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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.












Part One


The Crack




‘What sickness is it that keeps sending me kids and followers? It’s your world out there that does it.’


Charles Manson


Taken from Without Conscience – Charles Manson in his Own Words, as told to Nuel Emmons












1


Light slithered over him, shaping the blue-white putty of his face, throwing zebra stripes of shadow across his shirt front. The TV, from which the light issued, droned and muttered, occasionally exhaling music. Apart from that the room was dark. He sat cross-legged on the floor, hunched over, his breath shallow, the index finger of his right hand twitching slightly now and again. There was an unmade bed behind him, upended Reeboks on the floor, a damp crumpled towel strewn over a chair back.


On the screen Charlotte was dying. She lay prettily in a hospital bed, hooked to the obligatory drips and monitors, though with not a hair out of place. Concerned relatives were draped aesthetically around her, murmuring platitudes of reassurance, masking true feelings which were all too apparent in the close-ups of their liquid eyes. Knowing glances flickered back and forth as Charlotte whispered, ‘When I’m better …’ She paused to wince; then the pain passed and she stretched out a hand to stroke the flaxen hair of a perfect child. The hand wavered; her eyes sighed closed; the hand drifted to the blanket like an autumn leaf and she was gone. Relatives bowed their heads. With perfect timing someone wept. The credits overlaid Charlotte’s still hand and the signature tune began.


He sniffed, felt his eyes filling, and laughed with embarrassment though he was alone in the room. These kinds of things always got to him. He was a sucker for sentimentality. He knuckled the tears back into his eyes, shook his head ruefully, and pushed himself, groaning, to his feet. He picked up the towel and flung it over the nearest radiator, then plodded through to the kitchen.


He opened the refrigerator door, light spilling out and pooling around him like milk. He lifted out a carton of grape juice, took a swig, put back the carton and closed the door. Opening the cupboard above the fridge, he considered for a moment, then lifted out a tin of baked beans, a loaf of sliced brown bread and a large bag of taco shells. He put bread in the toaster, opened the tin and dumped its contents into a pan. As his toast browned and his beans bubbled he slouched against the counter, popping shell after shell into his mouth, crunching, chewing, swallowing at speed as if he were in a competition.


‘Olé,’ he muttered as the bread jumped from the toaster’s hot jaws, slightly blackened, smoking gently. He put the half-eaten bag of tacos back into the cupboard, gingerly lifted out the slices of toast and dropped them quickly on to a plate.


He tutted as he scraped beans from the bottom of the pan, turned on the hot water tap, waited until the water was scalding, then put the pan underneath. He opened the cutlery drawer, took what he needed, then carried his plate back to the TV. The news was on. He watched it as he ate, shaking his head at government cutbacks, listening silently to reports of rail crashes, terrorist attacks, kidnaps, hijacks, murders. As always he used only a fork to eat with. Even now, after all these years, he still could not abide the feel of a knife in his hand.
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Where the hell were they? He felt a complete prat sitting here on his own. As the pub door opened, admitting petrol fumes, Dan Latcher twisted his head. One of the bikers who entered caught the movement and glanced at him. Dan turned quickly away, hunching over until the bikers had been swallowed by the crush at the bar.


Sighing, he looked at his watch. It was almost ten to nine. He’d been sitting here for an hour now, nursing half a lager, getting some very funny looks. There was nothing worse, he thought, than sitting alone in a pub surrounded by people who were having a good time. Especially when those people happened to be dressed in leathers and biker’s boots, as opposed to his own red and grey-checked suit and maroon suede winkle-pickers. He adjusted his bootlace tie, smoothed a slender white hand over the nape of his bristling neck. He’d had the flat-top done specially for the new term in order to create an impression.


Startled, he looked up as laughter burst over him. A group of bikers were passing his table with frothing pints. One of them had obviously made some comment: they were smirking through their curtains of lank hair, lingering perhaps in the hope that he would retaliate. Dan didn’t; instead he picked up his lager and took a sip. He stared through the glass at the greasy table-top until the soily smell of the bikers had dissipated.


‘Excuse me.’


He jerked upright in his seat. Though softly spoken the voice was unexpected. He stared wild-eyed at a man holding a pint of Guinness. Gathering himself, he managed, ‘Er … yes?’


‘I was wondering, is this seat taken?’


Dan stared at the seat the man had indicated. It occurred to him to joke, ‘Yes, by the invisible man,’ but he shook his head.


‘Er … no,’ he said. ‘No, I don’t think so.’


‘Ah,’ said the man, satisfied, and sat down.


Surreptitiously Dan eyed the man as he took off his jacket and glanced around. He was fiftyish, squat and paunchy, his bald pink head appearing to sprout direct from his shoulders. Though clean, his clothes were worn and drab. His face was unusual – full-lipped, pug-nosed, and yet somehow … feline. Maybe it was the eyes, Dan thought. They were a soft twinkling green, long-lashed, slightly slanted.


The man lifted his pint and took a swig, eyes hooded in ecstasy as though he’d spent all day toiling beneath a desert sun and had been longing for this moment. At last he lowered his glass, a full third of the Guinness gone, and licked away the creamy moustache. Catching Dan’s eye, he murmured, ‘Ambrosia, that’s what this is. Food of the Gods.’


Dan smiled, tight-lipped, but made no comment, a gesture of polite discouragement. He took another sip of his drink, glanced at his watch. He’d go in a minute – Bongo and that lot wouldn’t be coming now. There was a late show on at the Gala Cinema – Withnail and I. Maybe he’d go to that. There’d be a more civilized crowd there than in this shithole of a place.


‘My word, aren’t you … ? You are! You’re Daniel Latcher!’


Dan reared back, surprised. The man was grinning at him, waggling an index finger. Before Dan could say anything the man was rooting in the pocket of his jacket which was draped over his seat, a pinpoint of white light gleaming on his smooth pink scalp. He twisted back, podgy hands smoothing a magazine which had been folded in his pocket.


Realizing how the man had recognized him, Dan felt a blend of alarm, embarrassment and delight. In his spare time he wrote short stories, though of the twenty-two he had written so far only one had been published – pleasingly in a glossy mass-market magazine called Fear. On the table before him now was the very issue in which his story appeared. Tongue-tied, he could only mutter, ‘Oh, I see … Well, yeah.’


‘Daniel Latcher,’ the man murmured as if he had just met the American President. He thumbed through the magazine until he came to Dan’s story, Fingers. ‘Sign this for me, would you?’


Dan could feel his ears and cheeks burning, was half-aware that the smile on his face must look sickly. A miniature of that face stared back at him from the page – solemn and sallow, with dark eyes, a narrow nose, a thin-lipped mouth. It was rather an insipid face, though Dan preferred to think of it as delicate, sensitive. Girls tended to regard him as either very attractive or something of a wimp.


‘I … er … I don’t seem to have a pen,’ he said, tapping his pockets. He was ashamed of the confession – proper writers were supposed to carry pens and a notebook everywhere with them, weren’t they?


‘No problem,’ said the man effusively, ‘I have one.’ He produced a blue felt tip from the hip pocket of his jacket. Dan couldn’t help thinking that felt tips were somewhat childish – didn’t they give them to the mentally disturbed to draw pictures with? Or were they only allowed crayons? The man was looking at him shrewdly as though guessing his thoughts. Quickly Dan took the pen, uncapped it, and scribbled his name next to his photo.


‘Thank you,’ said the man, taking the pen. The magazine lay open on the table between them, and though Dan knew it was to let the ink dry it made him feel as though he were flaunting himself. He was relieved when the man closed the magazine, folded it carefully and replaced it in his pocket.


‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ the man said, extending a hand. ‘My name is Peregrine Stitch.’


Unwillingly Dan took the hand. He expected it to be damp and fleshy, and was therefore surprised to find it dry, almost scaly in texture. The man squeezed his hand a little tighter than was necessary, making Dan feel uncomfortable.


‘I thought your story was interesting,’ Stitch said when they had settled back in their seats. ‘I felt it showed a surprising subtlety for one so young. How old are you? Twenty, is it?’


‘Twenty-three.’


‘Twenty-three.’ He shook his head in admiration. ‘And what brings you to Maybury? Isn’t it Liverpool you hail from?’


‘Yes,’ said Dan. How did the guy know that? From his accent? Then he remembered the bio in Fear. ‘I go to the Uni in Maybury. I’m a student here. Fourth year honours.’


He kept his voice low. He doubted that students would be very popular in a pub such as this. Stitch, however, seemed oblivious to his discomfort.


‘A student, eh? And what is it you study?’


‘Psychology,’ Dan muttered, thinking, “Shut up, shut up.”


‘Psychology? A fascinating subject. I’m something of a psychologist myself.’


‘Oh, yeah?’ said Dan wearily.


‘Yes indeed. Psychology – the study of the human mind. I observe people, you know. Watch them. Sometimes one can deduce an individual’s thoughts and feelings simply by scrutinizing his or her body language. I pride myself on being a very good judge of human character.’


He grinned, and for the first time Dan saw his teeth. They were alarmingly pointed, as though he’d had his molars and incisors replaced exclusively with canines. He picked up his glass and poured the rest of his pint down his throat. Dan was reminded of a snake stretching its jaws wide to swallow prey whole.


‘Would you like a drink?’ Stitch asked, jabbing a plump finger at Dan’s glass. Dan balked at the offer but appeared to consider it. Casually he looked at his watch.


‘Erm … I’d like to but I think I’d better get going. I wanted to make the late show at the Gala.’


‘Withnail and I? What a coincidence, I’m going there too! Great minds think alike, eh? We can go together.’


‘Oh. Yes,’ said Dan, and forced a smile to pretend he liked the idea.


‘But the film doesn’t start for over an hour yet. Time for a couple more drinks first, eh?’


Dan struggled for an excuse to get away but his wits deserted him. He shrugged and grimaced.


‘What’ll you have?’


‘Er … just an orange juice please,’ Dan said, feeling as though by accepting anything stronger he would somehow be making a commitment to this man.


Stitch pushed himself up from his seat and clumped to the bar, clutching his glass. Dan stared unseeingly at the video playing on a screen above his head – Guns n’ Roses – and wondered desperately what he should do. Maybe he should have said he was meeting someone, a girlfriend perhaps. Surely not even Stitch would be so thick-skinned as to suggest accompanying him then. But the moment had passed now. It was no use thinking what he should have done. What could he do now? Feign illness and go home? Sneak out of the pub while Stitch was still at the bar? Ultimately his indecision resulted in his doing nothing. He was still sitting there when Stitch returned with the drinks.


‘Thanks,’ said Dan, and gulped at his orange juice though he didn’t really want it. Maybe he ought to try and look as bored as he could, reply in monosyllables; maybe that would make the man go away. But even as he thought it he knew he wouldn’t be able to carry it through. He was too nice a guy; he didn’t like upsetting people. No, like a true Brit he supposed he would simply have to sit and suffer in silence. For God’s sake the man was friendly enough – why not just enjoy his company? But there was something about him, an aura, that set Dan’s nerves on edge.


The next hour hobbled, crawled, at times threatened to curl up and die. Stitch wove words around Dan, coaxed answers and opinions from him, manipulated the conversation to his own ends. They ‘discussed’ philosophy, the cinema, literature – and Dan himself. As the two of them stepped from the smoky heat of the pub into the cool drizzly September night, it suddenly occurred to Dan just how much information he had given the bald man. It felt almost as though Stitch’s true intention had been to extract as many personal details from Dan as possible, as though the rest of their conversation had been a fabrication, a smoke-screen, to disguise his true motive.


It was rather a paranoid idea, Dan knew, but nevertheless it was one that persisted. On the ramshackle bus that took them to the cinema, he replayed the conversation in his mind. Somehow Stitch had persuaded Dan to yield up details of his life and background, his family, friends, political and social views, even his bloody Liverpool and Maybury addresses! Shit, how had that happened? He squirmed uncomfortably in his seat, sneaked a glance at Stitch sitting beside him. Why did Dan always think of animals where he was concerned? The man was cat-like, wolf-like and reptilian in equal measure, and he smelled … somehow cold.


The film was good but Dan found he could not enjoy it. The homosexual uncle gave him the creeps, reminded him disquietingly of his companion. Maybe that was it, maybe Stitch was gay, maybe he wanted to get inside Dan’s boxer shorts. But no, there was something more to him than that, something that Dan could not quite put his finger on.


‘Nightcap?’ Stitch suggested when they had left the darkness of the cinema and stood blinking in the foyer.


“Fucking hell, just piss off and leave me alone!” Dan thought. ‘Er … no thanks. I’m rather tired. I’d like to go home to bed.’


‘Just a quick one then,’ Stitch compromised. ‘We get off at the same stop. I live just round the corner from you.’


Dan’s stomach turned over. Would this evening never end? Stitch’s persistence, indeed his very presence, was disturbing. However Dan forced himself to smile and turned resignedly to walk to the bus stop, Stitch at his shoulder. He toyed with the idea of suddenly making a break for it, bolting across the road, but he knew that he wouldn’t.


The bus was full of drunken students, back for the start of the new term tomorrow, but unfortunately there were none that Dan recognized. If only Bongo and Carl and Johnny-boy had turned up he wouldn’t be in this predicament now. Tomorrow, he thought, they would laugh about this, he’d have a story to tell in the coffee bar. It was all part of life’s rich tapestry. An experience. “Did I ever tell you about the night I met the weirdo in the pub?”


The area where Dan lived – where they both lived – was called Royston, and was situated one and a half miles from the University. It was a tightly packed maze of terraces and back-to-backs, the focal point of which was an incongruously new shopping complex. They stepped off the bus into a heavy drizzle which had varnished slate roofs and tarmacked roads. Somewhere a dog was barking mournfully. The bus pulled away with a grumbling “Whoosh”.


They started downhill, their shadows shimmering darkly around their heels. Street lamps weaved ahead, a snake of lights. Student houses were distinguishable by their overgrown gardens, their ill-painted doors and windowsills. One house blared light and music; people stood drinking in the garden despite the rain. Though Dan had felt himself outgrowing this aspect of student life in the past year or so, he suddenly wished that he could be there among them: laughing, partying, getting smashed.


‘Here we are,’ Stitch said a few minutes later, ‘this is where I live.’


The street sign, hanging askew, read Blackmoor Place. It was only a couple of streets from the house Dan shared with four others, but the way he felt it might as well have been the other side of town.


‘I … um …’ he began, intending to have one last attempt at crying off. Stitch, however, as though guessing his intention, had clumped away out of earshot, was rooting noisily through his pockets, presumably for keys. Sighing, Dan hurried to catch up with him. By the time he did so, Stitch was shoving open a squealing gate, was trudging up a path towards a house that looked shabbier than most.


‘Mr Stitch,’ Dan gasped as the bald man thrust a key into the lock of the front door. Stitch didn’t turn, didn’t even acknowledge him, merely twisted the key and pushed the door open. ‘Mr Stitch, I really am very tired. If you don’t mind, I think I’d like to go home.’


Now Stitch paused, his foot on the doorstep. He turned, his face half in shadow, half illuminated by street lamps. Dan thought he looked like a hunchback from an old Universal horror film. Softly he said, ‘But we’re here now. You might as well have a coffee before you go.’


Dan hovered, anguished by indecision. Why didn’t he just walk away? What right did this fucking weirdo have to dictate to him? He looked into Stitch’s strange green eyes, drew a deep breath which tasted of fumes. Already the situation had become awkward. Dan’s stomach churned with embarrassment.


‘Look, I—’ he began, but suddenly Stitch darted back into the light and placed a hand lightly on his shoulder.


‘Come in,’ he ordered. His voice was soft, but was there a threat in there somewhere? A hint of venom?


Dan’s shoulders slumped. Stitch’s touch seemed to drain resistance from him. He ran a hand through his hair, which was like hedgehog spines beaded with water. In a small voice he muttered, ‘All right, all right … just a quick coffee … and then I’ll go.’


Stitch smiled and led the way into a dingy hallway that smelled thickly of fish and unwashed linen. The dark bowled towards them, enveloping as a cloud, until the bald man flicked a switch, dispelling it. The weak bulb illuminated a stained ceiling and faded wallpaper, a payphone clamped to the wall beside a table scattered with junk mail. Ahead of them red-carpeted stairs led upwards. To the left of the stairs a narrow corridor led presumably to the basement.


Dan started as a toilet flushed and a door at the end of the corridor was snatched open. A scrawny figure emerged, clad only in jeans, ribs jutting through his pasty frame, his hair bleached white. He paused to nod at Stitch, to glare at Dan with red-rimmed eyes; then he darted away. Dan heard his bare feet descending, slapping stairs like Gollum in Lord Of The Rings.


Stitch plodded up the stairs, round a corner, up another short flight. Dan followed, trying to work out what he was doing here. The bald man halted at a door numbered 6, unlocked it, entered. He stood to one side like a butler, inclining his head slightly. When Dan was inside he closed the door behind them.


‘Sit down, make yourself comfortable,’ Stitch invited, waving Dan towards a sad-looking armchair upholstered in emerald-green draylon. Dan did so gingerly; he had the impression he was lowering himself into an enormous fleshy leaf. The only light in the room came from a lamp like a pale brown mushroom that had been on when they’d entered. Stitch crossed to a small gas cooker, lifted a kettle from one of the rings and began to fill it at a cracked sink.


Dan looked around. The room was murky, bordering on squalid. The indeterminately covered walls were blotched with either grime or shadows. The carpet was threadbare, as were the curtains. The G-plan furniture – a wardrobe, table, chair, bed and a chest of drawers – looked to have been salvaged from a rubbish tip and hastily cleaned. The whole place smelled fusty, a haven for dustmites and spiders.


Stitch struck a match and held it over the hissing gas ring. Blue flame blossomed like a flower. The bald man set the kettle on the ring, then clumped across the room and pulled the chair from beneath the table. He sat down, grunting, making the chair creak in protest.


‘Nice place,’ Dan said lamely.


Stitch looked around, then shook his head. ‘Not really. I haven’t been here long.’


That much was obvious from the lack of adornment. Stitch had made no attempt whatsoever to make the place homely. The lamp, a rug, two boxes of books, a few kitchen implements and the bedclothes appeared to be his sole contribution to the décor. Dan glanced at the books. They looked old, bound in thick dull leather. Something about them bothered him.


‘You know, Daniel,’ Stitch said, leaning towards him, ‘you’re a very special young man. Very special indeed. I sense it in you.’


Dan recoiled a little, stared at his host. Then he shrugged, tried to laugh off the comment. ‘What makes you say that?’ he ventured.


Stitch took the magazine from his pocket and dropped it on the table. ‘I just know,’ he said. ‘Believe me, you’re going to be somebody.’


The magazine, that’s what was bothering Dan. The books Stitch owned were old, antiquarian even, completely at odds with the lurid glossy publication he had been carrying. So what did that mean? Had Stitch somehow contrived their meeting, had he followed Dan to the pub? And if so, for what purpose? He surely couldn’t be a fan?


The only explanation Dan could come up with disturbed him deeply. Stitch had happened across his photograph in the magazine and had become obsessed with him. The bald man himself had admitted that he had not lived here long – and he didn’t speak with a local accent. Was it possible that he had tracked Dan across the country, made enquiries, hunted him down?


It was not cold in the room but suddenly Dan was shivering. “Fucking hell,” he thought, “I’m in big, big trouble.” Stitch was smiling at him, eyes like jade. Why had Dan not realized before just how crazy this guy looked? How the fuck had he got himself into this situation? He gripped the arms of the chair and wondered what his next move should be. Ought he to bolt for the door? Casually stand up and dismiss himself? Play it cool by drinking his coffee and then leaving so as not to antagonize his host? He felt a tic jumping at the corner of his eye, a weight curl in his bowel. The vision of his own bed, rumpled duvet and all, swam in his mind’s eye like heavenly enticement.


Stitch was still leaning forward, plump hands clasped between his knees. ‘Destiny,’ he murmured unexpectedly. ‘Is that a concept you believe in, Daniel?’


‘I … I don’t know,’ Dan managed to stammer. He tried to push himself up but his arms lacked strength. ‘Look … I … I really think I’d better go. I have to get up early in the morning.’


‘Not yet, not yet,’ the bald man soothed. ‘Just a few more minutes.’ He stood up and stepped towards Dan, making the student flinch. He grinned savagely, pointed teeth zigzagging between his lips. ‘I will make you a fisher of men,’ he murmured, and chuckled.


The kettle began to squeal as his hands reached up to his face.
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As Ian eased the car through the University’s entrance gates he wondered again whether he was doing the right thing. He’d had a secure job in Leeds, despite rumours of privatisation, and teaching was not exactly the healthiest profession to enter just now, was it? The gateman jabbed pointedly at a sign reading 5mph and Ian responded with a wave. As the car crawled towards the car park, lurching over sleeping policemen, he reassured himself by thinking: “Vocation”.


That was why he’d come here. The Civil Service was okay for some, but never once in his seven years’ employment had Ian felt truly contented. He’d always wanted a job where the rewards were more personal, where he could integrate with others, see and appreciate the fruits of his labours. In the Civil Service there was always a barrier between himself and the public. Those who appealed to him for financial support did not seem real: they were faceless and therefore soulless, nothing but despairing entreaties on sheets of paper. It was easy to become blasé, even cynical, about them. An example of this was his colleague, Ray Collins’s, photocopying of correspondence he received from the truly destitute and passing it round for amusement. Because the senders were homogeneous, the catalogue of despair they recounted often seemed (to Ray at least) unbelievably and hilariously funny.


Ian tucked the car neatly into a space between a white Nissan Micra and a yellow-and-black Mini called Cyril, and cut the engine. He got out and stretched, pressed a clenched fist into the small of his back as he surveyed his surroundings. Maybury University was one of the smallest in the country, the Halls of Residence and lecture theatres enclosed within a single campus. Surrounding the University were fields and farmland: from a distance the place looked like an ugly industrial sculpture – all concrete, brick, tarmac, glass, steel – nestling in the centre of a glowing green carpet. On his way here Ian had passed through Maybury itself, which lay a mile and a half to his left. It was a largish market town, history proclaiming it as once the site of a battle which might possibly have involved King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table.


Taking his suitcase from the boot of the car, Ian approached the main entrance. Despite himself he felt nervous, and wiped his fingers across his forehead; they came away shiny and wet. The large glass doors hummed open, surprising him, as he stretched out a hand to push them. He entered, and was assailed by signs pointing this way and that: “Dining Room”, “Auditorium”, “Bars”, “Library” he read before he saw the one he was looking for. A hand-written sign in the shape of an arrow read: “Freshers’ Registration”.


He took a deep breath, tightened his grip on his suitcase and followed the arrow. The smell that enclosed him was of fresh paint and new carpets, floor polish and burnished wood. In a strange way the restoration was daunting; it made Ian feel he would need to be razor-sharp to match his surroundings. At the moment he felt anything but – his cheeks were burning, his shirt was sticking to his armpits, his suitcase was bumping against his leg. He hauled the case up a short flight of steps towards double doors panelled in glass. On the glass, through which Ian could see people milling about, was taped a piece of paper on which: “Senior Common Room – Registration” had been written in red.


Ian entered a swell of chatter. A crocodile of people meandered back from a long table at the far end of the room. Behind the table sat three students wearing bright yellow t-shirts emblazoned with the words: “Welcoming Committee”. Some of the new students were with their parents, some alone. Ian felt like an over-age imposter. He tagged on to the end of the queue and put down his suitcase. To his left, floor-to-ceiling windows displayed a quadrangle dominated by an ornamental fountain; to his right a wall of notice-boards exhibited a mass of information. Ian shuffled forward with the rest of the queue, picking up his suitcase, putting it down again. When he reached the front he grinned and said, ‘Hi,’ to the pretty blonde behind the desk.


The girl glanced at him, gave a vacuous smile, and replied, ‘Hi. What name is it, please?’


‘Ian Raven. English Lit. and Teaching.’ He watched as she flipped over pages, as her red-painted fingernail slid down the list of names.


‘Ah, yes, here we are. You’re in Lancelot Hall, room seventeen. Stu here will show you where it is. You get your keys from the hall warden who lives on the first floor. Here’s your Uni information pack. Hope you settle in okay.’


‘Thanks,’ Ian said, taking the cardboard folder the girl was holding out to him. He turned to Stu, who was perched on the edge of the table, arms folded. Ian smiled and Stu nodded, though it was obvious from his expression that he considered freshers (even those older than him) an inferior race. His thick-muscled arms and military crewcut gave him the air of a bouncer rather than a guide. Without a word he slid from the edge of the table and pushed through the crowd towards another set of double doors.


‘Excuse me … sorry … excuse me,’ Ian said as he tried to follow with his suitcase. Stu led him through a coffee bar where students chatted around tables littered with styrofoam cups. At the pool table Stu paused to exchange vociferous greetings with the players, ignoring Ian’s presence completely. Ian began to feel annoyed. Fucking bonehead! Who the hell did he think he was? He was just trying to formulate some scathing remark when Stu glanced at him, muttered, ‘Come on,’ and strutted away.


More double doors, more corridors. A world of angles and efficiency, of bureaucracy and academe. Ian followed Stu’s broad yellow back whilst at the same time trying to digest the barrage of information that was assailing him from all sides. The bank there, the Union office here, and there a sign pointing to the gymnasium. “Freshers’ Ball, Gary Glitter + Guests”. “Rainman starring Dustin Hoffman and Tom Cruise, Tonight in the Auditorium”. Ian was beginning to wheeze a little now. He would have to have a blast on his inhaler when he reached his destination.


‘It’s a bigger place than it looks,’ he said conversationally.


Stu shot him a cursory glance which contained more than a hint of derision, and answered, ‘Yeah.’


Oh, sod you, Ian thought wearily. He was neither impressed nor intimidated by Stu’s hard-man act. The thick-set student swung round a corner and thrust out an arm, jolting open a pair of double doors through which daylight poured. He didn’t bother holding the doors open for Ian; they swung back as he stepped through, almost trapping his suitcase.


‘Thanks,’ he said sarcastically, feeling anger redden his face.


Stu looked surprised, then scowled. ‘I volunteered for this so I could meet some birds,’ he muttered, ‘but so far I’ve met fuck-all.’ He glared at Ian as though contemplating whether to take the issue further, then swung back. ‘That’s Lancelot,’ he said, pointing. ‘Duncan Westey lives in the downstairs flat, number one. He’ll give you your keys.’ Without waiting for a reply he stalked away, taking his frustration out on the door once again.


Ian watched him go, shaking his head. ‘Welcome to Maybury. Have a nice day,’ he muttered, and chuckled hollowly. Lancelot Hall, like all the rest, was a rectangular red box studded with windows. Flanking the hall was a small car park, a grey structure with a black and red sign that proclaimed “Performance Centre”, and a cluster of other buildings.


Ian plodded towards it, sweat scampering down his chest, itching between his shoulder blades. The lobby was dark and cool, carpeted in brown with beige walls. A blond-haired man in a track-suit was leaning against a notice-board, talking animatedly into a telephone. He had his eyes closed and his left hand pressed against his ear as if surrounded by a cacophony of noise.


‘Look, Janice, I never promised anything … For Christ’s sake, I’m only human, aren’t I? … Well, that’s hardly my fault, you shouldn’t have gone off to Brazil like that … What do you mean? I only – oh shit, there go the pips again.’


Ian slunk away before he could be accused of eavesdropping. The Hall appeared to be comprised of narrow corridors twisting around a central staircase. Ian had a choice of turning either left or right. He hesitated a moment, then turned left. He ascended three stairs, passed a door marked “Bathroom”, another marked “Kitchen”. Then he came to three numbered doors – 2, 3 and 4.


He tutted and retraced his steps, turning right where he had turned left before. This corridor was similar to the first – another door marked “Bathroom”, one marked “Laundry”, but there was only a single bedroom door, labelled “1. Hall Warden – Duncan Westey”.


He grunted, satisfied, put down his suitcase and rapped on the door. From within he could hear the beat of music, the song familiar but elusive. He heard a creak and padding footsteps. The door opened.


‘Hello there. What can I do for you?’


Duncan Westey was in his thirties. He had a large domed forehead, accentuated by his receding hairline, and a scrappy beard. He wore flared jeans, a waistcoat and a Hawkwind t-shirt that had once been black but was now grey. His feet were bare, and so white they appeared translucent. He was smoking a roll-up.


‘Hi,’ said Ian. ‘My name’s Ian Raven. I just arrived today. Could I have the keys to my room, please? Number seventeen.’


Westey grinned. ‘Oh, right, come in.’ He loped into the room, reminding Ian of a puppet plucked to life by strings. Ian wrinkled his nose at the smoky haze, breathed surreptitiously into his hand so the smoke wouldn’t trigger his asthma. Westey leaned over a table, sifting a finger through keys which were piled like treasure.


‘Here we go,’ he said. ‘Shit, these bitches are a little tangled.’


As he untangled them, Ian looked round the room. Clothes were strewn on the settee, records stacked haphazardly in a corner. A bright pink surfboard, like a flattened shark, was propped against a wall dominated by an enormous poster – a black and white Bob Dylan profile. The door at the back of the room, on which hung an ancient-looking dartboard, led presumably to the rest of Westey’s flat.


‘Got it!’ Westey exclaimed, drawing Ian’s keys from the pile. He handed them over, blinking rapidly as the smoke from his roll-up drifted into his eyes. ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘you’re a mature student, right?’


Ian laughed. ‘Is it really that obvious?’


Westey laughed with him. ‘You just don’t look like a schoolkid, that’s all. How old are you anyway?’


‘Twenty-five.’


Westey nodded slowly as though Ian had made a suggestion he was now pondering. ‘Right. So what brings you here?’


Ian shrugged. ‘I got bored with my job, that’s all. Civil Service. I’m training to be a teacher now.’


Westey whistled. ‘Dangerous profession. You ought to try the army, it’s safer.’


Ian was growing sick of people telling him that classrooms were no-go areas these days. A friend of his who taught biology at a large comprehensive in Leeds, had assured him that schools were no more violent than they ever had been. He was even writing an article – “Tabloid Tales Out of School” – for The Independent in order to try to prove his point.


‘What about you?’ Ian said, changing the subject. ‘What do you do here?’


‘I’m what is known as a fly in the ointment,’ Westey said with satisfaction. ‘I do a little lecturing, a little research, but my main task is to establish a fully operative television and recording studio right here on campus.’ He sucked on his cigarette, barked a laugh that was full of blue smoke. ‘I’ll tell ya, the authorities are busting a gut over my status. They don’t know whether to call me a lecturer, a technician or an auxiliary. It creases me up, truly it does.’


Ian smiled at Westey’s mirth. The warden said, ‘Hey, man, you wanna smoke or something?’


Ian shook his head. ‘No thanks. To tell you the truth, I’m an asthmatic.’


Westey adopted an expression of concern and immediately stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Hey, you should have said. You want me to open a window or something?’


‘No, it’s okay. I’ll, er … go and dump this stuff in my room.’


‘Yeah, you do that. Hey, any time you want to drop in for a beer, just feel free. The door’s always open.’


Ian grinned, grateful for the offer. ‘Thanks. I might take you up on that.’


By the time he reached the third floor he was wheezing. Room 17 was to the left of the staircase, beside the bathroom. Ian put down his suitcase and the Uni information pack and fitted his key into the lock. ‘Voilà,’ he muttered as the door swung open.


It was a nice-sized room, containing a bed, a desk, a chair, and tucked behind the door, a large wardrobe, built-in cupboards and sink unit. The far wall was dominated by a window which gave a view of the back of the Performance Centre, sports fields, tennis courts, and the dark spiky roofs of Maybury in the distance. Ian tossed the cardboard folder on to the bed and propped his suitcase against it. He wandered over to the window, looked at the view for a moment, then pulled the chair from beneath the desk and sat down. He was struggling for breath a little now, and closed his eyes, trying to calm himself, to breathe deeply. If that didn’t work he’d have a blast on his inhaler, though he tried to use it only as a last resort.


After a couple of minutes his breathing began to ease and he opened his eyes. All at once he felt completely out of place, felt as though he’d made some dreadful and irredeemable mistake. Don’t be stupid, he told himself. You’re doing the right thing. Of course you are.


He walked across to the sink unit to wash his hands, and looked at himself in the mirror. He was handsome in a way, he supposed, or at least not unpleasing. His hair was thick and dark, his eyes brown. His bone structure gave his face an attractive angularity. At first glance he appeared a little scrawny, though in truth he was more athletic than he looked. His arms were thin but tight with sinew; certainly strong enough, despite his asthma, to make him useful at tennis and squash.


He dried his hands on the back of his jeans and slipped off his bulky black jacket. Heaving his suitcase on to his bed, he laid it flat and unzipped it. The contents swelled to escape as the pressure was released. The next twenty minutes were spent unpacking, finding a space for his belongings, claiming this strange new territory as his own.


That done, he stripped off his shirt and draped a towel across his shoulders, deciding to try out the bathroom next door. He was delighted to discover there was a shower as well as a bath, and spent a glorious quarter-hour in the steam-soaked cubicle, jets of hot water beating the tension from his shoulders, the smell of sweat from his hair. Back in his room he changed into fresh jeans, trainers and his favourite red sweater. It was almost four-thirty. What time was dinner?


He withdrew the Prospectus from the information pack he’d been given and flicked through it. Ah, here it was under Dining Room – the evening meal was served between 5 and 7 p.m. That meant he could explore for an hour or so before going to eat. And there was a map of the campus here too, so he wouldn’t have to wander aimlessly.


Okay, he thought, plan for the evening. Unpack the rest of his stuff from the car; look around for an hour; eat; go see this film Rainman; make his way to one of the bars.


He tried to cast aside his doubts as he slipped his wallet and inhaler into the inside pocket of his jacket and zipped it up. He was doing the right thing. He was. In years to come he was going to look back on this as the best decision of his life.
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‘Whooopeeee!’


The girl swept into the room, pink suitcase in one hand, large carpet bag in the other. Annie, who had been dozing, was snatched into wakefulness, and for one brief confused moment wondered what this stranger was doing in her bedroom. Before she could decide, the girl had dumped her bags and was bounding across, face glowing, slides threatening to shake loose from her rust-coloured hair.


‘Hi,’ she said, ‘I’m your room-mate, Stephanie Peele. But you can call me Steph. Everyone else does.’


‘Oh … er, hi,’ said Annie, blinking, looking around. Memory returned, as did the crushing homesickness she’d been trying to avoid through sleep. ‘My name’s Annie. Annie O’Donnell. Er … you don’t know what time it is, do you?’


Steph consulted her watch. ‘Almost five. Christ, my dad drives so slowly! I was dying to get here. What time did you arrive?’


Annie sat up, still feeling a little woozy. The top bunk above her head bore down like her depression, made her feel she were in a cage. She scrambled out and stood up, her thoughts floating. ‘Er … about half-past three. Sorry, what did you say your name was again?’


‘Steph,’ repeated her room-mate, ‘Steph Peele.’ She skipped across to the window and looked out. ‘Isn’t this brilliant? I’ve been looking forward to it all summer. Freedom at last, eh? God, I can’t believe I’m really here.’


‘Hmm,’ said Annie non-committally. At that moment she was wishing she was anywhere but here. The homesickness, the sense of disorientation she already felt, was exacerbated by the hormonal blues of her period. However, making an effort to be civil, she asked, ‘Where have you come from?’


‘Chidwell,’ replied Steph, ‘it’s a little village in Surrey. Pretty but so-o-o boring.’ She turned from the window. ‘How about you? No, don’t tell me, let me guess. I’m good with accents. Somewhere near Manchester, I’d say.’


‘Close,’ said Annie, smiling a little. ‘Preston actually.’


‘Well, that’s virtually Manchester. What course are you doing?’


‘English Lit. How about you?’


‘Drama. Have you seen the Performance Centre? Isn’t it brilliant!’


Annie shook her head to say, no, she hadn’t seen it, but Steph was talking again. ‘I was chatting to one of the Welcoming Committee – Robert, his name was. Pretty hunky, actually. And funnily enough, he does drama too, only he’s in the third year. Anyway he was telling me they’re putting on a musical at Christmas, Oh What A Lovely War, and they’ll be auditioning in a couple of weeks. So I think I’ll go in for that. Do you think I’ll get a part? I mean, me being a fresher and everything?’


She paused for breath and looked at Annie. Though Annie was not aware of it, her face must have betrayed the sense of inadequacy she was feeling. The red-haired girl rolled her green eyes, wrinkled her freckled nose.


‘Uh-oh, listen to me. I’m talking too much, aren’t I? I’m sorry, Annie, I always get like this when I’m excited. Look, just tell me to shut my gob, okay? I won’t get offended, honest. It’s this huge thespian ego of mine. I just like the sound of my own voice.’


She flung up her hands to convey a sense of exasperation at herself. Despite the nugget of misery that perched in the pit of her stomach, Annie smiled.


‘God, I’m starving. Let’s go get something to eat. Check out the talent,’ suggested Steph.


Annie shrugged, shook her head. ‘No thanks. I’m not really that hungry. I think I’ll just stay here for a while.’


She sat on the bed. Steph sat beside her. ‘Hey,’ said the red-haired girl, her voice suddenly gentle, ‘are you okay?’


Annie smiled, then crossed her arms defensively. ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’


Steph shook her head. ‘No, you’re not.’ She took Annie’s hand, thrust out her bosom and drew in her neck to give the impression of double chins. ‘Now, lovey, come on,’ she said in an affected husky voice, ‘you tell your Aunty Claire Rayner what the problem is.’


Annie barked a laugh, then put a self-conscious hand to her mouth.


‘That’s better,’ said Steph. ‘I’m determined you’re not going to be miserable while I’m around.’


Annie shrugged. ‘Oh, I’m not miserable,’ she said, ‘not really. I’m just a bit … I don’t know … homesick, I suppose.’


Steph squeezed her hand. ‘So are ninety per cent of the people here,’ she said. ‘You’ll soon get over it. Honest you will.’


‘You’re not,’ Annie said.


‘Yeah, well, you’ve never lived in Chidwell.’ Steph grinned.


‘It’s just … leaving all my friends behind. My family. I’ve never lived away from home before.’


‘You’ll make new friends,’ said Steph. ‘Me for one. I know it’s hard at the moment, but try to think of this as a time of opportunity, independence, a time when you can … can become your own person.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Does that sound corny?’


Annie shrugged.


‘It’s an adventure, Annie,’ said her room-mate earnestly. ‘I promise you, a week from now you’ll be having a great time. I’ll make sure of it.’


Annie smiled weakly. ‘Thanks, Steph.’


‘Feeling better?’


Annie wasn’t but she nodded. ‘A bit.’


‘Good,’ said Steph. She jumped up from the bed, making the springs protest. ‘Tell you what, we’ll unpack first, make this place a bit more homely, then we’ll go get something to eat. Okay?’ She was already flinging open the lid of her suitcase, dragging out clothes, books, knick-knacks wrapped in tissue paper. Annie watched her but made no move to follow her example. She pressed her hands into her lap and sighed.


‘Okay,’ she agreed reluctantly.
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Catriona was worried. She had the distinct impression that Dan was not telling her the truth. She stood and glared at his closed bedroom door, as though in the belief that if she stared long and hard enough she would develop X-ray vision and penetrate the woodwork.


She knocked. ‘Dan,’ she said for the third time, ‘I’m making a cuppa. Do you want one?’


Again it seemed she would receive no answer. She clenched her fists in frustration. She felt like screaming at him, battering on the door until he came out. Then a small groaning voice said, ‘No.’


Allelujah, she thought, so there is life after all! ‘Are you sure?’ she said. ‘It won’t be any trouble.’


Another pause, one in which she might or might not have heard a sigh like crumpling linen. Then:


‘No,’ the voice murmured. ‘I mean … I’m sure. Thanks.’


She made an exasperated sound, hovered a moment, then turned and headed for the kitchen. Okay, she thought, if that’s the way you want it, you can just bloody well sod off.


She crashed about the kitchen – making the kettle clank against the tap as she filled it; causing the mugs to scrape harshly together as she snatched one from the cupboard; dropping the tea pot lid on the counter so that it echoed like a small cymbal. She felt satisfied at the din: it seemed to express her anger somehow. She only hoped that Dan could hear it too, and more, that he could read her anger in it.


‘See if I care then,’ she muttered as she carried her steaming Snoopy mug into the lounge, ‘see if I bloody care!’


But she did care. It was caring, and having her concern rejected, that made her so annoyed.


She slumped on to the settee, grabbed the copy of Cosmopolitan that Emma had left on the floor and began to leaf through it. As she gazed unseeingly at the pages she thought about Dan. What was wrong with him? Why was he behaving like this? It was especially galling after the way they had been last term, the hard time she had had over her parents’ divorce and the way he had helped her through it.


“Is Your Man A Considerate Lover?” the magazine asked her. She snorted and flung it to the floor. What was wrong with him? Why was he refusing even to see her? Maybe the summer break had made him realize how close they’d been getting, maybe he was now embarrassed by their tenderness and was trying to avoid her. In which case, she thought, living in the same house would be difficult, to say the least.


She sipped her coffee, drew up her legs. But no, she didn’t believe he would simply avoid her. It wasn’t as if they’d made any commitment, after all; they’d left things hanging, had tacitly and mutually given themselves the summer to think their feelings through. And if one or the other decided that they didn’t want to carry this any further, then fine, it could be dropped casually and easily, with no nasty scene, no awkward denouement. They could still be friends, confidantes even. They could be tender without being intimate, loving without being lovers.


So why, she thought, was he behaving like a schoolkid, shunning her as if she was a bad smell? She made herself comfortable, had another sip of coffee. Well, he couldn’t stay in there forever; he had to come out eventually. And when he did, she would confront him.


She had arrived in Maybury an hour ago, brimming with news and expectation. The house she shared with four others – Dan, Neville, Julie and Emma – had been silent, which she had assumed meant she was first back. She had taken her bags up to her room, thrown herself on to her bed with a sigh, and then almost in the same movement had jumped up and prowled about the house, acquainting herself with it once again.


Neville, who lived in the attic bedroom, was definitely not back. Dust flew at her when she opened his door; a snarling zombie promoting Iron Maiden glared from the wall; the windowsill had become a summer morgue for flies. There was no sign of Julie either, who had the room next to hers on the middle floor, though Emma – who lived next to the bathroom and was forever complaining about the smell Nev made in the toilet – had been and gone (probably to Uni, Catriona thought, to check out the freshers).


She had trooped downstairs to make a cup of tea, giving Dan’s door a perfunctory rap as she did so. His room was at the front of the house on the ground floor, back to back with the lounge. But he hadn’t returned yet, she was sure of it. When her taxi had pulled up in front of the house his curtains had been closed, and she’d made enough noise entering the house and hauling her luggage upstairs to wake the dead.


She was surprised, therefore, to hear a scuffle of movement from his room, so slight that had she coughed she’d have missed it.


‘Dan?’ she said uncertainly. ‘Dan, are you in there?’


She was already thinking of mice, even rats, when a pale brittle voice said, ‘Yes.’


‘Dan, it’s me – Catriona. Can I come in?’


This time the reply was more urgent, almost panicky. ‘No! I mean … it’s not a good idea.’


‘Why not? What’s the matter? Are you all right?’


A pause that stretched and stretched. Then: ‘No … I’m not well … I … I’ve got flu.’


Catriona laughed. ‘Oh, is that all? Well, I’ll look after you. I’ll make you a lemon drink.’


‘No … I’m all right … Just … just leave me alone.’


Not surprisingly she was perplexed by his rejection, but attempted to make light of it. ‘Well, that’s a fine welcome, I must say.’


No answer. Catriona frowned, her patience beginning to wear a little thin.


‘Come on, Dan, come and talk to me. You can lie on the settee. I’ll put the fire on. I’ll even make you some hot chocolate if you’re good.’


It was a bone of contention that had developed into a running joke between them; Dan was forever stealing Catriona’s hot chocolate. However there was no expected chuckle from his room, no answer of any sort.


‘Come on, Dan,’ she said, a little snappish. ‘I haven’t seen you for ages. Look, we don’t have to talk or anything. We can just keep each other company.’


She heard a barely suppressed groan, then the voice muttered, ‘Go away.’


Anger flared in her. ‘All right,’ she barked, ‘piss off then. You can rot for all I care!’


She had stormed upstairs, unpacked furiously, then had gone to the corner shop to buy milk, slamming the front door behind her. Let him stew in his own juice for a while she had thought. He’ll soon see what a shit he’s being.


But it was now an hour later and still he had not emerged. Catriona gulped the last of her coffee, then clumped through to the kitchen to make another. While she was scooping Café Hag from the jar, the doorbell rang.


Who was this? Scatter-brained Julie who always managed to pack her doorkeys under ten tons of luggage? Leather-clad Nev, rat-arsed as usual? She half-ran down the hall, eager to renew dormant friendships, anxious to share her misgivings about Dan. She twisted the catch, dragged open the door – and recoiled.


A stranger stood there, the kind of person she always crossed the street to avoid. He was maybe twenty but looked haggard and sick and old. Pasty acned skin was stretched tight over his narrow skull. Eyes like flecks of grit darted in bruised sockets. His black clothes were filthy. His body smelt of rank sweat, his breath of glue. When he opened his mouth her gaze shifted from his bleached hair, to his brown teeth, to the sores around his lips.


‘Is Dan in?’ he muttered.


‘Er … Dan who?’ she said. Surely he couldn’t mean her Dan?


‘Latcher. Dan Latcher. Is he in?’


She had an urge to lie. The prospect of admitting this guttersnipe into the house was almost unbearable. However his eyes bored into hers and she found herself admitting, ‘Er … yes. Yes, he is. But he’s in bed. He’s ill. He’s not seeing anyone.’


‘He’ll see me,’ the glue-sniffer said and stepped into the house. Instinctively Catriona moved back to avoid him, thus allowing him easy access.


‘Who are you?’ she said, noting the needle-marks in his arms, the death’s-head tattoo on his shoulder half-hidden by his t-shirt.


‘A friend,’ he said, and grinned at her. His gums were grey as death.


Nervously she retreated as he advanced into the house, bringing his stink with him. He stopped at Dan’s door, knocked twice, said, ‘Dan, it’s me. Spider.’


There was a momentary pause before the door was jerked open and a voice said, ‘Come in.’


Catriona caught a glimpse of Dan’s frightened pale face before Spider slipped inside and the door snapped shut behind him.
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The potatoes were soily. Ian pushed them to the side of his plate and concentrated on the fish. Around him knives scraped on crockery, an occasional burst of laughter breaking free from the tangle of voices. He was sitting at the end of a table set for eight, browsing through his Prospectus. At the other end of the table two guys were telling each other sick jokes about babies and spitting food as they laughed.


Ian had spent over an hour exploring and had been largely impressed by what he’d seen. The sports and library facilities were first-class; the television and recording studios that Duncan Westey was initiating appeared almost complete. He had been drawn into conversation with one of the librarians, Barbara, a middle-aged local with a prickly manner. She had reeled off a list of new equipment purchased by the Uni over the summer in a quietly disapproving voice, as though each item constituted a mortal sin.


‘New squash courts, a multi-gym, an all-weather pitch, new seats in the Auditorium, new curtains and carpets everywhere, a new computer system for the library, electronic typewriters, photography equipment, recording equipment, video equipment for the History Department, new telephones in all the halls …’ She shook her head, earrings sparkling. ‘I mean, I ask you! They’re thinking of putting a swimming pool in next year, not to mention replacing the plumbing in the girls’ halls. And they talk about education cuts!’ She rolled her eyes as though party to some vast confidence trick. ‘It’s a joke, it really is.’


Oh, well, better than spending money on bombs, Ian felt like saying but bit back the words. He smiled understandingly, made his excuses and left, the librarian still tutting behind him like a clock.


‘A baby in a microwave,’ one of the guys at the end of the table said, and the other whooped, spraying custard. Ian groaned and pushed the remains of his meal aside, grey potatoes and a greasy pile of bones and fish skin. He sipped his glass of water, leaving a buttery smear on the rim. Though he generally avoided dairy products because of his asthma, he reached for the plate of cheese and biscuits he had selected in lieu of dessert.


He hoped he wasn’t going to be too old to enjoy himself here. He wasn’t afraid of loneliness – he had lived alone in bedsit land in Leeds for over six years and was content with his own company – but he did feel he ought to take the opportunity to make the most of all that the University had to offer, both educationally and socially. It was strange: there were times in the office when he’d felt like a kid, listening to the woes of marriages and mortgages; but here he felt almost smugly mature, a man-of-the-world surrounded by giggling juveniles.


He glanced up from his Prospectus as a tray of food was placed before him on the table. Another tray was placed beside the first, and then the owners were dragging out chairs and sitting down. The girl who sat opposite Ian was plumply curvaceous, her green eyes sparkling and dancing as they absorbed their surroundings, her red hair seeming to fizz with energy. Her companion was the classic English Rose: slim, fair-skinned, with long straight golden-brown hair, pale grey-blue eyes and delicate long-fingered hands. She glanced at Ian and immediately he picked up on her uncertainty, her sense of dislocation. He smiled reassuringly and her lips twitched back in an almost-smile.


‘It is okay to sit here, isn’t it?’ the red head asked. ‘I mean, you’re not waiting for someone or anything?’


Ian spread his hands. ‘No. I mean, be my guest.’


The red head beamed. ‘Thanks. I’m Steph, this is Annie. We just arrived today. It’s so exciting.’


‘I’m Ian,’ Ian replied. ‘I arrived today too.’


Steph paused in the act of impaling a forkful of asparagus. ‘Really? You look too old to be a fresher.’


The girl called Annie giggled abruptly, surprising Ian. Steph realized what she’d said and a mortified expression appeared on her face.


‘Oh, look, I didn’t mean you looked old or anything. I just meant you looked … mature. Yeah, that’s it. I wasn’t trying to be funny.’


Ian grinned, not least because Annie was now beginning to giggle uncontrollably. He recognized that her laughter was more a release of tension than because she found Steph’s faux pas genuinely hilarious.


‘That’s all right,’ he said, ‘no offence taken. Actually I am pretty ancient: twenty-five, would you believe? It’s taken me this long to decide what I want to do with my life.’


‘And what’s that?’ Steph asked.


Ian glanced at Annie, whose giggles had completely overtaken her now. A clenched fist was pressed to her mouth, her shoulders were heaving, her face red. Ian realized that if Annie started weeping she would look no different. And he realized too that only the narrowest of lines separated the two extremes.


‘Teach,’ he replied in answer to Steph’s question, and then turning to Annie he asked, ‘Hey, are you okay? Would you like some water?’


Annie looked up at him. There were tears in her eyes. She took the proffered glass, emitting a bubble of sound that Ian guessed was the word, “Thanks”.


‘You’ll have to excuse my friend,’ Steph said. ‘They only released her yesterday.’


Annie sipped water, and gradually her giggles subsided. When she was able she said, ‘Sorry about that. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’


‘Nerves, I expect,’ said Ian. ‘Coming to a strange place, meeting new people. It’s bound to set you a bit on edge.’


His presumption sounded a little pompous in his own ears, but Annie looked grateful for his understanding. She flickered a smile at him, to which Ian responded.


‘So what course are you doing?’ Steph asked. ‘With your teaching, I mean?’


‘English Lit.,’ replied Ian.


‘Hey, so’s Annie. It looks like you two were destined to meet, doesn’t it?’


Annie looked a little embarrassed. She began to pick at the salad on her plate, carefully slicing her lettuce as though steeling herself to eat it. Ian did not know quite how to respond to Steph’s comment. In the end he shrugged and said, ‘What about you? What course are you doing?’


‘Drama,’ Steph said. ‘I can hardly wait to get started. I went to see the Performance Centre earlier. It’s brilliant, just like a real theatre. Have you seen it?’


Ian told her he could see it from the window of his room but admitted he hadn’t yet been inside. Steph told him he should. Ian said he would. Annie ate her salad slowly and silently.


‘What were you doing before you came here?’ Steph asked. When Ian told her she screwed up her face and said, ‘Bo-o-oring.’ Then the apologetic expression reappeared and she said quickly, ‘Oh look, I didn’t mean that to sound rude either. God, it’s always the same with me. Open my mouth and put my foot in it.’


Ian glanced at Annie who smiled shyly at him. She was pushing the food around on her plate with her fork, like a prospector searching for nuggets of gold. ‘No, it was boring,’ he said. ‘God knows how I stood it for seven years. You just get caught up in the routine of it, I suppose, don’t notice the time passing.’


Steph shook her head. ‘I could never do anything like that. I’m going to be an actress, I’m totally determined.’


Quietly, as though unsure whether she should be saying so, Annie pointed out, ‘Actresses spend a lot of time out of work, you know, Steph.’


‘Yeah, I know, but I’ll still find plenty to do. I’ll read loads, improve my mind. And I’ll go to dancing lessons and to the theatre. And I’ll keep fit, and maybe learn a musical instrument.’


‘What about money?’ said Annie. ‘How will you live?’


‘I’ll get a bar job or something in the evenings,’ Steph said. ‘And I’ll still be able to sign on, you know, I’ll be okay. Anyway, that question won’t arise. As soon as I’m discovered I’ll get floods of offers. I’ll have to turn down dozens every week.’


She grinned, though Ian guessed she was only half-joking. Steph really did believe she was going to be a star. He found her unshakeable confidence both admirable and naive. Annie seemed to withdraw into her shell again, too insecure to pursue the discussion further.


‘Are you going to eat that or what?’ Steph said, nodding at her friend’s half-eaten salad. Somehow she had managed to devour chicken pie, potatoes, mushrooms and asparagus whilst still enjoying the lion’s share of the conversation.


Annie looked at the food, then pushed the plate away and shook her head.


‘You’ll waste away,’ Steph warned her. ‘You’ve got to eat you know, Annie.’


Annie pulled a “So what?” face. Intrigued by their unlikely friendship, Ian asked, ‘How did you two meet?’


‘We’re room-mates,’ Steph said. ‘Don’t you have one?’


He shook his head.


‘Charming,’ Steph proclaimed. ‘We girls have to share while you guys get a room to yourself. Oops, no offence, Annie.’


‘Maybe it’s because I’m a mature student,’ Ian suggested. ‘Perhaps that’s one of our privileges.’


‘Yeah, maybe. I guess you need the extra room for your walking frame, pacemaker, stuff like that.’


They all laughed, Annie included. Ian looked at his watch and said, ‘Hey, I was going to see this film, Rainman, and then have a drink in the bar. Do you two fancy joining me?’


‘Yeah, great,’ said Steph. She turned to Annie. ‘Okay?’


Annie nodded. Ian guessed that the idea of sitting watching a film for a couple of hours appealed to her; it would take her out of herself and give her a break from the uncomfortable procedure of forging new relationships.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Well, it starts in ten minutes. We’d better get going.’


They piled their crockery together on to a tray and got up to leave, Steph munching an apple. The Auditorium was about two-thirds full when they arrived, people sitting in clusters of twos, threes, fours. Everywhere Ian looked tentative friendships were getting underway, some that would last a day, some a lifetime. As a result conversation was subdued and attentive, laughter polite.


‘Let’s sit over there,’ Steph said, pointing, and led the way. She chose three seats in almost the exact centre of the Auditorium. They sat down – Steph, then Ian, then Annie. Ian enjoyed sitting between the two of them; he hadn’t had a female friend since breaking up with Christine nine months ago.


Before the film, the Union President, Tim Millward, made a short and amusing speech welcoming them to the University. He was lanky as a stork, with a thatch of black hair shaved to stubble at the sides, and large hands which he clasped together like a priest. At the culmination of his speech, two Welcoming Committee members made up like clowns ambushed him with plastic buckets full not of water but of condoms. There was a ripple of laughter, much of it self-conscious, though Ian was aware of Steph beside him guffawing heartily.


Then came the film. Afterwards Steph was full of awe at Hoffman’s performance. ‘He’s so inspiring,’ she kept saying, ‘God, he was breathtaking, don’t you think?’


Both Ian and Annie did think so. Yet so enthusiastic was Steph that their opinions seemed almost half-hearted.


They found a table in the bar and sat down. The atmosphere in the room was convivial but restrained. As time wore on, however, and inhibitions were loosened by alcohol, the almost cocktail-party ambience was superseded by something altogether more raucous, more open. Ian was aware of Annie relaxing by degrees; it was like watching iron soften. Steph became even louder than normal. Her strident laughter drew amused and astonished glances, was so infectious it set off chains of laughter round the bar like an echo.


‘How are you going to cope with her?’ Ian asked Annie when Steph had gone to buy drinks. He was buzzing happily, already full of affection for these two very different women.


Annie smiled a little. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I honestly don’t.’ She looked down at her glass, still smiling, and ran her fingertip slowly round its rim.


‘What do you think of the reading list for the course?’ Ian asked, then immediately thought: Boring question.


Annie, however, seemed eager to talk; conversation was far less awkward than silence. She frowned as she searched for the right word. At last she said, ‘Formidable.’


‘Yeah,’ Ian agreed, glad that he wasn’t the only one to think so.


‘Mind you,’ she continued, ‘I’ve already read about six of the books, so that should take the pressure off a bit.’


‘Oh, yeah?’ said Ian, impressed and a little alarmed. ‘Which ones have you read?’


Annie reeled off the titles.


‘You sound as though you read a lot,’ Ian said.


‘Oh, I love it. How about you?’


Ian nodded. ‘Curling up by the fire with a good book – it’s one of my greatest pleasures.’


‘What do you read?’


‘Oh, anything. From … Raymond Chandler to Stephen King. D.H. Lawrence to … Maeve Binchy.’


‘Oh, I love Maeve Binchy!’ Annie exclaimed. A spark of enthusiasm lit her eyes. ‘I think her books are so … I don’t know … full of light. I loved Firefly Summer. Have you read that?’


‘Yes,’ said Ian. ‘I think Echoes is my favourite one of hers.’


They began to talk books, and all at once the words were spilling out, overlapping, interrupting one another.


‘Hey, gang, there’s a disco at eleven. Bop till you drop,’ announced Steph, reappearing with a double handful of drinks and two more people. To Ian’s disappointment her arrival curtailed his and Annie’s conversation, though the two of them shuffled closer to allow Steph’s new friends room to sit down. Steph announced she had “just met them at the bar”, and Ian laughed, admiring her ability to pick up new friends as most people would pick out clean underwear for the morning.


Steph made the introductions. Ian and Annie said hello to Emma Chettle from Wimbledon, who looked like a model, smoked perfumed cigarettes and seemed to brandish her gums when she laughed; and to Neil Gardener from Starmouth, who was dark-haired and solidly built and who obviously fancied Steph.


The five of them got on well, though Ian found Emma somewhat affected. He was also painfully aware that Annie was withdrawing into her shell again, intimidated by the introduction of yet more strangers. They had a few more drinks; Ian arranged to play squash with Neil; at eleven o’clock they pushed back their chairs and stood up, Ian half-jokingly offering his arm to Annie.


Annie smiled, and though she didn’t take his arm she allowed her hand to linger on his shoulder for a few seconds.


‘Sorry to be a party-pooper,’ she said, ‘but I think I’ll give the disco a miss if you don’t mind. I don’t really feel up to it.’


Ian was surprised at how disappointed he felt. ‘Are you sure? You don’t want to come just for an hour or so?’


Annie shook her head. ‘No. I’ve had a nice evening, really. I’ve just … got a bit of a stomach upset, that’s all.’


‘Oh,’ said Ian. ‘Okay. Do you want me to walk you back to your hall?’


‘No, you go with the others. I’ll see you at the introductory lecture tomorrow morning.’


They exited the bar, said good night and went their separate ways. Annie’s departure had evened the group up – two girls, two boys – but Ian felt it had somehow unbalanced it. He was surprised to find he still had bags of energy – at work he’d often felt drained, thoroughly exhausted by the evening, though at the office he did nothing more demanding than answering telephones and dealing with correspondence. Entering the room where the disco was being held was like stepping into a sauna. Music pulsed off the walls, so loud it seemed to beat thickly against Ian’s throat and chest.


Steph immediately paired off with Neil and the two of them began to dance, Steph flamboyantly, Neil a little stiff-legged. Emma smiled at Ian, flashing her gums, her face yellow as jaundice under the lights. ‘Dance?’ he mouthed and Emma nodded willingly. They weaved their way through the crowd until they found a space that suited them.


Time passed in fractured spasms. So total was the music it seemed to cram Ian’s senses, including his sight. In a strange way it was like being deaf; after a while the music became a wall of noise, his limbs plucked into movement by a beat that was almost subliminal. It was an exhilarating feeling; he couldn’t remember when he had last felt so completely free. Towards the end he smooched with Emma, though it was more because he didn’t want to break the mood than because he found her attractive.


When the music stopped and the lights came on they broke apart almost guiltily, as though a spell had been broken. All at once Ian felt tired and a little asthmatic; his ears hummed. They located Steph and Neil, who were snuggled up to one another, soporific smiles on both their faces. Their obvious contentment made Ian even more acutely aware of the distance between himself and Emma.


‘Wasn’t that brilliant!’ Steph enthused. Her voice seemed oddly flat and distorted.


‘Yes,’ said Ian, ‘it was good. God, I haven’t danced so much since I was about sixteen.’


‘We’re going back to my place for a coffee,’ said Neil. ‘Do you two want to come?’


Ian didn’t like the presumption that he and Emma were now a couple. ‘Not for me, thanks,’ he said. ‘I need some sleep. I’m an old man, remember.’


They teased him a little about his age, but Ian had the impression Neil and Steph wanted to be alone anyway. He said good night, made vague arrangements to meet up with them tomorrow, and made his way back to his hall.


Tiredness seemed to settle ever more heavily inside him with each step. By the time he entered his room and locked the door behind him he felt shattered. He looked at his watch and was astounded to see it was almost 2:15. He crossed the room, drew the curtains, then flopped on to his bed. He could smell the smoke from Emma’s perfumed cigarettes on his clothes. His throat seemed to have closed to a tiny aperture; his breath laboured in his chest like an animal in a sack. He fumbled his inhaler from his jacket pocket and took two long steady blasts. It seemed to act like an anaesthetic, and within seconds he was tumbling, fully-clothed, towards sleep.
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The window rattled in its frame. Rain began to tap almost idly on the glass. Dan Latcher’s face was rigid, his eyes focused inward. His skin was pastry-white in the light from the angle-poise lamp.


It was almost three a.m. and the house was encased in sleep. Dan was unaware of the time, or of the comings and goings of the other household members, or of the infrequent taps on his door, the voices by turn concerned, cajoling, angry. He was aware of little but the sheets of paper on the desk in front of him, the pain that scrabbled at his mind, that blazed white-hot in his arm and his hand. Though he appeared still, his body locked into place, inside he was twisting in agony.


His right hand gripped a pen so tightly that the bones glared like a chalk outline. The pen sped over a blank sheet of paper, scribbling words incredibly fast, so much so that the hand was a blur, impossible to focus upon. Dan watched it, his breath rasping, sweat dribbling unchecked down his face, into the collar of his shirt, beading on his scalp and sleeking his cropped hair. All at once his face creased, his mouth worked torturously.


‘No …’ he whispered. ‘Please … please … no …’


Yet he continued writing.
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Two miles away a man sat up suddenly in the darkness, eyes springing open as if someone had jabbed him with a stick. His room seemed to jolt, to waver, a sheet stitched of shadows rippling in the wind. He rubbed his eyes, swallowed, tried to relax limbs that were almost aching with tension. What had woken him? Why was his heart pumping like an overburdened machine? He strained his ears but could hear nothing. His senses seemed muffled with darkness.


He pushed back his bedclothes, lowered his feet to the floor and padded across to the lightswitch. He raised his hand to the switch, then hesitated. Suddenly he was afraid that the light would reveal him too plainly, make him more of a target. A target for what? He was being paranoid, ridiculous. Being plucked from sleep had disoriented him, filled him full of silly night-fears that he would laugh about in the morning. He tried to laugh now but couldn’t. The darkness, the silence, were too real, too threatening. Threatening? Why threatening? He was behaving like a child, scared of shadows and dreams and imaginary monsters. The objects in his room were hovering bulks of darkness but they were certainly harmless; his bed was an island, a refuge, somewhere safe.


Leaving the light off, he crossed to the window. Now he could hear the gentle patter of rain. Perhaps that had wakened him? He gripped the edge of the curtain, tugged it back and peered out. A pale wiry figure with a smear of white hair seemed to dart like a timid animal into a nearby clump of shadow.


For a few moments he stood, rigid. Had he really seen that? It had been an almost subliminal impression, nothing more than a flash of uncertain movement. He glared into the shadows until his eyes ached but now there was not even the hint of a figure. Something rose in his memory, unpleasant, distasteful, frightening. All at once he was certain a bulky grinning figure would be standing in the doorway when he turned round.


He turned, breath backing into his throat.


There was no-one there.


He expelled a long plume of breath, smiled nervously to himself. Of course there was no-one there. He was not a child now, he had come to terms with all that long ago. It was only the shock of waking so suddenly that had brought it back like this. He had to get a grip, set himself firmly in the real world. He crossed purposefully to his bedside cabinet and picked up the clock beside his bed. Almost four in the morning. That seemed to prove something. Nobody would be sneaking around at this hour in the rain, would they?


He considered making himself a coffee, then decided that it was too much trouble and that it would only keep him awake. He opened his bedroom door, peered out and listened: the stillness seemed tight as a vacuum. He crossed back to the window, looked out again, but nothing moved in the monotone landscape except the twitch of rain in gleaming puddles. He returned to bed, smiling at his nervousness. The fact that he could smile showed how well he had reconciled himself to what had happened to him as a child.


The bedclothes were cool but welcoming. He slipped snugly into the hollow that his body had made. A sudden flurry of wind and rain made him jump, but then he smiled and closed his eyes. Less than three minutes later he was asleep.
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Someone was tap dancing in Ian’s head whilst at the same time pushing blunt needles into the backs of his eyeballs. He groaned, rolled over, trying to dislodge the hoofer, but it made no odds. ‘For Christ’s sake,’ he muttered. He reached out a hand to the glass of water he always kept on his bedside table. There was no glass. No bedside table. One eye, a mere slit, cracked open.


‘What the … ?’ Daylight drenched the room, though it was flooding in through the wrong side, through a thinly-curtained window that had been installed as he slept. And his other window, that had been blocked up, covered by a wardrobe. And his walls! My God, someone had redecorated!


He sat up, rubbing at the glue that sealed his eyelids firmly together. The tap dancer became a football hooligan, kicking him repeatedly in the inside of his skull.


‘Shit,’ he groaned. Now his stomach was getting in on the act. Last night he must have argued with a wizard who’d changed his room around, put a boot-happy lunatic in his skull, filled his belly with a Force 10 gale. He lay down again and his wayward anatomy settled, though only a little. As sleep drained away, the broken fragments of his memory drifted into alignment.


Maybury, that’s where he was. And he would have to get used to the sun’s new aspect for this was his home now. His Leeds bedsit was empty, the keys handed back to the landlord for the new tenant, most of his worldly possessions stored in boxes in the guest bedroom of his mother’s bungalow. He smiled. Despite this pig of a hangover he felt oddly contented. Opportunities awaited him; challenges; a new life. It felt like the first day of a three-year holiday.


He got up gingerly, padded across the room to his sink and splashed his face with cold water. Christ, how much had he drunk last night? Obviously more than he’d thought. Either that or someone had laced his beer with strychnine. He thought of breakfast and his stomach rolled. Well, maybe he would forgo that particular delight. What time was it anyway? His introductory lecture was at ten. He hunted for his watch and eventually found it beneath the chair on which he’d dumped his clothes.


Seven-fifteen. No wonder it was so quiet. His body-clock must have woken him, informing him it was time for work. Ha! he thought. Well, that was one clock he wouldn’t be needing any more. Then one of his twinges of apprehension crept up on him, took him unawares. What have I done? He quelled it almost immediately, thought of last night, of the friends he’d made.


Of Annie.


He smiled and it hurt his face. He washed carefully, dressed carefully, loath to upset the bad-tempered ogre that last night’s alcohol had created inside him.


And Steph, her booming infectious laugh. And Neil, full of wry smiles and dry humour. And then there was Emma, of course – well, she was okay too. When he swallowed he could still taste her smoky kiss. He felt a little regretful that he had allowed that to happen.


He opened his window, then sat on the chair he’d cleared of clothes and browsed through his information pack. The Extra Curricular Activities (ECA) Society were holding a fair today for the freshers in the Senior Common Room. That should be interesting. He’d go along, see what was on offer. He flicked through a few more pages, then laid the folder on the floor. Reading was making him nauseous, concentrating on those little squiggles of black. He rested his head on the chair back, breathed deeply, closed his eyes. When he opened them again he was surprised to discover it was seventy minutes later.


He felt a little better. Well enough, he decided, to face breakfast. It gave him a good feeling to think that this time last week he was wearing a suit and tie, locking up his bedsit and getting into his car, bracing himself for the stressful Grand Prix that was Leeds rush-hour traffic, the mind-numbing atrophy of the office. He grinned as he laced up his trainers. They were like a symbol of his freedom. He grabbed what he would need for the morning and left his room.


He went downstairs, passing open doors where guys lounged in t-shirts and boxer shorts, some looking as bad as he felt. There was a great deal of banter, though Ian recognized that much of it was bluff – teasing and tomfoolery used to screen homesickness, the uncertainty that came from being with new people, in strange surroundings. A week from now, he thought, the banter will be genuine. He exchanged a few “Hi’s”, almost collided with a muscle-man who crashed out of a shower room, hair dripping, perfect body steaming like bread fresh from an oven. Someone somewhere was yodelling loudly and tunelessly. Ian shook his head, wincing. As he passed the warden’s flat on the ground floor, the door opened.


‘Hi,’ Ian said as Duncan Westey emerged. The hall warden jumped, as though at a hand on his shoulder, then he focussed on Ian and smiled shakily.


‘Oh, hi,’ he replied. ‘Shit, man you gave me a shock. I’m a little delicate this morning, you know.’


‘Sorry,’ Ian said. Westey did indeed look delicate. His skin was white and pinched, the eye sockets dark by contrast. ‘Me too,’ Ian said. ‘Heavy night last night, eh?’ The warden looked momentarily uncomfortable, then nodded.


‘Yeah,’ he agreed, ‘heavy night.’ He turned and locked his door, pocketed the keys.


‘I’m just going for some breakfast,’ Ian said. ‘Fancy coming?’


Westey hesitated, then shrugged and said, ‘Okay, why not? You’ll regret it though, I can tell you that. A couple of strips of charcoal and one of those rubber eggs from the joke shop.’


‘I was thinking more of tea and toast,’ said Ian. ‘So where did you go last night? I didn’t see you in the bar.’


‘Nah, you wouldn’t catch me in there,’ said Westey. ‘Full of bloody little first years.’


Ian looked at him and caught the humour in his red-rimmed eyes. ‘Too wild for you, eh, old timer?’ he said.


Westey hunched his shoulders, stooped forward and said in a quavery voice, ‘What’s that, son? You’ll have to speak up. My ears aren’t what they were.’


The two of them laughed and stepped out into the sunshine. Despite his hangover Ian felt happier than he had in a long time.
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‘Howard! Ho-warrrd!’


Howard Duffy jumped a little. ‘Er … yes, Mum?’


‘Howard, are you up yet? You don’t want to be late. Don’t you start teaching today?’


He put down his razor as she appeared in the bathroom’s open doorway, a tiny wizened woman whose limbs seemed little more than a collection of sticks. The black cardigan draped over her bony shoulders gave her the appearance of a bat, as did the tight shrivelled features, the knobbled claws twisted around the top bar of a metal walking frame.


‘Howard, what are you doing?’ Her voice was harsh as fingernails on a blackboard; he saw spittle gleam in the spiny white hairs that sprouted from her chin.


He looked at himself in the bathroom mirror and his reflection looked back in blank surprise. ‘I’m … er, shaving, Mum,’ he said, feeling guilty in spite of himself. ‘Just shaving, that’s all.’


He was a large man in his late thirties with soft blond hair, bright blue eyes, and thick, fleshy, almost girlish lips. At that moment he was wearing a white vest which his paunch stretched tight before spilling over the elasticated waistband of his baggy blue jogging trousers. He had shaving foam smeared liberally over his throat and jowls. He shifted his substantial weight from left foot to right as he twisted his head to regard his mother.


She looked momentarily confused. Her mouth worked, a feeble aperture. Then she muttered, ‘Shaving? You? … Oh, yes. Yes, of course. I shall want my breakfast soon, Howard. You know I need my breakfast in the morning.’


‘Yes, Mum, I know,’ Howard said dutifully. ‘I won’t be long.’ He picked up his razor again and poised it above the white mask of foam like a newly-wed about to cut into the thick icing of a wedding-cake. Behind him he heard the clank and thud of the walking-frame being turned towards the top of the stairs, his mother’s breath like the wet rattle of pebbles stirred around in a bucket of water.


He frowned, expelled a small sigh. Put down his razor for the second time.


‘Um … hang on, Mum. Don’t try and get down the stairs with that thing. I’ll come and help you.’


She paused, looked back at him and smiled a toothless smile.


‘Help me? Don’t be silly, Howard, you’ve got to get on. No, no, I’ll be fine. I’ll make some nice bacon and eggs for breakfast, shall I?’


She turned back towards the stairs, jerked forward another few inches like a crippled insect. Howard shook his head, wiped his face on a towel and lumbered towards her. He’d been carrying her up and down stairs for almost a year now, yet every day there was the same palaver – she’d insist that she could manage by herself and he’d have to drop whatever he was doing to go to her aid. He didn’t know if it was stubbornness on her part or simply a blind ignorance of her frailty that made her behave like this. What he did know was that if she ever tried to negotiate those stairs without him, both she and her walking-frame would tumble headlong.


He shuddered at this prospect, had waking nightmares about it. So far he’d been lucky, had always been in a position to go to her assistance, but what if one day he couldn’t? What if one day he was sleeping, or out in the garden, or sitting on the toilet? Soon, he promised himself, he would override her protests and move all her belongings down to the sitting room. So far he’d refrained from doing so because of the vehemence of her opposition. She said she liked the view from her room, could sleep only in her large old familiar bed, but Howard knew that the real reason was that she regarded a move downstairs as giving up, as an admission that age was taking its toll, that mortality was waiting around a corner not too far away. Persuading her to use the walking-frame and the commode during the day had been hard enough, but actually evicting her from the room she’d slept in for almost fifty years would be like rubber-stamping her infirmity. Howard knew that when the time came he would need tact and courage and an awful lot of patience. So far he hadn’t felt up to all that, but each day his mother became more of a liability, more of a burden, and in his heart of hearts he knew that it was now only a matter of time before the truth would have to be faced.


‘Come on, Mum,’ he said. ‘That thing’s too heavy for you. Let me give you a hand.’ He placed a pudgy arm around her shoulders to support her as he gently lifted the walking-frame aside.


He bent to pick her up, felt her arms encircle him, her dry scaly long-fingered hands chafing the back of his neck. Howard cleaned and ironed his mother’s clothes assiduously, yet he could never quite seem to get rid of the musty-bread smell that clung to them.


‘Thank you, Howard. You’re a good boy. Mummy’s little helper.’


He smiled, but judiciously turned his head aside when his mother spoke to him. It seemed from her breath that there was something sour and dead inside her.


He carried her downstairs and set her on the couch in the front room. She was light as a corn dolly; another of Howard’s recurrent fears was that one day he would take hold of her arm and the skin would crumble to sawdust beneath his fingers. She sat on the couch and smiled up at him, a small child in a witch’s mask. Howard arranged the cushions behind her so that her back was well-supported, then switched on the television where Russell Grant, dressed in a lurid mohair jumper, was reading horoscopes.


‘Ooh,’ she squealed, clapping her hands together. ‘I like him. What’s his name again? Frank Bough?’


‘Er … Russell Grant, Mum,’ Howard said, but she was waving a hand at him now, urging him to silence.


‘Shh, Howard, listen. Scorpio. This is you.’


Howard listened obediently. He was informed that he had plenty of get up and go and that if he looked after the pennies the pounds would look after themselves. When his horoscope was over he said, ‘You … ah, sit here, Mum, while I finish my shave and get dressed, and then I’ll make us some breakfast.’


His mother pursed her lips at him. ‘Howard, you don’t have to speak to me like that, you know. I’m not a child.’


He concealed a sigh. ‘No, Mum, I know. I’m sorry.’


‘Apology accepted,’ she said and turned back to the television to listen to Pisces.


Howard went back upstairs, re-applied his shaving foam and shaved carefully. He thought of what his mother had said: that comment she had made about not being a child was ironic because in many ways that was just what she was. Howard remembered a time when she had been his comforter, his protector, but now life, it seemed, had turned full-circle and he was paying back those dues. He found the responsibility scary, especially now when her strength and her mind were failing so rapidly. Sometimes she was fine – as lucid and sharp-witted as ever. But at other times she would throw tantrums, wet her bed, giggle like a schoolgirl on a first date, or simply forget who and where she was. At first these changes in her had been barely noticeable, dismissed with a shake of the head, a shrug of the shoulders. But now she was so unpredictable, and consequently a danger to herself, that he was permanently on tenterhooks.


His face looked raw and pink after his shave. Howard carefully applied a little of the rose and wheatgerm moisturizer he had bought for his mother last Christmas, but which she had never used because she said she didn’t like the idea of putting germs on her face. He went into his bedroom, carefully folded the clothes he would need for his day’s lecturing, and put them in a black zip-up bag. He added a clean towel, a bag of toiletries and the book he was reading, The Old Devils by Kingsley Amis.


He pulled on an old blue tracksuit top with frayed elbows, zipped it up, then tied and laced his running shoes. Every day he drove to the University early and ran four laps – a mile – round the track. Though the running never seemed to change his weight at all (he had resigned himself to the fact that he was one of nature’s tubbies), it made him feel good, set him up for the day. As well as the physical aspect, Howard liked the solitude of running. The air seemed to feed not simply his lungs but his mind too, seemed to flush out, temporarily at least, all his fears and insecurities.


He went downstairs, hefting the walking-frame in one hand, his bag in the other. He could hear his mother cackling in the sitting room. He stuck his head round the door. ‘I’ll just make some breakfast, Mum, okay?’


She looked up at him and nodded. ‘All right, darling. Porridge for me, please. And don’t make my tea too strong.’


It was what she said to him every morning. ‘No, Mum,’ Howard said and exited the room.


When breakfast was ready he went back into the sitting room and lifted his mother from the couch, letting her go only when her hands were wrapped safely around the top bar of the walking-frame. He preceded her into the kitchen, transferred her porridge from pan to bowl and buttered the toast. He was just lifting the tea cosy from the pot in readiness to pour when she hobbled into the kitchen.


He ate his cornflakes and tried not to look at his mother as she devoured her porridge. As always she was hunched over the bowl, shovelling the slimy grey pulp into her mouth like some scrawny pond creature feeding on frog spawn. The sounds she made were hideous. Howard had grown more or less used to them by now but he still found it embarrassing if someone called – the postman or the milkman – when his mother was eating. She lifted her tea cup and brought it tremblingly to her lips. When she put it down again there was a residue of porridge, like a glob of brain tissue, on the rim.


Howard was just finishing his own tea when a white-haired woman appeared in the kitchen window and waved to them. This was his mother’s friend, Mrs Atkins from next door, who sat with her during the day. He stood up to let her in but she had pushed open the door and entered before he could get there.


‘Coo-ee, it’s only me,’ she called unnecessarily as she stepped inside.


She had brought her knitting and her Daily Mirror Crossword Book with her which the old ladies claimed kept their minds active. Howard installed his mother in the sitting room, fussing round until he was certain she had everything she needed.


‘Ah, right, well, um, I’ll see you later then,’ he said finally. ‘You know where everything is, Mrs Atkins, don’t you? There’s … ah, tea and coffee in the kitchen, and the number where I can be reached is by the phone. I’ll try and pop back at lunchtime but I’m not promising anything. Well … cheerio.’


The old ladies gave him little wiggle-fingered waves and smiled condescendingly. Howard realized he was being patronized and left the room, blushing. He picked up his bag, carried it outside to his rust-plagued Volkswagen Beetle and tossed it onto the passenger seat before squeezing behind the wheel. As he drove away he felt as he always did – a bright airy sense of release and, paradoxically, an irrational fear that he was leaving that which he most treasured to the mercy of some unknown threat.
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