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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.


      










To Begin



In the European city where he found her, Anna had already made up her mind to sell herself. She was very hungry. She had begun to hallucinate about food. But something had decided Anna’s body was worth more than a dinner. What it was worth is the substance of this story.


Raoul met her by the banks of the pea-green river, to which she had wandered down. Around them the grey city rose through a grey rain, with one or two buildings like Parma ham, while some copper domes shone like spectral turnips. Old woodsmoke burning somewhere had the smell of chocolate.


When Anna turned, her large rain-coloured eyes fixed at once on Raoul. She saw he was well-dressed, and he was smoking too, an expensive cigarette. That he was handsome made her think she should be careful. Surely he had no reason to be looking, with his black eyes, for a street girl.


“Good day. Do you like the rain?” said Raoul.


“What rain?” said Anna. It had tasted of thin French wine.


“This one, which falls on the just and the unjust together.”


“Which are you?” asked Anna.


He laughed. What lovely teeth. “I see you’re a foreigner, like myself. Rain falls on foreigners, too. I’d like to take you somewhere.”


Anna felt a surge of hope so painful she nearly screamed. “Oh, where?” she said, negligently, watching some ducks go by. But they did not look like food in their feathers, and now she could smell brown soup from the river mud.


“To my hotel, perhaps?” said Raoul.


So he was looking for a street girl. And she must be his type, slim and ash-coloured, and belted into a poor coat, whose pockets held all she owned, water dripping from the sides of her bell-shaped hat, and from the wisps of her short hair.


“Why would I go with you?” said Anna, seeing the clouds above the rain, marshmallow, or scoops of soiled creamed potato.


“We could have some dinner, some drinks. We’d have a nice time,” he said. Then he added, strangely she thought, possibly sinisterly, “I don’t have odd tastes. I’d like to fuck you, but there won’t be anything – unnatural.”


Anna said, “Let’s, then.”


She walked arm in arm with him – he had gallantly offered his arm.


The puddles sang at her high heels and splashed her legs, her last pair of stockings.


She had absolutely no thoughts at all about the lovemaking. She would do whatever he wanted, even squat on the rug giving grunts like a pig. She began to float, weightlessly, nearly floating right away from him, so it was a good thing she had his arm to cling to.


No one looked askance in the lobby of the hotel, which was one of the grand stone piles of the city, lined with awful maroon carpets several inches thick, marble stairs and pillars, pale green walls that reminded her of celery.


Even so, they dined in his room. Of course, she wasn’t fit for the gilded dining apartment.


His suite was lavish and grotesque, with a chandelier. He asked if she would like a cocktail. She said she would. The drink came in grey-rain glasses, with olives and caviar and toast, and Anna ate. She ate, she ate.


As she ate the meal – she was never able afterwards to remember what it was, only the caviar and the cocktail at the beginning – pickles and patés and the entrée and a dessert and fruit – she kept thinking fondly, nearly enthusiastically, that she would do anything, anything for him. All he wished. Tie him to the bed-posts and bite his toes, beat him with the fire-tongs, pretend to be dead…


But she had eaten nothing, before this dinner, for five days, and drunk only two cups of coffee. Ten minutes after she had set down the last spoon or knife, she wobbled into his bathroom of mahogany and brass, and vomited copiously and ceaselessly for nearly two hours.


Finally she found herself lying, damp and shivering, and only semi-conscious, tucked into the luxurious bed. A hot stone water-bottle was being placed at her feet by a faceless female hotel attendant, and Raoul was wringing out a cloth in ice-water for her head.


Presently, when they were again alone, “I’m sorry,” said Anna, the first words she had been able to speak for some while. “How disgusting. How ungrateful.”


Raoul sat looking at her. As his splendid dark-browed face came back into focus, she saw only an amused sympathy on it. This gave her, and was to continue to give her for some time, an elevated idea of Raoul, his philosophies and wisdoms, his tolerance of life and of her.


“You should have told me,” said Raoul, “that you were actually in a starved condition.”


“I was only greedy, and stupid,” she murmured. And fell asleep.


If she had thought about it, which she had had no time to do, she would have imagined he would be going to bundle her out in the morning, perhaps with a few banknotes, maybe only with a disagreeable curse.


In fact, when she woke he was gone, leaving her a note. The note told her to do as she wished in the suite; he had ordered her a very light meal. She must relax. He would see her that evening.


Anna sat in the bed, eating the hot roll and drinking the milk. Then she got up and had a long, scented bath in the enormous marble tub.


When Raoul returned, she was lying asleep again in the bed. She was naked, and had been waiting, to make things up to him.


But cheerfully he only told her, if she was strong enough, to get up. He had hired a gown for her. They would dine downstairs.


A woman came and did Anna’s hair and nails. There was powder, lipstick, and more scent. Lingerie and stockings. The gown was beaded grey silk. More rain. It suited her.


At first, going into the dining-room, seeing all the guests, the straight-laced little orchestra, the palms, and candles burning, and again smelling the food, she felt faint.


But Raoul guided her to a table. She ate sensibly now, and only a little. She drank two glasses of the red wine to please him, because he insisted it would strengthen her. Then she felt like crying for a moment, because he had been so kind, because she had never thought she would ever sit in such a place again. Or rather, not for many years, perhaps not until she was middle-aged, or old.


At last, she diffidently touched his hand.


“Shall we go upstairs?” she timidly asked. She was becoming desperate to thank him, to pay him. To have it over and face grim reality once more. She had proved extremely costly.


“Yes, in a minute. But I want to ask you something, Anna.”


“Yes, Raoul.”


“Do you believe in love at first sight?”


Anna frowned. She had not expected this; it was like speaking of fairies or ghosts, probably speaking of them in the middle of a violent storm at sea or when hanging off a wire in mid-air.


“I don’t know.”


“I didn’t either,” said Raoul. “I don’t even know if I do now. But something – something has happened.”


Abruptly, she realized he meant himself, and her. Before she could stop it she giggled. How awful. Quickly she said, “I’m sorry. The wine, it’s made me silly…”


“That’s all right, Anna. This must seem extraordinary. But there you are. I might have taken it more slowly, but I have to go back tonight. Start back. I mean, back to England.”


A wave of relief rushed over her and through her blood and heart. He must be one of those men who preferred to pretend love when they made it. But then, he had been so direct by the river. He had used, then, only the positive word, fuck.


“Anna,” he said, “I have to be at the station in an hour. And I want you to come with me.”


“Of course I will.” There was no time, evidently, even for sex. She would offer it, of course. A quick rough fling.


“You don’t understand,” he said calmly. “I want you to get on the train with me. To travel with me.”


“Where?” One of her first questions, repeated.


“To England, Anna. Oh, it sounds preposterous. But you’re lost here, aren’t you? You’ve no one and nothing. I don’t want to intrude. I won’t ask you anything. We know nothing about each other, do we? Isn’t that rather wonderful? Like two books bound with skin. We can read each other as we go. Or not. Frankly I don’t care if you never tell me anything. Just – be with me.”


He was not pleading. He didn’t sound desperate or unbalanced. It occurred to her he might lead her on to the phantasmal train, carry her away over the map of Europe, and in some dark forest, as the train roared on, slice her throat or hang her from a pine.


You met a wet girl in the rain. You took her to your hotel and fed her and heard her throwing up for hours, and from this you loved her? You wanted her? He looked self-possessed, beautiful, rich, and utterly certain.


“I don’t…” she said softly.


“I’m afraid it has to be yes or no. The trains are all over the place – I thought I had until midnight to talk you round. I’ve bought a ticket for you. I’ve got a sleeper. It won’t be uncomfortable. I’ll take care of you, Anna. Wouldn’t that be a relief, after what you’ve had to put up with?”


“Oh, it wasn’t much,” she said. She lowered her eyes. “You’ve been wonderfully kind. But…”


“Yes or no, Anna. Say it now.”


“But I can’t – I can’t – it isn’t…” she said wildly. “I may disappoint you…”


“Sexually, you mean?”


“Yes, and in all ways.”


He laughed. Like before.


Then he took her hand, and squeezed it. And his clasp was warm and strong.


To ourselves, we are the centre of the universe. How can it be otherwise? Dissemble to ourselves and others all we may, it is not ultimately incredible to us that we should be recognised, by the gods.


When they got up, it was with an accomplished ease that she glided before him from the dining-room.


And in the smart travelling clothes he had bought her – just her size, as the gown had been – she next proceeded him to the taxi.


The station loomed in blocks of smoke and steam, the lights flickering, roars of motion and agitation everywhere. But they were led, by uniformed men, to their secure compartment.


Exhaustion felled her. She sat on the lower bunk. Raoul kissed her hand.


“Sleep, Anna. There’s no hurry, now.”


He did not make love to her until the second night.


Dizzy with wine and the motion of the train, she lay with her arms outflung, her legs lifted so the tender backs of her knees were on his shoulders.


His kisses shivered like feathers into her sexual core. As he stroked her breasts she forgot everything, her past, her future. Harp glissandi, sensations of fizzing, and sweet ache. She seized his shoulders frantically. The train bounced her up and down and she had the half image, as once or twice in her life before, that she rode the back of a black horse, but that had been in dreams and now real flesh and muscle galloped between her thighs.


As she came, her womb gulping in pushes and rushes, returning and returning to the bursting pivot of bliss, the train slowed down. It halted when she did, as if the whole world had stopped. For a second she did not know his name, perhaps not her own. Where were they? Would he kill her now? But he groaned and spasms shook him, and they were only in Europe, somewhere, and he was only a man, after all.










Chapter One: Having Arrived



By the time they reached Paris, Raoul had bought her betrothal ring.


It was a diamond. A polished diamond, not cut, for he said he thought that large cut diamonds were vulgar. This stone was soft as a rainy moon. It was set in twisted old dark gold.


In the shadowy basement room with barred windows, where first she tried it on, Anna was impressed. It was what she would have called antique jewellery. She could imagine thieves cutting off her finger to get it. It did not seem it could ever belong to her, but nothing ever had. Either seemed to, or had, belonged. He would take it away, or ask her only to wear it sometimes, locking it in a safe. This did not happen.


In a way, the house was like the ring. Like the ring, as it seemed to be: hers… not hers… Nothing to do with her. Big. Polished, though.


Or no, the house was simply somewhere they went to.


She had never been in England. She had only read about it, and looked at pictures.


This was like a Landscape with Country House.


Outside, there had been farms and fields, and then a gateway in a wall, and a muddy drive. The rain was streaming, and against the opaque purple slate of the sky, the horse-chestnuts that lined the drive were a rich, acid and improbable green. There were so many trees. Old cedars and beeches, and oaks, one of which had stood, Raoul muttered, in the time of a queen called Elizabeth I. Then there was a treeless gap, and the lawns went up baldly to a long terrace, and a house of yellowish stone, with pointed roofs crayoned in on the shadowy light.


And far, far behind, there were hills like small vague mountains.


Anna knew she should be impressed, overawed, or – what Raoul seemed to want – thrilled. So she gripped her hands together and said breathless things – How old was the house? What style was it? Wasn’t it just like a painting? – to please him.


She was indifferent to it, however. It did not seem real. It was preposterous. She felt like a visitor to some peculiar and perhaps over-rated monument. She would always, she decided, be a visitor, here.


The afternoon arrival was a flurry. Anna had read in novels about such flurries of arrival.


There were a lot of servants. They wore the shiny black of beetles and searing white starched aprons and caps that had a Puritan look. A tall fat man, with a horseshoe of grey hair round his bare scalp, was the butler. They all, saving the butler, had some sort of accent. Anna had spoken English and French most of her life, and other languages, where needed, fluently. But the accent of the servants she found difficult and excluding. She stared at them, feeling her eyes popping with strain, and only realised after, they had simply been welcoming her.


All the maids curtseyed – a bob, it had been called. And the butler nodded.


Anna might have wanted to laugh, but instead it depressed her. She was so tired. The journey had been in quite easy stages, until the last two or three days. Then train succeeded train, and boat, train, and train, boat, with dull miserable little stops between, hotels creaking in the wind, fires quick-lit that smoked and warmed nothing. Sandwiches, cold meats, things you didn’t want, being worn out, and only a few snatched hours of sleep before starting off again. Raoul so relaxed. She trying to be bright.


How swiftly, Anna saw, she had got used to food and proper beds, to rooms even, shelter. How blasé and thankless she was, turning from the sour cheese, the smoky fire. She was not, though, used to Raoul. Sometimes he woke her during the journey, making love to her. Once he had come into a bathroom and simply begun stroking her, there, at her core. Until she climaxed with a sudden shudder.


After the last soul-rattling train, which was freezing cold, came the car ride, to the house, which took two hours.


When the episode of servants was over, Anna went up to bed. Raoul had explained she would not need to meet anyone until dinner.


The bedroom was like a cavern. What else? She did not look at it. The fire was hot; they had run her a bath. Three maids, standing in a row. She sent them out. She was too polite, of course. They had faces like eggs, blank.


She stepped into the bath, crawled out, crawled into the enormous bed under its yellow tester. Was gone.


Someone was saying something incomprehensible to her. “No,” said Anna. “I can’t. No.”


The voice spoke again. It was soft and female. Anna looked under her lids.


A sly, slim fox’s face, with a bonnet of horrible starched linen. A maid. “What is it?”


The maid said something Anna couldn’t properly understand. But it was about getting up, and someone coming – the housekeeper? – or a dress…


“Oh, thank you. Yes. Thank you.”


Anna realised she had slept as usual naked, and the maid was here, waiting for her to get up, or so it seemed. Yes, the maid was waiting. Her slim hands were folded on her apron. Pale reddish hair slid back under the nasty bonnet. Her eyes were tawny under half-lowered lids.


“Thank you. I’m sorry. I’d like you to wait outside.”


The fox maid bobbed. She said, “Missus sayum to lug artor you. Till as missus picks aton other.” This was what it sounded like, anyway.


“Oh, I see. But I’d like you to go out for a moment.”


The maid looked up, at her. Eyes not tawny, yellow as the tester and counterpane. What awful eyes. Like a cat’s – or a goat’s.


“What’s your name?” said Anna, almost in a panic.


“Sister,” said the maid. Perhaps.


“Very well – Sister,” Anna was firm. “Please go out and shut the door.”


“Ysm.”


Anna felt close to trembling. This was all so silly. She did not know what to do here, had never lived in a house with any servants beyond a slovenly cook here and there, or some skivvy who did everything. But the fox maid called sister was going at last. The door shut.


At a scramble Anna left the bed. She ran across the room to the bathroom where she recalled her robe had been left lying.


The bath stood on iron legs, paws. The water was still in it and the room felt steamy though chill. When she let the water out, the bath made evil noises.


There was this housekeeper coming. And then dressing for dinner, one of the glaucous dresses Raoul had bought her.


Anna tied the robe. She wiped the mirror. She cleaned her teeth at the inset basin, white and shell-shaped. The taps were brass, polished like gold, and in the form of gryphons’ heads. Like those things on the roof – gargoyles.


She was smoking a cigarette and brushing her hair with the tortoiseshell brush, when the housekeeper brought the fox maid back into the room.


The housekeeper had no accent at all.


“I regret,” said the housekeeper, “Mr Raoul’s telegram arrived very late. Things aren’t as ready as I’d have wished.” She wore a burgundy red dress and a little watch pinned on her right breast. Her hair was like lacquered ebony, probably dyed. She had the face of a chorus girl playing a housekeeper. She smiled. Her false teeth were very good, but somewhat discoloured. “Sister will do her best for you.”


“Sister? Is that really her name?” Anna blurted. “Sister” merely stood there, goat eyes down.


“Lily Sister,” elaborated the housekeeper.


Anna felt dispirited. “What happens next?”


The housekeeper laughed in a tight small way. “Sister will help you dress. Dinner is normally at eight-thirty.”


“I prefer to dress myself,” said Anna. “I don’t need anything, thank you.”


When they were gone, Anna dressed. She powdered her face and touched her lips with red. Raoul did not like her to use mascara; he had compared her long pale lashes with moths’ wings.


She anticipated all the time that he would come in. But he didn’t.


From the windows of this room in the back of the house, the lawns swept to a beech coppice, and then away up to the sides of the mountain-hills, now patched with mist or fog. Rain dripped, and the light was going.


There were some cows in a pasture over a sort of narrow river. They moved about sullenly. They seemed undecided.


What was she doing here?


Raoul had once or twice referred to his family, and then just as ordinary people did: “My Family.” But they had a title. Then again, it wasn’t used. The family name was Basulte.


Raoul had told her so little. But he had promised to tell her nothing, and to ask nothing. And he never had asked Anna anything fundamental or finite. His questions had been limited to such things as “Where shall we go for breakfast? Do you like this wine? Will you put on that necklace for me? Are you comfortable? Do you enjoy it when I kiss you here?”


She knew nothing about him, or about the house and the Family. Only names like England, and Basulte.


Anna was terribly nervous, and yet, adrift in the unreality, she didn’t care. Did not care what she felt or what anyone felt. Did not mean to impress. Her impulse was only not to cause a dramatic scene. That had always been one of her goals, for a long time. Scenes were dangerous.


She came down three long corridors, and through the gallery with suits of armour and oil paintings of costumed persons, men with swords, women with little dogs. The electricity had been switched on, and the hanging lamps were alight, making the gallery stark and its strip of red carpet jump at her eyes. Beyond the gallery was a sort of annexe with doors opening off, and then the top of a curving stair, marble and wood and gilding, just like a European hotel.


The stair ended below in a glass room. It was called an orangery – oranges had been grown in it once, in the 17th century, apparently. It looked now fabulously cold, and the harsh light made tall plants and wicker tables resemble cut-outs of thin card.


Beyond was the room Raoul had mentioned to her earlier. The salon. He had drawn her a map of the route. It was perhaps a test of her skill, to see if she could find her way.


The salon was all dull dark green, with flares of blood-scarlet – roses, and some other flower, that looked African, glassware, wines in decanters.


A fire was burning in the ample fireplace, on this filthy English summer evening.


And about the fire they sat. The Family. Had they been waiting for her? Or were they utterly indifferent? Had they been told she had dismissed the maid: how eccentric and lower-class – the English were reportedly obsessed by class, like Hindus.


They were like a pride of animals up on their home rock.


No. Not animals. They were not, at all, like that.


Nor like a family. Yet they were – a group, a band – and they were very alike, you saw this at once. They were all – like Raoul.


That was natural, wasn’t it? A familial similarity. His father, his mother, a sister, a brother. But then, there was one who was the sister’s husband, surely, or had Anna misremembered? And he too was indistinguishable.


The table-lamps glowed on their black, smooth hair, in their black clear eyes. They were all impeccably dressed, black and white for the men, shades of jade and rose for the women. A few precious stones, gold.


Only Raoul was not there.


Raoul, who had brought her here, given her a ring and a map, as if in a fairy story.


At her entrance, no one had altered. The three men had already been standing, smoking at the fireplace. The two women remained seated.


Their heads had turned. Their faces were arrested. Two of the men had been smiling, and smiled still. The others were expressionless.


Anna poised before them. She felt naked in her expensive underclothes, dress, shoes, her diamond.


“Oh,” said the woman in the rose-red, “Raoul is too bad. He was to have brought you down.”


Anna realized, she should have waited, to be brought.


“I’m sorry, I…” She closed her lips hurriedly.


One of them – Raoul’s father? – said, “It’s so nice you didn’t wait. Anna, if I may call you that.”


“Of course,” she said. She did not know how to address him, since Raoul had not explained.


Across the room, the butler stood, and a maid, and a young boy in black, a footman, by a sideboard that was laid with bright bottles and decanters. When Anna glanced at them, the butler nodded his head, the footman bowed, the maid bobbed, and the bottles flashed.


The man who had spoken to Anna walked over to the sideboard and inspected it, as if he had forgotten it was there. When he did this, the maid cowered away into the wall. That was no exaggeration. She cowered. But it wasn’t fear. It was some excessive show of respect. The footman stood, head bowed now, as if in church.


Raoul’s relation made a pass over the array of drinks.


“We have everything, Anna. What would you like?”


She wanted absinthe, she thought. That wouldn’t do. And despite the foolish boast, they wouldn’t have it. These English were supposed to drink sherry, were they not? She asked for sherry.


Something in the way she pronounced the word must have made the woman in jade-green laugh sharply. Or it was a coincidence?


Startled, Anna stared a second at her.


Which of the women was Raoul’s mother? They looked virtually the same age. And the men were equals, but for the one who had spoken to her, and had a grey line in his hair. This was too fanciful. The light was dazzling and deceptive.


The fatter woman was probably the elder one, the mother, Raoul’s mother.


The maid came with a sherry on a tray and bobbed, her head held down. Anna took the drink, which was small, in a thimble, a shard of crystal.


They – the Family – had already had their drinks.


The sherry was dry, almost salty. Two sips and it was gone.


“I wonder,” said Anna; they looked at her. “I wonder… where Raoul is?”


“He went out riding,” said the woman in green. “In this rain.” She sounded for a second nearly normal.


“As a boy, horses were his passion,” said the other woman. “But he can’t be long, tonight.”


Anna disconcertingly recalled those moments proceeding orgasm on the train, the horse galloping between her thighs. Did Raoul once have such a fantasy?


One of the other men came up to her and offered her a cigarette. She took it and the butler was there at once, lighting it for her, stepping between them like an invisible air. Anna thanked the butler, and the woman in green laughed again. But again, that might be nothing.


On the mantelpiece an ormolu clock, with nymphs and a rayed sun, chimed the half hour. Anna had been shown a clock rather like that, in Prague. Figures had danced slowly round it. But she had been crying, and not seen it clearly.


“Shall we go in?” said the man with the line of grey in his black hair. He nodded to one of the other men – Raoul’s brother, his sister’s husband. “Since Raoul is so late, take Anna in, won’t you?”


“My great pleasure,” said this other Raoul, stepping up to her.


My God, on his arm, half impossible to tell the difference.


But the fat woman was the Mother. She was stiff when she got up, and the maid assisted her. And the woman allowed herself to be assisted, as if by a mechanical thing, and the maid fell away from her, when no longer needed, like a discarded shawl.


The dining-room – the small dining-room – was red, with flutes of green, plants, candles, glass. There were green vegetables on the plates, and bloody meats.


Raoul did not arrive. No one mentioned his absence again. They spoke of him, however.


“I suppose Raoul took you to Versailles. Oh, what you missed, Anna. A heavenly place.”


“When Raoul was travelling with you, you’ll have noticed, he gets tetchy if kept waiting. Tetchy – oh, that means bad-tempered. You didn’t notice? Ah, well, Anna. Your charms doubtless softened his rage.”


They did not refer to her engagement, or impending marriage. They asked her nothing about herself.


Later they opened the curtains. That is, the servants opened them. Outside was the terrace, lit by electric lamps held up by statues, and rain glittering and prancing on the stones. The women did not separate from the men.


Then they migrated jointly back to the salon. One of the men put records on a gramophone. He danced with the woman in jade-green, the cosy, liquidly-shuffling dance from America that was only intimate, asking no footwork. Her husband? There was a little scar through his left eyebrow. Anna could memorize him from that.


They never told her their names. She didn’t ask.


Raoul did not come in.


Should she pretend to be worried, make a slight gentle feminine fuss?


At ten they began to go to bed, or off about their own pursuits. They said to her, “Good-night, Anna. Do sleep well.”


She sat alone in the salon, got up and walked into the dining-room. Rain glittered and pranced.


The butler, the maids, the footmen, (there had been two at hand for dinner) stood at their stations.


Hotly embarrassed, she suddenly stupidly grasped she was imprisoning them, they were having to wait, to wait on her.


She left the rooms and went through the dismal black-windowed orangery of cut-outs, upstairs, along the gallery, through corridors to her bedroom.


The fox maid was standing by the bed like some awful useable machine, a trouser-press or mangle.


“It’s all right, Sister. Thank you.”


“Sull I undo yemiss?”


“No. Thank you. Goodnight.”


When Sister – Sister! – sibling, nurse – had gone, Anna threw off her clothes and left them on the carpet. She knew from novels this room was hers, not theirs. Her betrothed had an apartment elsewhere.


Anna woke, swimming. She was lying on her side, and an anemone had fastened on her breast, and was drawing her up by silver strings through the nipple. On the other breast, feathers tickled irresistibly.


Anna unsealed her eyes.


“No… stop… where were you?”


“I’ve been away from the house so long. I wanted to see it so much. Sorry about that. And I was so tired then, I went to sleep. Rotten of me. Your first night. Forgive me?”


His other hand strummed sweetly the instrument of delight between her legs.


She fell back and he mounted her, firming into her, filling her full. Ripples of swirling ecstasy. Unbearably she came, arching her throat and back, as he rode on the crest of her, slapping her hips and choking her name.


At the house in Preguna, Anna had typed the old professor’s manuscript. The manuscript was very long, about one thousand pages, in long hand. It was a study of certain, to Anna, obscure schools of thought, starting in third century Greece, encompassing Renascence Rome and Coptic Egypt, ending up in Paris and Alsace. Apparently. Sometimes the professor would wander in and hand her a new sheaf of papers, which were to be inserted, say, after page five hundred, paragraph six. So the manuscript was not complete, was growing, and might never be finished with.


Some afternoons, when the warm dusty sun shone through the windows, whose shutters had been thrown back, Anna typed in paroxysms of yawning, voluptuous and nearly painful, her eyes streaming with water. And twice, when the professor entered, he saw this, and asked if she were crying.


“No, no. I have a little cold.”


The house was tall and crooked, packed between other tall, crooked houses, all the colour of old brown bread. The road outside was cobbled, and at the end of the vista was an ancient horse trough and a clock-tower with a narrow blue dome.
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