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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.












A Ghost Story


I met once a very earnest yet popular young gentleman by the name of Science, who explained almost everything on earth to me so clearly, so patiently and fatherly, I thought I should evermore sleep in peace. But we met at noon.


Henry Brocken, Walter De La Mare


The first rule is, that it must be a very hot day—that we may consider as settled: and you must be just a little sleepy—but not too sleepy to keep your eyes open, mind. Well, and you ought to feel a little—what one may call “fairyish “—the Scotch call it “eerie,” and perhaps that’s a prettier word; if you don’t know what it means. I’m afraid I can hardly explain it; you must wait till you meet a Fairy, and then you’ll know.


Sylvie and Bruno, Lewis Carroll









One


Unfortunately neither of Maurice’s parents could be with him the day he moved house. His father had already gone to the Gulf and his mother had left two days ago with the baby. It could not be helped. Aunt Sue and Uncle Tom collected him and carried him away, leaving him with a brief impression of Mum neatly stowing herself and all the baby stuff into a taxi. She gave Maurice a kiss and a hug, and at the last moment he relented and hugged her back, just in case the plane crashed. The last thing he heard her say was “This is going to cost a fortune”. She was talking to the taxi driver, but she sounded choked. Maurice was glad. She deserved to be upset.


It was not going to cost a fortune to board Maurice because he was going to live with his great aunt. Aunt Sue and Uncle Tom had arranged to take him home with them for a couple of nights, but there wasn’t enough room for him to stay. After two nights on the camped between cousins Mark and Ben, he’d had quite enough of that arrangement. There were no other relatives within reach.


In the turmoil of the great change, no one had considered that Maurice had not actually seen his great aunt for years. She lived up a hill, away from the shopping streets of Brighton; and quite remote from the estate on the edge of the downs which was Maurice’s home ground. As Uncle Tom drove along, passing street corners nudged at Maurice’s memory. He recalled the taste of a chocolate cream bar he had never liked. That was what his great aunt used to give him. The car drew up in a quiet little street, above red tiled, pastel-walled crescents and the blue line of the sea. They all went in and Maurice sat looking round his great aunt’s parlour while his aunt and uncle talked.


He could tell they were a bit worried. Maurice’s fate had been decided weeks ago, although he himself had never believed it would actually happen. But now that the moment had come Great Aunt looked very aged and wavery. She ought to be in a home, thought Maurice. They can’t leave me here.


“I have my home help,” said Great Aunt. She was exactly the way he remembered her, thin and spidery and peering. She must be so old she had stopped changing.


“Oh yes, the home help,” remembered his aunt with relief.


“For the rough cleaning. That’s what they call themselves nowadays. The Council arranges it.”


Maurice let the conversation float away over his head, a trick he had perfected years ago, and looked at great aunt’s wallpaper which was covered in huge floppy pink roses. It was a very old-fashioned parlour, with a piano and a round table covered with a velvet cloth: a tiny old writing desk and four swollen and uncomfortable armchairs, one of which Maurice was sitting on. The thick curtains at the front windows were opened very grudgingly, letting in two narrow bars of thin sunshine. The piano had candle-holders on either side of the music rest; the round table had a large groping sort of fern sitting in the middle of it. Maurice began to count roses.


“Of course, he was quite famous in his field,” said the old lady, picking up a framed photograph from beside the fern. “But unfortunately he was rather eccentric. He burned his papers, you know.”


She was telling his aunt and uncle the story behind this house. It had belonged many years ago to a retired scientist. He had almost been famous. He retired to the seaside for his health and Maurice’s great aunt was his housekeeper. He was supposed to be researching a great invention, but no one knew what, because he went slightly mad and destroyed all his work just a few years before he died. He left Great Aunt the house.


“It’s a very interesting story,” said Uncle Tom, holding the picture respectfully. “What was his field again? I’m afraid I’ve forgotten.”


“Alas, I couldn’t say, my dear,” answered Great Aunt. “I was merely his housekeeper.” She took the picture back firmly and replaced it exactly in the mark it had made on the faded velvet.


Uncle Tom must have heard the old legend hundreds of times. He was just being polite. But Great Aunt Ada, Maurice remembered vaguely, was supposed to be touchy about it. There was some family gossip, he thought—the kind considered unsuitable for children. He glanced at the old lady speculatively: but it was hard to picture her in a steamy love affair. His mind wandered, he remembered he would be able to walk to school from here. That was a tiny plus, because he hated the squalid uproar on school buses.


“It will be a big change for you, having a young boy living here,” suggested Aunt Sue nervously.


“Oh, I don’t mind,” said Great Aunt. “Maurice is a quiet child, I’m sure I’ll enjoy his stay. There are things he can do for me.”


She looked at Maurice and smiled. Her glasses were crooked, and mended on one side with a bit of pink sticking plaster. How does she know I’m a quiet child? thought Maurice. She hasn’t seen me since I was eight. However, he smiled back. He counted the old lady less to blame than the rest of them. Then he was sent upstairs to unpack while the grown-ups had a grown-up conversation—though it seemed to Maurice his aunt and uncle had already run out of steam.


There was a good reason why Maurice couldn’t go with his family to the Gulf, at least not right away. He suffered from asthma, and a plague of allergies: not desperately, but enough to keep him out of school quite often. It interrupted his work, so everyone thought it was wrong to take him away, on top of all that, in the middle of the school year. There was an International School in the neighbouring state, where he could be a weekly boarder. It was hoped he would start there in the autumn term.


“What’s a weekly boarder?” Maurice had asked.


“You come home every weekend.”


“Home? To England?”


“Oh, Maurice, let’s not go through all that again.”


Maurice did not want to go to the Middle East at all. He had been fighting a desperate rear-guard action since the idea first crawled into the light, out of the uncertain realm of suspicious envelopes and muted conversations that stopped when he appeared. He hated, hated, hated this job that Dad had found. He would rather starve. Why couldn’t they all go on the dole? Other people did. Up until the very last days he had been sure he had won a partial victory. He might have lost Dad except for the holidays, but he’d kept Mum at home. He couldn’t believe she would leave him. But she did. He detested baby Tabitha, for being so portable. His affection for her had always been a little shaky, and based mainly on the hope that she would slow Mum down a bit (she had not, noticeably).


He put his diet sheet beside his inhaler with his latest antihistamines and the rest of his survival kit. “The truth is,” the doctor said, “most of it you’ll grow out of and some of it you’ll get used to. Meanwhile, we try and distract you with our so-called cures.” The treacherous pig also claimed the dry air of the Gulf would do wonders for his wheezing.


He pinned a map of the Middle East on the wall and sat on the end of the bed contemplating it. The Do’an was the name of the state. It was part of the Arab Emirates. His father was based in a town called Ishar, on the coast. Hot, and full of skyscrapers. Sadly, said Dad, they had pulled most of the old town to bits, to make room for progress. Mum and little Tabby-brat were also there by now. He put in a red pin to mark Ishar, and thought viciously of wax dolls. He put his photographs on the chest of drawers under the map. There was his mother, in white shorts and a raggy t-shirt, on the boat in Norfolk last summer: full of health and energy. Maurice had spent that holiday battened down under the hatches, or staggering around with an antihistamine head full of cotton wool. The baby was tucked into a corner of Mum’s picture. She wasn’t a bad baby, she showed signs of intelligence. He had been hoping to develop her to read books and so on eventually, before Mum’s influence could turn her into a sporting idiot. No good thinking of that now.


The indignity of it! Not even a grandmother. A great aunt. After a few minutes he took the red pin out, a little guiltily. It looked too much as if it was marking a battlefield. He put a green one in instead, that seemed more hopeful. Map and pins had been provided by Mum, among other peace offerings. But a moment later he flung himself down on the bed, scowling. He would never forgive them, never. They had ruined his life.


The discussion downstairs went on for a while. He lay on his new bed half-dozing: he didn’t want to go down and hear himself being talked about. The house was very quiet. A clock was ticking somewhere, steadily and gently. There’s something about this place, he decided. It’s peaceful. He pictured the floppy pink roses and the velvet tablecloth and wondered if everything was exactly as it had been when the old scientist lived here. Perhaps Great Aunt had kept it the same, in memory. It was rather a spooky thought but he didn’t seem to mind … At last his relations could be heard coming out into the hall, being called Susan and Thomas in Great Aunt’s thin precise voice, which sounded odd. Their feet thumped up the stairs and they stood in the open door.


In the bitterness of his feelings Maurice hardly bothered to look at them.


“Oh, you’re having a rest,” said Aunt Sue. “Sorry.”


“We’re going now.” “If you need anything you just phone us straight away. We’ll come and see you on Monday about six, to make sure you’ve settled in.”


“He’ll be all right. Maurice is OK.”


Then they were gone. He heard them talking quietly, in off-duty voices, as they went down the stairs.


“I hope it’s not too much for her.”


“There’s the home help. And we’ll keep an eye on things.”


“Funny sort of place to live, isn’t it?”


“Oh, I don’t know. Plenty of free fresh flowers.”


Laughter. Bang of the front door. Vrrm of the car starting up and driving away.


When the quiet and the ticking clock had returned, Maurice sat up. He could hear his great aunt moving about gently, probably in the kitchen. After all, I could be at boarding school, he thought. Or in a children’s home, seeing as I’ve been abandoned. He wondered what his aunt meant about the flowers. It was an odd thing to say. He got off his bed and went to the window, which overlooked the back of the house. The dark curtains were open, but there was a crusty veil of yellowed lace. He pushed it aside and stood looking down at the garden and beyond the garden, over a wall, into what looked at first like a park. Then he saw the grey shadows on the green grass in their regular solemn rows and he smiled wryly, seeing the joke. Of course. It was the cemetery.


Maurice went to school on Monday as if nothing had happened. But he remembered all through the day that he wasn’t going home and it gave him an odd empty feeling in his stomach. He had spoken to his mother and father on Sunday night: they had rung up as arranged across the thousands of miles, from a different time. This is going to cost a fortune, he thought, and asked after the baby. She was all right.


Now there was no more suburban house with the floor-length front window and the cherry trees in its young garden. No more familiar street full of noisy little kids with trainer wheels on their bicycles. No more Maurice’s room. It was let; it was going to be lived in by someone else. He had a mad thought he would run away home after school, and camp out in the untamed bit of the back garden until Mum and Dad came back—the wild boy of Keymer Drive. But he knew he wouldn’t do it. He would get used to the quiet and the ticking clock and the lace curtains.


Maurice’s school, Fairsea Comprehensive, stood opposite Brighton Racecourse, looking out over roofs and tower blocks to the windy channel. The green downs stood in folds above the seaside town, joined together at the top and deeply pleated in between. In the pleat between Fairsea and Great Aunt Ada’s house was the big cemetery Maurice had seen from his bedroom window. Fairsea was called a Community Education Centre, which meant there was a swimming pool on the site, and a public library and squash courts. But the library only opened three days a week now, and the pool had had to be closed along with the squash courts.


The school had constant floods of splendid fresh air pouring over it, smelling of sea water when the wind was right. In the middle of the site was an old house that had been a convalescent home for children, long ago. It held club rooms and stockrooms now, and was surrounded by new, flat-roofed buildings and prefabs; no longer very new and leaking in the winter. The only interesting survival was a sort of out-of-doors classroom in a courtyard, with benches and desks in it so that the convalescent children could do their lessons in the healthy open air. It had not been used, officially, since (so the legend went) all the sick children died of pneumonia, but it made a mild adventure playground for the junior school.


It was Monday afternoon, time to go home. The library was open: on the forecourt outside Mrs Bollom, mother of a boy in Maurice’s class, was talking to Mrs Wray, the librarian. Mrs Bollom smiled at Maurice, not knowing that the friendship between him and her son was long over. Maurice didn’t make friends easily. His asthma and his allergies made him wary. But this boy used to be all right, until one day he broke an arrangement with Maurice, explaining he wanted to play football with some other friends who were “ordinary, like me”.


That was it. Maurice was no longer on speaking terms with the ordinary boy.


Swinging on Mrs Bollom’s arm, threatening to dislodge her library books, was the ordinary boy’s little sister. She was five and very big for her age. She suffered from hyperactiveness: in simple terms she made everybody tired. Her name was Elizabeth, but even her own mother referred to her as Genghis Khan. She didn’t talk much, but whenever you had been with her you felt as if someone had been banging saucepan lids over your ears.


Mrs Wray and Mrs Bollom discussed Genghis’s diet as if she was a space shuttle and they were trying to get the rocket fuel right. Genghis spotted Maurice and jumped on him. She didn’t know that she wasn’t supposed to know him anymore. The ordinary boy moved off shiftily, but Maurice let Genghis grab him. On a bench at the end of the forecourt his idol was sitting primly waiting for her parents. Being friendless, Maurice had to take any chance he could of hanging around.


Her name was Jasmin. She was in third year, a year above him and completely out of reach. She wore her hair brushed straight back into a great thick plait and springing up smooth and glossy above her forehead. She always wore carefully pressed immaculate school uniform, whereas nearly every other girl in the school fought steadily to infiltrate with hobble skirts, fishnet tights and general seediness. Jasmin wore close fitting leggings under her skirt, as she was entitled to do for her religion. Maurice thought nothing had ever looked so stylish. She had never spoken to him willingly. Both her parents were doctors. One or other of them dropped her off and collected her every day in a big dark car. She mixed solely with the other Asian girls, of whom there were quite a few in the school.


There was only one Asian boy of any special note; in the fourth form. His father was a supermarket owner. He was called Aziz, and he had a face “like a movie star” said Maurice’s mother. She was given to making idiotic comments like that, at the school gates and far too loud. Jasmin showed no interest in Aziz, although he was said to admire her. But Maurice felt he had more to offer. True friendship, instead of the coarse thoughts bound to be on the mind of a fourth year with a face like a movie star. He lived in fear of a group of girls in his own year: a gang so terrible they were feared by half the school, including teachers, even though they were only juniors. If they ever found out what Maurice the weed was dreaming of, life would be unendurable.


He had told no one, he had more sense, that it was for Jasmin’s sake that he couldn’t bear to leave school and go to the Gulf. It wasn’t exactly true anyway. But she was certainly one of the chief reasons. Now he had only four months left. Surely he could get up the courage to speak to her, at least once.


The monster child was delighted by Maurice’s attention. He felt a pang of guilt, but didn’t let it keep him from his plan. In another moment Jasmin was startled to find herself grabbed by the arm. Genghis beamed at her. She had a grip like a vice: it could be quite frightening if you weren’t used to it.


“What does your Mummy do?”


Jasmin stared. “She’s a doctor,” she answered faintly.


“What does your Daddy do?”


“He’s a doctor,” murmured Jasmin. Genghis scowled, tightening her hold like a tourniquet.


“I expect they must have had a lesson in her class,” said Maurice, coming to the rescue. “How people earn their livings, you know. Postman Pat and all that—”


Jasmin smiled distantly. “Is she your little sister?”


“No, just a friend.” He corrected himself quickly, not wanting to sound eccentric. “A friend’s little sister, I mean.”


“Oh.”


“Her Mummy’s a doctor,” said Genghis. “Why did you want to know? Maurice—why did you want to know?”


Quickly Maurice swung her round by the arms, drowning this revealing inquiry in joyful squeals.


“My mother used to sell boats,” he cried, as if it was part of the game. “Now she’s going to teach Scuba diving.”


But Jasmin showed no interest at all in Maurice’s fascinating mother. The dark car had appeared. A back door opened and she got in, without another glance. Maurice was left among the flotsam and jetsam of the end of school, with a monster five-year-old hauling his arms, feeling distinctly foolish. Failed again. Genghis’s brother was hiding behind his mother.


Mrs Wray, the librarian, beamed at Maurice.


“Well, Maurice, have you settled in at your great aunt’s? D’you think you can find your way home?”


It was none of her business. She wasn’t even a teacher.


“I don’t think I’ll get lost. It’s just straight through the cemetery.’


“Brr. Rather you than me. You’d better hurry off. You wouldn’t want to be in there when it’s getting dark.”


“Why not?” said Maurice. “Actually, I like graveyards.”


In the morning he’d hardly noticed it. He’d just walked in by one lot of gates and out the other, and been vaguely aware of trees and grass in between. He had been thinking of other things: that miserable phone call, and his plan to run away and live rough. But now, as he passed inside the big wrought iron gates and looked around, he found he had told the truth. He liked this place. The main path was a wide drive of red gravel, descending into the valley between Fairsea and great aunt’s street. It led to the funeral church in the middle: a private road for long black flower-laden cars. On either side of the drive stood tall old beautiful trees, some of them still quite bare and some beginning to show budding leaves. He walked along slowly. It was very quiet. There were birds singing and their wings flirted occasionally over his head. Despite what Mrs Wray had said it was nowhere near dark so he slowed down even more and looked at the gravestones.


This was the five star part of the cemetery, where the top people stayed. You could tell that by the handsome trees and smooth lawns. A lord mayor, a superintendent of police. A general, lots of vicars and ministers, lots of rich and charitable ladies. There were some fine memorials. One person had a life sized statue of a horse—or else it was the horse who was buried. There were weeping angels, child angels, angels holding lilies, angels clinging to anchors, angels with so much stone wingspan it was a wonder they could stand up. There were symbolic broken pillars and obelisks of shiny red granite. There was a family who had decided to live under an expanse of marble as big as a small skating rink, roped off with rusty iron chains. He imagined the angels climbing down from their stones to roller skate, when there was no one around.


By the funeral church he turned up a flight of steps, dark and almost buried in shrubbery. He half-hoped they might be secret: he had come across them this morning when he was looking for a short cut to the Fairsea side. There were two flights. He stopped in between on a dark moist patch under a holly tree. He had heard something rustling and wanted to see if there was a bird on a nest. The evergreen stirred again as he turned away, and in the corner of his eye he caught a flash of bright colour: bigger than a robin or a blue tit. Perhaps a rare migrant. He waited, but it must have flown away.


At the top of the steps a flint wall divided five star from a lower class of accommodation. In the distance graves lay in bare rows towards the horizon; the way home for Maurice was through an older part, where the grass was rough and tangled with brambles; and dotted with a few small homely trees. The gravestones sloped or propped each other comfortably. Some of the graves had settled in the middle, others had cheerful helpings of violent blue or acid green chippings. There were plastic flowers turning grey, in fat little urns called MUM or OUR AUNTIE. Maurice decided he liked this side of the wall. But on the other hand the dark solemn part with the big trees was very impressive.


The Best Mum and Dad in the world … Never a Cross Word … And in the morn the angel faces smile, That I have loved long since and lost awhile … Love’s last gift, Remembrance …


Suddenly he realised that someone was watching him. It made him jump, because just then he was well off the path and actually standing on a grave. He was only putting back some plastic flowers that had pathetically fallen out of their urn, but he knew it wouldn’t look good. A big elderly man was standing by a bench just a few yards away: glaring like somebody in authority, maybe a gardener. Maurice retreated carelessly, pretending not to have noticed the stern stare. He wasn’t doing anything wrong after all. He stepped round a couple of headstones, and then, when he looked up, the man was gone.


There was no one on the path; there was no one in sight. I imagined it, he thought. Unless he’s gone off to fetch the vicar, or report me to the office or something. Maurice wandered on, admiring the primroses and crocuses that grew half-wild in the rough brown winter grass. That old man must have sprinted to get out of sight so quickly … Perhaps I’m imagining things, he thought. My mind’s giving way under the strain.


A faithful heart, a love so true … Reunited … Gone from our lives but not from our hearts … The Great Physician came and prescribed rest … He stopped a while under a tree that had no buds, no leaves; only black blobs on its twigs. Its branches dangled almost to the ground like listless dry tentacles. The effect was probably supposed to be ornamental, but at the moment it looked as if it was dying. I know how you feel, said Maurice (not out loud). We don’t fit, do we. There’s no place for us in this world.


When he arrived “home” at the house with the lace curtains he opened the door with his new latchkey and heard the piano tinkling. His great aunt was singing all by herself in a thin old lady’s voice.


Oh mother, mother, make my bed


And make it cold and narrow …


Upstairs the old clock was ticking gently, gently.


Great Aunt Ada Drew had lived alone for a long time. The family rarely came to see her. But if she resented having a young relative suddenly dumped on her, after years of neglect, she was too polite to show it. Maurice decided to call her Aunt Ada: “Great Aunt” was too much of a mouthful. In practice, he called her nothing. He hardly spoke to her: she didn’t seem to want much social contact.


Maurice had not expected Aunt Ada to know what to do with a boy. He had imagined—because he didn’t take any notice when arrangements were being made, that he’d be fending for himself. But it didn’t work out like that. There was a freezer in the outhouse that led off the kitchen, well stocked with things Maurice could eat. Someone had obviously been studying his diet sheet. It seemed Aunt Ada lived almost entirely on frozen food “because it was so much easier” but sometimes Maurice would find a colander of fresh vegetables waiting for him, with a note giving instructions such as “boil 5 mins” in an unknown, strong and curling handwriting. There was a washing machine too, and his dirty clothes began to disappear mysteriously.


Maurice wasn’t curious. It seemed quite reasonable that there should be an invisible person living in this shadowy house. But halfway through the first week he came in from school on a dark rainy afternoon and heard a conversation going on: his great aunt and another voice, deep and strange, murmuring in the parlour where nothing had changed for forty years. For a moment it put shivers down the back of his neck, then he shrugged and walked past. If Aunt Ada wanted to make up a voice for her professor, to bring back memories, what harm was there in that? But the voices stopped, and the old-fashioned portière curtain that hung inside the parlour door, to keep out draughts, was pulled back by a hand that could not be seen. Maurice almost yelled, but swallowed it in time. A heavily built black woman in a blue nylon overall leaned from her chair and smiled at him casually, then she dropped the curtain and went on talking to his aunt.


Of course, it was the home help. Her name was Mary. Maurice wasn’t so lucky the next day. He came home earlier and was caught in his bedroom.


“So you’re the niece’s child,” said Mary cheerfully, frankly looking him up and down as she tossed his bedclothes (which he had already tidied) into hospital order. “You really need all of this?”


Maurice felt flattened by her big capable hand, sweeping over his survival kit.


“It’s asthma,” he said. “They tried giving me injections, but it wasn’t suitable.”


“Huh.”


She peered at the map of the Middle East. “This where your family is? Why they leave you behind?”


“I’ve got to go to school—” began Maurice.


“Funny thing. I thought that warm dry air was good for the asthma.”


He looked at her with dislike. “You don’t have to do things for me. You’re only supposed to help my great aunt, aren’t you?”


“Oh, I do what I like.” She laughed, and swept up a handful of dirty washing. “You better be careful in this house, young boy. You going to fade away just like your auntie.”


“If you’re doing my washing,” said Maurice, “I hope you know you’re not to use detergent. I’m allergic.”


On Friday he did his homework in his room and came down earlier than usual to make his evening cup of tea. Aunt Ada’s house was deceptive. It seemed poky but there were still doors he hadn’t opened. Like the one between the “breakfast room”, where he ate his meals, and the parlour. It was hard to explore because his aunt never seemed to go out, and also she was very quiet on her feet. But now the door was open. Great Aunt Ada was sitting at a big leather covered desk writing something in a notebook. She lifted her head and invited him to share her tea.


“The biscuits, Mary assures me, are quite all right for you.” Maurice poured out carefully into a cup like an eggshell with—of course—roses all over it. “This is my garden journal,” murmured Aunt Ada. “The forsythia should be pruned this week. It is a shrub that should always be pruned vigorously, straight after the flowers. I will telephone Mr Finch. Do you miss a television, Maurice? We could rent one and you could keep it in your room.”


She sounded as if she was talking about an exotic pet animal.


“No, I don’t miss it,” said Maurice. “Thank you.”


“I have not heard you coughing in the night. I hope this means that you are being left in peace at the moment.”


Maurice smiled bitterly. He knew his great aunt was talking about the asthma. But it was clear by now he was not going to be pestered to death by his loving relatives either. Auntie Sue had turned up on Monday. She was in a tearing hurry, talked about nothing but a crisis at work: told Maurice to be sure and ring if he had any problems, and dashed away. His aunt and uncle had abandoned him, just like his parents. Well, he didn’t care. He could learn to live without them all.


“Yes,” he said. “I’ve been left in peace.”


Great Aunt went on writing. Maurice decided this must be the scientist’s study. It was rather a disappointment. There wasn’t any strange Frankensteinish glassware about. There were bookcases with glass doors, but they contained nothing but some fairly modern paperbacks and a pile of old Reader’s Digests. It was a lot like sitting in an old-fashioned dentist’s waiting room


“Destroyed,” remarked Great Aunt Ada, noticing his curious glances. “The professor destroyed all his books and papers in 1942. I disposed of what remained after his death. But you may look at my album if you wish.”
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