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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.













THE WITCH



Anita protested feebly. “But I’m sure I’m not ready yet, Gran. I just don’t feel ready. Can’t it wait till next summer?”


The old lady snorted. She was already stirring the big spell-pot, sniffing from time to time at the far from aromatic steam that arose. She said, “Never ’eard nothink like it.” She added a pinch of black powder to the brew and shook in a few frog’s legs from a polythene bag. The fumes intensified. She said, “ ’Ere y’are then, sit yer down. I ent got orl night. Bring that there chair uvver.” The contents of the pot had begun to solidify; she withdrew a horrible-looking blob on the end of a stick. She said, “Undo the top o’ yer dress then. Look smart.”


Anita wailed, “Oh, no!” She clapped a hand to her throat. Granny Thompson’s eyes gimleted at her. She said, “Git it orf. Clean on yisdey, that were. Think I got nothink ter do but wosh for y’ all day? Wan’ it all done for yer, you young ’uns do. Oh Satan spare us, the gel’s all thumbs. Come ’ere, let me.” She undid the little fastening at the neck and opened the dress across Anita’s shoulders. She said testily, “Well ’old it then, else it’ll all a-flop back.” She picked up the stick again and advanced. Anita said faintly, “Can’t I have gas?”


Granny Thompson said, “Oh, ’old still. The fuss you young ’uns mek uvver a little thing.” She dabbed the stick on her granddaughter’s forehead and throat. Anita yelped. The brew was still decidedly hot. Grandma said, “Fillet of a fenny snake, in the cauldron boil an’ bake; eye of noot, an’ toe o’ frog, wool of bat an’ tongue o’ dog; adder’s fork, an’ blindwumm’s sting … I kent remember ner more. Kent see the book neither, om a-lorst me glasses agin. Anyways ‘E wunt bother. Long as yer Made Up, that’s the thing. Disgustin’, I calls it. Gel o’ yore age, an’ not even confirmed.” She hobbled back to the cauldron elaborating her criticism of the Great Enemy.


“Time was when the Old Man ’ud come regular, jist fer a chat like. But not ner more. Oh, no.” She prodded the fire beneath the pot and added a couple of handfuls of powder. The first made the flames leap up magenta, the second sent them bright blue. Anita sat with her eyes closed, rigid in a web of polychrome shadow. “ ’Oo does ’E send now then?” asked Granny vindictively. “All these jumped up kids, that’s all. Area managers they ’as the cheek ter call thereselves. Never ’eard nothink like it. Enough ter send yer ’Oly. Course I know what ’E’s at. Tearin’ about doin’ all these tomb robbings an’ such.” She wagged a great black ladle in the general direction of her granddaughter. “Now I dunt mind a bit of old-fashioned sacrilege now an’ agin. ’Oo dunt? But it’s all fer show reely. Flashy. Like these noo-fangled business notions. It’s good solid work that counts, the year ’round. But that jist dunt git done. Just a few old ’uns like me keepin’ things a-gooin’. An’ precious little thanks we git fer it neither. I dunt serpose you’ll be a sight better. Yer tired now, an’ you ent even started.” She topped up the cauldron with fluid from a big stone jar and its contents promptly went green and started to bubble again. She lifted the ladle and stumped back to her granddaughter. Anita tensed herself, expecting a scalding, but for some reason the liquid felt ice-cold. Granny said rapidly, “Liver o’ blasphemin’ Joo, gall o’ goat an’ slips of yoo sliver’d in the moon’s eclipse, nose o’ Turk an’ Tartar’s lips—”


Anita said, “Oo, it’s running!”


“Will yer keep still? Finger o’ birth-strangled babe, ditch-deliver’d by a drab—”


“But I’ve got all clean things on!”


“They wunt ’urt, I tell yer.”


“But Gran, it’s all going down!”


Granny said, “Oh … ’ere.” She put a towel into her victim’s hands. “No, dunt wipe it all orf, it ent took yit! Weer were I? Finger o’ ditch-strangled babe, om done that. Summat or other orf a tiger, any’ow. I reckon that’s all on ’em. No, dunt git up. I ent finished.” She took a cocoa tin from the shelf, removed the lid and dipped her finger inside. The contents were certainly not cocoa. She began to draw cabalistic signs on her granddaughter. Anita screwed up her eyes and nose as if she were being tortured. The old lady said grimly, “Whin I were done, I were done like this all uvver. ’Ave summat ter goo on about yer would, if yer were done proper.” She stood back to view her handiwork. She said, “ ’Spect that’ll ’ave to answer.” Anita opened large, reproachful eyes. Granny Thompson said, “That stops till yer gits undone ternight. Yer can wash it orf then; it’s fresh sheets.”


Anita buttoned her dress gingerly. She said sullenly, “It feels all sticky and beastly. I’m not keeping it on a minute longer than I—”


Her grandmother turned in the act of lifting down the cauldron, and glittered at her again. She said, “Wot were that I thort I ’eard?”


Anita gulped and said, “Nothing, Gran.”


“Orlright then. See to it it waddn’t. Well then gel, goo on!”


Anita said, “G-go where, Gran?”


The old lady propelled her toward the door of the cottage. She said, “Out, o’ course. Goo on out an’ do summat. Yer Made Up now. Yer can do anythink. Change summat. Turn summat inter summat else wuss. Try some shapeshiftin’. Yer know y’ent much good at that. Satan, I can turn meself inter more than wot you can an’ I’m got me sciatica. Yer a witch now, yer can do anythink. Goo on out an’ try. Dunt come back ’ere until y’ave. Time you started earnin’ yer livin’, my gel. I ’ad to afore I were yore age.” She opened the old wooden door and shoved Anita outside. She pointed up at the turquoise sky. “Look, it’s just a-right. Night’s a-comin’. Couldn’t be better. An’ mind; I want ter feel some magic gooin’ on afore mornin’, or you’ll get it, my gel. Dunt think yer too big … an’ mind where yer walk. You get them there shoes in a state again, you’ll clean ’em. Tired o’ runnin’ about arter yer.” The cottage door closed with an emphatic bang.


Anita stood and pouted for a moment, then she took off the offending shoes and flung them at the door, taking care they fell short. She walked off barefoot through the little copse that surrounded her home, scrinching her toes in the leaf-mold under the trees. She emerged in the meadow beyond, where the cool grass stroked her ankles.


She hardly knew where to begin. She had never visited the outside world; she had never worked a really malicious spell, and apart from her granny she had not seen another human being for years. She did not greatly feel like growing up but somehow before morning she had to be bad, and justify her witch-hood into the bargain. She felt very small and afraid. When she had gone a few more yards she sensed an owl in the distance and called him up but he was too busy to bother. He sent back a cryptic message, Big mouse, and went off the air. Anita crouched by the brook and washed herself disobediently clean. Then she stood up, took a deep breath and stopped the current. The little stream was deep here and moved fast between tall reed beds. The water foamed most satisfactorily, gleaming in the August dusk. Anita soon tired though. The trick made her giddy and in any case it was nothing new. She had been able to do it when she was six. She persuaded a grass snake to slither a little way with her but he soon turned back, unwilling to get too far from his beloved water. Anita did not really mind. He was not very nice to be with, his thoughts were too long and wriggly. A little farther on she opened a gate for herself from about twenty-five yards, but the effort made her feel quite ill. She had to sit down to recover. She was sure she would never become a really good witch.


The sky was deep blue now, with the first stars showing. The evening was warm and very still. Anita lay back and opened her mind to everything. The countryside was alive with rustlings and squeakings, pouncings and little sharp hunting-thoughts as the night creatures went about their affairs. Anita heard these things with her ears as well as her sixth, seventh and eighth senses. Her ears swiveled slightly from time to time. They were wide and pointed, and until recently had had delicate hairtufts on their tips; but in these days you can do wonderful things with skin creams.


Above her, very high in the night, she heard the clatter of a dragonfly, the scrape and clang as something bundled into the jointed cage of his legs. She warned the dragonfly he was out too late but the insect, who was not very coherent, sent back something vague about killing and sped on. Nearer at hand a weasel scuttered along the hedge bottom, quick and dangerous as a brown flame. He paused to glare at Anita and she shuddered at what he was thinking. She levitated a stone and tried to drop it on him but as usual she was not quick enough. The malevolence faded into the distance, leaving behind one last horrible thought. If only I were bigger … Anita shivered, then pricked her ears again.


It took a few moments for her to recognize the callsign, for it was very distant. When she did she answered joyfully. It was a bat, the nocturne who lived in the church over the hill. She waited until he came zigging across the moon to her, then got up and walked on with the little animal circling above her head. She talked to him as she went. He always intrigued her. His mischievous little mind was full of strange thoughts about glow-worms and bells, and spires so old God had forgotten them. They crossed several fields together, then Anita saw lights in the distance. They were white, yellow and red and they moved very rapidly. She wondered what they could be. She had never been as far from home as this in her life. She moved on toward them, tensed up and ready to bolt but very curious as well. It was only when she got quite close she realized she had come to the road.


The bat became suddenly alarmed and turned away. Anita called him but he would not answer. When his sonar had vanished in the distance she felt very lonely again and almost turned back herself, but the curiosity was still there. She crept to the gate by the road and stood looking over it for a long time, dodging back into the shadow of the hedge as each car glared at her with the bright eyes of its headlights. Then she became bold. After all, she was not an ordinary country girl; she was a witch. She tossed her head, climbed the gate and stepped down onto the road. It was like a soft black river. The macadam still held the heat of the day and felt warm and comfortable to her feet. She began to walk along it, turning to stare at each car as it swooped toward her …


She got back to the cottage in the still, chill-dark time just before dawn. The dew was lying heavily on the grass and Anita swished slowly along feeling that she was made of electricity from head to toes. She picked up her shoes from the step and carried them inside with her. Granny Thompson was still up, dozing by the fireplace. When Anita closed the door she woke with a jerk. She said sharply, “Where yer bin, gel? Where yer bin?”


Anita smiled dreamily and sat down with some care. She was thinking about that big Aston Martin. The warmth and coziness of it and the smell of leather and tobacco and petrol and summer dust. She was still trying to decide whether she had really liked its young driver or not. She said, “I’ve been out, Gran. I’ve been doing some magic.”


The old lady rose in wrath. She said, “Thet you ’ev not, my gel. Thet you ’ev not done at all. Not one bit did I feel, noweere about. Look at yer. Orter be ashamed, y’ad straight. Ter see all the trouble I took mekkin’ y’up. Yer washed all the magic orf, ter start with. Arter what I tole yer, an’ all. That’s the ’ole trouble wi’ you young ’uns. Allus was. You ent got no gratitude an’ you ent got no thort … ’ere am I, doin’ me best for yer, an’ all yer kin do is traipse about ’arf the night while I sits ’ere wonderin’ if yer’ve fell into summat an’ bin drownded, or what’s ’appened to yer …”


Anita drew herself up. She said, “It’s all right, Gran. I told you, I did some magic.”


“Weer?” asked the old woman fiercely. “An’ wot? I dunt know as I b’leeves yer. Ter rights I should ’ave felt it goo orf. Did yer change summat?”


Anita looked far away, and smiled again. She said, “Yes, Gran, I did change something. I turned a perfectly lovely motorcar into a side road …”









ANITA


Anita could always tell when there were humans by the lake because everything went quiet. The breeze still shifted the leaves, the rushes whispered as their tall heads bobbed at the water, but the little tingling voices that spoke to her were silent. She watched the young folk who came to the spot for many weeks but they never saw her. The boy was rather fine. He was a Romany from the camp on the other side of Foxhanger wood and he wore beautiful shirts of lilac and russet. Anita did not know the girl. She was fair and tall and she moved as gracefully as grass bowed by the wind.


One evening the girl was there on her own. Anita, peeping through the leaves, saw her sitting by the edge of the lake dabbling at the water with a stick. Anita sensed sad-feelings and crept toward her. She came so silently that the girl heard nothing. When she turned around Anita was squatting beside her. The girl jumped and put her hand to her throat. She said, “Gosh, you did frighten me. Where on earth did you come from?”


Anita said, “Sorry.” She spoke a little awkwardly because she saw so few human beings. She pointed at some distant woods. She said, “I came from over there. You’re always here, aren’t you? I’ve seen you.”


The girl blushed a little. Anita, studying her candidly, wondered why. The girl said, “How do you know I come here?”


Anita shrugged. “You stop things. That’s how I can tell.”


“What things?”


“Just things.”


The girl started to get up. She said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know I disturbed you. I only came because it was quiet.”


Anita put her hand on her arm. She said, “You needn’t go; I don’t mind you being here. You are sad, aren’t you?”


The girl smiled. She said, “I suppose I am. Where do you live?”


Anita pointed again. “Over there.”


“Where’s there? What’s the name of the place?”


Anita frowned. “I don’t know. It’s just where I live.”


“Is it Foxhanger?”


“No.”


The girl said curiously, “You don’t know much, do you?”


Anita pouted. She said, “Of course I do. I know about lots of things.”


“What?”


Anita considered. “Well, I can make clothes and plant things so they grow. And I know there’s a church over there that no one goes to any more and I can show you where the bee-orchids grow and … and I know about red motors with boys in them.” She finished with a rush.


The girl laughed. The sound tinkled on the water. She said, “You’re funny.” Anita narrowed her eyes. She was not used to being laughed at. Momentarily she considered doing several nasty things that would make the girl sorry. Then she found the laughter was infectious and began to smile herself. And so a friendship was born. The girl’s name was Ruth Draper.


The next time Anita found her alone she asked about the Romany. Ruth said simply, “We’re in love.” Anita was puzzled. She asked a very basic question and Ruth colored furiously then got up and walked away. Anita had to run after her to explain. She said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to upset you. That’s what I do when I like boys. I thought that was what you meant.”


Ruth looked at her very oddly. She said, “You are the strangest girl, Anita. You aren’t like anybody else I’ve ever met.”


Anita stuck out her chest. She said with some pride, “I know. I’m a witch.” Then a shadow crossed her face. She said, “Least, I could be if I tried really hard. Gran says it’s still sort of dormant. I think I could be a good witch. Gran is terribly clever.”


Ruth merely laughed.


Anita told Granny Thompson about her new friend. The old lady snorted. She was trying with the aid of an ancient pair of glasses to fill in her weekly football coupon. She only did the pools for kicks as she could have levitated a thousand smackers from a bank as easily as she floated the coupon to the village postbox. She said, “Ent wuth the bother, these ’oomans. Lets yer down evry time. Satan, I could tell yer some tales. Bad as these ’ere teams ’ere. Look at this ’un. Worrum … summat or other. Lorst me thirty they did last week, an’ I’d got ’em fer a banker. I dunt reckon yer kin esspect nothink else orf these Orstralyerns.”


Anita said, “I don’t care. She’s nice. She’s in love with a Romany.”


Granny Thompson whooped. “Dunt you git yer ’ead full o’ stuff like that else I knows wun what’s a-gooin’ ter knock it out agin, smartish. Yore got enough ter do, my gel, keeping yerself up ter the mark. Call yerself a witch? Soured four churns o’ milk an’ lorst ’art an’ turned it orl back orlright agin. Shent stick up fer yer ner more when that young area chap comes a-pokin’ ’is nose, that I shent. ’Ave the Old Man down on yer neckit you will, afore yer done. Then you’ll know summat.” She dabbed in a line of crosses and said, “ ’Ere, tek this fer a walk. Gettin’ sorft you are, sittin’ ’round ’ere moonin’ about love an’ such. Never ’eard the like.”


But the advice came a little late. Anita already loved Ruth; she had never had a friend before.


She saw her every night now, even when the Romany came. Strangely enough Jem did not mind her company. Anita had a trick of being there and yet not being there, so the lovers could talk and laugh as if they were really alone. Anita learned a lot from them. She already knew about Jem, and snaring rabbits and making clothes pegs and how to light a fire in the wind and the best way to polish brass. These were things she had in common with his folk. Ruth’s life was a mystery to her. She lived in a new development two miles away across the fields. Here there were bungalows and little houses that thrust out in lines across the grass like the arms of a stubby dark-pink octopus. One night Ruth persuaded Anita to walk back with her so she could see her home. When the houses came into sight Anita stopped and refused to go any farther. She said, “They aren’t like mine. They’re just not proper places to live. Where do you grow food?”


Ruth laughed. “We don’t grow anything. We just buy it. Or at least Mummy does. There’s a van that comes around on Tuesdays. We put a lot of things in the refrigerator. They keep for ages like that.” Anita winced. She thought she had never heard anything so sinful.


From Ruth she learned a new vocabulary and a new way of thinking. She found out the cost of putting up a garage, and how Ruth’s father wouldn’t have the walls rendered because it was too expensive although the man next door had complained then written to the council because the bricks were unsightly and the council had said there was nothing they could do because it was a private estate. And what Mr. Daniels across the road had said to Ruth’s father because when there was a drought and the people had come around asking everyone not to use too much water Mr. Daniels had turned his hose on the garden that same night and Ruth’s father had told him off about it and how Mr. Draper had paid him back for what he said because the laundryman always used to leave the Daniels’ laundry in the Drapers’ shed and Mr. Draper had put the bundle out in the rain so it got all wet before anyone knew it was there. And how bad it was when the tube went in the telly because it was only a week outside the guarantee but the shop wouldn’t even meet them halfway. And what happens to fiber-board ceilings when storage tanks burst and what the Drapers had said to the gas people because the central heating cost more than it ought. As she listened Anita’s frown got deeper and deeper. Several times she mentioned what she had learned to her Granny but the old lady’s reply was always the same.


“ ’Oomans. Ent wuth a candle.”


One night Anita asked Jem and Ruth about love again. To her surprise Ruth burst into tears and Jem looked very angry. It seemed he could not go to Ruth’s house because he was a Romany and therefore beneath her station. Nor could Ruth see him except unofficially. When she came to the lake she was supposed to be visiting a friend from the office. Anita sat with her mouth open. She had never heard anything so extraordinary. She said, “But when I want a boy I just—” She stopped, remembering Ruth’s sensitivity. She said, “Well, I don’t think about things like that. That’s horrid.”


Jem nodded. “That’s the way on it, though, miss.”


Anita frowned. She said, “Can’t you run away or something? You know, just go off? You could come home with me but Gran doesn’t like humans. She might do something nasty.”


Ruth shook her head. “It wouldn’t work. You see I’m Under Age. It would just get us all into trouble.”


The next night Jem did not come and Ruth cried again. Anita put her arms around her and felt most peculiar as a result. She was not supposed to be sorry for humans, only hinder and impede them. At this rate she would not go to Hell at all but to the Other Place. Mimicking her Granny, she said, “ ’Ere, ’old ’ard. I kent stand orl this sniftin’.” It made Ruth laugh and she began to talk again. But it was all about unhappy things; how her father had told her the Romanies were no good because they had lice and even if Jem’s folk got a house on the council estate she still could not see him because he was only a Gippo and would never do an honest day’s work, and how would she like looking after a dozen kids while he was down in the pub swigging his money away and anyhow he was sure to beat her. She told Anita how her parents wanted her to go out with someone on the estate because he was more Her Class but Ruth didn’t like him because all he could talk about was his father’s company and it was not a nice company anyway it was a little firm that dealt in electro-plating.


Ruth sat up and wiped her face. She said, “I don’t know what to do, Anita. I thought this thing with Jem would go off but it’s getting worse. Things like this aren’t supposed to last but I must be different or something because it keeps getting worse and worse all the time.” She looked at the lake, the ripples moving far out on the surface in the fading light. She said, “There’s only … well, the water; and I mean … well, it wouldn’t matter any more then would it? Not afterwards?”


Anita was shocked. There are two ways to be evil, knowingly and unknowingly. The latter is worse because it gives you such a time afterwards. There is Limbo and it goes on for centuries. Anita knew a lot about such things from the texts her Granny kept all neatly printed on the outside covers of Bibles. She could see that Ruth did not believe her. After her friend had gone Anita crept to where she could see the little houses and glared at them. She was beginning to hate the people who lived there. She had never hated before because she had never loved. The feelings had come together like the two sides of a coin.


Ruth was a sensitive creature and the clapboard jungle was destroying her. As the evenings grew shorter Jem came less and less often and she knew he was losing interest in her. It was not his fault, you could not expect him to come creeping up to the lake night after night when he could go with some other girl and have a good time and not be afraid to show his face. There were times when Anita did not come either; even she seemed to have deserted her. This was not strictly true. Anita was always there watching from the undergrowth just along the bank but when she sensed the pain waves she kept away as an animal will from something it doesn’t understand. Anita was hurt too, because her life had begun to center on the girl by the lake. She had no idea what she would do if she had to be on her own again and did not try to imagine. Her anger against the little houses and the whole half-understood cult of suburbanism was like a steady flame.


One night when Ruth could stand her solitude no longer she went to the Romany camp. It was deserted; there were not even markers to show others the way the people had gone. Jem had taught her to read such things and she would have seen them had they been there. She went home, not really knowing how or why. Her father saw her face and laughed. He said, “What’s this, then, just found out the Gippos have done a bunk? I could have told you that a week ago, my girl. The police cleared ’em off the common. Damn good thing too; now perhaps you’ll believe me when I tell you they aren’t any good.”


Ruth stood staring, feeling how complicated everything was. She said, “I think I hate you.”


Something went biff across her ear and her hair flew up and her head started to ring. Her father said, “And that’s for going there after I’d warned you off. Now get to bed. And don’t let me hear any more from you. We’ve always tried to bring you up right, my girl, and here you’ve been acting like a tuppenny little trollop. I know you’ve been seeing him again …”


But it was all so sordid and horrible. Unbearable. Ruth was through the door and away before her father could stop her. He shouted after her down the path but she did not hear the words because she was panting with her running.


At the end of the lane she slowed down. She thought how queer it was that when you knew you were really going to die you were not afraid any more. She headed for the lake. When she reached it she did not stop for any great last thoughts but walked steadily into the water. She was surprised at the depth of the mud. The lake was quite dangerous. She sank to her knees almost at once and then to her thighs. Her skirt floated out in a circle, pushing aside the leaves and scum that floated on the surface. Old branches snagged at her and she stumbled, still instinctively trying to keep her balance. The water was icy and knifed at her as it rose above her waist but she only noticed it in a detached fashion. Soon she was half-swimming, kicking awkwardly to push herself into the deep places at the center. She felt sorry for her parents, for Jem, for Anita and herself but she would have to do it now. to go back muddy to her neat home would be worse than not going back at all. Soon her clothes became heavy with water and began to pull at her like hands urging her toward the mud of the lake bottom. She relaxed, feeling herself drawn down to the dead leaves that waited there, and apart from the first few moments it was not too bad at all.


Walking toward the lake Anita felt the quietness that meant Ruth was ahead of her. As she neared the water there was a little surge of fear from the animals there, then silence again, then a great uproar. Scores of messages piped at her as if her mind were a radio set tuned to all wavelengths at once. There was the shriek that a weasel always made when something died and a softer thought from an owl who had seen a strange thing. There were quick sounds from beetles and night birds and all manner of creatures, even spiders and worms, and a panic-thought from a fish about hair and clothes waving in the water of the lake. Anita started to run, knowing she was too late.


She stood on the edge of the dull gray water clenching her hands and feeling drums roll inside her head. Then everything went red and started to flash and when she could see the lake again there was a furrow in the water like that made by a plow in a field and Ruth was walking up it toward her. She came jerkily, swinging her arms and legs like a puppet and with her eyes staring straight ahead. Anita felt the little bit of her mind that was still alive saying Had to, had to, then even that was gone and there was nothing. Bright tear tracks shone on Anita’s face and she could hardly see as she wiped the mud and weed from Ruth. She said, “Why did you have to, Ruth? Why did you have to?” There was no answer. Ruth stood there stiffly and Anita finally realized she was dead.


She sat on the bank for a long time with her head down and when she looked up again her face was quite different. She stood and pointed at the middle of the water and there was a crash and something like a bolt of lightning. Steam rose in a column and the animal-thoughts piping all around were shocked into silence. Anita moved Ruth’s hands and feet one by one to make sure she had control then capered away from the lake with Ruth jerking stiffly along behind. As Anita ran she shouted. “Come on, Ruth. Come on, little soldier. Pick ’em up; one-two, one-two. That’s the style. Chin up and swing those arms. We don’t care about the little houses, do we? We don’t care!” She sang and Ruth joined in, bubblingly because of the water in her lungs. She called, “Dance, Ruth. You wanted to be a dancer, didn’t you? Now’s your chance. Dance away, little dancer. Let’s see those pretty legs!” And Ruth turned stiffly, swirling the material of her dress and filling the night lane with the smell of ponds.


It was late before they reached Ruth’s home because Anita had turned in great circles through the fields, flushing the coverts ahead of her and sending foxes and badgers and roosting birds squealing away in fear. Her dress was torn and Ruth’s legs were ragged where the brambles had scraped the flesh that could no longer bleed. Nearly all the lights of the little houses were out and the cars stood in the drives, patient humps waiting for the morning. Anita squealed to the sky. “Come on, ’oomans, up yer gits. Jump about!” She took Ruth’s cold hand and skipped in a mad imitation of gaiety. “See wot om brought for yer!”


She stopped by the hedge that bordered the lane and glared with eyes that were phosphorescent with rage; then she summoned all her power and sent the zombie running awkwardly across the road and through the first gate to fumble and beat at the door. Then the next and the next. “You tell them,” choked Anita. “Tell them who sent you. Tell them what I am. Say I’ll come in the night. I’ll be the thing that jumps in the river when all the fish have gone. The bush on the common that isn’t there in the morning. The bird that screeches when the owls are in their holes. The branch that bumps the roof when they’ve cut down all the trees. Tell them I’ll kill them all!” And Ruth went bang-bang-banging along the doors while inside saucepans danced with pressure-cookers and mincers and dinner-mats and old stacks of women’s magazines burst into flames in their cupboards and the tubes of Murphys and rented Cossors imploded and refrigerators vomited their scraggy contents and wept ammonia, while spillholders and plastic roses jumped from their shelves and the hardboard backs burst from cheap wardrobes and shiny city suits leaped in the air and lights and screams came on in every little house …


Granny Thompson shot out of her bed as if propelled by a charge of explosive. “Satan a’ mercy,” she cried to the darkness. “Wot were that?”


The familiars crowded around the cottage scratching and whimpering and explaining all in different tones. There were foxes and badgers, rats and voles, snakes and little Hodges with their prickles quivering with shock. Granny Thompson began feverishly to invest herself with the various bands, the strappings, the corsetings, the voluminous and mysterious garments suited to her age and dignity. She said, “Orlright, orlright, om a-comin’. ’Old still, wunt yer, yer’ll ’ave them panes in. Dang me if the gel ent gorn orf ’er ’ead.” She tottered downstairs grabbing for coat and shoes, for stick and old felt hat. She flung open the kitchen door and bats and moths exploded at her face. “I kent ’elp ’ow you ’oiler,” said Granny firmly. “I kent be ner quicker.” She headed down the path through the wood feeling the air around her crackle with hate and magic. “Served out proper, I am,” panted the old lady. “ ’Ood a’ thought she ’ad it in ’er? Never ’eard sich a carryin’ on, sich a squawk an’ kerfuffle in all me born days. Got the ’ole place a-gooin’ she ’as.” An extra-heavy buffet swung her completely around and she crammed her hat desperately back on her head. “Good Lor’ a-daisy!” she gasped. “If ever I should say so.” And then to her distant granddaughter, “Tek it steady, yer’ll a-bust summat. An’ I dunt want none o’ yer chelp, neither! Oo, you little varmint. You wait till I gits my ’ands onter you …”


Behind Foxhanger there was another copse called Deadman’s because once a great huntsman broke his neck there, and it was toward this that Granny Thompson headed. Anita had gone to earth in the little wood. As the old lady panted up the slope to it she breasted waves of hate and violence like a swimmer in a rough sea. Under the shadow of the trees she stopped, gasping. She raised her stick and sent out a thought that was like a great invisible sword. “Silence!” roared Granny. “Silence, or I’ll bring the legions of ’Ell down on yer!” Then she picked her way forward, guided by ordinary hearing toward a sound of sobbing.


Anita was curled beneath a bush. She was whimpering and quivering like a dynamo for she had done more to herself than to all the inhabitants of all the little houses. Granny Thompson lifted her chin and scrubbed with knobbly fingers at the tears on her face, the twigs and leaves in her hair. “ ’Ere now,” said the old woman tenderly. “I told yer ’oomans wadn’t wuth botherin’ uvver. Not wuth a tinker’s cuss they ent. Come on, gel, yer kent goo on like this. We’re gotta get you ’um. Right dance yore led me, I dunt know.” She made Anita sit up, then stand, and soon she was able to walk. They got to the cottage an hour later, but the dawn was in the sky before the last of the magic died away.









OUTPATIENT


It was one of those days that only half happened.


When Doug first woke it was early morning. He knew that because there was a ventilator in the wall of his bedroom through which the sun shone soon after it rose. He lay and watched the little orange penny of light inching along the white-painted door. The doorpanels bore repeating patterns of geometric flowers, bad things to stare at if you were feverish.


When he next became conscious it was eleven o’clock and his mother was coming into the room with a tray. There were biscuits and lemonade and a spoonful of jam with an aspirin crunched up in it. He drank the lemonade, swilling the liquid around in the glass so that the bright bubbles stung his nose. He asked if he could get up but his mother said “no” very firmly and rearranged the pillows and told him he could read if he liked. Doug had not really expected to be allowed out of bed; he knew he wasn’t well yet: the lemonade had tasted wrong. He sat propped up with a book on his knees and alternately read and dozed. Dinner was peas and carrots and potatoes mashed with gravy the way he liked them but he was not really hungry. He could hear Carol and Ben in the garden and from time to time he could just see the top of his brother’s fair head as he used the orchard swing. It made Doug feel more out of things than ever; he called his mother and asked her please to find Bevis for him, and read instead about the making of a raft, and stuffing the chinks of it with moss.


His father was home at six and brought him some tinned fruit and sat on the bed smelling of the open air. Doug lay and listened to the sounds of the family having tea; the clatter of china, the scrape of a chair, the thick bump of the ’fridge door once, quick piping of Carol’s voice raised in protest at some small impasse. His brother and sister were allowed to look in on him before they went to bed. They stood and stared wide-eyed at Doug as though he were somehow different. That hurt him more than his confinement but there was nothing to be done about it. He let himself doze, half closing his eyes so that the still bright evening appeared to darken. One good thing, they wouldn’t put the electric fire on tonight. It was a pleasant little fire with a circular, good-tempered sort of bowl and one small coiled element, but sometimes when he woke in the dark it frightened him. If he stared at it long enough the glow would seem to recede into a void till it looked like a ship burning at sea, terribly alone. He preferred the little pressure lamp that hissed away for hours on the floor like a friendly dragon; only they wouldn’t let him have it often because there might be fumes, and they were bad for his chest. He slept at last, hoping he would be allowed up tomorrow. With luck and care it might be a month or even longer before he had another Attack.


He woke in the night. The moon was shining straight into the window and everything was very quiet. Doug lay motionless knowing he was better. After a few minutes something flicked across the moon. He half sat up. That was a bat! Night animals fascinated him. He had never been afraid of them, and one of his chiefest treasures was a book with pictures of every sort of bat and owl and moth there was. Soon he saw another bat, then another and another, then three together. The night seemed to be full of them. Flittermice, the book called them; it was an old name. He watched the flittermice a long time, feeling himself drifting back toward sleep.


He was roused by a tapping. It seemed to come from the window. He opened his eyes and saw a big owl gliding away in the moonlight. Had it touched the glass? That would be an extraordinary thing … Doug could lay quiet no longer. He got out of bed, pushed slippers onto his feet because of the coldness of the linoleum and crossed to the window. He looked out and gasped.


The garden was full of animals. The bushes were rustling and swaying as things chuntered about beneath them and near the house he could see hedgehogs, toads, snakes, all manner of rarities. From time to time they looked up, boot-button eyes shining. They all seemed highly excited. It was a queer sight though not at all alarming. Doug half wondered if he might still be asleep.


He undid the catch and pushed the window open a little way. The night air moved gently on his face. He was tempted to climb outside to find out what was happening but loyalty prevented him; he knew how hurt his parents would be if he did a really sinful thing like that. Even the other children were not allowed out after dark and he had to be extra careful because of his illness. Regretfully he pulled the window shut. There was Pollen in the air at this time of the year and he knew that could be very harmful.


He couldn’t make the latch close. He fiddled with it for a while then his hand slipped and made a noise. Immediately he heard a creak from somewhere inside the bungalow, and a sound like a footstep. He scuttled for the bed, dived in without stopping to remove his slippers and pulled the blankets up around him. It would be terrible to be caught running about at night; after all it was positively inviting an Attack. “Asked for it,” his father would say, heavily. “Brought it on himself. Asked for it …” The excitement had already made his breath rattle and scrape. He lay still, relaxing in a way he’d had to teach himself. No one came; his breathing settled down and soon he was asleep.


When he sat up again he knew without doubt he was dreaming because there was someone in the room. He could see the moonlight shining on her hair. He felt the bed move slightly under her weight; she turned to look at him and he knew immediately he wasn’t going to be afraid of her. He said, “Who are you … ?”


She put a finger against her lips. The gesture was eloquent even in the near darkness. She whispered, “Sshh … You’ll wake everyone up.” Doug chuckled. That was absurd; you couldn’t wake people by talking in a dream. He kept his voice down though. He said again, “Who are you?”
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