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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.


      




CHAPTER ONE


I kept a careful eye on Tony Smith while he read through the pages which Jack, my other half, had typed. Sometimes Tony shivered, sometimes he looked sick.


Jack had entitled the account Jingling Geordie’s Hole, but I’d been careful not to let him add anything else. Here was the story which Tony had spoken into the cassette recorder under hypnosis the week before: the narrative of his previous life.


Tony’s real name wasn’t Smith, by the way. Surname concealed for the sake of confidentiality. And I too had more than one identity.


On the one hand I was John Cunningham, psychiatrist, specializing in what is known as “past-life therapy” or “reincarnation therapy”. My other persona was Jack Cannon, author of horror novels, my secret pseudonym.


Until I met Tony, I had always kept my two identities quite separate. This wasn’t difficult. Patients being treated by past-life therapy didn’t – oughtn’t to – produce horror motifs. They drew upon the brain’s warehouse of memory (of cinema, TV, or books long forgotten by the conscious mind) to invent another life in the remote or recent past. This previous life would expose and explore the problems of their real life now. Thus they were into “historical” fiction, not horror.


Let’s let Jack interview me … 


JACK: “So how does PLT work? This Past-Life Therapy of yours?”


JOHN: “A psychological blockage brings a patient to my consulting room. An anguish, a pattern of failure. So then – ”


JACK: “You hypnotize him or her, and tell them they can remember a previous life.”


JOHN: “Right. So they experience a previous epoch. They’re convinced they lived then. They populate it with characters symbolizing the people they’ve known in reality. They fill it with events representing the suppressed traumas of their actual life, so that these can at last be confronted and overcome.”


JACK: “Yet so far as you’re concerned, it’s all invention on their part. You don’t believe in reincarnation, do you? How can you honestly practise PLT?”


JOHN: “While I’m engaged in therapy, perhaps I believe – in the sense that a novelist believes in what he’s writing while he’s busy writing it.”


JACK: “You don’t help them make up their story?”


JOHN: “Oh no. Their own creativity wells up from within. The past lives they recount are often the greatest exercise of artistic creation during their whole lifetime. Sometimes the only such exercise. That’s why this form of therapy is usually so positive and life-enhancing, even if the subject matter consists of misery and tragedy. It’s like dreaming aloud, in a lucid way. My role is to offer a stage for this, using hypnosis. Then I help them interpret their past life.”


JACK: “Without blowing the gaff. You leave them believing in reincarnation.”


JOHN: “Well, I’d have to, wouldn’t I? I’d like to emphasize that PLT often works dramatically well in cases where orthodox psychiatry has failed. Ultimately any type of analysis is a fiction, you see. It’s one possible construction out of many. Freudianism might be ideal to repair the damaged psyche of patient A. It’s no use for patient B, who has different problems. The Jungian approach might be fine for B; or useless. No school of therapy has a monopoly on the truth. Consequently: if it works, use it. Suppose Freudian or Jungian or Adlerian analysis has led to a big brick wall, then roll on PLT.”


JACK: “But you still programme your patients with a new belief system: reincarnation, multiple lives.”


JOHN: “It rarely comes as a shock, let me tell you. Deep down, most people believe they’re immortal in one way or another. When apparently compelling evidence bubbles from their lips, this doesn’t so much astonish – as provide a sense of recognition.


I’m merely channelling immortal yearnings down one particular route.”


JACK: “Which you choose for others, but reject for yourself.” JOHN: “If a person’s been drifting in limbo, perhaps it’s no bad thing to gain a belief system. People don’t really function effectively without some belief system or other to organize their lives. My system has one great advantage over other faiths. Born-again Christianity, Marxism, whatever. Mine doesn’t include any set of dogmas. Its only creed is karma, the notion that your actions in life have consequences and shape your psyche – with which no one can argue. This can only promote a sense of responsibility, for yourself and for other people.”


JACK: “Thank you, Dr Cunningham. Witness may step down.”


JOHN: “So may you, Jack. So may you.”


Tony was thirty years old, with wavy sandy hair on which he obviously lavished care and style. That was his good feature. Despite a smart turn-out – well-cut light-grey suit, striped blue shirt with fawn suede tie, and yuppie grey trainers – he still looked awkwardly, batteredly adolescent, with a pinched, spotty, bruise-eyed face. That’s how Jack would describe him in a story.


As I’d expected, he was taking a fair while to read through all those pages … 




CHAPTER TWO


or Jingling Geordie’s Hole, begun


On the cinema screen: a grey atoll in grey south seas. A bulb of light expanded suddenly; boiling cloud rushed skywards. Within moments the screen rocked at the impact of an implacable, blasting hurricane.


“This is the first moment of the thermonuclear age!” said the newsreel announcer, proud and cheerful as ever.


Ted Appleby felt such a thrill rush through his whole body at the power unleashed. The eleven-year-old paid scant attention to the rest of the newsreel: the Queen touring her Commonwealth, the French Foreign Legion losing a battle in some country called Indo-China, British troops successfully rounding up Mau Mau suspects in Kenya, a woman athlete running round a cinder track. The therm-o-nuclear explosion continued to boil through Ted, seeking outlet, expression.


Curtains slid across the front of the proscenium, luxuriously hung in tiers of pleats, spotlit in pink and orange and green. The main Art Deco lights came on, illuminating Egyptian-style papyrus columns and friezes. A recording of Mantovani’s string orchestra playing Charmaine began. Ted tagged on to the crowd of children stampeding from their seats, squeezing through the foyer to erupt down mock-marble steps into the bright breezy salty June daylight.


He’d come to the cartoon matinée on his own. As half-expected, Gavin was waiting some way down the street pretending to look in a newsagent’s window. Gavin wouldn’t wish other boys, who might be from the same school, to see them meet; so Ted loitered, to let the mob clear away.


It was thus with all the older boy’s interceptions of Ted; Gavin wanted the two of them to talk alone, to walk alone. Gavin Percy was sixteen. A fortnight earlier a couple of other sixteen-year-olds had surprised Gavin chatting to Ted at a time when Gavin thought they were safe. The older boys had started kidding on. “Got a big sister, then, titch?” Ted had, as it happened: Helen. He nodded. So far as he knew, Gavin had never even set eyes on her. “Percy’s after her – watch out!” Gavin had flushed with embarrassment. “He must be, mustn’t he?” Ted had agreed with the tormentors. Gavin had looked relieved at Ted’s comprehension, at this evidence of his young friend’s complicity.


A lot of smut was talked about girls at that school, a day school for boys only. Lately Ted had been growing ignorantly interested in girls; obviously his own sister didn’t count as an example, though the mysteries of her life would be regarded as fair game by any other boys. Bill Gibbon related that his older brother Brian and chums would go to a chum’s house when the parents were out at the cinema and would undress a sister and pour ink over her then bath her clean thoroughly. They would stick a carrot up her then make white stuff into the dirty bathwater where she lay. Later, after they’d dried her down thoroughly, Gibbon said that they tied a lump of carrot to a string, put this up her to stop her having a baby then stuck their cocks into her. When Ted told Gavin about this game, Gavin had looked offended – resentful at his friend having such things in his mind.


In Ted’s classroom ball-fights were the rage among half a dozen of the boys, chiefly Gibbon who once exposed his cock in class under cover of his desk. Ted steered well clear of ball-fights which seemed excruciating. Two fighters would square off, each with one hand cupping trouser-clad balls, then would dart at each other to claw the other’s defences aside and squeeze his knackers. Howls of pain went up from the loser.


“Hullo,” Ted said to Gavin.


The newsagent’s window display consisted of a row of sun-faded paperback westerns and war stories, a line of pens and pencils, and a box covered with red crepe paper. On that box stood a glass of water and a yellow plastic ostrich a few inches high. The ostrich slowly dipped its beak into the water, raised its head, dipped it, raised it.


“I wonder how that works?” mused Gavin. “Perpetual motion is scientifically impossible. Something to do with water and sunshine, I suppose.”


Ted stared in trembling fascination. The novelty ostrich reminded him … of the crane on the pier!


From where they stood he couldn’t quite see the pier. The clock tower at the bottom of the street was in the way, as was part of the miniature Gibraltar behind which housed the Castle, a small base, and the ruins of the Priory. Turn right at the clock tower and descend the steep road alongside the grass slopes of the Castle moat, and into view would come the great north pier of granite blocks, high whitewashed lighthouse at its seaward end.


The massive wheeled crane rested on several sets of rust-bobbled rails running along the mid-section of the pier, high and low. Anyone walking out to the lighthouse had to pass underneath its looming, girdered bridge then along beneath its hundred foot jib. These days the crane never rolled to and fro nor swung its jib out over the sea. Why had it ever done so in the past? To unload boats tying up formerly at the lower stone quayside, safely clear of the Black Midden rocks?


Many steel hawsers as thick as a boy’s arm tethered the crane to iron rings in the pier walls; at these points the granite was streaked orange with salt-water rust. The crane had to be chained like some mechanical Samson or winter storms could smash it into the bay. Wild waves sometimes broke clear over the top of the crane, even over the top of the lighthouse. But perhaps the machine couldn’t move, ever again; perhaps it was rusted in place. Ted sincerely hoped that this was so, but scarcely dared believe it. Whenever his parents had taken him and Helen for a walk along to the lighthouse of a sunny Sunday afternoon, the passage under crane and jib was fraught with terror. He was sure that the crane’s many wheels might creak into life, and start rolling, that the jib would duck down, dangling chains like octopus arms, to snatch him, crush him. He’d endured several nightmares about that iron giant which brooded over the pathway out to sea.


He imagined a therm-o-nuclear explosion hurling that metal monster into the bay where river met sea-tide, drowning it safely, though bits might still protrude.


Ted’s Dad had told him that a tunnel ran all the way along inside the pier; that’s why there were those opaque green glass slabs set periodically in the concrete path. But how, even in a dream, did you get inside the tunnel which would protect you from the crane?


The ostrich ducked its head into the glass of water, rose erect, ducked, arose, hypnotically.


“I just saw the H-bomb test,” Ted told Gavin and imitated the rush of a hurricane, as he imagined it.


“Oh,” said Gavin. “Are you walking home or catching the bus?”


Buses departed from beside the clock tower. A crowd from the matinée horsed around the bus stop; a melee. Ted knew that Gavin wouldn’t want to mingle with that.


“May as well walk and save the fare,” said Ted.


So they strolled away together from the hidden sea, past a closed fish and chip shop with amber Tizer bottles lining the window, past a barber’s dustily advertising Durex sheaths, a gaunt Congregational church, a small shrubby park with floral clock. Then came a dingy pub, The Dolphin, smelling of stale beer with a blue star mounted outside on a bracket; next to a grocer’s and a greengrocer’s. The plate glass reflected Ted and Gavin both dressed in dark blue blazers with crimson badges framing three black anchors, both wearing grey flannel trousers, in Ted’s case short ones – but he’d been promised long ones when his next birthday came around. Both with close-cropped hair-cuts: Ted’s hair chestnut, Gavin’s gingery. Gavin was slightly plump; Ted was slim. Gavin’s face was freckled; Ted had the complexion of an angel, so his mother said embarrassingly. She used to say cherub, which was worse.


They entered the wrought-iron and dirty glass cavern of the small railway station and climbed the wooden bridge over the rails, pausing at the summit to watch an electric train pull in below. Gavin produced a red-bound school book from his blazer pocket and showed it: Edward the Second by Marlowe.


“We’ve started reading this for the exams.”


“A play.” Ted regarded the volume with mild disgust.


“It’s exciting. It’s the best play I’ve ever read. Part of it happens right here – down by the Castle. Edward’s best friend sailed from France and landed here to meet the king.”


France seemed a great distance from this northern port. Such a voyage – in an ancient sailing tub – made very little sense. If the king’s friend had been coming from Norway, that would have been a different kettle of fish. But then, old plays often didn’t make sense either.


“All sorts of things happen. Do you want to know how the king gets killed? He’s in a dungeon up to his ankles in filthy water. They bring in a table, hold him down with a mattress – then they jab a red-hot cooking rod up his bottom.”


“That must hurt.” Ted felt sick. Another image had arrived to join the crane in nightmare land, one which he knew his mind would dwell on.


“Maybe we could read a bit of it together, another week? Act it out? It’s terribly good.”


“Yes,” said Ted.


They descended the far flight of steps and headed through streets of houses, each with a tiny walled front flower garden, most with stained-glass panes above the doors. From a number of chimneys identical aerials rose in the form of a large capital “H”. Those homes, unlike Ted’s or Gavin’s, boasted television sets. The “H” reminded Ted of H-bomb.


“Pow!” he exclaimed, and made a noise like rolling thunder.


Beyond those streets was a large, tree-dark park with bowling green and pet cemetery as prelude, and a soot-blackened institution set within iron railings as finale. The old workhouse, from Victorian times, was still tenanted by aged paupers, mostly ailing. Some of the residents were sitting on park benches, passively. A few stood watching the bowling, over a low hedge. The players – more prosperous pensioners in white Panama hats and club blazers – ignored their derelict audience of shabby overcoats.


Ted wondered whether any work was performed in the grim building known as the workhouse. He imagined old women knitting sweaters for sale to Norwegian sailors, old men whittling wooden boats, or maybe sewing mailbags. He’d heard that husbands and wives were kept separate inside, spent the nights in separate phlegm-racked dormitories. Only when they were let out could a married couple meet.


Presently Ted and Gavin came abreast of a hunched figure in greatcoat and cloth cap shuffling slowly along. This Methuselah with rheumy red eyes held a huge vile handkerchief at chest level to catch a constant string of grey gluey drool proceeding from lips or nostrils; Ted couldn’t bear to look more closely. He had passed this fellow on other occasions and presumed that he and his like were the reason why this park, which dropped away steeply to the south down a leafy ravine with cascading stream in the direction of the fish quay, was known as Spittal Dene. On account of the sputum.


Soon they were in sight, over treetops, of the roofs along the river bank: those of ships’ chandlers which supplied the trawlers, of wholesale fish merchants, the smelly guano works which manufactured fertilizer from tons of imported bird droppings, the Jungle Arms public house ill-famed for Saturday night fights, and Hood Haggie’s rope factory, staffed mostly by notorious women.


Gavin also was staring at the roof of the rope factory. He licked his lips.


“Do you know what Brian Gibbon in my class heard happened at Hood Haggie’s last month? There was a new supervisor on the job – a young chap. The women pulled his trousers down and fitted an empty milk bottle over his cock. Then they pulled their skirts up over their waists to excite him.” Gavin was sweating, nauseated and excited. “His cock swelled up stiff inside the milk bottle, and wouldn’t go down again. He had to go to hospital in a van to get the bottle off. You know about cocks swelling up, do you?”


Ted nodded.


“Does yours, sometimes?” Gavin asked.


At this very moment it was trying to, and Ted walked on awkwardly. Just the other evening, in his room, he had drawn a naked woman on a sheet of paper torn from an exercise book. A woman with breasts and a smooth sweep of flesh between her legs, like a flap glued down. Soon he had ripped the drawing into tiny pieces and flushed them down the lavatory in case his mother discovered. Some scraps had floated; he had to flush the pan again and again.


“I haven’t told my Mam, but I’ve got hairs growing on me down here,” he said to Gavin.


“Have you? That’s natural.” Somehow Gavin looked as though he deplored this development. “So have I,” the older boy added after a while. “They’re called the short and curlies.”


The sky had been clouding over. A hooter sounded from the river, just as an air-raid siren might sound.


A thought occurred to Ted. “Do women have short and curlies too?”


“Yes!” snapped Gavin, a peevish note in his voice. “Gibbon brought a picture magazine to school last term. I glanced at it.”


Ted brooded about his drawing. It had been copied, to the best of his memory, from a photo of the statue of a goddess in an encyclopaedia. And it had been wrong. No wonder he had felt so odd about it, and baffled as to what a husband and wife were supposed to do, as regards that seamless flap of skin down there.


“I’d like to see a magazine like that.”


“What for?” asked Gavin.


“You’ll not laugh?”


“I promise I won’t.”


Ted explained about the drawing. Gavin smiled.


Rain started to spit in their faces. A Vespa putted along the nearby road, the rider perched upon the scooter’s ample casing as though upon two creamy metal buttocks.


Dreams could trap and trick you. Ted was hastening through the giant crane’s shadow. He could hear noises up there: rattling, clanking.


He had to look up! Scrambling out along the jib above him was … Bill Gibbon, bare body bristling all over with hairs. A “gibbon” was the name for some kind of ape, Ted knew. Therefore Gibbon was a hairy beast. The person overhead looked as massive as a gorilla. Could that be Gibbon’s elder brother? Or both of them fused together?


Now that Ted had spotted him, Gibbon began gibbering and capering. One huge paw grabbed his groin in preparation for a ball-fight. Catching hold of a loose hawser, Tarzan-style, Gibbon swung down.


Ted fled towards the tall white lighthouse which seemed far away. Gibbon easily overhauled him.


A paw clutched at Ted’s cock and balls, to squeeze. Pressure mounted, painfully – but also thrillingly. Squirming to turn, Ted found himself pressed against not Gibbon, but the naked goddess of his drawing. Her breasts squashed against his face; the hair at the base of her stomach prickled him. A bright light, bright as the sun, crescendoed somewhere. He felt wet, and woke. Down inside the bed his fingers touched his groin which was soaked with hot sticky liquid. He smelt a salty-sweet tang.


Gavin didn’t coincide with him, the next school day; but the day after he was hanging about near the park gate. Ted hadn’t wanted to tell his mother what happened in bed, but now he told Gavin.


Gavin nodded. “That’s natural. It’s called a wet dream. Was I in the dream?”


“You?” asked Ted, puzzled.


“If Gibbon was, I thought I might have been.”


“The woman I drew was in it. I told you.”


Gavin shook his head dismissively.


Above the school playing field was a small wild grassy plateau with precipitous sides. The boys called it “the Lost World” and occasionally agile disobedient pupils such as Bill Gibbon would climb up there to lie hidden on top. The headmaster had put the plateau out of bounds, as a boy once fell off and broke his leg. Cricketers who weren’t yet in to bat were supposed to stay near the green-painted pavilion, with its scoreboard and changing room. Those who had already batted could watch play from anywhere around the fringes of the field, on the flat.


As Ted, in white shorts, shirt, and sandshoes, was sprawling on the grass eyeing bowlers and batsmen in total boredom and watching a ladybird climb a green blade, Gibbon and his chum Malcolm Davies loomed over him.


“You’re sucking up to that Gavin Percy,” Gibbon said. Even Gibbon Junior was much burlier than Ted. “You’re his pet, hoping he’ll help you with your homework.”


“No,” Ted said feebly. “That isn’t true.”


“I’ll tell my big brother about you and him if you don’t come up the Lost World with us after the game. We’re going to tie you up with strong grass and leave you. You’ll miss your tea, and get five hundred lines and the slipper for being up there.”


The two boys ambled off, leaving Ted hollow and scared.


Strong grass braided together would cut wounds in his wrists and ankles if he tried to free himself. Gibbon might debag him too, steal his shorts. If he didn’t do as they said, Brian Gibbon would be told. Ted worried desperately.


After the game, however, he ran off home. In bed that night he fretted for ages because he hadn’t gone up the Lost World and wished morning would never arrive, when he must go to school to face Gibbon and Davies.


He turned up as late as possible, nearly missing the school bell. Though he was full of jitters all day long, oddly neither of the bullies paid any attention to him. Could they have entirely forgotten something which preoccupied Ted so desperately? Although he still worried a bit the next day too, nothing at all happened. That evening, walking home, he realized that if the headmaster had discovered about Ted being tied up on the plateau, then he would have demanded to know who else went up there with him and tied him up. Davies and Gibbon would have been punished too; tanned with the slipper, kept in for an hour or two to write lines.


Following the cartoon and news matinée the next Saturday, Ted met Gavin in the usual place, beside the ostrich which Ted tried not to notice. An early bus had cleared everyone away from the clock tower so Ted and Gavin went to perch on the edge of the stone horse trough dated 1841 below the tower. The trough was bone dry, empty apart from a screwed-up fish-and-chip paper; buses didn’t drink from horse troughs.


From that vantage point they could see a stone man standing in mid-air: statue of a commander in Nelson’s navy, a victor of Trafalgar now surveying the river protectively from a high column. The column rose from an imitation castle, and Ted could make out one of the cannons from a man-of-war which poked riverwards over mock battlements.


Gavin took out a red book; his play.


“You don’t have to go home yet, do you? We could climb up to the monument and act a bit. It’s super. Would you like that?”


“All right. I can only stop for half an hour.”


As they climbed the wide, crumbling steps to the battlements, the sun shone bright. Up top, a fresh wind blew, to discourage other visitors. Over the river herring gulls and kittiwakes milled and screamed. The kittiwakes nested on all available upper storey window ledges along the river front, distempering walls with their droppings.


More sheltered spots might be basking in warmth, and the beaches to the north of the real Castle, though rather exposed, would no doubt be spotted with fly-specks of plodgers and sun-bathers. Not the Haven nestling below by the pier, however. The Haven’s sand was a mess of washed-up cork, sea coal, black weed, driftwood, nubs of polished glass, on which hulls of beached yachts rested. Several yachts were tacking out in the bay, with tiny crew. Otherwise, the scene seemed deserted of people.


They sat by a cannon, its wheel sunk in concrete and muzzle plugged likewise – as though someone might otherwise vandalistically fire a stone ball at a trawler.


Tilting the open play towards Ted, Gavin read aloud:




“Like sylvan nymphs my pages shall be clad;


My men, like satyrs grazing on the lawns,


Shall with their goat-feet dance an antic hay.”





Ted felt confused. Was there straw spread to dance on, to stop the satires from spoiling the lawn with stiletto heels?




“Sometimes a lovely boy in Dian’s shape,


With hair that gilds the water as it glides,


Crownets of pearl about his naked arms,


And in his sportful hands an olive tree,


To hide those parts which men delight to see –”





Gavin broke off. “Those parts. Do you understand that, Ted?”


“Sort of. He’s talking about … down here. Is the boy hiding behind the tree?”


“No, tree just means a bit of a tree. A bunch of leaves, to hide his parts. It has to rhyme.”


Ted grinned. “Maybe the boy has a lot to hide.”


“I shouldn’t think so. The men want to see … and touch his parts. Shall we explore the tunnel down below?”


The false castle was hollow. An empty space the size of a train tunnel circuited the square core of the column. The entrance side was dingy, the other three sides pitch black. Ted had only once stepped through that entrance and taken a few paces into the thickening gloom. The floor was of dry soil, and just inside the entrance he remembered clumps of dogs’ dirt, some of it white because the dog had distemper. He’d heard Bill Gibbon say that youths took girls into the tunnel under the monument for a feel.


“I brought a torch,” Gavin said. “To show those parts, down below.” From his blazer pocket he produced a small flashlight.


Ted shook his head. “Dogs do their business in there. You could catch distemper from touching it. Look, I’ll have to go. I said I could only stay half an hour.”


“With the torch, we can keep clean. Let’s just explore quickly.”


“I can’t! Next week, maybe. I have to run for the bus.”


Ted dashed down the flaking stone steps away from the looming cannons.


That night Ted dreamed he was tied up, on the Lost World. It was twilight; Venus shone. He could see the stone man looking in the wrong direction, atop his column, unable to turn round just as Ted was unable. The rope of grass bit into his wrists which were fastened behind his back, so that he couldn’t touch those parts. Those parts itched and swelled painfully. Touch would change the pain to pleasure, relief.


He woke, to find that he’d been sleeping with his palms squashed under his buttocks. His hands were paralysed, two dead animals fastened to his wrists. Soon they prickled and stabbed with pins and needles.




CHAPTER THREE


Jack was in between books at present, so he was hungry for a new theme to get his teeth into between six and nine of an evening. Though he had lent a hand with Jingling Geordie’s Hole I felt duty bound to deny him any further joy with the material. That bore the seal of the confessional.


Jack didn’t agree. We’d had a bit of a set-to about this in our upstairs study the evening before.


JACK: “After you’ve solved Tony’s problem and dug out the root cause, maybe you could ask his consent?”


JOHN: “That would mean revealing your identity.”


JACK: “You’re so damn middle-aged, John. So sedate, so neutral. Why don’t you let your hair down? Take a risk! Kick your heels. You did let me go to that Fantasy Fayre.”


JOHN: “In disguise, Jack. In disguise.”


Hmm. He was referring to the previous Autumn. Jack Cannon rented a post office box at the Central Post Office beside St Nicholas’ Cathedral for all dealings with his publisher, Mandarin Books. (No agent was involved.) Mandarin hadn’t known a bean about Jack beyond the fact that he lived somewhere in Newcastle upon Tyne. He had never supplied any bio or photo and always politely declined invitations to lunch in London dangled by his editor, Sally Butterworth.


Anyway, forwarded through Mandarin came an invitation to be guest of honour at the annual Fantasy Fayre held in Birmingham. Jack’s five books to date had earned him a name. Damn it but I decided to let Jack attend.


I drove down in our Volvo to Lichfield, where I’d booked a hotel room for the night. Arriving by mid-afternoon I had time to visit Dr Johnson’s house and the Cathedral. Then I retired to my room and put on the disguise which I’d already practised. I dyed my hair a more vigorous black. I slipped out my contact lenses and put on the old bifocals with dark brown frames which I’d kept. I pasted on a rather convincing black moustache. Folding John’s sober suit away, Jack dressed in denims.


By then the night staff were on duty, so nobody was surprised to see Jack Cannon head out for a few pints and an Indian meal.


I had paid for the room on arrival. Skipping breakfast, Jack slipped away early next morning unseen, simply leaving the room key on the desk.


For the first time, Jack enjoyed a spot of public celebrity. He met other fantasy and horror authors, illustrators, editors, fans. Drank with them in the bars of the Midland Hotel, noting how many pick-ups still seemed to be going on in spite of AIDS: businessmen and girls from off the street. You can’t teach every old dog and young bitch new tricks. Durex machines must have been humming.


He ate hickory-smoked sea-food with his new-found “colleagues” at the American Food Factory along New Street.


He gave a well-received speech on the theme that horror trans-figured the ordinary, the ugly, the banal, and rendered contemporary life luminous with significance; and answered questions, even personal ones, which he fielded with a smile.


“I’m forty-eight, I’ll tell you that much. Born and bred in the Northeast. Worked for a shipping firm since I was sixteen. Clerical stuff. Portage accounts, cargo insurance, seamen’s wages. Accepted early retirement last year. Glad to see the back of it. Horror kept me sane.” (Laughter.) “Wife, yes. Two teenage kids. Two cats, an aquarium, and a parrot.”


Without warning Jack, Sally Butterworth had travelled up from London on the Saturday to meet her mystery author. Did she suspect that he might have backed out of Fantasy Fayre if she had told him in advance? Now she could buy him dinner at last.


Sally was chubby, fresh, effervescent, and talked with half a brick in her mouth. Roedean, then straight into publishing. What could she know about ultimate horror? Aside from possessing a publisher’s nose for the marketable sort?


So Sally and accomplices whisked Jack off to the House of Mr Chan in Bromsgrove Street for stuffed crab claw followed by crispy duck with plum sauce.


“My God, did you really work in a shipping office for thirty years?” Sally asked him, laughing. “You know, you’ve never supplied Mandarin with a publicity pic.” 


“He wouldn’t even send us one for the programme book,” chipped in Walt Keeley, chairperson of the Fayre.


Cameras had been popping that weekend already. Sally pulled hers out from a patchwork leather shoulder bag.


“Would you mind, Jack? For Mandarin? And for me?”


Moustached, bespectacled, Jack grinned and allowed it.


“You’ll send me a copy, won’t you?” he said. Flash. Flash.


“Of course. What’s your wife’s name?” asked Sally.


“Helen,” he told her.


“So what does Helen think of your secret life as one of the country’s prime horror scribes? I presume she knows?” teased Sally.


“She used to resent it a bit when I cloistered myself. But the money’s useful.”


“She reads your books? Has opinions on them?”


“She prefers Catherine Cookson.”


“And your children, Jack?”


“Philippa and Paul.”


“Do they read their father’s books?”


Jack smiled enigmatically. “Life’s hard for kids these days.”


“Sally,” murmured Walt, “is it true that Toby Cook and Roxanne have AIDS?” (Who were they?)


“I’m afraid so. Yes. The virus must have been dormant for years.”


“What about their kids?”


“They’re being given tests. It isn’t as though Toby and Roxanne slept around in recent years. God, where will it all end?”


To my way of thinking there were two sorts of Tynesiders. Those who left the flat, cold, downbeat place as soon as possible and avoided going back unless forced. And those who went away briefly once then hurried home with their tails between their legs, telling friends, “Wey, man, it’s treacherous doon south.”


I recalled one bright brisk Summer’s morning down on the seafront with the slightest of blue swells hissing some foam on to the sands. A man muffled in overcoats had warned, “Watch oot, it’s treacherous on the beach.”


Ambitions were drenched with cold water. “You’re flyin’ too high!” Odd ideas caused the lugubrious comment, “Ye’ll bring aboot the downfall o’ nations!”


(The shipping clerk was my patient, Derek Davies,  sacked for dipping into the petty cash and later prosecuted for fiddling the Social Security. His past lives included being a highway-man, who was hung and gibbeted, and a teenage cutpurse who got cut up in turn. A pattern of shabby-romantic unsuccessful crimes.)


I didn’t quite place myself in the second category of Geordies, but I’d certainly gone to the local college instead of braving strange pastures.


(JACK: “What do you know about horrors, John old son?”)


And here I was, still living in Newcastle, unmarried, with my elderly widowed mother sharing the house. True, I’d achieved a certain modest notoriety thanks to PLT. But wasn’t my own life passing prematurely by? Apart from practising unconventional therapy, why had I not dared? To marry, really to believe in re-incarnation, emigrate to California, become a popular guru? Whatever. Such dreams were treacherous. I’d be flying too high. I’d bring about the downfall of nations. Look at the mental and social mess which my patients got themselves into! They needed a stable, unhectic personality to face them in the consulting room.
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