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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.












Part One









One


Elinor was hiding from her cousins. She’d found an old hollow yew tree in the corner of the churchyard. Nathalie and Megan were playing on the gravestones by the church door, but their voices seemed to come from inside the tree: echoing like the sea-sounds you hear when you put a big shell to your ear. She heard Derek trying, as always, to get his sisters’ attention: ‘Look! Look at me! I can jump right over it.’ Megan laughed loudly. Nathalie drawled, in a superior tone she’d copied from her mother: ‘For heavens’ sake, don’t encourage him!’ Then the sisters started talking more quietly, and she knew they were talking about her. ‘Elinor—’ she heard Nathalie say. ‘Little creep. If she gets the idea that she can—’ Megan answered: too low for Elinor to catch her words, but she could be sure Megan agreed with anything Nathalie proposed. Megan was nine: still a brash, fat little girl, while her sister was a sleek and supposedly sophisticated teenager. She would be proud and eager to join in Nathalie’s bullying plans.


The tree must be very old. Its ruined trunk was held together by bands of steel and supported by steel braces fixed into the loamy, needly ground. The sounds of the past might be caught in that dark, damp cave. If only her cousins would shut up, words that had been spoken hundreds of years ago might whisper their secrets into Elinor’s ear. But she didn’t like confined spaces, and a hollow tree wasn’t a good place to hide. If you were caught you couldn’t escape. She imagined Nathalie and Megan peering in through this rift in the trunk, bright-eyed and excited: like two cats at a mouse hole. That was definitely a prospect to be avoided.


In the yew’s lightless shade there was one big tomb standing alone, on a rise in the ground beside an odd, shallow pool. She managed to trace some of the lettering on the mossy slabs. It was the Revelle Family’s vault apparently: and that was interesting because the holiday house, which they had yet to find, either belonged or had belonged to the Revelles, the traditional lords of the manor around here. Auntie Sylvia had rented it from an estate agent, but she’d been thrilled at the connection. She’d started talking about ‘The Revelles’ as if they were close friends, as if they’d practically invited her to come and stay. The tomb looked very neglected. If the Revelles were still the local gentry, there must be a new one somewhere.


Her cousins’ voices moved farther away. At the church door Auntie Sylvia and Uncle Derek were talking with someone: the verger or the vicar or maybe a tourist like themselves. Elinor sat with her back against the tomb, the pool on one side, the churchyard wall on the other; and beyond that a sweep of empty, sunny meadow. In the distance she could see the roofs, chimneys and windows of a big house peering above a band of trees. But even if they’d been looking out of the windows, it was too far away for anyone to see Elinor. She felt safe. This was the kind of hiding place she liked: not too attractive, nothing here that anyone else would want; and not shut in. If she heard her cousins coming, she’d have time to slip quietly behind the yew tree and get back to the relative security of her Uncle and aunt’s company before she was spotted. They weren’t a reliable defence. If Elinor complained about the others, Auntie Sylvia would yell at her for ‘telling tales.’ But Nathalie and Megan never did anything too horrible while their parents were looking.


Out in the meadow it was a cloudless summer’s day. Under the yew she seemed to be sitting in a darkened theatre looking up at a brightly coloured stage set, as if she was waiting for a play to begin. But nothing was happening yet. I can come here again, she thought. If it’s near enough to walk. They won’t be able to say I’m hiding or sulking. I’m not hiding, I simply don’t happen to be in plain sight. Any day when we don’t all go out to the sea or somewhere, I can come to my secret yew tree and have some peace.


In many families somebody is bullied. Parents are unfair, one child is favoured and another teased and tormented. Maybe few children grow up without feeling, sometime or other, that it’s all a horrible mistake and they really belong to another, much nicer family. For Elinor part of that was the truth. She didn’t belong: but there was no ideal family who might come and rescue her, and it was not romantic at all.


She’d lived with the Madisons since her father had been killed in a terrible fire when she was four years old: caused by a gas explosion that had ripped through the block of flats where they were living. For most of that time she’d sort-of believed that her mother was dead too. Auntie Sylvia and Uncle Derek had never talked to her about her real parents. Her dad had been Uncle Derek’s brother. About her mother she knew nothing; except that there’d been a huge quarrel between the two families when Elinor was a baby, and Elinor’s mother had been the cause. Elinor didn’t know what had happened, but she knew that the terrible accident had changed nothing, in Auntie Sylvia’s eyes. Elinor’s vanished mother was a hated enemy, never mentioned except with violent dislike.


It was only recently that she’d discovered the truth.


Elinor touched the burn scar that stretched from her left cheek, down her throat and over her shoulder. It wasn’t a terrible scar. It had faded a lot in nearly nine years. On her face it was nearly invisible: the skin was just slightly crumpled, like crepe paper. She didn’t think of it except when her aunt made pitying remarks or Nathalie and Megan teased. But one day at school, a week before the end of this summer term, a boy had asked her how it had happened. It had been at lunchtime. She couldn’t remember how or why she’d come to be in the middle of a group, the centre of attention. That was very unusual. Elinor didn’t talk much, or make friends easily. The boy’s name was Ryan. He was in her year, but not in her class or he’d probably have known about Elinor. Nathalie rarely missed a chance to explain that Elinor was a poor relation; not her real sister. But Elinor could tell he wasn’t being mean. He was being brave, getting the ‘poor thing’ factor of her scar out into the open, instead of whispering behind her back. The other faces had looked fairly sympathetic too. So Elinor had told the story of the fire. How her father had been killed, and her friend Emily who’d been staying overnight had been killed, and her pet kitten; and Emily’s mother and father in the flat downstairs, and other people too. Elinor had been rescued, but no one had known who she was, because she was unconscious and badly burned. And then she’d had to stay in hospital for ages, and go back for skin-graft operations.


Her listeners had become solemn, listening to the account of this terrible tragedy.


‘What about your mother?’ Ryan had asked. ‘Didn’t she know who you were?’


‘Oh no,’ said Elinor, flustered by the attention. ‘I haven’t got a mother. My mother died ages ago. Practically before I was born—’


The other children had murmured in sympathy. Somebody sighed: ‘you poor thing!’


Ryan had said. ‘Double rough luck! I hope you don’t mind talking about it. I didn’t mean to upset you—’


Then Nathalie (who was there of course: Elinor could never get away from Nathalie) had laughed and said. ‘Don’t be daft, Elinor. Your Mum’s not dead! Elinor’s Mum ran off with a sailor,’ she’d told the whole group. ‘Ran off and never came back, not even when her Dad died. That’s why we have to have her living with us.’


In her refuge under the yew tree Elinor trembled as she relived the shame of that moment. She didn’t know how she’d survived the rest of that week in school; or how she was going to face Ryan and those other children when she went back in September. She tried to tell herself that everyone would have forgotten. But there was Nathalie. Nathalie and Elinor were almost the same age and always in the same class: people who didn’t know thought they must be twins. Nathalie wouldn’t let anyone forget.


Since that day, she’d invented a new anti-Elinor trick. Any time her parents weren’t looking she would clasp her hands under her chin, bat her eyelashes and lisp, in a silly whimpering voice: ‘My mother died. Pwactically before I was born!’ and burst into a false, cruel laugh.


Elinor truly remembered her father: his voice, his laugh, his sparkling eyes; the smell of his jacket and the feel of his arms. She had no true memories of her mother, only the ones she’d constructed—like the police working up an identikit picture of a missing person. Beside her bed in the flat there’d been a photograph of a woman with a thin, tanned, smiling face, with fair hair tied back and deep dimples in her cheeks. The woman was with a little girl in a vivid green garden: she was tucking a red flower into the little girl’s hair. That was a picture of Elinor and Mummy. In the flat on Highdown Road, her mother had only been there in a picture … but little Elinor had known that mummy was not dead: but gone. Gone away. Elinor remembered that now. She realised she must have known the truth all along. She must have put it out of her mind. Better to have a dead mother than one who didn’t care.


Auntie Sylvia had been furious with Nathalie when Elinor came home from school crying. It was one of the few occasions that Elinor could remember when Nathalie had actually been told off by her mother. But it was probably, she thought bitterly, because Nathalie had aired an unmentionable family secret. Not because she’d hurt Elinor’s feelings.


‘What made you think your Mum was dead?’ her aunt had demanded crossly. ‘I’m sure no one’s ever said that to you. She’s alive and well, so far as we know. When they found out who you were, after the fire, the authorities tried to trace her. That’s when they contacted your Uncle Derek. We did our best to help, but we couldn’t track her down. She obviously didn’t want to be bothered with you, and that’s the end of that.’


Auntie Sylvia’s eyes, as she said we did our best, had taken on a shifty look that Elinor knew well. Helplessly, she understood that her Uncle and Aunt had not ‘done their best.’ Even though it meant giving a home to Elinor, a child she didn’t want and didn’t love, her aunt had not made much attempt to reunite the hated enemy with her daughter; and Uncle Derek was too lazy to resist her will. But what could Elinor do? She was only a child.


The photo had not survived. Nothing had survived the fire: except Elinor. When she was grown up, she promised herself, she would search until she knew what had become of her lost mother. Yet though she’d made this promise, she was afraid she’d never have the strength to keep it. Better not to know! It would be so awful if Auntie Sylvia was right.


But she ought to be concentrating on the problems of present reality, not brooding on the past. At the moment she ought to be worrying about the bedrooms in the holiday house. She knew that was what Nathalie and Megan had been discussing, as they played on the gravestones. She wasn’t sure, because nobody had told her much about the details, but she thought there were three bedrooms between four children; plus a sofa bed downstairs. But she knew Auntie Sylvia considered such a makeshift arrangement to be in poor taste. No one would be making a nasty fug by sleeping in one of the living rooms. Obviously, then, two of the children would have to share. Obviously one of the two would be Elinor. But who would be the other? Would the children be allowed to decide? Auntie Sylvia was unpredictable in these situations. Sometimes she didn’t care, she’d simply tell them to get on with it. But often she would lose her temper and lay down the law, invariably choosing to enforce the worst possible settlement of whatever was in dispute. And her temper was fierce. There was no use appealing to Uncle Derek, either. He always refused to get involved.


Their destination was somewhere on the outskirts of this little village, called Breadford; on the edge of the moors. When they finally tracked it down the fun would begin. Elinor well remembered the furious rows last time the sisters had been forced to share a room with the hated outsider, in a holiday hotel. It had been easy when Derek was younger. They just put Elinor in with the baby, and she didn’t mind that. But he was five now. He wouldn’t be sharing. Most likely Nathalie would have a room of her own, and Megan would be with Elinor.


She imagined the nine year old getting into all her things, spoiling then and breaking them; simply taking anything she wanted. But it would be worth it so long as Nathalie was satisfied. If Nathalie wasn’t happy, there would be hell to pay. And Auntie Sylvia would say: Don’t whine, Elinor. No wonder they tease you, you have to learn not to be so timid. But Elinor couldn’t learn. She wasn’t an assertive person. She hated fighting or rows of any kind.


Absorbed in her own troubles, she only noticed slowly that she could hear a child crying. It sounded like Derek, the way he used to sob in the night when he’d had a bad dream. Elinor had always been the one to comfort him, since she slept the lightest. No child should be left to cry like that! But it couldn’t be Derek. He wasn’t a baby anymore. He didn’t need Elinor; he’d joined forces with his sisters. Maybe someone from the village was visiting a grave, and had left their toddler sitting alone in his buggy; for too long. ‘None of my business,’ she told herself. She ought to get back to the others, before they came hunting.


‘There you are,’ said Nathalie accusingly, when Elinor appeared on the path in front of the church. ‘What have you been doing?’


‘Nothing. Just looking at the old gravestones.’


‘Oh really? Tell us what you found then. What’s the oldest date you saw?’


Elinor rubbed her bare arms. It was the end of July and a warm day, but the deep yew shade had chilled her. ‘Seventeen eighty eight,’ she said.


‘That’s nothing,’ jeered Megan. ‘We saw one with ten sixty six.’


Megan was obviously snatching at the one historical date that came into her not very well-informed head. Ten sixty six was the date when William the Conqueror had invaded England. It was unlikely to be featured on a country gravestone. Elinor didn’t point this out. She didn’t want any trouble.


Nathalie’s eyes narrowed dangerously, as if it was Elinor who’d made the wild impossible claim. ‘I don’t believe you. Where did you see seventeen eighty eight?’


It had been on the Revelle tomb under the yew tree. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, protecting her hiding place. ‘Somewhere around.’


‘Why won’t you say where? Mum, make her show us this famous tombstone of hers.’


‘Ancient church,’ said Uncle Derek in a bored voice, ignoring the friction as usual. ‘Tick. Now where’s the pub?’


‘We have to find the Dower House first,’ said Auntie Sylvia firmly. ‘Leave the historical research for another time, darlings. Elinor can show you her secrets later. Let’s follow the vicar’s directions.’ As they left the churchyard she looked around with a satisfied smile. ‘It certainly is a beautiful location; and the vicar was very nice. Very nice, very select. I’m sure there are some lovely people living here. And only twenty minutes from the motorway.’


Nathalie pulled a face behind her father’s back. ‘All he thinks about is the pub,’ she sneered, in an undertone that was meant to be heard.


Her mother winced, and scowled at Elinor. ‘Come on Elinor. What are you gawping at?’


She’d been looking for the crying child. There was no buggy standing on the path, and nobody seemed to be about. But surely she could still hear that miserable insistent sobbing? It was suddenly as close as if the little boy (she felt that it was a little boy, not a little girl) was next to her, on the other side of a thin wall. Elinor shook her head, to rid herself of the phantom sound. None of the others seemed to hear anything.


Her aunt had left the screen door in the church porch open. Elinor went to close it, to give herself an excuse to peer inside. The church was empty. A hand written sign on the screen door, in beautiful curly black lettering, said ‘Please keep this door shut. The swallows fly in, and they’re frightened when they can’t find the way out.’ Nice of someone to care, she thought.


‘I was about to do that,’ snapped Auntie Sylvia, who liked to think she was the one who knew the little details about country life. ‘No need for you to take it on yourself, Miss Pushy.


‘Where’s Dekkie?’ asked Elinor.


Dekkie was Derek’s baby nickname.


‘He’s in the car.’


Megan pinched Elinor’s side. ‘I’ll tell him you called him Dekkie.’


They climbed into the Espace. Megan told Derek that Elinor had called him by his baby name. Derek, wounded in his five-year-old pride, exploded in noisy rage. Auntie Sylvia leaned over from the front seat to placate him with sweets, but whenever she turned back to face the front, Megan would pinch Derek in the softest place at the back of his knee, making him roar again.


‘What’s the matter with you, darling?’ his mother demanded.


‘She keeps pinching me!’


‘Who?’


The two sisters fixed their little brother with cold eyes. ‘Elinor,’ declared Derek, who knew what was good for him. Elinor was in the back seat, squashed up against the nearside window by a mass of Madison folding chairs and beach things. She couldn’t possibly have reached Derek. Auntie Sylvia heaved an angry sigh.


‘For heaven’s sake leave him alone Elinor. Sometimes I wonder. Here we are taking you on a beautiful holiday, when you could be in a foster home. After all we’ve done for you, can’t you even behave?’


They’d missed their turn twice. They passed, for the third time, the long white house by the church, called The Rectory, its porch a mass of yellow roses: and then a pub called the Flying Fish, another pub called the White Hart; a shop that was a post office and a derelict Methodist chapel. At last, relative calm having broken out in the back of the car, they managed to leave the village through a tract of small, shabby modern housing. Auntie Sylvia sniffed. ‘That’s not very picturesque!’ Elinor felt her carsickness coming back. She leaned against the closed window beside her, pressing her travel band against her wrist. The road ran between high hedges. Down a track that led into woodland she glimpsed a deer that seemed to have been listening in horror to their monstrous approach. It stood for a fleeting moment, and then leapt out of sight. A rambling building among trees went gliding by, just visible over the top of the hedge. That must be the place she had seen from her yew tree corner … in a moment it was gone.


‘Third on the left,’ said Uncle Derek, and swivelled the shiny bulk of the Espace into a tiny lane. Bracken and brambles rattled against the paintwork on either side.


‘Are you sure this is right?’ complained Auntie Sylvia.


‘The Dower House. Didn’t you see the sign? Like the vicar said. First turn’s a track; second lane is the big house, no longer inhabited. The third turn leads to the Dower House. This approach could do with improvement. Look at that, there’s grass growing down the middle.’


The road levelled out at the bottom of a valley. On one side there were marshy looking fields, on the other woodland climbed the bare slopes of the moor. A stream ran by. It was hidden in a ditch, but babbled so loudly it could be heard above the rumbling engine. Megan and Nathalie were silent, glancing at each other with sour faces. They had their own views about this holiday. They’d wanted to go to Florida again. Derek had started listening to a story tape. Elinor woke up, for the first time, to the fact that this was the beginning of a fortnight in the depths of the country, in a magical-sounding old house. There were deer. There might be badgers, foxes, otters. If her life had been different, if she had a real family, she’d be feeling so happy… But she didn’t like the way this lane didn’t go anywhere except to The Dower House. The valley was so narrow. There would be no one else around for miles. It was as if she was being carried, helplessly, into the mouth of a trap.


The house was a disappointment. It stood staring into the lane across a wide, well-cropped lawn: a solid, rather ugly building without any Olde Worlde charm. There was a back wing, closed up and awaiting renovation. The part they were to live in was coated in cream-coloured pebble dash, with green paintwork and a grey slate roof. Apart from the lawn, the ‘large garden’ was mostly laid out in vegetable beds.


‘It’s been modernised,’ hissed Auntie Sylvia, in disgust.


‘Well, they said that,’ Uncle Derek reminded her, parking the Espace on very unromantic gravel by the back porch.


‘The agents said modernised internally. Hot water and plumbing; central heating. I was not expecting pebble dash! And the garden’s like an allotment!’


‘But it’s a good new slate roof, none of that messy thatch. That’s a plus.’


Auntie Sylvia wanted to live in the country full time. Uncle Derek humoured her by chatting about the subject, but he and the children weren’t keen. Elinor knew this holiday was partly meant as an exploration of the idea: but it didn’t seem to be any of her business.


‘I knew we should have insisted on photographs.’


They’d collected the keys from the estate agent, in the small market town they’d passed through after leaving the motorway. Everyone climbed out of the car. Auntie Sylvia unlocked the back door and entered her new domain, sniffing suspiciously. Nathalie and Megan quickly vanished; little Derek hurrying after them.


The modern kitchen was a cold, bare little room that must have been the scullery in the original house. The old kitchen beyond was now a sort of hybrid, with a glossy AGA that didn’t look as if it had ever been lit, and a dining table and sideboards. Next door to it on one side was the study with the sofa bed, an ice-cold tomb; and on the other a large, chintzy living room with broad low windows that overlooked the lawn. Auntie Sylvia’s mood improved. ‘Very nice,’ she decided, admiring the warming pan that hung above the living room hearth; the harness brasses and the glossy fire irons. She quickly tested the texture of a Chinese fireside rug. ‘Mm, quite new and good quality.’ She pressed the cushions of the plump, glossy sofa. ‘Nice material. Quite up-market.’


Elinor, who liked old, comfortably shabby things, found the inside of the house more disappointing than the outside. The bright rooms felt unlived-in, in some terminal way; and colder than the yew tree’s shade. There were far too many knick-knacks; in cabinets on the walls and clustered on little tables. It was as if someone had tried hard to hide the house’s real nature: but something harsh and comfortless managed to defeat all their efforts.


Uncle Derek was relieved at his wife’s approval. ‘All hands to unload,’ he suggested heartily.


Nathalie and Megan’s footsteps could be heard overhead: Nathalie’s light and sharp, Megan thumping like a baby rhino. There were clambering noises from the stairway, and Derek could be heard yelling, ‘Wait for me! I want to explore too!’


Elinor was the only ‘hand’ in sight. Her uncle shrugged. ‘Well, get a move on, Elinor. You don’t expect your aunt to do all the work, I hope.’


When she was hauling her aunt and uncle’s suitcases upstairs, Elinor saw Nathalie and Megan in the first bedroom she came to. They were lying on the twin beds, Nathalie by the window and Megan near the door, chatting. They stopped talking as Elinor went by, and stared in hard, secret silence: bursting into giggles as soon as her back was turned. She located the master bedroom, with the fanciest fittings and the second bathroom en suite, and put Uncle Derek’s and Auntie Sylvia’s bags in there. Then there was the other bathroom, and a small bedroom that held a pair of bunk beds. It had a nice little window-seat, overlooking the lane and the stream. Derek was in there, playing at obstacle courses with a china cat and several carved Indian figures of animals that he’d taken from a shelf in the upstairs hall. The Dower House, she noted, was not well prepared for a busy-fingered five year old. She found a door that led to the closed part of the house, but no more bedrooms. It looked as if Megan and Nathalie had decided to share, and she would be with Derek. That was okay. It would be harder now than when he was a baby, but a million times better than being with Megan. She left Nathalie and Megan’s bags outside their door, and looked for another task.


It would be a good idea to put the most fragile ornaments out of harm’s way: now, before there were any disasters.


Auntie Sylvia was inspecting kitchen cupboards, and didn’t look round as Elinor passed her. In the big front room her uncle had settled with beer and peanuts, reading his paper. She showed him the breakables she’d collected. ‘Where can I put these? I thought I’d move them out of Dekkie’s way.’


He reached for his beer. ‘Right. It’s ridiculous, leaving fiddly little antiques around in a holiday home. Put them where you like, as long as it’s out of the way.’


With a vague gesture towards the fireplace, he vanished behind his newspaper. There was a door in that direction, but that it was locked, and there was no key for it on the ring they’d picked up from the estate agents. That was one of the features of the Dower House, as she’d already discovered. There seemed to be more doors than there were rooms. She went out into the hall again, and counted. One door for the study, one for the big kitchen/dining room (you had to go through there to get to the back kitchen): one for the living room … and one more. Of course it was locked. She put down her armful of ornaments and then, just on the off chance, reached up and ran her hand along the ledge at the top of the low, old-fashioned door frame. Something rattled and fell. She had found the key!


It was big and old and dusty; but it turned all right. She opened the door: she was looking into the closed-off wing of the Dower House. There was a hallway, facing the original front entrance of the house. A flight of stairs, grander than the ones from the kitchen, that must lead to the shut-off rooms on the upper floor. There was a faintly musty smell. The inevitable ornaments looked shabbier, and more real. A moth-eaten fox, killing a withered rabbit among ornamental grasses, stood in a glass box on the hall stand. There was an elephant’s foot made into a holder for walking sticks; something she’d often heard of but had never seen.


Elinor felt that she’d found the real Dower House, and it was a much more interesting place. Briefly, she let herself imagine that things were different. If she was really part of this family presumably she’d have been lying upstairs idle, chatting with her sisters. Or maybe not. She was the oldest. Maybe she was the responsible one, the daughter Auntie Sylvia could trust. The door on her right must be the locked one by the front room fireplace. What about the one on her left? Warmed by her aunt’s imaginary approval she put the breakables down again and turned the key that stood in yet another big old-fashioned lock. There was a short passage on the other side. It had no windows, so it was very dark. She could hardly make out the colour of the door at the end.


‘Oh no,’ whispered Elinor. She didn’t like being shut in; and this dark passage seemed narrow as a grave. She put her hand to her throat, feeling as if she couldn’t breathe. But she had to learn to be less timid. She searched and found an iron doorstop, lurking behind the elephant’s foot. That was better. With the door behind her propped open, light and an escape route in reach, she made it to the other end. There was another stiff old-fashioned lock. So many locked doors!


‘This house is ridiculous,’ she muttered, as she struggled to turn it, juggling her burden of sharp-edged curios and slippery china. She managed to get inside the room and plonk everything down on a flat surface before anything disastrous happened: and then she looked around. The walls were panelled in wood. Two stiff-backed chairs with embroidered seats stood on either side of the fireplace; two black carved oak chests stood against the walls. There was a washstand with a big old-fashioned jug and basin, and a battered walnut writing desk. In the centre of the room stood a four-poster bed, complete with canopy and curtains. The air was stale, the furniture was shabby, and everything was thinly coated in dust. She was puzzled that it was arranged as a bedroom. But that didn’t worry her. What worried her was that bed. It looked, as old four-posters do, top heavy and too short for a normal person. It looked like a musty trap, a prison that would close in and smother you in the night.


Elinor left its lair in a hurry; making sure all three doors were locked behind her.


In the kitchen Auntie Sylvia was muttering to herself as she made her inventory. ‘No salad bowl. There must be a salad bowl. Ah, here it is. Cheap and nasty. Nice gravy boat, though. Like one we used to have.’


Elinor wanted to get right out of the Dower House, even if it was only for a few minutes. She was surprised at how much the four-poster room bothered her. It was spooky but it was locked away. There were worse things to fear. But she couldn’t get past her aunt to reach the scullery porch.


‘Auntie Sylvia, what shall I do with the key to the back wing?’


‘What a horrible little toaster, and that crumb-tray hasn’t been cleaned for years.’


‘I think it ought to be locked, it leads to the part we’re not to use.’


Her aunt looked up, with an annoyed expression.


‘Elinor, how many times have I told you? Don’t call me Auntie. It’s common.’


No one had ever thought that Elinor should call her aunt and uncle Mum and Dad. Nathalie wouldn’t have liked it, anyway.


‘I’m sorry, Aunt Sylvia. But where shall I put it? I’ve hidden the worst breakables, the things Uncle Derek thought should be kept out of Dekkie’s way. They’re in the downstairs bedroom off the front hall. I found the key on top of the door. Shall I put it back there?’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘The … the rooms we’re not to use. I’ve locked the door again.’


Auntie Sylvia had fixed on something else. ‘What do you mean breakables? Our Derek isn’t going to break anything. He’s a very careful, gentle little boy. There’s no reason to strip the place. At the rent we’re paying! If you’ve put things away you can fetch them back, you cheeky girl. And there is no "downstairs bedroom".’


‘Y-yes there is.’


Auntie Sylvia suddenly looked interested. ‘You’d better show me.’


So Elinor, still trying to be helpful and useful, opened the low door in the hall again, and led Auntie Sylvia into the closed-off wing. Her aunt gazed, speculatively, at the broad staircase, and the spacious front hallway. She was less impressed by the room at the end of the narrow passage. ‘Hm,’ she said. ‘Looks like an old furniture dump.’ She didn’t seem affected by the atmosphere. But she poked the mattress of the bed: and a light dawned in her eyes. ‘Well, this does solve a problem. You can sleep in here, Elinor.’


‘But we’re not supposed to use this part of the house,’ quavered Elinor. ‘It was locked.’


‘At the rent we’re paying? Nonsense.’ Aunt Sylvia looked triumphant. ‘We rented the house, and that means the whole thing, far as I’m concerned. I always did think that was a cheeky arrangement. I was going to put you on the camp-bed, which is supposed to be somewhere about; in with Nathalie and Megan. But the girls didn’t like the idea. This is much better. Now move your bag, which I noticed you’ve left in Dekkie’s room when I went upstairs just now. Get yourself unpacked and come and help me with the tea. I mean the dinner. And stop answering back!’


Elinor bit her lip. She knew she was in danger of a hard slap. Auntie Sylvia was never reluctant to use her hands when she was angry. She didn’t know what was making her so reckless. But she could not believe her awful fate.


‘I thought I’d better share with Derek. In case he gets nightmares.’


‘You’re too old to share with a little boy. It wouldn’t be nice. If he has a bad dream, he’ll want his Mummy. Oh, and another thing, Miss Pushy. I suppose you plan to lie there in state, surrounded by all the prettiest objets in the house. You have another think coming! You put the ornaments back where you found them at once. And leave Dekkie alone!’


Aunt Sylvia had a habit of getting at Elinor, usually when her own children had let her down by being rude or refusing to help with the chores. It didn’t mean much. It wasn’t as bad as a slap. Elinor tried not to let it bother her.


‘I could have the sofa bed in the study.’


‘Stop talking nonsense. I told you before; I will not have smelly bedclothes around in our living rooms. What’s got into you? Get your bag, and be quick!’


Elinor hurried up the stairs. Derek was still playing his obstacle game. He’d taken some small things from Elinor’s bag to replace the breakables she’d rescued.


‘Derek, sweetheart, I’m going to share with you, aren’t I? I’ll play with you as much as you like, and I’ll read to you, and be here when you have a bad dream.’


The little boy glanced up, with a sly smile. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You belong down-below stairs.’


‘I’ll let you have the top bunk.’


‘No. You can’t.’


He was repeating what he’d been told to say, and she had been out-manoeuvred. Someone sniggered. She turned and saw Nathalie and Megan, arm in arm, grinning in the doorway of their room. They burst into peals of laughter.


‘We’re none of us going to share with you,’ declared Nathalie. ‘We don’t care how Mum sorts you out. You can sleep in the garage for all we care.’


Derek dragged Elinor’s unzipped bag from off the bottom bunk. He shoved it out into the passage, and kicked the rest of her possessions after it.


‘Down-below stairs!’ he roared.


‘We’re the real Madisons! We’re the real Madisons!’ chanted Nathalie and Megan, with vicious glee.


Derek had changed as he grew from a toddler into a child. You could see he was going to be chunky like Megan, not slim and elegant like Nathalie. He was going to look like his father. Suddenly Elinor finally, absolutely realised that the baby boy she had loved was gone forever. She felt hot with rage, to think that she had pleaded with the little monster. But rage never worked for Elinor. It came out as pathetic, feeble tears. She pushed her jumbled things back into the bag, trying to hide the stinging drops that fell onto her cheeks, and slunk off downstairs while her cousins stood and laughed.


She tried to tell herself there was nothing wrong with the room. The oak panelled walls were dark, but they were beautifully made and carved. The furniture was old and interesting. She thought the chests and the bed were seventeenth century, the desk and chairs maybe a hundred years younger. It was a privilege to be allowed to use such things: full of history, full of hundreds of years of human life. She just wished she didn’t have to sleep in that bed. It was too far off the ground. The mattress, covered by a swollen, glistening pall of eiderdown, was too thick, and it smelled of mothballs. The heavy curtains felt cold and rough as stone, the canopy was like a coffin lid.


She wished she hadn’t thought of that.


She tried to put the word ‘coffin’ out of her mind, and found some clean blankets in one of the chests. She’d have to keep her clothes in the other, which was empty, since there was no ordinary chest of drawers or wardrobe. She made up her bed with Madison sheets and Dower House blankets, but without the eiderdown; which was so heavy it would be like sleeping under a rock. She wrestled the slippery monster into some kind of folds and bundled it into the blanket chest. Then she unpacked the rest of her things.


On her knees in front of one of the chests, she peered at the old newspapers that lined it: pages from something called ‘The Western Advertiser’, June 1975. The house felt very silent. Her cousins, even Nathalie, were probably asleep. Auntie Sylvia and Uncle Derek would be watching videos in bed, as was their custom. They’d brought their own bedroom TV and VCR from home; having been warned that reception down here was tricky. But not a sound reached Elinor. It was as if the bright, fake country-life rented rooms had ceased to exist, and the past had come flooding back. This was the old house, the Dower House; standing silent and empty; alone in the narrow valley between the moors.


It had been a long evening. Nathalie and Megan had been in foul tempers because they couldn’t watch television. The TV was staying in their parents’ bedroom, for the grown-ups’ exclusive use. Auntie Sylvia wanted her children to enjoy more refined entertainment. So they’d been forced to play Scrabble with their cousin, which was not much fun for Elinor. But she had endured without complaint, even when Megan knocked everyone’s tiles over, and Nathalie took the opportunity to swap her bad letters for Elinor’s good ones. She had made up her mind that this time she would fight back: but quietly and secretly, the way that suited her.


It was the expression on Dekkie’s face that had made her brave. She refused to be despised by the baby who had been her playmate and her comfort. So the tears had stopped. She wasn’t going to let them know was afraid of sleeping in the spooky room. For the rest of this fortnight there would be no trembling, no pleading for mercy. That room, that bed would be a test of her resolution to be strong: and she had the satisfaction of knowing that Nathalie and Megan knew already that something had changed. They’d been disappointed of their usual fun this evening. That’s what had made them so angry, more than missing the TV.


Elinor had washed and brushed her teeth in the tiny ‘cloakroom’ off the scullery. (Auntie Sylvia had pointed out how convenient this was for the ‘downstairs bedroom’; causing Nathalie and Megan to snigger again about Elinor living in the servants’ quarters).


She hoped she wouldn’t need the toilet in the night. It would be an unpleasant journey.


She changed into her pyjamas and stood in front of the oval mirror on the wall. Elinor’s hair was light brown, not chestnut and her eyes were grey, not blue. But she was enough like her cousins to be stamped with their identity. Like a diluted Madison, like an extra child made up from the same pattern with not quite so much material. You had to study her face carefully to see that it was a different shape, and her complexion a different tone: and nobody paid that much attention to Elinor.


She wished she could believe that she looked like her lost mother. But when she tried to compare herself with that dimly remembered photo, she couldn’t be sure. It was better not to think about such things, she only made herself more miserable.


‘Poor relation!’ she told herself bitterly. ‘That’s what you look like, that’s what you are.’


Maybe it would have been different if she was different; more bold and boisterous, able to stand up for herself. Maybe she’d have fitted in. But she couldn’t change her nature, and she didn’t want to. The Madisons didn’t want her? Fine: she didn’t want them. She’d have been better off with no relations. Then she’d have had a chance to get adopted after Daddy died, and find a real new family of her own.


The room’s cold atmosphere weighed on her soul. She braided up her hair, and grimly climbed into the four-poster. She thought it would be incredibly hard to get to sleep. But she was really very tired …


She slept for a long time: so long that she thought it must be morning, when she woke up knowing that somebody had come into the room. It had to be Nathalie. Nathalie had crept down here and was going through Elinor’s belongings. She was either looking for something to ruin, or else planting something to get Elinor into trouble. Nathalie had once kicked up a tremendous fuss about a new black sweater, which had vanished (she said) from her clothes cupboard. The whole house had been turned upside down, and the sweater had been found hidden away in Elinor’s chest of drawers. Elinor was certain Nathalie had put it there herself. But of course she couldn’t prove that and she’d had to take the blame.


She opened her eyes without moving, hoping to catch her cousin in the act (not that it would do her any good. Auntie Sylvia believed any tale the cousins told against Elinor, no matter whether it made sense). It wasn’t morning. It was still night, and although she’d left the curtains at her window open the room was dark the way no night ever is in a town. But there was a kind of glow around a figure seated in front of the walnut desk. It was the figure of a woman with a big, nodding pile of whitish hair, her back turned to Elinor; a sort of train fastened to her shoulders. She was searching the desk, opening and shutting all the little drawers, jerkily and fast. Her movements made the pleated robe that hung from her shoulders move, so the patterned silk glittered in the light that came from nowhere.


Elinor lay very still and deadly cold. It was a dream, of course: one of those dreams where you’re scared to death by something that seems outwardly quite harmless. She remembered once waking in terror, waking the whole house with her screams; and all she could tell them, when her aunt and uncle came running, was: the red ball! The red ball! It’s bouncing! They’d been very angry. This was the same. She was going to wake up soon, because when you know a dream’s a dream its power is broken.


Let me wake up! Let me wake up! Please!


The figure at the writing desk stood, and looked towards the four-poster bed with such a face: with such ghastly white, sunken cheeks and such dread and horror in its eyes … It crossed the room. Flames seemed to flicker around its gliding skirts. It disappeared.
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