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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.


      




Establishing a Rep


“You’re right, it won’t work,” said Marc. “The League won’t agree to an end to strikes just to save you. But next time, the League will be believed.”


“But you don’t have to kill Tracey and the boy,” Rod pleaded. “Not if I’m the one with pulling power.”


Marc sighed, then continued patiently, “It’s a question of credibility. For the League to be really credible it has to establish a reputation for ruthlessness. Three unnecessary deaths will do just that …”





PART 1





One


She was very close to me, and spoke softly. “You’ve come back,” she said.


I hadn’t, of course. Nothing is that easy. But I was well on the way. By which I mean to say that I’d taken at least one not inconsiderable step in the right direction. For God’s sake, I was blind, wasn’t I? And it’s hard to be any more not inconsiderable than that. …


Tracey stood by my chair on the lawn, holding my hand. Tracey—my wife, my ex-wife, my future wife … right then I’m not sure exactly how I thought of her. Ten years married, complete with authentic male offspring, a valid Basis for Discussion if ever there was one, and then she hadn’t renewed. I’d been surprised, I admit. But they always say it’s the second renewal that’s the most risky. And I hadn’t blamed her. To be honest, I’d been too taken up with my job at NTV at the time to care very much either way. I was building a career, you see. Making like the big newsman. And loving every minute of it.


Yet here she was, standing by my chair on the headmaster’s lawn, holding my hand. Where are you now that I need you? Correction—why are you, now that I need you? And I hadn’t the  faintest idea. Obviously she’d come with Vincent, but never because he’d asked her to. Tracey and the boss of NTV’s Human Destiny Shows didn’t see eye to eye. It wasn’t that she blamed him for me, certainly not for this latest gizmo, this Man-with-the-TV-Eyes gizmo, she was wiser than that. Man like me goes to hell in his own wheelbarrow. No, Tracey and Vincent Ferriman simply didn’t see eye to eye. About anything. Ever.


So here she was, and I didn’t know why. And didn’t dare to ask. Until suddenly I realized that her “You’ve come back” said it all. It was she who hadn’t renewed the marriage contract. But it was I who’d come back.


“What’s Vincent doing?” I asked her.


“Cameras … microphones …”


She didn’t want to talk about it. But I had to know. “What else?”


And she heard the question behind the question. “They’ve got a stretcher,” she said. “Mrs. Mortenhoe looks … asleep.”


Katherine Mortenhoe, Kate, Katie Mo … positively her final appearance. No puke or shit or piss—just asleep. So Vincent had the end of his story. But not through me. And far too late for it to hurt poor Katherine. At least I spared you that, Kate. Spared you, spared myself. The Human Destiny Show, that was a laugh. Rigor, paralysis, coordination loss, sweating, double vision, incontinence, death … none of these anything beside the unspeakable obscenity of the Man-with-the-TV-Eyes. The dying lovingly observed by the already dead. At least I spared us that.


Tracey squeezed my hand. “Vincent tells me it must have hurt.”


I thought about it. “Not really,” I said. “She simply ceased. You know? Like on the midnight air.”


I had misunderstood her on purpose, but she didn’t take the hint. “I meant you, Rod. What you did to your eyes.”


And suddenly her feet of clay, so unfair I was, were unbearable. “For Christ’s sake, Tracey, don’t make me out to be some fucking hero. Of course it bloody hurt—when microcircuits burn out they do just that. They burn out. But was it enough? Tell me that, Tracey—do you honestly think it was enough?”


“If it wasn’t, honey, then d’you want I should stick pins in you?”


The sharpness of her reply shook me. And filled me at the same time with a wary joy, for she wasn’t so thick after all. Sympathy could be offered, never demanded. Dear Tracey. I was, thank God, going to have to watch myself now that she was around.


She waited, tactfully, for the dust to settle. Then she moved round in front of me. “Shall we go now?” she said.


But I was a coward. “If you want me,” I said, really needing her answer.


“Of course I want you.” She stooped, took both my hands, and pulled. Then she laughed. “Haven’t I always wanted you?”


It wasn’t that she didn’t think his blindness would make a difference. Certainly her life with him would be different, complicated, difficult. But its difficulties—not like before—would be obvious, the sort of difficulties she could cope with. And he had, really and truly, no fooling, come back. The thought made her happy, warm inside. In the profoundest sense he had come back to her, back to their son, back to the decent ordinary world of decent ordinary folk.


She led him away across the dappled grass, away from the technicians, the cameras and microphones, most of all away from Vincent. She thought she remembered reading somewhere that you walked slightly behind a blind man, guiding him with your hand on his upper arm. So she walked slightly behind Rod, guiding him with her hand on his upper arm.


He’d come back. … It was six years, she reckoned, almost to the day, since he had begun to leave her. Six years since that first appointment at NTV House, that irresistible summons to the great Vincent Ferriman—irresistible to Rod, that is, but never to her. Innocent she might be—and the Rod of those days had accused her of innocence as if it were a sin—but hardly so innocent as not to be able to recognize the totally noninnocent. Among whom Vincent was Emperor, Archangel, Corrupter Supreme. So she had fought him in what she was not embarrassed to see as the battle for Rod’s soul. His all too available soul … She’d fought Vincent on that first occasion, and lost. She had continued to lose to him again and again down the remaining three wretched years of her marriage. Till it had come up for renewal, and she’d terminated instead. Not because she thought the non-renewal would shock Rod into seeing what he had become, but simply because she was tired. And she needed more than anything else to know where she was at.


But she hadn’t entirely given up trying. She had fought also in the three years since, on the rare occasions when Rod and she had met. By then she had to fight not only Vincent but her own dangerous longing to have her husband back at whatever the price. Even most recently, when Rod was offered the kingdoms of the world and accepted them, she had fought, in her own way, even then.


And now suddenly, unexpectedly, just when she’d thought he was finally lost to her, he’d come back. Her victory? She rather doubted it, told herself she didn’t even want it. It didn’t matter a damn. Unlike Vincent, who typically saw Rod’s self-inflicted blindness as a vulgar martyrdom, she believed it to be an intensely personal act. For all the blazing publicity, a private expiation. And—though she didn’t go much on expiations as a rule—she accepted this one as suitable, even necessary. The entire Mortenhoe episode had been so outrageous, nothing less would have done.


Gently she led him away across the lawn, towards the parked company helicopter. He scuffed his feet, shuffling ignorantly through the delicate shadows cast by the leaves of the cherry tree. The transitory, unownable beauty of the world, she didn’t like to remember how important it had been to him. A simple newsman he’d called himself, knowing he was more. And she, who knew that even better than he, could still be astonished by the perfection of his work—quite separate from, and vainly begging forgiveness for, its less than perfect creator.


Behind them a cameraman swung his lens in their direction. Vincent, clipboard in hand, checked him sharply. She wasn’t surprised—she’d flown out with Vincent from NTV House, had suffered his anger at what he saw as Rod’s betrayal. They’d get no more coverage from NTV, not in a million years. Which was just the way she wanted it.


Suddenly Rod spoke. “Tracey? I can smell hot oil—we’re near the helicopter, aren’t we?”


Already his words were a blind man’s oddly-articulated and over-loud. “Right first time,” she said encouragingly, to make up for them. “Well done, honey.”


“Not the most brilliant of deductions, I’d say.”


She frowned. Must he sneer at her? Or at himself?


“Anyway,” he went on, “why the helicopter?”


“We’re going home, Rod. Out of harm’s way before this story breaks.”


He stopped walking, so abruptly that they collided. “It would have been nice to be consulted,” he said coldly.


Criticisms already? “For Christ’s sake, Rod, what’s the matter with you? You don’t really want to hang round this place, do you?”


“All the same, it would have been nice to be consulted.”


She took her hand from his arm and stepped away. “All right, so I’m consulting you. D’you want to go home, or d’you want to hang around here till some other company gets in on the scene? Is that what you want—the big hero bit?”


He turned, his face seeking the direction of her voice. Briefly he groped for her, then stopped himself. It was a tiny movement, but she saw its defenselessness and could guess at the pride that checked it. She felt ashamed. She’d offered him easy praise, like a child. And now she was treating him like a helpless incompetent, to be shifted hither and yon at the whim of its keeper. And he was neither. He was a man: a blind man, but still a man.


“I … I didn’t mean that,” she said. “I’m sorry.”


He smiled at the air some three feet to her left. “Don’t mind me, love. I always was an ungrateful bastard. Of course I want to go … home.”


And in that pause, to compound her shame, was all the newness of the idea of home to him. She could have wept for her crassness. For six years now he’d been a Vincent man, warming himself at the perilous hearth of Vincent’s pleasure.


His hands hung loosely by his sides. She reached out and took them. “Honey—I’m treating you like some crappy parcel. I’m sorry. It’s the mother in me, I guess. All these years of dealing with little Roddie …” And regretted this at once, for the reproach he might think implied in it. All these years of coping on my own, you bastard.


If he did, he gave no sign. He seemed, in fact, hardly to have heard her, for his head was tilted and held strangely high, as if he was listening for someone or something far more distant. “Are they watching us?” he asked.


“They?”


“Vincent. The camera crew. People.”


For a moment she wondered why he should want to know: then his hands tightened unmistakably on hers, drawing her closer. She laughed a little widly, all at once unaccountably nervous. “Does it matter?” she said, giving herself more time.


“I’ll tell you about it one day. But yes, it does matter.”


She glanced round. “Nobody’s watching. Except the helicopter pilot.”


“Him I can bear.”


She let him pull her to him then, and he put his arms tightly around her. Her tenseness faded. For all his blindness he was as real and as strong as he had always been. If he had come home, then so had she. Safe at last, she closed her eyes and he kissed her lightly, lip brushing lip, exploring, rediscovering. … She’d existed without him for so long. Grasping the close, rough hair of his beard, she drew his mouth down upon her own. And lost her awareness of self entirely.


When finally he released her she felt exposed, uprooted, her body where it had touched him now painfully naked.


Life went on. “We mustn’t keep the pilot waiting,” she said.


Rod kept both his hands on her shoulders. He was smiling. “Do I show?” he asked her.


“Show?” It took her a moment to catch on. Then she blushed, was glad he couldn’t see how he was hurrying her. It took time, being married again. She glanced down at his fly. “Only to me, honey,” she told him.


“Thank you.” He bowed slightly to cover a small rearrangement. “Then of course we mustn’t keep the pilot waiting.”


Not that the pilot was waiting—or at least, as far as he knew, not for them. His first duty was to Vincent and the camera crew. She wished now that she’d been a bit friendlier with him on the way out: laid up store, as it were, in heaven. But she’d had other worries then, a dying woman to find, and Rod, and Vincent’s murderous suavity to contend with. At times like those you dealt with fences as you came to them. One by one. As best you could.


She walked with Rod the last few yards to the helicopter and guided his hands to the rim of its open door. The pilot put down the company magazine he’d been too bored to read and looked down at them with little enthusiasm. “You found him, then,” he said, much as if Rod had been a lost umbrella.


Tracey stuck to the approach she’d decided on, casual yet firm. “We’re returning to the city,” she said. “You can radio on ahead for a company car to take us home from NTV House.”


The pilot peered past her, across the broad sweep of the lawn. “No offense, lady, but I’d better check with the big I am.”


“Mr. Ferriman’s tied up. He’s got another hour’s filming here at least.” She gestured lightly. “You can see for yourself.”


“Always check with the boss, lady. That way you can’t go wrong.”


“Please yourself.”


She wanted nothing from Vincent, least of all his kind permission. But she’d run out of light gestures. Resentfully she watched the pilot disentangle his feet from the central control column. Then Rod let out a sudden glad cry, astonishing them both. “Don’t I know you? Don’t I know that voice? Haven’t we flown before? Don’t tell me … aren’t you that mangy cross-eyed bastard the chaps all called Force Nine? Old Force Nine himself, in person?”


The pilot eyed him warily. “You’ve got a good memory.”


“Some things I don’t forget.” Rod’s chuckle, his heartiness, might have convinced. “Off Iceland, wasn’t it? Blowing half a hurricane and you took us in so low I nearly put my sodding eye out on that poor bloody trawler’s mast. … I tell you, after that little jaunt I banged in a chitty to the company—one pair clean underpants, cowards for the use of …”


She wondered how to interrupt, tell him he was jollying a stone wall. Then the pilot, no sadist, did it for her. “Look matey—it’s no go.” But more in sorrow than in anger. “I can’t do it. He’d have my guts for garters—same as you would in his place. And where the hell’d I find another flying job these days?”


Which was true enough. And that being so—camaraderie oblige and all that—the impasse between them was complete.


To be resolved however by Vincent himself, behind them, his voice suddenly rising above the rhubarb of his gang. “Tracey? I say, Tracey love—a word in your ear before you rush off.”


They turned. Tracey heard the pilot laugh, happy to be freed of responsibility. “See what I mean? Eyes in the back of his bloody head, that one.”


Vincent was coming towards them, so friendly and nice it was beautiful to see. He stopped ten yards away, by the drooping tip of a rotor blade. Roderic tilted his head. “What’s he up to now?”


Her reply was lost in Vincent’s follow-up shot. “Sorry to butt in, but I’ve been watching you two people. And you’ve got it all wrong. I mean, the sighted one ought to walk in front—doesn’t that make more sense? The sighted one walks in front and the blind one a pace behind, his hand on her arm. That way he feels so much safer. You do see, don’t you?”


She did see. Obviously he was quite right. “Would that be the upper arm, please?” she yelled back, bitterly furious.


“Any old part of the sodding arm he can reach, love. I’m not a fussy man.”


He didn’t come any nearer so she left Rod, which was clearly what she was expected to do, and crossed the grass to where Vincent was standing. Possibly he was right: possibly the everything and the nothing that the two men had to say to each other was best avoided. Not that she herself had all that much to say to him either.


“I didn’t know you were an expert on caring for the blind,” she told him.


“We did a feature once. The company, I mean.” He shrugged, secure enough to be able to afford self-mockery. “They tell me this TV business is a great substitute for living.”


She smiled politely. “You wanted a word in my ear. Was that it?”


“Gracious, no. I wanted you to know you could have the chopper, and welcome. And I’ll tell that caricature of a pilot to radio ahead for a car.”


“I already have.”


“I’m sure you have. But the news’ll come better from me.”


He could hardly hope her gratitude would become a burden to him. “What’s the snag?” she said.


“The snag?”


“The snag. The ball-cruncher. What you’ve come all the way over here to tell me.”


“No snag at all. Well, perhaps just a tiny one …” He spread his hands, doing the big film producer—which was safe enough, his treacheries being of a different, far subtler magnitude. “I’ve been thinking, you see. Undoubtedly the company will want to sue—there’s the contract to think of, and all that expensive neurosurgery on your ex-husband. …”


That barbed ex-husband was something she could make herself ignore. “The surgery was their idea, I seem to remember. Certainly not his. But they’ll sue all the same, of course.” She shrugged. “Let them. It’s only money.”


He reached above his head, set the rotor blade bouncing lightly. “Forgive me, love, but I didn’t say they’d sue—I said they’d want to sue. Personally, I’m sure they’ll never get round to it. As you so rightly say, it’s only money. No, the real snag in all this—”


“If not money, then what else does NTV care about? Of course they’ll sue.” There was something Vincent wasn’t yet saying. “They’ve lost a star reporter—not to mention this filthy Man-with-the-TV-Eyes thing. With any luck they’ll have been made to look ridiculous. Of course they’ll sue.”


“You may be right. Certainly some kind of public gesture would seem to be called for. …” He screwed his face up, her conspiratorial friend. “Still, I’m sure we’d all much rather be merciful. It’s so much better for the company image—after all, in the circumstances it would hardly be kind to add to poor dear Roddie’s burden. Not seeing that he’s been and gone and committed suicide on us all.”


“Professional suicide, you mean.” Rod was still alive. It was an important point.


“What else?” Vincent hesitated, studied his fingernails. They were, she saw, surprisingly grubby. “There’s funny thing, you know, about suicide—people still refuse to see it as the action of a sane man. They even have a special legal phrase for it: while the balance of his mind was disturbed, they say.” He looked up, met her eyes unflinchingly. “Poor Roddie was crazy, love. Deranged. Not accountable for in law. I’m sure you’ll agree.”


“Crazy?” When he’d never been saner?


“Overwrought, then … But you know how people are, how they like to simplify. Crazy’s the way we’ll have to play it.”


“Christ Almighty …” It was obscene. But she ought to have seen it coming. It was logical enough, given Vincent’s framework. He was, she knew well, a very fast thinker. “Christ Almighty—all Rod did was spoil your pissing little program. Do you really hate him that much? Isn’t it enough to have him blind? Must you have him insane as well?”


Of course he must. Anything less left Rod the wiser, better man.


She was shaking, scarcely able to see for the intensity of her anguish. If he had smiled then, if he had showed just a glimmer of his satisfaction, she would have struck him. And rejoiced. She could imagine it, not a woman’s puny gesture but a blow from high above her head, downwards, both hands clenched together, felling him, shattering the bones of his neck. And he would be dead.


But he was far too shrewd, far too much Vincent, to give her the excuse. He registered nothing at all, for even an assumed regret would now have been dangerous.


“I don’t think you understand, my dear. You see, the project was mine. The photoelectric implants were my responsibility. The money was spent on my advice. All this puts me in a very difficult position. The only factor I couldn’t be expected to make allowance for was Roddie’s mental stability—that was the province of Dr. Klausen. Put bluntly, it’s Klausen’s head for the company chopping block or mine. You see? Roddie has to have been mad. …” He risked a small sigh. “Anyway, who would believe otherwise?”


Tracey’s anger was weary now, chilled by disgust. So there was to be no hatred, said Vincent, only the unfortunate mechanics of expediency. She could hardly blame him, he said, for trying to defend his own position at whatever the cost to others. He was a corporation man, just as Rod had been. And corporation men knew the rules, he said.


A corporation man, just as Rod had been … “We’ll fight you,” she said, wondering if he honestly believed he’d hidden his malice from her.


“Of course you will.” He sighed again, not at her or for himself, but simply on account of the predictable perversity of things. Then he moved slightly so that he could see past her to the helicopter. “Pilot,” he called. “Pilot—I won’t be needing you for an hour or so. Take these people back to the House, will you? And radio a car for them from the pool.”


Since he was a reasonable and forgiving man, driven only by regrettable necessity, such generosity was unavoidable. She hoped it broke his heart. Behind him, away on the far side of the lawn, order had been established in the group around the dead woman on her neat stretcher. They were standing, waiting for Vincent so that they could begin. He had a good team: they worked fast. They had arrived in the helicopter—she also—hardly fifteen minutes before. Had she really only been with Rod for so short a time?


“Have you finished, then? Wasn’t there another snag you mentioned?” She drove herself, needing to know if there could possibly be worse. “You called it the real snag. It’d better be good.”


He hesitated again. “I might of course be wrong,” he said.


Perhaps there had never been another snag, just something to keep him talking, help him to slip in Rod’s madness almost as an aside, the real ball-cruncher tossed in so lightly as to be hardly worth mentioning.


But no. Or seemingly not so. “Roddie might just receive a visit from the MEN,” he said. “They’re not exactly ones to know when to let well enough alone.”


“The men? What men?”


Vincent smiled. “I never liked them, of course. Neither did Roddie. But they had their uses.”


“What men are these? Tell me.”


“Roddie’ll explain. He makes a better story of it than I do.”


She stared at him, despising him, then turned away without a word. She’d given him the satisfaction of too many questions already. All that mattered was that Rod had come back.


She began to walk slowly back to the helicopter.


“Oh, and Tracey”—she kept on walking—”Tracey, love, in future do remember to keep a pace in front of him. I mean it. That way he’ll feel so much safer.” He raised his voice, making sure she, everybody, heard him. “It’s no fun, you know, being blind.”


The shadow of the helicopter rotor lay like a curved knife across the grass. She walked along it carefully, one foot after the other. Ahead of her Rod was waiting, exactly where she had placed him, his hand still on the door rim. It seemed unlikely that he and the pilot had spoken to each other since she left.


I laughed when Tracey told me. About my being a loony, I mean. Not that it was all that funny, but anything would have been funnier than the chopper’s antics at that moment. I didn’t like them. I didn’t like anything about them.


The thing is, at the best of times I’ve never been a very trusting person. Even on a train I always tended to keep an eye on passing signals in case the driver missed one. Back in the days when there were drivers. And computers I believed in even less. The jokes we told each other about computers were real side-splitters. …


I’m sorry. I seem to have dropped into being bright. Not clever bright, just ho-ho bright. And I’m sorry for it—I know it doesn’t suit me, maybe it’s a bore, but that’s the way I was. Bright. It’s the way I was that afternoon—what with Kate’s death and bloody Vincent’s arrival, and Tracey’s and us bickering and making it up—suddenly bright seemed a better thing to be than any of the other possible alternatives. I’d come back, Tracey had told me. And I’d agreed with her. And by the time I’d got to thinking about it, it hadn’t seemed exactly kindly to ask, back to what?


So there I sat, lurching about some insufficient number of feet above the earth, scared shitless, and being bright. I knew of course that dear old Force Nine—my God, could I ever really have brought myself to call him that?—I knew of course that the pilot was a good pilot. One of the best, in fact. As I’d reminded him myself, once he’d taken me and some crazy cameraman almost to the North Pole and back in weather that had kept the offical rescue teams sensibly grounded. And lifted off the trawler’s crew besides. Six of us in a bicycle built for two-and-a-half hadn’t been amusing … But at least I’d been able to keep an eye on him then, make sure he didn’t nod off, stop him from flying straight into the nearest cliff as even the best of pilots may do if someone isn’t keeping them up to the mark.


Whereas now all I had to check up on him with were my semicircular canals—which, being unused to such responsibility, had totally panicked, sending all their little whiskers into acute spasm. So naturally I laughed like hell when Tracey informed me that Vincent was all set to prove me of unsound mind. Perhaps I was, at that.


On serious consideration though—on what little serious consideration a man can muster when he’s scared shitless and being bright ho-ho withal—it was an idea that had much to recommend it. Tracey, however, was telling me that of course we’d fight.


I touched her arm. When you’re blind it’s nice to be certain that the person’s noticing you before you start. “I’m not so sure that we should, pet. After all, being loony’d save us a hell of a lot of money. Look at it this way—if we fought and lost, then we’d be crippled by the legal costs. And if we won, and I was declared sane, then they’d hit me with Breach of Contract and all points west.”


“I wasn’t thinking of the money.”


Brrr. Possibly she smiled to soften the cold slap of her words. Possibly she did all sorts of things. But all I got was the words, and they hurt.


“I was thinking,” she went on, “of other people. Of the whole point of what you did.”


“So was I.” She had to believe me. She had to believe in me. “So was I, Trace love. I don’t want to sound sanctimonious, but that’s the whole point. Other people—that’s the whole point.”


“I don’t get you.”


I know nuances are difficult with a dirty great engine roaring away a few inches behind your head. But she sounded as if she was despising me even before she’d heard what I had to say. Still, I kept my temper. There were more years of distrust between us than could be kissed away in one afternoon.


“Other people, pet. There’s some will want to crucify me—others to make me into some sort of saint. Of the two I’d prefer the first, but I’d rather do without them both. Think of the trouble it would save, having me officially declared a loony.”


The helicopter spiraled wildly. I held on tight, waiting for the crash.


“I wish you wouldn’t talk like that,” Tracey said. “What you did is important.”


“Important to me. Important to us. But not …” The helicopter appeared to be standing on its nose. I couldn’t understand why she wasn’t more concerned. “Getting a bit rough, isn’t it?” I suggested lightly. “D’you think we ought to turn back?”


“Look Rod … if you don’t want to talk about this thing why don’t you just out and say so?”


I eased my grip on the sides of the seat. The helicopter did not immediately fall to pieces. “All right then,” I said. “I don’t want to talk about this thing.”


For a short time we lurched on through the sky, not speaking. I wondered where we were, how the pilot was doing, if we were high enough, whether the city was in sight yet. Tracey had always had this appalling tendency to trust the expert: we could be flying straight at the side of a building and she’d go in smiling.


“You’ll have to talk about it some time, Rod,” she said. “You know very well it’s important to more than just you and me.”


I sighed. “Next thing, you’ll say it’s bigger than both of us.”


“Maybe it is, at that.” My God, was she serious? Was she really too young to know the phrase? How old was she, anyway? “You’ve been a public person for too long, Rod. It’s no use expecting all at once to be private again.”


“Tracey—how old are you? I’ve been trying to work it out.”


“For Christ’s sake … All right, I’m thirty-one. When we fixed to get married I was eighteen. When I didn’t renew I was twenty-eight.”


“It’s been a long time.” We were both, come to think of it, too young for the phrase. But I’d lived in a world where such jokes acquired folklore status.


“So it’s been a long time. Look—if you don’t care for your own sake, then what about me? I want to be proud of you, don’t I?”


“If you think I’m worth it, then you will be.” I was, I admit, being wilfully obtuse. To punish me the helicopter dropped a good thousand feet.


“I guess I’m supposed to be all noble and self-contained,” Tracey said, “and not give a fuck what the rest of the world thinks. But how about Roddie Two? How do you explain a thing like that to …?”


“I wish you wouldn’t swear, pet.”


In a way it was easier, the two of us stuck in that tin deathtrap, having to shout, just to make ourselves heard. Seatbelts, headrests, the whole confrontation mechanized. Other considerations—like for instance my blindness, her compassion, our mutual uncertainty—were left safely outside. And always at least half my attention on the sound of the engine, the angle of the floor, the rate of twist and rise and fall that I could neither correctly interpret nor control.


“Honest, Rod—sometimes you’re enough to make a saint swear.”


“Make a saint say fuck—wouldn’t that be something?”


She waited. I could feel her waiting. For my better nature. Which finally fought its way up through all the bright ho-ho. “I’m sorry, love. Yes, I agree the boy’s a problem. He won’t understand, and he’s probably too young to be able to develop a loony dad into a social asset with the other kids. No—I’m serious. And I know things won’t be easy. But I can’t, Tracey. I just can not run my life to make things easy for my seven-year-old son at school. … And as for the rest—yes I do indeed expect to be a private person. I’ve dropped out, pet. I’m nobody else’s righteous indignation, nobody else’s morbid curiosity, nobody else’s conscience. Just my own.”


A speech as lengthy as that deserved after it a silence equally significant. It got one. During which I did nothing but fly the helicopter, keeping it aloft purely by the tightness of my arse.


At last Tracey spoke, completing some silent process of her own. “In that case I’d better put off calling my mother,” she said.


It didn’t matter, my not having the faintest idea what she was talking about. It wasn’t as if she’d ever used her mother, even at our worst, as a bat to beat me with.


Five minutes, ten years later, she touched my arm. I jumped—people should warn you before they do these things. “We’re just coming in to the landing pad. On the way home we’d better call in at a police station and get our formal statement of Private Grief over with. Don’t you think? We’ll need something to keep the newsmen at bay.”


It was odd to think of myself resorting to PG stickers. For years, ever since the Invasions of Privacy Acts had made the reporter’s life so difficult, I’d been cursing the bloody things. Still, she was quite right. Without them my friends in the trade would eat me alive. Just for old time’s sake.


The drive from NTV House went better for us. For one thing, I managed to corner the driver while he was holding the door. I muttered something about feeling sick after the flight, and would he drive slowly. Which he did. And for another, Tracey heard me.


“Poor Rod—you should have said …”


All the warmth came back into her voice, so I never got round to admitting that the feeling sick was a nice way of saying scared shitless. She’d always been like that, hating you one minute and loving you the next, each with a thoroughness that made the other seem just about inconceivable. “… We’ll soon be home, honey. You’ll find your way about just fine. Nothing’s changed—it’s all just about the way it always was.”


She held my hand. It was cosy there, in the back of the stately NTV car.


She had so much to tell me. “I came out this morning in such a rush. Roddie’s down the road with the Carters—they’ll be after your time, I guess. They’ve a boy just Roddie’s age and they never mind helping out. Nice folks. The wife has this frizz of yellow hair, though, and I mean yellow—you just wait till you see it.”


She stopped then, caught at the words, but couldn’t get them back. I felt for her. It was a shame, when things had been going so nicely. I wasn’t sure what to say to help. A joke, perhaps? No. “You can’t spend your whole life being careful, pet. It doesn’t  Matter. … Anyway, who wants to be left out of the way things look?”


I’d done my best, but still it was mawkish, and Tracey was crying. I’d have loved to be able to cut and do a retake.


“You won’t be left out of anything, honey. Not a thing.” She touched me again, this time to kiss my cheek, and again I jumped. She might have been a wasp, or falling birdshit, or an atomic bomb. She might have been anything. I cried a bit myself, then.


In spite of her promise, the journey home took a long time. Getting me in and out of a strange police station wasn’t the quickest thing. And, the grounds for PG protection being somewhat unusual, the sergeant had to call in some sort of superior officer. I knew the sergeant was a sergeant because his superior officer called him one. The superior officer, however, remained no more than unmistakably superior. Still, he approved our protection and got us stickers that felt nice and shiny.


Once back in the car we were delayed still more by a road diversion round some sort of demonstration: distant shouting, and a smell of riot gas in the air. Even with NTV’s flag on, the car was searched. I wondered which side was doing the searching, but didn’t like to ask.


The journey seemed interminable. Tracey was getting as edgy as me. “By the way, honey—Vincent made a thing about some men who might be coming to visit with you. He said you’d know what he meant.”


“Men? What sort of men?”


“He said you’d know.”


And then I did know. How cunning of Vincent to remind me. “Honestly pet, I haven’t the faintest idea. I expect he was just trying to get you worried. You know how he is.” It sounded thin. “You know how he is.”


She knew how he was. Or knew how I was. Or both. Anyway, thank God she let the matter of the MEN drop. And I did the same, not daring to speculate on what nice refinement Vincent might have in store. Frankly, just remembering the MEN and what they did brought me out in a cold sweat. … And then, suddenly, we were home, and the car had stopped, and we were getting out.


I felt the need of luggage, something to give my arrival respectability, even delay it a little till I was ready. I paused by the driver’s window. “Thank you,” I said. “You drove very well.” I cleared my throat. Then, “You’ve never driven me before, have you?”


“Not me, sir.”


And you won’t be driving me again, brother. Not when NTV catches up with what I’ve done. “I … I didn’t think I recognized your voice.”


“Name of Minshull, sir. John Minshull … I’ve never driven you before, sir—never had that privilege. But I’ve watched your programs, sir. Dozens of them. Hundreds, you might say.”


“Might I? Might I really?” My God—a fan. You look for a harmless delaying tactic and you end up with a fan.


But he wouldn’t be quenched. “That’s right, sir. Hundreds of them.”


“Bully for you, John Minshull.”


Inexcusably I turned away without another word. Blundered away from my past. Tracey caught me, guided my flight up the momentous path, almost up the steps to the door also. In one rush the journey might have been made without either of us really noticing. But the steps defeated me, bringing me painfully to my knees. And by the time Tracey had lifted me, found me my feet, dusted me down, pointed me in the right direction, all my impetus, all my courage was spent. And the road behind, and every window on every side, was lined with staring, staring faces. The watchers I’d said I’d tell her about, but never would.


I stood while Tracey fumbled for her keys, inserted them, opened the door. Four steps up, toe against the riser, weight forward, beautifully executed. I could hear the silence within, waiting for me.


Oh well. “Come along, Trace pet. A yo-heave-ho, and I’ll carry you uxoriously across the threshold.”


It was one of those remarks best forgotten instantly by all concerned. Or best of all, not heard. Tracey walked ahead of me. Together we went into the house. Behind us, outside in the road, the car drove slowly away, mowing down a hundred faces. Then the door closed, and I was home.


“Here we are then.” Tracey sounded enthusiastic, as if—like me—she was expecting something to happen. Nothing did. She covered for it bravely. “Well, now … Roddie’s not here—but you know that already. He’s down the road with the Carters. I’ll just get you settled, then I’ll go fetch him.”


I flailed about, caught a bit of her, pulled her to me. “I’m good for more than just being settled,” I said. If we both expected something to happen, then it was up to me to make it. And gropery was what a man and a woman in an empty ranch-style bungalow was supposed to be all about.


She let me kiss her, even kindly kissed me back, but no more. “The Carters will soon know we’re here,” she said. “Somebody’s bound to tell them.”


So the faces weren’t entirely paranoia. I’d never really thought they were. “Off you go, then.” Pat, pat. “And I don’t need settling. Just point me in the direction of the loo and I’ll take it from there.”


“Are you sure you can manage?”


“A man has his pride. Besides, I can hardly take you with me every time I want to pee.”


“I meant manage here, on your own. Wouldn’t you like …”


“You never know until you try. And I promise I’ll pay for anything I break.”


“It’s all on the inventory … except that vase on the window sill. It came from cousin Effie. Bust it for me any time you’re passing.”


Were we always going to have to be as funny as this? But at least she left me to make my own way. Which—with the size of her mothering instinct—can’t have been easy. A kiss on my forehead, a fumbling with the front-door locks, and I was on my own. Or was so a few minutes later, when she finally stopped worrying out on the porch and walked briskly away down the path.


The door to the front loo was, I reckoned, just about two meters away to my left. I made it in one. The knob too was roughly where I had expected to find it, and the edge of the seat inside. Right there, however, the fairway ended. I’d been blinded at that time for about nineteen hours—but nineteen hours in the great outdoors, able to avail myself when necessary of an uncritical wall or hedge. Now it was time to get house-trained.


I can’t pretend I was a great first-time success. But I persevered. I wasn’t going to give up easily one of the few advantages that lifted me above the ruck of womankind. Standing to pee is one of the few glories left to men these days.


Back in the hall I set course for the kitchen. I was rattling with hunger, and besides, I had this image of a boy arriving home to find his dad doing something as recognizably human as having a glass of milk and a few dozen biscuits. … suddenly, in my own front hall, with the vividly remembered dark green carpet and the white walls, and the Vasarely print, and the antique oak chest under the telephone, I was lost. Nothing made sense. The hall was someone else’s, set with unsteady shelves of priceless Meissen and innumerable hatracks with face-level spikes and open doors to bottomless cellar steps and house guests watching from every alcove.
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