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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.







THE MOLECULE MEN




CHAPTER ONE


LUNAR DUST


I watched with impatience as luggage emerged from a kind of crematorium in reverse. Fortunately, I thought sourly, this labour-saving airport device was only half automatic. Recently I’d encountered a fully automated system, a marvel of technology, which ripped labels off outgoing luggage and accumulated incoming bags in mysterious undiscoverable back-waters.


My profession has two sides to it. On the surface I’m a Cambridge don. Under the surface I’m what you might call an industrial spy, nothing political or military. Oddly enough, the two activities fit very well together, the respectable side being a natural complement for the not-so-respectable. While in Cambridge I work on highly academic problems and this gains me access to chemical companies all over the world. It gives me the status to walk in at the front door, so to speak. And out by the front door too, having learned one or two things that my company, United Chemicals, want to know.


On this particular morning I was irritated and sour because I’d been sent to the United States on a wild goose chase. The lunar soil episode started when NASA reported that plants grow more rapidly in it than in ordinary terrestrial soil. Why?


On account of some trace element, fairly obviously. Plant growth depends not just on the common constituents of soil but on small quantities of rare materials as well. Since the rare materials are different on the Moon, it was a fair bet that the root of the problem lay there. United Chemicals was interested because of the possibility of introducing the same critical trace materials into ordinary agriculture, as a kind of super fertilizer. My doubt, the reason for my lack of enthusiasm, was simply that the odds were a hundred-to-one against the idea being economically feasible.


I was turning over in my mind certain pungent remarks specially selected for one of the Directors of United Chemicals, when an incident occurred that brightened the day for me. After collecting my bag at wearisome length I was walking unobtrusively through the customs hall when I was knocked sideways by a man in a harsh blue suit and a Homburg hat. As I retrieved my case a posse of officials rushed past in pursuit of the now rapidly retreating figure. What an incredible amateur I thought to myself.


But as soon as I stepped outside the airport building, at about 7.30 a.m. on a cold dark January morning, I realized the fellow had a fair chance of slipping away in the misty gloom.


The wind was chilly, so instantly I jumped into the nearest taxi, saying ‘United Chemicals, in the Strand.’


On the motorway the taxi pulled laboriously into the right-hand lane to overtake an airline bus. As we moved alongside I glanced idly up at the windows. A hard flat face was looking down at me. It wasn’t the face itself that had particular meaning, it was the electric blue suit the fellow was wearing. All the way to the Strand I kept wondering why anybody would wear a suit like that, especially if he were making a break for it.




CHAPTER TWO


IN VINO VERITAS


Cambridge is the most depressing place on wintry days. The east wind slices across the open fenland turning the portals of learning into cold icy stone. In fact the weather conditions are very similar to the feelings that run like hidden rivers under the placid exterior of the city.


My college is Emmanuel, but the events I am now to describe took place in Jesus. A fellow chemist had invited me there to the annual Candlemas Feast, which took place about a week after my return from the United States, in the first few days of February.


I suppose seventy-five people were at dinner, all men. We sat ourselves down at long tables, with candlelight shedding those ominous long fluttering shadows. Gradually as more and more wine was consumed the sound level rose higher and higher until at last we were all bawling our heads off. My host, Carswell, a rubicund, jolly-looking man, who I happened to know had a connection with Government Intelligence, insisted towards the end of the meal that we should go back to his rooms—with a few others—for a final nightcap.


We were about to leave the Dining Hall when I noticed an elderly Fellow with flowing white hair attacking a fly on the table in front of him. With furious persistence the old man flailed away with his napkin, but the insect just seemed to hop from side to side, somehow avoiding the napkin and the wind it produced. Then in apparent desperation the old boy let loose with the flat of his hand on the middle of the table.


‘Tremendous reactions, old Simons has,’ said Carswell rising.


‘He’s pretty strong certainly,’ I replied as the crockery settled back onto the table. The old man drew back his hand but there was no sign of a crushed fly underneath. I smiled and followed Carswell out of the Hall.


‘I’ve seen him around, in summer.’


‘Pruning the bushes no doubt.’


‘I suppose he’s retired.’


‘Officially, yes. Unofficially he’s still writing the second volume of his history of England. Been at it for thirty years.’


‘What happened to the first volume?’


‘A best-seller to have lasted so long,’ said Carswell as we entered his rooms. ‘Gentlemen, may I introduce Dr John West.’


I nodded to three men already assembled there.


‘Here we have another historian, Chris Spottiswood,’ went on my host, pointing to a lean fellow who looked like Chalky in a Giles cartoon.


‘This is the Dean, Professor Underwood, and this is Mr Harrison, from London.’


‘Good evening, Dr West,’ said Harrison, standing up to address me. He was a tall thin man, dressed very precisely, dinner jacket and old-fashioned stiff shirt.


‘Well now, who’s for port?’ asked Carswell, clinking glasses.


We sat digesting our meal and making polite conversation for a while. The talk among such a small number was coherent rather than scattered. Eventually it emerged that Harrison was a police officer, Special Branch. I say ‘eventually’, for I could have told them so from the moment I set eyes on the man. At any rate I could have pinpointed him as something special, whether police, intelligence service, or the like. In my not-so-respectable capacity, I’ve seen these types so often before.


While Harrison was entertaining the group with one or two prepared anecdotes, I turned the situation over in my mind. So far as I was concerned there was nothing in it for the police. The only sensitive area would lie with the investigating officers at the Treasury. And this would be more a matter for United Chemicals generally than for me in particular.


The point of course is that you can’t finance espionage, whether through government or through industry, in a manner suited to a normal balance sheet. Every government agency has its own special budget which lies beyond normal scrutiny. Industrially we are not permitted special budgets, at any rate officially. So rules simply have to be broken. The situation is absurd but it goes on.


Eventually the party broke up, not before time. Harrison contrived to delay me a moment while Carswell was seeing the others out.


‘Dr West, I believe you travelled on TWA Flight 99 from Chicago? On the night of January 23rd.’


Deliberately I took out my diary and flipped through the pages.


‘That’s right. I flew from Chicago on the 23rd, TWA. I’m not sure about the flight number.’


‘What time did you land?’


‘I suppose about 7.15 a.m.’


‘That would be the right flight.’


With rising anger I noted that Carswell hadn’t re-joined us. Planting Harrison on me had been deliberate then.


‘Inspector Harrison, if you have questions to ask me—official questions—why not arrange an appointment?’


Rather to my surprise Harrison seemed embarrassed. He scratched his ear for a moment.


‘Well, to be absolutely frank, I don’t have official questions. It’s just that I’m badly puzzled.’


‘By what?’


‘A man in a Homburg hat.’


I must have reacted, for Harrison picked up my reflex.


‘You saw him?’ he asked.


‘Saw him! He almost bowled me over. Ran into me in the customs area.’


‘Then you could describe him?’


‘As a matter of fact I couldn’t. By the time I’d recovered my wits he was away, disappearing into the distance. Oddly enough it was the hat and the colour of his suit which occupied my attention.’


‘Blue?’


‘Very blue.’


‘Surely you have some impression of the man?’


‘Well, I’m pretty certain he was of compact build. Not small—but chunky.’


‘Did you notice him on the plane?’


‘No.’


‘In the queue at the immigration desk?’


‘No.’


‘Can you describe what happened after the plane landed. Up to the time of the incident in the customs hall.’


‘It was quite a walk from the arrival gate to immigration. I put on a fair turn of speed, partly to stretch my legs and partly to be at the head of the immigration queue. I passed perhaps a dozen people. Your man wasn’t among them. The immigration people let me straight through. Then I waited quite a time for my bag.’


‘Did you see the man—while you were waiting?’


‘No.’


‘After you got your bag, exactly what happened?’


‘Well, there are two exits, one marked: FOR PASSENGERS WITH GOODS TO DECLARE—or some such title, and the other for passengers without goods to declare. I went through the second. The collision happened shortly after that.’


‘I see. Was it a random encounter?’


‘Meaning what, Inspector?’


‘You didn’t see him again, this man?’


‘No.’


Which wasn’t true. I was pretty sure I’d seen the fellow again on the airline bus. I didn’t feel like admitting it because it seemed too much of a coincidence. The last thing I wanted was to have Harrison connecting me with the Homburg hat.


‘What was the fellow up to?’ I asked.


‘I wish I knew.’


‘You must know something. Otherwise you wouldn’t have arranged with Carswell …’


‘I’m sorry about that.’


Harrison was scratching his head now. He certainly looked a seriously baffled man.


‘It started at the immigration desk. One of the immigration officers became suspicious.’


‘About what?’


‘Just about the man.’


‘His passport?’


‘No, the passport seemed in order.’


‘I don’t understand.’


Harrison paused for quite a while, and then went on, ‘I’m not sure I do either. When I questioned the officer he insisted the man didn’t seem right. Those were his words.’


Oddly enough, I had a similar feeling.


‘He left his fellow officer—there were two officers on the desk?’ asked Harrison.


‘Yes. As far as my experience goes there always are.’


‘Well, he left his fellow officer to watch the man while he went to get the TWA passenger list.’


‘I’d expect immigration officers to have the passenger list already.’


‘Apparently they hadn’t.’


‘Then what happened?’


‘Very simple. The man made a break for it. He ran down into the customs area where he collided with you, and then out into the open.’


‘It was pretty foggy and dark outside.’


‘The airport security people were plain slack, if you ask me.’


‘Why are you so concerned with the case, Inspector?’


Harrison shifted his legs uneasily, sweeping them over a wide arc. In the rather dim light of Carswell’s rooms I noticed his hair was beginning to silver. ‘Why shouldn’t I be concerned with it?’ he answered.


‘Come off it, Inspector. The Special Branch isn’t called in to chase every immigrant-on-the-loose. There has to be a lot more to it.’


‘Which I might prefer to keep to myself.’


‘Of course. But since you were at such pains to make this a social conversation I thought I might ask. You must have followed up the passport. What was the name?’


‘Adcock. R.A.Adcock.’


‘I suppose it was forged?’


‘Yes and no. The material of the passport was genuine—the paper. But no passport was issued to any R.A.Adcock on the date stamped on it.’


‘By the Foreign Office?’


‘Nothing by the Foreign Office.’


‘So the forger had access to the official watermark. You’d better start watching for counterfeit banknotes.’


‘The point hadn’t escaped me.’


‘And the address—on the passport?’


‘Nineteen Wellington Road, Pimlico.’


‘Where dwells a little old lady, no doubt.’


‘Where dwells a rough tough dock worker. Talk to him about Homburg hats and he’d give you a quick left that might send you to casualty.’


‘I still don’t see what there is in all this to involve you personally, Inspector. Or me either.’


‘You’re hardly seeking to tell me my own business, Dr West?’


‘Of course not. But I take it you’re checking up on all available passengers—on this flight I mean?’


‘As far as I can.’


‘A lot of trouble for a straightforward case.’


‘A straightforward case of what?’


‘Forgery and smuggling.’


‘Not straightforward.’ Harrison leaned forward and tapped me on the knee. ‘Let me tell you this. The name of the docker is Ronald Arthur Adcock. No doubt about it. I’ve checked him from A to Z. What manner of forger would use an actual name and an actual address? Besides there was no Adcock on the TWA passenger list.’


For the first time I began to realize that Harrison had a genuine sense of unease. So had I myself for that matter. It just didn’t figure, as the Americans would say, any of it. Both Harrison and I, in different ways, were concerned with unusual aspects of life. On the face of it we might have been expected to react to unusual circumstances more calmly than most people. But this affair was so far outside our experience, it verged so much on the ridiculous, as to put us quite out of stride. Farce doesn’t mix with cloak and dagger stuff. Harrison put it very well, just before Carswell returned.


‘I’ve always believed there was a clear-cut logical explanation to everything. This business reached my desk by way of information, not for action. But I just couldn’t put it out of my mind. So I simply had to get involved. There has to be an explanation somewhere.’


It was dark, the main College lights being turned off, as Carswell let me out of the Jesus car park. Since he was unaware that I knew a good deal about his extra-curricular activities, I gave no hint that the connection with Harrison had been obvious to me. I drove to my home in Newnham feeling all the time there was someone immediately behind me. Not since I was a small boy had I felt so frightened, particularly at the moment I entered the darkened house.




CHAPTER THREE


THE LAW LENDS A HAND


The weeks rolled by with the usual outrages continually reported in the press. Turmoil abroad, strikes at home, demonstrations against this and that, tragic accidents, and the usual crop of violent crimes.


A bank robbery in Lewisham was exceptional only in that it was perpetrated not by masked intruders equipped with guns and smoke bombs but by one of the bank’s own tellers. The case gathered interest, however, when it came before the magistrates’ court. The defendant, a ‘quiet man’ of about forty-five with a hitherto blameless record, proceeded to deny the charge with the utmost vehemence. He continued to do so throughout his subsequent trial saying he had not gone to work at all on the day in question. But when asked for evidence of some sort of alibi he could produce none. And to the question of where he’d been on the fateful day all he could answer was ‘my mind was a blank’. Against a mountain of eye-witness accounts of the robbery, some witnesses being his own colleagues at the bank—men he’d worked with for several years—this flimsy defence stood no chance of success. The bewildered teller was given a seven-year sentence, and nothing further would have been heard of him, at any rate for the period of his sentence, had it not been for a remarkable intervention from R.A.Adcock. The morning paper carried half a column:




ROW FLARES OVER MISIDENTIFICATION


A man, charged yesterday at Lewisham police station in the name of Ronald Arthur Adcock, 41, of 19 Wellington Road, Pimlico, confessed to the robbery of the National Westminster Bank, Lewisham High Street on February 23rd. He will appear in court on Friday.


In April, Kenneth Sheppard, a teller at the bank, was tried and convicted for this robbery. At his trial Sheppard strenuously denied all knowledge of the crime and collapsed when sentenced to seven years’ imprisonment.


Disquiet is being widely expressed at what may be yet another case of misidentification. Sir William Birch, Conservative M.P. for Streatham, said: ‘There have been too many serious mistakes of this kind. Coming on top of two misidentification incidents in Bradford and the recent one in Glasgow makes me feel that we are all in jeopardy if this sort of thing is allowed to go on. I shall be asking the Home Secretary for a full statement on the case.’





Friday the 23rd found me early at the Civic Hall, Lewisham.


‘Good morning, can you tell me where I can find the Magistrates’ Court?’ I asked at the information desk.


‘Two floors up. Then it’s number 4, last door on the left.’


I suppose the courtroom was something of the order of seventy by fifty feet. The public benches were already reasonably full. I managed to squeeze into the front one. Surveying the scene, to my right was the prisoner’s dock with a staircase leading down to the cells. In the middle of the room, an odd assortment of people was distributed around a large square table, some facing a kind of stage with a long narrow table and three large magisterial chairs on it, others with their backs to the stage. Behind the official chairs and table were two enormous windows which let in a certain amount of sunlight on an otherwise drab décor.


I looked around at the public benches to see what my fellow spectators were like. I wondered whether they were perhaps friends of Sheppard, or just men and women with a curiously morbid attitude—like the people who stand by the roadside watching victims being removed from an automobile accident. Continuing my survey I realized that on the far right beyond the prisoner’s dock were still more people. From the amount of paper they had in front of them I decided they must be journalists. Nobody seemed concerned about the severity of the place. In an aisle near the main door two policewomen were swapping jokes with a policeman. Officials hurried backwards and forwards using much energy but apparently achieving little.


I suppose a court of law is one of the few places, perhaps the only place, where you can simply go in and take a seat without a single eyebrow being raised. It seems that here at least everybody looks rigorously after his or her own business. And the court itself is perhaps flattered by your presence and is happy to have you there, provided you keep quiet, which is fair enough considering you are consuming light and heat at the taxpayers’ expense.


At around ten-thirty, the magistrates, two men and a woman in an extraordinary red hat, walked onto the stage at the far end of the room. The people in the well of the court rose and we were in business.


After dealing with extensions of drinking licences at various public houses and hotels, a whole crop of minor motoring offences came up. The world’s finest comic would have been at pains to work any humour into this deadly boring material. The more I heard of it the more I grieved for the magistrates. Listening every day to such stuff would be just about my idea of hell. As each case came and went the public benches emptied a bit, until about midday when the room began to refill.


Harrison appeared unobtrusively around 11.50. I was surprised that he, like me, took a seat among the ‘public’. So he wasn’t concerned officially, on the surface anyway. I saw him as he came through the door on the far side of the room, and thereafter I made a conscious effort not to stare in his direction. I expected him to notice me but I had no wish to advertise myself in case he didn’t.


R.A.Adcock was at last brought in. The simplest and most graphic way I can describe him is to say that he looked like the fellows who organize Russian peace missions. There was the same square solid build of body, and the same vacancy of face. His hair was clipped short, which emphasized the blunt indistinct features. Undoubtedly the most striking visual impact of the man was again his violent blue suit.


The prosecution read out the charge against the defendant and the clerk of the court informed Adcock of his rights. The man just stared up from the dock at the three magistrates. The clerk then asked Adcock for his name, age and address. Again no response. The clerk and one of the male magistrates, whom I took to be the Chairman, conferred for a few moments. Then the prisoner was brought forward into the witness-box and the same questions were repeated. Adcock appeared to hear them but no answer came.


‘Sir, may I ask the defendant a question?’ asked the prosecuting council.


A moment was spent while the Chairman again conferred with his clerk. At length an affirmative answer was given.


‘Is your name Ronald Arthur Adcock?’ asked counsel.


To this question Adcock replied with an enormous cough.


‘Is your name Ronald Arthur Adcock?’ came the same question again.


Another cough.


‘Please answer the question,’ said the lady magistrate in a high tone.


‘Yes,’ replied Adcock with a croak, not unlike a cough.


‘Your age?’


Adcock started by showing his hands and then sticking up his fingers to indicate his age.


‘Forty-one?’ asked the clerk.


Another cough, followed by an eventual ‘yes’.


‘And your address is 19 Wellington Road, London, S.W.1?’


A whole series of coughs followed, then a gulp which sounded like ‘no’.


‘You don’t live at 19 Wellington Road, London, S.W.1?’ asked the Chairman.


Adcock grimaced and shook his head. A confused pause followed with the clerk, magistrates and prosecuting council hurriedly studying their various papers.


‘In your confession to the police you stated that you were domiciled at 19 Wellington Road, London, S.W.1. Are you domiciled there or are you not?’ demanded the prosecuting counsel in a braying tone well-matched to Adcock’s cough. Adcock studied the man carefully and at length. Then just as the Chairman was about to intervene again, he said very slowly and deliberately, ‘I am not domiciled.’


‘Ah, let me put it this way. Do you live at 19 Wellington Road, London, S.W.1?’ asked the clerk.


Long loud coughing from Adcock which the Chairman and counsel after further deliberation were glad to take as an affirmative.


It can well be imagined how at this rate the merest preliminaries took until lunchtime. There was none of the usual business of the prisoner being remanded after a mere three minutes’ appearance in court. Adcock somehow managed to exact a terrible toll from his inquisitors. They were now only too glad to call ‘time’ and retreat to lunch.


I’d hoped to avoid Harrison but he was waiting for me out in the corridor.


‘Ah, Dr West, I saw you in there. Perhaps you’d care for a bite of lunch.’


‘That’s very kind of you.’


I saw no point in refusing. In any case a few points had occurred to me which Harrison might be able to clear up. Instead of going out to a local pub he took me down flights of stairs to a police canteen. There were several groups of people, some in uniform, others in civvies. Harrison made no attempt to join any of them but went off to collect cheese, bread and tea for the two of us.


‘So that’s Adcock.’


‘He’s an Adcock all right but only God knows who he really is,’ grunted Harrison, cutting a large hunk of cheese.


‘Do both men live at this address down in Pimlico? Adcock and the docker?’


‘Seems like it, but none of my men has seen this Adcock go in or out of the place.’


Harrison swept his feet in my direction, nearly upsetting the cups of liquid on the table. I guessed him to be in his early forties, a few years older than myself.


‘So this is the Homburg hat.’


‘Mm,’ nodded my companion, his mouth full of cheese.


‘I can see now why the immigration chap must have been worried. There’s something distinctly queer about him.’


‘Distinctly.’


‘One thing I can’t see. This bank robbery business. Adcock just couldn’t have been mistaken for that bank teller.’


‘Sheppard, no,’ came the perfunctory answer.


‘Well, why are the police bringing this case?’


‘What’s your interest, Dr West?’ said Harrison, eyeing me.


‘Curiosity, I suppose. You started it, the night in Carswell’s rooms.’


‘Fair enough.’


‘That doesn’t answer my question.’


‘Adcock produced the stolen money.’


‘Sheppard didn’t have it?’


‘None was ever found—nothing connected with Sheppard. Which was why Sheppard managed to make out some sort of defence at his trial.’


‘I see. Or rather I don’t see, about the identification I mean.’


‘It must have been Sheppard who actually took the money.’


‘And Adcock was a kind of receiver. His part could have been to get the cash out of the country,’ I said without conviction.


‘He doesn’t look a likely starter, does he?’


I had to admit this fellow in the electric blue suit didn’t look to be a likely starter at anything. I said as much and added, ‘He certainly doesn’t look as if he’s ever been in a courtroom before.’


‘He doesn’t look to me as if he’s ever been anywhere before,’ replied Harrison taking a sip of tea.


I stared straight into Harrison’s face, for a long time, and then muttered, ‘not been anywhere before’. That just about summed it up. Adcock lacked all normal social responses. It was as if he’d grown from birth to maturity out of contact with human society. It was this quality that was proving so disturbing in the courtroom. In all our everyday social interchanges we accept a thousand and one little conventions. Without these, normal dealings are impossible. This was the trouble. This had been the problem with the immigration officer at the airport.


We reassembled at 2 p.m. sharp. The smiling faces of the court officers were gone. I had the notion that over lunch the court had decided there was to be no more nonsense. And indeed everything started at a rip-roaring pace. But inevitably Adcock’s methods of replying to questions gradually wore down the prosecuting counsel. There seemed to be nothing he could do to elicit a straightforward answer from the defendant. It took the best part of an hour to clear up Adcock’s motive in taking money from the bank. His reasoning dumbfounded everybody. He took the money because he needed it. Didn’t everyone else take money from a bank? Hopelessly flustered by this simple-minded defence, counsel flopped down in his seat while the clerk tried to straighten the situation out by explaining to the prisoner that one didn’t just take money from a bank, unless the money had first been deposited there. To this, Adcock answered with a noise that sounded like the barking of a great animal.


I am sure all three magistrates would dearly have loved to commit Adcock for contempt there and then. So much was obvious from the splutterings erupting from the stage. But it was equally obvious that Adcock wasn’t being contemptuous at all. It was rather as if he’d come there, to court, as an observer, just to see what went on, not to be tried for some crime or other.


At length they got round to the point that was puzzling me so sorely. How had Adcock taken the money from the bank? Here the prisoner became more animated. His answers were no longer confined to monosyllables. But this didn’t help a great deal since the answers were extremely obscure. Adcock had somehow prevented a man who worked at the bank—that would be the unfortunate Sheppard—from going there, and he himself had gone along to the bank, but in Sheppard’s ‘shape’. He’d walked in with a small suitcase, filled it with money and walked out. As simple as that. Absolutely nothing to it. Why had he confessed? Here Adcock pointed accusingly up at the three magistrates and said, ‘To prevent the “untruth” which they had created.’ It was as if the magistrates, sitting up there on the stage, were in dock, not Adcock.


The officials of the court were wilting badly now. Counsel, in tones of despair, made come-back after come-back concerning the ‘shape’ business. How was it possible to go to a bank in another man’s shape? After several wholly incomprehensible replies, Adcock at last lifted up his right arm, like a priest giving the Benediction. The court seemed to go quiet and I had the odd notion Adcock was calling a halt to the proceedings. After three hours or so of this indescribable stuff nobody was in a fit state to do much more than watch.


Suddenly the right arm was back on top of the dock. This gave Adcock the necessary balance and pressure to lift himself bodily on to one of the containing sides. The three policemen with the job of escorting the prisoner hardly moved. A quick leap and Adcock was up there on the magistrates’ table. A couple of strides or so and he was on the sill of one of the large windows.


If you or I were asked to walk through a windowpane I wonder how we would go about it. For my part, if I’d plenty of time, I’d kick out the glass and carefully ease myself through once the hole was large enough. If however there were a fire in the room and it was impossible to get out by the door, I’d cover my face with say an arm and move through the window shoulder first. What seemed absolutely incredible was that Adcock, having reached the enormous window, should just walk through it like a silhouette. I saw him begin to fall, down into the street. He made no sound, no scream. I marvelled at the fact that he’d just put all the parts of his body—legs, chest, head and arms straight through the window, all together. The only sound was of tinkling glass followed moments later by shouts from passers-by outside. At this, pandemonium broke loose in the courtroom.


I felt Harrison’s body move as he left the bench beside me. Leaping to my feet I half ran into the corridor outside.


‘Come on, you two, don’t just stand there,’ I heard Harrison’s raised voice, somewhere up in front of me.


Reaching the head of the staircase, I saw that we were now joined by a couple of policemen. What I hadn’t realized before was that the streets, back and front of the building, were on different levels. From the courtroom to the street level at the front the drop was a couple of floors. But Adcock had taken the drop at the back. This was at least three floors. At each turn of the staircase I grabbed hard at the banisters and yanked myself round, almost sliding on the concrete in my leather-soled shoes.


I was last out through the heavy wooden doors. It wasn’t a wide street at the back and it had cars parked either side, so there wasn’t much more than a car’s width down the middle. A small crowd gathered to watch Harrison and his companions run almost aimlessly around, rather like hounds looking for a scent


‘Where the hell is he?’ Harrison asked as he hurried by.


I shrugged my shoulders and looked up at the broken window of the courtroom. It must have been some fifty-odd feet above the street and yet there was no sign of a broken body.
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