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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


The Attrition. Year 40: late October.


I didn’t believe what I was hearing. I did believe it. And Dr Marion’s performance was so shameful and so shameless that for once words failed me. He smiled, he spread his hands, he stared at the cedar-panelled ceiling, he elaborated his argument. He cheated. Watching him operate, seeing him behind his priceless antique desk, his hi-tech desk lamp, his array of screens and telephones, his machinery of power, I was suddenly afraid of him. Oswald Marton was the Minister’s aide. People said she listened to him.


I folded my hands in my lap. My knees were together, the hem of my white lab coat pulled down over them, and my back was straight. I waited coldly, letting him run on. I wasn’t some snivelling clerk. I too had friends and position. Maybe my silence, and all his words, would embarrass him.


Him? Marton? Embarrass Oswald Marton?


The ironic thing was, I’d asked my secretary to make this appointment entirely as a matter of courtesy. There’d obviously been a clerical error somewhere, and I’d decided it would be tactful to clear it up in person, have a quiet chat with someone, and save departmental face. I knew how government departments worked. It wasn’t easy, but Maggi eventually fitted this meeting in between a voice-over session with the bloody TV dubbing people and some computer time I’d already booked on the Institute’s mainframe. She allowed me seventy-five minutes: thirty minutes travelling each way and fifteen minutes in which to sort out the mistake over my application.


Fifteen minutes, it now turned out, in which to be made to feel like a snotty-nosed schoolgirl.


Marton had stopped speaking. His silence joined mine. The room was elaborate, cedar-lined with rich period fretwork, more like a private study than a government office. I noticed distant sounds of traffic, then the slow tapping of one of Marton’s fingers on the red leather of his desktop as he returned my gaze. I didn’t speak and neither did he. He was insultingly unconcerned.


Finally, the point made, he cleared his throat and produced another of his smiles. Tea, Dr Kahn-Ryder?’


I shook my head. It was a tiny movement but he caught it instantly. Marton never needed telling twice. I’d expected some girl, some clerk; I’d got the Minister’s aide himself. This was Chief Secretary Marton. A man. In those days, forty years into the Attrition, only the top echelons were men. They might be a dying breed, but they clung to power.


Marton didn’t press the matter of tea. He started a reprise.


‘Frankly, Dr Kahn-Ryder, your presence here surprises me.’ It had surprised him for the last ten minutes. The Minister’s memo was explicit. Regretful, of course – nobody likes saying no to a scientist as distinguished as yourself – but quite explicit. And in any case – ‘ he fingered my application file yet again ‘ – in any case, I’m surprised that you yourself should wish to go public. Your team’s research is clearly incomplete. It does not support your conclusions. The International Patent Office would laugh at us. Premature publication is – ‘


That’s for the IPO to say, Dr Marton. Not you – and certainly not on the basis of the summary you have there. Do you really imagine the World Health Organization would have invited me to Paris in December if – ?’


The Department doesn’t operate in a vacuum, Dr Kahn-Ryder. We consult.’ He sat back, rubbed his eyes wearily. ‘We have advisors. We take the scientific temperature. We – ‘


‘Advisors? What advisors?’


‘Respected people, Dr Kahn-Ryder.’ Again the spread hands. ‘People working in your field. I don’t have to tell you how big Syndrome-related research is these days. You have no lack of well-informed colleagues.’


‘No lack of rivals, you mean.’


‘Oh, come now, Dr Kahn-Ryder … ‘


That had been a mistake. I took a deep breath, counted to ten. I was handling this badly. They were trying to take away my scientific freedom and I was letting myself sound paranoid.


I began again. ‘I ’m sorry, Chief Secretary Marton, but within the broad spectrum of MER Syndrome research my own area is unique. There are no respected people working in it. And that’s not just my vanity – you know it’s true as well as I do.’


He tried to interrupt but I talked him down. ‘And what’s more, even if there are people working in it, I cannot believe that any of them – on the basis of the data you have there – would dare to give an opinion on the adequacy of my research. That must wait on the full text of the paper I plan to publish. And the responsibility for that paper is mine, Chief Secretary. It has to be. Not yours, not the Minister’s, not the Department’s – mine. It has to be.’ I was on my feet now, angry again, leaning forward across his desk. ‘I t has to be, because it’s my reputation that’ll be at stake, Chief Secretary. Not yours, not the Minister’s, not the Department’s – mine.’


He stared up, carefully observing me. Now, with winter begun, at five in the afternoon the uncurtained window behind his chair was bright black glass, a mirror. In it I could see myself, leaning forward, just as Dr Marton could see me. I was too vehement. I was shrill, my hair was cut too short, my white lab coat, straight from the Institute via the recording studio, no time to change, was too crisp, the priority bleeper on my lapel was too prestigious. At five o’clock on a Thursday afternoon, with two hours of his official male workday still to go, Chief Secretary Marton would detest me. I was the New Woman. Very soon, if the Syndrome wasn’t checked, I would inherit the earth. Until which time, for as long as he lived and breathed, Chief Secretary Marton would do everything in his power to humiliate me.


I saw all this, how mighty issues can hang on matters of clothes, hair, vehemence, executive accessories, in the polite half-minute he waited to be sure that I had done. I saw it much too late, of course.


I’m still not good with people, and then I was terrible. Thirty-six years old and I’d learned so little. My husband Mark, with his journalist’s eye, had summed Marton up in one brief meeting. A small man, and probably not out of quite the right drawer, Dr Marton had been ambitious enough, and intelligent enough, to avoid over-compensating for these handicaps. He moved slowly, spoke softly, and dressed with low-key elegance. And he’d chosen an office chair over the arms of which he could drape his short legs as if they were long, displaying slim handmade shoes and smart amounts of grey silk sock. And while the premature silvering of his hair was probably natural, the irises of his eyes, very brown and bright, showed the tiny scars of recent corrective surgery. Image mattered.


Mark had seen in a flash that Marton was a force. He had taken himself, and the world, firmly in hand. He was impressive. Dangerous.


But how else could I have handled him, that day in his cedar-smelling office? Insulted us both with silly frills and simpering?


The trouble with you scientists’ he was telling me, ‘is that you lack a sense of proportion. For all your great abilities you remain – forgive me – strangely naive. Which is all the more strange in your case, considering your husband’s profession. I would have expected a science writer – ‘ he paused fastidiously ‘ – that is what Mr Kahn does, I believe? – to have his feet pretty firmly on the ground.’


‘Mark’s away. I haven’t discussed this with him.’ I too paused. ‘Yet.’


Marton could take that as a delicate threat: a fair response to his delicate scorn. He chose not to.


‘You should take his advice. I’m sure he’ll say the same as me. Basically the Minister has your interests at heart. There’s plenty of time. Premature publication would do none of us any good. What’s wrong with an additional test program along the lines suggested in our memo? Three months, six months … surely, Dr Kahn-Ryder, it’s better to be safe than sorry?’


‘What’s fucking wrong with an additional fucking test program, Chief Secretary, is that it’s not fucking necessary.’ I’d lost. And I was wasting my time – I’d lost long before I’d even got there. ‘And what’s more, Chief Secretary, it’s none of your fucking business anyway. Scientific freedom, Chief Secretary – it’s written into my fucking contract. I was to have complete scientific freedom.’


He rested his chin on his steepled fingers. ‘Ah yes, your fucking contract … ‘ His repetition annihilated me. He’d reduced me to just another foul-mouthed woman. ‘And while we’re talking of contracts, it seems I must remind you of another. You signed the National Security Protocol, I believe? Including the ‘97 Amendment?’


‘I t was a formality. You told me yourself, Chief Secretary. All civil servants have to. It was a formality.’


‘I t was indeed. But on the authority of such simple formalities heads have often been severed from bodies, Dr Kahn-Ryder. I speak historically, of course – ‘ he sighed, to show he wasn’t joking ‘ – but I’m sure you take my meaning. It would be very unfortunate indeed if you were to disregard the Minister’s recommendation.’


‘Recommendation? Is that all it was? I must admit I thought it was something rather more … rather more … ‘ I tailed off. I couldn’t think why I bothered.


Neither could my companion. He glanced at his watch.


‘You force me to be frank, Dr Kahn-Ryder – ‘


‘Yes.’ I came in quickly. ‘Yes, I do. For the good of your soul, Dr Marton. Just for once – to see how it feels.’


I’d raised a spark. He heaved himself to his feet, lifted my file, angrily stabbed the air with it. ‘Frankly, ma’am, if one word of the material in this proposal were to get out, you’d be in serious trouble. And I don’t just mean instant and total withdrawal of government funding … The smallest leak, even if you were to find some journal willing to take the risk, would bring down the full weight of the law upon you. The Security Protocol is not to be taken lightly, Dr Kahn-Ryder. You accepted that when you chose to work for the state.’


I had chosen to work for the state principally because I believed – foolishly, it now seemed – that political restrictions would be less offensive than capitalist restrictions.


He flung the file down. ‘Go back to your department. Take my advice and stick to what you know. Research is what you know. Stick to it. Resubmit your proposal, properly supported, in six months’ time. And Until then – ‘ He checked, stared at me thoughtfully, lowered his voice. ‘Believe me, my dear, one day you’ll thank us for saving you from making a fool of yourself. Time is on your side. Get your stuff right and it’s Nobel material. My minister realises that. Do your homework properly and you’ll have her fullest possible support.’


I stood up also. The man was too obvious – first the stick and then the carrot. Scare the little lady to death with dire threats, then send her away with promises of fame and fortune. The trouble was, I’d already done my ‘homework’ – my ‘stuff already was right. Our team at the Institute had been confirming its findings for the last year and more. Nothing remained to be done – I was ready to publish.


I was going to publish.


I eased back, away from Marton. I had to be careful. He wasn’t dumb – he’d see through too easy a capitulation.


‘I n six months’ time, Dr Marton, the Minister’s support will probably be too late. It’s being first past the post that matters, and in six months’ time, for all I know, someone in the private sector will have pre-empted us. The patents rights will have gone elsewhere, to Brandt or Unikhem. What will the Minister tell the taxpayers then about the millions of their money she’s poured into my work?’


He was putting my file away in a desk drawer, making a production out of locking it. Now he came round the side of the desk, laid a fatherly hand on my shoulder. He’d won: he could afford to be generous.


‘You’re a scientist, my dear. Leave the politics to us. And trust our connections – we’ll be the first to hear if anything of that sort threatens.’


He turned me round and we started the considerable walk to the door. I said. ‘I hate being muzzled like this. I have to warn you I’ll be seeking expert legal advice.’


He smiled tolerantly. ‘Please do. I’m confident that any lawyer will confirm what I’ve told you.’


‘And what am I to say to the WHO’s Paris organisers? They’ve invited me to deliver a paper in December. What am I to tell them?’


‘Tell them you’ll go. It’s a great honour. And I’m sure you can cobble up something.’


Cobble up something … he made me sick and I moved sideways to disengage myself. His hand lingered briefly on my neck, then fell away.


‘No hard feelings, my dear?’ Still smiling. ‘I t’s part of my job sometimes to have to play the heavy father. I promise you I don’t enjoy it.’


I didn’t believe him. He loved it. As I turned in the doorway my smile was similarly false. ‘Fathers seldom do enjoy it,’ I told him, hurt more than I knew. ‘My own enjoyed it so little, all of it, that he killed himself. Destroyed his trachea. Drowned in his vomit. You’ve read my file, you already know that.’ I glanced at my watch. I was a busy lady. ‘Thank you for giving me your time, Dr Marton. At least I know where I stand now.’


His hand still hovered. Already ashamed of myself, I shook it. Dragging in Dada’s suicide was cheap. It had hardly been Oswald Marton’s fault. Why, after seventeen years, did it rankle so?


We parted. If he’d intended to deliver a final warning, my briskness told him he’d made himself sufficiently clear. He closed the door behind me and I hurried away, my flat heels squeaking faintly on the marble floor.


I seethed. Solemn portraits of presidents glided by, and the occasional range of national mountains under optimistic pink snow. The pink snow cheered me. I was going to publish. I’d made up my mind. With or without the Minister’s permission, if not at the Paris seminar then by some other means, I was going to claim my right to scientific freedom. What could they do? Once I’d gone public the Minister wouldn’t dare prosecute. World opinion would be on my side. I wouldn’t even need their bloody funding – the big pharmaceuticals, Brandt, Unikhem, would be trampling each other in the rush. I could take my pick. I could go for the Swiss. They paid best.


Out in the foyer I found a telephone. I wanted to talk to Mark, to tell him about Marton, and I called home but he wasn’t there. Yvette answered, very much in the middle of giving Anna her supper. Mark wasn’t at Science News either – the switchboard said he was away on a job, not bleepable.


Of course he wasn’t there. He was out in the farmlands, researching his piece on UV radiation. He’d told me that morning where he’d be, and that we weren’t to wait supper.


I leaned my head against the inside of the phone hood. My brain was buzzing. I needed to talk to someone, confide in someone I could trust. Someone who would advise me. I needed to let out my anger and be told I was right.


The clock in the Ministry foyer said I was already hopelessly behind schedule. I ought to contact the Institute, tell them to release my computer time. There were always people hanging round in the hope of a cancellation.


I had a brainwave – I’d call my brother. It was a brave thought: we weren’t exactly talking, but we weren’t exactly not talking either. And he worked in security so he’d be able to advise me. He was in the private sector but he’d have a good idea of the guns at the Minister’s disposal.


I called for his number on my datastor. I didn’t ring him often enough to remember it. Often enough? Once, in maybe the last four years … In any case, he was stationed out of town these days, at NatSekur’s headquarters down in the South Forest, so the area code alone was as long as the number of miles to the moon and back. I read it off the display, fed in my card again. The screen in the booth was small and scratched, but I paid the extra. I wondered how Danno was doing. He’d been running to fat, four years ago.


We weren’t close. Well, we were close but nobody’d have known it.


Danno wasn’t in his office. Once I’d got past the computer the young woman at NatSekur put me on hold, Fingal’s Cave and seagulls in long-shot against an improbably blue sky, while she ran Colonel Ryder to ground. Once again I thought about the distances between Daniel and me. Once again I decided they weren’t because of anything I’d done. Except to grow up, maybe. I’d always been the clever one, but oddly that had never bothered him. In fact, he’d been proud of that in the old days. So what happened?


‘Harri? I’ve run all the fucking way, Harri.’ He lurched into focus. ‘Don’t tell me. Someone’s died. That’s it. Who then? It’s that fucking canary of yours.’


‘We don’t have a canary,’ I told him. ‘Annie’s got a cat. For his sins, Elvis.’


‘So who is it then?’ He peered into the camera: the same square, simple, wary man, still unlined, a little less puzzled now, at forty, but the same Danno. ‘Someone must have died. I don’t rate phone calls for the fun of it.’


And the same bitterness. But it wasn’t only ‘ who hadn’t called him – he hadn’t called me.


‘I might just want to talk to you, Danno.’


‘I ’m listening, Harri. Talk on … how much?’ He reached for his wallet inside his dark blue uniform jacket. ‘I always was a sucker for a pretty face.’


Bugger it. I needed his help, but not this much. I’d never gone to him for money. Before today I’d never gone to him for anything. ‘Forget it, mate. Just forget it.’ There was a small office behind him, its door open, beyond it racks of guns. ‘Get back to your noisy toys, Danno. I can see I interrupted you.’


I reached for the cut-out.


‘Hang on. Hang on there … Harri, I’m sorry. I was only joking. It was only a joke.’


It was never a joke. But I recognised my own short fuse and its reason. Guilt. Why else was I calling him, four years late, except because I wanted something? ‘I ’m sorry too, Danno. It’s been a bad day … I really need to talk.’


He settled himself on the edge of the office desk. ‘Fine. Fine … ‘ His waist was thick, but it wasn’t life-threatening. ‘I ’ve given my girls five but they’ll be happy to take fifteen.’


‘I don’t see any girls, Danno.’


‘You’ve caught me down on the indoor range. I’m passing out a group of recruits on their marksmanship tests.’ He held up a pair of ear-muffs to prove it. ‘Between you and me, Harri, there’s not one in five can shoot worth a damn. And that’s not sexism, that’s what’s called virgin card. Targets unpenetrated. Ten zeroes out of ten. It’s hard to believe.’


He was establishing himself: after four years, hitting me with his macho profession. Challenging me to disapprove, which I always had. Secretly. Maybe not so secretly.


‘I ’m in trouble, Danno.’


‘I tell you, for half of them a handgun’s a fucking fashion accessory.’


‘I need advice, Danno. Your sort of advice. Legal. You see, I’ve done some research, and I want to publish it because it’s important, and they won’t let me.’


I watched him reel himself in. ‘Who won’t let you?’ He frowned. ‘Who’re you working for these days? I see you on TV, sounding off, my sister the famous scientist, but – ‘


‘I work for the Government, Danno. For the Science Ministry. And they’re throwing the Security Protocol at me, and some amendment that – ‘


‘Ninety-seven? Well, they would. I mean, working for them, you signed it didn’t you?’


‘I must have done. I signed a lot of stuff. But in any case, what can they do? Once I’ve published it’ll be too late. They can arrest me, I suppose, but … Don’t I have any rights, Danno? If not as a scientist, then just as a citizen? Won’t the European Court be-?’


‘Wait a minute, Harri. Stop right there. I fucking mean it. Whoa.’


The screen went blank. I waited. We hadn’t lost the connection – I was still getting audio. He’d covered the lens, maybe hung his cap on it. I waited. Around me footsteps hurried in the Ministry foyer, telephones rang, lift doors hissed open.


The picture returned: Daniel, the door behind him now closed. ‘Harri? First thing, Harri, if they go for ‘97 that’s the end of your rights. You don’t get none. They’ve got you tied up tighter than a nun’s – ‘


He broke off. Self-censorship? On my account? On my account, no twats? Was that how much we’d changed together?


‘Second thing, Harri, I reckon you’re calling from a booth, and you’re using your card.’


Of course I am.’ The censored twats upset me. ‘How else would I get through to you? I’m still on your access list with NatSekur, obviously, and my card matches, so of course … ‘


So of course … the penny dropped. The eurocoin descended. He was telling me that if NatSekur could match my voiceprint with my eurocard in a nanosecond, then so could the Ministry’s watchdogs. He was telling me that from now on I was marked. Telephones were out, even from home. We’d been paying by eurocard for years – it simplified accounting. It was also great for pulling in automated phone taps. The card woke up the computer and the computer woke up the tap.


The Ministry would have Mark’s card on file. I needed to warn him.


‘So if you want my advice, Harri, it’s calm down.’ He gave two fingers to an imaginary someone off camera. The listeners. They didn’t tap the video yet. ‘Forget the European Court. If the Ministry says no, chances are the Ministry knows best.’


‘You think so?’


‘You asked my advice. That’s my professional advice.’


‘OK.’ It stuck in my throat, but I needed to be believed. ‘I ’ll do as you say. I’m not the martyr type. Besides, what would Annie do, with her Moma in jail? And Mark … ‘


‘What about my career prospects? Famous scientist I survive. TV Green I survive. Jailbird I don’t survive.’


I laughed. I couldn’t help it – the mimicry was terrible but we watched the same Jewish TV comic.


‘Thanks for the advice, Danno. I’ll be good.’


‘Fine. Fine … After all, they’ll have you tagged. ‘Tagged? Not so soon – tagging was for criminals out on licence, and needed a magistrate’s order. But so did phone taps. He was saying they’d got me all ways. ‘You sign the Amendment, Harri, you stick to it … How’re you keeping otherwise? How’s Mark? And little Annie?’


‘We’re in good shape. Annie’s not so little. She’s coming up fifteen. And how’re you?’


‘Never better.’


‘And Bert?’


‘Bert’s going along.’


Bert Breitholmer was a NatSekur officer also. They’d shared a flat ever since Danno first joined. I’d never met him but I’d seen him once in the street. He was older than Danno, a powerful presence, and I’d imagined there was something sexual between them. Mark said matchmaking was part of women’s need for continuity, but if Bert was still around, maybe I’d been right.


We waited. There was a chance now for one of us to say something real. I could have told him how I’d dragged up Dada’s suicide and wished I hadn’t. He could have told me about his life with Bert. We could have exchanged news about our crazy moma in her island convent. We could have talked about why we never talked.


‘Well, Harri … time I got back to work.’


‘Of course. It was good to chat.’


‘Yeah.’


‘We don’t do this often enough.’


‘You’re a busy lady.’


‘That’s no excuse.’


‘Fuck excuses. If you need excuses, that means there aren’t any.’


‘Who said that?’


‘Search me. I did. ‘Bye, Harri.’


‘See you, Danno.’


He cut the connection. We both knew very well who had said it. Dada had.


I stood for a moment in the booth, brooding on the sad things that happened to families. Then I ducked out, and away across the Ministry foyer. I half-expected the guards to stop me under the ‘97 Amendment but they let me through.


Out on the pavement a news-stand was flashing another karate killing, the sixth, a sixth young woman with her throat smashed in. Janni Wintermann. The killing wasn’t news – women died violently often – only the method. Every now and then, no pattern, a throat smashed in. A karate blow, allowing the media their cheap glib phrase, karate killers … Poor Janni Wintermann. I saved my money, thinking of Anna and glad that few of the killings had been here in the city.


I turned up my collar against the cold, hurried across the street, and flung myself on a tram that was going in my direction. I rode it to the bottom of our neighbourhood, twenty minutes of soothing rubber tyres on rubber track. I set my mind in neutral. It was a useful trick. Time enough to think about what to do next when I’d talked to Mark. For the moment I considered the coming winter and the cross-country skis we’d promised Anna.


Our house is in what I have to admit is a classy area. It’s a big last-century house, traditional, painted black and red, L-shaped, with a broad raised porch filling in the L, its upstairs windows tucked deep in under wide eaves and curlicued barge-boards. That October we’d just repainted all the window shutters and put up the storm screens round the porch, ready for the snow. The house stands on a low grassy mound, hidden from its neighbours by mature pine trees and silver birches, and it has a double garage left over from the oil-rich years. There was a single small Saab-Honda in it then. We’re professional people, Mark and I, and we’ve done well. If I feel any need to apologise for the house and the classy area, it’s because of the area. It’s too rarefied. There isn’t the sort of security screen some areas have, but there might very well be for the amount of contact most of us have with flesh-and-blood living. I didn’t like bringing up Anna so fancy, and neither did Mark, but we didn’t want her growing up in the real, angry world of the Attrition either.


I ran up the steps to the porch, eurocard ready in my hand. I hadn’t yet telephoned the Institute about my unused computer time and I needed to discuss it with my program director. Natalya Volkov was with me for her obstetrics experience, a big sensible woman from the Russian Federation, but she’d shown a skill in statistical analysis that made her doubly valuable. Perhaps she had something going that she could take over to use up what remained of my mainframe time.


Yvette was finishing in the kitchen and Anna was upstairs, washing her hair. They were both going out, Yvette for a meal in town with her latest elderly boyfriend and Anna to a girl just up the road – she and Jessica did their physics homework together. Jessica’s father was a British psycho-engineer we were on dinner-party terms with. Mark wasn’t home yet.


I called Natya and we fixed something. I can’t remember what, and it doesn’t matter. What happened later that evening was so unexpected, and so horrible, that I remember very little of the time immediately before it. I played the piano for a while, to unwind, then Anna came down and we sat and talked about ordinary things, and I thought how unusually beautiful she was that night. Her father was black and she’d inherited his lustrous dark eyes, with my Nordic bone structure: her gold skin glowed with good health and her hair, newly washed, took the best from both of us, blue-black and in shining waves to her shoulders. I know I seem to boast about my daughter, as if I was responsible, but I’ve worked in genetics too long for that. It’s not pride, it’s more like celebration – the delight of a lottery winner who can’t believe her good fortune.


So we talked, and I thought how beautiful she was that night, and Elvis arrived in his stately fashion and settled on her lap – a terrible name for a cat, but Anna’s choice, back when she was seven and the video firms were hyping vintage Presley – and then it was time for her to go up the road to her friend.


We know an amazing amount about the generations immediately before us, back to Presley and beyond. A hundred years of their lives, sometimes in the minutest detail, their rituals preserved, their fears articulated, their aspirations easily inferred. How sad it is that their experience is of so little use to us.


But I’m putting off what happened next. I’m afraid of it and I’m putting it off. What happened next is that Yvette left for the city, and Anna went up the road to her friend, and I ate the supper waiting for me in the oven, and the front doorbell rang. And when I checked through the spyhole there was a young woman standing on the step, a short-haired blonde, about my age, in a neat, not unfeminine grey-green woollen suit, holding up a card with her picture on it, the big letters SPU, a lot of other writing, and the state coat of arms.


‘Sergeant Milhaus,’ she said through the answerphone. ‘Special Police Unit.’


My first thought was that something had happened to Mark. I let her in.


‘I ’m on secondment to the Science Ministry,’ she told me. ‘I s your husband at home?’


I shook my head, relieved.


‘And your daughter?’


She had a nasty voice, ugly vowels, sharp and demanding.


‘She’s out too.’


She caught the question in my expression. ‘I t’s just that I don’t want us to be interrupted. Can we have a word?’


I led her into my own little sitting-room, of all places, where I’d been before with Anna. Elvis eyed her from the sofa, but didn’t get up. A policewoman from the Ministry so soon after my conversation with Dr Marton: there had to be a connection. Well, my conscience was clear. So far.


‘Sit down, do.’ I gestured lightly. ‘Park your bum.’


Or perhaps she was the result of my phone call with Danno. If so, then they’d acted very promptly – we’d signed off less than two hours ago. But in either case I still had an easy conscience. Whatever my dark intentions, I’d done nothing wrong.


Sergeant Milhaus chose the far end of the sofa from Elvis. I sat in the armchair opposite.


‘Nice cat,’ she said, and took a folded document from her inside jacket pocket. ‘I ’ll get to the point, Dr Ryder.’


‘Dr Kahn-Ryder.’ The Kahn is Mark’s name, of course. I don’t usually insist on it, but faced with this woman’s vowels I needed all the double barrels I could get. I wasn’t taking her seriously, you see. ‘Dr Kahn-Ryder.’


She ignored the correction. Unfolding the document, she held it out. ‘This is your signature?’


I looked at it. It seemed to be mine. ‘Yes.’


She rattled through the document, held it out again. And this?’


‘Yes again.’ I knew now what she ‘the Minister was up to.


‘And you know what this paper is?’


‘I t’s the National Security Protocol. And its ‘97 Amendment.’


‘Exactly so. Exactly so.’ She refolded the protocol and put it back in her pocket. ‘The Minister was afraid as how you might not recognise it, Dr Ryder.’


She pronounced the word reckernise. But that was none of my business. I gently reminded her, ‘Dr Kahn-Ryder,’ and waited.


‘The Minister was afraid as how you might of forgotten all about it.’


‘Not at all. And if I had, her Chief Secretary this afternoon kindly reminded me.’


‘That’s nice. That’s very nice. I’m glad to hear it.’ She moved one hand along the sofa cushion towards Elvis, scratching the lavender chintz encouragingly with her blunt, sensible fingernails. He widened his eyes, stretched a tabby paw to investigate. ‘Nice cat,’ she said again.


No woman who liked Elvis could be wholly bad, I thought. ‘He’s my daughter’s,’ I told her.


‘Yes. Her name’s Anna, I believe. I don’t have no daughter.’ She reached for Elvis, gathered him on to her knee. He went without protest, floppy like an old fox fur. ‘Nasty things can happen to daughters these days,’ she said conversationally, rubbing under his chin. His best place. Sergeant Milhaus knew about cats, no doubt of that.


‘We’re careful,’ I said. ‘And out here in the suburbs there’s not much danger of – ‘


‘Very nasty things, if their mothers don’t behave.’ She looked across, meeting my eye. ‘The Minister wanted you to know that.’


Suddenly I felt sick. So that was it. ‘The Minister’s threatening me?’


‘Not at all. That would be against the law. A fair warning, more like. The thing is, where state security’s concerned, sometimes her servants gets what you might call over-zealous. They take state security very seriously, Dr Ryder. Dr Kahn-Ryder. And it makes them over-zealous.’


Elvis’s head was raised in ecstasy to the ceiling. There was a faint click and a knife blade appeared in Sergeant Milhaus’s other hand. Quickly, with both her sleeves well back from her wrists, before I could move or make a sound, she cut his throat. Blood sprayed across the carpet. She held him tightly as he shuddered and gasped. Blood pumped steadily, not a drop falling on Sergeant Milhaus. I watched it in silence, paralysed, dying with him. Finally it stopped. There’d been a surprising amount for one not-very-large cat.


Still holding him carefully away from herself, Sergeant Milhaus leaned forward and, using her muscular thighs, stood up. I watched her, in shock, genuinely curious about what she’d do next, as she squatted on her heels and quite gently laid Elvis down in the pools and thick spatterings of his blood.


My hands were shaking. She reached out, took one of them and turned it over, examined the palm. ‘Parents can be careful’ she said, ‘but they can’t be careful all the time. And never careful enough.’ She folded my hand, patted it, and gave it back. ‘I ’ll see myself out.’


She straightened, stepping carefully, and walked to the door.


‘Sorry about the carpet. I’ll see the bill gets passed if you send it to the Ministry.’


She went away. I heard her deal efficiently with the automatic locks on the front door, then it closed behind her and the house was silent.




CHAPTER TWO


The Attrition. Year 10: early September.


‘ … God so loved the world, that She gave Her only-begotten son, that those who believe in him shall have everlasting life … ‘


Asked in a recent interview if she could isolate a particular event in her childhood that had started her on her remarkable career, Dr Kahn-Ryder paused for thought, characteristically, and then replied that it had probably all begun some thirty years before, on a September morning she vividly remembered, in Year 10 of the Attrition, in her parents’ harbourside cottage on the west coast where she’d been born, a couple of miles down the Windstrohm River from Brandt Laboratories, as they were then called. Unprompted, she went on to say that she believed the shape of her brother Daniel’s future had been fixed at roughly the same time, perhaps even on the same day.


… The time was eight fifteen and the TV set, tuned to the religious channel, stood in its usual morning position in the middle of the breakfast table, its back to the window. The two children were having breakfast in front of it: Harriet – then just plain Ryder – was six, Daniel ten. Their father, Johan Ryder, had finished eating and was behind his newspaper. Their mother Bess leant against the sink at the back of the low-ceilinged kitchen, watching the TV preacher. The cat Memphis dozed on the draining-board beside her. Domestic accord, which was fragile in the Ryder family, seemed to be holding.


‘ … Her only-begotten son, dear friends and comrades. A man. A man … and what was done to him, to this man? We know what was done to him, to this man. Other men crucified him. They killed him. They were afraid of the message of love that he brought, of love for God the Mother, so they did away with him … ‘


Her muesli breakfast eaten, Harriet was gazing absent-mindedly past the television set at the view outside the window, little brown varnished sailing-boats at anchor across the sparkling water of the harbour. She was so used to the tanned TV face of the preacher, and to the woman’s sugary preacher’s voice, that she no longer noticed them. The sailing-boats too, this morning, made little impression: they’d been there all her life, a decorative frieze outside the kitchen window and the square wooden bays of the living-room upstairs and her parents’ bedroom above that. Her eyes were on the harbour, and its image in later years would dominate her childhood memories, blue as the sky in summer, ice-bound in the northern ocean’s winter, but her thoughts that September morning were on pink brylon hair ribbons. Moma said they were common and old-fashioned, but that wasn’t fair. Her best friend Karla Beck wore them, and Karla wasn’t at all common or old-fashioned.


‘ …They crucified this man, dear friends and comrades. Other men, in the baseness of their male nature, crucified the Lord Jesus. Who was, like them, a frail male vessel …’


Harriet’s mother, leaning against the sink, drying a long-dry dinner plate, had come to realise that she was wasted on her family. Golden-haired, with flashing, dramatic features, she should have been a professional actress. She’d been accepted at the state drama school, but then she’d come on holiday here and had met Harriet’s father on the Town Quay. Johan Ryder was local, up at university, doing a holiday job in a tight blue fisherman’s sweater, selling boat trips round the harbour. Neither of them had believed in condoms: if you couldn’t trust the person you had sex with, who could you trust? Now Johan was a lab technician up at Brandt Laboratories. And Bess? Bess Ryder worked part-time in the Ritz video library along on Front Street – she called it the House of Illusions – smoked black Russian cigarettes, rehearsed Ibsen three evenings a week with the Town Players, and was helped to make sense of a troubled world by her new-found belief in God the Mother.


‘ … Like them, dear friends, a mother’s son. And yet – and yet, vitally, world-shakingly, not like them at all. For the mother on earth of Christ the Lord was intacta. Mary, the agent on this earth of God the Mother, was a virgin. Make no mistake. On that, dear friends and comrades, the Gospels are agreed … ‘


Daniel, at ten, was the sharpest of his mother’s troubles. Until recently he’d worried about this, not knowing why. Now, after Mr Barendt’s talk at the beginning of term, he didn’t care. He sat beside his sister, elbows on the table, glaring at his muesli. Life was a bitch. He’d given himself a big second helping, and now he was full and couldn’t finish it, and if that woman saw it she’d be pissed off, and of course she would see it, and she’d rabbit on about wicked waste, getting things straight she called it, and he wished he was dead. His only hope was that, if she was the way she was some mornings, stoned out of her mind with God the fucking Mother, he could secretly swap his bowl with Harri. His sister wouldn’t mind: she got away with murder.


‘Nearly time to go, offspring. Have you finished your cereal, Daniel?’


He closed his eyes. He couldn’t bear it. She could see bloody well he hadn’t finished.


‘You haven’t finished. You haven’t finished, Daniel, have you?’


Other people called him Danno, but never she. She knew he wouldn’t answer if she did.


‘You know about wicked waste, dear. Eat it up now. If you didn’t want it you shouldn’t have taken it.’


He opened his eyes. Nothing had changed. The kitchen was still just the same. His bowl was still nearly full. He wasn’t silly – nothing ever did change, he’d never thought it would.


‘Oh Daniel, Daniel, what are we going to do with you. What the hell are we going to do with you?’


Harriet drummed her feet against the legs of the table, hating the coming row. Memphis fled upstairs. ‘Moma? Can I have a pink hair ribbon, Moma? Shiny brylon? With a bow?’


‘Please don’t do that with your feet, Harri. You know it only encourages him.’


Daniel glanced sideways at his father’s newspaper. Had it moved? One of the worst things that woman did was talk like that, as if he couldn’t understand, as if he was an idiot. He reached for the tomato-pickle bottle, opened it, and poured pickle carefully, in a spiral like ripple ice-cream, into his muesli. Then he stirred it.


His mother unstuck herself from the sink and drifted forward. ‘Do you think that will make it nicer, dear? I hope you’re right.’


‘There’s ribbons in your drawer,’ Harriet persisted. ‘Can’t I have one?’


‘There are more beguiling things in life than ribbons, precious.’


‘Karla has them.’


‘Poor Karla. Still, she can’t really help it. Mrs Beck doesn’t have taste enough to fill a thimble. Daniel child, do please hurry up.’


‘ … And that, dear friends and comrades, is the true significance of the Annunciation. We know now how often the evangelists gave in to their sexist prejudices – men have rewritten history to their own ends all down the ages – but on the matter of the virgin birth they dared not lie. No masterful sperm, no penetration. They tell us bluntly, Mary “knew no man”… ‘


‘What’s wrong with ribbons? It isn’t fair.’


Her father looked round his newspaper. ‘Shirley Temple wears them,’ he suggested.


Bess sighed, smoothed the curve of one eyebrow expressively with a forefinger. ‘And who bought her the wretched video? Honestly, Johan, do you really want your daughter done up like some Hollywood antique?’ She looked down at Daniel. ‘And do hurry up with that. There’s a dear.’


Daniel took a decision. He picked up his bowl and tipped its contents down the back of his sister’s school tunic. That woman had to be stopped. She’d go on like this for ever, not getting cross. Getting cross was against her fucking religion, just going on, calling him dear and going on and on for ever. And then he’d be late for school, and she’d send him in without a note, saying it was all his fault. Fucking hell, he hated women. Women were killing all the boy babies. Mr Barendt had said so. All the boy babies. And he was ten now, Mr Barendt had said, so he was old enough to know.


‘Daniel – you bloody child, how could you?’


She reached forward to clout him. Cross at last. Ha. He evaded her first swipe, slipped down from his chair, faced her for the second. It checked in mid-air. He looked up at her, a daunting gaze. She was helping the other women to kill all the boy babies and he knew. She lowered her arm, glaring, her face red and blotchy with bottled-up anger, and held the side of her chest. Breast. Held the side of her breast. Women had breasts. His mother had big blobby ones. Knockers. Only men had chests.


He discovered he was still holding his empty breakfast bowl. He put it back on the table, carefully straightened his chair, then walked stiffly out of the kitchen and upstairs to the hall. He heard Dada call after him, expected to by that woman. He didn’t answer: when they were ready to take Harri to school he’d be ready too, waiting by the front door with his books in his satchel and the car he wanted to show Petr.


Down in the kitchen Harriet had taken over. Danno’s breakfast had trickled down into her knickers, cold and horrid, and her school tunic was a disaster, but Moma would let her have a ribbon now to make up for things, so she didn’t make a fuss. She turned off the TV – Moma was looking away, lighting a cigarette from the pack in the pocket of her video library overall – and tidied up Dada’s paper from where he’d dropped it, one corner in the milk. She tried to fold it but the pages were too large for her to manage properly. The rustling was companionable, though, and filled the silence.


Moma’s hands were shaking as she smoked. She moved Danno’s chair back from the table and sat down on it. She spoke to Dada. ‘That boy needs counselling.’


‘They all do.’ He squared up his knife and fork on his eggy plate. ‘All the boys in his class need counselling. Probably in the whole school.’


‘No. Daniel’s worse. I know. Remember – I talk to the other mothers.’


‘Perhaps the other mothers don’t like to admit it, Bess. Do you?’


‘Me, old friend? I brag about it.’


Dada winced. ‘I ’ll talk to him.’


‘You?’ She checked, remembered Harriet, closed her lips in a tight line. She turned. ‘Harri, that tunic is a disaster. How could you?’ She shook her crossly. Harriet was pleased at the injustice, wished Danno had been there to see. ‘I must get you changed, my girl. And fast, or we’ll be late for school.’


As she was dragged out of the room Harriet heard her father quietly tell the coffee-pot, ‘I will have a word with him. I really will.’


Dada often talked to the coffee-pot, when he thought no one was there.


Moma took her into her dark little rosy-papered room at the front of the house, below the level of the street, its window looking out on white bricks and a rusty grating people walked on. Spiders lived in the bricks.


‘That boy needs counselling.’ Bess hauled the tunic up over Harriet’s head, hurting her ears. ‘We can’t go on like this.’


The milk and tomato-pickle mixture had soaked through on to her vest. That had to come off too. And this would go on for years. Seven, in fact, Until Daniel left home and joined the army.


Harriet was transferred to the bathroom next door. She stood by the basin, banged about from side to side as her mother changed her clothes and washed her. She didn’t complain – the case against her brother was bad enough already. But she didn’t like being dressed. Being banged.


Upstairs by the front door, needing to leave for work, Johan had encountered his son. Neither was ready. They pressed themselves against the rough wooden walls, uncomfortably close in the narrow hall. Dada was too big, Daniel suddenly realised, to live in such a steep little house. And that woman said his clothes were a mess five minutes after he’d put them on. In his mind Daniel reached out and hugged Dada’s big thick thighs. A diesel delivery van went by outside in the street, sounding as if it was coming in. It was Wednesday. Vans were allowed down in the town only on alternate weekdays.


‘I think I know how you feel,’ Johan said at last. ‘Me, I’ve always got my paper. To hide behind, I mean. But you … The thing is, Moma loves her morning TV. It’s made all the difference – you wouldn’t remember. And who’s to say that preacher isn’t right, anyway?’ He rubbed his bearded cheek with the back of one hand. ‘Perhaps you should get yourself a book, Danno. Something you could read at breakfast, something you could hide behind too.’


Daniel hunched his shoulders, looking awkwardly down at the car he was holding. It was an armoured personnel carrier the size of his hand, painted in United Nations colours. He didn’t mind the TV preacher. She was part of breakfast, just a face and a noise.


‘Danno? I have to go to work now.’


A reply was expected of him. ‘Sorry, Dada.’


His father sighed, his feelings clear in his face, disappointed and angry at the same time. He reached past Daniel for his anorak, hanging on the wall behind the door, put it on, and leaned down the stairwell.


‘I ’m off now, Bess. ‘Bye, Harri. Work hard. Learn a lot.’


Daniel’s lips moved with his, shaping the familiar words. Johan glanced down at him, then opened the door and went out on to the narrow strip of cobbled pavement. Exhaust fumes from the van drifted in, trapped between the tall wooden houses. Their side of the street was in shadow, but the upstairs of the pink-painted house opposite was in full sunlight. Looking out, Daniel saw his father’s head and shoulders in dark silhouette, immensely tall and distant against the flat bright pinkness.


The door closed, then opened again, just wide enough for the left half of his father’s face. ‘Don’t be sorry,’ Dada said. ‘Either do a thing or don’t. Never be sorry.’


Half a face. It was as if he wasn’t really there. And when he let go of the door and it swung wider, he wasn’t. The street was empty, footsteps retreating. Daniel slammed the door shut, kicking at it angrily. He was going to be late for school if that woman and Harri didn’t get a move on.


A minute later they appeared, went past him in a rush and on upstairs, right to the top by the sound of it, and when they came down again Harriet had her bow. Bess opened the door and the three of them set off along the street.


Harriet loved the house next door: it was one room thick and you could see the harbour through the net curtains at the front window and out the back. And you could see old Mrs Bolger, who was ninety, sitting in her chair. The houses on both sides of the street here were joined together, with black slate roofs, wide eaves and flat wooden fronts, but different heights and colours and sizes. The street was level for a couple of hundred metres, then climbed steeply past the magazine shop with its tattered billboard: MINISTERS VETO SPERM DONATION CENTRES. Dada had gone the other way, down to the Town Quay to catch the bus that went up-river to the Brandt Laboratories. He said he was in charge of thirty thousand oysters this month, making them stand to attention.


A short way up the hill they turned left into a narrow alley between two white clapboard houses. Moma was chatting brightly, but Harriet didn’t hear her. She was brooding: her bow wasn’t brylon – Moma didn’t have any – but velvet, and she wasn’t sure if velvet would do. The alley quickly became a staircase of worn stone steps with grass on either side and an iron banister, polished by hands, clamped to one wall. They climbed quickly, used to it, Daniel lagging behind. Harriet looked back at him. She wished she could make him happier. Older brothers’ moods were a disaster. A lot of the girls had older brothers, and they all had moods. Poor Danno. She reached back to take his hand but he was using it to tuck in his shirt.


‘Harri? You’re not listening, child. What did I just say?’


Moma kept on climbing. Harriet peered up at her, at her bare sun-tanned legs working like levers beneath her yellow overall. Distracted, she tripped on the next step, grabbed at the overall, saved herself.


‘I could as well be addressing the birds of the sky. Do you know that? For the amount of attention you and your brother take I could be doing my mad Ophelia. And Daniel’s ten. Which I would expect to carry certain responsibilities.’


Harriet felt cheered as she hurried to keep up. Whatever Moma was going on about, Danno’s inclusion in it meant he was on the way to being forgiven. She hated him to go off into school, still in disgrace.


Iron safety rails marked the upper end of the stairs, overlapping and a foot or so apart so that you went between them sideways, and beyond them there was immediately another street. School Lane was crowded now with bicycles and fibreglass trailers. The school was almost at the top of the town, and in summer parents from inland were able to bring their children by pedal power. Protected from the winds off the sea by a final rise and a row of modern houses, the school faced east, over the cranes on the clay jetties and back along the steep cleft of the winding tidal river valley. Down among the trees in the distance were the shining roofs of the Brandt Laboratories.


Bess gathered her children just past the rails. ‘Now listen, offspring, and listen good. I’m working late this afternoon in the House of Illusions so I won’t be here to fetch you after school. I’m putting Daniel in charge.’ Faintly, from along by the school, came the familiar sound of men’s jeering voices. Bess squatted down on her heels, drawing Harriet and Daniel protectively closer. ‘Go straight home after school. I’ll be there around five. Dada may be home sooner. You’ve got the key?’


Daniel nodded: it was in his trouser pocket, on a piece of string tied to his belt. The men’s shouting grew louder, interspersed with coarse angry laughter.


‘The loonies are in good form, I hear.’ Bess sighed. ‘Oh well. They’re only noise, and they probably won’t be around this afternoon. And anyway, if I’m not there you’ll be fine. I’ve told you before, it’s knockers that rouse their loathly passions. So listen to what I’m saying. Do what your brother tells you, Harri. And Daniel – I’m counting on you.’


He nodded again, his eyes straying past her, looking for his friends.


‘I ’m sorry I’m working late but it can’t be helped. Keith the Teeth is having the afternoon off to visit his boyfriend. He’s in hospital. AIDS, poor sod.’


Both children were fidgeting. Bess gave them a brief shared hug, stood up, went with them along the road the short distance to the school. The usual crowd of parents was standing around, most of them mothers, and across the road were the usual loonies, men with wild hair, in jeans and shabby jerseys. Harriet went past the loonies with her head turned away, not looking. They weren’t dangerous, but they were angry, and they made ugly gestures and ugly noises, and sometimes they threw things at the mothers. Usually a policeman was there, but he couldn’t always stop them. Harriet put her face up for her mother to kiss, then ran off across the playground to her classroom, her satchel bumping.


‘Bloody dykes,’ she heard behind her. ‘Pleased with yourselves, aren’t you? Bloody fucking tossers.’


Nearly all the girls had already gone in. Harriet felt her bow move in the wind of her running. She began to have doubts again about velvet.


Daniel hung about. He’d evaded that woman’s kiss and now he dawdled across the playground. They’d be closing the door soon, and Petr was mouthing come on from their classroom window, but the loonies fascinated him. For one thing, the name ‘loonies’ was only that woman’s idea. Dada said they weren’t loonies at all, just unemployed and of low intelligence. And if any of them were brown they were probably Muslims, which Dad said made a sort of sense. Daniel looked back over his shoulder. Two of them were very brown …


And for another thing, they used words other people didn’t. Men’s words.


He stopped in the middle of the playground, turned properly round, looked at the men through the high school fence. He held his UN armoured personnel carrier very tightly, feeling its strong, square edges. One of the men noticed him and gave him a cheer. This attracted the attention of the others, and they all cheered. Daniel thought they might be laughing at him. He backed away, reaching the school door just as Mr Barendt was closing it. He waved to the men, showing he wasn’t afraid, and went in.


The day when it all began? Was this when the shape of Dr Harriet Kahn-Ryder’s life was set, and Daniel’s? An ordinary September schoolday thirty years ago, when she was six and he was ten? As described so far it hardly seems a day for dramas: no catastrophes in the making and no triumphs either. Just an ordinary September schoolday, more or less what might be expected for Year 10 of the Attrition. In short, surely no great life-shaper?


For those of us with the benefit of background knowledge, maybe not. But Harriet, for one, wasn’t so advantaged. She came to it new. Lamb-like.


Work hard, Johan Ryder told his children in the morning. Learn a lot. And in the evening, the half-jocular question, And what did you learn today? To which both children, although in many ways so different, would similarly squirm, and mutter Nothing, and mean it.


And by so saying would do both themselves and their teachers an injustice.


In formal school terms, on that day in September thirty years ago Harriet Ryder’s education was advanced by two pages of Jinks and Jenni on a Train, and a video told her that Stone Age boys and girls fetched wood for the fires on which their mothers cooked meat and a sort of porridge. And in informal terms, when the class acted a Stone Age day and Miss Astrid had to choose the girls who would play the boys and men, Harriet’s education was advanced when – even though for the third time that term she had got all the answers right in the Comprehension Quiz – for the third time that term she wasn’t chosen.


Daniel Ryder’s progress that day was less cut and dried. Formally, he multiplied fractions on his calculator and got three out of ten right, which confirmed his opinion that fractions were silly, and Mr Barendt gave him several facts about Joan of Arc which he never forgot. And in the broader sense his education was advanced when Petr and he chased girls from their class round the playground, pretending to look up their skirts, and this caused a fuss even though they’d seen the girls’ boring knickers a million times before in PE.


When school ended that day Harriet and Karla were among the first out down the path to the gate, holding hands and trotting busily. Neither wore a hair ribbon. Karla had come to school that morning without one, having lost interest, so Harriet had quickly slipped hers off and stuffed it down behind a radiator. Karla’s mother, Mrs Beck, was waiting at the playground gate, with her sister Buzz in a push-chair. While they hugged and Mrs Beck pulled up Karla’s socks, Harriet looked wildly round for her own mother, panicked when she couldn’t be seen, and then remembered: Danno was taking her home.
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