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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.














INTRODUCTION BY JOAN AND LIZZA AIKEN


Why do we read Ghost Stories?






From an early age Joan Aiken was fascinated by Ghost Stories. For her second birthday her father, Conrad Aiken, who clearly hoped she would be an infant prodigy gave her a newly translated edition of Collodi’s sensational story of Pinocchio, with absolutely terrifying illustrations, which she adored and kept all her life. At the age of six she began writing her own scary stories with titles like ‘Her Husband was a Demon.’ Either she had an unusually grounded childhood, or her uncensored reading allowed her to develop a very broad outlook, as for the rest of her writing career her fantastic and spine chilling stories continued to be among her most popular; she believed that this was because engaging with fantastic stories helped us to confront the mystery of life.


She wrote:




“In the course of my writing career I have put together five or six collections of ghost or mystery stories, and among my novels, three short ones had definitely supernatural themes (The Shadow Guests, Voices – in the United States called Return to Harken House – and The Haunting of Lamb House); significantly, all of those have sold rather better, and continued to stay in print longer, than my non-supernatural works. And a tiny ghost tale, The Erl King’s Daughter, actually found its way onto a best-seller list. All of which proves, to me at least, that readers like ghosts and need them.


Perhaps ghost stories are a kind of homeopathic remedy against real terrors: Take one a day to guard against anything of this kind happening to you. Most modem readers lead lives which are, to a great extent, insulated from primitive fears. But this, I believe, leads to a build-up of unacknowledged anxiety that may be liberated and drawn to the surface by the artificial alarms of ghost stories.


Henry James said that ghost stories were on a par with fairy tales, and there is a generally accepted theory that the human race needs fairy tales and myths; that children who grow up without this kind of mental nourishment are permanently impoverished. Perhaps it is such people, deprived of fantasy in their early years, who turn so eagerly to ghost stories in adult life.


Ghosts themselves have changed, though. In contemporary stories, they no longer clank chains and trail white sheets; they do not inhabit ruined abbeys and crumbling castles. They are to be found in subway trains and elevators, peering out of TV screens and car windows, sending postcards through the mail, or messages over the telephone. Ghosts are more sophisticated than they were in the days of our grandparents, but they are just as potent.”





In her later years Joan Aiken turned away from overtly scary stories for younger readers, although she herself had read Edgar Allan Poe as a six year old, and when young lapped up the stories by her father Conrad Aiken and stepfather Martin Armstrong who both produced some notable ghost stories. She must have had a very secure childhood, or been a fairly unusual six year old to have had such ghoulish tastes, but as she grew older she felt unwilling to add to the store of horror in the world, and turned instead to tales of myth and mystery. But she always enjoyed writing from dreams, and messages that seemed to come from her subconscious, feeling that in some ghostly way, these ideas didn’t come from her, but were sent to her. In a talk she gave on writing ghost stories she once said: “Being a writer is not unlike being a medium; sometimes the message comes through loud and clear, sometimes it doesn’t.”


Perhaps this is not unusual for those like Joan Aiken with a real gift for sensing odd atmospheres or noticing the unusual in the everyday, as she certainly did. Her love of writing short stories, above all other forms of fiction, came from being aware of this gift; although it often seemed that some ideas for stories arrived almost fully formed, being able to harness them and shape them, was a skill she that she had to nurture. As she said, it took years to learn to listen for that voice, to pay attention to her dreams, and then look out for, and make a note of the odd apparently serendipitous occurrence that would add the final spark or structure to complete a story.




“Life is uncertain enough,” she wrote. “The world is not a simple place, far from it. The writer’s duty is to show that it is an infinitely rich, strange, confusing, mysterious place. We are surrounded by layers of meaning that we can only dimly apprehend, but myths and ghostly tales can interpret and resolve the contradictions we see around us, and give younger readers the confidence to deal with reality. We don’t have angels and devils any more, but we are still stuck with good and evil.


It was not until my early thirties that I learned how to make my imagination work for me – that I discovered how to delve into it and make it rearrange reality, how to fetch out those haunting fears and mysteriously beautiful memories from before the age of five, which I think are sometimes recognised in my work by other people making connections with kindred experiences of their own.”





Quite a few of the stories in this new A Ghostly Gallery collection were included in a late and lovely book of stories and poems Joan Aiken put together, called Ghostly Beasts, which contained some of her most enduring stories, written, as her father Conrad Aiken would say, for the young of all ages.


In the introduction in 2002 she wrote:




“Which of my stories have been the most popular? Stories about animals come high on the list, and of my animal stories ‘Lob’ comes right at the top. Lob’s Girl is actually based on a true story I read in an American newspaper, where a girl was hurt in a street accident, and her dog appeared, begging to come in at all the different entrances of the hospital to which she was taken, which was many miles away. I never stopped getting letters about this story; I added a ghostly mystery to it that appealed to many, many readers. I am also especially fond of Crusader’s Toby – I seem to have written a number of stories about ghost dogs, and Potter’s Grey is a real horse, you can find him in the Louvre.


The stories in this collection were written over a span of more than sixty years, and getting the ideas and writing some of them was a wonderfully enjoyable experience – like swimming in a strong current or going downhill on a sledge. I hope they will give the same experience to readers. That is what a writer always hopes.”












THE WOLVES AND THE MERMAIDS


THERE was once an old Doctor, who lived alone with his cat Jupiter in the village of Ware-on-the-Cliff. There were only a few cottages, set in a gap overhanging the sea, and the Doctor’s house was on the very cliff-edge. It was old and square, very large, and behind it lay a walled garden, protected from the furious sea-winds. In the garden there were long walks and borders, yew-hedges, a trellis covered with roses, and many fruit trees, but the curious thing was that all the trees were bare, the shrubs were leafless, and winter and summer alike not a plant or a flower grew out of the ground.


It had not always been so. When the Doctor was younger, his son Paul lived with him in the house. The son had learned to be a doctor, too, but as there was no need for a pair of them in so wild a part, he earned his living by driving the bus which ran twice a day, morning and night, to the village of Ware-in-the-Woods. It was a long winding road between the two villages, more than a day’s walk, and Paul was greatly blessed when he began driving his bus, for besides this the way was very dangerous. Before the bus began to run, many a man had started out to walk it, and had never been seen or heard of again. This was on account of the wolves and the mermaids.


At first the road curved out along the coast, to avoid the great bare hill which rose behind Ware-on-the-Cliff, and all the way beside this coastal road were the waters where the mermaids sang and combed their hair and enticed travellers down into the sucking waves. Then the road turned inland and ran through a great forest which reached in all directions beyond anyone’s knowledge. The forest was inhabited by myriads of wolves, so swift and fierce that if they scented a man he was doomed. But swift as they were, they could not overtake the bus, and loud though the mermaids sang, the roar of its engine was louder still, and so the people were able to travel from one village to the other in safety, and to go shopping and visit their relatives – a thing only the bravest had attempted before. As for Paul, he was indifferent to both the wolves and the mermaids, for he carried a charm, a magic silver watch-chain which would protect him from either beasts or men. Indeed, if the bus happened to be empty, he would often stop in the middle of the forest, and climb down from his cab, and go off hunting for rare plants and flowers among the trees. The wolves took no notice of him, and nobody minded if the bus was an hour late, for they knew that the plants he found were given to his father, who used them in the compounding of many healing ointments and drugs. Besides these he brought home beautiful wild plants which he set in the garden, for he was a skilled gardener and when he was not driving he spent much of the time there, digging, raking and pruning. The flowers and fruits he grew were larger and more beautiful than any others in the two villages.


They were very happy living together, the father and son. They needed little, for the people whom the Doctor cured mostly paid him in kind, a cake, a platterful of mackerel, or a dozen eggs, and this, with the vegetables that Paul grew in his garden, was enough for their wants. Old Jupiter would sometimes sit on the end of the pier which sheltered the fishermen’s boats and scoop up a fine lobster or a crab, or bring them in a fat rabbit from the down. In the mornings when the Doctor was off on his rounds, Paul would come back from his first trip of the day and tidy up the house and make their midday meal. Then in the evenings, after the surgery which the Doctor held in their kitchen, he went off for his evening trip, and his father would lean from the front door to shout:


‘Don’t be late now. Sausages for supper I’ and Paul, high in his cab, would wave and nod his head reassuringly.


But one evening, as the Doctor looked out to wave goodbye, he noticed that the end of Paul’s chain was loose. He called out ‘Mind your chain I’ but his voice was drowned by the roar of the engine starting, and Paul did not hear him. It was winter, and dusk was falling. The lights of the bus were on, but there were no passengers inside, and the Doctor could see the rows of empty seats as the bus swung away up the cliff road. It was the last time he saw his son. Whether the wolves caught him or the mermaids enticed him into the sea, nobody knew, for the bus did not come back. And from that day the garden, which had been Paul’s pride, began to wither and die away, the plants faded and then rotted into the earth, and the trees dropped their leaves and grew no more.


The people in the village were very kind to the Doctor, bringing him gifts and trying to stop him grieving. He went on working even harder than before, and became more and more skilful at healing people’s illnesses and wounds until he was spoken of with wonder in both villages. A sum of money was collected and a new bus was bought. The Doctor drove it himself, for he felt so old and sad that he did not greatly care if the wolves or the mermaids caught him. If they ran or swam beside the bus he noticed them little more than flies.


But one evening when he was washing his hands after his surgery, before taking the bus out on the late journey, he felt a nudging and a pushing against his leg, and turning round was surprised to see a large grey wolf, who caught the Doctor’s sleeve in his teeth and began to drag him towards the door. The Doctor was more puzzled than afraid, and he called to old Jupiter, the black cat. Since Paul’s disappearance, the Doctor and Jupiter had grown very close together and could understand each other very well.


He said now: ‘Ask him what he wants, Jupiter.’


The wolf began to explain something in a pleading whine, scratching impatiently on the ground with his paw. At the end he again caught hold of the Doctor’s sleeve and tried to pull him out of the house.


‘What does he mean?’


Jupiter explained to the Doctor, by means of the sign language which they used, that the wolf wanted him to come to the aid of a friend who lay sick or wounded somewhere in the forest.


‘Very well, tell him I’ll come, but he must wait a moment while I get my bag.’


When he was ready he went out and climbed into the cab of the bus, indicating to the wolf that he should travel inside. This the wolf was not very anxious to do, and only went in with many nervous starts. When the bus began to move he growled fiercely, but luckily there were no other passengers. The Doctor took Jupiter with him as well, in case he needed an interpreter.


When they reached the middle of the forest the wolf tapped on the glass panel which separated him from the Doctor, and made signs to him to stop. They got out, the Doctor carrying Jupiter and his black bag, and the wolf plunged off the road and led them a long way until they reached a dense thicket of thorn and hazel. Here they found another wolf lying, desperately hurt, with more than a dozen wounds on his head, back and sides.


‘You’ve been fighting,’ the Doctor said severely, just as he did when Jupiter came in with a torn ear. The wolf, which was very weak, raised its head a little and then let it drop again; then the Doctor quickly went to work, stitching some of the worst wounds, bandaging others, and applying his healing ointment.


‘There,’ he said at length. ‘He’ll be all right now. Make him understand that he’s not to move for three days, and I’ll come back then and have another look at him.’ Jupiter explained this with many lashing of his tail and whiskers. The guide wolf, which had meanwhile been sitting and watching attentively, now rose and licked the Doctor’s hand. Then he led them back to the bus, waited till it had started, and trotted back into the undergrowth again.


From this time on the Doctor was quite often called in by the wolves. He learned that if two wolves fight, it is customary, if one becomes exhausted, for him to lie down on the ground and expose his defenceless throat to the conqueror. When he has thus acknowledged defeat he is spared by the winning wolf, and is allowed to get up and run away. It became usual in these cases, if the defeated wolf was badly wounded, for the victor to gallop off and fetch the Doctor, who soon began to have a large practice among the wolves. As they had nothing to pay him with, he taught them to know the herbs and wild flowers he used, and then they found the places where these grew and took him there.


One moonlit night the Doctor was driving slowly back through the forest from Ware-in-the-Woods, when there appeared on the road in front of the bus a wolf larger than any he had seen before. He pulled up, and as usual was led into the trees by the wolf, which every now and then glanced over its shoulder to make sure he was following. Each time this happened, he thought he saw a sort of gleam on its throat as if there was a white patch there, but he was not near enough to see it clearly, in that uncertain light. He found his patient, when they reached the hiding place, surrounded by a ring of wolves. They all stood up and bowed their heads when the Doctor and his guide approached, making him realize that the large wolf must be the king of them all, who had nobly deigned to bring the Doctor to a rival vanquished in combat.


The beaten wolf was very severely wounded, and it took the Doctor a long time to make him comfortable. When he raised his head at last all the other wolves were gone; only the King remained to lead him back to the bus. The Doctor was able to look at him closely for the first time, and then saw what he had mistaken for a gleam of white fur on the wolf’s neck. It was Paul’s silver chain.


For a moment he was struck dumb, and then pointing at it he stammered:


‘Where did you get that?’


The wolf did not understand, but Jupiter, who had accompanied the Doctor, as he was now in the habit of doing, interpreted. The wolf made some explanation, which involved much waving of his tail and gesturing with his paw, and Jupiter explained that he had found it on the seashore, many months before, twined about a great shell.


‘Since it is yours, you must have it back,’ the King-wolf said, and lowered his stately head so that the Doctor could remove the chain. He held it for a long time in his hands, looking at it as if he thought it could tell him where his son was. It seemed to him that this story must mean that Paul had been ensnared by the mermaids, and perhaps was not dead, but at this moment captive in some fastness under the sea.


From this time he began to feel a little spark of hope. He did not know how Paul might be saved, but he felt that somehow, perhaps it could yet be done. And the day after the king of the wolves had restored the chain, when he went into the garden, he found that on one rose tree a tiny bud had sprouted.


Some weeks later there had been fewer patients than usual at his evening surgery, and he had a little time before it was necessary to start the bus for the late trip. He went down and walked on the beach looking out to sea through the spring dusk.


Something moving on the breakwater caught his eye as he strolled, and he turned and climbed the stone steps to see what it was. He found an albatross which had hurt its wing, and lay weak from lack of food, sheltered by the low wall. He took it back to his house to set the broken bones, and fed it with some of the fish which Jupiter had caught for his supper. Then, locking it in his bedroom for fear of the cat, he set out on his evening journey.


The albatross stayed with him for several days, until he judged that the wing was fully recovered. On the fifth day it was as strong as ever, and he took it to the end of the pier and let it loose. It circled round him once and then flew straight out to sea.


That night, as he sat at his lonely supper, he heard a tap at the window. It was a gentle tap, but it turned him cold with fear, though he had thought he was no longer afraid of anything. He slowly crossed the room, raised the casement, and looked out, into the greenest and clearest eyes he had ever seen. They were set slanting in a white face, which rested on two long-fingered white hands.


His heart beat quickly and softly. ‘What do you want?’ he said.


‘You must help me.’ Her voice was like the soft, mournful whisper of the tide when the sea is far out, almost out of sight across the sand.


‘If I can.’


‘You healed my albatross,’ she said, ‘so perhaps you can heal me.’


He turned automatically across the dark room to find his black bag, and saw Jupiter in a corner, stiff with fear, every hair on end. Picking up the bag, he came back to face her again.


‘What is your trouble?’ he asked.


‘A broken heart.’


‘Ah,’ said the Doctor sadly, ‘if I could mend that, I should have mended my own. Nothing can cure a broken heart, my friend, except the person who broke it.’


‘But he never will,’ she answered, ‘for he hates me. Day after day I sing to him, I bring him the rarest treasures of the sea, but he sits grieving for his father and his lost garden, and never listens to me or looks at me.’


The Doctor’s heart gave a great throb at this, but he only answered gently:


‘There is no cure for you my friend. I cannot help you.’


She sighed – a long sigh like the breaking of a wave on a windless day.


‘Yet you healed my albatross,’ she said presently, ‘and I must repay you for that. What reward do you ask?’


‘May I ask for anything?’


She bent her head in reply.


‘Then give me back my son.’


For the last time her sad green eyes looked into his, and then she turned and beckoned him to follow her. They went down the winding cliff steps to the shore, and there the Doctor untied and dragged down his little boat, beached for many months. She waited for him by the water’s edge, and then turned and swam straight out to sea, while he rowed slowly after her into the dark.


It seemed to him that they went on for hours, until his arms and back were so tired that he could no longer feel them. But presently as he glanced from time to time over his shoulder, he thought that he could see a shadowy light glimmering through the water, and this became brighter and closer, until at length he could look down and see the whole ocean floor illuminated below him. There, fathoms down, was the bus, encrusted now with pearl, covered with waving plants and coralline growths of every colour. And in the cab, imprisoned, tied with a rope of seaweed – was it?


‘Paul!’ he called, and the sound of his voice set off the ripples, shimmering away from the boat in every direction. His guide had dived down and now with a stroke of her shell-knife set Paul free from his bonds. The Doctor leaned over the side of the boat and stretched down his hand to take his son’s.


‘Paul!’


‘Father!’


The Doctor turned the boat towards the shore.


‘Let me row,’ said Paul, ‘you’re tired.’ They moved slowly away into the darkness again, heading for the coast. All the way they were accompanied by the sweetest, most sorrowful singing that the Doctor had ever heard, until it gradually died away out to sea, and the lights of the village began to show on the cliff.


‘Nearly home, my son,’ said the Doctor. ‘And it’s sausages for supper.’









A ROOM FULL OF LEAVES


ONCE there was a poor little boy who lived with a lot of his relatives in an enormous house called Troy. The relatives were rich, but they were so nasty that they might just as well have been poor, for all the good their money did them. The worst of them all was Aunt Agatha, who was thin and sharp, and the next worst was Uncle Umbert, who was stout and prosperous. We shall return to them later. There was also a fierce old nurse called Squabb, and a tutor, Mr Buckle, who helped to make the little boy’s life a burden. His name was Wilfred, which was a family name, but he was so tired of hearing them all say: ‘You must live up to your name, child,’ that in his own mind he called himself Wil. It had to be in his mind, for he had no playmates – other children were declared to be common, and probably dangerous and infectious too.


One rainy Saturday afternoon Wil sat in his schoolroom finishing some Latin parsing for Mr Buckle before being taken for his walk, which was always in one of two directions. If Squabb took him they went downtown ‘to look at the shops’ in a suburb of London which was sprawling out its claws towards the big house; but the shops were never the ones Wil would have chosen to look at. If he went with Mr Buckle they crossed the Common diagonally (avoiding the pond where rude little boys sailed their boats) and came back along the white-railed ride while Mr Buckle talked about plant life.


So Wil was not looking forward with great enthusiasm to his walk, and when Squabb came in and told him that it was too wet to go out and he must amuse himself quietly with his transfers, he was delighted. He sat gazing dreamily at the transfers for a while, not getting on with them, while Squabb did some ironing. It was nearly dark, although the time was only three. Squabb switched on the light and picked a fresh heap of ironing off the fender.


All of a sudden there was a blue flash and a report from the iron; a strong smell of burnt rubber filled the room and all the lights went out.


‘Now I suppose the perishing thing’s fused all this floor,’ exclaimed Squabb and she hurried out of the room, muttering something under her breath about newfangled gadgets.


Wil did not waste a second. Before the door had closed after her he was tiptoeing across the room and out of the other door. In the darkness and confusion no one would miss him for quite a considerable time, and he would have a rare opportunity to be on his own for a bit.


The house in which he lived was very huge. Nobody knew exactly how many rooms there were – but there was one for each day of the year and plenty left over. Innumerable little courtyards, each with its own patch of green velvet grass, had passages leading away in all directions to different blocks and wings. Towards the back of the house there were fewer courtyards; it drew itself together into a solid mass which touched the forest behind. The most important rooms were open to the public on four days a week; Mr Buckle and a skinny lady from the town showed visitors round, and all the relics and heirlooms were carefully locked up inside glass cases where they could be gazed at – the silver wash-basin used by James II, a dirty old exercise book belonging to the poet Pope, the little pot of neat’s foot ointment left by Henry VIII and all the other tiny bits of history. Even in those days visitors were careless about leaving things behind.


Wil was indifferent to the public rooms, though his relatives were not. They spent their lives polishing and furbishing and when everything was polished they went on endless grubbing searches through the unused rooms looking for more relics which could be cleaned up and sold to the British Museum.


Wil stood outside the schoolroom door listening. Down below he could hear the murmur of voices. Saturday was cheap visiting day – only two and six instead of five shillings – so there were twice as many people, and both Mr Buckle and the skinny lady were at work escorting their little groups. Wil nodded to himself and slipped away, softly as a mouse, towards the back of the house where the tourists were never taken. Here it became darker and dustier, the windows were small, heavily leaded, and never cleaned. Little passages, unexpected stairways and landings wound about past innumerable doors, many of which had not been opened since Anne Boleyn popped her head round to say goodbye to some bedridden old retainer before taking horse to London. Tapestries hung thick with velvet dust – had Wil touched them they would have crumbled to pieces but he slid past them like a shadow.


He was already lost, but he meant to be; he stood listening to the old house creaking and rustling round him like a forest. He had a fancy that if he penetrated far enough he would find himself in the forest without having noticed the transition. He was following a particularly crooked and winding passage, leading to a kind of cross-roads or cross-passages from which other alleys led away, mostly dark, some with a faint gleam from a rain-streaked window far away down their length, and all lined with doors.


He paused, wondering which to choose, and then heard something which might have been the faintest of whispers – but it was enough to decide him on taking the passage directly fronting him. He went slowly to a door some twelve feet along it, rather a low, small door on his right.


After pushing he discovered that it opened outwards towards him. He pulled it back, stepped round, and gazed in bewilderment at what he saw. It was like a curtain, of a silvery, faded brown, which hung across the doorway. Then looking closer he saw that it was really leaves – piled high and drifted one on another, lying so heaped up that the entrance was filled with them, and if the door had swung inwards he could never have pushed it open. Wil felt them with his hand; they were not brittle like dead beech-leaves, but soft and supple, making only the faintest rustle when he touched them. He took one and looked at it in the palm of his hand. It was almost a skeleton, covered with faint silvery marks like letters. As he stood looking at it he heard a little voice whisper from inside the room:


‘Well, boy, aren’t you coming in?’


Much excited, he stared once more at the apparently impenetrable wall of leaves in front of him, and said softly:


‘How do I get through?’


‘Burrow, of course,’ whispered the voice impatiently.


He obeyed, and stooping a little plunged his head and arms among the leaves and began working his way into them like a mole. When he was entirely inside the doorway he wriggled round and pulled the door shut behind him. The leaves made hardly any noise as he inched through them. There was just enough air to breathe, and a dryish, aromatic scent. His progress was slow, and it seemed to take about ten minutes before the leaves began to thin out, and striking upwards like a diver he finally came to the surface.


He was in a room, or so he supposed, having come into it through an ordinary door in a corridor, but the walls could not be seen at all on account of the rampart of leaves piled up all round him. Towards the centre there was a clear space on the ground, and in this grew a mighty trunk, as large round as a table, covered with roughish silver bark, all protrusions and knobs. The branches began above his head, thrusting out laterally like those of an oak or beech, but very little could be seen of them on account of the leaves which grew everywhere in thick clusters, and the upper reaches of the tree were not visible at all. The growing leaves were yellow – not the faded yellow of autumn but a brilliant gold which illuminated the room. At least there was no other source of light, and it was not dark.


There appeared to be no one else under the tree and Wil wondered who had spoken to him and where they could be.


As if in answer to his thoughts the voice spoke again:


‘Can’t you climb up?’


‘Yes, of course I can,’ he said, annoyed with himself for not thinking of this, and he began setting his feet on the rough ledges of bark and pulling himself up. Soon he could not see the floor below, and was in a cage of leaves which fluttered all round him, dazzling his eyes. The scent in the tree was like thyme on the downs on a hot summer’s day.


‘Where are you?’ he asked in bewilderment.


He heard a giggle.


‘I’m here,’ said the voice, and he saw an agitation among the leaves at the end of a branch, and worked his way out to it. He found a little girl – a rather plain little girl with freckles and reddish hair hidden under some kind of cap. She wore a long green velvet dress and a ruff, and she was seated comfortably swinging herself up and down in a natural hammock of small branches.


‘Really I thought you’d never find your way here,’ she said, giving him a derisive welcoming grin.


‘I’m not used to climbing trees,’ he excused himself.


‘I know, poor wretch. Never mind, this one’s easy enough. What’s your name? Mine’s Em.’


‘Mine’s Wil. Do you live here?’


‘Of course. This isn’t really my branch – some of them are very severe about staying on their own branches – look at him.’ She indicated a very Puritanical-looking gentleman in black knee-breeches who appeared for a moment and then vanished again as a cluster of leaves swayed. ‘I go where I like, though. My branch isn’t respectable – we were on the wrong side in every war from Matilda and Stephen on. As soon as the colonies were invented they shipped a lot of us out there, but it was no use, they left a lot behind. They always hope that we’ll die out, but of course we don’t. Shall I show you some of the tree?’


‘Yes, please.’


‘Come along then. Don’t be frightened, you can hold my hand a lot of the time. It’s almost as easy as stairs.’


When she began leading him about he realized that the tree was much more enormous than he had supposed; in fact he did not understand how it could be growing in a room inside a house. The branches curved about making platforms, caves, spiral staircases, seats, cupboards and cages. Em led him through the maze, which she seemed to know by heart, pushing past the clusters of yellow leaves. She showed him how to swing from one branch to another, how to slide down the slopes and wriggle through the crevices and how to lie back in a network of boughs and rest his head on a thick pillow of leaves.


They made quite a lot of noise and several disapproving old faces peered at them from the ends of branches, though one crusader smiled faintly and his dog wagged its tail.


‘Have you anything to eat?’ asked Em presently, mopping her brow with her kerchief.


‘Yes, I’ve got some biscuits I didn’t eat at break this morning. I’m not allowed to keep them of course, they’d be cross if they knew.’


‘Of course,’ nodded Em, taking a biscuit. ‘Thanks. Dryish, your comfits, aren’t they – but welcome. Wait a minute and I’ll bring you a drink.’ She disappeared among the boughs and came back in a few moments with two little greenish crystal cups full of a golden liquid.


‘It’s sap,’ she said, passing one over. ‘It has a sort of forest taste, hasn’t it; makes you think of horns. Now I’ll give you a present.’


She took the cups away and he heard her rummaging somewhere down by the trunk of the tree.


‘There’s all sorts of odds and ends down there. This is the first thing I could find. Do you like it?’


‘Yes, very much,’ he said, handling the slender silver thing with interest. ‘What is it?’


She looked at it critically. ‘I think it’s the shoehorn that Queen Elizabeth used (she always had trouble with wearing too tight shoes). She must have left it behind here some time. You can have it anyway – you might find a use for it. You’d better be going now or you’ll be in trouble and then it won’t be so easy for you to come here another time.’


‘How shall I ever find my way back here?’


‘You must stand quite still and listen. You’ll hear me whisper, and the leaves rustling. Goodbye.’ She suddenly put a skinny little arm round his neck and gave him a hug. ‘It’s nice having someone to play with; I’ve been a bit bored sometimes.’


Wil squirmed out through the leaves again and shut the door, turning to look at it as he did so. There was nothing in the least unusual about its appearance.


When he arrived back in the schoolroom (after some false turnings) he found his Aunt Agatha waiting for him. Squabb and Buckle were hovering on the threshold, but she dismissed them with a wave of her hand. The occasion was too serious for underlings.


‘Wilfred,’ she said, in a very awful tone.


‘Yes, Aunt Agatha.’


‘Where have you been?’


‘Playing in the back part of the house.’


‘Playing! A child of your standing and responsibilities playing? Instead of getting on with your transfers? What is that?’ She pounced on him and dragged out the shoehorn which was protruding from his pocket.


‘Concealment! I suppose you found this and intended to creep out and sell it to some museum. You are an exceedingly wicked, disobedient boy, and as punishment for running away and hiding in this manner you will go to bed as soon as I have finished with you, you will have nothing to eat but toast-gruel, and you will have to take off your clothes yourself, and feed yourself, like a common child.’


‘Yes, Aunt.’


‘You know that you are the Heir to this noble house (when your great-uncle Winthrop dies)?’


‘Yes, Aunt.’


‘Do you know anything about your parents?’


‘No.’


‘It is as well. Look at this.’ She pulled out a little case, containing two miniatures of perfectly ordinary people. Wil studied them.


‘That is your father – our brother. He disgraced the family – he sullied the scutcheon – by becoming – a writer, and worse – he married a female writer, your mother. Mercifully for the family reputation they were both drowned in the Oranjeboot disaster, before anything worse could happen. You were rescued, floating in a pickle barrel. Now do you see why we all take such pains with your education? It is to save you from the taint of your unfortunate parentage.’


Wil was still digesting this when there came a knock at the door and Mr Buckle put his head round.


‘There is a Mr Slockenheimer demanding to see you, Lady Agatha,’ he said. ‘Apparently he will not take No for an answer. Shall I continue with the reprimand?’


‘No, Buckle – you presume,’ said Aunt Agatha coldly. ‘I have finished.’


Wil put himself to bed, watched minutely by Buckle to see that he did not omit to brush his teeth with the silver brush or comb his eyebrows with King Alfred’s comb in the manner befitting an heir of Troy. The toast and water was brought in a gold porringer. Wil ate it absently; it was very nasty, but he was so overcome by the luck of not having been found out, and wondering how he could get back to see Em another time, that he hardly noticed it.


Next morning at breakfast (which he had with his relatives) he expected to be in disgrace, but curiously enough they paid no attention to him. They were all talking about Mr Slockenheimer.


‘Such a piece of luck,’ said Cousin Cedric. ‘Just as the tourist season is ending.’


‘Who is this man?’ creaked Great-Aunt Gertrude.


‘He is a film director, from Hollywood,’ explained Aunt Agatha, loudly and patiently. ‘He is making a film about Robin Hood and he has asked permission to shoot some of the indoor scenes in Troy – for which we shall all be handsomely paid, naturally.’


‘Naturally, naturally,’ croaked the old ravens, all round the table.


Wil pricked up his ears, and then an anxious thought struck him. Supposing Mr Slockenheimer’s people discovered the room with the tree?


‘They are coming today,’ Uncle Umbert was shrieking into Great-Uncle Ulric’s ear trumpet.


Mr Slockenheimer’s outfit arrived after breakfast while Wil was doing his daily run – a hundred times round the triangle of grass in front of the house, while Mr Buckle timed him with a stop-watch.


A lovely lady shot out of a huge green motor car, shrieked:


‘Oh, you cute darling I Now you must tell me the way to the nearest milk-bar,’ and whisked him back into the car with her. Out of the corner of his eye he saw that Mr Buckle had been commandeered to show somebody the spiral staircase.


Wil ate his raspberry sundae in a daze. He had never been in the milk-bar before, never eaten ice-cream, never ridden in a car. To have it all following on his discovery of the day before was almost too much for him.


‘Gracious!’ exclaimed his new friend, looking at her wrist-watch. ‘I must be on the set! I’m Maid Marian you know. Tarzan, I mean Robin, has to rescue me from the wicked baron at eleven in the Great Hall.’


‘I’ll show you where it is,’ said Wil.


He expected more trouble when he reached home, but the whole household was disorganized; Mr Buckle was showing Robin Hood how to put on the Black Prince’s casque (which was too big) and Aunt Agatha was having a long business conversation with Mr Slockenheimer, so his arrival passed unnoticed.


He was relieved to find that the film was only going to be shot in the main public rooms, so there did not seem to be much risk of the tree being discovered.


After lunch Mr Buckle was called on again to demonstrate the firing of the 9th Earl’s crossbow (he shot an extra) and Wil was able to escape once more and reach in safety the regions at the back.


He stood on a dark landing for what seemed like hours, listening to the patter of his own heart. Then, tickling his ear like a thread of cobweb he heard Em’s whisper:


‘Will Here I am! This way!’ and below it he heard the rustle of the tree, as if it too were whispering: ‘Here I am.’


It did not take him long to find the room, but his progress through the leaves was slightly impeded by the things he was carrying. When he emerged at the foot of the tree he found Em waiting there. The hug she gave him nearly throttled him.


‘I’ve been thinking of some more places to show you. And all sorts of games to play!’


‘I’ve brought you a present,’ he said emptying his pockets.


‘Oh! What’s in those little tubs?’


‘Ice-cream. The chief electrician gave them to me.’


‘What a strange confection,’ she said, tasting it. ‘It is smooth and sweet but it makes my teeth chatter.’


‘And here’s your present.’ It was a gold Mickey Mouse with ruby eyes which Maid Marian had given him. Em handled it with respect and presently stored it away in one of her hidey-holes in the trunk. Then they played follow-my-leader until they were so tired that they had to lie back on thick beds of leaves and rest.


‘I did not expect to see you again so soon,’ said Em as they lay picking the aromatic leaves and chewing them, while a prim Jacobean lady shook her head at them.


Wil explained about the invasion of the film company and she listened with interest.


‘A sort of strolling players,’ she commented. ‘My father was one – flat contrary to the family’s commands, of course. I saw many pieces performed before I was rescued from the life by my respected grandmother to be brought up as befitted one of our name.’ She sighed.


For the next two months Wil found many opportunities to slip off and visit Em, for Mr Buckle became greatly in demand as an adviser on matters of costume, and even Squabb was pressed into service ironing doublets and mending hose.


But one day Wil saw his relatives at breakfast with long faces, and he learned that the company had finished shooting the inside scenes and were about to move to Florida to take the Sherwood Forest sequences. The handsome additional income which the family had been making was about to cease, and Wil realized with dismay that the old life would begin again.


Later when he was starting off to visit Em he found a little group, consisting of Aunt Agatha, Uncle Umbert, Mr Slockenheimer and his secretary, Mr Jakes, on one of the back landings. Wil shrank into the shadows and listened to their conversation with alarm.


‘One million,’ Mr Slockenheimer was saying. ‘Yes, sir, one million’s my last word. But I’ll ship the house over to Hollywood myself, as carefully as if it was a new-laid egg. You may be sure of that Ma’am, I appreciate your feelings, and you and all your family may go on living in it for the rest of your days. Every brick will be numbered and every floorboard will be lettered so that they’ll go back in their exact places. This house certainly will be a gold-mine to me – it’ll save its value twice over in a year as sets for different films. There’s Tudor, Gothic, Norman, Saxon, Georgian, Decorated, all under one roof.’


‘But we shall have to have salaries too, mind,’ said Uncle Umbert greedily. ‘We can’t be expected to uproot ourselves like this and move to Hollywood all for nothing.’


Mr Slockenheimer raised his eyebrows at this, but said agreeably:


‘Okay, I’ll sign you on as extras.’ He pulled out a fistful of forms, scribbled his signature on them and handed them to Aunt Agatha. ‘There you are, Ma’am, twenty-year contracts for the whole bunch.’


‘Dirt cheap at the price, even so,’ Wil heard him whisper to the secretary.


‘Now as we’ve finished shooting I’ll have the masons in tomorrow and start chipping the old place to bits. Hangings and furniture will be crated separately. It’ll take quite a time, of course; shouldn’t think we’ll get it done under three weeks.’ He looked with respect over his shoulder at a vista of dark corridor which stretched away for half a mile.
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