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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.







PROLOGUE


A RIDE ON THE BLACK CAROUSEL




’Tis less the horror than the grace
Which turns the gazer’s spirit into stone


Percy Bysshe Shelley,
‘On the Medusa in a Florentine Gallery’







I don’t know how you’d write about a winner if he
wasn’t a loser who’d prevailed


Warren Zevon







ONE


SEVENTEEN WAS being a bitch, as usual.


If there was any irony in the thought, Bruno didn’t see it. The dogs inside the pens always grew jealous of the dogs that were still outside in the yard during the daily hosing-out, but he’d been noticing for some time now that the number seventeen animal took it worse than most. She’d lope back and forth from shelf to floor and back onto the shelf again, and the other five huskies in there with her would crowd back wherever they could to give her space. Two of them still had shaved patches and scars, souvenirs of their failure to get out of her way when Bruno had come within reach of the wire.


She hated him, it was as simple as that. She could read him in some way that the others couldn’t, and she found plenty to be afraid of. Bruno leaned on his brush in the half-swept last pen of the row, and he listened to the even bump-bump-bump of her pacing on the other side of the rough wooden wall. Draining water lay like eels on the concrete floor, glistening in the light from the overhead fluorescents; the day never made it this far inside.


Down the row and around the corner, one of the dogs was crooning gently to itself. Only inches above Bruno’s head—the ceiling was barely six feet high—there was an almost continuous scratching of claws on boards. The six bear-like Eskimo dogs in the roof space were getting restless, as if messages of tension were running along invisible lines.


The Siberian in the next pen paced from floor to shelf, from shelf to floor, on and on.


She hated him. “It’s mutual,” he said out loud, surprising himself with the sharpness of his voice in the cold air. The pacing continued without missing a beat, as rhythmic and as powerful as a steam-driven machine.


We’ll need another dog for a lab sacrifice in a couple of weeks, he thought. How’d you like to be the one to get it?


Everything stopped.


The only sound was the slow drip from the hose coiled over its standpipe, halfway down the access passage and below the roof-space trapdoor. Even the animals in the yard outside had stopped their snuffling against the hatch.


Bruno waited, but still nothing moved.


“Four-footed bastards,” he said, and carried on with his sweeping-down of the floor.


A couple of minutes later, he threw the broom out into the passageway. There was still some straw and ordure that he’d missed in the corners, but he’d had enough. Unshipping the juiced-up electric baton that he kept on a loop at his hip—better than any amount of affection when it came to guaranteeing obedience, in Bruno’s experience—he winched up the hatch so that the dogs could come thundering back into their pen from the yard outside. They leapt onto their shelves or slunk into the enclosed dens beneath, and even before they were settled he let the hatch fall. They watched him, pig-eyed and glittering with malevolence, as he stepped out of the pen and secured the door behind him.


There was still a silence from number seventeen’s enclosure.


Whoever had built the place had gone for solidity rather than finesse. The woodwork of the pens was like that of a log barn, and the door of each cell was held in place by double-bolted iron hinges. With the baton held easily by his side, Bruno put his face up to the wire mesh look-through alongside the frame.


It wasn’t too light in there, but he registered nothing out of the ordinary. Three of the hulking Greenland dogs lay on the platform, and another could be seen half-in and half-out of the den underneath.


Bruno leaned closer to get a look into the corners.


An artillery shell of bone and muscle exploded in his face.


He took a fast step backwards, cattle prod held at the ready, but there was no way that the dog could get through to him.

The Siberian was clawing and snarling and spitting, lips drawn right back and muzzle rammed up hard against the mesh with her eyes showing white rims of fury, but the wire was tough and it held. She fell away and jumped again. Now there were flecks of blood on the metal.


Bruno watched as she crashed against the mesh over and over, each impact a little less forceful than the one before. Dogs in the other pens were starting to growl, a low sound like a fleet of heavy trucks revving. Agitated skittering noises, claws on boards again, came from the roof space overhead. A couple more leaps, and then he’d reach out with the baton and stroke its live tip across the wire just as the dog was making contact. The burns would make her scream for an hour, if the shock didn’t snap her in two.


On the next one. He tensed himself, ready.


“What the fuck do you do in this place?” the astonished voice of a stranger demanded out of nowhere.


Bruno turned around.


IF THERE was one duty that Micheline Bauer disliked above all others, it was that of sitting up in the common room with a pair of binoculars and keeping an eye on the rich kids who turned up every now and again to borrow some of the sled dogs so that they could freak around on the glacier. But what could she say? Rochelle Genoud was the one who always brought them along, and Rochelle Genoud was the chairman’s stepdaughter. There was nothing that the station staff could do other than to put up with their presence and hope that their visits would be short and that they’d keep their noses out of the research facilities.


She tried to focus the binoculars. These things always gave her a headache. It didn’t help that her subjects were hardly more than specks in the blinding haze where the hard sunlight met the glacier. Beyond this were the mountains, razor-sharp and veined with ice against the sky.


There seemed to be somebody missing. There ought to be seven figures, but she could only count six.


Probably the heiress’s bodyguard taking a break, Micheline told herself, and deciding that it was time she did the same she

lowered the binoculars and rubbed at her eyes.


Not that the common room was much to look at, because its odd mix of tired old furniture and office throwouts gave it the air of a run-down youth hostel. The station was halfway up a Swiss mountain, a little-used railway stop on a line where thousands of ski nuts passed through but almost nobody ever got off. It had a staff of twenty, mostly Germans and French; it also had four good-sized labs, three operating theatres used mainly for postmortem dissection, a thousand or so rats, and about three dozen huskies that had been left over from the station’s previous existence as a sled dog breeding centre. They used the dogs in tests sometimes, but generally their cold-weather metabolisms were so slow that they distorted the results. No original research was carried out at the station; it was strictly product pre-testing only, a continuous one-way processing of animal life into data for other minds to assess.


Johnny Tostevin wandered across the room behind her, heading for the coffeemaker. She wondered if he’d bring her a cup, or whether she’d have to ask.


She raised the binoculars again.


The glacier didn’t seem so much like a slow-moving river of ice, more like a snow-filled basin with a gentle incline that was sheltered by the mountains above. It wasn’t as safe as it appeared, and crevasse and avalanche danger meant that none of the ski runs from the higher resort even came close.


“What’s going on now?” Johnny Tostevin said from just behind her. He hadn’t brought her anything.


“They’re only farting around,” Micheline said.


“Did they stop for lunch?”


“They had champagne in the hamper. Now they’re just running the sleds around in a circle.”


Johnny gave a disgusted grunt. “Fucking chairman’s daughter,” he said. “I hope she breaks a leg.”


Rather than ask him for anything, Micheline set down the binoculars on the table by the window and went over to get her own coffee. Johnny picked them up to take a look at the distant scene, and started fiddling with the focus settings that Micheline had spent more than half an hour getting just right. Suddenly she hated this place, a surge of fury against the isolation and the company and the lack of social life and the lousy TV reception and the tattered magazines passed from hand to hand.


Over by the window, the internal phone buzzed. She didn’t have to move because Johnny was already picking it up.


There was no more coffee. But the anger had all drained out of her now, leaving her bitter and spent. She had brains and she had ambition, more of each than a dozen Johnny Tostevins, and as soon as she’d put in an acceptable length of service on product research she’d be reaching for bigger and better things inside the organisation. Johnny, unlike her, had gone about as far as he would ever get. It annoyed her that she still seemed to dream about him at least once a week.


“You’re kidding me,” he said stonily into the phone, and immediately Micheline knew that there was some problem.


Johnny listened for a few seconds longer, and then he put down the receiver. “Trouble in the pens,” he said, and he headed for the door. Her lookout duty forgotten, Micheline moved to follow him.


Trouble in the pens usually meant only one thing.


Bruno.


ABOUT HALF of the centre’s staff were already down in the pens when Micheline arrived about five strides behind Johnny, everybody talking at once and trying to be heard over a background of howling dogs. They moved aside to let him through, and it was then that Micheline got sight of a figure lying on the bare concrete floor. It was a youngish man in Levis and a ski jacket, someone that she’d never seen before, and he was stretched out on his back with his jacket and his shirt ripped open to the waist while Chantal, one of the lab assistants, crouched over him and seemed to be listening to his heart.


“I can’t hear anything,” Chantal was saying desperately. “I can’t hear anything at all!”


Johnny got down beside her and touched the man’s throat, looking for a pulse. There wasn’t much space here and everyone had to rearrange themselves around him, and as they moved Micheline got sight of Bruno. He was standing some way back from the others, arms folded and looking morose, and Micheline knew straight away that her first instinct had been right. She’d never liked Bruno much. He was tall and gangling, as unkempt as a polar explorer, and he had a habit of picking interesting little items out of his beard and inspecting them.


Johnny glanced up at Chantal. “Did you try resuscitation?”


“Right away.”


“How long had he been out before you started?”


“I don’t know. Not long. Ask Bruno.”


But instead of asking Bruno, Johnny looked up at the others. “Let’s get him out of this bear pit and into one of the treatment rooms,” he said, almost having to shout because the racket from the distressed dogs all around them was so loud now. Four of them each took a corner of the man and hoisted him up like a battering-ram. Micheline, having been the last one through the door, now held it open as they carried him out.


“I could have been doing it wrong,” Chantal was saying. “I only ever worked on dogs before.”


They got him into treatment room number four, which was like a fully-equipped operating theatre only three-quarter sized. When they knocked the straps out of the way and laid him on the table, his legs dangled over the end. Two of the men lifted him for as long as it took Johnny to get the ski jacket off. He threw this over to Micheline and said, “Go through the pockets, find out who he is.” And then, to the others; “What happened to him? What are we dealing with, here?”


The story didn’t take as long to tell as it did to get a muzzle-mask fitted over the man’s face. Johnny started heart massage while someone else worked the oxygen bag, and the man’s chest started to rise and fall in a semblance of life. It was weird to see, and it looked all wrong. As she sorted through the cards and papers that she’d found in an inside pocket of the ski jacket, Micheline realised that she was already thinking of him as a dead man. If more than four minutes had gone by before Chantal had started work on him, they might as well send him down to the market to be with the rest of the vegetables.


He’d arrived with Rochelle Genoud’s party, although nobody had ever seen him with the group before. Apparently he’d walked in from the glacier after taking a fall and wrenching his shoulder; Micheline thought it best not to mention that she’d seen nothing of this because she’d probably been messing around trying to adjust the field glasses at the time. Dagmar, the centre’s housekeeper, had directed him to the first aid room, but he must have taken a wrong turn because he’d next appeared in the dog pens. Bruno’s story was that he’d taken the intruder for a would-be thief or an industrial spy. His solution to the problem had been a quick zap between the eyes with the electric baton, and the man had dropped like a stone.


“He’s English,” Micheline said, looking at his passport. “James Harper.” She had a little trouble pronouncing the James. “He’s a teacher at one of the international schools in Gstaad.”


Johnny looked up at her as she said this, but he didn’t break his rhythm. “Just a teacher? Not one of the rich kids?”


“I’ve just been looking in his wallet. Definitely not one of the rich kids.”


Johnny kept on going, beginning to tire, but now he was thinking hard as well. Micheline could almost read his mind.


Little Werner Risinger, Rochelle Genoud’s half-brother, attended one of the international schools. They were small, expensive boarding schools specialising in intensive tuition for the likes of embassy children. Staff were usually recruited through agencies overseas and were often low-paid and unqualified, but in the vacations they’d get to move in circles that they’d otherwise only ever see in Martini ads. If James Harper was a teacher and only along for the ride, and if none of the party missed him …


“I’m still not getting any heartbeat,” Chantal said. She’d brought in a cylindrical metal stethoscope from one of the other rooms and had put it against the pale skin of the Englishman’s side. Everybody else was watching with a sick expression as the Englishman gave about as much response to the rescue efforts as a side of meat.


Someone else took over the heart massage, and another of the technicians brought over an ECG trolley and tried to make a decent guess about where best to put the electrodes. Johnny shone lights into the Englishman’s eyes but it was obvious that he only had a vague idea about what he was doing. The ECG monitor, when started, gave a hopeful-looking blip every time the heart muscle was put under pressure, but when the massage was stopped for a moment the screen showed nothing more than a flat line.


“Any suggestions?” Johnny said to the mute crowd around him.


“Shot of adrenaline, directly into the heart muscle,” someone offered.


“Is there any adrenaline in the building?”


But this time the best that anybody could do was to give a shrug.


Micheline said, “What about the new EPL formula?”


Johnny looked at her. “What about it?”


EPL was the name of the reformulated drug that Micheline had been running tests on for more than six weeks now. “It’s a stimulant,” she said. “The formula doesn’t resemble adrenaline, but it has some of the same properties. Look at him. What are we going to lose?”


Everybody looked at the Englishman, white as a broken dove under the operating light.


“Get it,” Johnny said.


She ran up to her own lab and broke out two phials of EPL and the longest, toughest hypo needle that she could find. On her way back she glimpsed Bruno at the end of the treatment room corridor; he seemed to be hanging around trying to pick up some idea of what was going on without wanting to get too close, and when he saw her he drifted away like some kind of wraith.


They parted to let her through. Nothing on the table had changed. The six weeks of tests had told her very little about EPL that could be extrapolated into the case of a human subject, and it went without saying that they were on dangerous ground here.


Looking at Johnny, she said, “If this works, then we’re okay. But if it doesn’t, and someone spots the puncture site … ”


“Disguise it,” Johnny said. “Find a freckle, or something.”


She studied the Englishman’s skin for a moment. “No freckles,” she said. “I’ll go in through the nipple.”


Not even Johnny could bring himself to watch.


They worked on him for another half-hour, but by then it had become obvious that they were wasting their time. Everybody had taken a turn either on the oxygen bag or at chest massage, and the only time that the steady line of the ECG monitor had seemed to waver independently had been when someone had tripped over the wire.


Finally, Johnny reached up and switched off the operating light.


“Everybody listen to this,” he said. “I’m going to go upstairs and call Basle. I’ll tell them the problem and we’ll see how they want to handle it.”


“What about the police?” Chantal said.


“That’s not going to be my decision,” Johnny said. “Until we get told otherwise, none of this has happened. We’re all going back to our jobs and we’re going to carry on as normal. If anybody’s asked about a schoolteacher, no-one knows anything. Somebody find Bruno and make sure he gets that into his head. For now I’m going to lock this room and hold onto the key.”


They filed out into the corridor, silent in the aftermath of disaster. The passageway ran almost the length of the chalet and had glass bricks for windows which let in a pale, rainwashed-looking light without images. Micheline stayed to watch as Johnny locked the door behind them.


The Englishman lay as they’d left him, his arms and legs still overhanging the sides of the undersized table.


Micheline had used his ski jacket to cover his face.


JOHNNY WAS gone for most of the evening, and didn’t get back until well after twelve. A team from Special Projects had arrived in a Mercedes four-wheel-drive after a hazardous climb on ploughed tracks, and they’d taken away both Johnny and something that a stranger might have guessed to be a weighted sack wrapped in sheet plastic. Rochelle Genoud and her friends had departed a couple of hours before. None of them even seemed to have noticed that one of their number was missing; apparently the Englishman wasn’t a much-valued member of their set.


Bruno at least had the sense to stay out of everybody’s way. He kept himself down in the pens and probably spent the time wondering about his future; deep questions like, whether he was going to have any future when the company had finished with him.


It was almost one in the morning when Micheline found Johnny, exhausted-looking and slumped on one of the threadbare old sofas in the common room. The eyes that looked up at her were dark-ringed, but they didn’t have the bleak no-hope message that she’d been half-expecting.


“It’s fixed?” she said.


“It’s a long story. I’m going to call a meeting in here and tell it to everybody in the morning.”


“I’m the one who put the needle in, remember,” she said. “I want to know now.”


He sighed and closed his eyes for a moment, but he was too beat even to argue.


“We took him back to his school,” he said. “There are about five or six staff on the premises right now, nobody else. We waited until the housekeeper left and the others all got into the school minibus to go down into Gstaad, and then we broke in. We got the body stripped and put it into bed, put the reading light on and left a book open by him, made it look as if he might have had some kind of seizure in his sleep.”


“So they’ll do a post-mortem, and they’ll find the EPL in him. They might even find the puncture wound in his heart and the shock-burn on his skin. What then?”


“We left a load of stuff at the back of his underwear drawer—speed, cannabis, cocaine, you name it. Nobody’s going to start puzzling over an EPL fingerprint on the chromatograph with so much junk close to hand. Anything they can’t explain, they’re going to assume it was self-administered. The rest of it, we’ll just have to take a chance. You did a good job on the point of entry. We wiped off one drop of blood and then nothing showed.”


“And that’s it? No report to the police, nothing to explain?”


Johnny looked at the floor, and rubbed at the side of his face as if it had begun to go numb. “The expression used was that we’re going to ‘keep this one in the family’. But I don’t think that means it will stop here.”


“Meaning what?” Micheline said, warily.


“Meaning that there’s going to be an internal enquiry, the present staff will be dispersed to new jobs, and the centre may even be closed down.”


Johnny looked anything but happy at the idea. As head of the facility, he was probably going to find himself carrying the weight for the disaster even though it had been Bruno who’d wielded the overjuiced baton. Wherever he went after this, it was bound to be downhill. For the first time ever, Micheline put a sympathetic hand over his; and, almost absently, he turned his own hand over and gave hers a return squeeze.


But Micheline hardly noticed. Johnny Tostevin was now yesterday’s news, her gesture hardly more than a reflex.


Micheline was already beginning to think about tomorrow.


AND ALMOST at that same moment, on the outskirts of one of the most fashionable of Swiss winter resorts, a Volkswagen minibus was crunching to a halt on the turning-circle in front of an empty chalet school. Its doors opened and three young men climbed out, their heads pleasantly buzzing with good times and imported beers.


“Hey,” one of them said. “Jimbo’s back,” and the others both looked up to where a single light burned in a window under the eaves.


“Let’s go see if he scored with an heiress,” one of the others said, and so laden down with cans of Stella Artois from the back of the van they clanked and stumbled their way into the building.


There had been four of them when they set out but Dieter, the young maths graduate from Mainz, had managed to pass himself off as a ski instructor and had been taken on to a party somewhere by a couple of American girls. Of those remaining, one was an Australian physics dropout and the other two were recruits who’d come to the international school via the same agency as Jim Harper. There wasn’t a single formal teaching qualification between any of them, but they got on well with the boys and the school’s end-of-year results were always good.


They made their noisy way up the back stairs past the empty dormitory level, burping and calling out Jim Harper’s name as they went.


“Shit,” the Australian said suddenly as he stepped onto the upper landing where the staff bedrooms were all situated. There was a loud crash as every can that he was carrying hit the boards. He leapt forward, his head instantly clear.


Jim Harper lay halfway down the landing, his body twisted in around the bedsheet that had dragged along behind him. The rest of his bedding made a trail back to the open doorway of his room, evidence of his slow and tortured progress towards the pay phone at the landing’s end. He’d made it about two-thirds of the way, but he wasn’t moving now. One hand was reaching out, braced hard against the boards like the pale claw of a fallen statue.


The Australian, who’d worked two summers as a lifeguard in a public pool, rolled Jim onto his side and, after checking that his airway was clear, started to put him into the recovery position.


He looked up at the other two men, who were gawking helplessly.


“One of you get on the phone, quick,” he said. “Call for an ambulance. He’s hardly breathing.”




I.


THE CARETAKER




TWO


“IT’S ALWAYS pissing with rain around here,” Bob McAndrew said, and his voice echoed up through three storeys of empty rooms and peeling wallpaper. “I should have bought a boat instead of a house.”


Not the most encouraging start, but this was Jim Harper’s first real job in a year and he didn’t want to blow it on the first day, so he said nothing. He shivered, and wondered if the dusty grate would take a fire. He could find out as soon as the McAndrews were out of the way, although he didn’t have much hope; the house didn’t seem to have been occupied for years, and the flues were probably blocked with soot and old birds’ nests.


McAndrew stood in the large bay window, the most impressive single feature in the place. One of the panes had been cracked and repaired with tape, and the rain-jewelled glass now gave a view of the town and the sea beyond which was like a slashed painting. Jim waited, but McAndrew didn’t move. A momentary darkness seemed to be passing through him somewhere deep inside as he stared out into the soft afternoon light. In the shadows on the far side of the room, McAndrew’s wife stood wrapped in a bear-hug of expensive white fur. She hadn’t spoken since Jim, their new caretaker, had arrived, but she watched McAndrew as a lioness might watch her last surviving cub.


“Bob?” she said, softly.


McAndrew heard. He seemed to give himself a shake, and then he turned his back on the town. He looked at Jim and said, “Now, what do you need to know?”


“How do I get paid?” Jim said promptly.


“At the bank in town, every Thursday. Just show up and prove who you are, they’ll know what to do.”


“Oh.”


“Something wrong with that?”


“No, it’s just that I’ll have nothing to live on for nearly a week.”


“What about your last Giro?”


“I spent all of that to get myself here.”


McAndrew looked at the ceiling, and sighed. His self-image was obviously that of a hard-nuts businessman, hotter than shit from a phoenix, and somebody whose world turned more slowly or with less organisation was an obstacle that he couldn’t understand.


Lynne McAndrew said, “You can call the bank in the morning, can’t you, Bob?”


McAndrew frowned. “That’s hardly a business arrangement.”


“Oh, come on.” The voice from the shadows was gentle, persuasive, and apparently effective. It was a relief for Jim to find that somebody was on his side. He knew that he wasn’t a confidence-inspiring sight; he hadn’t been able to shave since the day before, and the hand-me-down overcoat that he wore over a splitting leather flying jacket had originally been bought for somebody a couple of sizes larger. On the bare floorboards beside him, his suitcase was leaking out some of the water that it had absorbed on the long walk up to the Cliff House.


“All right,” McAndrew said, after enough of a pause to suggest that this was his own decision. “I’ll authorise them to release the first payment early. But the other cheques stay on schedule—as far as I’m concerned we’ve got a contract, and that’s my side of it. I expect you to stick to yours.”


“What will you want me to do?”


“Just sit tight and keep the squatters and the gypsies out until the spring. I’ve nailed up all the windows and put new locks on all the doors. Use them every time you go out, even if it’s only for five minutes. No animals and no visitors. A local agent will be calling around every now and again with builders to look the place over. Nobody else is to get in. Understood?”


It sounded to Jim as if he was going to be living in constant danger of siege. He said, “Should I expect someone to try?”


“There are three or four empty places along the cliffs. They’re all targets for kids and tramps. Just make sure everybody knows this one’s lived in.” McAndrew took out his wallet and sorted through a fan of business cards; he removed one and held it out. “Any trouble,” he said, “tell the agent.”


Jim took the card. It gave no address, just a telephone number. He said, “Is there a phone in the house?”


“No. And there’s no power on the upstairs floors, either. Water supply’s usable in the kitchen only, unless you’ve got a taste for lead.”


Lynne McAndrew said, “Tell him about the floor,” but McAndrew shrugged as if it was a matter of no real importance.


“Some of the boards have rotted, that’s all. You go for a wander in the bedrooms in the dark and you’re liable to end up in the cellar with two broken legs and an arse full of splinters. If I were you I’d just forget the upstairs altogether.” He breathed in deeply and looked around, as if the cold, damp air of the house might remind him of something that he’d missed. Jim was trying to imagine what it was going to cost to make the place decently liveable again, but he was beginning to lose track of the zeroes as McAndrew turned to his wife and said, “I’m going to make sure I got all the windows. Take him through and give him the keys, will you?”


Jim picked up his case, and followed Lynne McAndrew into the kitchen. The floor was covered in old lino and the walls were gloss-painted, and overhead a hundred-watt bulb hung without a shade. Most of the floor space was taken up by a family-sized table with three unmatched chairs around it, and this was backed up against an off-yellow electric cooker that looked big enough and old enough to double as a sacrificial furnace.


“Quite a place,” Jim said, he hoped diplomatically.


“Quite a dump,” Lynne McAndrew corrected as she walked around to the head of the table, where a cardboard Chivas Regal box overshadowed two keys on a tag. “The way Bob goes on, you’d think he owned it.”


“Doesn’t he?”


“Bob’s an undischarged bankrupt, he doesn’t own a thing. All this is in my name.”


Jim set down his suitcase. “You don’t seem very keen.”


“I’m not. It’s a grim old house in a dead town. He’s failed here once, and I just know he’s going to do it again. Now he thinks he’s got something to prove.” She held up the two keys. “One for the front door, one for the back. But if you ask me, nobody in their right mind would ever want to break in.” But she smiled as she said it. She was dark-haired and pale even against the white of the fur, and seen close-up she was neither as old nor anything like as brittle as Jim might have expected.


“Hey,” he said, “don’t knock it, it’s work.”


“I’m only sorry we couldn’t fix you up with anything better.”


“This is fine. It’s not as if you owed me anything.”


“Perhaps not. But we owe Doctor Franks, and that’s something else.” Her face turned serious. “When Bob was doing well I was getting through a bottle of Pernod every other day until it nearly poisoned me. Alan Franks dried me out and wound me up and set me going again. Then when Bob’s business started to fold, I was suddenly all right. Don’t you think that’s strange? I can’t take it when he’s successful, but when he’s on the skids there’s no problem. I don’t touch the stuff now, but I haven’t turned into an evangelist about it.” She indicated the cardboard box. “You’ll find the odd bottle in here, along with an electric heater and one or two other things which should make life a little easier.”


“Thanks,” Jim said. Somewhere far-off in the house, a hammering started.


Lynne McAndrew looked around, and said, “I hope this works out all right. For you, I mean. I heard all about the bad year you’ve been having.”


“I’ll be fine. Anywhere that isn’t a hospital already has a lot going for it.”


“That won’t last. Go down into the town and get to know some people. Throw parties. You could hardly damage the place, could you?”


“But your husband said … ”


“He’s just afraid of his creditors finding out about the house and trying to get it attached. What I’m telling you is, live a little. Put it all behind you, do you hear?”


McAndrew returned then, so Jim didn’t get a chance to reply. McAndrew was carrying a hammer which was so new that it still had an orange price tag stuck to its handle.


His wife said, “I’ve just been suggesting to our new caretaker that he should fill the house with women and throw wild parties.”


“Very funny,” McAndrew said, and he turned to Jim. “The fuse box is in the hall and the water shutoff’s under a plate in the front garden. Is there anything else you want to ask?”


“I don’t think so.”


“Right.” McAndrew pocketed the hammer. “We’ve got to pack and catch a plane.”


They moved out into the yard, which was enclosed by disused outbuildings on two sides and a fence with a double gate on the third. The roof overhang of the former stables made a covered walkway against the house, and as McAndrew turned up his collar and ran out into the rain to unlock the BMW, his wife and the new caretaker stayed in its shelter.


“Nice motor,” Jim said.


“Rented,” Lynne McAndrew said, keeping her voice low. “Unlike the villa we’re heading for, which is borrowed.” McAndrew slid across the inside of the car to unlock the passenger door, and it was time to go. She said, “Take care … what is it? James? Jim?”


“My friends used to call me Jimbo,” Jim Harper said.




THREE


WET SLATE, and mist.


These were the two overriding impressions that stayed in Jim’s mind as he spent most of that first week exploring the small town that was to be his home for the winter. The house was about a mile out along the coast and way up on the cliffs, and when Jim stood in the bay window of the main room he could look down and see most of the seafront in a single sweep. There was a fairly wide beach, and at the far end of town a cast-iron pier that had become so dangerous that they’d had to close it ten years before; beyond that lay a headland, and beyond the headland lay the rest of the world that Jim had been missing for too long.


He’d straightened things out with the bank on the second day, helped by a fair and bookish girl with a nameplate that read Miss K Pryor. He spent the rest of that afternoon wondering what the K might stand for, and buying in cans and packets of stuff to begin stocking his kitchen. Later in the evening, in the grainy twilit hour before the darkness, he went down into the town again. Wherever he wandered, he always seemed to arrive back at the iron gates of the pier.


Not that there was much elsewhere to keep him away; the row of big Edwardian hotels with their private gardens overlooking the promenade were all closed for the off-season, and life in the town seemed to have slowed to the faintest of heartbeats. Many of the shops were behind bars and canvas, and arcades in the promenade arches had been shuttered with plywood. There were no hands on the pavilion theatre clock, and the pavilion box-office windows were pasted several layers deep with posters for last year’s rock venues in bigger towns far away.


The streets were grey, and steep, and empty. And most of them seemed to lead him back to the pier.


Why, he couldn’t say. He tried to work it out as he leaned on the seaward railing of the promenade. The iron structure out over the sand seemed to be beached and long-legged as it waited for the tide to come in and restore its proportions, but it was the peeling wood fantasy-tower structure right out at the far end that drew him more than anything else. Part of it seemed to have been burned away in some old accident; there was scaffolding around the damage, but no sign of any repair work. The access gates had been padlocked and topped with wire.


Well, Jim, he thought … I don’t know what this is. But Gstaad, it ain’t.


He’d had two brief letters from the Australian, who’d last been heard of heading for home via Bali and who’d written to Jim care of the hospital. From these he learned that Rochelle Genoud, referred to as ‘the adorable and untouchable’, was now in Paris and getting a hard dose of reality as she served out a lowly apprenticeship with one of the fashion houses there. Of his current journey, he wrote ‘lots of agony, not much ecstasy’, and wrapped it up with some good wishes for Jim’s continued recovery. He carefully mentioned nothing of the circumstances of the night on which they’d found him.


As far as Jim was concerned, the whole thing was just a haze with some very scary patches in it. He was lucky that the others had checked his room and flushed the drugs cache they’d found down the toilet, or else he might have been walking straight out of medical care and into jail; but as to how the drugs came to be there, or what had happened to him, or even what he’d been doing for the previous couple of weeks, he had no ideas at all. His return to health had been slow, and marked in the early stages by a series of nightmares more vivid and detailed than he’d ever have believed possible. But these had faded and so had the partial paralysis, leaving him with a dull no-sensation area in his left hand and a loss of peripheral vision on the same side; and even this wasn’t something that he’d been aware of until the tests had shown it up, because without even knowing it he’d simply become used to turning his head a little more than usual to compensate.


And now this. Caretaker in a house where even squatters would form a line to get out, sleeping on a folding bed in the kitchen of a wind-strafed icebox on the cliffs because he was unqualified and, in his present state at least, probably otherwise unemployable. He’d already formed a theory as to why McAndrew wanted to renovate and move in here, and it was linked to the bay window view from the main room; Jim believed that he wanted to stand there looking down as he had on that first afternoon, one step nearer to heaven than the town where he’d failed. When Jim stood in the same place, watching as the tide slowly crept in to drown the glazed mudflats of the shore, he found that his attention was drawn not to the town but, again, to that cut-price Chinese palace that stood out over the rolling grey sea.


Perhaps he’d write something about it in the mostly-neglected diary that Doctor Franks had urged him to keep.


Perhaps later.


His home setup was embarrassingly sparse; his clothes, a few books, a Dark Knight poster, and an old Bang and Olufsen radio held together with elastic bands. He also had a six-month supply of each of his prescription tablets, but he was doing his best to wean himself away from them without telling Doctor Franks. He’d already collected a sizeable backlog in a plastic carrier bag, and he’d yet to feel any adverse effects.


Now, the winter stretched ahead. The idea was beginning to scare him a little.


During all of the time in which he’d been shunted from Swiss hospital to British hospital to out-patient clinic, his one obsession had been to get back out and to start up some kind of new life as soon as possible. But now, faced with the reality of his surroundings, he was beginning to wonder what he’d let himself in for. It was easy enough for Lynne McAndrew to encourage him to be social. You could be more social in a morgue. There were people to talk to in a morgue, even if they didn’t answer back.


New life? If this was going to be it, then he’d gone seriously wrong somewhere.


But everything changed from the day that he found the wallet.




FOUR


IT WAS a three-storey building with gabled attic windows at the far end of the town. There were four separate buzzers and four mailboxes under the red-tiled porch, each with apartment numbers but no names. Jim was still thinking over what to do, when the front door was opened from the inside.


She stopped in surprise. She wasn’t the girl whose photograph was on the out-dated security pass that he’d found in the wallet. She said, “Are you looking for someone?”


“Somebody called Linda McKay.” Jim said. “ Am I in the right place?”


“Top-floor flat. But she isn’t in.”


“Any idea when she’ll be back?”


“No, but I know where you can find her now. Come on, I’ll show you.” And she pulled the door until it clicked shut behind her, gave a hard shove to test it, and beckoned for Jim to follow her down the short garden path and into the street.


She was moving at speed, and he had to scramble to catch up. She said, “Have you found your way around yet?”


“Just about,” he said. “It didn’t take me long.” And then, belatedly, he realised that he’d seen her before. He said, “Don’t you work at the bank?”


“Yeah,” she said. “And would you believe that it’s the most exciting prospect I could find around here? We’re not exactly talking boom town.”


They turned a corner into a residential road that would take them downhill and into the centre. Some of the houses had been subdivided into holiday flatlets, others were showing sale boards.


“I’ve been keeping my eyes peeled for any detectable trace of social life,” Jim said. “Am I wrong, or isn’t there any?”


“Pretty close,” the girl with the Miss K Pryor nameplate said. “There used to be the pier dances, but the pier burned down. And then there used to be the cricket club, but that closed when Bob McAndrew’s place went bust. Now there’s only Spencer’s.”


“What’s that?”


“You’re going there. Espresso bar and Jesus junkshop. It found its style in nineteen fifty-eight and hasn’t changed since.”


They came to a four-way junction where a butcher’s van with a holed exhaust was inching over the line against a red traffic light. She took Jim’s elbow, and guided him around to where he’d be able to see. “Down there,” she said, pointing. “Under the awning and about halfway along.”


The lights changed, the van surged impatiently forward and stalled. Jim was looking at a slate-grey row of shops whose pavement walk was protected by a conservatory-style overhang supported by iron pillars. He’d sheltered there the day before when he’d come down to check on the books in the second-hand shop. The shop had been closed, the rain had been falling, and he’d eyed the small café a couple of doors along. He hadn’t gone in.


He said, “I know the place you mean.”


“Well, you’ll find Linda in there. In fact, when it’s raining and the library’s closed, you’ve got a good chance of finding anybody in there.” She started to move away, tugged by the soundless call of her job. “See you around.”


“Right,” he said. “And thanks.”


It was strange, but already he felt as if he was losing the only ally that he’d made so far in this town. He called after her, “What does the K stand for?”


But without even breaking her stride, she only turned, and waved, and walked on.


The ‘Jesus junkshop’ part of the café was a sales window stocked with plastic saints and day-glo copies of famous religious scenes. They were crowded up behind the steamy glass like headstones in a Parisian cemetery, blurred relics and bleeding hearts and papal reading lamps. Nothing was priced, everything was dusty. Jim went inside.


He spotted Linda McKay straight away.


He’d found her wallet that morning, on the path into town where it descended the rock face in zigzags. It was the square kind which fastened with a tag and a clip, the kind used by both men and women, and when he opened it out he saw that there was money inside. There were also two library tickets in her name, a watch repair ticket that had given him her address, and the security pass carrying the Polaroid shot from which he recognised her now. She was three or four years older than her photograph, and her hair was shorter. She was alone, and there was an open magazine on the table before her. She seemed to be staring straight through it, her mind taking a walk in another country far away.


She wasn’t even aware when he stood beside her.


“Excuse me,” he said. “I think this is yours.”


She stared at it blankly for a moment, and then recognition clicked into place like a ball in a roulette wheel.


“Christ, yes!” she said, but then she quickly caught herself and looked around in case the café owner might have overheard; there was no reaction from the other side of the service hatch, and so she looked up at Jim. He saw eyes that were blue shading almost into violet. “Where did you find it?” she said.


Who cares? he thought. I think I’m in love. But all that he did was to tell her about the cliff path.


“You should have been a detective,” she told him with a half-smile that suggested wariness without actually shutting him out completely; like she was saying, I don’t know you but you look okay so you can step into the garden, but one false move and I’m running for the house and locking all the doors. At first he thought that she reminded him of somebody. Then he decided that she probably didn’t.
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