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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.












One


It began on a dull, cold day at the end of winter. It was a Saturday. We’d been shopping: me, my Mum, my sister Elsa and my brother Max. Mum needed some office supplies for her phone sales job, so we went looking for a proper stationery shop. We ended up streets away from our usual beat, way out on Roman Road. We’d lived in the area for months, far the longest that we’d stayed in one place since Dad died, (I thought of him as Dad, though he was Elsa and Max’s father, not mine). But I didn’t remember having been on this road before. I knew the name because I’d seen a shabby old black and white sign, up on the side of a building. It was one of those big, dirty city rat-tracks where nobody wants to live anymore. There were no pubs, the few shops you could see were metal-grilled or boarded up: the traffic roared by, never pausing. The houses were grimy and battered; some of them seemed half-derelict. The one beside us looked as if it had been empty for years.


Mum had stopped suddenly, from sheer tiredness I supposed. We’d been trudging around for ages. The buggy was loaded up with shopping. I was in charge of it. Mum was holding Max by the hand: he was grizzling because he was cold. Elsa and I were used to situations like this, but he’d just turned three, and he wasn’t much of a tough. He was whimpering I want to go home, over and over again. I could tell it was getting to Mum. She stood staring at the empty house, biting her lip: and then glanced up and down the road, anxiously. I knew she was thinking that people were watching us, though there was no one in sight. I also knew, from experience, that there was nothing I could do or say. If I let on that I’d noticed she was feeling bad, I’d make things worse.


“Is there something wrong, Mummy?” asked Elsa.


“Nothing …” said Mum. “Nothing’s wrong. Look. There’s a bus stop. Let’s go home.”


“What about the shop you were looking for?” I didn’t want to hassle her, but it would be worse if we got home and she suddenly remembered she was short of something.


“It’ll wait. Come on, let’s go. Give me the pushchair.”


She grabbed the buggy handles from me, managed to stow the whinging Max in among our bulging carrier bags, and set off back the way we’d come. I was about to follow her when I noticed that Elsa was still staring at the empty house. The stop was only fifty metres away and there wasn’t a bus in sight. I thought it wouldn’t do any harm to let Mum have a couple of minutes on her own. The house stood back from the pavement, behind a low wall with an iron railing on top of it. There was a wrought-iron gate between brick pillars. Behind it steps led down to a basement entrance that was out of sight from the road; and up to the front door. A tree had taken root in a sloping patch of earth in the basement area, and grown up past the ground floor windows. Its bare twigs reached and tapped on the dark glass. At the base of the wall a thick mulch of rubbish had gathered: sweet wrappers, squashed cans, old take-away cartons, scraps of newspaper, all mingled in a dusty stew. Elsa was standing in this gunk, gazing intently through the railings.


“What are you looking at?”


“The house,” said my sister calmly.


I stared at it with her. I thought I’d rarely seen a house that looked so dead. It was like a road-killed rabbit that someone had kicked into the verge, lying there unburied and slowly sinking into the dirt. I could imagine how damp and dark it would be, in those rooms behind the tree branches. In the front hall there’d be a pile of mouldy junk mail. When you shoved the door open, a chill smell of murk and decay would waft out to meet you. I knew about houses like this. Since Dad died and we’d been on the move, we’d had to take whatever accommodation we could find: hard-to-rent flats with fungus on the kitchen walls, places that were barely habitable. But an empty house always has a kind of promise. I knew that Elsa was thinking the same as me—that we’d like to get inside and spook around the empty rooms, poke in the cupboards; maybe find some treasure or mystery there. However, the house might not even be empty. There was a rag of yellow lace curtain in one upstairs window, and someone had been using the gate recently. You could see the mark it had grooved in the rubbish on the path inside.


“Maybe it’s haunted,” I suggested.


“I know it is, Andrei,” answered Elsa, “This is definitely a haunted house.”


Elsa was seven and a half that winter, and I was fourteen, but she wasn’t exactly a normal seven year old. The life we’d led had made her into a strange mixture, believing in childish things like ghosts and magic, but somehow not in a childish way. I was never sure how to take it: was she serious or not?


I didn’t want to encourage her, so I moved over to examine the pillars on either side of the gate. They had been faced with something to make them look like stone, but the stuff had flaked away in raggedy scales like cement dandruff. I picked up a sharp-edged piece and started to scrape at the capstone on the left-hand pillar. The way the crust of dirt came off, like a scab from a cut, made me feel slightly sick. But it was something to do.


“What are you poking at?”


“There’s some lettering here, I want to find out what it says.”


I scraped out an ‘R’, and part of an ‘E’—or maybe an ‘L’; and then an ‘F’. The rest was gone beyond recall. I moved over to the other post, and had better luck. “N,” I said, digging out the grooves. “O … C …” “I suddenly had a feeling that someone in the house was watching me. I looked up. I could have sworn I saw that old lace curtain twitch.


“You shouldn’t do that. You might activate something.”


The curtain didn’t move again. I gave up my excavation, because I’d spotted a rather weird object lying in the grunge. It was a lump about the size of a hen’s egg, but fleshy dark pink and slightly nubbly, like a human tongue. It looked like a piece of some animal’s insides. Maybe somebody had dropped a raw kidney or a chicken heart here, on the way back from the butcher’s. But it looked stranger than that, and even more disgusting.


Elsa came to look. “Don’t touch it,” she said. “I think that’s a guarding device.”


“What?”


“A magic burglar alarm,” she explained, as if she knew all about it. “A guarding device is when you make something that keeps watch when you’re not there. You shouldn’t even look at it for long, or you’ll set off the alarm.”


Sometimes I felt I had to make a stand against Elsa’s weirdness. So I deliberately poked the chicken-heart egg with the toe of my shoe. It rolled a little, and came to rest against a decayed fragment of hamburger carton. Nothing happened. But I’d leaned against the gate, and it swung open. Elsa and I looked at each other: with the same thought.


“Well, you’ve done it now,” she whispered. “We might as well go in.”


I glanced down the road. Mum and Max were sitting on the bench inside the bus shelter. I couldn’t hear but I could see that Max was talking to her. They looked all right. It was getting late. There was a shadow in the daylight: a still, cold, waiting-for-darkness feel in the air. There was nobody in sight, except for Mum and Max. And no sign of a bus looming over the horizon. I shrugged.


“Okay, just for a minute.”


It was almost as if the house had invited us.


The dirt on the front steps was caked hard, it didn’t give underfoot. I was glad we wouldn’t leave footprints. I tried to peer through the windows, but it was too dark in there. I could only see the branches of the tree, reflected in the glass. Elsa inspected the front door. There was a blackened metal number: 2121; a letterbox, and a brass knocker that had become congealed to the doorframe. There was a door knob too. I thought of trying it, to see if the door was locked. But of course it must be.


“Shall we knock?” I said, joking. The house was surely empty. Close up, it was more dead than ever, and creepy as an abandoned graveyard. The impulse that had brought me through the gate had vanished. But since we were here, I had to do something. I pushed the flap of the letterbox. It gave crustily: I bent down and peered in.


“What can you see?” demanded Elsa.


There was the gloomy, narrow hall. A pile of junk mail and old newspapers lay festering on the floor, just as I’d imagined it. There was another of those chicken-heart egg things, lying on the damp envelopes. At first I thought I might be mistaken, the hall was pretty gloomy. But I’ve always had good night vision. I could see the pinkish lump clearly. Then I thought I saw it move … I jumped back. The flap snapped shut.


“What did you see? What did you see?”


“Nothing. This is stupid. “I couldn’t believe I’d really seen what I thought I saw. “Come on, out of it, Else. We’re trespassing.”


She gave me one of her looks—the eye-rolling, disgusted-old-lady expression—and shoved the letterbox open.


“What did you see that scared you, Andrei? You’d better tell me.”


“I wasn’t scared,” “I protested.


By now I wanted to look again, to find out if the chicken-heart thing actually was there. I wanted to know if it really had moved: jerking and shifting as if something was hatching out of it. I tried to push Elsa out of the way. She hung on. For a moment we were fighting over the narrow viewpoint. Then Elsa screamed. She screamed again, and shot backwards from the door. I grabbed her. We belted down the rubbish strewn steps and leapt through the gate as if hordes of monsters were chasing us. It was fun, to tell you the truth. My heart was actually pounding as I dragged the gate shut behind me. I didn’t really believe that Else and I had disturbed the bogeyman, so I wasn’t afraid. It was just a thrill. The next moment, I wished I’d kept my head. Mum was there at the gate, clinging to Max and looking horrified.


“What have you done?” she cried. “Andrei! What have you done?”


I knew how her mind would be working. She wasn’t afraid of spooks. She was afraid of attracting attention, as she called it. She could never forget that she didn’t belong in this country. She was convinced that if any of us got into any tiny kind of trouble, we’d be thrown out.


“It’s okay,” I told her quickly. “We didn’t do anything wrong. We weren’t trying to break in. We were only fooling around. The place is empty.”


Mum stared at the house in a panic. I was afraid some decrepit old codger would appear after all, and dodder out, indignant, to demand who was making all the row. Luckily nothing happened.


“Let’s go,” she muttered. “We can’t wait for the bus. It’s not safe.”


So we walked, all the way home. We managed to get lost twice. Max refused to walk and the buggy couldn’t hold him and our bags for any distance: mostly we had to carry all the shopping. Elsa kept trying to catch my eye; I knew she wanted to persuade me that we’d genuinely seen a ghost. I wasn’t having any of it. As soon as I could get her alone, I planned to tell her off for screaming like that. She knew as well as I did what Mum was like.


We were living in a quiet little street fairly near the Common, our local park. We had a whole house, with three bedrooms and a garden at the back. It was by far the nicest place we’d lived in for years. We’d never have got hold of it, except that it had been a short let to start with, too short for people with settled lives. Then it had turned out that the owners didn’t want to sell the place after all; or to move into it themselves. So they’d gone on renting it to us. I didn’t have a chance to get hold of Elsa until after tea, when Mum was putting Max to bed. It was dark by then and our living room was cosy, with the curtains drawn and the TV chattering to itself in the corner. Elsa had settled down to do some drawing, her favourite occupation. But she knew I was after her. As soon as Mum took off to give Max his bath, she gathered up her stuff and scooted. I collared her in the doorway, before she could escape upstairs.


“I want to talk to you. What did you scream like that for? Are you crazy? You know what’s going to happen, don’t you, if Mum starts getting nervous again—”


She knew. It had happened far too often. We would find somewhere to live. Mum would get us into schools, and get herself some work she could do at home. We’d start to relax—and then something would go wrong. Some little thing would start Mum off. She’d tell us she was being followed, that the neighbours were spying on us, that the teachers at our schools were asking questions, that it wasn’t safe to stay … And we’d be uprooted again.


Elsa glared at me. “I did not scream.”


“Don’t be daft. You did. Okay, it was fun. We were playing a game, pretending that the house was haunted. But you didn’t have to scream like that.”


“You screamed too. And you started it. You opened the gate.”


This was a complete lie. It had opened by itself. “I did not start anything! Look, Else, all I’m saying is watch out. I don’t want to move again. I like my school. I like it here.”


She let me finish, but she wasn’t paying attention. “I don’t know exactly what you’ve started, Andrei, but I’m afraid we’re in for trouble.” She changed her tone, and called sweetly up the stairs. “Can I come to bed early, Mum? I’m tired. I’ll read Max his story if you like.”


She whisked out of my grip, leaving me fuming.


Mum and I watched the TV, and talked a bit. She didn’t mention the empty house, or Elsa’s screaming fit. Maybe that was odd, because it was very unusual for Elsa to be scared of anything; but I didn’t think of it at the time. I watched Mum doing her accounts. We had hardly any money, but she was incredibly careful not to get into debt. It was one of her many terrors. Every so often she paused to sip her vitamin-juice supper. Mum never ate meals with us. She picked at food like a bird; sometimes she hardly seemed to eat anything: all part of her bad nerves. She looked up and caught my eye.


“We’re doing all right,” she said, smiling. She propped her chin on one hand, and rubbed the other through her cropped hair. My Mum’s a small woman, with black hair, black eyes, and a white skin that never tans. “You like it here Andrei, don’t you?”


“I do,” I said. “I hope we don’t have to move again. You seem happier too.” I dared to say that, because until this afternoon’s trek to Roman Road, she had seemed much better: better than I’d known her to be since Dad died. She’d been desperate when that happened. It was sudden, he was killed in a car crash, and Mum fell apart. I’d seen her in some terrible states. Afraid to leave the house, crying all the time, completely helpless: I’d seen it all. I was the only one who’d been there. Mum never went to a doctor, never asked for any kind of help. She thought those people, the authorities, were all the same. She wouldn’t go near them. When I was very young, I used to be scared of them too. I used to lie awake when I was hardly older than Max, wondering what on earth I’d do if they came to throw us in prison, or send us away: and if they’d take Beano—my teddy bear—away from me. Now I was old enough to know that there was nothing wrong with Mum’s “papers”. No one could pack her up and dump her back in the dreaded “old country”. But she couldn’t believe that. She’d been afraid for too long.


But just now she seemed to have recovered from whatever had made her panic. “You’ve put up with a lot from me, Andrei, haven’t you? Well, don’t worry. I’ve sorted myself out. I’m going to make our life work, this time.”


She put the bills and receipts away, and picked up a circular Elsa had brought home from school. “Have you seen this? It’s about a Community Fun Day they have on the Common in June. There’s a parade, and live music, and stalls. It sounds like fun, and they’re asking for helpers. You know, I think I might go to their meeting.”


I was so amazed at this that I didn’t dare comment.


We watched some more TV, and then we went to bed. Or rather I went to bed and Mum went to her room. She’s a nocturnal animal. She catnaps during the day and never sleeps more than a few hours at a time. Max had shared a room with Elsa since he was a baby, so that Mum could read and fidget about without disturbing him. As I crawled into bed, exhausted by all that trudging, I was wondering—without taking the idea seriously—what kind of ‘trouble’ Else expected. I found out, at about midnight.


I woke, not sure what had woken me. I lay staring at the familiar furniture of my room, each angle neatly outlined in the darkness. Good old Beano was sitting in my chair as usual, with a sock perched on his head. I wondered how that got there … I was wide awake, and the night was tingling with danger. I knew that something had happened. I slipped out of bed, dead silent. I slept in an old tracksuit; I don’t like pyjamas, so I just pulled on a sweater. There was no light under Mum’s door, and all was quiet. I went into the kids’ room. Max was standing up in his cot, clinging to the bars. Elsa was at the window.


“What is it?” I breathed.


“Come and look. Don’t move the curtains. Look through the gap—”


At the back of our house the windows were the old-fashioned sash cord kind. They weren’t very secure and Mum worried about them. But the kids’ bedroom window was a good few metres off the ground, and there wasn’t an easy way into the narrow gardens, that faced each other back to back between two rows of houses. We were reasonably safe from intruders. I looked out, and saw our little back yard lying quiet and dim. There was a scattering of still-lit windows in the houses around, but mostly the darkness was undisturbed.


“I can’t see anything.”


“Look on the wall—”


I saw something greyish, plastered against the dark bricks. I couldn’t make out what it was, at first—not because I couldn’t see, but because the shape seemed to waver. Then it steadied, and I saw the skeletal grey limbs, the long fingers clinging. The thing turned up its face, and looked at me—


Max scrambled out of his cot and came to join us. We stood staring. Max got hold of my hand and Elsa’s. He was trembling, but he didn’t make a sound.


“It wants to get in,” whispered Elsa. “What shall we do?”


I had seen this creature before, or something like it. I had seen it uncoiling and boiling out from a fleshy, rubbery pink egg, on the door mat of the empty house. I knew this, but I couldn’t believe it. I watched, hypnotised. It moved like a stick-insect. It was easing itself across the wall and climbing at the same time. It had looked up once, right at this window. We’d seen the eyes and nostrils and gaping mouth like holes in a paper mask; like the face of a sad grey clown. But I didn’t think it had seen us.


“I’ll deal with it.”


I unfastened the catch and opened the window, as quietly as I could. When I looked down the thing on the wall was still slowly, carefully groping the bricks. I stuck my leg over the sill and reached for the drainpipe.


“Andrei!” hissed Elsa.


It had seen me. It dropped, into the dark.


“Oh, Andrei,” cried Max, his anxious face just visible over the edge of the windowsill. “Poor man, maybe it wants to be our pet. Don’t hurt it. Don’t kill it or peuw it!”


Peuw meant shoot or zap, like in a video game. My brother Max was the softest-hearted child I have ever met.


“It’s okay Maxie. I’m not carrying a gun.”


I swung onto the drainpipe, scrambled down and dropped onto our patch of lawn. I looked around. Was I afraid? I don’t know, maybe I was scared to death, but I was reacting, not thinking. Where had the thing gone? There wasn’t a sound from Max and Elsa above. There wasn’t a sound anywhere except the distant roar of traffic, and a tinny jabbering from someone’s late night TV. I imagined stick-insect, skeleton arms suddenly grabbing my neck from behind, but nothing grabbed me. I looked right and left: I couldn’t see any sign of it. It must have escaped.


Then movement caught my eye. There was something grey, writhing and flailing against our left hand neighbours’ fence. I took a step towards the monster. It didn’t see me; it seemed absorbed in its own horrible contortions: and somehow its blind, senseless movements were scarier than anything yet. Sweat broke out all over me. My mind had caught up now, and I was truly afraid. Then I laughed.


The monster was a heap of old newspaper.


I pulled it off the fence, bundled it together and stuck the lot in our wheelie bin. I started to laugh again. An old newspaper! How ridiculous!


I crept back to the window and called up. “Elsa!”


“What happened?”


“Nothing. It wasn’t anything, just a piece of old newspaper. Go to my room, fetch my keys from my jacket pocket and throw them down. And get Max back into bed.”


She dropped the keys. I caught them, quietly let myself in by the back door and crept upstairs. It was strange how silent the house was. As I reached the top step I thought I saw something move. A black shadow—darkness on darkness—seemed to pass across the open door of the kids’ room. I yelled out loud: fell backwards, grabbed the stair rail, and landed with a thump, the edge of a step connecting painfully with my back. Mum’s door opened.


“What’s all the banging and yelling? Is there something wrong, Andrei?”


The shadow had vanished, of course. “Nothing,” I said. “I went to fetch a book for Elsa. She insisted on going to bed early, and now she says she can’t sleep. Then I fell downstairs. I’ve merely broken some ribs: no problem.”


Mum chuckled. “Okay. G’night.”


I told the kids what I’d found, and ordered them back to bed.


Elsa wasn’t satisfied. She was determined to believe in the ghost. I refused to argue with her in the middle of the night. In the morning I took her to look in the wheelie bin. Unfortunately this was after breakfast and Mum had emptied a heap of kitchen rubbish in there, so we couldn’t see the crumpled newspaper, but I knew I’d shoved it in there. Elsa couldn’t convince me I hadn’t. I clearly remembered the disgusting slimy feel of decayed newsprint. But I refused to tip out the bin and root through the whole mess, just to show her. I pointed out that there were no footprints except mine on the lawn, which was soft and muddy.


“That proves nothing. Ghosts don’t leave footprints.”


“You are crazy!” I thought of the empty clown-face staring up at us in the dark, and shuddered. “Don’t you realise how horrible an actual ghost would be? Babies love horror stories, you can’t help it; it’s in your genes. But don’t you think you’re getting a bit old for this? You sound as if you want it to be true.”


“I’m not an infant. And I don’t want it to be true. I’m facing the facts.”


“The fact is that a newspaper flapped up against the house, blown by the wind—”


“There was no wind.”


“What? Of course there was. There was a wind earlier—” I remembered, suddenly, how still the garden had been. “There must have been a wind.”


Elsa shook her head. “You know there wasn’t. You haven’t asked me yet why Max and I woke up. You know the ghost didn’t make any noise.”


I heaved a patient sigh. “Okay, why did you wake up? Not that I’ll believe you, whatever story you tell me.”


“It called us,” she said simply. “It called our names. Max and Elsa. I expect, if you think about it, you’ll remember that it called you, too.”


Andrei … I had woken in the dark, and someone, a voice I didn’t know but almost recognised, had been calling my name. She was right.


I couldn’t believe it. I wouldn’t admit it.


“There’s something in that house on Roman Road,” said Elsa gravely. “It’s out to get us. And you opened the gate. You shouldn’t have done that. Why won’t you listen, when I tell you things about magic?”


I felt like asking her what do you know about magic, anyway? But I didn’t care about Elsa’s make believe. I just resented the whole business, specially the way Elsa, having decided to believe her own scary story, made out it was all my fault.


“I did not open the gate. It opened by itself.”


“Tell that to the ghost.” Elsa frowned. “I’ll have to do something. I’ve been thinking of a spell. Do you know where the street-map book is?”


“I’m not going to help you,” I said firmly.


“Yes you are. If you don’t, I’ll tell Mum that a ghost nearly climbed in through our window. She’ll probably have a complete nervous breakdown.”


That’s the kind of sister I had. I grabbed her arms—digging in hard, so it would hurt. “Don’t you dare tell Mum about this! Or I’ll tear you apart!”


Elsa looked at me scornfully. “Mum knows more than you think. She was scared of the house. Didn’t you notice that? I did. Sometimes you’re so stupid.”


Well, I decided to get her the street maps, to keep her quiet. We had a whole collection of them. They were stacked on a shelf in the dining-nook: a record of the towns and cities we’d passed through. As I looked through them I felt shivery prickles of anxiety. I remembered Mum standing by that empty house, looking so frightened. Elsa was right. Mum’d taken us off our usual beat, pretending to look for a shop we never found: and then she had begun to be afraid. Why? Was it something to do with that house? I didn’t believe Elsa’s ghost story, of course I didn’t. But I sensed the beginning of a familiar pattern.


I gave Elsa the book and went with her to our corner shop. She asked Mrs Khan to enlarge a page, and make six copies of the enlargement. Guess who financed this operation, and Mrs Khan, who thought Elsa was wonderful, gave the brat a marshmallow chew for being so cute. We went home and fetched Max and the buggy; and set out for a long Sunday stroll, while Mum had a nap. I soon lost interest in the spell-casting. I was cold and uneasy, and I couldn’t stop thinking about Mum. Mum fixing on that empty house, the way I’d seen her fix on places before: Mum getting more and more scared … Oh no, I thought. It’s starting again. Another city, another school, another street-map book for the collection. I did notice that Elsa’s route was tracing a rough circle. We walked to the Common and then set off by way of the library; the High Street where we did our shopping; Elsa’s school, where Max went to the nursery; The Monument where all the buses gathered—and back again to the Common: to the children’s playground, on the edge of the bare, windswept expanse of turf. Several times she stopped, and marked something on the maps.


Max was thoroughly miserable by the time we reached the park again. We had to spend about an hour in the playground, to make up for trailing him round the streets. All the Sunday fathers were reading their newspapers on the benches. The children–who’d been sent out for some contact time with Dad—were trying to kill each other on the slide and the jungle gym, while the Dads read on, oblivious. It was a depressing place.


Elsa was very secretive about her spell after that. I knew she’d hidden the copied maps in different places around the house, because I found one, folded up small and stuffed into a crack under the bathroom windowsill. And I noticed that going outdoors had become shrouded in ritual. We could only reach the library or the Common by her special route, and we had to let her and Max stop, holding hands and shutting their eyes, on certain street corners. But this was a typical Elsa-game. Mum and I were used to humouring her, and thought nothing of it. (If you think we shouldn’t have let a little girl order us about, all I can say is, you haven’t met my sister). I hoped she’d forget about it in a few days, and Mum need never know how it had begun.


It was Friday, tea time, when she found out. Something good-smelling was cooking in the oven in the kitchen. (My Mum doesn’t eat much, but she’s a fine cook). There were cartoons on the TV. Mum was doing paperwork for her sales job, I was reading homework. Max and Elsa were crouched over Elsa’s drawing book, felt-tips and crayons spread over the floor around them. I had spotted, from the corner of my eye, that one of Elsa’s anti-ghost-maps was hidden inside the drawing book. I hoped Mum wouldn’t see it, but my luck ran out. She pushed aside her work and said what a convenient job it was. You could work from home and nobody bothered you. She went to see what the children were doing.


“What are you drawing, babies?”


Though Elsa was so grown up, in her odd way, she loved it when Mum called her “baby”. She snuggled into the curve of Mum’s arm. I saw her sneakily pushing the street map out of sight.


“It’s a secret,” said Elsa.


“Okay, I promise I won’t tell anyone.”


Mum picked up the drawing book. I glimpsed a picture of a grey, gruesome stick-limbed creature. It was viciously stuck through with spears or arrows, so it looked like an anorexic porcupine. The street map fell onto the floor.


“What’s this?” asked Mum, casually.


I glared at Elsa, and mouthed at her, over Mum’s head, I’ll kill you—


I think she got the message. I don’t think she meant to spill the beans. We both knew better than to tell Mum anything that might make her fears worse. But she was only seven, after all.


“It’s a magic map,” she blurted. “It’s to stop the ghost from getting us. You know the ghost from the empty house.”


Mum stared at my sister, and then at the piece of paper. I read the same sentence in my textbook about fifteen times, or that’s what it felt like. Elsa went pink and Max—sensing trouble—started to cry. Mum put the map down carefully, as if it might explode. She pulled Max onto her knees and cuddled him.


“A spell against the ghost. Smart idea. Keep up the good work, Elsa.”


But her smile was thin and tense and jagged, like a scratch on glass.


After we’d eaten and washed up and the kids were in bed, I tried to escape to my room but she pinned me down.


“Andrei, what’s this about a ghost?”


She had me cornered against the table, and she was holding that pesky map. “Mum, you know what happened. We were looking for a shop you wanted, the Saturday before last. You decided to give up, and went to wait for a bus. Elsa looked through the letterbox of an empty house, and pretended she’d seen a ghost. That’s all. She and Max have made up a game about it.”


Mum was even whiter than usual, and there were pinched marks round her nose and mouth. “The house on Roman Road,” she murmured. She looked at me hard. “You haven’t been back there, have you?”


“No. Why should I?”


She bit her lip. “You haven’t seen anyone hanging around our place?”


“No!”


“You haven’t noticed anyone watching you, on the street? Anyone following you?”


I felt sick. It was starting again, the same familiar pattern. “NO, Mum. Honestly, it’s all right. Please don’t worry. It’s nothing but a silly game.”


She nodded, slowly. “Okay. But … If you notice anything unusual, you’ll tell me?”


“Of course I will.” (I lied) “But there’s nothing. We’re safe here. We’re settled. You even went to the Community Fun Day Meeting.” This was true, and amazing. She had gone out by herself, leaving me to babysit.


“What?” She looked puzzled. “Oh yes, that …”


Her words trailed away. She stared at the map again, shook her head and put it aside. Then she switched the TV to a different channel and I went off to my room. I managed to snag the street map on my way out, so I could get a good look at it. I didn’t learn much. Elsa had drawn a circle around our house, and everywhere a street cut through her circle she’d blocked it off with a cross, a black cross with jags on it like tiny thorns. That was all.


When I was six years old, my mother took me out one night to see the stars. We were on holiday, the three of us, in a cottage in the country. I think it must have been our first holiday together: me and Mum and Alan, my new Dad. I wasn’t asleep when she came. I was dozing, listening to the country silence; watching the delicate shadows of leaves on my white-washed ceiling. It was all so strange to me, Mum and I had always lived in towns. I heard someone call my name. I went and looked out of the open window, and there was my mother standing in the grass below.


“Come out, Andrei. Come and join me.”


The cottage stood in a garden. There was a tree outside my window, the same one whose leaves made shadows on my ceiling. I felt as if I was asleep and dreaming. I didn’t think of getting dressed or going downstairs. I climbed into the tree, and scrambled down to the ground. I skinned my knee on the way and it hurt, so I knew I must be awake.
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