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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.









How many goodly creatures are there here!


How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world,


That has such people in’t.


Miranda: The Tempest
                   Shakespeare







Foretaste


Near winter’s end, the man walked by the sea’s edge. The sky was pale and low and calm, the water almost still, like silvered mirror, and meeting the pebbled beach, slow like cream. The horizon, with its world-curve, seemed very near. It indicated how large the planet earth must be, how small. But the other way, the old town ran along above the promenade, faded by the light, the colour of a pen-and-wash drawing. Nothing moved there but for the gulls. And then the gulls settled, and nothing moved at all.


A wave came in, another.


The man looked back at the mobile sea. It would be easy to pretend there was no other human creature on the earth but for himself. But Hassinger did not do that. He was too old to do it, perhaps, it had lost its savour, such a game. Or else, he did not need the game.


Tall, heavy over-large bones, about fifty. With a gaunt, battered handsome face, hooked nose, large, long-lidded eyes, faded blue like some of the plasters of the town. All his life often taken for a German. He had not argued. His thick hair, part grey and part blond, sprang back from his forehead, hung round his cheeks, his neck, ended in the collar of the bulky leather jacket. Below, paint-spattered trousers, equally bulky boots.


He looked as if he had come from laying a road or redecorating a house, but on the way, he had done cunning murder, and perhaps read the Bible, or the Koran, from cover to cover, and could quote it at you. Brutal and clever, intellectual, sensual, spiritual, and too strong. And the thin mouth always on the lip of amusement. Just.


Hassinger watched the waves.


Something was coming in, a dull brown thing, crusted by pieces of the sea. A corked bottle dressed in tiny barnacles.


It swam to his feet and knocked against a boot. The wave withdrew, and left it there.


Hassinger bent. In the movement was all the power of his strength, an unusual coordination – and too the stiffness of half a century.


He picked the bottle up and, turning, held it to the weak, cold sun. There was something inside. A paper. A message.


Not surprised, you could see he was not, not at all, Hassinger took the jeweller’s glass from his pocket and set it to his right eye. He looked through it at the paper in the bottle.


A name, not to be made out even with the glass. Fine writing rather, but not mostly, eroded.


We are going down, it said.


We are going down. We are lost. God have mercy upon us.


Under that was a note which read:


Night. April 14th. 1912.


And then:


White Star Line.


Beneath this, the words, very clear, the most clear of all:


You who find us, leave us in peace.


Hassinger took the glass from his eye, put it away. He put the bottle in the other pocket, and when the light left it, its life seemed to drain out.


As he walked up the pebbles to the promenade, he passed a black and white gull, tearing at something small and red with its savage beak. The beak had stored all the colour of last summer in its yellow. So had the bloody meat. Hassinger glanced, and saw that the meat hung from a long white bone. The gull watched him, but when Hassinger spoke to it, a single word, it flew up and settled massively on his arm.


Hassinger smoothed the gull’s feathers with one finger.


Above in the town nothing moved, but again the other gulls lifted.


In two months the Season would start. The shops would put out their awnings, the funfair would open with its scream of rides, the lights switch on all along the bleak grey poles that rimmed the promenade. Red and brown, the makers of holiday, in crowds, coming and going.


‘April, the fourteenth,’ said Hassinger, to the gull, ‘White Star. The Titanic.’


The gull laughed, a noise like a devilish sheep. And flew away.




PART ONE




One


‘Stand up.’


Hesta looked at the woman.


‘Are you talking to me?’


‘Ms Simpson. Yes, Heather, I’m talking to you.’


Hesta said, ‘Hesta.’


Ms Simpson, the supply teacher, was turning a deep purplish pink, that would have been pretty in a flower. But not in her. Her pale eyes bulged behind her glasses.


‘All right, Hester. Stand up.’


Hesta Web stood, without hurry or fuss, fear or fury. With … distaste?


‘Now, I know you’ve been messing about with your hair. It’s ridiculously obvious, isn’t it. Only a fool couldn’t see it. And you must know the rules here.’


A little whisper of sound went around the classroom, a compendium of surprise, hilarity and suspense.


Twenty girls between fifteen and sixteen, in the uniform of the Aspens, the dark dull green skirts, that some had raised a little above the knee and some let down a little below, the white blouses, the green ties pulled as loose as possible in the late October heat. The heat too brought out the heady smell, over the school-cage aroma of dust and wood and books, the hint of the lime trees outside, of very young, very clean female flesh, sprayed with deodorants and essences, imbued with secret need and thoughts.


‘Well, Hester, what do you have to say?’


Hesta knew Ms Simpson, the supply teacher, would spell her name this way – H.E.S.T.E.R. That is, if she did not spell it Heather.


‘What do I say to what, Ms Simpson?’


Ms Simpson turned darker, more malevolent. She raised her voice. ‘Your hair, girl. Dyeing your hair.’


‘It isn’t dyed.’


‘Don’t be stupid. It very definitely is.’


Hesta did not point out that Ms Simpson, the supply English teacher, had just qualified an absolute. She said, mildly, ‘This is my own colour.’


Ms Simpson uttered a melodramatic laugh. ‘How can it be? That bright red. It’s out of a bottle.’


Someone else laughed. Possibly because dyes no longer came from bottles, did they, and Ms Simpson, though she was a hag of thirty-two, should still be young enough to know this. Ms Simpson glared at her.


‘No,’ said Hesta.


She could now see in Ms Simpson’s bulbous eyes, that Ms Simpson would like to run at her, attack her, perhaps pull out clumps of the offending hair. Hesta had seen this look swell out at and for herself in many women’s faces. It had started with her mother.


‘Well, Hester, I expect you to go home tonight, and either wash it out, or re-dye your hair your own natural colour. Your hair is any way too long and extremely untidy. Do something about that too. How old are you? Seventeen?’


‘Sixteen,’ said Hesta.


‘Then for the time being you’ll have to abide by your school rules, and not do yourself up like a clown.’


The normal English teacher, quiet, clever Mrs Pryne, was away, learning to use a computer. Ms Simpson could manage computers perfectly well, although once a week their use resulted in a blinding headache, beginning on a Friday night, and ending sometimes as late as Sunday evening. Hesta could see all that, in some form, in the woman’s bunched brow, her resentment and her desire, which must be partly checked, to wound. But Hesta was not compassionate. She did not have the space.


‘This is my own natural hair colour,’ said Hesta. ‘Look.’


The class of Aspens girls had all been waiting, for something, although they had not known for what. Now they gave collective gasps and sat forward avidly, some pretending to be shocked, one or two very embarrassed, yet anxious not to appear so.


Hesta had pulled up her skirt, made into one of the much longer varieties, and holding it at her waist with one hand, with the other she pulled down her sheer tights and the white cotton pants beneath. There then, exposed to the gaze of them all, and to the glasses of headachy vicious absolute-qualifying Ms Simpson, was Hesta’s bush of pubic hair, the exact same fiery scarlet as on her head.


Hesta said nothing. She stood there, showing her hidden centre. Without shame or exhibitionism, not even defiant. Then she drew up her pants and tights and let the skirt fall easily down again over her narrow hips.


A silence commenced, threatening to overwhelm.


Ms Simpson bravely said, ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Her voice was a strengthless croak. The ugly petals of her face were quite purple. Out of synch, the headache was coming on her too early.


Another girl spoke. ‘You can’t dye down there, Ms Simpson. It’s dangerous.’


And one more, ‘Hesta’s always had red hair.’


Ms Simpson touched the edge of her desk, as one touches an amulet. She said, ‘Go straight outside, Hesta. And sit in the corridor. I’ll decide presently what to do about you.’


Hesta picked up her Biro, and the fountain pen her father had given her. She put them into her bag with her notebook, and left the room.


Outside, the heartless corridor ran through a hot afternoon shadow. The big clock above the stairs recorded the time as a quarter past three. In fifteen minutes the school week ended. Hesta went down the corridor and down the wide stone steps, where, yesterday, a twelve-year-old had fallen and cut her lip quite badly. When Hesta had told Janey of this, Janey had said, ‘Poor little bitch. Scarred for life ’cos of going to bloody school.’


All about, sounds came from classrooms, the buzz of the computers and the tang of sudden voices. The futility of this dreary, lawful little hive, caught in the green amber of an autumn afternoon, was emphasized when the outer door beyond the cloakroom was opened.


Lavish lawns spread away to the distant gate, the formal flowerbeds, with last golden wallflowers and red begonias, the lush lime trees dribbling their sticky droppings on the shale of the drive.


Hesta, with her blazer over her shoulder and the terrible school hat squashed into her bag, walked along the drive, past the tennis court, towards the ironwork gates.


She had come here first when she was twelve.


It was a ‘good’ school, you had to pay for it. Stephanie said it would iron out Hesta’s speech and she would make ‘proper’ friends. But Hesta did not make friends, and kept the original friend (Janey), from whom Stephanie had hoped Hesta would become detached. As for her speech, Hesta had a musical voice. Her diction was clear, her grammar mostly immaculate, and she had retained her South London accent, as Stephanie never ceased to lament.


Relays of birds flew off the drive, and back, as Hesta left it. In the tree-shaded road beyond the gate, the houses basked in the last sun of the year.


Despite the hectic summer, Hesta was white as alabaster. Stephanie’s tactic of sun-creams, garden and beach sunbathing, preferably abroad, and sun-beds in winter, had never interested her daughter. Years of this, however, had matured Stephanie to a curious yellowish-brown, a jaundiced eternal tan. Stephanie coaxed it, petted it, shaving and depilating and creaming her thirty-six-year-old body, smothering it in lotion and endlessly turning herself under the sun as if on a spit.


Stephanie was older than Ms Simpson, and looked ten years younger. Except for the lines around her eyes and mouth, the sharp corners of her neck, her loose breasts that seemed to have no filling, save when cantilevered upwards by wire and lace. ‘I take care of myself,’ said Stephanie, who, apart from now and then, limited herself to salad and crispbread, and one bottle of dry white wine a day. When she spoke of herself like this, she sounded to Hesta like a woman of fifty. And to Hesta, actually, Stephanie, her sharp-edged mother, looked fifty.


It was too early for Janey at the bus-stop in the High Street. Hesta walked to the Asian shop and bought a Diet Coke. It was not permitted to eat and drink publicly while wearing school uniform.


‘Are you well, Hesta?’ asked the woman from Bengal. She spoke Hesta’s name in a perfect way – Heths-stuh. Hesta said she was. She asked after the woman’s husband, son and cat. All were apparently flourishing.


Once Hesta had seen the woman’s hair come undone from its bun. It had fallen drenchingly to her knees, black as cobras. Was India like that?


Leaning on the wall near the bus-stop drinking the Coke, Hesta watched cars, people, the metropolis as it passed. She knew it had little, or nothing, to do with her. Sometimes one of the loud boys from the Milton School cycled alongside and shouted at her. Once one had come directly over and put a hand on her breast. She had smacked him in the mouth and he backed off, jeering, but there were peculiar tears in his eyes.


Janey was running down the street, waving. It was an odd if only momentary thing, this recognition. Did you feel for a sister like this? Maybe not. The sisters Hesta had come across seemed to hate each other.


Janey was thin, almost as she had been at ten, her long dark hair cut now in the same wild spiky way as Hesta’s – they had scissor-slashed and combed the style for each other one Saturday morning in September, before the mirror in Janey’s bedroom, on a carpet of shed red and black.


‘What a bloody afternoon,’ said Janey. She laughed, and drew in a deep breath of heat and acid car fumes. ‘That bastard Snotgas gave us two hours extra homework.’ Snodgrass, the maths teacher, was often a problem. ‘Do you want the bus? I’m dying to walk. I’ve been wriggling like a little kid, and that Leonard said, Look at Janey, she wants to go to the bog. We can go through the park,’ she added, ‘I’ve saved a sandwich for the ducks.’


‘So have I,’ said Hesta.


Martin Peecey stood under the fake flowering tree, the telephone receiver tucked between jaw and shoulder.


‘Steph, I’d love to. You know I’d love to. But, baby, the way they’ve got it stacked up here, it’s a shambles.’


A female waiter went by, in her ultra-short black skirt, sheer black tights and glimpse of white knickers. She had good legs, though her shoes were flat – it was a long day’s work – he and Kevin always checked their legs. If he had had a free hand, Martin Peecey might have patted her bottom, but he was occupied with pad and pen, writing down a list of wines missing from the wine bar’s menu, and those that needed to be left off in future.


The girl may have appreciated her luck.


Peecey was tall and skinny and very tanned. His Brylcreemed hair was receding only a little at the front, but stopped short behind, an inch above his collar. He wore a trendy, floppy suit that was a few weeks out of date. His Rolex was too expensive.


‘No, baby, listen. Tomorrow. OK?’


At the other end of the line Stephanie said, ‘I hate Fridays, Marty. You know I do.’


‘Yes, Steph, but it’s one of our busiest –’


‘She comes in, and then she’s there and I don’t get a word out of her. Iain takes me out, you know. He always does.’


‘Yeah, yeah, Iain,’ said Peecey nastily. ‘But he’s off on his little drilling rig, isn’t he?’


The female waiter bent to a table of eager four o’clock drunks. Peecey saw right up her skirt. Very nice. With the clean white blouse buttoned to her throat, it was all rather like a naughty school uniform.


Not like Hesta’s uniform, however.


What would Hesta look like in this gear? He had put it to her. Make a few bob waitressing on a Saturday. He would take care of her. Hesta had looked right through him. Well, that was a sort of come-on. Of course, she was too young for him. But Steph was a bit too old, wasn’t she?


‘Your Hesta’s a pain,’ said Martin Peecey, dutifully. ‘Yeah, all right, Stephie. Yeah. OK. I’ll come. About seven … eight. When Kev gets here, the cunt.’


Just after five, Hesta let herself into her mother’s house. This was how she thought of the house, in essence if not words. Her mother’s.


Her father of course, Iain Web, had bought the house eleven years ago. It was a large semi in a long quiet street. Two wide storeys, and an attic that, when she was a child, had been done up as Hesta’s playroom. Stephanie had raised a wallpaper with pictures of dolls, and hung the inset windows with chintz curtains. There had been child-sized furniture which perhaps, as a child, Hesta had found accommodating, but quickly she grew too tall for it. Now the room lay abandoned, and Stephanie moaned about it – a room that was not employed.


Hesta’s bedroom was on the second floor, and next to the ‘family’ bathroom, which she used. Far off along the upper hall, lay the huge bedroom which was Stephanie’s, Iain and Stephanie’s when he was at home, and the en suite bathroom where Stephanie and Martin Peecey took Dolphin showers together after their noisy sex in the king-size bed.


If she had thought back, Hesta might have noticed she had never heard the sounds of the sexual act between her mother and father. Probably this was because, as Stephanie had sometimes hinted, with Iain it was not much use. Out of this unusefulness, Hesta had been fashioned.


All the house was furnished and decorated to Stephanie’s design. That is, in mixed ideas from magazines. Every thing was very modern, even luxurious, and quite awful. Stephanie had no idea of colour, and believed that if a room were made only in shades of blue, or green, or red, it would work. But certain shades of the same colour can clash; they did so all over the house. There was also nothing comfortable in the house, in the sense of relaxing. It was not … what was it that it was not? A home.


Hesta went into a large, all-white kitchen (troubling to the eyes of any but the very young and strong-sighted), and opened the fridge.


Through the double-glazed glass of the kitchen door, she could see Stephanie lying on a bright mauve lounger, naked but for a small yellow bikini-bottom. The Victorian garden had been pared back to its verdant rim, to leave yards and yards of scalped lawn. Den, the cleaner, did the lawn too, kept it free of everything but scorched grass, like partly-greenish tobacco.


This, the immemorial image of her mother, flat on a sunbed, a lounger, a beach. In Spain, in Italy, in France – and long ago, at Clacton. (All countries alike. A beach, a few restaurants.) Stephanie basting and cooking herself in the savage damaging sun.


Hesta took a piece of lite cheese from the fridge, and ate it with three crispbreads buttered by diet mayonnaise. Bread was not kept in the house normally. Later, there would be a salad dinner with a small grilled steak or wafer of grilled fish.


As a child, Hesta was always hungry. Stephanie told her this was quite right. She always would and should be. A girl had to watch her figure. In fact Hesta had never needed to attempt this curious feat. She could eat anything, everything, and did not gain an ounce. But Stephanie had to be careful, and thus, so did everyone. No wonder Iain took her out to dinner when he was at home. It was the only way he could get any food.


As Hesta finished her snack, Stephanie rolled over, looked at her gold watch which gave a sun-flash like lightning, rose, stretched in a balletic way described to her in a magazine, and walked into the house by the French doors.


After a moment, she entered the kitchen.


‘Oh, you’re back.’


‘Yes,’ said Hesta.


‘What have you been eating?’


‘Crispbread.’


‘Well don’t stuff yourself. We’re having a big meal tonight.’ Hesta smiled a little. Stephanie’s ideas of a big meal were sometimes amusing. ‘Den’s going to drop some stuff by from the supermarket. I’d like you to help me with it. Martin’s coming over.’


‘I’ll go to Janey’s, then,’ said Hesta.


‘You’re always over there. That common girl. And that awful fat mother of hers. Why do you go there?’ Stephanie did not wait for the answer, which was obvious: Janey’s was evidently preferable. ‘Why won’t you stay? I really need you to keep an eye on the food. It’s a chicken and I don’t want to splash my dress.’


Hesta said, ‘No.’ She did not speak rudely or harshly. It was a statement, empty of offence. Save for all its implication.


‘Don’t speak to me like that, you little beast.’ Hesta took her plate to the sink, rinsed it, set it in the rack. ‘Look at me when I’m speaking.’ Hesta turned, looked at her mother. Stephanie stood quivering, her naked empty breasts trembling at her annoyed heart. ‘I want you to stay. You only come back here one night in seven.’


‘I need to do homework,’ said Hesta, ‘apparently.’


‘Of course you need to. It’s supposed to be two or three hours a night. You skimp it. Your father pays enormous fees for you to go to that school. And you’ve got GCSEs next year. If you want to go on and do art –’


‘I don’t,’ said Hesta.


‘You’ve got to do something!’ Stephanie’s voice desired to ascend into a scream. She shut it off. She said, straining at her rage, ‘My God, if I’d had your chances –’


‘You wouldn’t have ended up married with a kid,’ said Hesta.


‘No, I bloody well wouldn’t.’


When Stephanie swore, unlike Janey, it was unpleasant, vitriolic, even with the word ‘bloody’. When Janey said fuck, it was funny, innocent, and wise. But, on the rare occasions ‘fuck’ burst from Stephanie, it was gut-churning. A bawdy basic word for an extraordinary human activity, became what it often had, on the lips of the cruel and the violent – not gratuitous, but foul. You could take exception to it. You wanted to write and complain.


Stephanie pushed her way to the fridge, opened it, and took out a bottle of Diet Coke. She poured herself a glass, not offering it to Hesta. Of course, Hesta drank Diet Coke not because she needed to, but because she preferred the taste.


‘Listen, Hesta. I can’t cope with you. You don’t do a thing to help me or yourself.’


‘I do one thing,’ said Hesta.


‘Oh yes? Well, madam. What’s that?’


‘I don’t tell Iain you’re screwing that disgusting little prick.’


Stephanie swelled, all her thin dieted body, dry with sun, greased with lotion. A fiery scented horrible smell came from her, the odour of hate.


‘I’m lonely. You don’t understand, you little bitch. Martin’s my friend.’


‘Martin tries to put his hand up my skirt.’


‘You filthy little fucking liar.’ There, it was said. ‘All right – get out – get out!’


Hesta walked by her mother. And as she did so, Stephanie swung at her and slapped her hard as a stick across her arm. Hesta paid no attention. She went from the kitchen, along the hall, past the clash-blue sitting room, and through the front door. She took nothing with her, as they say, but her self.




Two


This kitchen, very small, with indigo walls and red and pale cobalt crockery, smelled of pork sausages and apple.


‘I’ll do another batch,’ said Lulu.


She got up, a woman in her forties, five feet four inches tall and weighing fourteen stone. Despite this diagnosed handicap, she moved with utter grace and sureness in the tiny room. And the sun through the high windows blazed on her magpie hair, half black, white and silver coming through, magnificent hair that gave off, in winter, blue sparks.


Janey and Hesta munched on, now and then referring to their glasses of hot black tea where orange slices floated like goldfish.


The grill re-awoke with a pop.


Tea today was Christmas Sandwiches. Lulu’s invention. White bread crisped under the grill, margarine, layers of thin packet turkey breast, slices of hot pork sausage, cranberry and apple sauce. Wedges on the side of apple and thyme stuffing, baked in the oven, and to hand, a large red bowl of fried potatoes.


Janey lifted a red chicken tea cosy off the teapot. Then she got up and added boiling water from the simmering kettle. Over the closed pot she reinstated the glamorous chicken.


The chicken was quite old. When Hesta had been eleven, and taken it in for the first time, she had asked what it was. Lulu told her it was a tea cosy, and Hesta had said, quietly, ‘My mummy says tea cosies are lower class.’


She had not meant this impertinently, nor naively. She was searching for answers – she had already somehow realized Lulu was a sort of dictionary – or for questions. And Lulu, Janey’s mum – ‘Never say mum. I’m Mummy’ (and later) ‘Call me Stephanie, now’ – responded. She explained that tea cosies kept tea hot, and tea strainers – which, too, Stephanie would never have allowed in her house – were better for leaf tea, as they kept the leaves from falling in your cup.


Through the chicken and the tea strainer had come a precise demonstration of real truth. That being alive is not about classes, objects, or correct behaviour, but about what works best.


Hesta, when she arrived today at the block of flats, had glanced at the lift – as generally, not working – and walked up the six flights to Lulu’s home. Knocking on the door she had been answered by Janey. ‘Hallo – Mum – it’s Hesta!’ And Lulu’s unflurried reply, ‘Good.’


Lulu was never surprised by Hesta’s sudden extra arrivals. In the course of five years it had ceased to be a matter of Hesta, taught from an early age that one was unwanted unless expected (invited), calling first from the phone box in Fulton Road.


As Stephanie had railed, Hesta was often here in the small two-bedroomed box on the sixth floor of Manor House, an evilly neglected block, one of ten, that overlooked the park one way, and the railway the other. Although urine was regularly sprayed in the concrete foyer, and the lift did not work, and snarling dogs patrolled the bleak grass verges below, up here you could see to the Thames, dirty silver as an ancient spoon, and the sun sank, amber to bronze to red, and Venus starred the dusk like a diamond.


The new sausages were chuckling under the grill. Lulu was cutting bread, singing softly under her breath a song about golden fields. At other times roars of Shostakovich and Rachmaninov burst from the music centre. She took an hour or two each evening for her music. Otherwise Janey might do with the music centre whatever the Stranglers, Faith No More or Elvis Costello desired.


They sometimes shared each other’s tapes and CDs. Janey might fall asleep with Ravel, or Lulu be found with Janey’s cassettes of Numan. ‘This composer has broken his heart,’ said Lulu, ‘over and over again, so now he has at least twenty hearts, all of which work.’ ‘He flies planes,’ had said Janey. Lulu said, ‘He can fly without them, too.’


This interchange had interested Hesta. She did not lean on music as Janey did, as Lulu seemed to. Besides, in the beginning, she had been surprised to find how Janey and Lulu could live in each other’s countries, honoured guests, not spies, invaders.


Hesta had met Janey at the junior school. They became friends in some way Hesta could never recall. When she had told Stephanie she had been invited to tea that Saturday, Stephanie had immediately asked the child’s address. Hearing it, Stephanie announced, ‘You must thank her politely, and say no.’


But Iain was coming home that weekend. He found them in a white silence. He laughed, and drove Hesta over to Manor House and walked her up the stairs himself.


What did it matter, said Iain, that Lulu had no husband or partner and that she lived in a slum? She was great.


In those days, so long ago, so far away, Iain had retained a life force. But now, thin and hollow as if from Stephanie’s regime of starving, which he mostly missed, his red hair fading drearily, Iain had become a ghost.


‘You know what I’d like to do,’ said Janey, ‘tomorrow? I’d like to get a train down to the seaside. Mum, can I?’


‘Yes,’ said Lulu. She added, careless, ‘I’ll do that maths thing for you, if you like.’


‘Oh yes, Mum, please. ’Cos otherwise old Snotty starts squawking. Mind you,’ she added, ‘he knows it’s you.’


Lulu smiled. Her round face was peach-skinned, and her green eyes sexy as deep pools where nymphs, firm and fleshy, with wet loins and hair, lay waiting.


In her thirteenth year, Janey had been cornered and given a lecture by some teacher at the Milton School. If Janey did not work, put her back into it, pull up her socks, Janey would be a failure. And Janey had cried. Hesta had found Janey crying at the bus-stop.


They had walked to Manor House that day in the rain, Janey crying like the rain, Hesta not saying anything – what could she say? Janey was not academically clever. Instead, she was a genius. She wrote short doggerel poems that played with language, or painted mouth-watering pictures in gouache, castles, cats, flowers, hills under moons, and doorways with pillars.


When Lulu opened the door of the box which was a home, she drew Janey straight into the grey and pink front room, and there delivered her own lecture, which was brief, ringing, oratorical. School was a legal requirement but in this case immaterial. Janey should know by now tests and exams did not matter. She should work as hard as she could only at what inspired her to work hard. The rest could be got over. And after school, Janey would perhaps find something, but if not, still they would manage.


‘I didn’t have you to support me in my old age,’ said Lulu. ‘As long as you can crank me up on the seat of my Harley now and then, that’s fine.’


Then Lulu had provided a tea – not dinner, dinners were different – of grilled cheese with mustard on toast, and a luscious gooseberry tart – a treat, as if she had known something would happen. That was the initial occasion when Hesta stayed without an invitation.


Stephanie had seen Lulu it seemed, out shopping. Although Stephanie had then got into the hire car and Lulu had walked on to the bus-stop. ‘That woman is like a hippopotamus. She really needs to lose some weight before she has a stroke. I suppose she fries everything in lard, and you eat it, you stupid child.’


‘Olive oil,’ said Hesta.


At which Stephanie shook her short layered highlighted hair, as if she knew Lulu’s hair, when undone, was as long as the cobras of the Indian woman, the hair of a sorceress.


Most days, until three, Lulu worked in a charity shop.


‘We can go to that seaside place you talk about,’ said Janey to Lulu. ‘That place – you know.’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Lulu. ‘Why not.’


‘It only takes an hour or so,’ said Janey, ‘from London.’


Hesta said, ‘I’d better not.’


Lulu had her back to them. She was spreading the bread, cutting the sausages.


Janey said, ‘Oh go on.’


‘I have to do a whole week’s homework.’


‘Why?’ asked Janey. ‘Is it her?’


Hesta said, ‘My father gets upset.’


‘Oh,’ said Janey.


Iain had written one of his letters to Hesta. He only did this when Stephanie had been on at him by phone. Usually his method of communication with Hesta was by a selected postcard, one of many he had collected years before, postcards from wild and distant zones, or areas in history now altered. The message would be, Dear Hesta, Today I caught a whale but let it go. Or, Had an ice-cream here but dropped it down a lady’s front. Hospital bill to follow. Or, My window marked with an X – this on the nineteenth-century palmed villa-palace of a king in Sumatra.


Hesta had loved these cards for years. And then the aching sadness of it, his own small, momentarily desperate fantasy that he was not where he was, on a few metres of chemical platform in the midst of the cruel sea, the drilling rig, came in to Hesta on a wave of thought.


After that, the postcards disturbed her.


She felt protective of him. Who else would be? She had not told him of Stephanie’s recurring lovers – not from fear of or loyalty to her mother. It was from her pity for him.


And Iain thought Hesta should go to ‘art school’. She had tried to explain to him it was rather more complex, this procedure, than it had been when he – had he? – had maybe wished to do it.


Yet she had kept up the pretence. She had, and it weighed on her. It was a blot of darkness that lay somewhere in the clarity of her sixteen-year-old brain. To protect him. To do what he thought she wanted and did not, so he could be happy for her.


He was like a little boy slave, her father, sent out to toil for them that they might be well off and live life for him.


Lulu brought the sandwiches to the table, and they ate again, and again drank tea, the hot food and drink in the hot afternoon, with the sun beginning its amber stage above the roofs of the city.


‘That light, it’s like Arabia,’ said Janey, using the ancient name since, that way, it did not evoke wars. And then, ‘Oh go on, Hesta. Think how blue the sea will be. And Mum says this place is lovely. The sea, the sea – the edge of the earth.’


Hesta said again, ‘No, Janey.’ And turning her eyes away, saw the weird contraption on the work-top, pushed back well out of Lulu’s way.


‘What’s that, Lulu?’


Lulu knew about changing subjects. Her aim was to abet this ploy, save where harm might be done. ‘Of all things, it’s a mousetrap.’


‘What?’


Janey said, ‘Old Smelly downstairs says there are rats in the building. I thought, yeah, and I know who it is, this rat. They’re talking about demolishing these flats, you know? The state they’re in.’


‘Rats are beautiful animals,’ said Lulu, as if the loss of her flat meant nothing.


‘But they leap for your throat,’ said Janey, with relish, not at this idea, but to prompt the coming reply.


‘No. They leap for the space behind your head. It’s mistaken for an attack. It’s a bid for freedom.’


Janey said, ‘Smelly put the mousetrap out for the rats and Mum picked it up in case a rat ran in it and got hurt.’


‘Yes, I did. But I was coming upstairs so here it is. Frankly I don’t know what to do with it. If I throw it out it’s liable to hurt someone.’


Hesta said, ‘I’ll take it. I can wrap it in a lot of newspaper and dump it in our rubbish.’


‘Thank you,’ said Lulu. ‘Actually, I’ll wrap it up. We’ve got a ton of local newspapers. I don’t know how they get up these stairs. Then they put six papers through one door, which is ideal, if you’ve got a cat.’


So it was with Manor House. Urine, dogs, rats. Paper deliveries in excess. And the bin men venturing near only one week in four.


But here too Janey had grown up, choosing her own first name on her fifth birthday. And Lulu let down her hair. And Venus shone in at the window.


A candelabra of twisted iron spikes burned with candles the shade of tomato soup, in the middle of the glass dining table.


Martin Peecey leaned back from the rather arid roast chicken and salad, and had another quaff of the red wine he had brought. It matched the dining room, if not the meal. Stephanie had seductively told him, you did not drink red with white meat. ‘White wine gives me sinus,’ said Martin Peecey, romantically.


Time now, however, to praise her. The unmoist meal – she couldn’t cook to save her quim – her crimson strappy dress, and her expensive perfume, tindery as struck matches.


‘Oh, thank you, Marty,’ she said, lowering her eyes like a convent girl of fourteen. She was not, however. Unfortunately.


Hesta had gone off. With that friend of hers. Peecey had said something about that to Stephanie, a few months back. And Stephanie had reportedly rounded on Hesta the next night, telling her to watch out, she might turn into a raving dyke. Hesta had slammed her bedroom door in Stephanie’s face.


Hesta wasn’t a les. No, she just needed someone experienced. Win her over. Take care of her.


Really, Hesta was the main reason he kept on with Stephanie, because Stephanie was getting to be a bit of a drag. Always on about her stretch marks. Wanting to go out to the wine bar late at night, when Kev kept it going for paying ‘friends’ behind shut doors. Christ, in four years, Steph would be forty and he was only twenty-nine.


On the other hand, Hesta …


‘And Hesta’s off, is she?’


‘Yes. The little bitch. Oh, Marty, she was so rude to me. I get frightened she’ll get violent. I do. I hit her,’ Stephanie added, unaware, it seemed, of a slight contradiction.


‘Well. Two women cooped up together. It’s a recipe for mayhem.’


‘Marty, I just wish – I wish I could leave Iain. I do, Marty. He’s never with me. He never was anything to me. I was so young. I got snowballed. And then I was pregnant. That horrible little flat we were in. And the hospital –’


‘Yes. Poor Stephie.’


‘Sometimes I feel so old –’


And you look it, baby.


‘No, baby. You look just fourteen tonight.’


‘Do I, Marty? Do I?’


She would not leave Iain, no fear of that. Though Martin Peecey earned a good deal from his co-ownership of the bar, Iain raked it in. Martin Peecey had seen Iain once. Iain was thirty-seven. Poor old bugger. At the back of Peecey’s mind something scratched like the skull memento mori – One day you shall be as me. In a thousand years, Martin Peecey would be thirty-seven himself.


‘You know, Stephie … I’ve got an idea.’


She stared at him. She had wanted to go on a while longer with her make-believe of deserting Iain.


‘What is it?’


‘Well, Hesta – you say she never gets back till after eleven thirty.’


‘She doesn’t. Or later. So late – I’ve got no control over –’


‘It’s just that … You see, baby, you look so young tonight. So very young. I mean, I feel I’m cradle-snatching. And, well – it’s only nine fifteen.’


Stephanie listened. Her lips parted. If she felt any outrage it was not obvious.


About forty minutes after midnight, Lulu, who had switched on the portable radio, picked it up. She, Janey and Hesta, walked quietly into Lulu’s bedroom.


‘Ah, look at her,’ said Lulu.


Janey went forward, and bending over a sleeping plushy tortoiseshell cat, implanted a soft deep kiss on her chocolaty-scented flank.


The cat raised her head, vocalized a purring call, and stretched, catching Lulu’s emerald bedspread in wicked permitted vandalistic claws.


They had been to visit the cat earlier. Old now, she slept most of the day and night, on the beds of Lulu or Janey, or in moveable patches of sunlight on the sitting room floor. She was seventeen – a year the senior of Hesta and Janey, but, in cat terms, seemingly either eighty-five or one hundred and nineteen.


The announcer on Radio Four courteously bade the attending world a good-night. Lulu, her daughter and friend, stood to attention. The National Anthem was played. They solemnly sang:




‘God save our gracious Cat


Long live our noble Cat


God save the Cat.


Send her victorious


Happy and clawrious


Long to reign over us


God save our Cat.’





The cat watched judgementally, smiled with her cheeks and eyes, and curled up again to sleep, emitting as she did so a minuscule fart.


‘What scares me,’ said Janey, as they went out again, ‘is in a couple of years there won’t be a Royal Family, and they won’t play it.’


Lulu handed Hesta a plastic bag with the mousetrap wrapped in vast amounts of local news, half a cherry and pecan cake from Sainsbury’s, and three bananas. It was Lulu also who supplied Hesta’s schoolday lunches. Given over by Janey at the bus-stop in the High Street, on descending, in the mornings.


They hugged in a ring, three graces. Hesta held tensely, but did not cling. There was nothing to cling to. They were here.


The taxi driver, Mac, whom Lulu had known for ten years, waited by the door and escorted Hesta down. ‘They should get that lift fixed, they should.’ He looked elderly to Hesta, but he was brown and kind, Irish, with a lilting voice and wonderful eyes. He talked in platitudes to conceal a poetic soul.


When they presently came upon a drunken fifteen-year-old boy being sick copiously over a landing, Mac said, nostalgically, ‘Ah, lad. Those were the days.’


Below, he helped Hesta into the back of his car, and drove off through the dark, as he must have done many hundreds of times, towards the better streets. And her mother’s house.


That afternoon, about a year before, Hesta had walked into the Asian shop in the High Street. It had been September then, a grey hot day full of unspent thunder, and three o’clock because Hesta had skipped a French class. As she was selecting an ice-cream from the glass-fronted freezer to the rear of the shop, a man came in and began to talk to the Indian woman in a low hoarse voice.


The Asian shop sold old-fashioned ice-cream ‘bricks’ – something Iain had once described to Hesta. As her hand closed on a brick, in its pale blue and white paper, she heard a few words rise clearly from the counter.


‘I want it,’ said the man. ‘I want it.’


‘No, no,’ said the Indian woman in her melodious rhythmic tone, ‘no, please – we work so hard –’


‘Give it to me, you shitty wog, or you’ll get this.’


Hesta straightened without sound. She saw the man at the counter, blocking most of the view. He was big and darker than the day. Yet the thunder too was held in him. Then he made a sort of swinging movement, and he swung, by it, the Indian woman in her coral sari, swung her by her neck, and her bun came loose and all her hair poured down. In his other hand, pressed to her breast, was a big, dirty, shiny knife.


‘Give me the fucking money.’


‘All right,’ said the Indian, but she hung there still, paralysed, between two dreads.


Hesta went forward. She made almost no noise, but the man heard her. When she was about six feet away he half turned his head. His three-quarter profile was squashed and yellowish and demoniac, like the rubber masks sold in this very shop for Halloween. But the mask was his face.


‘You stay back, you,’ he said. Incongruously he added, ‘Wait your turn.’


‘OK,’ said Hesta.


She tore the wrapper off the brick in two quick soft strokes, and lifting it in her hand she ran forward, and slammed its icy freezing whiteness into his sweating grey and yellow neck.


He screamed. It was the shock. The knife fell from his fingers and behind the counter, and he let the woman go. Turning, he stared blindly at Hesta, then rushed out on to the pavement and away.


The Indian stood in her fall of hair, her face creased with terror.


‘Oh God,’ she said. She spoke then, probably in Urdu. Next: ‘Oh, you shouldn’t have. He might have hurt you –’


Hesta said, ‘Can I take another brick?’


‘Yes, yes. I will get the wafers.’


With trembling hands the woman pressed the new ice-cream together, while Hesta telephoned the police for her in the back room. After that, and after the son had come in and the husband had been called from his other job, Hesta left the shop. She ate the ice, but would in future accept nothing else free, though she allowed the Indian woman to show her once the small beautiful Krishna in the shrine behind the back room. He was white and black and azure, and at his feet lay a light in a rosy glass. Of this she told Janey. But not about the mugger.


For Hesta had not astonished herself, was not proud of what she had done. It was like the tea strainer, and the cosy. What worked best.


As she entered the hall of Stephanie’s house, the flat-faced clock in the sitting room showed almost ten past one. There were no lights on, but this had been apparent from the street, when Mac’s taxi pulled up.


‘Your mum’s in bed,’ he said, ‘do you think?’


Hesta said, ‘Yes, I suppose so.’


But if Stephanie was in bed, it would be with Martin Peecey, and the light would still be on. And his car would be parked on the drive. More likely they had gone on to the wine bar to sit drinking until three or four. Then Stephanie would come home in a cab of her own, slamming the car door, the front door, stamping up through the house, disillusioned, depressed, hung-over, washed up.


The young girl, with her fire-chrysanthemum of hair, her dancer’s boyish body, ascended the stairs as a prologue, without pity.


She could smell Martin Peecey in the house.


On the lower floor, the sodium sheen from the street came in, but upstairs she switched on a light. Her mother’s door was closed, but that meant nothing. There was silence.


Hesta went across the wide landing, opened her own door.


She was sixteen. Every sense in her was primed. Within her own body she was new. And in the world, like a cat from the veld or the forest. If there is anywhere else before life, probably, on some level of her consciousness, she remembered that better.
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