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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.









Chapter One


THE SHABBY LEATHER SUITCASE, with enough clothes in it for three months, bumped against my shins at each step as I lugged it up the steep cobbled hill.


For five minutes I had waited at the bus stop, until it became dismally plain that nobody had come to meet me; then, puzzled and uneasy, I set off on the short walk to my father’s house. Harken House, it was called. I had been born in it, but left it at age four, when my parents were divorced and my mother was given custody of me and Anna and Joe, my elder sister and brother. In the past seven years I had been back here perhaps half a dozen times for short visits.


The weather was close and sultry, for the month of May. And my case was a dead weight, packed by my mother with fanatic care and neatness. “I suppose That Woman will be unpacking for you. …” Everything that I could possibly need had been fitted in, a tuppenny red account book to keep record of the ten-shillings spending money she had given me— “Though I daresay Gerald will be providing all sorts of treats”—winter vests, in case the summer turned cold, even a packet of Kotex, though, please heaven, I wouldn’t need those for a year or so. “But you never know,” said my mother darkly, “what effect such a complete change may produce. Mind you make your bed properly, every day, after breakfast, and help with the dishes—”


All these warnings made me impatient. “Yes, yes,” I had mumbled, not perceiving that what she felt was a need to ward off potential criticism of how she had trained and brought me up.


There were very few cars in the streets; and none on the cobbled ones. All this happened over fifty years ago, way back in the 1930s.


Was Mamm sad at my going away from home? I hadn’t stopped to ask myself such a question. Her parting hug had been very long and tight. But at the moment of parting, climbing onto the bus, my whole mind had been thrown forward toward the new experience, the five-hour journey, the start of school, the return to Harken House, the prospect of a whole summer with Gerald. To me, my playwright father was a figure of great romance and glamour. He sent me funny letters (not often). I had seen his name in print. There were books by him on the shelf upstairs, by the attic door. The thought of three whole months with him was amazing.


But now, all of a sudden, I felt a complete slump of spirit. Why had nobody met me at the bus stop? Hauling the hateful heavy case I was swamped by a great wash of longing for Mamm, for her calm brisk reliability and comfort. “Do try to write every week: I’ve put in twelve stamped, addressed envelopes.” I would have liked to post a letter now, at once, saying Please can I come home, I don’t want to spend a summer in Dune. But perhaps, after all, Mamm was relieved to be rid of me? Perhaps she was glad of a chance to be on her own with my stepfather and small half-brother? It had given me a dreadful pang when once, helping her make beds, I had remarked probingly, “It’s funny that Anna’s room is also called the guest room, isn’t it?” and Mamm had answered, “Well, she and Joe are only guests here, now they’re away at college most of the time.”


That pang had been so deep and so painful that I hadn’t dared say any more, in case my own right to be part of the newly formed family had been called into question.


For the twelfth time I shifted the leather case from one hand to the other. Large, penny-sized drops of rain were now splatting down on the pavement. From the murky sky over the marshes came a low growl of thunder.


My raincoat was tidily folded inside the case. To get it out I’d have to stop, open the case, spoil her careful packing—


“Having trouble, duck?” said a man, overtaking me. “Got far to go? Looks like a heavy bag for a nipper like you—”


“To Harken House,” I said gratefully as he took it from me. “About halfway up the hill.”


“Harken House? That’s haunted, innit? You going to stay there?”


“My father lives in it,” I told him with pride.


“Does he, though? Wouldn’t catch me hanging up me hat in there, not for all the herring in Holland. Supposed to be haunted by that old astrologist, innit? You ever see him?”


“No,” I was obliged to admit. I didn’t tell him how seldom I had been in the house since I left at age four. “But my father has—or heard things—”


“He really? I never! He must be a cool one!”


“He’s a writer.”


“Oh, well, that accounts, dunnit? He can use all that kind of weird stuff for his writing, can’t he? There you are, then, love, ta-ra,” and, glancing up at the stone slab over the door that said JOSHUA HARKIN 1641–1693, he sketched a friendly salute and strode on up the hill.


Suppose the door is locked? I thought, with a cold twist of real fright. What do I do then? But the brass doorknob turned easily, and I walked into the hall. (Nobody locked doors in those days.) The smell of the house greeted me like a womb, a bird’s nest, instantly remembered from early childhood—old dry dark wood, damp stone, gently leaking gas, closeness, secrecy. Bats, musty bird’s feathers or droppings, dry rot, dust. The front hall was just as I remembered: L shaped, very high, a door leading through to the dining room and kitchen, a stair (uncarpeted black wood with square black newel post) leading up to the next floor.


“Er—hullo?” I called timidly. My voice seemed no more than a thread in the big hollow space. Nobody answered.


After a moment or two I started up the stairs, leaving my bag below standing on the thin Turkish rug. And just at the corner I came face to face with my stepmother, “That Woman,” as Mamm called her, Trudl, as she was known to everybody else. She was Austrian, small, blond, animated, and spoke English far more clearly and correctly than most people born in the country. Her gilt hair was twined round her head in a coronet. She wore a white blouse and a dirndl skirt. When she saw me her mouth dropped open in total surprise.


“Julia! But—are you expected—?”


Quite evidently I was not expected.


“I—I thought Ma—my mother wrote to Gerald?” I said unhappily.


“Gerald is not here. Dinner at Delphi is to be acted at Lucerne and he has gone there for the rehearsals and to help with the text. … But come up, come up, of course. It is very nice that you are here,” she added hastily.


“I—my school starts on Monday—”


Her hand flew to her mouth. She stared at me over it.


“Your school! Of course it does! What a very very lucky thing that you came today. That will give you—let’s see—tomorrow to get settled. Now wait, wait, and I will quickly put some sheets on a bed—”


Lucky? I thought confusedly, this was how the whole arrangement was planned, ever so long ago. But it was clear that, for one reason or another, Trudl had completely forgotten about it.


“Here,” she said, handing me a pair of sheets. “You take these, I follow with blankets. It will be quite nice for me, having you, it will be company, indeed.” And she led the way up another steep black stair, much narrower, this one; then through a tiny room where, I dimly remembered, Mamm used to have her sewing machine, then down four steps, across a big double room with a studio window—


“Anna and I always used to sleep in the room that looks out on the garden—” I suggested hopefully. That was a snug little room which had the sun for most of the day.


“So? But just now I am using that for a study. Very fast, just now, I translate others of your father’s plays into German, in case somebody else wishes to use one. Anyway, along here you will be nice and private—you and I need not disturb each other. You may read all night if you wish!”


We had ended up in a room beyond the study—a long narrow room, facing north, lit by nothing but a small skylight in its sloping ceiling. It was rather dark, and the floor, ancient black timbers, also sloped slightly uphill.


With a nod, Trudl dropped her bundle of blankets on the bed.


“Come down when you have your bed made, and we will then think about supper. Can you eat sausages, I wonder?”


Her voice was clear and brisk, like a woodpecker tapping on a tree. She clicked away in her little high-heeled sandals and I set myself to the job of making the bed, rather messily and lumpily. But nobody was going to notice or criticize. The room where she had installed me was well away from the main part of the house; in fact it lay above the next-door building, which was one enormous two-story room, now converted into an art gallery. There was certainly no doubt of my privacy. The art gallery, I knew, was closed at night. My father’s big double study stood empty, his desk unnaturally tidy, the books, instead of lying around in heaps, all neatly arranged on the shelves round the walls. Through the huge window, with its single pane of glass, one could see all the way across the marshes to a faint silver line along the horizon, which was the sea.


Beyond the study was the sewing room, up four steps, beyond that the steep stairs leading down to the bathroom on the floor below. … Should I ever be able to muster up courage to go all that way in the dark, I wondered, supposing I had to get up and pee in the night?


“Here is your bag,” said Trudl, returning with it. “Now, see, there is a hook on the back of the door, and I daresay these drawers are empty.” She pulled one out. It came with a grinding rattle and she added, “Oh, yes, and now I remember, Gerald did, of course, know that you were coming. Only I had forgotten that it was quite so soon. But I believe he left a note for you—yes, here it is—and some books—”


At this, my spirits, which were very low, perked up a little. Perhaps he would say when he was coming back—


“Now I am going to run down the road to the butcher,” said Trudl, “and buy a pound of sausages. When I am alone I just have fruit. There will just be time before he closes. … So, take as long as you please with your unpacking.”


I heard her tip-tap away again down the uncarpeted stairs as I fully opened the stiff top drawer in the grey-painted deal chest, which, like the kitchen chair, the thin mat, and the cot bed, was the very plainest that money could buy. My father only just scraped a living from his plays.


Dear Jukes, he had written, too bad I can’t be there to see you enrolled with the Norns. The old girls look as if eye of newt and toe of frog would be on their daily timetable, but I daresay they are really mild as milk. You will probably soon have them eating out of your hand. I hope school proves to be fun—though I never thought much of it myself. …


Here’s a few books you may like to read. Perhaps you’d like to try your hand at playwriting?


This Lucerne foray could make all our fortunes yet. Let’s hope so. I have to be there to make sure they don’t mangle the text. Is there a chance you’ll still be in Dune when I come a-flitting back, I wonder? Don’t know yet when that will be. Love, Nuncle.


For some reason Nuncle was what my father liked us to call him, but I found it a bit embarrassing and preferred to use his Christian name.


The note, like all his letters, was typed, obviously at high speed, for it was full of mistakes, and signed with a hasty pencil flourish.


When I looked at the books—a small bundle of faded volumes—I felt let down and cheated. They were plays—peering at the tarnished gilt lettering on the faded spines I read unfamiliar names—Marston, Webster, Marlowe. And there was Shakespeare’s Henry IV, parts I and II.


Why in the world should Gerald think I would want to read those? I wondered crossly. I’m only eleven, can he have forgotten that? Perhaps he’s confusing me with Anna?


I peered again at the fusty old plays, which seemed to be full of doom and dread and horrible goings-on, maniacs laughing and heroines being strangled. A rickety kitchen table stood at the end of the room, under the skylight. I stacked the books on it, and put beside them Mamm’s little alarm clock, which she had lent me. “Because you may need to wake yourself in the morning, for school,” she had said, obviously not trusting That Woman to do so. “But you will take care of it, won’t you?”


Quite a few tears fell on to my neatly folded clothes as I laid them in the unfriendly drawers, each of which jibbed and stuck as I tried to drag it open. I felt desperately cast away and forlorn. Around this time, at home, I would have been laying the table for supper, Mamm would be at her cookery, chopping and clinking in the kitchen, my stepfather would be energetically rattling away on the piano, while my little half-brother, in his cot upstairs, would be far from asleep, quite the reverse, singing loudly, along with the piano music but out of tune, so that his voice echoed down the stairs. The whole house would be alive with cheerful activity. Whereas here …


There was not a single sound to be heard in the house, save my own furtive sobs.


I drew a shaky breath and listened. Dune was a very quiet town, because of the cobbled streets. They were too narrow, steep, and bumpy for motor traffic, which mostly used a ring road outside the old town wall. After six, once the shops in the High Street had closed, there was hardly any noise at all, not even voices or footsteps. All I could hear was the keening of swallows and swifts round the old red chimney pots. Where did people go? Home, I supposed, to eat their evening meal and listen to the radio. (For this was in the thirties, remember, before the days of television).


I strained to listen even harder. Always, at home—(this old, cold vacuum of a house, although my birthplace, was not my home, I swore, no, never, never)—at home there were always country sounds to be heard, the hens next door, cows mooing on their way to be milked, the rasp of a saw, dogs barking, the clank of a bucket in a well, the creak of a handle. Here: nothing, except my own hiccupping breath.


Ashamed of what I knew Mamm would think of me, for being such a crybaby, I put away the last neat pile of undervests and remembered with a spurt of hope that, somewhere about the house, three or four children’s books remained, accidentally left behind by Joe and Anna at the time of the split. White Fang, The Call of the Wild, Hans Brinker—not my favourites, but a lot easier and more interesting than the plays of Webster and Marlowe. I must ask Trudl if she knew where they had been put. And—yes—Anna had said something about a pile of old sixpenny paperback thrillers, bought by my elders when they were younger, kept always hidden away under a loose floorboard, because Gerald would never have countenanced their spending their money on such rubbish.


“Do have a look and see if they are still there,” Anna had said, laughing, when she heard I was to spend the whole summer at school in Dune. “The loose board is in Joe’s attic, under the bed. Very likely nobody has ever found them.”


Having sniffed my nose clear and wiped my eyes, I went cautiously across Gerald’s tidy study, up the four steps, through the empty sewing room, then climbed the ship’s ladder that led to the attics. From the window of the right-hand one, where Joe had slept, you could climb out into a gully between two gables of roof. (I had been too small in those days, but Anna and Joe had done it.) Then you could climb all the way, along the ancient red-tiled roofs, to the end of the street. And there was a great view, over the steeply down-dropping houses, across the marsh to the sea two miles away.


Rain was still drumming down on the tiles that sloped to a peak directly over my head. This was certainly not a day for roof exploration. The thunder had never come close, but it was still there, muttering quietly in the distance.


But the loose board …


Kneeling on the square of rush mat by the bed (another iron army cot) I felt about underneath it. The boards were furred with dust; plainly no one cleaned up here very often. (“I wonder if That Woman cleans her own house?” Mamm had remarked meditatively. “Or can they afford to have someone come in?” My mother did all her own housework, as well as teaching me my lessons.)


Yes! One of the boards shifted when I pressed it. And when I pushed down hard at one end, and hoisted the other, scrabbling with my fingernails, a two-foot section tilted, to reveal a cobwebby cavity underneath. I had to move the cot aside before I could get the board right out. Then, looking in, I discovered Joe and Anna’s secret hoard—four yellow-jacketed novels by Edgar Wallace, The Four Just Men, The Sinister Man, The Angel of Terror, The Book of All Power, with lurid pictures on the covers; also two others, The Lair of the White Worm and Dracula by a writer I had never heard of, Bram Stoker.


In triumph I surveyed my trove. I felt like a tracker in the wilderness finding a cache of provisions, chocolate, fruitcake, pemmican (whatever that was). I had never been able to make any headway with the literary works on Gerald’s shelves. But these books (they looked madly exciting) should last me for several weeks. And by that time I would have found other sources of reading matter. Schools had libraries, didn’t they?


Greatly cheered, I put all but one of the books back into the hole (where there was also a Rowntree’s plain chocolate wrapper, slightly nibbled at the edges) left The Lair of the White Worm in my bedroom, and washed my dusty hands in the bathroom, which was on the floor below. This was exactly as I remembered it, high, dark and narrow, with a huge tarnished brass geyser, taller than I was, perched over the bath, and a smell that tickled my chest and made me cough, of escaping gas, toothpaste, and damp.


Then I ran down the last flight of stairs to the ground floor and through the dining room to the kitchen, where Trudl was frying sausages. Her shiny, scrubbed-looking face was pink and flushed—with hard work? with annoyance?—but the smile she gave me was friendly enough.


“Just in time to lay the table! Do you like mustard? If you do, you can mix some.”


“I don’t like mustard, thank you.”


“Then we need not bother. Gerald always wished for it. And he makes a great fuss—it has to be just so, not too thick, not too thin. But tell me”—as she carried the plates to the table— “whose idea was it, that you come here to school? For you go on to a big boarding-school in the autumn, isn’t that so? Where you will remain for several years? Why, then, come here to Dune, just for the one term?”


Rather blankly I said that I thought it had been Gerald’s idea. He had written to Mamm, I believed, suggesting it. (I would dearly have loved to see that letter, but was never given a chance to do so.) “Gerald thinks it might be easier for you to start at boarding school if you had been to a day school at least for a little while first,” Mamm had said to me in March. “What do you think?”


The prospect of boarding school in the autumn had been looming already, for the last eighteen months, like a monsoon cloud. My sister Anna had always cried for two days at least before the start of every term. Now the threat for me had been moved forward by five months.


I muttered, “Perhaps. …”


“Gerald says there is a nice little school just round the corner from Harken House. Sunnyhay, it’s called. Run by three old ladies, sisters–”


The Norns, I remembered Gerald had called them in his note: Too bad I can’t be there to see you enrolled with the Norns.


Furiously I thought, he didn’t bother to be here. He just didn’t bother. He could have been here, if he’d really wanted to.


Echoing my thought, Trudl said, “Gerald makes these good plans, but then he forgets about them. Poor Julia! I suppose you were very happy at the thought of spending the summer with him.”


“Won’t he come back from Lucerne when the play is finished?”


She looked vague and doubtful. “It is not certain. …” Quite plainly, she did not intend to talk about Gerald’s plans. “But never mind,” she went on at once, “you and I can have a nice summer together. While you are busy with your schoolwork, I must be translating his other plays, I must work hard too—in hopes the Lucerne company will put them on—but in the evenings we can go to the beach, or for picnics. We will have fun, I promise. Pfui to Gerald!” She snapped her fingers, laughed, and lit a cigarette.


“Trudl, who were the Norns?”


She looked perplexed for a moment, then her brow cleared. “Ah, I remember, it was what Gerald called those old ladies at your school. The Norns—they are the three sisters who look after Odin’s ash tree. Urd, Skuld and, now, who is the third one? Ah, I have it, she is Verdandi. They are the past, present, and future, you know. They sit under the tree, weaving their web of fate and guarding the three golden apples. Three nice old ladies! So! Let us hope they teach you well. And now I think you should go to bed—you look tired and pale and have had a long day. You can read in bed—I checked that there is a bulb in your bedside lamp.”


“Shouldn’t I help with the washing up?” I asked dutifully, mindful of Mamm’s warnings.


Trudl shrugged. “Two plates? What a great labour! No, you are very well trained, I can see, but that is not necessary. You may wash the lunch things tomorrow if you wish. Then, on Monday, Mrs. Butcher comes and puts us all to rights.”


So that answered one of Mamm’s questions.


I went slowly up the steep stairs—Trudl was right, I did feel extremely tired; paused at bathroom level for a fast and skimpy wash and tooth-brushing, then toiled on up the next, steeper flight.


Night gowned and ready for bed, I decided that The Lair of the White Worm looked too frightening for just now, and remembered that I had meant to ask Trudl about those three or four children’s books left behind by my elders. Well, Trudl surely would not scold me if I went downstairs again—she had not given the impression of a fierce disciplinarian.


Barefoot, I pattered down the two flights, through the dining room, and into the kitchen. The supper things had been put away, rather sketchily—the bread and butter and a jug of milk were still on the kitchen table— “Slipshod,” I could hear Mamm say with compressed lips—but Trudl herself was nowhere to be seen.


“Trudl?” I called, but received no answer. Could she be out in the garden? Surely not. The relentless rain still splashed down.


Failing to find her on the ground floor, I retreated upstairs, but she was not in the bathroom or first-floor sitting-room.


“Trudl! Where are you?”


She was not in her bedroom, on the next floor; nor in the room I had once shared with Anna, now a workroom, where another kitchen table was covered with sheets of paper and reference books. But luckily, in a corner bookshelf here, I found White Fang and the other books. Feeling a little more secure in the possession of these, I went back to bed and opened White Fang. But where could Trudl have gone? Out, in this weather, to buy cigarettes? Or to see a friend? I wondered how long it would be before she came back, and if I would be able to hear the front door when she did. It seemed unlikely—there were two stories and three rooms in between.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Gateway Introduction



		Contents



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Website



		Also by Joan Aiken



		About the Author



		Copyright













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/9781399603355.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





