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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.


      




INTRODUCTION


THERE ARE TWO major areas of human experience that generally make very bad copy; sex and music. Which may seem a curious remark with which to preface a book that opens with Our Lady of Desperation and closes with Missa Privata. But ‘Our Lady’ is not about sex, it’s about the much-misunderstood difference between sex and eroticism; and ‘Missa’, in one sense, is about everything except music. In fact the discerning reader will detect a large gap in the very middle of the story, which he or she is invited to plug with a musical experience of his or her own.


Most stories seem to come about as a result of a collision between seemingly chance ideas; and Our Lady of Desperation was no exception. I’d had a notion at the back of my mind for years about a society so bedevilled by bureaucracy that each wage earner had a personal governmental watchdog, whose needs he was expected to provide for as well as his own; but the thing had stubbornly refused to flesh out. It was a chance remark by a friend that gave me the key. It put me on the track of the ‘Adonis syndrome’, and a lot more besides. And I hope nobody writes to tell me the story is an example of chauvinist piggery, because it’s not. Richard, as Lady A. observes, pays in full for his so-called ‘free’ love; and the price is heavy.


Dreams are another suspect and dangerous source of inspiration; in the cold light of day, their grandest conceits tend to turn to bat blood and ashes. But there are exceptions, and two of them are in this book. One is The Shack at Great Cross Halt; the other I’ll come to in a moment.


‘The Shack’ presented itself to me after a long and exciting party. A lot of ideas had been bandied about—none, oddly enough, anything to do with the story that finally emerged—and when the guests finally left I found I couldn’t sleep. I did doze off toward dawn, only to be visited by the image of a huge and frightening tree, its bole swathed with great ropes of convolvulus. It seemed to stand beside a motorway; or maybe that was just the early morning traffic, grinding through town on its way to London. The Rural, the American and the Monkey’s Grave came later. ‘Shack’ was a curious story to write; for a time I didn’t know myself what the end of it all would be, and the Cavalry coming over the hill on cue took me fairly by surprise. It was a challenging subject too, in that so much of its material was potentially offensive. I can only hope I trod the tightrope on which I had placed myself well enough to be excused.


I was attacked from several directions for writing The Ministry of Children at all. Even the title came under fire, so I’ll take this opportunity to point out that it’s a pun. I’m rather fond of them; there’s a monstrous one in ‘Missa’, I only hope one day somebody finds it. It was also said, quite accurately, that as I’m not a teacher I have no first-hand experience of what is happening in modern education. Such considerations would normally weigh strongly with me; but in this instance I reject them. While it would be invidious to quote names, we can surely all remember at least one national scandal arising from the suicide of a pupil at a Comprehensive school. What was perhaps less widely publicised was the allegation that within the area concerned, attempted suicides by school-children were currently averaging one a month. I agree I’m not an educationalist, and that ‘Ministry’ puts forward no real solution; but faced with statistics like these I reserve the right to say, as loudly and clearly as I am able, that something is wrong.


The Big Fans is, I suppose, a classic example of the conflation of ideas I mentioned earlier. I had been concurrently reading Lyall Watson’s extraordinary Supernature and Alfred Watkins’ even more curious The Old Straight Track. While neither Kirlian photography nor the ley system were concepts wholly new to me, the two suddenly combined to strike sparks from each other. If that great network of tracks could somehow be made visible, like the veins of a gigantic leaf, what a sight it would be! But I still had no story; and the tale, after all, is the thing.


A few weeks later, I was drinking with a friend in an ancient pub in Covent Garden when my attention was drawn to a striking girl in the opposite bar. She sat a little apart from her group, sipping gravely from a large mug of beer. She was, I suppose, no raving beauty. She had one of those broad-cheek-boned, curiously English faces; her hair was brown, her figure trim rather than spectacular; and she was very young. But her aura, for that moment of time, was a nearly visible thing; it tingled on the skin from yards away, like the queer breeze of an ultra-violet lamp. I don’t know her name, or anything about her; but you’ll find her description embedded in the story. She became Sarah, who is herself at the heart of an odd little mystery. Was Glyn, who plays Watson to Boulter’s Holmes, merely seduced by the beauty of his surroundings; or did a power really gather and coil in the little valley, a power centred on the strange young girl? The answer is as enigmatic as the puzzle. If we think Sarah has power, then power she has; the snake of logic swallows its own tail.


I mentioned dreams earlier on. I think Missa Privata must also have begun as one. I’m not too sure as it was a thoroughly odd experience, not quite like anything else I can remember. It, too, happened after a night with friends; a musical evening this time, in which we’d drunk a lot of gin, talked a lot of words and listened to a lot of tape. I suppose the separate elements of the idea can be dissected out readily enough; the music I’d heard, the saga of two Russian ballet dancers who had somehow offended against the State, the terrible scenes that followed the fall of Saigon. But why a young woman called Stella Welles should come knocking so insistently on the inside of my head, demanding to be let out, is more than I can say. Especially as for a non-musician a project like ‘Missa’ must inevitably have something of the nature of a dash across quicksand. For these reasons, and others, I resisted the story at first; but Stella’s willpower was stronger than mine. I worked on her for five weeks; in the end she turned and swore at me, like a cat that has had its fur rubbed the wrong way, so I knew I had done all I could. As I said, I can’t explain her; I merely commend her to you, with all my sins on her long-suffering and pretty head.





Keith Roberts
Henley-on-Thames, 1978




OUR LADY OF DESPERATION


I SPENT THE afternoon with Coventina. I couldn’t think of better company to be in. I’d been working on her for a year, off and on, and she was at the stage I liked best; I was tickling away with a No. 1 and the pigment on a palette knife, bringing up the highlights in her hair. The Overseer had taken himself off to Dorchester to grab some computer time so I knew I was in for a quiet afternoon. It was May, puffy white clouds chasing each other across the sky in approved fashion, and the Barn smelled as it always smelled, of turpentine and dust. I’d moved the easel across to get the light from the mansard. It took somebody as way-out as Lady A to put a glass roof on a Tithe Barn; but the old one had been falling in anyway, and things being as they are it had been a choice between glass and tar paper.


Lady A came over herself at four with a pot of tea on a silver tray and a plate of fishpaste butties. You can’t beat Shippam’s for flavour, it leaves all your pates for mates standing. She had a close peer at the picture, same as she always does, then stepped back. She’s a great-looking old biddy, six foot tall, straight as a ramrod and with a face like a Fourth Dynasty Pharaoh. She said, “I can never see any difference. When will she be finished?”


I wiped the brush and laid it down. “I don’t know, m’Lady,” I said. “She needs her jewellery yet. I’m still collecting it.”


She gave me a sideways look. She said, “The truth is, you just don’t know when to stop.”


I smiled. “I shall know,” I said. “She’ll tell me.”


She went back to the painting, stood with her head on one side. “It’s the eyes,” she said finally. “They aren’t human; but they’re not an animal’s either. You won’t touch them any more, will you?”


“No, Ma’am,” I said. “I won’t touch the eyes any more.”


After she had gone I shifted a stack of canvases and sat down on the old sofa I’d acquired. I looked at Coventina, and she looked at me. Her eyes are grey, the exact grey of a switched-off tellyscreen. Depthless, interplanetary. They’re telly-screen-shaped too, just a little; sort of flattened ovals, slightly tilted. It had taken me six months to get them like that. They’re not right of course; but nothing’s ever really right, that’s part of the game. She’s a full-length nude, threequarters life. Am Carpenter posed for the first sketches; the painting’s developed something of its own since of course, they always do, but a lot of Am’s come through. She’s partly decorated already, she’s fixed plastic hairgrips round her nipples and plaited a daisy into her bush. She’s a study in depth, you see; if Coventina still existed she wouldn’t hide the parts we hide at all.


When she’s finished she’s going to have a hip chain with more bits and pieces on it. As I said, I was still collecting them; I’d got an Oxo tin half full of possibilities. There was a bit of broken glass I was pretty sure would be OK, some bottle tops and a bent-up piece of dural tube. She wouldn’t think of jewellery as we do either, you see; she’d just use what she found lying about.


I didn’t feel like working any more and Coventina was definitely turning her nose up so I went through to the sitting room and pottered. There’s quite a complex built on to the end of the Barn; a lounge with a television set plus all the adjuncts of civilized living, two bedrooms, guest room, loo and kitchen. I have to share the bathroom with the Overseer of course, which is a bit aggravating; for him I mean, not me. I have some absent-minded habits that he reckons are antisocial, like emptying the tealeaves down the sink. It puts him off when he’s trying to shave. The last one didn’t bother, but George is a bit fastidious.


The lounge is part of the old Barn structure, it still has its great wooden beams. I’d spent some time making it even more way-out than it started. I carved an Owl Face on one of the uprights one night; it worked well so I added another above it and another over that, then filled in the rest with curls and squiggles. The latest thing was cutting big indents round the tops of the balloon frames. I’d gone along one wall, turned the corner and got halfway across the next. It was slow work as the old oak was case-hardened like iron, but I was still adding the odd one or two when I thought I would; the place was starting to look like a cross between a Jain shrine and a Celtic tomb.


There were more canvases in the lounge. That was another thing that riled the Overseer. Having a naturally tidy mind he reckoned they should all be down in the Barn, but I brought them through because it was generally warmer and they dried quicker.


It’s a great conversion job, I was lucky to get it. I don’t think old Ardkinglas was all that keen, he’d have taken Tranter or Merriman if he’d had the choice, but Lady A’s been a fan of mine for years. She’s buying Coventina; she’s going to hang in the Big House, on the landing halfway up the main staircase. There’s a picture light already fitted, and she’s even moving a little de Momper to make room for her. Fame indeed! I had a bit of a problem with her at first over the daisy but she saw the point in the end. Very fairminded woman, Lady A.


From the lounge there’s a little panelled passage with the loo and bathroom opening off; you can see through it down the length of the Tithe Barn. I sat and had another stare at Coventina. A shaft of sunlight was hitting the easel foot, bright as a horn note. She heard the war horns too, the trumpets of the Legions; it’s in her eyes. And perhaps a soldier gave her his cloak; a great rough Tyrian cloak, that smelled of urine. She was already old when he named her though. She was the Nymph of All the Springs; the Pretani brought her with them, from the Land of Summer.


The Overseer wasn’t back by six, which was most unusual for him, so I took a stroll down to the brook. It’s my favourite place on the Estate. It comes meandering through the fields, set with reed beds and big Rackhamy willows; it has its deeps and shallows, there are sandy banks where the crayfish have their holes and in places the current’s slow enough for the Water Plantain to grow. There’s a plank bridge with a handrail, and the dragonflies beat forward and back in summer. It’s the sort of place to see Coventina, if she’s still around.


I went and sat by one of the willows, leaned back on the turf. I was lucky: I’d only been there about half an hour when she came wading along the brook. She was hip-deep, stepping carefully; she stopped nearly opposite me and stared across with those huge grey eyes. I didn’t move, and after a time she climbed out on to the far bank. Bits of old leaves were stuck to her thighs and her fur was slicked down into a little dark duck’s tail; it gave me an idea for another painting. After she’d gone I walked down to the bridge, crossed it and came back along the other bank. I searched about where she’d stood and found an old U-bolt in a tussock of dried grass. It was half rusted away, with a lovely dark red patina. I wrapped it in a handkerchief. I couldn’t imagine how it had got there; it was a really lucky find.


When I looked up the Overseer was coming down from the Tithe Barn. You couldn’t mistake that hundred-knot walk. His shoulders were hunched too, which meant he was worrying about something. I sat on the bridge rail and waited for him.


He was breathing hard when he arrived. He said, “I thought you’d done a bunk for a minute.” He grinned at me though, to take the sting out, and his gold tooth winked. It’s always surprising how well it matches his hair.


I grinned back. I said, “You know I wouldn’t do that to you. Get held up?”


He nodded, but he still wasn’t happy. Apparently things hadn’t gone too well in the big city. Some clown in Central had fed him the wrong comp time; he’d had to wait two hours for another slot, then been given a bollocking anyway for being late. They’d nearly turned the Thought Police out. He asked me what I was doing down by the brook and I showed him the U-bolt. He looked a bit baffled. Suspicious too, though he ought to have known I’m a Trustie. Anyway, he calmed down after a bit. He said he’d put a kettle on, so we walked back up to the Barn.


He wasn’t a bad bloke really as Overseers go, except for the auriferous gnasher. It always bothered me slightly; either he was too young for it, or it was too old for him. Though he’d obviously felt it was right for his Image. He was a snappy dresser, like most A grades, and certainly a looker; though he was getting worry lines from thinking too much. I was afraid I’d given him some of them.


We had our tea, after which he retired to write his daily Report. I expected he’d be gone for some time; I could imagine him chewing his stylus a bit, wondering whether to put in about the U-bolt or not. I played Bach on the Sony system I was buying on the drip-feed. I’d set it up in the Tithe Barn; I put Coventina between the speakers to give a visual focus. The hi-fi was a negatax perk of course. It gave George a right twinge when it first turned up, but it was all above board. I smoked a pipe, my first for a week, in celebration of the U-bolt. Afterwards I got all the bits and pieces out and arranged a selection of them round the chain. It looked as if I’d nearly got enough to make a start; I wondered if I could get Am to do some model shots next time she came down.


George came through a bit later with a bottle of high-priced plonk; Goldener Winklepiss, real hypermart stuff, but the thought was there. We played some more music—he was switching on to Finzi quite well, he even asked for one of the Hardy cycles—and I showed him what I was up to with the chain. He still looked a bit uncertain; but he was doing his best. He’d had an idea a week or so before that he might be getting a posting; I asked him if he’d heard anything since but he shook his head. He was still a bit subdued; he reckoned he’d got at least another eighteen months on Overseeing, maybe two years, so if he was moved on he’d only be reattached. He said he’d as soon stay with the devil he knew. You’ve got to believe it, that really was his way of paying a compliment. I said by that time he’d at least know all there was to know about the art game but it didn’t cheer him up. He hadn’t wanted to come into Overseeing in the first place of course, none of them do; but it’s still the quickest way to Senior Management. And with a ten thousand a year mortgage and two kids booked for Eton he needed a fast promotion, Class A or not.


You get to know quite a lot about your Overseer; after all, it’s a pretty close relationship. I should know, I’ve had seven of ’em. I knew his kids were Emma and Abigail, though they always called the little one Sandy, and that his wife was Hannah. All good solid Class A names of course. I knew what they’d look like before he got the holosnaps out; the kids pretty as hell with his genes behind them, Hannah a Plain Jane. I wasn’t far wrong; but he’s a type of course. Adonis nearly always marries Plain Jane to keep the home fires burning while he larks about. She had good eyes though; looked as if she’d be a goer if she was given half the chance. Not that she’d ever get it. Trouble with the system is, the silly little bitches usually keep their heads down because they know they’ve made a good catch and they’re scared of losing it. I’ve seen it happen too often for it to be really funny any more.


As it turned out he had another cause for gloom. We were getting an inspection from an Assistant Controller next month, which was always good for the jitters. They never worry me all that much; see one and you’ve seen ’em all, sez I. But of course I don’t have anything much to lose.


Also he was getting an assistant sometime in the summer, a trainee from the Grade below him; which made it my turn to stick my lip out. I’d more or less got used to having one Overseer on my back, but two was coming it a bit strong. I wondered how much they’d expect me to put my income up to cover the extra surveillance; though with the negatax situation that would be funny as well in its way. But he said he wasn’t too concerned, it would just have to sort itself out. He was more pleased it would give him the chance of a weekend or two at home. “Home” was near Sunningdale, I’d seen holos of that as well. I’ve never really felt clematis looks its best round Corinthian columns, particularly fibreglass ones, but it was certainly a hell of a pad.


Anyway I put the best face on it I could; we talked it over for a bit then he went to warm up a pizza. He made a pot of coffee too, I really was getting him very well trained. After which we made our way to our Lonely Couches. Leastways, I expect his was; I was well enough suited. It was a clear, mild night, with that spring wind blowing and a sky like smoky milk. Coventina was still by the brook, the breeze was bringing her scent. I opened my windows and lay thinking about the new painting. It would need a lot of water plant detail, I could make a start on that as soon as the summer foliage grew up. Am would do the poses for me, it’s just the sort of thing that turns her on. I thought I’d maybe try for a different eye colour this time; sort of a greeny gold, something nearer her own. Also I’d get her to walk through a patch of duckweed so she’d come up all green spangles. It would have to be a Pentax job; everybody’s got their limits, and standing in a pond for two or three hours is no sort of joke anyway. But I could do the main studies in the Barn. And I was thinking about a plain wood frame with a trompe l’oeil dragonfly on it. I drifted off to sleep full of ideas. That’s the great thing about painting of course; you never get to the end of it. It nearly makes up for being a Class D sometimes.


I suppose I’d better explain about the tax structure, since though you all live in the bloody country none of you seem to understand it. Still as you’re mostly Class B’s there’s no real reason why you should.


It all started with a man called Hemingway. John Buchan Alexander, or something of the sort. That was back in the last millennium, somewhere round ’97 or ’98. The tug of war Britain had got itself into—the hoi polloi wanting to keep their slice of cake, the Andy Capp fraternity wanting to take it off ’em—had resulted in close on a decade of hung parliaments; and social and economic collapse of course, though nobody worried too much about that. At least not till a few little peccadilloes like the Siege of Notting Hill started bringing the facts of life home to roost. Then everybody let rip. The Russians showed distinct signs of making an investment in North Sea Oil, while the Americans started muttering about annexing us as their latest and least important State. Hemingway was well in with the Police Federation and the Army, so the King—we even had a King, in the last century—asked him to sort things out.


I will say this for J.B.A.: he’d done his Classical homework. Panem et circenses was definitely the order of the day; but there was one snag. He wasn’t a politician at all, he was a very, very senior Civil Servant; and by the time the NF had stopped exporting blacks in converted oil tankers, the Cappites had run out of peers to hang from lamp posts and the Bank of England had got tired of printing thousand pound notes we had an Administration that made all the rest look like a Sunday School treat. The tax system is its proudest creation to date.


In practice it’s all dead complex of course, with scores of categories and sub-categories, and sub-sub-categories attached to them; but the theory has a certain nauseating simplicity. There are four main Classes. Class A subscribers, as we call them these days, are rolling in it because they pay damn all. They comprise the élite of the Civil Service—couldn’t let ’em all in of course, they’re sixty per cent of the workforce now—plus anybody else with enough muscle to grind the country to a halt or otherwise make a blasted nuisance of themselves. Which includes the miners and power workers, the oilrig people, the top brass of the TUC and all those inky little sods who pull the tits in Fleet Street. Class B’s, the biggest group, make up for it all by paying tax at sixty per cent basic; that includes the politicians, since the Civil Service still has a death-grip on the reins. Nice to see democracy in action at last. Class C’s a ragbag; teachers, doctors, vicars, anybody with a vocation who can be made to pay through the nose for following it. C’s include hereditary title holders, oddly enough; though old Ardkinglas told me they mostly pay the B rate, sometimes even the A. Seems the Service still has a wild respect for a title. Can’t help itself I suppose; grained in after a few centuries of kowtows.


Class D’s are the untouchables. That means artists, writers, composers, philosophers and anybody on whom the suspicion of creativity falls; the Service always did take a strong line about people trying to think. We pay at the C rate, seventy per cent, but we get a ten per cent surcharge for being butterflies and pariahs. (I’ve heard both phrases used often enough, so you must take your choice). But being a bachelor I was worse off than most as I attracted another ten for the privilege. The unmarried, as is well known, are child-rapists at best and anti-Establishment at worst, though I could never understand how keeping them short of cash automatically rendered them harmless.


Now, living on ten per cent of my income was an unlikely sort of trick but until the latest fiasco I was managing it. Point one was that I was making a hell of a lot of money; I’d been exhibiting with the rest of the Neo Pre-Raphs and my stuff was fetching top prices. I don’t feel the cold too much, I’d had to give up drinking and smoking and I was living in a grotty old caravan just outside Brixham, so my overheads were zilch. Even the confiscation of Class D property, where it still existed, didn’t make a sight of difference; there was nowhere else to put me, and the van turned out to be too ramshackle to tow away. But then some bright bastard slapped on five per cent across the board for a Mickey Mouse new insurance scheme, and my goose was sizzling nicely when another Department—God bless the lack of liaison—decided Class D’s still weren’t contributing enough to the common weal and upped their loading to twenty per cent.


Now this, when I worked it out, presented an interesting anomaly. It meant that for every hundred Anglos I earned, I owed the State a hundred and five. Which I was sure must be a paradox, even in Civil Service logic; so I hied me along to the local Big Brother bureau to see what they’d make of it. It must have been one of the first negatax cases to be presented. I wasn’t left in much doubt that if I chose to crawl under a bush and turn my toes up it would be fine by them; however I made it crystal clear that if I was going to starve to death it would be noisily, and in public. Since nobody else could come up with an answer the Social Security people got it dropped in their laps. They made it plain in their turn they weren’t in business for the purpose of supporting undesirables; and I was obviously highly undesirable, otherwise I wouldn’t have attracted negatax in the first place. But a tax levied is a tax that must be paid and they agreed to make up the difference between what I earned and what I would owe, so at least I stayed socially solvent. The obvious thing to do of course was reduce one of the levies; but the Civil Service doesn’t operate like that, it considers any backward step a sign of weakness.


By this time a lot of other people were taking an interest, and a similar case to mine had got itself as far as the High Court. The judgement that finally emerged was an all-time lemon. A Social Security handout, it was ruled, was tax-exempt by definition, as anything else invalidated the concept of Relief. Also of course the whole system would at last vanish down a well-earned rathole, though that was never said in as many words. So my five nega wasn’t merely safe, it was bombproof.


I pondered the situation for a time; then I joined National Unity. The Party isn’t banned—after all we’re still a democracy, and proud of it—but for some years carrying a card had meant an automatic ten per cent surcharge. It had to be met, so up went the handout. Which meant I was five per cent better off than I had been on my old Class D. A quick conversion to Scientology paid fifteen and got me parity with a Class C basic; at which point I wrote to Clancy, Am’s mother. She was ahead of me though. She’d divorced Evan—they used one of those DIY instaschemes the Social Democratic Alliance pushed through during its last tussle with the Corridors of Power—so they’d both got their ten per cent loadings as singletons. SocDemAl had also brought in a hare-brained idea about using tax loadings instead of fines; so Clancy lowered the boom. She heaved bricks through the windows of every Funeral Parlour in Salisbury, got herself twenty-five per cent for five years and ended up better off than any of us. I heard her defence was that she could never stand euphemisms.


The Establishment took its revenge of course. Or rather it took a whole series of revenges, each wilder than the last. The first move was to disenfranchise all negatax payers. That didn’t get to where I lived as I’d never voted anyway; the nearest I ever got to a polling booth was spinning a coin in front of the Recording Officer and getting slung out for cheek. Then they pronounced us second class citizens, which we’d been for years anyway, and banned us from jury service and from holding public office. That rebounded as well; having a class of legally-defined dropouts caused all sorts of piquant problems. There were some more High Court junketings, at the end of which the Pre-Raphs got themselves declared a public charity and there was a rush to adopt us as deductible assets. Owning your own nut case became the in thing overnight; it was a bit like being an eighteenth-century hermit. Which was why Lady A turned up in person one bright morning in a brand new State Alpha and hauled me off to the Ancestral Pile. Clancy, Am and Evan went to Wilton New House, where they’ve done very well; and the Overseers appeared.


That isn’t their proper title of course; they’re Field Liaison and Surveillance Officers, or some such bloody rubbish. But whatever you call them, the effect’s the same. All Class D’s have them now; they live with us, read our mail, bicker over our expenses and snoop generally. To each his priest and whore; it’s a bit like having a personalized super-accountant. If we clean a window for half an Anglo they’re supposed to pocket it and issue a receipt. In theory they never let us out of sight in case we concoct a mischief against the State, though in practice that’s a laugh a minute. They’re supposed to keep our noses to the grindstone too; their salary increments are keyed to our income in some way that’s never been fully made clear to me, so a year or two in the field can be quite profitable for them. But with negatax payers the situation’s very different. The snoopers are still expected to keep the percentages up; but the more we earn the more we get, which isn’t the name of the game at all. So either way a negatax Overseer can reckon on getting his balls chewed with monotonous regularity, and the only way the Service can staff the scheme at all is by making it a hyper short cut to Senior Grade. Hence the deepening lines on the forehead of my current watchdog; it’s a situation in which nobody can win.


In fact, owning your own Overseer can have its compensations. As I said, George was coming on nicely; my first one fancied himself at Scrabble and there was another who was the best sort of chess opponent you could wish for, he always went to pieces if you collared his knights. And there was another, the fourth I think or it may have been the fifth, who played a really mean game of squash. I lost twelve pounds in four weeks after Lady A built the new court; I was quite sorry when he passed on.


I woke up thinking about Clancy. I’d decided I owed her a letter; I wanted to write anyway to find out when Am was likely to be coming down again. But there was a letter from her in the post. James brought it down from the house. He’s a bloody old tealeaf is James, but he does the silver salver bit a treat. I made some coffee, and he sat and had a crafty drag before he went back. Technically of course the Overseer should have opened the mail; but he wasn’t in evidence yet, though there were grampus-type noises coming from the bathroom. So I took the letter into the Barn to read. I could always give it to him later.


“There’s one good thing to note,” Clancy said at the start. “Evan’s got the commission for the mural they were talking about. That’s ten thousand nega at least by the end of the year, so we’re thinking about another car.”


All right for some, sez I. I skimmed through the rest. There was a lot about the new commission; also Clancy had started on her Tytania. We’d all agreed the subject at the last annual gabfest, but Pre-Raphs being what they are nobody else had done anything about it yet. Jill and Barney Wellcome had visited from Devon, and there were some spicy fragments about Merriman and a Class A postcard in Cambridge. Am had got another piano grade and sent her love, but the best news was at the end. “I guess we’ll both be invading you next month,” Clancy had written. “Evan will be down in Soton drawing things on walls, and you know I like working in the Barn. If you can put up with us we might stop over till the Summerfest.” Which was very much OK by me.


I took the stepladder through into the lounge and fetched a hammer and chisel. I was chipping happily away at the beam when George bowled in on a wave of pricey aftershave. His mood didn’t match the morning. “I hope you don’t think you’re going to make that blasted row all day,” was his opening shot. “You’ve got a living to earn.”


Under the circumstances appertaining it was a quaint remark, but I let it pass. My heart was like the Lark Ascending; the last thing I wanted was an argument. “It’s only one today,” I said soothingly, “And it’s nearly done. Grit your teeth; just one last little bangy.” I climbed down and started sweeping the chippings. “There’s a letter for us by the way,” I said. “It’s on the table. I didn’t think you’d mind if I had a peek first, it’s from a lover.” Clancy isn’t my lover as a matter of fact; never has been, never will be. I think far too much of her. But I wasn’t going to let him in on all my little secrets.


He looked a bit black. I thought he was going to make an issue of it but he didn’t. Instead he picked the letter up, glanced through it and marched off into his bedroom. He was only going to microfilm it for the files, he might just as well have done it on the spot; but he never did. Had his own brand of delicacy, did George.


In the afternoon I took him sketching, to make up. A prunus sapling was in bloom, on the far side of the Estate. The blossom hung fragile and pinkish-white against a background of evergreens. You could spend the rest of your life painting a thing like that; not the flowers, the dark green space of air beyond them.


The Controller turned up a couple of weeks later, well ahead of schedule. Jimmy the One was with me when he arrived, he spotted the black Alpha with the State pennants on its wings creaming its way up the drive. He pinched his fag out, blew through it and set off in pursuit at a fast Butler’s Lope, and I went looking for the Overseer.


We’d only had a couple of days’ notice of the change of arrangements. It had sent George into a frenzy, dashing forward and back to Town buying everything from Glen Morangie to petits fours. Since he was on his best behaviour he lugged me with him every time and it was all fairly sordid; I only hoped I’d get a sniff at one of the corks later on.


When I found him he was still in a flat spin, though everything that could be done had been. We’d swept through and dusted—Lady A even lent us her Treasure for half a day—the Barn had been tidied to sterility and the Work in Progress was set out proudly down its length. I’d left Coventina on the easel and made her the centrepiece; I’d flanked her with the two other paintings I’d done of Am, the costume life and the one I was calling Lolita 2000. It had begun as a sort of Zeitgeist idea but it was really just Am, at her best and worst. I started it soon after I got George, he’d barged in while I was making the sketches. It gave him quite a turn; Am at fourteen, with her hair up and her knickers in a twist, lolling on the sofa like a cross between the Majas. She stuck her tongue out at him as well. Got a tongue like a bloody anteater, I’d never realized. He still didn’t like the canvas; he’d wanted to shuffle it round and bring one of the cricket series forward, but we’d run out of time.


The delegation was already sweeping toward us across the grass, making a good twenty knots. We went to meet it. The Controller was leading, flanked by a couple of hardfaced Vopo-type characters from Central Security. I took one look at him and decided I didn’t want to know after all. He had a face I’d have liked to paint, if I could have stood the strain; all the planes exaggerated, long nose and massive jaw, dangerous ears, little wide-set gravy-brown eyes. His cranium looked too small for the rest, and his bowler hat perched on it at an angle of menace. He had a way of moving that would have sent Marcel Duchamp’s knees weak, a sort of drifting action of the arms and legs that stressed the planes there too, in flashes of pinstripe and black; and he was getting bigger by the second. “My God,” I said, “the Great Sorn of Middlesbrough,” and made myself scarce. I had to crawl back out of the woodwork later on though, to explain away the canvases.
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