spots where there was no carpet covering the stairs—but Penny tracked them from the bar all the way up to the fourth-floor landing. 

By then her heart was beating away like mad and she was way too curious to care if she was disobeying Mrs. O’Shea’s instructions or not.

Here they vanished. 

There was a lot of stuff crowded together on the landing: a Chinese vase as tall as Penny herself, an old mahogany dresser, and a side-table covered in knick-knacks, with a trunk underneath it and a mirror on the wall above it.

Penny was about to give up when she glimpsed something under the table. It was nearly hidden by the trunk: a paneled door around two feet high. 

It was half-ajar.

Penny hesitated. By now she wouldn’t have been surprised if Great-Uncle Begley was some sort of wizard, with a tiny demon for a familiar, but she took a couple of deep breaths and scrambled down onto her hands and knees, wriggling past the trunk (which looked way too heavy to move) and teasing the door fully open.

She was looking down a narrow hallway no bigger than the door itself, with greenery at the other end. The hallway didn’t seem very long, but the other end still looked miles away, so she couldn’t make out any details. It was like looking through the wrong end of a telescope. Strangest of all, cold, fresh outside air was curling out from this little hall and into the stuffy stairway, which was all the stuffier if you’re crouching under a table.

Wherever the door led to, it didn’t lead to anywhere in her uncle’s house.

Penny sat back. 

She wasn’t scared anymore. But while one part of her was dying to find out what the place at the other end of the hallway might be like, and to meet her uncle’s visitor face-to-face, another part of her still wanted to run downstairs and tell the others, even if it meant Donald and Beverly taking charge as usual. 

“Only I found the door. This is my adventure, not theirs,” she told herself. 

So she got down on her hands and knees again and crawled through. 

The hallway turned out to be really cramped, and wriggling along it was a lot harder than she expected. She was very out of breath by the time she got to the other end. 

Then there was soft, damp grass under her hands and knees and when she sat up and looked around her, she saw she’d come out in the middle of a patch of gorse; there were dark, prickly bushes on all sides of her and a gray drizzly sky above. When she glanced back she could just make out the hallway, half-hidden under those low branches. She could even see the open door at the other end, and the sunlight falling onto the landing carpet. 

And if she listened, she could hear the ticking of the tall clock downstairs.

“But why would some hallway lead out here? The middle of nowhere? Unless—unless the door is the outside of somewhere and this is the inside. All of it.”

It was a weird idea, but Penny could think of no other explanation.

Where was she, though?

*
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Her dress got torn, fighting through the gorse, and the ground kept getting steeper and steeper. Soon she was half-slithering half-falling towards a deep cleft between two hills—the hill she was on and the hill opposite. Both hills were covered in gorse. A muddy track wound up out of the great bog on her left and vanished into this cleft, half hidden by hawthorns and other small trees. 

The drizzle falling down out of that gray sky was so fine she could barely see it. It wasn’t a whole lot different from mist. Already she could feel its dampness seeping into her bones, but the damp (and the gloomy sky) made the hawthorn bushes below look all the greener and turned the bog a deep, rusty red.

Five minutes later she’d come out onto the track and was wondering which way to go, when she heard the chink, chink of a hammer. 

“Right it is, then,” she said to herself. 
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Chapter II
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TEA BY THE FIRE


Penny had reached a spot where the path split in two, the larger track going over the hills, the smaller track veering under the hawthorns on her right and climbing out of view as it did so. There was a battered old wooden signpost where they separated, tilted over at a funny angle, the lettering on it worn off by winds and rain. One of its three arms pointed back the way she’d just come. 
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