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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.


      




Diabolus


If the world is a living creature with forests of hair and baldy deserts, with skin of soil and breath of air and sweat of sea, if the earth is a beast with ribs of rock and mineral veins, stomach of oil and lungs of gas, heart and bowels of hot deep magma–


– then a diabolus is a boil, a cyst crammed with filth, a rotten appendix, walled off by tissue, but festering inside.


If it’s poked it can erupt, as a wasps’ nest erupts. Squeeze the cyst and its powers emerge like some hallucinatory poisonous pus which can grant desires (for a while) and accomplish curses, which taints and torments what it touches.


A ‘bolus’ is a good old doctors’ name for a large medicinal pill. Pills fight disease, or are supposed to. That other sort of bolus – diabolus – causes mortal sickness, madness, terror. It destroys like a tumour of the flesh, cancer of the mind.


Diaboli lurk in definite nooks in the world’s skin. Equally, they are fiends inhabiting the psyche of the planet; things of will-power, nightmare, hatred, lust which certain passwords can awake, which certain rituals, symbols, states of consciousness can unbind.


Mostly diaboli lie dormant, walled off by the health of the world. A few shamans sought the passwords in paleolithic tongues back when word and object seemed to be the same, when people and the world were one. Dire names of diaboli were handed down. Magicians, witches would hypnotise and drug and starve themselves. They would pledge their souls. They would sacrifice babies and virgins. They would torture prisoners. All in order to nudge a diabolus, hoping to control and channel it – for a while, till it mastered them and dragged them screaming into itself.


Some people can never leave power alone – any more than other people want to avoid building thermonuclear cysts to burst the heat of the sun and poison breath over battlefields and cities. In the flesh of England hides a diabolus, appendix of black, corrupting power….


Or did those crazy shamans and warlocks, and all that agony, rage, and lust, put the diabolus there in the first place? Gradually, through the long millenia from the old dream-time, did it gather its power from the sicknesses of the human heart? Did the conquering, domineering, two-legged creatures who had sprouted brains actually animate all the malady into a slumbering entity, one among many?





PART ONE





One


Jeni glanced up, and the spire of St Mary’s was toppling upon her.


To squash her flat and messy as a cowpat, hamburger her body, hammer her into the turf littered with sheep turds. She staggered, gasping.


The sentinel-spire was still in the same position, was still tumbling.


Rising from a chunky, Norman-style tower, the steep pyramid of blue slates was patchworked by green replacements. Louvred belfry windows were inset under double-curved ogee arches. The stone summit-ball clasped a spike where a golden weathercock perched, twitching in the wind….


She realized that the little white cumuli rushing overhead were making her see the spire heel over upon her. St Mary’s, Melfort Parva, wasn’t moving – just the clouds.


Several of the hugely pregnant Masham ewes in the churchyard bleated in unison. Had they smelt her panic on the wind, read it in the jerk of her body?


Above the clouds the lazy dart of an F-111 drifted. Its hushed thunder had made her look up, but the noise of the fighter-bomber wouldn’t have bothered the sheep. Too familiar. She hated the American jet and wished it would fall, then hastily unwished her wish. At the base, ten F-111s were always kept fully loaded with nuclear weapons in the high security, quick response area, codename “Victor”. Given the international news, who could be sure that an F-111 on ordinary patrol didn’t have nukes aboard? If it crashed, its bombs wouldn’t explode, of course, but casings might split. Plutonium could disperse on the wind, a single grain enough to poison a person.


Supposing a warhead did explode five miles away due east – a direct hit on the Kerthrop base – the tower and spire of St Mary’s might shade Jeni briefly from the light, the heat. Moments later the entire church would disintegrate, hurled westwards.


Yet she stepped from the shade of that spire which wished to crush her, into bright sunlight and the cutting March wind. As she hugged her anorak to her a few flakes of snow flurried by. Like radioactive ash. No, ash wouldn’t be so white. Catching a flake on her fingertip she tasted it, pure and cold. Perhaps not so pure! Now that the F-111 had passed over, angel of death, a feathery contrail frayed and fluffed out. The snowflakes might be children of a previous jet’s exhaust, or of the same one, circling round.


Along the boundary of the churchyard a line of eroded headstones stood shoulder to shoulder like Roman shields of rock locked together against an enemy. The older graves, from which those stones had been pulled, formed a humpy sward knobbed with sheep droppings. In the stones’ lee, snowdrops dangled bunches of waxy white bells; crocuses showed purple tips. A church-size shadow hurried by, dulling colours; just as swiftly the curtain lifted.


Jeni spied the vicar emerging from the south door. The Reverend Jeremy Partridge, in his Dracula gear: voluptuous velvety black cloak with soaring collar and silver chain across the breastbone. How much had Partridge paid from his meagre stipend for that magnificent garment, which surely wasn’t any standard item of ecclesiastical regalia? Though only a rural Anglican vicar, Partridge dressed like some prince of the church, a cardinal in exile.


But Partridge wasn’t married; no wife or kids to support. It was the part-time home-help, goiterous, intrusive Mrs Enid Jackson (“You got a neck, Missus!”) who directed Jeni up here this morning. Naturally Mrs Busybody knew where the vicar was. She probably knew by telepathy what Jeni wanted to ask Partridge.


He had mannerisms, that one. When he dropped in to the White Lion for a G and T or two the vicar could become quite ultraviolet in his act, his voice fluting in high scales of self-parody. Was he a repressed homosexual? (“No choirboys for me, thanks! I have Christ – but how about another itsy-bitsy splash of Gordon’s?”) However, the vicar wasn’t always foppish. Partridge had a sharp satiric tongue when he cared to use it, in defence of faith, virtues, and his church.


Hereabouts, virtue included poshing up the vacant school house next to the C of E endowed primary school to rent to a USAF family from the base. When Old Donaldson retired as headmaster after umpteen years, new head-teacher Miss Samuels hadn’t wanted the big, tatty pile. She was buying her own place. The advantages of renting to the US military were twofold. With their lavish housing allowance, Americans would pay well over the odds; and they would sign short-term agreements unbound by British tenant law. The house had to come up to standard, but you could easily get rid of your Americans and milk them meanwhile to top up the diocesan coffers.


Whenever a church needed repairs, how curiously empty the coffers seemed to be! – leading to innumerable pig roasts, barn dances, raffles and other modern forms of medieval tithes. The Church Commissioners, amongst the richest landlords in the realm, recently cashed the imposing Melfort vicarage in for a cool quarter of a million to a scrap metal dealer, shifting their vicar into a convenient little bungalow; this windfall seemed to have no earthly connexion with church repair bills.


True, the Church Times had spoken out against American military adventures, and the Archbish of Canterbury himself had criticized the US bases in Britain. To what real effect, when the church was busily renting property to US personnel?


As County Council governor of Melfort’s primary school – the Labour Party nominee – Jeni had spoken out six months ago against the rental scheme. Already there were a couple of other American families living in the village. Proven decent folk! The people who lived off base usually were the cream, the adaptable ones. Chirpy Captain Ron Diamond was, for God’s sake, an F-111 pilot; with wife Sheri and little boy Felix they’d run a popcorn stall at last summer’s village fete, decorated all over with the Stars and Stripes. Quiet Ed and Mary Kuzka had lived in Britain for years and were half-way anglicized; he was a civilian employee in charge of transient billeting, though he’d formerly been on active service in Vietnam. The Kuzkas’ youngest daughter, teenage Carol, still lived with them and hung out in the White Lion with the local teenagers – she never wanted to go back to the States. But but but.


During the governors’ meeting, Jeni had enquired pointedly whether Melfort’s tender infants should be taught cheek by jowl with somebody whose basic business was nuclear war, next door to some possible Rambo from Little Rock; nowadays the base was sucking in extra personnel from the States and siphoning them around wherever spare housing existed. She’d speculated whether the rent was thirty pieces of silver. Partridge’s tongue had lashed her – momentarily. The other school managers thought that renting to the American military was a fine, sensible idea.


Old Donaldson wouldn’t have countenanced it, if he’d had any say. But Miss Samuels, bright spark though she was, was no match for the vicar. What a good idea Jeni had thought it at the time to appoint a go-ahead young woman headteacher to work with the two part-time teachers, Mrs Braithwaite and Mrs Vanderzee, instead of having another man in charge. Parental squeals as to how their male offspring would learn proper football had struck her as ludicrous, reactionary. However, Miss Samuels was a practising, obedient Christian, the consequences of which Jeni had rather left out of her calculations.


At least now that so much barbed wire sealed off the Kerthrop base there wouldn’t be any more merry school trips there; not now that all minor gates were blocked and armed guards ran 100% ID checks at the sandbagged open gates, causing morning tailbacks. Ever since Libya.


“Vicar!”


Jeni hurried over, wondering how in heaven’s name the vicar could refuse a request to support peace. A few local churches had already agreed to cooperate in the Easter festival, but Jeni suspected Partridge’s answer – though she would never have foreguessed his reason.


“Miss Wallis.” Partridge stressed the “Miss”. “Such a pleasure, on a fine spring morning.”


Jeni was thirty-five, and unmarried. And why should that be? She was sultry-looking, smouldery. Quite slim and dark; not tall. Jet hair trimmed to her shoulders. Wild sloe eyes. A gypsy lass, her Dad used to say in offended bemusement. Passionate – about certain things.


Yet not wedded, not a mother. Not properly adult. Immature … politically. Too hectic. Not quite a full or responsible member of society; that’s what the “Miss” said to her. Never mind that she’d been a schoolteacher for years, was a governor et bloody cetera; that’s what local Tory worthies thought of her.


“It’s freezing, Vicar. And there’s snow in the air.”


“Matter of perspective. The sun shines, and the bulbs push up. God’s earth renews itself. Don’t be a pessimist, Miss Wallis. Pessimism tarnishes the heart.”


“And the war planes cruise overhead.”


Another distant soft drum of thunder had reached Jeni’s ears. St Mary’s stood on a modest eminence; thatches and steep-pitched slate roofs descended in several directions. Miles east beyond farmland and the far knoll of Hobby Hill she spied another dirty dart lift itself into the sky from RAF Kerthrop. As the jet climbed it rolled steeply northward to avoid overflying the market town of Churtington, which was out of sight by day but aglow by night, though the glow from the base housing and perimeter floodlights increasingly eclipsed it.


F-111 Is usually went up high quite quickly. Low-level flying – contour-hugging down valleys, over chimney tops – that was the prerogative of the noisier, exhaust-spewing RAF Phantoms. Those kept clear of the immediate Kerthrop patch; American air space. Small mercies.


RAF Kerthrop. Royal Air Force – what a sick joke. Half a dozen British officers to answer the phone amiably, and five thousand members of the USAF zillionth Tactical Fighter Wing. With dependants, fifteen thousand?


During the “Day of Disruption” last year when CND members had pledged to tie up the phone lines all day long, for her part Jeni had begun ordering a whole menu of Chinese take-away food the moment the phone was picked up. (“I’d like number 23, Shrimps Chow Mein. Number 44, Special Foo Yung. Number 68, Roast Duck with Bean-sprouts. Two helpings of number 88, Egg Fried Rice….”) The RAF biffo had chortled with amusement. Damn him for a fool, he should have been furious. But hadn’t she been just an itsy-bitsy… politically immature? (Oh no. Immature politics all happened ages ago. In that frantic, fervent Trotskyist time at Oxford.)


“Maybe,” said Partridge, “you should ask the Kremlin to give its poor, overworked pilots a well-deserved rest?”


“We do support Soviet nuclear disarmament.”


“Ah, but does your average Ivan enjoy the freedom to support anything?”


And in Jeni’s head the fading voice of Trotsky’s heirs chorused, “Not likely! The Soviet Union is a state capitalist bureaucratic tyranny. A fossilized statist oligarchy.”


“Shut up,” she told herself, “that’s robot-talk. Chicken with its head chopped off.” She wasn’t going to get bogged down in some stupid, point-scoring debate which would all be water off the vicar’s Dracula-cloaked back. So far as he was concerned, the Soviet leadership were atheists who put the boot into practising Christians.


She shrugged. “I want to ask you something.”


“Maybe we should step inside?” Partridge swooped back to the wire-mesh door which kept invading pigeons out of the porch, and thrust it wide. “It is a teeny trifle frigid, out.”




Two


As the wire mesh clashed shut on its spring, the stout Main door of battered, blackened, worm-holed oak yawned inward to the vicar’s push.


The nave felt refrigerated, though at least the wind-chill factor was absent. This could only be the second occasion that Jeni had set foot inside St Mary’s. (“Mustn’t encourage the buggers.”) Since her “tourist” visit of four years earlier she’d quite forgotten the interior: of white plastered walls inlaid with brass memorial plaques, fine vaulted timber roof, great arch separating off the altar end. Vases of early forced daffodils stood about. The stained glass was mostly mediocre. Oh yes, and there was the relic.


Mounted on the wall at head height next to the pulpit there jutted a padlocked iron cage reminiscent of a sprung man-trap. Inside was a worn stone reliquary which consisted of a miniature turret with a gabled lid. This object had been dug from inside a wall during Victorian renovations. It held, she recalled, a throat bone supposedly from some martyr. A larynx bone; the silenced, skeletal voice of St Somebody, identity uncertain. Maybe St Boniface. Bonny Face.


How highfalutin’ and quasi-Roman for a rural Anglican church to house a relic! The reliquary must have been hidden away during the Reformation.


Was it the relic that had attracted Jeremy Partridge to the parish of Melfort? If indeed vicars did choose their destinations. Jeni remembered hearing on the radio that a good number of vicars these days were refusing to accept inner city slum appointments. (“One must heed the welfare of one’s family, mustn’t one?”) If vicars were able to reject a billet maybe they could also request one, particularly if they had connexions; as Partridge, with his airs, surely did.


If St Mary’s had indeed been a Catholic church the relic would have been enshrined more nobly, in some golden vessel studded with gems – not stuck in a stone ashtray inside a rusty man-trap. The sight of it made Jeni feel creepy. Throat-bone, stone, dust. Did its presence exalt the vicar?


“Easter,” she said to him. “Festival of the Prince of Peace.”


“To be sure. Three weeks come Sunday. Then I can down my next ginnypoo.”


She stared at him, baffled.


“Lent, you know. One gives up things.”


“Yes, well on the subject of giving up things, as you know there’s a peace camp outside our local base.”


“Oh, I heard they were being evicted.”


“They’re on a thin neck of land just alongside the bridle path, and as it happens nobody can prove ownership. Not the MOD, or the farm next door. It’s free land.” In fact, a token attempt had been made by the council to declare the camp a nuisance so as to evict under the Public Health Act; an enforcement notice had been posted, but never enforced.


“Don’t they rather clutter the path, even so?”


“They’ve a perfect right to use the lane, since it’s on the definitive map of the country. The right of way has never been abolished or extinguished.”


“Dear me, how technical.”


“In fact the base fence is illegal because it cuts the bridle path, and there ought to be a five-foot wide gate in it for the public.”


“To picnic on the runway?”


She ignored this. “If the campers were ‘cluttering’ the lane the police could do them for obstruction of a public highway – just as they ought to do the MOD.” She glanced at the concealed fragment of martyr. “I think those campers are modern saints, Vicar. The today equivalent. In the cold, in the mud. No mains light or water.”


“Nor sanitation,” Partridge tutted.


“They dig deep latrine pits, and they bury all their rubbish. Saints, Vicar. Poverty willingly embraced. Lack of material possessions and comforts.”


“Don’t they draw dole money, then? I heard there was some trouble at the Crown in Kerthrop. Your campers were drinking up their unemployment pay, weren’t they? Apparently there was a fight. A broken arm. Your friends got themselves barred.”


“That was the fault of some redneck Yanks and local yobbos. Plus the landlord.”


“Deplorable.”


“I mean it. Those rednecks terrorize the camp at night, when the weather’s warm. They get tanked up and chuck stones. When they get a chance, they swerve their cars at the campers. Not the blacks from the base; they’re laid back. But the whites do. The campers face the forces of Herod. As it were.”


Partridge smiled ruefully.


“Those aren’t sanctimonious saints, Vicar. They’re practical, down-to-earth ones.”


“I’m sure they’re extremely down-to-earth.”


“A lot of respectable people visit them, you know. People who care. A Dominican monk stayed overnight last week. And last month a curate who’s in Christian CND –”


“Brought them a basket of eggs?”


“Anyway, there’s to be a big peace festival at Kerthrop at Easter. Blessed be the peace-makers, hmm? We thought how appropriate it would be if the local churches were willing to … offer a stable overnight. Leave the heating on. The Rector of St Bartolph’s in Churtington already said yes.”


“Barty’s? That doesn’t surprise me! Old Rodney would welcome a congress of Zulu transvestites.”


“And the vicar of St Thomas’s too.”


“You amaze me.”


“Sleeping bags. There’d be no mess. None.”


Partridge massaged his brow as though faced with an actual crisis of conscience.


“The PCC are proud of St Mary’s, Miss Wallis. Its upkeep, its traditions.”


And the Parochial Church Council was … parochial in more sense than one.


“How much do you know of the history of this church, and Melfort Parva itself?” Partridge started to stalk up and down as if dictating a sermon. “I always believe that people who wish to rearrange history should first know some history.”


Jeni frowned. “I am a history teacher.”


“Of course you are – at the comprehensive in Churtington. Rise of the trade unions; causes of the Russian Revolution, or whatever. I’m talking about the history of this parish.”


Fortunately there had been a visit to the John Clare School by the president of the County Antiquary Association.


“Melfort Parva means Little Melfort,” replied Jeni. “Presumably the name Melfort is Norman French for stiff, or strong, honey.”


“Indeed?”


“Produced by monks at the earlier site of the village, down by the base. The Black Death wiped out the ancient village, so the survivors rebuilt up here – bringing the old church door along with them. And the wishbone over there.”


“So they did a moonlight flit, like squatters?”


“Quite a lot of villages relocated themselves after that particular plague. Get away from the imps of illness.”


Partridge nodded. “A mile or so; I’m well aware. Four or five miles is a fair distance to flee, don’t you feel?”


“Nearest hilltop, presumably.”


“Hmm. Accurate records are so scanty. The new Melfort didn’t fare too well in the Civil War. The Parish Register went totally astray, thanks to Cromwell’s men – they pitched camp in this churchyard and dossed inside St Mary’s, generally wrecking it. Just as they ruined the village.”


Oh, so that’s where this history lesson was leading. St Mary’s had been desecrated by campers once already. What a dreadful precedent.


“Maybe the Roundheads had heard about the relic?” suggested Jeni.


“And presumably that was when our reliquary was concealed, not during the Reformation at all?”


“Why not?”


Partridge smiled pityingly. “Maybe this, maybe that! You presume too much. I’ve come across ambiguous references in one old monkish Latin chronicle which indicate that something ghastly happened to the original village back in the fourteenth century.”


“Bubonic plague, right.”


“I fear the mass death and chaos of the plague is a convenient camouflage in this case, Miss Wallis. A red herring. It hides what really happened.”


“Which was?”


The vicar’s cloak swirled as he paced to and fro. “The ecclesiastical scribe spells the name of our village as Malfort, with an ‘a’.”


“So? Shakespeare’s name was spelled eight different ways when he was alive.”


“Mal means ‘evil’. Thus Mal-fort is ‘powerful evil’. The monk hints at demonic activity. Why else should my unknown predecessor have gone to the lengths of obtaining a blessed bone of a martyr to protect his church? There’s no mention of a Melfort in Domesday. The village may have gained its present name only subsequent to the devastation of the old site. With Parva tagged on; that’s Latin for ‘little’.”


“I know that.”


“A diminishment of the evil force.”


So. This ever-so-elegant rural vicar toyed with the notion of demons and evil. Was that merely predictable – par for the course – in view of his ritualistic affectations? Jeni sighed.


“There’s genuine evil in the world today, Vicar. The evil of nuclear weapons. Help us combat it.”


He ceased his marching and stood still, as if defending faith against vandals.


“One wouldn’t wish anything noisome to besmirch St Mary’s, or this village – as in Cromwell’s day, as in medieval times.”


“Damn it, peace isn’t evil. CND isn’t evil.”


“Damn, indeed? Do you truly understand damnation?” Partridge strayed towards the cage and touched the grim iron bars.


For just a moment in the shadows Jeni saw a severed head inside the cage. A head resting on the raw-meat stump of its neck. Bulging eyes and swollen, protruding tongue – the head of some medieval criminal or heretic. The tongue was almost bitten through in agony. Yet the head was … trying to speak. To beg. The head inside the cage was still alive!


Brusquely Jeni shook her own head and the phantom vanished.


“Do you understand salvation?” continued Partridge. “The church has thought about these matters for a very long time.”


Had she seen such a thing? No, of course not. The vicar had spooked her with his mumbo-jumbo. Of a sudden her flash of hallucination brought to mind a college room in Oxford with a flowering chestnut tree outside the window….


It hadn’t even been a hallucination, damn it! It had been no more than a moment of heightened suggestibility, such as when you see figures dancing in a fire.


(Or wheels and whips in the boughs of a chestnut tree …?)


“Wiser minds than mine, eh?” she muttered.


“Wiser than Marx or Engels. Certain things endure; certain things are merely fashions.”


Jeni glared at the Dracula cloak.


“This house of God once suffered some … evil devastation. The door, and the martyr’s larynx, endured. Yet that’s all that is needed: a way in, and a voice.”


“I thought you said the bone came later? Oh never mind! If devastation’s the game, how well do you think St Mary’s would stand up to a few megatons five miles away?”


“Russian megatons, Miss Wallis. One might say that’s why the base is there: to protect St Mary’s and Melfort from such brutality.”


“Oh shit this,” she said to herself. Since she was getting nowhere very fast she smiled – sarcastically, she hoped – and left the church. She walked to the lych gate, outside which she’d left her Mini. Next stop, the peace camp.


Oh double shit it.


A pair of horses came clopping along Church Lane, bearing devotees of the hunt in full regalia. One was Mrs Parkes from the Manor. Stout, beef-faced Mrs Parkes, black-booted and jacketed, chin-strapped into her black riding hat. Whip clutched in her fist. The woman’s greying hair was bound in a bun as tight as the corn-rowing of her grey mount’s mane.


Jeni didn’t recognize the hatchet-faced fellow who rode alongside, on a big black beast. Narrow head, harsh watery blue eyes, jutting jaw and chopper of a nose, cheeks that looked flayed – he seemed all the uglier because of his impeccable outfit.


Jeni felt like some medieval smocked peasant cowering before a charge of armoured knights. Or a peace protester faced with police horses. She took refuge in the sky-blue Mini as the riders advanced, towering high and both ignoring her. The horse power of her little tin box on wheels struck her as puny, compared with them.


The veins of the black horse, which was shaved naked from the ribs downwards, stood proud like exposed electrical cable, wires of blood. Stupid, servile, massive, hysterical animal. If it crashed through brambles or hawthorn, nature’s barbed wire, surely a few veins might be slit.


Down where Church Lane joined the High Street a Range Rover drove by, horsebox in tow, followed by a larger mobile stable the size of a furniture van. The Thrushby Hunt was on the move this morning – meeting where?


It wasn’t on account of a few foxes being hounded to death that Jeni loathed the hunt; to her mind drag hunting would be equally pernicious. What she hated was the uniforms, like rural SS gear – the strutting of power and privilege, the fascist ceremony of it.


Mind, even if it did cost a bomb to keep a hunter, fox hunting wasn’t entirely a class phenomenon. Jeni had canvassed enough local villages on behalf of the Labour candidate during the last election to realize that some working class council tenants rode to hounds too; no doubt flush from cowboy building enterprises on the black economy. What’s more, the rural proletariat would be out in their cars blocking the roads, gawping admiringly at the chase.


She gladly obeyed the country code for ordinary riders, and girls on ponies, even if some girls on ponies grew up to become Mrs Beef-Face, dressed to kill. But it stuck in her craw to slow down for hunters and hunt lackeys. Hoping that the route wouldn’t be too “cluttered”, she tugged out the choke and roared the engine.




Three


Oxford, yes indeed. Fifteen, going on twenty years earlier – the best of times, worst of times.


Jeni went up to Somerville during the brief hangover from the Swinging Sixties into the Sour Seventies, during the two or so year appendix of freedom, protest, and joy which finally festered.


The underground press were still churning out their wares: Oz, Frendz, and IT, Black Dwarf and Red Mole. But Jeni’s main subterranean reading matter had been the Workers’ Press; for a while she’d been a slave to the then Socialist Labour League. A busy chicken with her head chopped off, to a fair degree.


Then there was all the Glastonbury stuff: the Incredible String Band, Yes, and Close to the Edge, and communes … which wasn’t quite Jeni’s scene, though it was headily in the air, like dope fumes.


Dope and acid and acid rock, Jim Morrison, Jefferson Starship: not exactly her scene, though the sounds thrilled her.


And police were merely pigs back then, who busted people for pot. They hadn’t yet got their trotters into riot gear and stocked up with CS gas, plastic bullets, real bullets. The Angry Brigade had only set off a few amateur bombs; which Jeni knew was sheer adventurism with no solid theory, no industrial base.


Oxford … and Trotskyism … and Donna the Dominator who wasn’t a member of the SLL at all….


Looking back, Jeni reckoned that she’d mostly wasted her time at Oxford, though some might argue that was Oxford’s forte: to find your own way of wasting time, which later on might pay unpredictable dividends.


How proud her Mum and Dad had been when she won that scholarship from grammar school. And how she’d rebelled at their assumptions, their bourgeois complacency. Not that she quarrelled openly, at least not for long, with her insurance-broking Dad and her plump, fey Mum. Perhaps she quarrelled with herself instead. That was when she stopped being Jennifer, which was such a well-bred, twitty, cuddly, Young Conservative sort of name, and became Jeni, or Jen. That was when she joined the SLL.


Her weekly college essays were thin and doctrinaire, heavy on Marxist theory often culled directly from SLL publications, short on pragmatic historical facts, but she ended up with a Third in History. In those days before mass unemployment a Third was good enough for teacher-training, quite good enough to net her a post in the history department of a Reading comprehensive, a factory-like shambles of buildings with a housing estate catchment area. She could well have aimed for a swankier grammar school, but that comprehensive was her choice, a political commitment even though by then she’d quit the SLL.


People who end up with a Third from Oxford usually have some fun en route. Drama, societies, sports, the Union. In retrospect Jeni hardly had fun as such, though she smelled the early Seventies in the air and heard the sounds; even though she was drunk on vodka at 6 a.m. in a punt below Magdalen Bridge once, along with the best of them, to hear the choirboys pipe out The Merry Month of May from the top of the tower. Much of the time maybe she was incapable of “fun”, since fun was a frivolous symptom of capitalism in crisis. What had Donna Hodges said? That Jeni’s was a rigid personality; that she wore Reichian character amour.


Mad Donna was a disciple of Wilhelm Reich, author of The Function of the Orgasm and The Mass Psychology of Fascism, founder of the Socialist Society for Sexological Research – though would Reich have agreed that Donna was a disciple? That terrible evening when Donna…. To break through someone’s armour erotically, by force…. Don’t think of it, not just now!


During a good two-thirds of her student years Jeni had worked hard. Not at history as much as on behalf of the correct historical cause, Trotskyism – which was, in retrospect, the wrong cause. Yet this prepared Jeni for sane politics in the actual world, now that she was more realistic. Now that she was wearier – though still energetic. Now that she was less hectic – perhaps! Sometimes she fantasized herself as … not a terrorist, oh no; the Trots had taught her that was adventurism. But something more than a snipper of Ministry of Defence wire in some Snowball action; more than a human sack of spuds blockading a gate, till the sack got hauled aside.


That ghastly evening when Donna….


Urgent, conspiratorial days those had been in the SLL! The coach trips to Digbeth Hall in Birmingham to hear Gerry Healey orate: a charismatic hobgoblin with the brawn of an ex-merchant seaman and a shiny bald head stabbing the same finger over and over again at the ceiling, as if telling all capitalists to stuff themselves. No luxuries such as fish and chips were allowed on the return journey.


Fellow history student Michael Berry, whom Jeni mentally christened “the Whipmaster”, would thump on her door demanding, “What did you think of the paper?” just two hours after delivering it as though she should have learned the Workers Press by heart in the interval. At that time the paper was hailing Solzhenitsyn as a true critic of the Soviet state capitalist system: Solzhenitsyn who would soon call for that yellow atheistic Genghis Khan horde of Chinese to be nuked by a future Holy Russia. Burnt out early like so many SLL activists, the Whipmaster had a nervous breakdown. He packed his trunk and fled to Gerry’s bosom in London. No word from him ever again….


High times, being lectured by a Leyland convenor. And even higher times getting acquainted with the working class, which meant tramping round blocks of flats in Cowley preferably during a snowstorm to pester pissed-off men who’d just got back from the car factory or Pressed Steel for their tea. Ironic that “trots” was a name for diarrhoea; she and Michael and Phil and Carol and Len and Steve had been selling something as welcome as verbal diarrhoea, diarrhoea of the mouth.


And that zany evening when Donna….


No.


Yes!


Donna Hodges was a mature student, who’d previously been at Ruskin on a trade union grant. When her Somerville servant was urged to address Donna by her first name, the servant replied patronizingly, “Ah, I see: a young lady trying to better herself!” Thirty or thirty-two, Donna was built like a tough little tug-boat, but a well-manicured one, spick and span. She was reading PPP, with philosophy tacked on to psychology and politics rather than economics. Prior to Ruskin she’d been a psychiatric nurse. Apparently she’d shed any family or relations. She still spent the vacations working and lodging in mental hospitals.


Years before she had also spent time as an inmate in these same institutions. Teenage schizophrenia accounted for a curious lump on the end of her nose (kept neatly powdered). Donna had tried to cut her proboscis off, requiring plastic surgery.
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