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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.







 




And every turn led us here.


Back into these small rooms.


 


      —Winter Rose
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Sylvia


Gram called at five in the morning. She never remembered the time difference. I was already up, sitting at the table in my bathrobe, about to take my first sip of coffee. The phone rang; my hands jerked. Coffee shot into the air, rained down on my hair and the cat, who yowled indignantly and fled. I stared at the phone as it rang again, not wanting to pick up, not wanting to know whatever it was Gram wanted me to know.


At the second ring, I heard Madison stir on my couch-bed.


“Syl?”


“I’m not answering that.”


He unburied his face, squinted at me. “Why not? You having a clandestine affair?”


“It’s Gram.”


His head hit the pillow again on the third ring. “Is not,” he mumbled. “Tell him to leave a message and come back to bed.”


“I can’t,” I said firmly, though his naked body was exerting some serious magnetic pull. “I have to go to the store and unpack a dozen boxes of books.”


“Come back for five minutes. Please? She’ll leave a message.”


“She won’t.” It rang again. “Only the weak-minded babble their business to inanimate objects.”


“Hah?”


“She says.”


It rang for the fifth time; I glowered at it, still not moving. I could have shown her any number of fairy tales in which important secrets imparted to a stone, to the moon, to a hole in the ground, had rescued the runaway princess, or the youngest brother, or the children lost in the wood. But Gram believed in fairies, not fairy tales, and in her world magic and machines were equally suspect.


I picked up at the sixth ring. She would have hung up at the seventh, before the machine started talking. So, in those strange moments, thousands of miles apart, we had been locked in silent argument, counting rings together.


“Sylvia,” she said, before I could say hello. “I need you to come home.”


She had needed me to come home for seven years. But I heard an odd hollowness, a fragility in her foghorn voice that kept me from offering her whatever was the most likely on my list of excuses: can’t leave my bookstore now, everyone on vacation, am apartment-sitting, dog-sitting, fish-sitting, too busy this week, am leaving the country this month, just signed a lease for another year, I’m sorry, Gram, I’m not coming back.


“What is it? Gram?”


“It’s your grandfather,” she said, with that unfamiliar wobble in her deep, husky, imperious voice. “He’s dead, Sylvia.”


My throat closed. I had to push to get a word out. “How?”


“He wandered out in the middle of the night and fell asleep under the pear tree. I always knew he had a streak of Melior in him—roaming through hill and dale and whatnot at any hour of day or night. He didn’t wake up. Hurley found him this morning lying on the grass in his nightshirt.”


“I’m sorry, Gram,” I whispered. I heard Madison shift again, pull himself upright to listen.


“So you’ll come home.”


Even then, I knew to bargain. “Of course I’ll come for the funeral, but—”


“Good,” she interrupted with a more familiar briskness, having heard as much as she wanted to hear.


“I won’t be able to stay much longer.”


“Just come.” She’d figure out the rest of my life later. “As soon as you can. Today. I’ll expect you for supper.”


“I’ll make my arrangements, Gram, and let you know when—”


But she had already hung up.


I sat there, staring numbly at the phone again, feeling that slow, painful prickling begin behind my eyes, the swell of tears that never fell. Memories swept like leaves through my head: Lynn Hall, the low, ancient mountains I’d grown up in, the fields and small villages, the endless woods. Grandpa Liam was all I knew, all I ever had, of a father. He had taught me how to tie my shoes, how to bait a hook; he knew the names of every tree and wildflower and weed in the woods. He alone knew how to change Gram’s expression from determined to uncertain. His gentle voice, his calm strength, had grown around me like a vine, bindweed, still with me after all the years away.


“Syl?” Madison said behind me. I felt his long fingers on my shoulders; he bent to peer at my flushed face. “What’s wrong?”


“Dry fire,” I whispered.


“What?”


“Grandpa Liam died. This is as close as I could ever get to crying.”


He drew me to him; I sat still another moment as he rocked me, feeling his bones against my face under the sweet, taut skin. Then I pulled away, stood up restively.


“I have to pack. Find a flight. Will you feed my cat while I’m gone?”


“Syl, I can come with you,” he said steadily, reminding me, despite his long black hair, the violet stone in his ear matching his eyes, of Grandpa Liam.


“No.”


“I’d like to meet your mysterious grandmother.”


“No, you wouldn’t.”


“Yes, I would. I’d like to see where you grew up.”


I felt like throwing something, then; I wished I could burst into tears. I went to the closet instead, picked my black suit off the hanger, and pulled a wheeled bag off the shelf to pack it in. He followed me to the closet, and then to the antique steamer trunk I used as a dresser.


“Syl—”


“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I told him, pulling clothes out of the fabric-covered drawers, piling them efficiently into the bag: jeans, two sweaters, underwear. Socks. “I have to call the bookstore. Jo will cover for me; she went on vacation just down the coast, with an armload of mysteries. I’ll give her an extra week off for this.” I thought a moment, then took off my bathrobe, wrinkle-free polyester, folded that and a pajama top into the bag.


“Can I at least take you to the airport?”


Madison taught music fundamentals at the community college; his summer course hadn’t started yet. It was like Grandpa Liam to die sleeping out under the stars, I thought; he’d probably been waiting for the summer solstice.


“Okay. What else do I need?”


“Toothbrush. All that.”


“Got it.” I showed him the little airline bag of bathroom supplies I’d acquired once when my luggage spent the night somewhere. “Oh.” I went to the refrigerator, examined my collection of nail polish I kept in the egg bin to prevent streaking. Black? White? Plum? My mind went blank. Then I saw Grandpa Liam again, his rangy body hunkered down over a patch of tiny wildflowers growing along a stream bank. They were as lightly blue as his eyes. Sun fell on his hair, turning it into smooth ivory. He smiled at me, and said, “Forget-me-not.” I felt the blotchy swelling under my eyes again. I grabbed a bottle without seeing it, zipped it into a side-pocket along with my travel alarm.


“What else? Oh. I need to book a flight.”


“Syl.” Madison put his arms around me again. Over his shoulder, I saw the sky lightening, revealing, out of my high, uncurtained window, block upon block, mile upon mile of stone and cement and winding tarmac, flowing everywhere around me, hills covered with buildings instead of trees, everything blocked, gridded, measured, planned, the earth so buried that nothing could bloom in secret, unseen in the light of day.


“What have I forgotten?” I asked him, soothed by the sight. I would come back to those predictable streets as soon as possible; not even Gram could stop me.


“You could get dressed,” Madison suggested gently. I pulled away from him, looking bewilderedly down at my naked self. He kissed my ear. “I’ll find you a flight while you shower.”


So I made my arrangements with almost annoying ease, until there I was, just where Gram wanted me, driving a Popsicle-red rental car from the airport at twilight through the village where I was born, and hungry on top of it.


The ancient village I’d left for good seven years earlier hadn’t changed much. A pizza parlor had opened up where Andie Blair had had her diner for fifty-two years. The new owners had kept the thick, bottle-blue windows and the stone shed in the back for storing bodies in winter when, a couple of centuries before, the place had been the village apothecary shop. The creaky inn with its meandering halls and narrow stairways had a new ramp for the handicapped zigzagging from the slate steps. It was a bed-and-breakfast in this century, owned by the Starr sisters and their dead brother’s widow. I saw the twins’ heads in the lounge window as I drove past, both covered with the same tight gray snail-shell curls, their pleated faces tinted purple in the reflected light from the VACANCY sign.


Time had slowed in the fields along the road between the village and Lynn Hall. So little had changed, I might have been driving back into my own past. A barn roof that had been sagging for years had finally dropped a beam. The crusty old harrow still decorated the Thorntons’ cornfield like a piece of sculpture. Lynn Hall, a solid rectangle of pale stone looming unexpectedly over the fields, looked oddly bigger than I remembered. It should have been smaller, I thought uneasily. Things grow in memory, in the dark; they shrink, lose their power, in reality. As I pulled into the drive, I saw the wood behind the hall, which had dwindled, as I had grown, from a boundless, tangled mystery into a tranquil patch of trees. Now it seemed to dwarf Lynn Hall, an immense, dark, frozen wave about to break over it. I nearly hit the brakes, backed out in a flurry of gravel to head for the airport again. Some of the dark, I realized slowly, was just that: the night I wasn’t used to any longer, flowing over hill and field, no city lights to push it back, only stars, and the rising moon, and the occasional porch light in the crook of a mountain road to tell me where I was.


I parked at the end of the drive near the carport, where Gram’s burgundy sedan the size of a cruise ship, and my great-uncle Hurley’s pickup, so old it was held together by duct tape and rust, spent their declining years. As I picked my way across the grass, a luna moth went ahead of me, a fluttering wisp of moonlight. The front door was locked, and the doorbell made no sound when I pushed it. By which I could have concluded, if I wasn’t sure, that Hurley, who liked to tinker with things, was still alive and kicking.


The thick door groaned as I tried the doorbell again. I pushed; someone pulled. The door squealed against its warped, swollen posts and sprang open. A lanky, twiggy troll and I stared at each other across the threshold. Then the troll touched his glasses into place, and I recognized those green eyes. They belonged to my aunt Kathryn’s son Tyler, who had barely cleared my shoulder the last I saw of him.


“Syl?” he said uncertainly, and I remembered that I’d changed, too.


I reached up, saved by my thick-soled boots from having to stand on tiptoe. “Me,” I agreed, breathing a kiss on his cheek. “Hi, cuz.”


“What—where’s the rest of your hair? And your glasses? How’d you get so—so grown-up?”


“City living, I guess.”


“I guess,” he echoed, still staring. This Tyler had a volcanic complexion, a ring in his left eyebrow, and spiky hair with mossy green highlights in it. His brows were still black. Thirteen years separated us, along with the distance I had to look up to see his face. “Is there, like, a name for the color of your hair?”


I had to think. “Sahara Sunrise this month. Yours?”


He smiled, showing a dimple I remembered. “Mom calls it Froggy Bottom.”


“Where’s Gram?”


“She’s in the kitchen with my mom. I was watching TV with Grunc. I saw your car lights on my way to the bathroom.”


“Grunc?”


The dimple reappeared. “Great-uncle Hurley. Gram and Grandpa and Grunc.” It faded; he stood blinking at the floor, then amended softly, “Gram and Grunc.”


I nodded tiredly, feeling the painful heat fan briefly beneath my eyes. “When is the funeral?”


“I don’t know. Gram and my mom have been on the phone all afternoon, making arrangements. Where’s your stuff?”


“In the car.”


He wandered out with me, picked my bag out of the trunk, and wheeled it over the threshold in front of him like an antique plow. I planted a boot on the ponderous door to shut it. Chandeliers tinkled above us, but nothing fell. The long hallway was dusty; shadows flickered as bulbs buzzed and sputtered in their sockets. All the doors along the hallway were closed, as though Gram no longer used the rooms. Dust balls drifted; paint blistered on the sills; cobwebs trailed down from the dusty prisms. It looked as though everyone had gone to sleep for a hundred years. I wondered idly who needed rescuing.


Tyler, maybe. His shadow stretching down the worn flagstones seemed to take on a life of its own; there were too many arms under the crosshatch of lights, another head, other Tylers trying to emerge from the gangling, awkward sprite. His thin, dirty feet slapped the stones, the threadbare carpets. He cast a forlorn glance at me, looking even more otherworldly, a changeling child patched together out of this and that, trying to pretend that its cobbled face belonged to the stolen human child.


I pulled my eyes off Tyler’s shadow, my thoughts back across the ambiguous boundaries they had crossed. Aunt Kathryn lived well out of those time-warped mountains, but only by a couple of hours’ drive, and Gram, refusing to let me forget my past, plied me relentlessly with gossip.


I tried to be tactful, gave up, and asked baldly, “Did Aunt Kathryn’s boyfriend come up with you?”


Tyler hesitated, pushed his thumb against the bridge of his glasses, and mumbled to the floor, “Stepfather.”


I stopped dead. “No.”


“Yeah. They got married last week.”


“What did Gram say?”


His shoulders hunched a little. “I don’t know. I’ve spent most of the time watching TV with Grunc. It seemed safest.” I nodded wordlessly. Tyler’s father, my uncle Ned, whom we had all loved, had spun across a patch of black ice into a tree a couple of years before. “Anyway,” Tyler continued, “he didn’t come with us. My mom was planning to leave me here anyway, while they go sailing around some islands.” He scratched his brow, near the silver ring, then sighed. “At least Grandpa Liam died in his sleep under the stars. Gram keeps saying he’s a throwback to the Melior side of the family. Who were they?”


“Rois Melior. Your great-great-great-grandmother. Maybe another great or two. According to family lore, she used to wander around in the woods rain or shine until she lost her heart and finally her wits. She managed to find them both again and married the heir to Lynn Hall. Which is why we’re here.”


Tyler grunted. “Sounds like Grandpa Liam. Except for losing his wits.” He was silent; I heard him draw a breath, then swallow. He was leading me toward the kitchen and the rooms clustered around it. His steps slowed to a crawl while he searched for words. “Do you,” he said finally, without looking at me, “still miss your mom?”


“Oh, yeah.” That was one thing in the world I was certain of. “I was your age when she died. But I never stop thinking about her.”


His eyes slid to my face, then. “I still miss my dad. They keep telling me I’ll get over it. I guess my mom got over it okay.”


“I doubt that. I don’t think that’s the way love works.”


“How does it work, then?”


I didn’t have a clue; I could only tell him what I had been told. “Nobody can tell you how to feel, or how long you’re supposed to feel that way.”


He nodded, swallowing again. He turned down the shorter hallway at the end of the house, and I heard Gram’s voice coming out of the room across from the kitchen. That was the old breakfast room, where the windows faced the rising sun and the rose garden that had been there as long as the hall. Grandpa Liam and Hurley had turned it into a sort of den, where they could shut away Gram’s world and read their papers, watch football. Hurley, Gram’s older brother, had been invited to live in Lynn Hall as its handyman after his wife died, a quarter of a century earlier. To judge from the state of the hall, he wasn’t very handy anymore. But at least now he would be company for Gram.


The door opened abruptly before we reached it. Gram had sensed me, I guessed, or sensed something moving along the trembling threads of her awareness.


“Sylvia!”


Seven years had done nothing to diminish the force and energy of her voice, which could have cut short a brawl between sea lions. But either I had grown, or she had shrunk. Once a tall, beautiful woman with bones to die for, she used to tower over me. Now we stood nearly eye to eye. She felt feathery when I put my arms around her, as though she would fall over at a shout. Her white hair, a dandelion gone to seed, would float away with her if somebody sneezed. But the elegant bones of her face, and her birds’ eyes, dark and piercing, hadn’t changed. She still seemed able to see through me, check out my tidy white skeleton if she wanted. “You’ve come home,” she declaimed tearily, as though I were a runaway pet.


On the couch behind her, Hurley was struggling, making vague noises. “Ah?” he demanded. “What? Sylvie, is that you?”


I went to hug him before he got all the way up. He was confused, expecting to see what he remembered. “Where’s all those long, dark curls?” he asked, touching my smooth, gilded helmet. “Is it really you? You look so—What have you done to yourself?”


I grew away, I thought. He had been a big man when he came to live at Lynn Hall, hale and burly; he carried me easily on his shoulders, then. Now I felt hollows and crooks in my arms, memories of where his body had been. My eyes burned. I had left my past, but I hadn’t expected it to change: what I loved should have stayed exactly the same.


“How are you, Uncle Hurley? Still stargazing up in the attic?”


“When I can. On the days when there aren’t so many stairs. And I’ve been working on things around the house, for Iris and Liam.”


He stopped, looking confused again. So was I. Someone was missing; my eyes kept searching for the tall, gentle, good-humored man with his ivory hair, and his eyes as clear as a child’s, smiling contentedly at me. Aunt Kathryn swept into the room instead, laughing and weeping a little.


“Syl,” she said, hugging me hard. “Look at you! You’ve gotten so beautiful.”


So had she, I thought, amazed, and tried to remember the name of the man I assumed was responsible. She looked, with her red-gold hair and gray eyes, so much like my mother. But my mother had let her hair grow wild, and her eyes, fierce and impatient, seemed to see, even before she knew, that she hadn’t long to live.


Still holding me, Aunt Kathryn appealed to Gram. “She’s every bit as beautiful as Morgana was, but she never looked at all like her. You know everyone in the county, Mother; you must see a resemblance to someone.”


I had been born there in Lynn Hall during a nasty blizzard, in an immense old bed, under the glacial eyes of a portrait of Liam’s fastidious mother, Meredith. My mother hadn’t bothered to marry; my father was Anybody’s Guess. And guess everybody did, for years; but not even Gram, who could sort out the genealogies of families for miles around, including barn cats and a few flocks of geese, could put a name to him.


Gram tried again, holding me in another dark, unnerving scrutiny for a moment; my thoughts fled like mice, scattered among my bones to hide. She shook her head finally and loosed me. “Not a clue,” she said briskly. “Sylvia, you must be hungry.”


It sounded like a command, but I was. I said meekly, “I remember some kind of bag lunch on a flight.”


“Come into the kitchen. We made roast chicken, and slaw, and fresh oatmeal bread. You stay here with Tyler,” she told Hurley, and Tyler, who had been hugging a doorpost and watching us, dropped down beside Hurley on the couch. “We’ll feed her and bring her back.”


“Show her what I did in the pantry,” Hurley said. “The folding shelves for all your jars.”


“I haven’t canned in ten years,” Gram murmured as she closed the door behind us. “And if you look at those shelves cross-eyed, they fall down.”


I went down the hall to the bathroom. Uncle Hurley had been playing in there, too: a towel rack as spiky as a porcupine took up half the floor. Gram was filling a plate for me when I came back. Aunt Kathryn had poured us each a glass of wine she must have brought, since there were no cobwebs on the bottle.


The kitchen was a vast square cavern that had been thoroughly modernized sometime before my mother was born. The pineapple wallpaper above the wainscoting, big prickly ovals of yellow on blue, had been there since before Gram was born. I sat down beside Kathryn at the sturdy oak table, with its familiar history of scars, cuts, water rings, the place where I had banged it with a tack hammer trying to imitate my mother’s carpentry, the burn I had made smoking my first and last cigar with Grandpa Liam. Gram sliced bread, piled coleslaw on a plate, plucked a fork out of a cobalt-blue tumbler filled with them, country-fashion.


“Your old bedroom is ready for you,” she announced, putting my plate down. I swallowed a laugh; it had probably been ready for the last seven years.


“So was mine,” Kathryn murmured to me; Gram, fussing at the stove, ignored us.


“This is good, Gram,” I said after a few bites; she could be right about some things. I put my fork down after a few more and raised my wineglass to Kathryn. “Tyler said you’ve remarried. Congratulations.”


Kathryn turned bright pink. A deep snort came from the direction of the stove. “It would have been appropriate to have brought him,” Gram remarked to a saucepan, “since I have never laid eyes on him.”


“Oh, stop fussing, Mother,” Aunt Kathryn pleaded. “You never laid eyes on Syl’s father, either.” Gram banged a spoon against the pot, speechless for once. “Patrick and I had planned to come up together when we brought Tyler here,” Kathryn explained to me. “But then this happened, and so we decided to keep things quiet for a while, not introduce my second husband to half the county at my father’s funeral. Anyway, he’s working until the end of the week. So I came up alone. With Tyler,” she amended hastily. “How long are you staying?”


“Just a few days,” I said clearly; Gram’s spoon had stopped stirring, as though it listened.


“No longer?”


“I own a bookstore. It can’t just run itself. When is the funeral?” I asked, to get off the subject.


“The day after tomorrow.” She paused, her eyes reddening, making my eyes hurt, too. At the stove, Gram was still quiet. “Tomorrow, he’ll be—”


“On view,” Gram said harshly.


“At the funeral home.”


“Ridiculous custom.”


“I know,” Aunt Kathryn sighed. “But he is Liam Lynn, of the village of Lynnwood, and Lynn Hall. Everyone knew him; people will want to say good-bye. He’ll be buried in the village cemetery the next day at noon.”


I took a tasteless bite, remembering my mother’s funeral. “People eat afterward. Don’t they?”


“Yes. They’ll come here afterward.”


“Do we cook?”


“Something,” Aunt Kathryn said vaguely. She took a hefty gulp of wine, then reached for a napkin and dabbed at the tears on her mascara. “But by tomorrow evening, we’ll be up to the rafters in food. Someone dies around here, people cook. I don’t know why.”


“It’s comforting?” I guessed.


“He wanted to be cremated,” Gram, her back to us still, said abruptly. “He told me a dozen times to burn him and scatter his ashes in the rose garden.”


“Mother,” Kathryn said, her voice trembling. “That’s a thoroughly disquieting idea. How could you stand to dig in the dirt, knowing he was all over the place?”


“I know,” Gram said. She turned finally; her own eyes were red-rimmed. “I couldn’t do it. It was that streak of Melior in him—wanting to turn into a rosebush when he died. I didn’t want him blown all over the county by any passing wind. Or into the wood. I want, for once in my life, to be certain where he is. Do you think he’ll forgive me?”


“I don’t know,” Aunt Kathryn said, wiping at tears and getting up to hug Gram. “I suppose if he doesn’t, he’ll let you know.”


I got up, too. We put our arms around each other, and our heads together, and rocked each other in the middle of the kitchen. Aunt Kathryn shared her tears with me, but Gram’s face, pale and fragile as ancient porcelain, remained dry. She could cry, but never easily, not even when my mother died. She swallowed her tears, I guessed, held on to them, fashioned them into something other, rather than letting them fall uselessly all over the place like more careless mortals did.


The phone rang then. Aunt Kathryn reached for it with a grim efficiency that told me she had been fielding calls most of the day. Tomorrow, at Jenkins Funeral Home in the village. Noon to two. The day after, in the morning at eleven. Yes. Yes. Thank you. She’s bearing up well, thanks. I’ll let her know you called. She put the receiver down and told Gram, “Penelope Starr. She and the twins will drop off a smoked ham and half a dozen jars of Penelope’s spiced pears before the funeral.” She pulled a drawer open under the phone, which was so old you had to put your finger into a circle with holes in it above the numbers to dial. “I’d better make a list. So you can thank people later.”


She was talking to Gram, but she glanced at me when she said that. I drew breath, held it a moment. It was going to be a tough fight getting out of there.


I had no idea.


We sat a long time in the kitchen, reminiscing, since Gram showed no signs of ever wanting to sleep again. Aunt Kathryn opened another bottle of wine; Gram actually had a sip or three. Tyler and Hurley drifted in and out. Hurley pulled a bag of chocolate cookies out of the cupboard to share with us. Near midnight, Aunt Kathryn made tea, and Tyler, squirreling around for a snack, found a jar of mixed nuts. Later, we could hear Hurley snoring in the breakfast room. The TV was still on, but very soft. Tyler drifted in and out again, with a bowl of nuts and cookies, to sit with Hurley.


“He stays up all night,” Aunt Kathryn sighed. “He’ll play computer games and watch videos until dawn, even on school nights, if he can get away with it.”


The phone rang. We all blinked at it: it was one-twenty in the morning. Then Gram put a hand on Kathryn’s shoulder before she could move, and said briefly, “That will be Owen.”


I stared at the cigar burn on the table, suddenly wide awake, remembering again what complexities, what mysteries, I had ventured back to. Both Kathryn and I were silent, listening, while Gram said, “Yes, she’s here. Yes, I did. No, I didn’t. We’ll see. No, I don’t expect you. Yes. No. Yes.”


She hung up, as usual without saying good-bye. She stood silently, looking vaguely bemused, missing something, forgetting what she was missing, why we were there instead, and then remembering again.


Aunt Kathryn said gently, “Let’s go to bed. Mother?” Gram nodded, still without speaking. “You get Syl settled; I’ll take Tyler up.”


Gram nodded again. Then she said with an effort, “Throw a blanket over Hurley; he’ll be fine on the couch. I put some soap and towels out for everybody in the upstairs bathrooms. The well’s brimming; no need to keep your showers short.”


Aunt Kathryn smiled wryly. “I think Tyler’s version of a shower is standing as far as he can away from it and turning the water on and off.”


Gram carried the teacups to the sink, checked the stove settings, pushed a drawer closed, an old witch putting her lair in order. How much did Aunt Kathryn know? I wondered suddenly. How much had Gram told her of what went on in the shadows, the corners, behind and beneath what people expected to see?


We filed out. Gram shut off the light. Aunt Kathryn disappeared into the den; I collected my bag and purse in the hallway.


“You don’t have to come upstairs,” I told Gram. “I know my way.”


She smiled suddenly and took my face in her soft, wrinkled hands. “Do you?” she asked me. Her crows’ eyes looked dusky, weary, but hopeful. She dropped a kiss on my cheek. “Sleep well. If you can’t, I left something by your bed. I know how you love to read.”


I kissed her back. “Thanks, Gram. I’ll see you in the morning. Good night.”


Upstairs, I wandered restively around the room Gram had refused to let me outgrow. The wallpaper was sprigged with violets; the curtains over the windows facing the wood were eyelet lace. The rug she had hooked for me in violet and ivory to match the wallpaper lay beside the bed. The same worn candlewick spread covered the bed. From somewhere on the other side of innocence, she had unearthed an old ballerina lamp, pink toe poised on what looked like a water lily, hands uplifted to hold the light.


I stared at it, wanting to laugh and flee at the same time. For no reason, lines from a rhyme Gram had taught me echoed out of the past: Three with eyes to see, Four to shut the door … I went to the windows, pushed them open to get at the cool night air. The waxing moon, dipping over the trees, cast a silvery glow above the wood. I remembered watching the wood on early-summer nights when I was young, feeling restless and curious, impatient with my ignorance, yet not even sure what it was I wanted so badly to know. I would wait breathlessly for the moment when something shifted among the trees. In that moment, just before I recognized what I saw, anything might be moving toward me through the wood, anything or anyone at all.


I turned my head, gazed at myself in the mirror above the fireplace to see if I had left any trace in it of that young girl with her books and her ballerina lamp and her uncertain vision. Gram had finally gotten me glasses, and then I saw clearly what she saw, what she didn’t see.


I tripped over what Gram had left me to read when I finally tried to crawl into bed. It was a box full of old papers. I crouched beside it, too tired, I thought, to do more than lift the first page, decipher the delicate, even lines of what looked like copperplate: handwriting so old it was faded, on paper that crumbled at the edges, and smelled vaguely of mice.


Then I recognized it. I had found it in the attic years before, read it there in secret, one gray afternoon while the rain tapped softly, insistently on the roof, and in the wood the trees loosed bright leaves like messages on any passing wind.


The voice I heard in my head speaking the words seemed as familiar as family, which I knew, from the writer’s name, it was.


“My name is Rois and I look nothing like a rose.”


I hauled the box into bed with me and read it all over again: a message from Gram, though what, and why now, I had no idea.
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Tyler


It was a weird day. And it got weirder after everyone went to bed. Syl didn’t look like Syl anymore, and my mom hardly saw me when she looked at me. She saw Patrick, who she just married, or Grandpa Liam, who had just died. She and Gram spent the afternoon answering the phone or making calls and talking about caskets and what Grandpa Liam should be buried in, and flowers, and food, about what to say, and should someone sing? Half the time it sounded like another wedding, except my mom didn’t cry so much for that. Gram was pretty much the same though, except she would look at me, when I went into the kitchen to make a sandwich or get a drink, like she expected somebody else to be walking through the door. And then her eyes would see me and go blank. So mostly I just stayed with Hurley, who didn’t cry, and only talked about his telescope in the attic, when he talked at all.


My mom made me turn off the TV and sent me upstairs when they all finally came out of the kitchen. I wasn’t sleepy, so I sat on the window seat, which ran under the sill and opened like a chest to keep wood in for the fire. It was empty, a cool place to keep secrets in if I found any. The moon was this bright eye, nearly wide open, staring down into the wood, and that’s how I saw her.


Everyone else seemed to be asleep. No light from Gram’s door when I went down earlier to get a Pepsi from the fridge; no noises downstairs but Grunc snoring. He sounded like something that lived back with the dinosaurs. A saber-toothed tiger, napping after its kill. Or a twelve-foot polar bear hibernating in an ice-cave. But it was only Grunc, the oldest tortoise in the world, dreaming turtle dreams. By day, he seemed human. But you could tell what he really was by his reptile eyelids, and his skinny, wavering, crinkled neck. I’ll be like that when I’m old. Maybe not a tortoise. But something ancient with lots of armor and no need anymore to move fast. If I get old. It’s easier to imagine that than grownup. Old and young are more alike than grown-up. Grown-up is a different planet.


He reminded me of a game I’d downloaded where you have to battle your way through a primeval landscape full of flowers with shooting killer seeds and vines like boa constrictors and enormous lumbering things like fire-breathing tortoises. So I sat at the window, and that’s what I was playing. The window was open; everything was dead still. Sometimes I smelled the killer flowers in Gram’s garden, sometimes the gigantic ferns that were as tall as the trees outside. I heard a rustling. At first I thought it was the game. But when I looked up, I heard it outside, and I thought for a moment that I had accidentally fallen into the game.


Then I saw her.


She looked unreal, floating in and out of moon and shadow. A thought somebody had forgotten to put away. A memory. The way her white dress seemed to drift around her, and her hair melted into dark, then light, then dark. A ghost. I shifted, turning my head to see her more clearly, and she saw me. I knew that because she stopped in a patch of moonlight, with her face turned up toward me. So she wasn’t a thought or a ghost. She was somebody real, a villager, wandering around Gram’s wood in the middle of the night.


I put the laptop aside and pushed my head out the window. She didn’t run. She didn’t move. She just looked up at me, her face the color of moonlight and her hair like a curly tangle of spiderweb. She stood like a statue; I couldn’t even see her breathe.


And then she raised one hand and told me with her fingers to come down.


I forgot my shoes, I went out so fast, but I had socks on, and I was careful going through the roses. Some of those old bushes had tentacles like giant squids; they should have been in the game with the killer flower-seeds. I missed them all though. She waited at the edge of the trees, where the lawn ends and the wood begins. Close-up, I could see the freckles on her white skin. And the dirt and pulled threads and fraying lace on her dress. She wore sandals, not much more than a sole and a couple of plastic straps. Her feet were dirty. She wore rings on her toes and most of her fingers and on the rims of her ears. They were all silver; they flashed little stars all around her in the moonlight. Close-up, her milky hair was matted with leaf-bits and twigs, as though she had been lying on the ground. Her face was small and secret; her eyes were big and shadowy. I couldn’t tell their color. Close-up, she smiled at me, and she was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen.


“I’m Undine,” she whispered, and took my hand.


She led me through the trees until I stepped on a bramble and let out a yell that probably brought Grunc straight up off his couch. Undine waddled in circles around me and laughed so hard her nose ran; she had to wipe it on her skirt. By then I was beginning to laugh, though I was limping on one heel. She pulled me over to a shadow under a tree and we sat down. My cousin’s light was still on, but she hadn’t come to her window; she must have had better things to do. The rest of the house was dark.
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