The Cellar Key

The cellar door was in one corner of the kitchen, near the window on the outside wall. Its paint glistened black. It was kept locked, and entry to it forbidden to the children, as Leonie knew perfectly well. Another door led into the cellar from the outside in the yard but that was kept locked too.

The cellar, being a sort of tunnel between yard and house, would have made an excellent place to play in on wet days. Too dark, too dangerous said Antoinette: easy to cut yourself on a broken wine bottle or get your frock filthy with cobwebs and dust. Leonie had never been bothered by prohibition; there were so many other intriguing sites for play. Now she thought: how mean grown ups are. I’m going to see what it is like in there.

The black iron key turned easily in the lock. The door swung inwards. A china light, finger-flicked, showed but a narrow wooden staircase. She hesitated, then crept down.

The stone coolness below the house smelled of soil. She stood on the floor of trodden earth. The single light bulb dangling on its long black chord showed her rows of iron racks. The heels of wine bottles were cold green moons she stroked as she slid past.  A tall barrel had spit its sides, gaped. She stopped when something soft and fluttery brushed her face. She was deeper than the house, level with the worms, all the dead things that were put into the ground. Had that been a spider’s web that touched her check just now? Where was the heap of sand? Perhaps it was time to go back upstairs.
The light went out. The door into the kitchen slammed. Leonie stood on the bottom step and clutched the metal handrail. Black water lapped her, depths she could not see into, darkness filled it, a black biscuit tasting of wine.  She was part of the shadows now. Not Leonie any more. She was dissolving into musty air.
The door above flew open. Oblong blaze of light from the kitchen. Antoinette’s legs, white and bare, black and white folds of her dress skimming her knees, her sandaled feet bound in black straps.
Her voice was shrill.

The cellar light’s gone. There’s someone down there. Who is it? What are you doing? Victorine! Madeleine! Come here!

Leonie turned her face upwards.

It’s me aunt.

You gave me such a shock, Antoinette cried out: come out of there this minute do you hear?

Now that she had to leave it the cellar was suddenly a friendly place. In the kitchen she shrank before her aunt’s wrath and trembling hands.

You know it’s the only thing I really can’t stand, Antoinette shouted: disobedience.

Madeleine spoke form the doorway. A warning from one grown up to another.

Don’t let yourself get into a state. She didn’t realize. She doesn’t know about the cellar. I told her the story about the wine, that’s all. She just wanted to have a look. 

Antoinette locked the cellar door and flung the key on the table.

Why don’t you just leave me alone.
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