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CHAPTER ONE

 



 




‘Yes,sir,’said the tiresome old man, leaning back in his rocking chair, ‘that there’s Lake Chicopee right enough. Ain’t no other lake like it in all of Iowa.’

Below them, the lake lounged motionless in the late morning sun like a well-fed cat in a window-seat. Because it’s surrounded on all four sides by the crests of the Chicopee Hills, the wind seldom ruffles its surface, making it one giant mirror. Accordingly, unless you look closely, you don’t actually see a lake; just a ring of ingrowing mountains and stalagmite pine trees surrounding an oval of blue. That, perhaps, was what the old man was referring to; or maybe he had something else in mind.

‘Thanks,’ muttered the motorist, glancing sideways at his watch. ‘So to get to Oskaloosa we just follow this road until it brings us out on the . . .’

‘They do say,’ the tiresome old man continued, lighting his corn-cob pipe and blowing smoke in the motorist’s face, ‘that this here lake’s haunted.’

The motorist coughed pointedly. In New York, blowing tobacco smoke in someone’s face would get you arrested for assault with a deadly weapon. ‘Is that so?’ he said, trying his best to load each syllable with patent lack of interest. ‘If I just follow this road as far as . . .’

‘By an ole Injun spirit,’ the tiresome old man said, ‘name of Okeewana or some such. Now I lived in these parts all my life and I never seen her, but who’s to say, huh? Who’s to say?’

A scowl swept across the motorist’s face like an empty polythene bag windblown across an empty car park. ‘Who indeed? Look, I don’t want to seem rude, but . . .’

‘They do say -’ The tiresome old man leaned forward, giving the motorist a unique opportunity to study at first hand the effects on tooth enamel of sixty years of chewing tobacco and industrial-grade bourbon whiskey - ‘that if you’re lucky and meet that ole spirit and jump in the lake after her, she’ll grant you anything you truly wish fer.’

‘Look—’

‘And if you’re really lucky,’ he added, with an evil grin, ‘you drown first.’

 



When the motorist’s car had disappeared over the skyline - going the wrong way, but some folks just won’t stop to listen - the tiresome old man smiled indulgently, shook himself like a wet cat and turned into a beautiful young girl. Then she stood up, disappeared the rocking chair, the quaintly tumbledown timberframe house and the white picket fence, and ran down to the shores of the lake. Duty done; time for a swim.

However long it was that she’d been here - it seemed like for ever, which is no time at all - in all that time she’d never grown tired of swimming in the lake. Sometimes  she would be an otter, floating on her back or scudding like a sleek brown torpedo a few inches under the roof of the water, letting the bubbles stream after her like a dragon’s tail. At other times she’d be a trout or a duck, occasionally a human; it all depended on the weather and the time of year, the mood she was in, whether she was working or off duty. There were all manner of delightful things to be in a lake; and that was only on this side of the surface. Underneath the reflection, on the mirror’s flipside, the possibilities were, of course, infinite.

Today, it was her fancy to be a water-beetle. Having first scanned air and water for unfriendly birds and fish, she took a deep breath, drew down her mind into the tiny parameters of beetlehood and found herself balancing on legs thinner than her own eyelashes, standing on the surface of the water. It was a tricksy metamorphosis - the difficulty being how to get any purchase on the meniscus of the lake, rather like ice-skating with a single six-inch nail strapped point downwards on each foot instead of a nice wide blade - but the exhilarating effect of being able to scamper over the surface of an element that usually prided itself on always getting the last word generally made up for the time expended in mastering the art. As soon as that first, inevitable wave of shape-changer’s panic had died away she began to feel the sheer bliss of unlimited choice, with nothing to interfere with her pleasure except a very slight breeze setting up a few trivial ripples, and the occasional wolf-whistle from the male water-beetles hanging round a belly-up dead fish a few yards further out. This, she reflected, is the life.

Her mind, or at least the tediously sentient part of it, was on the point of floating away when her insect vision caught sight of a human shape making its way down the southern slope of the encircling hills. A customer. Damn.  With a faint buzz she opened her wing-case, spread her wings and sawed up off the surface of the water, making a noise like a tiny Japanese motorcycle engine.

She wasn’t the only one to have noticed the newcomer. On the opposite side of the lake, high up in the branches of a tall pine tree, Talks to Squirrels shaded his eyes with his hand and did some complicated mental arithmetic.

Range: seven hundred and fifty yards. Windspeed: five, maybe seven miles per hour. Allowance for thermal currents rising off the warm surface of the lake: well, his best guess would have to do, so say five degrees. In which case, let x equal the coefficient of drag . . .

With an ease that mere quartz could never hope to achieve, his mind sifted the numbers, made the corrections, compensated for the effect of air-pressure on an irregularly knapped obsidian arrowhead spinning anticlockwise against the wind on a sunny day and gave him the precise angle and the exactly quantified weight of draw on the bowstring that would have allowed him, if he was still alive, which he wasn’t, goddamnit, to stick an arrow smack bang in the middle of the intruder’s eyebrows. In his mind’s eye he could see the spiralling flash of the arrow’s fletchings against the blue sky, the pear-shaped curve of its descent, and (short pause, while his mind’s eye changed lenses) the look of dumb incredulity on the sucker’s face as he realised he’d suddenly and unexpectedly been taken dead. Hah! I’d have had you, you bastard, except for a technicality.

Remember the furious indignation you used to feel when you were young and the teacher kept you in after school for something you hadn’t actually done? Quite. Think how much worse it must be to be kept in after life.

And it hadn’t been his fault, damnit; because they’d  started it, with their treaties and railroads and forked-tongue promises. Fair enough, he hadn’t exactly loathed every minute he’d spent in the armed struggle for his nation’s liberty; but so what? How can it be wrong to enjoy doing well a job that has to be done? A skilled woodworker making a fine job of a difficult piece of carpentry is allowed to feel good about it; so why not a warrior? Hadn’t been any of this fuss before they arrived. Great Spirits, but what wouldn’t he give for just one more shot. Just one.

He sighed, and the world of the living would have heard the wind softly mussing the branches of the tree. While he’d been calculating and pondering on his wrongs, the scumbag had moved. Range now seven hundred and twenty yards, windspeed now dropping, let  y be the effect of the archer’s paradox. Ah, shit, it just isn’t fair . . .

If only he hadn’t fallen in the goddamn lake.

 



The beetle had landed.

It shook itself and studied the newcomer. Was he, it wondered, the observant type, the sort of man who’d notice a timberframe house with picket fence, stoop and rocking chair and realise that it hadn’t been there a moment ago? Probably not; a dreamer, if ever it had seen one. Quite liable to fall in the lake of his own accord, simply by not looking where he’s going.

Still, duty called. A heartbeat later, he tasted the bitterness of tobacco in the back of his throat, breathed out a thin plume of smoke through his nose and set the chair rocking.

‘Howdy,’ he said.

The young man looked up. For an instant the tiresome old man wondered if perhaps he’d underestimated the  lad, because there was just a tiny flicker of puzzlement in his eyes as he looked up and saw the house for the first time. But if his subconscious mind had noticed anything, it kept it to itself.The young man blinked, said, ‘Hello,’ in an unfamiliar accent, and turned back to stare at the lake.

Unfamiliar? No, it was just that the tiresome old man hadn’t heard it for a very long time. A Britisher, by the Spirits; a direct descendant, maybe, of the dim-witted clowns who’d passed this way three hundred years or so since.

Hum. Unlikely to be a direct descendant of that lot. Where they’d gone, people don’t have descendants. A relative, maybe. Sixteenth cousin thirty-two times removed, something like that. A collector’s piece, at any rate.

‘Mighty fine view of the lake you get from here,’ the tiresome old man observed. A blue cloud rose over his head and hung there for a moment.

‘Yes.’

‘They do say,’ continued the tiresome old man, ‘that this here lake’s haunted.’

‘I know.’

‘Haunted by an ole—you do?’

The young man nodded. ‘That’s why I’m here,’ he said.

‘Gosh darn,’ muttered the old man, taken aback. For technical reasons too complicated to explain, he knew he wasn’t dreaming; but to get a mark who’d actually come here on purpose - hell, if he was inclined to be paranoid he’d be looking for a trap of some sort. ‘Yup,’ he continued lamely, ‘the ole Injun spirit of Lake Chicopee . . .’

‘Okeewana,’ the young man recited, ‘Daughter of the West Wind. If you throw yourself in the lake, she grants you your heart’s desire.’ He made a peculiar noise with  surplus breath and his teeth, which the old man recognised as a sigh of rapture. God damnit! ‘I saved up for two years to come here,’ he added. ‘In the Post Office. You know, I still can’t believe I’m actually here.’

I know the feeling, the old man said to himself. I can’t believe you’re actually here either. Still; the thing to bear in mind when dealing with mortals is never to give them an even break. ‘Where you from, son?’ he asked, and blew a smoke-ring.

‘Brierley Hill,’ the lad replied. He couldn’t be more than twenty-five; tall, unfinished-looking, the sort of man who doesn’t look like he’s dried properly until he’s about forty. Looking at him, the old man felt an overwhelming urge to fold him up and put him neatly away. Somehow, he made the world look untidy. ‘That’s near Birmingham,’ the lad went on. ‘England.’

‘Is that so?’ Birmingham? After my time. Tentatively, he probed the youth’s mind for an image of the place; the result was strange, to say the least. Hell, whatever will they think of next? ‘Well, you sure’s tarnation a long way from home here, bud. Is she like you figured she’d be?’

‘No.’ The lad shook his head. ‘It’s better. It’s really - you know, amazing. All that water and stuff.’


So what did you expect to find in a lake? Porridge? ‘And you reckon you know all ’bout ole Okeewana,’ he continued, feeling ever so slightly as if he was advising his grandmother to bore a small hole in the pointed end, taking care not to crack the shell. ‘They do say . . .’

‘It’s been my ambition, like,’ the boy went on. ‘Ever since I was twelve. I got this book out of the library,  Myths And Legends Of Many Lands. All in there, it was.’ He paused, and seemed to be bracing himself as if to confess some dreadful sin. ‘I like all that stuff, mythology and things.’

‘You do, huh?’

He nodded. ‘I think it’s great. I think I like the Aztecs best, but you can fly here direct from Birmingham and anyway, I can’t speak Spanish. Plus the exchange rate’s better. My mum works in a travel agent’s.’

The old man frowned. Following the kid’s train of thought was a bit like trying to find the end of a rainbow with your eyes shut. ‘They do say,’ he persevered, ‘that if you was to jump in this here lake . . .’

He paused. He could feel vibes.

Talks To Squirrels! Put that thing down, for pity’s sake, before you injure somebody.

Hell, ’Kee, I’m only practising. All I can do these days, practise.You should know that, better than me.

Cut it out, Squirrels, before I cut it out for you. And maybe later, if you’re good—

Huh.You always say that.

Actually, I’ve got a good feeling about this one. And if it does come off, you can have first crack at him. Promise. Honest Injun.

’Kee, that wasn’t funny the first time you said it.

The youth was looking at him curiously, as if he could hear echoes of the unspoken words. The old man pulled himself together.

‘Sorry, kid,’ he said, rallying gamely. ‘Reckon I was miles away. When you been living here long as me, you get so’s you think you hear things that ain’t there, if you know what I mean. And just now, darn it if I wasn’t sure as I could hear that ole spirit calling to me . . .’

Thanks to his unique insight into what goes on under the surface of lakes, the old man actually did know the look on a fish’s face just before it takes the baited hook; a sort of stupid, greedy, well-bugger-me-there’s-lunch-just-hanging-there sort of a grin that generally tends to  dissipate any sympathy you might have for the fish. Just such a look was spreading over the lad’s face, swiftly and indelibly as blackcurrant squash on a white rug. Yessir, got me a sucker, rejoiced the old man’s soul, as it slowly began to turn the reel.

And lay off the Tom Sawyer stuff, will you, ’Kee? You’re about as convincing as a five-dollar Rolex Oyster, and you’re giving me a pain.

‘Really?’ the kid was saying. ‘You can actually, like,  hear her? That’s unreal.’

‘Hey, son, you can hear her for yourself if you just mosey on down to the edge of the water.’

There are some fish so gullible you don’t need to bait the hook. They’re the ones who look up at the three-sixty-degree sky and say to themselves, Hey, wonder what it must be like up there, and wouldn’t it be just great to find out if only I could find some way out of all this boring old water. They’re the ones who say, a fraction of a second before the gaff cracks them on the head, that it’s one small tail-flip for a fish but a giant splosh for fishkind.

‘Wow!’ said the kid. ‘You know, I might just do that.’

With a big silly grin all over his face, he set off down the hill. The old man watched him go, sighed a little, and shook himself.

 



‘Yes,’ said the editor, leaning back in his chair and loosening his tie. ‘That’s one hell of a story.’

‘I know.’

The editor swivelled his chair round and scrolled back through the text on the screen. Occasionally he paused to nod his head, grin and catch his breath.

‘One hell of a story,’ he repeated.

‘Yes.’

‘I particularly liked,’ the editor said, ‘the way you link  it all up at the end. Must have taken some doing.’

‘Not really.’

‘Ah.’ The editor rubbed his chin. Something; not a worry, not even a niggle, as such. On the other hand, the  Tribune’s circulation was up four per cent and the Globe  had run rings round him with the Hudson Bay radiation leak scare. Something like this could change all that. Overnight.

‘I really liked the bit where you link that guy the President’s hairdresser’s uncle was at high school with to the car smash where that ecology activist’s arm got broken, which has never been conclusively proved not to be a bungled CIA hit attempt.’ He chewed his lower lip thoughtfully. ‘That had, you know, overtones. Could mean absolutely anything.’

‘Thank you.’

The editor grinned. ‘And that bit about the leading US company supplying components to the Brazilian company that supplies components to the French company that made all the filing cabinet divider cards used by Sadam Hussein during the Gulf War. Masterly. No other word for it. Their stock’s gonna go through the floor when this hits the stands.’ He frowned, and made a mental note to call his broker.

‘Yeah. It’s a pretty damn good story.’

‘Good?’ The editor gestured vaguely. ‘It makes Woodward and Bernstein look like a couple of old guys doing a gardening column.’ He frowned. ‘Just one thing,’ he added. ‘You couldn’t work in anything about Kennedy, could you? Only we haven’t had a good JFK conspiracy story for . . .’

‘Three weeks.’

‘OK, OK,’ grumbled the editor. ‘Three weeks is a long time in journalism.’ He flicked through the story again.  ‘Here,’ he said, pointing. ‘In this bit where you link Mark Twain with the rise of the Hitler Youth. Couldn’t you kinda just squeeze it a bit and—?’

‘No.’

‘No?’ The editor pulled a little face. ‘Fair enough, I guess it’s your baby. All right, how about here? The part where you claim the guy who’s doing all the Senegal famine relief stuff is really Klaus von Mordwerk, the Butcher of Chartres. If you just . . .’

‘No.’

‘Huh? Pity. Because, you know that bit where you say his birth certificate says he was born in 1957 but it’s all a fake because really he was kidnapped by aliens who whizzed him round the galaxy at seven times the speed of light, so he only looks forty years old even though really he’s ninety-seven; if you were to imply that the same aliens were the ones who snatched Kennedy—’

‘No.’

The editor shrugged. ‘You know best,’ he said. ‘It’s just I hate to see an opportunity going to—’

‘That’s the follow-up. For next week.’

‘Ah.’

‘I suggest you put Chlopeki on it. She needs the experience.’

The editor nodded, and reached for a cigar. He was just about to light it when it was taken from his hand, snapped neatly in two and dropped in the bin. ‘Sorry,’ the editor said sheepishly. ‘I forgot.’

‘Don’t.’

‘Which reminds me,’ the editor added. ‘That bit where you attributed Rasputin’s madness to passive smoking while he was a novice in Kiev. Do you think we could work that up into a major feature? Only, we haven’t had a passive smoking scare for, oh . . .’

‘Two days.’

‘Right. Yeah, well, we could call it a follow-up. You know; write your congressman NOW!!! kinda thing . . .’

A shrug. ‘You can if you like. Look, I’m really glad you liked the story, but I haven’t got time right now. I’ll catch up with you when I get back, OK?’

‘Back?’ The editor looked up. ‘You off somewhere?’

‘Yes.’ Linda Lachuk nodded. ‘Iowa. Looks like something big.’

‘Another one? Hey.’

‘No.’ Linda allowed herself a thin smile. ‘That one you got there’s just a bit of fun. The Iowa thing is big. See you.’

The editor opened his mouth and closed it again. ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘bigger than this? What’s the story?’

Linda shrugged. ‘You’ll see.’

‘Just a little hint?’

‘Let’s see, then.’ Linda sat down on the corner of the editor’s desk. ‘We’ve got a secret nuke installation that’s causing ecological havoc, maybe even bending the fabric of the space/time continuum, and it’s all tied in with the clandestine arms scandal, which means . . .’

‘Huh? What clandestine arms scandal?’

‘This one,’ Linda replied. ‘The big question will be, did the President know about the existence of the second-generation tapes? And then, when we bring in the women’s health issues, not to mention the cute little furry animals angle . . .’

The editor’s face slumped into a stunned grin, so that he looked like a lemming version of Cortes gazing with a wild surmise at the Grand Canyon. ‘There’s a cute little furry animals angle?’ he breathed.

‘There’s always a cute little furry animals angle,’ Linda replied casually. ‘If not express, then implied. You just gotta look for it, is all.’

Which was true, the editor admitted, as he recalled Linda’s own stunningly innovative slant on the farm subsidies story. Who else, he asked himself, would have dreamed of leading with a full-page close-up of the cutest little mouse you ever saw, under the screamer: CONDEMNED TO DIE!! (‘If secret plans now being rushed through Congress are allowed to go ahead, millions of cute furry mice like Wilbert will be ruthlessly exterminated as callous farmers sadistically prepare grain silos for expected megabuck bumper har vests . . .’) He closed his eyes, and grinned. ‘Way to go, Linda,’ he said. ‘I can hardly wait.’

Linda nodded and stood up; and the editor reflected, not for the first time, that for one person to be so incredibly successful, so stunningly beautiful, so completely integrated and at one with her lifestyle, wasn’t perhaps the way it was supposed to be with human beings. Maybe, he surmised, she’s got this really awful-looking painting in her attic. Or maybe not. If she had, she’d have made a story out of it long since.

With an ethnic rights angle to it, probably. Not to mention the cute little furry animals.

 



Ninety feet above the surface of the lake, the duck air-braked, banked sharply and turned.

Because a part of its mind, unused even after all this time to lightning-fast changes of body, was still being a tiresome old man with a corn-cob pipe, the duck made its way slowly down the sky, taking care not to pull a wing muscle or dislocate an arthritic joint. The rest of its mind used the response-time lag to assess the situation and demand to know, one last time, where the catch was. Too easy, it screamed. Nobody, not even a goddamn Brit, is this daffy. It’s got to be a set-up or something.

Got to be.

But, the duck reflected as it lowered its undercarriage and aquaplaned a silvery gash through a reflected mountain, if there’s a catch, buggered if I can see it. Not that I’m in any position to pontificate right now, what with being a duck and all. Stupider creatures than ducks are hard to find, if you leave out the sort of life-form you can comfortably fit on a microscope slide.

Having gathered its wings in tidily to its sides and preened them with its bill, it turned to face the shore and settled itself down to watch. Any minute now, there was going to be a loud splash.

Four. Three. Two. One.

Splash!

When the kid stopped flying through the air and touched down on the water, he fell through the reflection of a rocky outcrop on the south-western crest of the hills, smashing it into thousands of tiny shards of image. As he struggled to keep his head above water, each shard was further fragmented, making the surface of the lake a mosaic of tiny bits of hillside, each one perfectly mirrored but no longer making up a whole recognisable anything. When the kid finally realised that the swimming techniques he’d learned in the municipal swimming baths of the West Midlands didn’t seem to work in the admittedly unusual waters of Lake Chicopee, the reflection healed up over his head with surprising speed. Four and a half seconds after the first splash, the ripples had stopped and the mirror was unbroken once more.

You get seven years for breaking conventional mirrors. That’s a conditional discharge and an apology from the judge compared to the penalty for disturbing this one.

Glug. A last few air bubbles floated up and burst.

The duck put its head down, and dived.


Oh God, Wesley Higgins said to himself as the water filled his lungs, I’m drowning.

Entirely against his will, he breathed in water through his nose. It felt -

Good. Odd, that. Hell, it felt healthy. Fresh, clean water and plenty of exercise. Just what the doctor ordered.

Hang about. I’m not drowning. I’m bloody well floating. I’m floating on top of the water.

Surely not; but it felt like floating. Mind you, the water in his lungs felt like air, so who was he to judge? Every scrap of logic remaining in his oxygen-starved brain yelled at him that this was Death; if not the real thing, then an introductory free sample designed to encourage him to sign on for the full course of treatment. No way he could still be alive.


And yet here he was. Floating on his back, like a damn Poohstick. And alive too, by every indication he could monitor. For a start, don’t drowned people float face down, just a few inches under the surface? He’d read somewhere - at school, probably - that they do.

He opened his eyes and saw the sky, oval-encircled by a rampart of hills and a fuzzy ring of trees. All perfectly normal, except -

Except that they were all back to front, turned through a hundred and eighty degrees, mirror-fashion. For two pins, he could make himself believe that his body, the long, embarrassing thing he’d shuffled around in all these years, really was bobbing along upside down on the surface of the lake. And here he was, floating serenely on the underside and staring at the sky. And breathing the water.

Query: was the water safe to breathe in these parts, or should he have brought along an aqualung full of Perrier? 

Did they even have Perrier in Heaven?

Who said anything about Heaven?

The voice seemed to come from inside his head. Maybe, he reflected, this was how it started for Joan of Arc. One day she’d been relaxing in a nice pine-scented bath, just like I’m doing now, and suddenly there were voices in there between her ears; quiet, whispering little voices just like this one, saying wasn’t it a scandal, all those English people coming over here buying weekend cottages and second homes, forcing property prices up, writing books about how comical the locals are, it’s high time somebody did something about it. And the next thing she knew, of course, there she was tied to this big hunk of wood and some grinning bastard was waving a burning torch at her and saying, Now then, this may hurt a little. With hindsight, she’d have done better to buy a Sony Walkman and drown the buggers out till they went away.

Joan of Who?

Arc. It’s a place. In France.

Excuse me, but I think you’re wrong there. Because according to what you’ve got in your memory banks, it’s either a segment of a circle or a big boat full of animals. No, hang on, I tell a lie. Here we are, Joan of Arc. Hey, going on what you’ve got in here about her, she doesn’t seem like a terribly nice person.

‘She was a saint, damnit,’ Wesley said aloud. ‘And who the hell are you, anyway?’

Would it help if I came out of your ear? No offence, but it’s not exactly a welcoming environment, not unless you happen to be a bee.

Something went pfzzzz! in his ear, and a moment later he caught sight of a round, beady black eye, on a level with his own. It seemed to be inset in a pointed, furry  head with a sort of Disney-cuddly face and whiskers. He looked at it. It looked at him.

‘Hi,’ it said. ‘I’m an otter.’

First voices in his head, now talking animals; spiffing. Dying and going to Heaven would have been nice. Dying and going to hell - decidedly lower down on his list of preferences, but still well within the scope of his expectations. Dying and going to The Wind In The Willows struck him as insult added to injury, with ice, lemon and a sprig of mint.

‘I expect you’re wondering,’ the otter said, ‘what’s going on.’

Wesley would have nodded; but as far as he could tell he was playing fast and loose with the laws of physics just by being there, lying on top of water he’d drowned in not two minutes earlier. The slightest movement on his part might draw attention to the fact that by rights he should be under the surface, not on top of it.

‘Yes,’ he said.

The otter dived, resurfaced, flipped over onto its back and drew alongside him, like a launch beside a tanker. ‘I’m not surprised,’ it said. ‘This must all seem rather strange to you. In fact, you’re probably thinking you must be dreaming or mad or something. All perfectly normal.’

If, half an hour earlier, someone had told Wesley that later on that day he’d find comfort and reassurance in something an otter had told him, he’d have been sceptical, hard to convince. Only goes to show what a difference thirty short minutes can make. ‘Normal?’ he whispered. ‘What—?’

The otter waggled its wee forepaws. ‘This,’ it said, ‘is Lake Chicopee. Remember? The place you’ve come all that way just to see?’

‘How d’you know that?’

‘You told me. And you recall what happens when you jump in Lake Chicopee when the water’s still?’

‘You drown.’

‘Oh no you don’t,’ the otter contradicted cheerfully. ‘If you were drowning you’d be saying things like  glblblblblbbbbb right now, take it from me.When you jump in Lake Chicopee, your heart’s deepest wish comes true.’ The otter made a face which, on a human physiognomy, would be a smirk. ‘And so it has.’

It crossed Wesley’s mind that if his subconscious deepest wish was to be floating on a lake talking to an otter, maybe drowning was too good for him, but he decided not to say it out loud on diplomatic grounds. ‘It has?’ he said.

‘You bet.Your deepest wish,’ the otter continued, ‘is to find release from this mundane, commonplace world by bursting into some wild, fantastic adventure in a magical realm where anything is possible. Am I right or am I right?’

Wesley considered for a moment. ‘Well . . .’

‘Oh come on,’ the otter said briskly. ‘I was in your mind, remember. I can see the interior of your home. A bedsit over a chemist’s shop, right?’

‘Well,’ Wesley replied dubiously, ‘yes, I suppose—’

‘We open the door,’ the otter went on. ‘Directly in front of us on the wall is a map of Middle-Earth, framed. You know your way round it better than you know the centre of Birmingham.’

‘Actually, that’s not difficult. They haven’t got a one-way system in Middle-Earth.’

‘To our left,’ the otter continued, ‘is the bookshelf, covering the whole wall. And what do we find? Tolkien. C.S. Lewis. The complete works of Anne McCaffrey.  Yards of the stuff, enough dreams to float the Graf Zeppelin. To our right, ignoring the unmade bed and the rather disgusting mound of used laundry, we have the mantelpiece, which is covered in skilfully painted lead figurines representing elves, dwarves, orcs, wizards, heroes, disturbed-looking young women with big swords and hormone imbalances, trolls, giants, self-propelled trees, dragons - they come in three sections, and the wings can be displayed in the open or folded position - and God only knows what else. Melt that lot down and you could re-roof the Vatican.’

‘No! I mean, you lay off my collection. Taken me years . . .’

‘Ever since you were twelve,’ the otter agreed. ‘Have I proved my point, or shall we take a peek inside your wardrobe?’

‘All right,’ Wesley snapped. ‘You can make fun all you like. I still don’t see what that’s got to do with lying on my back in a bloody lake talking to an otter.’

‘You don’t?’ Amusement permeated the otter’s voice like the writing in a stick of rock. ‘Then you’re being deliberately dim, friend. Oh, I didn’t mention the life-size handcrafted Franklin Mint replica of Excalibur, on which you still owe nine instalments. Late at night you draw the curtains, take it down off the wall and do feints and little slashes with it. There’s a great big hole in the wardrobe door you’re hoping the landlord won’t notice, though from what I saw of him while I was inside your head, he’s not the sort of guy who’s going to be fooled by chewing gum and shoe polish.’

Wesley thought hard. Excalibur. ‘You’re the Lady of the Lake?’ he hazarded. ‘But I thought—’

‘This is a lake,’ the otter replied. ‘The rest’s just a matter of morphology and capital letters. Principle’s the  same, I guess. What it all boils down to is, you’re a very sad kid who’s never grown out of fairy stories. Yes?’

Despite the various disadvantages he was obviously under, Wesley couldn’t let that pass without rebuttal. ‘No I’m not,’ he replied. ‘There’s nothing wrong with me. I’ve got a car. I’ve got a responsible job in a building society.’ He remembered something which struck him as being of great evidential value. ‘I’ve got a personal pension plan,’ he added triumphantly. ‘With the Norwich Union.’

The otter looked at him. ‘Bully for you,’ it said. ‘Do you want your heart’s desire or not? Because if you’d rather go back to your bedsit and your spavined Metro and your screen in Mortgage Processing, you’ve only to say the word. And you’ll prove my point, while you’re at it.’

‘Yes, please,’ said Wesley ‘It may not be much, but it’s what I am. And I’m not a loony, like you’re trying to make out I am. And,’ he added savagely, ‘I don’t talk to otters. Let me out of here.’

The otter looked at him gravely with deep black eyes.

‘No,’ it said.

Before he could argue further, the otter grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and started to tow him towards the shore. He struggled and tried to kick, but the water around him was thick and unbelievably heavy, like mercury, and he found that he wasn’t strong enough to move it out of the way. Another thing; there were no ripples on this water as he moved through it, unwillingly and backwards. He simply slid through reflected mountains and trees, as if he was the image and they were real. He felt as if the lake was the screen and he was a movie being projected onto it. It wasn’t the happiest of sensations.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Will you slow down, please?’

The otter, which had been cracking on at a fair rate, decelerated. ‘Is that better?’ it asked. ‘If you’re going to be sick, please don’t throw up on the mountains, they stain as soon as look at them. We’re nearly there, anyway.’

‘Are we?’

‘Nearly.’

 



Calvin Dieb parked his car at the side of the road under a tall fir tree, pulled his binoculars out of the glove box, and turned to look at the lake.

Lake Chicopee, Iowa; several thousand acres of the most enchanting, mouth-wateringly promising real estate he’d seen in the course of a long and vigorous legal career. It seemed to call to him; in the sighing of the trees, the soft plashing of the waters, the sound-kaleidoscope of birdsong. ‘Develop me!’ it was saying. ‘Make me pay!’

Right opposite where he was standing, they’d have the shopping mall; and next to that, the drive-ins. On this slope, where he was standing, the first phase of residential, with its unrivalled view of the health complex below, phase two on the left, phase three on the right, and a big fluorescent plastic M dead ahead. If they decided to keep the water, the M would reflect nicely, especially at night.

It had taken God, he reflected, seven days to make this. His clients would take seven years, but they’d do a  proper job. Not that he was knocking God; the guy hadn’t had the advantages. For a start, He hadn’t had the benefit of top-flight legal advice from Hernan Piranha and Cal Dieb. All in all, it was a miracle the roof hadn’t fallen in yet.

But that’s what lawyers are for; to put the Real in realty. He scanned the lake and caught sight of something moving on the surface of the water. A fingertip  adjustment to his executive Zeiss binoculars revealed it to be just an otter, furrowing the water and pulling runs in the reflections like unravelling knitting. Dieb frowned. He’d heard horror stories of dream deals crashing headlong to the ground, their wing-wax melted by the presence on-site of one miserable rare bird or endangered frog. Only last month, he’d been talking to a guy at a seminar who’d nearly lost a deal because of Lexington’s Vole; except that the guy had had the foresight to fly in ten crates of heather-buzzards from Colombia and have them turned loose one dark night when the protesters were too cold to keep a proper watch. The buzzards had scarfed up the voles inside a month; and, since the birds were even more protected than the wee rodents, there was nothing anybody could do. Then, when the food supply was exhausted, the buzzards had moved on, leaving the site clear for the diggers to roll. Best of all, the feathered pests had taken residence on a neighbouring development site owned by clients of a rival law firm, and put them out of business. It put a whole new slant on the term legal eagles.

Wonder what eats otters? Something must. He murmured a few words into his pocket dictaphone. Wolves? Bears? Giant turtles? Were otters a big deal anyway? Probably worth checking while he was here. He took his phone from his belt.

‘Cindi? Is Jack there? Thanks. Jack, otters.Yeah. Look, I’m at the Lustmord Corporation site and it’s ankle deep in goddamn otters. Can we waste the buggers or—? We can? Good work, Jack. Ciao.’ He snapped the phone shut and put it away; another crisis averted, another five hundred bucks on the bill. It was turning into a good day.

But, he reflected as he swung the binoculars round, just because otters weren’t going to be a problem, it  didn’t necessarily follow that there weren’t a whole load of other furry saboteurs out there all poised and ready to pounce. Now sure, he could wait for the report; but then he’d be getting the data at the same time as the clients, which wasn’t his style. Far better to be able to turn to Frank Lustmord at their next meeting and say, ‘Oh, and by the way, Frank, you’ll be pleased to hear we’ve got the Van Sittaert’s Rat situation nicely in hand.’ And Frank would look worried and say, ‘I didn’t know we had a Van Sittaert’s Rat situation, Cal,’ and then he could say, ‘This time next week you won’t, Frank’; and that’d be worth another ten grand, possibly even a step closer to getting Lustmord’s corporate acquisition business. Worth a little mud on the trouser leg, particularly since he was doing it on Frank’s time.

He returned to the car, pulled on a pair of thousand-dollar gumboots and started off down the slope towards the lake. It wasn’t easy going underfoot; bits of the hill tended to break off under his heel, roll down and go splash in the lake. He tried not to watch them; heights made him nervous, and if he were to fall and injure himself horribly, he wasn’t quite sure who would be the appropriate person to sue. A fine fool he’d look, a man in his position, ending up all hideously mangled and not a cent in damages to show for it. Above all, he didn’t want to fall in the lake, because he couldn’t swim.Well, why should he? Never, in twenty years in the legal profession, had he found occasion to include in any of his bills the entry: To swimming, pursuant to your instructions ........ $1,000.00 - so why bother with it? If any swimming ever needed doing, he could hire some guy. From an agency or something.

He felt a stone break loose under his left foot, listened as it bounced and clattered down the hill and heard the splash as it hit the water.

Trouble is, there isn’t always an agency handy when you need one.

Perhaps, he decided, quickly, it would be a good idea to stay exactly where he was until he’d had a chance to collate relevant data, assess the position as regards short, medium and long term eventualities, formulate a plan of action and only then implement it. He did so. Then he started to yell for help.

‘Howdy, mister,’ said a voice behind him. ‘Fine day again. What you hollerin’ fer?’

‘I need help,’ he replied, not turning round. ‘I’m stuck.’

‘Don’t look stuck to me,’ said the voice. ‘What’s the matter? Put yer foot in a bear-trap or something?’

Being rooted to the spot, he couldn’t turn and look at whoever it was, but the voice alone was enough to rough out a picture in his mind. It was one of those folkloric, old-fashioned All-American voices that go hand in glove with the expression ‘old-timer’. It wasn’t a section of American society he was familiar with. Presumably they did go to law sometimes - all Americans go to law sooner or later - but they never walked into his office, quite possibly because they couldn’t afford to talk to his receptionist, let alone him. He assumed they consulted check-shirted, chaw-chewing, four-wheel-drive-driving, stoop-sitting, harmonica-playing, sandpaper-chinned lawyers with offices over lumber mills in towns with quaintly evocative names; the sort who still use embossed letterhead. On the other hand, their legendary woodcraft and oneness with the environment probably made them experts in the field of getting people off dangerous hillsides. In any event, it was a fair bet that the concept of money as a reward for services had permeated this far by now.

‘Get me off this goddamn hillside,’ he said, ‘and I’ll give you twenty bucks.’

Behind him he could hear a wheezy cackle, like a bad telephone connection in a high wind. ‘Say, mister, why don’t you just walk back up the hill and save the twenty bucks?’

‘I can’t. I’m stuck.’

More cackling. ‘You mean you’re too darn scared.’

‘Yes. Look, get me out of this and I’ll make it fifty bucks.’

‘You got it.’

As fingers like steel rods gripped his arm and wrenched him up the slope, he was already wondering whether he might not have been too generous in his offer. Twenty bucks cash and a Piranha & Dieb gift voucher, fifty dollars off the divorce of your choice, might have done just as well.

‘You OK now?’

He opened his eyes. Below him, the lake sparkled. The otter, still ploughing its way through the water, was nearly to the shore. A few mallard pitched out near the western edge, shattering a mirror mountain.

‘I think so,’ he said. ‘Jesus, I was scared there for a minute. It’s a long way down.’

‘Sure is, mister. I recollect you saying something about fifty dollars.’


Why am I not surprised? ‘That’s right,’ he said, turning round. ‘Will you take a cheque? Only I haven’t . . .’

He stopped. Facing him was no grizzled old wood-whittler, as traditionally portrayed in the movies by Slim Pickens; instead, he was staring at a beautiful young girl, with straight black hair, skin the colour of peanut butter and the lissome grace of a top-flight defence attorney squirming his way past the prosecution’s key forensic evidence.

‘No cheques,’ said the vision of loveliness, her full lips slightly parted. ‘Strictly cash.’

Whereupon she put her foot in the middle of his chest and pushed him back down the hill.
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 CHAPTER TWO

 



 




‘Sorry?’

‘I said,’ Wesley repeated, ‘are we nearly there yet?’

‘What? Oh, yes, right.’ The otter nodded a couple of times. ‘I was miles away,’ it added. ‘Look, here we are. You can wade from here.’

Whereupon it let go of Wesley’s collar. After a few panic-stricken kicks he managed to get his feet onto something solid, and stood up, to find himself still waist-deep in water. Straight ahead of him was the lake shore. He waded towards it, and the water seemed to drift away from him as if it was some heavy, swirling gas. He wasn’t at all wet. His knees hurt, and he had pins and needles in his feet.

‘Hurry up,’ the otter called.

There was something odd about its voice. Up till now, it had been a sort of falsetto squeak, the way you’d expect an otter to sound if you’d been brought up on cartoons. Now there was a rather more human tone in it; feminine, even.

‘I’m coming as fast as I can,’ he shouted back. ‘My feet have gone to sleep.’

‘Probably got bored waiting for the rest of you. I haven’t got all day, you know.’

As Wesley limped up out of the water, a human figure appeared from behind a rock. The sight of it stopped him in his tracks.

Facing him was no sleek-furred water-mammal; instead, he was staring at a beautiful young girl, with straight black hair, skin the colour of peanut butter and the lissome grace of an elf-maid at a Broadway audition. Wesley, who had always tended to regard young women with the mixture of admiration and apprehension that a dedicated trainspotter might feel at the sight of a perfectly restored vintage steam locomotive coming straight at him down a tunnel at seventy miles an hour, wasn’t entirely happy at the substitution. Somehow, he knew he’d be better able to cope with talking otters than girls; especially pretty girls.

‘Welcome to your heart’s desire,’ said the pretty girl.

In the circumstances, Wesley took it quite well. It wasn’t the usual sort of thing that girls, pretty or otherwise, tended to say to him. Even short, circular girls with complexions like the skin on cold custard tended to talk to him as if he was something they’d just trodden in. To be welcomed to his heart’s desire by something out of one of the better-class mail order catalogues was something entirely new. It was as if, a second or so before the train hit him, he’d realised that it was a 1930s’ Castle class Swindon-built double-chamber locomotive in fully authentic GWR livery, still retaining its original glass oil-valves.

‘Oh,’ said Wesley, beetroot-coloured from collar to hairline. ‘You mean . . .’

‘Get real,’ the girl replied (normality has been restored; we apologise for any inconvenience). ‘I mean, we’re now on the other side of Lake Chicopee. You understand what that means?’

‘No.’

The girl sighed. ‘Fine. Then I’ll tell you.’ She sat down on the rock, pushing her hair back over her shoulders in a way that made Wesley want to climb a tree and hide in a hornets’ nest till she’d gone away. ‘I’m not sure how observant you are, but did you notice something about the lake? How perfectly it reflects everything around it?’

‘Sure,’ Wesley replied, truthfully as a newspaper. ‘What about it?’

The girl swung her head, so that her hair swayed. ‘The surface of the lake’s a sort of mirror-fronted door, like the ones you get in shops and bathrooms. That’s rather a confusing way of putting it, but you’ll get the general idea later on. There’s the side you come from; let’s call that topside. We’ve come through that and now we’re on the flipside. It’s an exact mirror image of topside, except that here the rules are different.’

‘What rules?’

The girl shrugged, doing things to parts of her anatomy that Wesley really didn’t want to know about just then. ‘Any rules you like, that’s the whole point. On Flipside, the world’s the way you want it to be.’

‘Oh.’

‘Or rather,’ the girl went on, ‘it’s the way you think you want it to be. You made a wish when you jumped in the lake. Right?’

Wesley nodded.

‘What you wished for, you got.’ She smiled, rather unpleasantly. ‘Whether you like it or not. Go forth and enjoy.’ She yawned, putting one hand over her mouth  and the other behind her head. ‘You get the bill later.’

‘The bill—?’

‘Of course the bill. You think I run this place as a public service? Yes,’ she added, looking at him, ‘probably you do. I don’t suppose such concepts as overheads and maintenance and repair mean an awful lot to you. Remind me later on and I’ll let you see last year’s accounts.’

Her tone of voice made Wesley feel he ought to apologise, though he wasn’t sure what it was he’d done wrong. The least he could do, he reflected, was try and show a little enthusiasm. The fact that he didn’t really believe that any of this was actually happening was neither here nor there; even if it was only a dream, he reckoned that he stood a far better chance of waking up if he didn’t antagonise anybody until he was safely back under his own duvet, with Old Mister Sun beaming in at him through the mildewed curtains. ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ he therefore said, ‘and I didn’t mean any offence, honestly. It’s just I didn’t realise . . . I mean, I spent all my savings on the air fare, so if there’s going to be a bill to pay, maybe we’d better call it a day now.’

The girl grinned at him, making him wonder exactly what she was. A few moments before, she’d been an otter. Before that, if his intuition was correct, she’d been an old man with a pipe. Now, with that grin on her face, she looked just like a wolf.

‘I wouldn’t worry about that,’ she said. ‘I don’t render the sort of bill that money can pay.’ She paused for effect, and then continued, ‘After all, if it was money I was after, I wouldn’t need to bother. Money’s easy.’

Wesley blinked. He didn’t know precisely how many adjectives there are in the English language - a hundred thousand? Quarter of a million? Five million? - but there  were a hell of a lot, and virtually any of them seemed more appropriate than easy when applied to money. ‘Gosh,’ he said. ‘You reckon?’

‘Yes,’ the girl replied; and it started to snow banknotes. Before Wesley had time to move, he was up to his shins in crisp, new thousand-dollar bills. He didn’t need to hold one up to the light to see that they were genuine; somehow it went without saying. He took about a second and a half to recover from the shock; then he started grabbing with both hands.

‘If it was just a matter of money,’ the girl went on, as a sudden gust of wind blew a heavy drift of thousand-dollar bills straight into Wesley’s face, ‘my job would be a doddle. If giving you your heart’s desire was as simple as sending you home with enough of those things to fill a large container lorry, believe me, I’d be absolutely delighted. Trouble is,’ she said, with a sigh that made all the money vanish as suddenly as it had come, ‘it isn’t. Money wouldn’t solve a thing. You’d just be a rich fuck-up instead of a poor one.’

‘You know what they say,’ Wesley muttered, his hands still tightly clenched on what was now nothing but empty air. ‘A change is as good as a rest. I’m prepared to give it a go if you are.’

‘That’s terribly sweet of you,’ the girl replied, vaporising a thousand-dollar bill that had somehow managed to get lodged down the back of Wesley’s neck, ‘but it’d only make me lazy. No, I know what you really want, and I intend to see that you get it.’

Wesley made a little whimpering noise and sat down on the ground. He wasn’t sure he understood this dream. If his heart’s desire wasn’t the gorgeous girl and it wasn’t all that wonderful money, what in hell was it? Later, he resolved, he and his heart were going to have a serious  talk about the meaning of the word priorities.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘You’ve told me what it isn’t. Now tell me what it is.’ A disturbing thought crossed his mind. ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘if this turns out to be one of those time-share presentation things and the free gift’s really only a radio alarm clock, I’m not going to be happy.’

‘Be happy. It’s not that.’

‘Then what is—’

‘Look!’

 



Linda sat back in her seat, waved away the offer of a drink, and gazed out of the window at the clouds below.

Iowa.

She frowned. Deplorable but true; she knew only two things about Iowa. One, that it was big, dull and agricultural. Two, it was reputedly the birthplace of James T. Kirk.

Briefly she considered these two nuggets of wisdom and came to the conclusion that there wasn’t a story angle in either of them. A pity; because, like Pythagoras, Linda lived her life by and for angles, and accordingly straight lines bothered her, in the same way as a vacuum is reckoned to bother Nature. As far as she was concerned, if you can’t crack it open and pick news out of it, there’s not much point in it being there. By those criteria, they might as well dig up Iowa and use it to line window-boxes in New York.

Nevertheless; by some divine mistake the Story to end all Stories was happening in Iowa. To be precise, at a place called Lake Chicopee, a little-known beauty spot situated in the exact geometric epicentre of nowhere.
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