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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.









PROLOGUE


PRAM WATKINS had spent the night in cars before, and he knew how cold their thin tin sides could be. He did not even consider kipping in the green Aston Martin hard-top drawn up at the end of a swirl of tyre-marks opposite the mouldering steps to the huge front door. He knew a much better place. For all there would be soft leather and the smell of cigars he still knew a better place.


He had been this way many times—seven years running he had passed here spring and autumn. There’d never been tyre-marks before, nor yet a bloody motor at the end of them. The house had always been empty—except for the bats. Pram hated the bats. It was partly because of them that he had kept out, kept away from the kitchens and the passages, the big halls and the thirty bedrooms. Now the bats must have been driven away, for the house had human tenants and there were curtains at the ground-floor windows. Still, the new tenants wouldn’t bloody worry him, whoever they were. He shambled back into the bushes at the side of the drive and heaved his pram in after him.


He went along dark paths between the laurels and the rhododendrons, the moss-caked stems of the sapling elders and shot-up leafless azaleas—paths where the pram rocked and bucketed, shaking cruelly its contents, the sufficient things the world had left him. Pram was no Socialist, he grudged nobody their five thousand pounds’ worth of motor. But he knew that five thousand pounds’ worth of motor would certainly grudge an old man a night’s shelter and a warm bed. So Pram bucked and rocketed unseen within the shrubbery.


He made his way round the long arm of the East Wing. Beyond it the house folded back on itself, enclosing a large courtyard surrounded by kitchens, dairies, plucking sheds and stables. This courtyard in the past had been a favourite sheltered mud-patch for the store cattle allowed to wander in the grounds. But this year there was a gate, and the ground within was dry and reasonably untrodden. Some attempt had been made to tidy up—Pram noticed a worn patch to what had been a buttery, and one or two significant pieces of coal left beside it. He’d come and load up when it was dark. No point in risking anything now, even though the light was failing and it must be nearly six. Old Pram knew he wasn’t as quick as he had been once. Even an outdoor life couldn’t keep you young for ever. He’d kindle a fire of sticks ready for the coal when it was dark enough.


Funny thing, people coming to live in this old place, overgrown and rotting down the damp Devonshire seasons—people with a motor like that, any rate. There were curtains at the windows on either side of the front door, but the rest of the place was empty, the East Wing windows blank and dusty, the cattle-smashed glass still gaping in the rooms round the courtyard. And Pram could see smoke coming from only one chimney. Milky wood-smoke flowing over the edge of the red clay pot and down on to the roof in the moist April evening. Through the broken windows away on the South Front brambles were growing, and ivy had prised crooked the deep stone mullions. The evening was grey and gold, with rooks as part of the silence. Pram blew his nose into a bush and trundled on.


He was not dead to the beauty of the place. He saw the worn stones, the brilliant orange lichen, the black-green of the pine trees behind. But his eyes turned wearily back to the padded piece of American cloth at the end of the pram between the handles. He knew the look of that piece of American cloth probably better than the look of anything else in the world. He sighed and shivered. But he was not cold, for his clothes were good this year. Just that the sight of the cracked American cloth and the feel of the dead house gave him the shivers. Everything wore out, even houses. And Pram himself was not getting any younger. They’d stopped making spares for his model years ago.


He trundled on, swishing the pram through the long grass. Beyond the South Front the ground rose steeply, pine-needled and barren under the high dark trees. Near the foot of this hill there was a stone trough taking the overflow from the well, deep in the hillside. A galvanized pipe with a green brass strainer over its end ran down from this trough to the house. And behind this trough, hidden deep in the uncurling ferns and the brambles, there was a low tunnel following the stream back into the hill, a tunnel dug and arched over centuries before Cromwell. Pram saw that the trough and the filter had been cleaned recently.


He pushed his pram into the bushes near the tunnel and looked round to be sure he had not been seen. Then he got down on to his face and wriggled quickly into the tunnel.


Not far inside the hill the tunnel widened. To one side of it a considerable hollow had been made, and above it the sky showed at the end of a long narrow ventilation-shaft. Pram felt around on the wall by him and finally came upon a candle—a new one. Somebody had been there since last autumn, somebody who had thoughtfully replaced the dog-end of candle with this new one. Pram lit the candle. He saw everything in its place, the stones for his fire, the straw for his bed, the apricot tin he kept to save crawling out in the middle of the night, everything was there, yet everything was different. One of the boys must have dropped in. Crasher—or Lofty Smith perhaps. Good boys, they were. Good boys, leaving him that good bit of candle.


He sat down and rested for a few minutes. The bending and crawling had left him out of breath. He rolled a cigarette and licked it into a brown, bent string. He lit it with difficulty. Then he snuffed out the candle and the darkness leapt up round the smouldering shreds of tobacco. He coughed the shreds into a white-hot frenzy.


He liked the darkness. He sat smiling in the darkness and smoking, till the rooks were quiet in the high trees.


He went out into the night, foraging for sticks and pine-cones. He fumbled in his pram and brought out some sacking, a mug, a kettle, a tin of sugar and cocoa mixed, half a sliced loaf from a dustbin—perfectly wholesome in its blue-and-white waxed packet—an onion and a grubby pasty. By candlelight it would be too dim for the finer points of pasties. He had decided not to light his sticks until he had fetched the coal—if you didn’t get coal going quickly it made a heavy sour smoke that hung around and was bad for your cough. He took his pram down the way he had come to the gate of the courtyard.


No lights were showing from this side of the house, and he propped the gate open with a stone. He propped it wide in case he should have to leave in a hurry. He wheeled his pram across the bare bumpy ground to the buttery door and filled the small sack in his pram with tidy lumps of coal: three big ones and the rest just right for kindling. He returned across the yard and closed the gate carefully after him.


Old Pram Watkins reckoned he had grown out of being nosy—the ways and means of his day-to-day life filled as much of his conscious mind as needed filling. For the rest, he thought his own thoughts, and left other people to think theirs.


But when other people’s thoughts led them to come and live in Buckleigh Coombe—his Buckleigh Coombe—then even his incurious mind was roused to wonder. What strange folk might they be, and what might it be they wanted, coming to live out here? He left his pram close in against the wall of the stable and went round to the front of the house to find out.


The big bay windows to the right of the front door showed a dim, almost orange, light. It was so muted that the white sinews of the leafless wistaria could be seen in contrast against the mullions between the high narrow panes. But as he approached he was just able to make out the ceiling of the room within, its intricate patterning, and the dark shapes of distant pictures hanging on a scarcely less dark wall. When he finally reached the window his head was on a level with the sill, and he could do no more than look up at the vast curtain-rod far above him, with brocade curtains hanging from it on wooden rings like bangles—brocade curtains, colourless and impenetrable in the steady orange glow.


There was a movement in the room, and a man spoke. After a pause there was the sound of logs being banged and shifted, and in a flicker of white firelight the long shadow of a woman standing by the hearth was cast clear across the ceiling. At the same moment, high above him, Pram saw a swirl of wood-sparks tossed out against the black sky. The flicker faded, only to be kicked and roused again. He heard the woman’s voice.


‘The wood’s still damp I’m afraid. Harry.’


There was no reply. The woman moved away from the fire and the flickering again faded.


Old Pram fetched the door-scraper from beside the front door and stood up on it. He saw a single oil-lamp, with a rich parchment shade, standing on a long, plain, oblong table. Seated at the table was a man—a hunched nothing of a man, hunched in his writing.


The room was like a museum, or a room in a doll’s house—out of scale with the two small people in it. The dark walls seemed to lean in on them and by its very remoteness the ceiling seemed to crush them. A stuffed bear stood in a corner and above the black over-mantel there were muskets and ornate pistols.


The woman sat on a three-legged stool almost in the fireplace, and she was knitting. In that room the incongruity of this simple domestic act occurred even to old Pram. He watched the jerking of the needles, fascinated.


Suddenly the man at the table changed. He made no sound, he hardly moved; if he was different it was a difference sensed rather than seen. But it drew Pram’s attention instantly from the flicking needles.


There was no one else in the room, so the man at the table was Harry to whom the woman had spoken. He was still writing, bent forward now over the table, close to the lamp. But he was no longer looking down at the paper on which he was writing. His eyes instead were staring out of the window. His hand moved steadily on the paper and his eyes stared out of the window at Pram, through Pram, past Pram. Wide and empty they were, like the eyes of a blind man.


Harry stared, seeing nothing, till Pram began almost to doubt his own reality. He wished that the woman would turn from the fire and see him and scream, and phone for the police and be afraid, just so that he would know that he was really there. He held his hand up by his face—he saw it clearly in the orange light. But Harry stared and saw nothing.


An owl hooted close by and Pram felt comforted. His world re-established itself. He dropped down from the window just as the woman looked up from her knitting at the owl’s cry. He replaced the door-scraper by the step and returned through the darkness to the pram and to his load of coal.


He heard a clock strike somewhere far away in the house—a dusty, unwanted sound in the peopled silence. Eight o’clock. He wished he hadn’t looked.


On purpose he rustled noisily up through the grass, dispelling the creeping quiet. He crawled through the tunnel with the coal-sack beside him. He lit his candle and his fire and boiled his kettle. He burned no more than two pieces of his coal, for there was no breeze to draw the smoke up through the vent in the roof and the coal-fumes hung about like railways. He felt safe and contained. He drank his cocoa, he ate his pasty and his bread-and-onion. He chose not to think about the house and the woman, the lamp and the blind eyes.


Later he swilled out his mug in the trickle of water that ran by to the trough and piled dry cones on the embers of his fire, watching the smoke furl and thicken above him. Before blowing out the candle he used his apricot tin, putting it afterwards as far along the tunnel as he could reach.


Later still he dowsed the fire, having heard of a man burned alive in just such a place. He loosened his boots, leaving them on for warmth. In the dark he rolled some sacking for a pillow and burrowed feet first into the straw. He planned to be away very early in the morning—he’d pick up some breakfast at a farm he remembered two miles down the road. He’d had tea and a slice of egg-and-bacon pie there last year. Egg-and-bacon pie—it was bloody good. Sustaining, that’s what. Egg-and-bacon pie. …


He slept easily, without dreaming. The farm he remembered two miles down the road began another day at five-thirty with the milking. Perhaps in May or June the farmer might wonder what had happened to old Pram Watkins that year. And perhaps not. A tramp who doesn’t bother people doesn’t exist. In the minds of most people he never did.


And before the morning milking that Tuesday in early April this tramp, this Pram Watkins, did stop. At least, his mouldering flea-bitten life stopped. Before dawn old Pram Watkins had died, and the rats sniffed at the crumbs in the blue-and-white waxed paper.
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IT WAS a Monday four months later in the last week in August. An old open car with its hood down struggled up the mild incline of the drive to Buckleigh Coombe in the sweltering heat of the early afternoon, its owner urging it on with all the moral strength he possessed. Ben Anderson—Bennet Anders on the book-jackets—rocked backwards and forwards in his seat, muttering encouragement and patting the outside of the car door. The difficulty they were both experiencing was on account of a missing second gear, and Ben’s reluctance to resort to bottom gear, a ratio good for little but grinding coffee and climbing the sides of pyramids. So he took the slope in top gear, expecting each revolution of the engine to be its last.


The drive burrowed up among the spotted laurel-leaves and drooping fronds of cypress. It levelled slightly. A particularly low-hanging branch slapped the car’s windscreen as it passed and tore at Ben’s sleeve. Ben wondered how on earth anybody got along the drive, except on their hands and knees. If he was going to stay here that branch would have to go for a start.


The drive ended in a large cobbled forecourt, the cobbles almost hidden under moss and grass and clumps of nettles. Ben parked his Swift beside what must have been Miss Fuller’s car, a muddy but still magnificent Aston Martin. He sat in his car, looking down on the other’s dusty, lime-spotted roof and realizing why that branch had been allowed to stay. The top of her car came up to the door handles of his. Never mind, at least his car was clean—and from a factory that had discontinued production in 1930. He climbed down from the driving seat.


Bennet Anders was between books. And Ben Anderson was in need of a holiday from London. He had come to Buckleigh Coombe looking for the ghost of a murder, a murder that had been committed four months ago, in April.


Buckleigh Coombe was a rambling, two-storeyed house, a country mansion that had grown down the centuries from considerations of comfort rather than ostentation. It had been the biggest house in the district ever since the original Great Hall was built in 1372, and it needed to make no boast of the fact. Decreasing family prosperity had mercifully left little money to spare for Victorian ‘improvements’. Sir Henry Bewclay had however obstinately kept the family there till 1915, when he had died, leaving it at last to revert to the jungle. When his two sons finally got down to doing something about the old place after the war it was too late. The house was too shabby and too inaccessible even for rich Americans. It eventually went to a local farmer for little more than the value of the land it stood on. The farmer and his son used its stables as store-rooms till their roofs fell in.


The war in 1939 filled it temporarily with evacuees and foster-mothers, but the labyrinthine plumbing and the isolation gradually dispersed them back to the preferred horrors of the buzz-bombs.


In 1946 Buckleigh Coombe had a short rebirth, on paper at least, as a country club. The farmer’s son had come back from the war wondering what to do with his gratuity. But after a few months common sense and his father triumphed. Young Davey Endacott founded instead a champion herd of Devon short-horns and never regretted it. He won prizes with his pigs as well. Buckleigh Coombe gave up, and its condition soon became hopeless.


Bees seeped in through broken windows and took over the ground floor of the East Wing. As the windows of the Great Hall were grown over with ivy, so bats multiplied in the green gloom among the hammer-beams and the grinning faces of the beasts of the house, half dog, half monkey, on their ledges high in the roof. The bats hooked and fidgeted, swooped with hysterical accuracy or sidled twittering out between the mossy shuttering of the rooflights. Mice and rats swarmed everywhere—a family of badgers moved in under the floor of the gallery along the South Front.


Birds nested in the chimneys. They nested also between the chimney-pots, behind the barge-boards, in the gutters, under the gutters, along the rain-water gulleys, in the down pipes, until the entire roof became choked and sodden.


Only the Mad Tower remained unaffected by the surrounding decay. It was one of the oldest parts of the house, a round unadorned tower three storeys high, with thick walls and a few windows. It tapered slightly towards the top, and ended in blunt castellations. Its few windows were mean pointed spy-holes, dating from fiercer, more dangerous, days. Only on the ground floor had new windows been cut, fine Edwardian French windows. Sir Henry had used this tower room, or Small Drawing Room, for entertaining the few tiny house-parties he had been able to gather in the years immediately before his death. He had been the first member of the family to use the tower for any purpose since the seventeenth century, when a son of the then Baron had been confined there in his madness for more than thirty years. Hence its local title—the Mad Tower.


It was a family tradition to leave the tower to its memories, and Sir Henry met considerable opposition to his plan when he brought it into use again. But his intrusion was decent and respectful, and no harm appeared to come of it. No ghosts walked. Sir Henry himself defied all predictions by dying peacefully when his time was come, in his own bed and with the full consolations of the Church.


Yet the Mad Tower was still in some ways a special place, a structure singled out from the rest of the house. No ivy grew on it, no rats gnawed at its timbers, no starlings nested on its roof. It silently resisted all except the death-watch beetle eternally burrowing in its sinews.


And old farmer Endacott said as maybe there was something in the old tale after all. Deserted it was, like it was damned. His son Davey said that were all rummage. The old Baron had had the masonry re-pointed which kept away the ivy, and as for the rest he knew for certain as a family of owls was nesting in the room at the top. There now, said his father—for didn’t they both know as owls was the birds of death?


How Harry Fuller and his sister came to the old house in the first place was much publicized in the reports of the famous medium’s death. The story of the Spirit’s guidance was also told, linked as it was with the sinister manner of Harry’s passing. At the time Harry explained that he knew too much of the apparent inventiveness of the Spirits to take their every word too literally—the writing was often more of a dream-language that it was his task to interpret. But for once the Spirits had said exactly what they meant.


Harry and his sister drove down to look over the house one spiked raw day in early November. The huge key fitted deep into the frost-rimmed keyhole and needed both his hands to turn it. The front door led into the Great Hall and its opening brought the bats from the rafters soundlessly weaving and twittering. Jane had stayed in the car, for she hated old houses and she just knew there would be bats in it.


Harry inspected the old house room by room, testing the floors as he went, folding back the high shutters, looking in every cupboard, often standing motionless in a corridor for minutes at a time, as if the house were something to be listened to. He waved to his sister from an upstairs window so that Jane was tempted to go in to him. But she got no farther than the door, where the smells and the sounds and the sight of the rich carpet of droppings drove her shivering back to the car. She turned on The Dales and waited for her brother.


Harry Fuller and his sister became the new owners of Buckleigh Coombe after very little bargaining. Moseley’s, the house-agents, were only too glad to get it off their books. Harry had essential repairs carried out on the front portion of the house, installed a compact water system and moved into the ground-floor rooms a week before Christmas. He and his sister had a damp black-beetled Christmas.


Their plans for repair and modernization went ahead quickly—until suddenly in April the morning papers carried reports of the death of Harry Fuller.


The celebrated medium had been murdered, and in the most sensational circumstances.


Work stopped on Buckleigh Coombe. The corridors returned to a silence broken only by the footsteps of Jane Fuller and the faint falling of bills through the big new unpaid-for letterbox. Bills for which there was no money.


Harry Fuller had paid out his last penny in the purchase of the house and had been living since then on folly. Only the house, and his car, and a few clothes remained. The house and the car were of course distrained upon, and his sister bought back the latter from his creditors for what she said were sentimental reasons. She also paid for the smallest number of household effects as would allow her to live on there in reasonable comfort. As she had nowhere else to go she was allowed to stay on at a nominal rent until such time as the house should be sold. Nobody believed it ever would be sold, but that was still the wording of the agreement.


Jane Fuller lived on at Buckleigh Coombe, patrolling Harry’s dream palace, feeding the two cats she had bought to combat the scuttling hordes of assorted vermin, driving her brother’s car once a week into Buckleigh Ferrers for the shopping and waiting. Waiting for a particular event.


She was waiting for Harry Fuller’s murderer to be run to earth. Or so she said.


All this Ben Anderson knew. He had even heard of the fabulous motor-car, its thundering horses padding sedately each week down the drive and back again, scarcely aware of being alive even. A journalist called Guy Windsor had made the Fuller case his special interest—Windsor had been lucky enough to be at Buckleigh Coombe on the night of the murder. Ben Anderson had read the reports and the occasional later follow-ups with interest. For one thing, the murderer had not yet been found. The police had been wishing to interview the murdered man’s cousin, Felix Gaunt, in connection with the crime for four months now, and they still showed no signs of being able to find him.


As a rule Ben Anderson took no professional interest in real crime—his view of sooty treetops and the antics of the man out at the back who kept pigeons were sufficient inspiration for him. But he had been between books now for seven weeks, seeking wildly for yet another original twist in the old, old story of man kills man. And the view from his window sparked off nothing at all. It seemed to him that the story of Harry Fuller must be full of original twists—besides, summer was making London very hot and flyblown.


So he wrote to the only house-agent in Buckleigh Ferrers, and two days later he was able to pack his household effects into the back seat of the lumbering Swift and set off for Devon, and Jane Fuller.


It was less than ten miles to Buckleigh Ferrers when the gate on the Swift’s gearbox fractured, depriving him both of reverse and second gear. He made the last ten miles all in a rush and finally switched off in the forecourt of Buckleigh Coombe hardly more than nine hours after he had left Clapham Common East.


He climbed down from the driving seat and honked the big brass bulb-horn. He stood by the front of his car, looking round at the old brown house. He found the sudden silence deafening, and the firm ground beneath his feet buzzed and vibrated. The place was deserted, and birds sang intensely in the closely surrounding trees. Bees flew in and out of a window to his left and the smell of hot car-oil slowly faded.


He reached back and honked his horn again. Then he wandered away to poke in an overgrown flower bed with his foot. The hot afternoon ignored him.


Five minutes later the front door opened and Miss Fuller came out into the light. She was younger than Ben had imagined, upright, briskly dressed arid no nonsense.


‘Hallo, hallo,’ she said.


‘Miss Fuller? My name is Bennet Anders.’


He could see his name jogged her memory somewhere.


‘It’s a lovely afternoon,’ she said. ‘Have you come to advise me on the rats?’


‘I wrote to the agents in Buckleigh Ferrers. Moseley’s. I hope to rent a couple of rooms here.’


She read the letter he offered from the house-agent.


‘Mr. Moseley wrote to me about you. I said I’d believe you when I saw you.’


‘Well, I’m here.’


‘Yes.’


Belief was still suspended. He saw her looking him over. His car would label him an exhibitionist—what could he possibly be wanting here at Buckleigh Coombe? Her next remark showed how he puzzled her.


‘Are you a photographer?’ she said.


‘I take photographs.’


He was just being awkward, and he was not quite sure why. He realized that she did not want him there. He sympathized—she must have had enough of visitors over the last months: policemen, reporters, creditors, lawyers, sight-seers. He had begun in the wrong way. If they became antagonists his stay there would be difficult and probably useless. He must make her like him.


‘I do take photographs, but I’m not a photographer. I hope to come here’—he deferred to her decision in this—‘because I want complete peace and quiet. I’m a writer.’


‘Bennet Anders—yes, I thought the name was familiar.’


‘It’s Ben Anderson really. The other sounds more distinguished.’


‘It simply sounds foreign to me.’


Ben looked at the ground humbly.


‘I’m afraid nowadays it’s smart to sound foreign. At least my books are British enough.’


He had struck the right note. Jane Fuller held out her hand and took it.


‘Well, Mr. Anderson, I’m glad to meet you. I think we may get on.’


‘I hope so, Miss Fuller. I certainly won’t be a trouble to you.’


She turned and led him into the house. Once inside the front door she stopped for him to admire her brother’s restoration of the Great Hall.


‘How magnificent, Miss Fuller. I never imagined it would be anything as fine as this.’


The gilt and crimson on the coat of arms above the huge stone hearth dazzled in the sunlight from high Cromwellian windows. The panelling on the walls had been renewed, the floor resurfaced, the roof timbers scraped and rot-proofed with a brown compound whose antiseptic smell still hung in the sun-slanted air. The hall was bare of furniture—it had all gone to Moseley’s auction rooms three months before. And on the floor in the far corner was an untidy crowd of monkey-dogs down from their ledges in the roof, shabby and grinning.


‘The beasts of the house,’ said Miss Fuller. ‘All twelve of them. The man had just begun on them when my brother was killed.’


Ben walked over to examine them more closely. Two of them had had the peeling paint removed from them and the wormholes stopped.


‘I’m carrying on with the work myself,’ said Miss Fuller. ‘It gives me something to do when it’s too wet for gardening.’


The beasts squatted higher than Ben’s knee, devilish monkey-heads on dogs’ bodies, devilish monkey-tails curling up over their backs to meet their heads, devilish grinning teeth and a devilish potency beneath their lean bellies. Their restoration seemed a strange task for such as Miss Fuller.


Ben returned to the doorway.


‘They lived up on those ledges, did they?’


‘We were afraid of their falling—we took them down as soon as we got here. They really are most rare. Harry assured me they have no evil significance. He said they were merely some kind of mediaeval joke.’


‘I’m sure he was right, Miss Fuller. If they’d ever been part of any black rites they wouldn’t have been displayed as openly as that. Devil worship feeds on secrecy, even when it’s not really necessary.’


‘Harry said he found them friendly—he found the whole house friendly.’


She spoke with no emotion. Ben wondered how fond she had been of her brother—her mild weatherbeaten face gave no hint of her capacities for love, or for hate. Possibly they were very limited. Women like her were often dried out of existence almost by the long tyrannies of family and spinsterhood. Ben put her in a pigeon-hole—it saved him bothering about her.


‘You talk as if you were something of an antiquary, Mr. Anderson. Is that the subject on which you write?’


‘I’m afraid not, ma’am. I write detective stories.’


‘Then you are a criminologist.’


There was disapproval in her voice. She disliked experts on principle—she disliked anybody who aggrandized himself with a fancy name. She herself would be interested in many fields, expert in none. Ben corrected her politely.


‘Indeed not, Miss Fuller. I just write detective stories. The realities of crime rarely interest me. I’m sure my readers would be thoroughly bored by crime as it really is.’


‘We had a crime here, you know.’ She was testing him.


‘So I remember. I read a bit about it at the time.’


He loaded his reply with so little interest that he could see she felt relieved. He turned away, absorbed in translating the family motto above the fireplace. She called after him, just to make certain.


‘Perhaps you’d like me to tell you about it.’


‘It was all in the papers. … Besides, it’s a long time ago now.’


He returned to her, suddenly apologetic.


‘I’m sorry—that was heartless of me. You lost your brother, didn’t you? You must think I’m very unfeeling.’


‘But you were quite right. It’s a long time ago now. Four months.’


He looked away. He didn’t want to overplay it.


‘May we have a look at the rest of the house?’ he said.


They walked together across the Great Hall.


‘Of course, most of the house is a shambles,’ she said. ‘Only this and two other rooms got anywhere near to being finished. These of course I rent. You are welcome to anything that remains. No doubt we could come to some arrangement about my bathroom. It’s the only one connected in the whole house, I’m afraid.’


She showed him the Big Drawing Room and her bedroom. They were fabulous rooms, their walls decorated with an unpaid-for magnificence. How she actually lived in their echoing emptiness alone through the long days and nights Ben could not imagine. He tried to picture the rooms after dark by the few feeble oil-lamps that he could see about, with the darkness beginning everywhere too soon. She must have nerves of steel—or no imagination.


She led the way down a dank corridor into another smaller room.


‘This is the Small Drawing Room,’ she said. ‘I hardly ever come in here.’


Her voice did not encourage him to ask questions. The room they were in was the most pleasant he had seen so far. It was small and low—by the standards of the rest of the house—and a staircase led out of it to the room above. It was almost exactly circular and French windows opened from it on to a cracked terrace with a plaster balustrade and a view down the rich green valley. There were the chimneys of a farmhouse visible above the trees to the right.


‘May we go out here for a moment?’ he asked.


She hesitated before opening the windows. She seemed to have to force herself to pass through them.


‘It’s called the Mad Tower,’ she said. ‘It’s the one part of the house that’s supposed to be haunted.’


Outside in the sunshine Ben leaned on the balustrade and smelled the honeysuckle winding up among the fat pillars from the ground below the terrace, churned cattle-pasture that had once been fine gardens. His eye traced a vein of young ivy round the chipped urn that stood at the top of marble steps hidden deep now in convolvulus and goosegrass.


‘It was tragic, your brother being taken so soon,’ he said.


‘There wouldn’t have been the money for the restoration, even if he had lived. I thought all along he was biting off more than he could chew.’


She spoke with heartless practicality. Ben could not decide if it was pretended. As if she felt he was watching her she bent down awkwardly and pulled a dandelion, root and all, carefully from between two paving stones. Then she threw it impatiently down.


‘What’s the use? It’s a tide you can’t stem. I’ve made an island against it round by the sitting-room windows, but even that’s a losing battle as the weeds blow in.’


She gestured vaguely round beyond the tower to their right. Ben stared back at the house, trying to get his bearings.


The squat dark tower was at the end of what must be the West Wing—it actually joined the wing on to the main, older part of the house. The tower itself was three stories high, the tallest part of the house. And if the newspaper reports were correct it must have been from its top that Harry Fuller was pushed to his death. And the Small Sitting-Room, into which Jane Fuller rarely went, must have been the room of the party and the séance that preceded his death.


Jane said her brother had found the whole house friendly—had he found even the Mad Tower friendly, the room friendly in which he had foretold his own death? And if not, why had he chosen it for the party and for the séance? It seemed like asking for trouble to Ben.


Though he often played with the idea, Ben had no basic belief in the supernatural. And as a rather self-conscious proof of this disbelief he decided as he stood staring back at the tower that it was in those three rooms, one above the other, that he would stay during his visit to Buckleigh Coombe. But at this stage he did not mention his decision to Jane Fuller.
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