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INTRODUCTION


by Adam Roberts


The future always happens now. What I mean is: the future always happens in our imaginations, and our imaginations run on now-time. By the time the future ‘actually’ rolls around, it has inevitably become the present. It’s not much of a paradox, really, when you come to think about it, although it has some interesting implications for writers of science fiction.


It means, for instance, that future visions are always pegged to the epochs in which they were conceived. The future of space travel in the old Flash Gordon movie serials is very much a 1930s future. The gleaming future in today’s latest SFnal bestseller will reveal itself in due course to be an intensely twenty-teens vision. And a novel like Brian Aldiss’s exclamatorily-marked Cryptozoic!, which imagines both a future Britain collapsing into dystopia and a deep-distant past, is an intensely 1960s sort of novel. It’s a story that throws together time-travel, fights with biker gangs, drugs, casual sex, psychedelia, agonised Freudianism, crazy theories about the true nature of reality and dinosaurs into a weird and unforgettable stew.


Aldiss’s hero, Edward Bush, is the kind of avant-garde artist the Sixties produced in abundance: in flight from his respectable family background and in revolt from an increasingly authoritarian world. Indeed, Aldiss’s vision of Britain in the 2090s has many of the same particulars of Britain of the late 1960s: petty officialdom, grocer’s shops on the corner, dentist’s waiting rooms with old magazines on the tables, even a vogue for ‘the gas-lit glories of the long-dead Victorian Age’. There have been, it seems, no great advances in science or technology between when Aldiss was writing and the 2090 he is writing about—apart, that is, from the main conceit of the novel, the drug that enables individuals to travel back in time.


It’s not precisely made clear in the novel how the time travel is effected, although that unclarity is very much a feature of Aldiss’s deliberately dislocating and mind-expanding aesthetic. This much we are told: travellers enter a room, take a drug and travel millions of years into the past, where they can see but not hear, smell or touch their surroundings. They breathe the local air, via an ‘air-leaker’ worn at the neck, and they can interact with any other time travellers they happen to meet. But otherwise they wander the deep past like ghosts, observing. ‘Cryptozoic’ is the technical term in geology for any eon that predates the Cambrian, when the fossils of hard-shelled animals first appeared in the geological record. Time travel to historical eriods nearer to the modern is, it seems, almost impossible, something explained away as a function of the gradient of entropy. The point is that Aldiss’s interest is less with the mechanics of his time travel and more with the psychology of it. His protagonist, Bush, is suffering from artist’s-block, haunted by his own personal past, embodied by the ‘primal scene’.


Indeed, one of the great strengths of this novel is its repudiation of the neatness in which so many time-travel stories trade. You know the kind of story I’m talking about: the ‘By His Bootstraps’, Terminator or Looper sort of story where travel into the past generates temporal paradoxes only in order for those paradoxes to be tied-up into a tidy, circular pattern. The hero turns out to be his own father; the contingent world-saving event is shown to be pre-determined; the time lines prove robustly and elegantly woven together.


Cryptozoic!’s characters certainly generate paradoxes, and the novel’s narrative moves in twisty and unexpected directions; but Aldiss sees paradox as a fundamentally messy thing. Travelling into the past is a kind of taboo-violation, a disorienting trip (in the 1960s, as well as the more mundane, sense of that word) to a primal scene. The novel is a centripetal kaleidoscope rather than a fussily neat textual artefact.


And Cryptozoic! does more than disturb SF’s bias towards over-compensatory structural neatness in its storytelling. It also, with commendable chutzpah, advances a whole new theory of time itself. According to this novel, the way we perceive chronology is the reverse of the reality. Time, it seems, goes backwards. Cause and effect are topsy-turvied, the desolate and lifeless deep past is actually our far future, the misleading orientation of time’s arrow as conventionally understood turns out to be merely an artefact of our perception.


Maybe there was something in the 1960s water, because, completely coincidentally, as Aldiss in the UK was serialising this novel in New Worlds in 1967, Philip K. Dick was publishing his Counter-Clock World in the US. There are various other ‘time-in-reverse’ fictions, but these, I think, are the two most significant. Dick concentrates on the physical, day-to-day practicalities of living life in reverse. Aldiss, in the final chapters of this novel, has larger ambitions. Cryptozoic! builds to the kind of vision of sublime deep-time vistas we associate with Olaf Stapledon. The human race, in what we think of as the far future, but which is actually the past (‘long past, immeasurably long past’), is born into creation ‘at myriad points at once. It was as diffuse as a gas.’ Over time, running counter to our perception of it, this gas aggregates, condenses and shrinks down, to end as the final cosmic atom, the big bang in reverse. And the nature of this gas? ‘It was pure intellect,’ says Aldiss. ‘It was omnipotent. It was God.’ It’s a beautifully 1960s moment, a period-specific kind of transcendent vision, at once foggily imprecise (to look too closely into all the specifics of this revisionary time logic is to watch it crumble into incoherence) and unexpectedly wondrous. Once you’ve encountered it you’ll never look at the world in quite the same way again. Not many novels deserve an exclamation mark at the end of their titles, but this one absolutely does.


Personal note: Not long after I was commissioned to write this introduction to Cryptozoic! the news reached me that Brian Aldiss had died. He lived to a fine old age, long enough to know that he was revered as one of the grandmasters of science fiction, but the news was, nonetheless, grievous. I met him only a few times, but he was always courteous and kind, and I only one of many younger writers who knew him as a supportive elder statesman of the genre. Once I interviewed him before an audience at the Cheltenham Literary Festival. I had prepared questions and thought through how I might structure the event, but on the day all I had to do was sit back and listen as he went into raconteur mode. He held that entire audience, myself included, in the palm of his hand. He was a man for whom storytelling came as naturally as breathing, possessed of a restless and brilliant imagination, a potent intelligence and a sharp sense of humour. He will be missed.




In te, anime meus, tempora metior.


ST. AUGUSTINE: Confessions, Bk. II


“It’s a poor sort of memory that only works backwards,” the Queen remarked.


LEWIS CARROLL: Through the Looking Glass




They lay heaped about meaninglessly, and yet with a terrible meaning that hinted of the force which had flung them here. They seemed to be something between the inorganic and the organic. They proliferated on the margins of time, embodying all the amazing forms the world was to carry; the earth was having a nightmare of stone about the progeny that would swarm over it.


These copromorphic forms suggested elephants, seals, diplodoci, strange squamata and sauropods, beetles, bats, octopoidal fragments, penguins, woodlice, hippos, living or dying.


Ungainly reminders of the human physique also appeared: torsos, thighs, groins lightly hollowed, backbones, breasts, suggestions of hands and fingers, massive shoulders, phallic shapes: all distinct and yet all merged with the stranger anatomies about them in this forlorn agony of nature—and all moulded mindlessly out of the grey putty, without thought turned out, without thought to be obliterated.


They stretched as far as the eye could see, piled on top of each other, as if they filled the entire Cryptozoic . . . or as if they were the sinister fore-shadowings of what was to come as well as the after-images of what was long past. . . .




BOOK ONE


I


A BED IN THE OLD RED SANDSTONE


THE sea level had been slowly sinking for the last few thousand years. It lay so nearby motionless that one could hardly tell whether its small waves broke from it against the shore or were in some way formed at the shoreline and cast back into the deep. The river disgorging into the sea had built up bars of red mud and shingle, thus often hindering its own way with gravel banks or casting off wide pools which stagnated in the sunshine. A man appeared to be sitting by one of these pools. Although he seemed to be surrounded by green growth, behind him the beach was as bare as a dried bone.


The man was tall and loose-limbed. He was fair-haired, pale-skinned, and his expression in repose held something morose and watchful in it. He wore a one-piece garment and carried a knapsack strapped to his back, in which were his pressurized water ration, food substitutes, some artist’s materials and two notebooks. About his neck he wore a device popularly known as an air-leaker, which consisted of a loose-fitting hoop that had a small motor attachment at the back and in front, under the chin, a small nozzle that breathed fresh air into the man’s face.


The man’s name was Edward Bush. He was a solitary man some forty-five elapsed years old. As far as he could be said to be thinking at all, he was brooding about his mother.


At this phase of his life, he found himself becalmed, without direction. His temporary job for the Institute did nothing to alleviate this inward feeling that he had come to an uncharted crossroads. It was as though all his psychic mechanisms had petered out, or stood idling, undecided whether to venture this way or that under the force of some vast prodromic unease.


Resting his chin on his knee, Bush stared out over the dull expanse of sea. Somewhere, he could hear motor bikes revving.


He did not want anyone to see what he was doing. He jumped up and hurried across to his easel. He had walked away from it in disgust; it was farther away than he remembered. The painting was no damned good, of course; he was finished as an artist. Maybe that was why he could not face going back to the present.


Howells would be waiting for his report at the Institute. Bush had drawn Howells into the picture. He had tried to express emptiness, staring out at the sea, working with flooded paper and aquarelles—in mind-travel, such primitive equipment was all one could manage to carry.


The heavy colour came flooding off the ends of the pencils. Bush had gone berserk. Over the sullen sea, a red-faced sun with Howells’s features had risen.


He began to laugh. A stunted tree to one side of the canvas : he applied the pencil to it.


“Mother-figure!” he said. “It’s you, Mother! Just to show I haven’t forgotten you.”


His mother’s features stared out of the foliage. He gave her a diamond crown; his father often called her Queen—half in love, half in irony. So his father was in the picture too, suffusing it.


Bush stood looking down at the canvas.


“It’s masterly, you know!” he said to the shadowy woman who stood behind him, some distance away, not regarding him. He seized up an aquarelle and scrawled a title to it: FAMILY GROUP. After all, he was in it too. It was all him.


Then he pulled the paper block from the clamp, tore off the daub, and screwed it up.


He folded the easel small and stuck it into his pack.


The sun shone behind Bush, over low hills, preparing to set. The hills were bare except along the river bed, where runty little leafless psilophyton grew in the shade of primitive lycopods. Bush cast no shadow.


The distant sound of motor bikes, the only sound in the great Devonian silence, made him nervous. At the fringe of his vision, a movement on the ground made him jump. Four lobe fins jostled in a shallow pool, thrashing into the shallows. They struggled over the red mud, their curiously armoured heads lifted off the ground as they peered ahead with comic eagerness. Bush made as if to photograph them with his wrist camera, and then thought better of it; he had photographed lobe fins before.


The legged fish snapped at insects crawling on the mud banks or nosed eagerly in rotting vegetation. In the days of his genius, he had used an abstraction of their viridian armoured heads for one of his most successful works.


The noise of the bikes ceased. He scrutinized the landscape, climbing on to a bank of shingle to get a better view; there might or might not be a cluster of people far down the beach. The ocean was almost still. The phantom dark-haired woman was still. In one sense, she was company; in another, she was just one of the irritating ghosts of his overburdened brain.


“It’s like a bloody textbook!” he called to her mockingly. “This beach. . . . Evolution. . . . Lack of oxygen in the dying sea. . . . Fish getting out. Their adventure into space. . . . And of course my father would read religion into it all.” Cheered by the sound of his own voice, he began to recite (his father was a great quoter of poetry): “Spring. . . . Too long. . . . Gongula. . . .” Too bloody long.


Ah well, you had to have your fun, or you’d go mad here. He breathed in air through the air-leaker, looking askance at his custodian. The dark-haired woman was still there, dim and insubstantial as always. She was doing some sort of guard duty, he decided. He held out a hand to her, but could no more touch her than he could the lobe fins or the red sand.


Lust, that was his trouble. He needed this isolation while his inward clocks stood still, but was also bored by it. Lust would get him stirring again; yet the Dark Woman was as unattainable as the improper women of his imagination.


It was no pleasure to him to see the bare hills through her body. He lay down on the gravel, his body resting more or less on the configurations of its slope. Rather than wrestle with the problem of her identity, he turned back to the moody sea, staring at it as if he hoped to see some insatiable monster break from the surface and shatter the quiescence with which he was inundated.


All beaches were connected. Time was nothing to beaches. This one led straight to the beach he had known one miserable childhood holiday, when his parents quarrelled with suppressed violence, and he had trembled behind a hut with grit in his shoes, eavesdropping on their hatred. If only he could forget his childhood, he could begin creative life anew! Perhaps an arrangement of hut-like objects. . . . Enshrined by time. . . .


Characteristic of him that he should lie here meditating his next spatial-kinetic groupage, rather than actually tackling it; but his art (ha!) had brought him easy rewards too early—more because he was one of the first artists to mind-travel, he suspected, than because the public was particularly struck by his solitary genius, or by his austere and increasingly monochromatic arrangements of movable blocks and traps expressing those obscure spatial relationships and time synchronizations which for Bush constituted the world.


In any case, he was finished with the purely photic-signal-type groupages that had brought him such success five years ago. Instead of dragging that load of externals inward, he would push the internals outward, related to macro-cosmic time. He would if he knew how to begin.


Bush could hear the motor cycles again, thudding along the deserted beach. He pushed them away, indulging further his train of thought, his head full of angles and leverages that would not resolve into anything that could move him to expression. He had plunged into mind-travel at the Institute’s encouragement, deliberately to disrupt his circadian rhythms, so that he could grapple with the new and fundamental problems of time perception with which his age was confronted—and had found nothing that would resolve into expression. Hence his dereliction on this shore.


Old Claude Monet had pursued the right sort of path, considering his period, sitting there patiently at Giverny, transforming water lilies and pools into formations of colour that conspired towards an elusive statement on time. Monet had never been saddled with the Devonian, or the Palaeozoic Era.


The human consciousness had now widened so alarmingly, was so busy transforming everything on Earth into its own peculiar tones, that no art could exist that did not take proper cognisance of the fact. Something entirely new had to be forged; even the bio-electro-kinetic sculpture of the previous decade was old hat.


He had the seeds of that new art in his life, which, as he had long ago recognized, followed the scheme of a vortex, his emotions pouring down into a warped centre of being, always on the move, pressing forward like a storm, but always coming back to the same point. The painter who stirred him most was old Joseph Mallord William Turner; his life, set in another period when technology was altering ideas of time, had also moved in vortices, just as his later canvases had been dominated by that pattern.


The vortex: symbol of the way every phenomenon in the universe swirled round into the human eye, like water out of a basin.


So he had thought a thousand times. The thought also whirled round and round, getting nowhere.


Grunting to himself, Bush sat up to look for the motor bikes.


They were about half a mile away, stationary on the dull beach; he could see them clearly; objects in his own dimension showed much darker than they would have done if they existed in the world outside, the entropy barrier cutting down about ten per cent of the light. The ten riders showed up rather like cut-outs against the exotic Devonian backdrop, all forces conspiring to admit that they did not and never would belong here.


The bikes were the light models their riders could carry back in mind-travel with them. They spun round in intricate movements, throwing up no sand where one might expect parabolas of it, splashing no wave when they appeared to drive through the waves. That which they had never affected, they had no power to affect now. As miraculously, they managed to avoid each other, finally coming to rest in a neat straight line, some facing one way, some the other, their horizontal discs hovering just above the sand.


Bush watched as the riders climbed off and set about inflating a tent. All of them wore the green buckskin which was virtually the uniform of their kind. One, he saw, had long streaming yellow hair—a woman perhaps. Although he could not tell from this distance, his interest was aroused.


After a while, the riders spotted him sitting on the red gravel and four of them began to walk towards him. Bush felt self-conscious, but remained where he was, at first pretending he had not seen them.


They were tall. All wore high peel-down buckskin boots. They carried their air-leakers carelessly slung round their necks. One had a reptile skull painted on his helmet. As usual with such groups, they were all between thirty and forty—hence their other nickname, “Tershers”—since that was the youngest age group that could afford to hit mind-travel. One of them was a girl.


Although Bush was nervous to see them marching up, he felt an immediate attack of lust at the sight of the girl. She was the one with the long yellow hair. It looked untended and greasy, and her face was utterly without make-up. Her features were sharp but at the same time indeterminate, her gaze somewhat unfocused. Her figure was slight. It might be her damned boots, he jeered at himself, for she was not immediately attractive, but the feeling persisted.


“What are you doing here, chum?” one of the men asked, staring down at Bush.


Bush thought it was time he stood up, remaining where he was only because to stand up might look threatening.


“Resting, till you lot roared up.” He looked over the man who had spoken. A blunt-nosed fellow with deep creases under each cheek that nobody would dare or want to call dimples; nothing to recommend him: scrawny, scruffy, highly strung.


“You tired or something?”


Bush laughed; the pretence of concern in the tersher’s voice was pitched exactly right. Tension left him and he replied, “You could say that—cosmically tired, at a standstill. See these armoured fish here?” He put his foot through where the lobe fins appeared to be, gobbling in the sea-wrack. “I’ve been lying here all day watching them evolve.”


The tershers laughed. One of them said, cheekily, “We thought you was lying there trying to evolve youself. Look as if you could do with it!”


Evidently he had appointed himself group humorist and was not much appreciated. The others ignored him and the leader said, “You’re mad! You’ll get swept away by the tide, you will!”


“It’s been going out for the last million years. Don’t you read the newspapers?” As they laughed at that, he climbed to his feet and dusted himself down—purely instinctively, for he had never touched the sand.


They were in contact now. Looking at the leader, Bush said, “Got anything to eat you’d care to swap for food tablets?”


The girl spoke for the first time. “A pity we can’t grab some of your evolving fish and cook them. I still can’t get used to that sort of thing—the isolation.”


She had sound teeth, though they probably needed as good a scrub as the rest of her.


“Been here long?” he said.


“Only left 2090 last week.”


He nodded. “I’ve been here two years. At least, I haven’t been back to—the present for two years, two and a half years. Funny to think that by our time these walking fish will be asleep in the Old Red Sandstone!”


“We’re making our way up to the Jurassic,” the leader said, elbowing the girl out of the way. “Been there?”


“Sure. I hear it’s getting more like a fair ground every year.”


“We’ll find ourselves a place if we have to clear one.”


“There’s forty-six million years of it,” Bush said, shrugging.


He walked with them back to the rest of the group, who stood motionless among the inflated tents.


“I’d like to involve into one of them big Jurassic animals, with big teeth,” the humourist said. “Tyrannosaurs or whatever they call ’em. I’d be as tough as you then, Lenny!”


Lenny was the leader with the excoriated dimples. The funny one was called Pete. The girl’s name was Ann; she belonged to Lenny. None of the group used names much, except Pete. Bush said his name was Bush and left it like that. There were six men, each with a bike, and four girls who had evidently blasted into the Devonian on the back of the men’s bikes. None of the girls was attractive, except for Ann. They all settled by the bikes, lounging or standing; Bush was the only one who sat. He looked cautiously round for the Dark Woman; she had disappeared; just as well—remote though she was, she might sense more clearly than anyone else here the reason why Bush had tagged along with the gang.


The only other person in the group whom Bush marked out as interesting was an older man obviously not a tersher at all, although he wore the buckskin. His hair was a dead black, probably dyed, and under his long nose his mouth had settled into a wry expression that seemed worth a moment’s curiosity. He said nothing, though his searching glance at Bush spoke of an alert mind.


“Two years you been minding, you say?” Lenny said. “You a millionaire or something?”


“Painter. Artist. Grouper. I do spatial-kinetic groupages, SKGs, if you know what they are. And I operate back here for Wenlock Institute. How do you all afford to get here?”


Lenny scorned to answer the question. He said, challengingly, “You’re lying, mate! You never work for the Institute ! Look—I ain’t a fool!—I know they only send recorders out into the past for eighteen months at a time at the most. Two and a half years: what are you on about? You can’t kid me!”


“I wouldn’t bother to kid you! I do work for the Institute. It’s true I came back for an eighteen-month term, but I’ve—I’ve overstayed for an extra year, that’s all.”


Lenny glared at him in contempt. “They’ll have your guts for garters!”


“They won’t! If you must know, I’m one of their star minders. I can get nearer the present than anyone else on their books.”


“You aren’t very near now, lounging about in the Devonian! Not that I believe your story anyway.”


“Believe or not, as you please,” Bush said. He loathed cross-questioning and shook with anger as Lenny turned away.


Unmoved by the argument, one of the other tershers said, “We had to work, get cash, take the CSD shot, come back here. Lot of money. Lot of work! Still don’t believe we’re really here.”


“We aren’t. The universe is, but we aren’t. Or rather, the universe may be and we aren’t. They still aren’t sure which way it is. There’s a lot about mind-travel that still has to be understood.” He was heavy and patronizing to cover his disturbance.


“Would you paint us?” Ann asked him. It was the only reaction he got to his announcement that he was a painter.


He looked her in the eye. He thought he understood the glance that passed involuntarily between them. One gratifying thing about growing older was that you misinterpreted such looks more rarely.


“If you interested me I would.”


“Only we don’t want to be painted, see,” Lenny said.


“I wasn’t volunteering to do it. What sort of work did you do to earn the cash to get here?”


Bush was not interested in their answer. He was looking at Ann, who had dropped her gaze. He thought that he could feel her—nothing could be touched in the limbo of mind-travel, but she was from his time, so she would respond to touch.


One of the anonymous tershers answered him. “Except for Ann here, and Josie, we all ganged on the new Bristol mind-station. We was some of the first to mind through when it was finished. Know it?”


“I designed the SKG, the groupage in the foyer—the synchronized-signal nodal re-entry symbol with the powered interlocking vanes. ‘Progression’, it’s called.”


“That bloody thing!” As he spoke, Lenny pulled the cigarlet from his mouth and sent it spinning toward the slow motion sea. The end lay just above the waves, glowing, until lack of oxygen extinguished it.


“Me, I liked it,” Pete said. “Looked like a couple of record-breaking watches had run into each other on a dark night and were signalling for help!” He laughed vacuously.


“You shouldn’t laugh at yourself. You just gave us a pretty good description of all this.” Bush swung his hand about to take in the visible and invisible universe.


“Piss off!” Lenny said, heaving himself from his bike and moving over to Bush. “You are so smart and boring, Jack! You can just piss off!”


Bush got up. But for the girl, he would have pissed off. He had no inclination to be beaten up by this mob. “If you don’t care for my conversation, why don’t you supply some?”


“You talk rubbish, that’s why. That business about the Old Red Sandstone. . . .”


“It’s true! You may not like it, or care about it, but it’s not rubbish.” He pointed at the older man with dark dyed hair, standing slightly apart from the group. “Ask him! Ask your girl friend. Up in 2090, all that you see here is compressed into a few feet of rumpled red rock—shingle, fish, plants, sunlight, moonlight, the very breeze, all solidified down into something the geologists hack out of the earth with pickaxes. If you don’t know about that or you aren’t moved by the poetry of it, why bother to blue ten years’ savings to come back here?”


“I’m not saying nothing about that, chum. I’m saying you bore me.”


“It’s entirely mutual.” He had gone as far as he was prepared to go, and it seemed that Lenny had too, for he backed away indifferently when Ann came in and shouted them both down.


“He talks like an artist, doesn’t he?” the plump little Josie said, mainly addressing the older man. “I think there’s something in what he says. We aren’t getting the best out of it here, really, I mean. It is a bit marvellous here, isn’t it, long before there were any men or women on the globe?”


“The capacity for wonder is available to everyone. But most people are afraid of it.” The older man had spoken.


Lenny gave a bark of contempt. “Don’t you start in, Stein!”


“I mean, there’s the sea where it all started, and here we are. We can’t touch it, of course.” Josie was wrestling with concepts too awful and vague for her mental equipment, judging by the tranced look on her face. “Funny, I look at this sea and I can’t help thinking we’re at the end of the world, not the beginning.”


This chimed strangely with something Bush had been meditating on earlier in the day; the girl had a beautiful idea, and for an instant he debated switching his attentions to her. The others looked glum; it was their way of registering profundity. Lenny slung himself on to his bike and kicked the starter, and the two air columns began to blow at once. It still looked like a defiance of a physical law that the sand lay under them undisturbed; and so it was. All round them was the invisible but unyielding wall of mind-travel. The four other tersher boys climbed on to their bikes, two of the girls jumping up behind. They snarled away down the darkening sand. Dark was coming, the low bristles of vegetation stirred with an on-shore breeze; but in the mind dimension, all was still. Bush was left standing with the older man, Josie, and Ann.


“So much for supper,” he commented. “If I’m not wanted, I’ll be off. I have a camp just up in the first series of hills.” He gestured towards the sunset, looking all the while at Ann.


“You mustn’t mind Lenny,” Ann said. “He’s moody.” She looked at him. She really had next to no figure, he told himself, and she was dirty and scruffy; it did not stop him trembling. The isolation of mind-travel could bring on complete dissociation of character; once in it, one could feel nothing, smell nothing, hear nothing, except one’s fellow travellers. This girl—she was like the prospect of a banquet! And there was more to it than that—what he could not yet determine.


“Now that those who do not wish to discuss vital subjects are away, you can sit and talk with us,” said the older man. It could have been that wry expression, or maybe he was in some way mocking.


“I’ve overstayed my welcome. I’m off!”


To his surprise, the older man came and shook his hand.


“You keep strangest company,” Bush said. He was not interested in this fellow, whoever he was.


He started back along the beach towards his own lonely camp, the uselessness of playing about with Lenny’s girl uppermost in his mind. The dark thing out to sea had spread monstrous wings and was in flight for the land. He suddenly felt the utter senselessness of setting down Man in such a gigantic universe and then letting him challenge it—or of giving him desires he could neither control or fulfil.


Ann said, “I can’t get used to the way we can’t touch anything of the real world. It really bugs me. I—you know, I don’t feel I exist.”


She was walking beside him. He could hear the sound of her boots slapping against her legs.


“I’ve adapted. It’s the smell of the place I miss. The airleakers don’t give you a whisper of what it smells like.”


“Life never gives you enough.”


He stopped. “Must you follow me? You’re going to get me into trouble. Beat it back to your lover boy—you can see I’m not your kind.”


“We haven’t proved it yet.”


Momentarily, they looked desperately at each other, as if some enormous thing had to be resolved in silence.


They trudged on. Bush had made up his mind now; or rather, he had no mind. It had gone from him, sunk under the ocean of his blood-stream, in the tides of which it seemed to him that direction was being born anew. They scrambled together into the river valley, hurrying upstream along the bank, clasping each other’s hands. Only momentarily was he aware of what he was doing.


“What’s got into you?”


“You’re crazy!”


“You’re crazy!”


They hurried over a bed of large and broken shells. He could have cut his hand on one. He’d looked them up in the guide book earlier. Phragmoceras. At first he had thought they were some animal’s teeth, not the deserted home of an early cephalopod. Silurian, maybe, sharpened by the sea to draw his quaternary blood, had not mind-travel built that impenetrable barrier between what-had-been and what-was. The shells did not even crunch as he and the girl climbed over them. Glancing down in his fever, he saw their feet were under the level of the shells, treading on the spongy floor that belonged to their dimension rather than the Devonian period—a sort of lowest common denominator of floors.


They stopped in a sheltered dell. They clung to each other. Eagerly, they glared into each other’s faces in the waning light. He could not remember how long they stood like that, or what they said—except for one remark of hers; “We’re millions of years from our birth—we ought to be free to do it, oughtn’t we?”


What had he answered—anything she might find valuable? Anything he could give? He recalled only how he had thrown her down, pulled off her swashbuckling boots, helped her drag off her trousers, torn his own away from him. She behaved as if she had been switched on to overdrive, was immediately absolutely and irresistibly ready for him, seized him strongly.


He recalled after, obsessively, over and over, the particular gesture with which she had raised one bent leg to admit him to her embrace, and his surprise and his gratitude to find that up and down the howling gulf of centuries there was this sweet hole to go to.


While they were resting, they heard the motor bikes roaring like distant thwarted animals. It merely roused them to a repetition of love.


“You smell so damned sweet! You’re beautiful!” His words reminded him of how dressed they still were, so that he pushed her shirt and tunic up in order to kiss her nipples.


“We should be as naked as savages. . . . We are savages, aren’t we, Bush?”


“Thank God, yes. You’ve no idea how far from the savage I am usually. Mother-dominated, full of doubts and fears. Not like your Lenny!”


“Him? He’s a nut case! He’s scared really—scared of all this. . . .”


“Of loving, you mean? Or of the space-time world?”


“That, yes. He’s scared of everything underneath. His old man used to beat him up.”


Their faces were close together. They were fainter than the dusk gathering about them, sinking forever into the complexities of their own minds.


“I’m afraid of him. Or I was when you lot first appeared. I thought they’d beat me up! It’s all very well—what’s the matter, Ann?”


She sat up and began to pull her tunic down. “Got a fag? I didn’t come here to hear how chicken you were. Bugger all that! You men are all the same—all got something wrong with you!”


“We’re not all the same, not by a long chalk! But now’s a time to talk. I haven’t talked intimately to anyone for months. I’ve been locked up in silence. And nothing to touch. . . . You get pursued by phantoms. I really ought to get back to 2090 to see my mother, but I’ll be in trouble when I turn up. . . . It’s so long since I screwed a girl . . . honest, I began to imagine I was going queer or something.”


“What makes you say that?” she asked tartly.


“The desire to be honest while I can. That’s a luxury, isn’t it?”


“Well, lay off, if you don’t mind! I don’t go slobbering all over you, do I, with a lot of nonsense? I didn’t come with you for that.”


A moment before, Bush had felt nothing but love for her. Now he was overwhelmed by anger. He flung her garments at her.


“Put your pants on and hop off back to your yobbo boy friend if you feel like that about it! Why did you follow me in the first place?”


She put a hand on his arm, immune from his anger. “I made a mistake. I thought you might be a bit different.” She blew smoke at him. “Don’t worry, I enjoyed the mistake. You’re quite good at it, even if you are queer!”


He jumped up, pulling on his trousers without dignity, raging—against himself more than against Ann. He turned, and Lenny was outlined against the lemon sky. Mastering himself, he zipped himself up and stood his ground.


Lenny had also stopped. He turned his head and called to the other tershers, “He’s up here!”


“Come and get me if you want me!” Bush said. He was frightened; if they broke his fingers he might never be able to work properly again. Or blinded him. There weren’t any police patrols here; they could do what they liked with him; they had all the wide Devonian to bash him up in. Then he recalled what Ann had said; Lenny was scared too.


He went slowly forward. Lenny had a tool of some kind, a spanner, in his hand. “I’m going to get you, Bush!” he said, glancing over his shoulder to see that the others were supporting him. Bush jumped on him, got his arms round him, swung him savagely. The tersher was unexpectedly light. He staggered as Bush let him go. As he brought up the spanner, Bush hit him in the face, then stepped back as if to leave it at that.


“Hit him again!” Ann called.


He hit Lenny again. Lenny kicked him on the kneecap. He fell, grabbed Lenny’s legs and pulled him down too. Lenny raised the spanner again, Bush grabbed his wrist, and they rolled over, struggling. At last Bush got his knee in the other’s crutch, and the tersher gave up the fight. Panting, Bush got to his feet, clasping his kneecap. The other four boys of the gang were lined up near him.
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