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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.







 




The Passenger becomes the Stranger when he leaves the ship and steps ashore.
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Nick opens his eyes and sees the eight-sided moon of the window floating in the dusk above him.


The window always pleases him.


Seeing it first, from outside in the strange, busy little cul-de-sac, had made him want this flat.


But the phone is going. Not his mobile, the landline. He gets up and walks barefoot through the shadowy room. “Hi.”


“Nick, I need to talk to you. What are you doing tonight?”


Idly, Nick responds, “Who is this?”


“Oh, for… your brother, Nicolas. Who do you think.”


“OK. It’s a bad line. Did you say tonight?”


“I’m at Euston.”


“Right,” says Nick. He leaves a gap.


“Well, where can I meet you? How about your place?”


“Ah. It’s a bit…”


“It’s always a bit. I said, this is important, Nicky.”


“I’m meeting someone, Laurence. In about an hour.”


“Can’t she wait? Can’t you? I only need to take up your precious time for twenty minutes.”


Nick sighs, quietly, and measures the narrowing perspective stretching from here to the connection with Jazz at 8 p.m. Which is in fact almost three hours off.


“All right. You can come up here,” he concedes. “Have a drink and unburden yourself of whatever awful crime you’ve now committed. Do I take it you’re driving?”


“You can bet I am.”


No delay for Laurence then to wait for a cab. He will, as usual, have left his car in the long-stay car park. Consumption of alcohol will not deter him either - unless of course some miraculous good-citizenesque conversion has taken place. Then again, the background now sounds like a pub or wine-bar.


“Fifteen minutes,” says Laurence.


Phone put down, Nick pads over the faintly warm, ever-smooth polished wood of the floor, and up the pair of shallow steps into the kitchen. He turns on the light, (nice, that, turning on a light - so what happened? You touched the switch and it got a snort of cocaine, or fell in love with you… make a note of this). He takes the vodka out of the fridge and opens a bottle of Casey’s Orange Dry. It will be fine. Laurence never stays here that long, though generally longer than promised. And Jazz will be late anyway. She inevitably is.


Having also drugged or seduced the side lamps in the main room, Nick surveys the flat a moment. He keeps it in condition himself, all but the floor, which a firm regularly attends to. Spare and clean, it shines, but the best thing is the moon of window; that goes without saying. The real moon will appear in a while, sliding into the right hand frame, full tonight, cold golden white in the clear November evening.


Laurence sits on the couch. He has removed his scarf, cashmere-mix overcoat, even his jacket, since the faultless heating makes the flat softly, airily warm. He is now in trousers and a thick-stripe shirt of slaty blues, staring at his shoes, which are leather lace-ups. In his hand the drink, his second, is already half full, or rather, half empty. “What am I going to do, Nick?”


Nick, still on his first glass of Sauvignon, pauses thoughtfully. “I don’t know.”


“No, no. Of course not. Oh shit,” says Laurence, “it’s a bloody mess.” And drains the glass. He gets up. “Can I use your lavvy?”


Nick nods, and also gets up, still shoeless, and goes to fetch the vodka and dry orange. He refills his brother’s glass. Now it is full again, as Laurence returns from the bathroom.


“It’s not that I did anything heinous, quite the reverse,” says Laurence, reassured by the drink’s restoration and therefore not yet tasting it.


“No.”


“Oh yeah. You’ll say I never do.”


“You never do.”


“Ha. But I have to finish this damn book. I’m already late for the deadline by months, and God knows I need the cash input. And then there’s the other programme, on the Roman site at Coreley. I have to start that in another ten days.”


“Yes.”


“God, Nick.” After all, a gulp of drink. “Sometimes I really envy you.”


“I thought you always did.”


“Yes, you little bastard. I bet you do.” Laurence sends Nick a wan smile. Laurence, in his forties, is black-haired, good-looking, tall, slim and not badly built, because along with the well-selling history books he writes, he still ranges out on digs, especially when cameras attend him. His series Going Rome which recreated, past the nine o’clock watershed, a great deal of sex and violence, has been extremely popular, almost as good as his (even more gruesome and lubricious) Conquered Britain: 1066, which was first shown in 2006. “Cheers,” says Laurence.


Nick sits back. The moon window is now black, though furred slightly by the glare of street lights. The real moon has edged into the glass, but is quickly rising, going beyond them all. He would like to watch the moon, but Laurence, with his tale of enraging some female TV producer, is taking up a lot of viewing time.


“Why don’t you,” says Nick, cautiously.


“What?”


“Well. Fuck her.”


“Oh, right,” says Laurence.


“Well presumably that was what she thought you wanted, and what she does want…”


“You’re not kidding.”


“And she is, you said, attractive.”


“Excessively.”


“It isn’t that you haven’t, now and then.”


“Yeah.”


“And if she’s as significant as you seem to think, can make the show go the way you want it…”


“Christ,” says Laurence, “you’re absolutely right. Of course. That’s the easiest, not to say most pleasant option. But it’s Angie.”


“Yes.”


“If she finds out again.”


“Then don’t let her.”


Laurence gets up and walks up and down the main room. It is a large room, not much impeded by furniture - two couches, a triple of tables, a tall bookcase, a cabinet, music centre, TV. The ceiling stretches up fifteen feet, and even the octagonal window only begins around six feet up. Nothing much then to interrupt Laurence in his prowling. Which is what Laurence would term it: “I prowl about… I had a prowl over to Chelsea… Damned train, four hours to Coreley, no room to prowl around….” (He hates flying, Laurence. Even less prowl space?)


Nick watches his brother, familiar with his procedures, not exactly irritated but by now thinking of other things. Of Jazz and how the evening will be. Of the cold moon on the city.


“So well, maybe,” says Laurence, “I’ll call her.”


Nick grasps Laurence means the female TV producer, not Angela, his wife. And, as if to confirm this, suddenly Laurence gives a short throaty laugh. It has an undeniable sexual overtone, yet too a kind of childish excitement. Then he puts down his drink and, swearing, takes the smart dark watch off his left wrist.


“I almost forgot to put the damn thing back on last week. Got in from Manchester at about 2 a.m., just remembered as I got out of the car. And Ange wakes up on the sofa where’s she’s been lying in wait, and she coyly says, “I see you still have on the watch.” He is pulling on this other watch now. It is trendy, a wind-up that he forgets to wind up. Angela’s present for their anniversary last May. “Well, that’s seen to. All ready for battle now. Thanks for the chat.”


“It’s OK.”


“What about your date? Or will she hang on?”


“I hope so. I called her,” Nick lies.


Laurence seems incredibly relieved, not about Nick’s love life, but his own, yet out of all proportion to what has been said, admitted, done. He is over ten years Nick’s senior. He considers Nick, too, as has often been made evident, a fool and mental itinerant, ineffectual, irrelevant - if lucky far beyond his deserving. So why does Laurence, whose name is respected and now and then mentioned, not normally unfavourably, in the Press, in need of coming to his useless young sibling for consolation, let alone advice?


“I’d better get going,” says Laurence. He seems to have shed a decade - the decade between them? “Ange is going to want to go out to some bloody place for dinner. I’ve been away a week. She always acts as if it’s a year.”


“You shouldn’t be so loveable.”


Laurence misses this or else merely fields it, all alight (turned on?) by his new irresponsible glee. Yes, he will have sex with the producer and so get in her good books along with her thong. Yes, he need not have a care in the world. Will he still be like this when he is fifty-six?


Swinging up the marvel of his dark overcoat, Laurence realises something has been swept off one of the tables by it.


“What was that?”


Nick does not tend to ornaments, or objects d’art. A few prints and photographs, a knick-nack or two; a fruit bowl with a single orange left in it, that sort of stuff.


“Don’t worry,” says Nick. In fact he had been unaware, or forgotten, there was anything there on the table, apart from the book he was reading, a paperback, some of Chekov’s short stories.


“But what was it - ah, here it is.” Laurence fishes under the edge of the couch and brings it out. And Nick remembers. A small slab of whitish material, smooth to the touch, but only about twenty millimetres square. Curious it hadn’t broken or chipped, really, dashed to the wooden floor like that.


Laurence examines the little slab.


“Ivory?” he asks.


Nick assumes Laurence should know. But the light is low and sidelong, and Laurence has consumed about six vodkas, plus anything else he had on the train and/or at some bar near Euston.


“If you say so,” says Nick.


“It’s got a feel to it,” says Laurence, running it through his fingers, thinking of Angie, maybe. Or the producer.


“Well, I’d put it down if I were you,” quietly says Nick.


“What? Why?”


“Supposed to be… what was it the guy said? A carrier of bad fortune,” Nick says. He looks away modestly at his bare feet. “Probably rubbish,” he adds. He glances up at Laurence and smiles. “But, just in case, better safe than sad.”


After dinner at l’lnde, the restaurant Jazz prefers, they go to the club she knows, to dance. This is really to dance, or to sort-of-dance, as Jazz puts it, not the strides, leaps, spins and struts of TV-fashionable, or professional ballroom, but the cheek to cheek clinging of nice old-fashioned American dancing, with a backdrop of Ray Ellington, Sinatra, or Ella Fitzgerald. Nick likes dancing with Jazz. She moves gracefully and lightly, obeying his signals. A career woman with high prospects, she generally seems to prefer that he take the lead, which their moves on the dance floor exemplify. They sip iced Cokes in between. Cola is Jazz’s stay-up-late drink, rather than coffee or booze. Later, about 1 a.m., the cab takes them to Jazz’s apartment, the top floor of a tall house in Bayswater.


“Did you like my dress?” she asks as she takes it off.


Nick, of course, had already told her that he did, and that she looked wonderful, which she had and does.


“Marvellous. You’re better, though.”


“So are you,” she says, wrapping her arms round him, warm flesh and two cool silver bangles. She tends to keep her jewellery on when naked. As he kneels over her on the round bed, her earrings flash and sometimes tinkle when, restless with mounting arousal, she wriggles.


Her dark hair spills over the cushions. She tastes sweet and fresh. She is about thirty-five, slim and silky. Even her pubic hair, neatly trimmed, has a soft powdery hint of perfume.


Nick enjoys making love to Jazz. But then he tends to like making love to any hygienic and attractive woman. He is very skilled too, not only in the - for want of a better word -technical sense, but in those instinctive ways without which the whole exercise can become merely athletic or worse, mathematical, even squalid.


When they have concluded two prolonged and successful sessions, she goes to sleep, curled up happily as a child. He checks she has what she may want for the last of the night, and that her alarm clock has been reset for midmorning; once she had forgotten and it roused her at the usual time of seven-fifteen, after only two hours’ sleep. He removes a bottle of water from the fridge and leaves it on the floor by the bed, where she can easily find it when she wakes. She has never asked for these attentions, but she appreciates them, he knows. Sometimes, if meeting her here, he brings her flowers, or a bottle of good wine. He likes to do this too.


When he has dressed, first light is just beginning to thin the blind. He moves quietly out into the hallway, takes up the envelope from the table and lets himself out. (These envelopes always fascinate him. They are never there when he arrives, but at some point she must put them there - only he has never seen that happen. A sort of magic trick then, of Jazz’s.)


The cab is already waiting, as always. The streets are not fully awake yet, the ride is short. When he is back in his flat the envelope, marked in Jazz’s coiled hand-writing, Darling xxx, reveals rather more than usual, but all in the accustomed crisp twenty pound notes.


Nick showers. He is wide awake, and makes coffee. He watches a few moments of early TV, then takes a notebook and writes in a couple of ideas, images, things he may like to use for the short story he is currently writing. He probably will not try to sleep until after lunch, catch an hour then, maybe.


He turns off, (that phrase again, now in reverse) the TV and lies back in the chair, looking at a pale uncertain sky which now absorbs the window.


He thinks suddenly about what he said to Laurence, the business about the ivory counter, how it is supposed to be a ‘carrier of bad fortune’.


Laurence had offered a sneering grin to that, naturally. Laurence has not studied ancient history for nothing, he knows the value of any curse - which must be inevitably powerless, its pretentions only sometimes randomly supported by coincidence or over-active imagination.


“Don’t tell me you buy that?” he had said at once.


“No, not really.”


“Oh, I bet you do, Nicky. It’s just what you would believe. You’re superstitious. Credulous. Why hang on to it, then? Scared to pass it on?”


All this, while Laurence had settled himself in his over-coat.


“Apparently it’s harmless, unless you keep touching it, or looking at it,” Nick had mildly elaborated.


Laurence, who even while juggling his coat, had kept hold of the white counter, now again scrutinised it. “Like this, you mean? Can I feel an uncanny vibration? A peculiar heat? No, don’t think I can. Is it ivory?”


“Haven’t a clue.”


“So… Where does it come from?”


“A few days ago.” Nick had looked considering, and Laurence dropped the counter abruptly back on the table. It had made a sharp little click, rather like the noise of one key of an outdated manual typewriter. Nick had thought that too, he recalled, when he had dropped it on the table himself. Or - wherever he had first put it down. Where had that been? “I had lunch somewhere,” Nick had continued.


“With some bird,” said Laurence, who was capable also of historical recourse to antique slang. He had sounded rather disapproving. He has generally, seemingly, got the notion that Nick sees a lot of women. Obviously not quite the real circumstances of such meetings.


“Yes, I was with someone.” Nick had paused again, reflectively. “The waiter came by and put this on the table with the coffee.”


“And?”


“And nothing much. He said some guy had left it in the restaurant, with a tip. The tip was generous, but also he’d tried to get one of the waiters interested in him, and when this man wouldn’t play, the customer promised him some bad luck and took out the counter. He said he had been wanting to get rid of it, it had caused him grief, but you couldn’t pass on something like that to a friend. Couldn’t even just throw it away in case some innocent picked it up. So he left it with the uninterested waiter. But next everyone in the restaurant who had contact with the ivory was getting a bad time - people falling sick, parking fines, stalkers… So what did we think they should do?”


Laurence had laughed. “You’re making this up.”


“Well, our waiter probably was.”


“Like you used to when we were kids.”


“Oh, were you ever a kid, Laurence? I must’ve missed that.”


“You still haven’t finished your story.”


“Haven’t I?”


“How come you got to take it?”


“I didn’t. Well. the girl I was with, she said she’d take it off them. She didn’t believe in crap like that. Anyhow. We paid, left, went back to her place.”


“I hope you’re careful with all these liaisons, Nicolas. Johnnies to the ready.”


“Thanks. Yes, I’m careful.”


“So, your inamorata of the afternoon took possession of the fatal ivory.”


“When we were at the flat - we’d been there about - oh, two hours - the phone went. Her mother had died, suddenly, no warning. About the same time she and I left the restaurant.”


Laurence pulled a face.


Nick said, “That was the end of our afternoon. She had to pack for Scotland, go up. She was crying. She’d forgotten all about the piece of ivory. But I took it with me when I left. I was bothered. Just… she might have begun to think it had jinxed her.”


“But nothing’s happened to you. Not visibly. Or have you turned bright green somewhere?”


“No. I don’t believe anything will happen, either. Of course, it’s rubbish.”


“You don’t think it’s rubbish. You are troubled, Nicky. God, I know your troubled look. Claudia used to dread that look. Oh, he’s troubled, she’d say. It was one of the many ways you used to make sure she was always fussing over you.” And Laurence yet again picked up the ivory. “So I’ll take it, shall I? That help?” Laurence had inquired with a deep, patronizing, overacted concern.


Nick knows that aspect of Laurence, his brother, incredibly well. Along with other aspects.


He thinks now how he, Nick, did not have to say another word, Laurence had already been pocketing the ivory counter. And Laurence had added, “I’ll see if I can turn anything up on it. It looks, come to think of it, a bit like a bone counter from an old board game, maybe 18th Century African even. Might even be interesting. Anyway, look, here it goes. Safely with me, and out of your self-involved little life. See you, Nicky. And don’t forget your rubbers.”
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Claudia Martin:


Her first film appearance was at age sixteen, in 1958, in the black and white romantic comedy film The Lion Run. Her best known film, thought in its era very funny and risqué, and still regarded with some respect and affection, was Dizzy, in which she co-starred with Michael Deane. It was released in 1965, about the same time she met and married Joss Lewis, an ‘ordinary’ business man, and then gave birth to her first son, later the historian and writer, Laurence Lewis. Her final film was Last September, Next July, (1977), which she made when already pregnant with her second son, Nicolas. The film was an intense drama, part political thriller and part love story. She was then thirty-five. (Around 1971 Claudia had also borne Joss a daughter, later the actress Serena Claire.)


Claudia additionally often acted in live theatre at such venues as the Old Vic, and later London’s National Theatre, where she played Sylvie’s nurse in Rasselet’s The Scholar’s Handicap. She was by then forty-eight, and this was her last stage appearance. She died in 1995, aged fifty-three.


Nick’s memories of his mother were inevitably forged during the eighteen years he knew her. After that they seldom shifted, merely intensifying in some instances, or fading slightly - the normal method with memory. But she had made a great impression on him. She had been reckoned extremely beautiful. Certainly he thought so, though he took her beauty and her cool flamboyance simply as facts, thrilled but never awed by them. She was his mother.


She had genuinely very fair hair, often bleached for her early films, but which by the year of his birth, (and thereafter until she began to grey at forty-seven) she left alone. Her skin was unusually good, very white, and never inclined to tan, either naturally or cosmetically; ahead of her time in that. The blue of her eyes was compared to violets, as had been those of two much more famous actresses, Vivien Leigh and Elizabeth Taylor.


She always publicly declared Joss Lewis was her predestined soul-mate, the prince of her fairy story. But, handsome in his thirties, he gradually lost his looks - as Claudia did not. Ten years her senior, when she was a slim and radiant forty, Joss had become a lumbering, portly fifty-year-old who actually, in the ‘wrong’ light so many photographers seemed capable of accessing, might more logically have represented her father than her fairy-tale prince. But he did at least have the grace to stay rich until her death, when his business interests betrayed him in one of the financial crises of the 1990’s.


Much later on, Nick sometimes wondered if Claudia took lovers. Wondered if she had had one or two even through Joss’s more physical years.


The supposition never shocked him. Why would it? Though not disliking his father, he always found Joss slow, if clever in business skills Nick himself neither had nor aspired to. Of course, Nick had wanted to be an actor himself in his youth. His older sister, after all, had been bitten by the vicious asp of acting, (as Claudia’s agent, Torvind Heyler, put it). Serena stuck to her guns and made a career for herself too. But though enchanted as a child, and amused as a boy by the glimpses he had of Claudia’s world of work - at long weekends in Joss’s country houses, or on studio lots at Pinewood or, subsequently, in the US or Italy - Nick never ultimately assayed the necessity of drama school, or even properly responded to occasional slight interest among Claudia’s bevy of producers and directors. He might have made a go of it, he sometimes still thought. Claudia undoubtedly would have helped him as she had her daughter. And like all of Claudia’s children, he had looks and physique, was reasonably well-educated, (if, in Nick’s case, in a very laid-back way) and might have shown talent. Certainly, he could have tried. Yet he never really did. Joss’s verdict on his younger son, as was Laurence’s, encapsulated the idea that Nick had no incentive, no staying power. If not lazy he was too ‘relaxed’. “He should have disowned you when you were fifteen,” Laurence had told Nick when Nick was twenty, and obviously unemployed at anything except the odd sketch, or sketchy story, with few of these even printed - there might have been more if Nick had ever seriously tried to find an agent or a publisher. “Shoved you out to fend for yourself. Then you’d have had to wake up. But oh no. First Dad keeps you, and then Claudia leaves you a bloody fortune. Of course. She knew you had no spine, Nicky. The rest of us could make something for ourselves, but you… As a kid, you couldn’t even tie up the laces on your trainers.”


There had always been something sour, spiky, between Laurence and Nick. Initially was it only that obvious thing, the jealousy of an older sibling for the baby, abruptly arriving and taking up every inch of maternal space?


Joss meanwhile was fairly uninclined to either of his sons, though he tolerated Laurence, the bright one – who proceeded through public school and Oxbridge to a prestigious career - with a sort of bovine bonhomie. Serena was Joss’s pet. Despite being a brunette, she was reckoned to look very like Claudia. Although of all of them Nick resembled his mother the most. He had a quieter version of her colouring, fair, pale, and dark-blue eyed. That, and his inheritance of her fine features, masculinised, had made a lot of people forgive him his noncommittal and unstriking life. A lot of people, if not his family. Even his sister had coined for Nick the Nickname of the Sloth.


He had been her favourite too, Claudia’s.


No doubt that rankled. And subsequent events had only clarified Laurence and Serena’s acidity.


Perhaps characteristically, Nick considered retaliation for their digs and swipes, not to mention for some of the childhood attacks on him, too demanding, too time-consuming. Why go around brooding and plotting. Do good to those that hate you - it was easier. You had to keep propping up grudges, feeding them with all those regurgitated ancient gripes and blows.


Only once long ago had Nick altered course in his attitude. That was in the days and months after Claudia’s death. He had felt then - what was it he wrote in his notebook? - broken in half by her going. So unexpected, so entirely unlooked for, unplanned for. He too young to think such a death possible, she too comparatively young for him to have to think of it. She would always have been there. Changing only a very little. Sometimes saying, with a soft laugh, that she should veil all her mirrors not to see the lines - one day she would be brave and have a face-lift, better safe than sad. But when she said this, he would never see any lines on her face, he never had, and not a mark on her lovely hands, not an extra inch on her waist, or rumple in the straight elasticity of her back, or her two perfect, slender ankles rising from the high-heeled shoes.


He could recall death’s aftermath, Laurence white and strained, and Serena, who in her private life was always called Reenie, sobbing and then hugging Joss. And Joss wandering around like a zombie, a robot with a blanked-out screen. And the inescapable pain inside Nick; rigid, a steel spike. He had thought it would never lessen. It was there always, even when he slept and dreamed of different things. Always there like a low thin sound, a type of tinnitus of the emotional ear.


But really, what he remembered most of all was not crying, not even when he was alone, not being able to cry, wondering if he should be able to. It was too horrible and impossible to cry over. It was a sort of death of him. Broken in half, and half of him gone, because that half had been Claudia. And all those flowers, flowers everywhere, sent for the funeral, from theatre people and movie people and fans, always more and more from fans. And how the flowers were so beautiful, and then you had to watch them die there on the lawn, by the gates, in the cemetery. Bit by bit, until they were rotten, and vanished, just the paper left and the paper ribbon and brown wisps blowing about.


He had hated Laurence then, Nick believed. Yet the hatred would not last, just as the steel spike miraculously, over the year, dissolved, leaving only a bitter afterglow just visible on the mind’s horizon.


So that was the only time for hating. Although Laurence, indubitably, came to hate even more enduringly Nick, when the terms of the will were revealed. Claudia had been wealthy in her own right. And though she left her estate, any subsequent royalties or bonanzas, jointly among Joss, Laurence and Serena, to Nick she had left almost a million pounds, all secured and suitably invested, yielding an income that even if, as Reenie put it, he never shifted his Sloth’s backside, should keep him in great comfort for an indefinite number of long, trouble-free lifetimes.
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He sees Debby almost always on a Monday or Tuesday afternoon, twice a month. She works from home then, so can take a couple of hours off.


She wears her hair in a long highlighted bob, and opens the door wearing a black silk dressing-gown, with an embroidered dragon on the pocket over her left breast.


“Hi, Nick. Lovely to see you.”


She is always friendly in a business-like way.


They go through into the bathroom, strip off and have slightly rough sex under the shower. Debby as a rule likes the shower best, he suspects because it is much handier to disguise his visit and/or clear up after he has gone. Last year, once, they did go to bed, but she had a whole day then. She has told him she prefers sex in daylight, likes to sleep at night. Her life seems very well organised, and her flat is pleasant and spotless, thanks to an unmet cleaning woman Debby calls Jeeves. Or perhaps that really is the woman’s name.


They have tea before Nick leaves and the envelope, (in Debby’s case stuffed with euros) is on the tray. Debby never slops tea over on the envelope, it goes without saying. The envelope she employs is always of thick cream-laid paper, too, whereas Jazz, for example, uses a plain thin manila. Lilian, on the other hand, never bothers with envelopes, she pushes the money untidily in a transparent bag from the bank. Or there is Sonia, who hands it over shyly if directly they are alone, tied with a real ribbon, usually red, sometimes orange. Sonia is now a personnel manager, but in her past has been an actress, even seen on TV. She once admitted to Nick the ribbon was based on something from a play she had acted in.


He does see others too, but they are mostly more irregular. Some like to go out first to drink or eat or dance, like Jazz. Some vanish from his life altogether, a few of these even calling him to say farewell and why - a move to the States or Saudi Arabia, a marriage, a returned lover of a less professional sort. Even, on one occasion, the purchase of two rescued dogs, who had, it seemed, a bone to pick with any male, the bone preferably being the male’s, and laid bare by their teeth. (This last Nick considers might have been some kind of lie with a subtext. Since that particular woman, a twenty-two year old who had inherited a nine bedroom house at Seven Oaks, tended to forget she had to pay him - he never reminded her - perhaps as if she wished they could have had more than a supplier-client relationship.)


He got into all this almost by accident. An attractive girl had picked him up. She was a handful of years older than he - he was then seventeen. Until then he had had very little sex, not because it was never freely offered, it often was, but through an initial reserve on his part. This he never analysed. It had nothing to do with alarm at HIV AIDS or STD’s, of which he was aware and from which he protected himself and any partner as a matter of routine. Nor was or is he uncomfortable with the sexual act in any willing form. Indeed he has found from the first he has a natural aptitude, a talent for it. He assumes he prefers, and always did, an orderliness in this area too, as with his own apartment. This is superficially like Debby’s attitude but this never occurs to him, for he is not remotely like Debby in any fundamental way. The first girl who paid, when he was seventeen, being herself experienced, only believed she should do so. He has, now, to keep a ‘desk’ diary for such meetings, not wanting anything to overlap or be forgotten. There is no other woman in his life. That is, no woman only there as lover, friend or relationship. Would there, now, even be space for one?


It is sunset when he leaves Debby. Nick strolls over a bridge. Cars stream by in a toxic river of fumes, roaring, firing off sharp splashes of light. Every pedestrian too, almost, is hurrying, quick-marching.


A beggar lurches by with a blanket on his shoulder. He and it seemed stained by tar. He leers at Nick. “Got the price of a sandwich, mate?” Nick hands him a tenner, and the man screws it up inside his coat. As sometimes happens he snarls, “Fuck off then, you cunt,” and bundles away.


Nick has reached the black sphynx on the Embankment when his mobile jitters against his thigh.


“Hi.” He does not recognise the caller’s number.


Nor the female voice which now sounds in his ear.


“Is that Nicolas?”


Some new ploy of BT?


“Yes. Who are you?”


“Oh stop being stupid, Nicolas. You know who this is.” He does not. And who, apart from strangers, (or Laurence sometimes) ever calls him by his unabbreviated name? “OK,” he says.


“I want to know where he is,” says the female voice harshly. She seems angry or upset.


“Who?”


Then she screams into the phone so Nick holds it away from his ear. “I don’t want bloody excuses! Who do you think? What have you done - what has he done?”


Nick looks out at the darkening river and the thousand and one gleams across the water. He can smell smoke and hot chestnuts, (do they still do those?), and petrol and chemicals and fried onions from some obscure vent, and cold.


Calmly Nick says to the unknown, maddened woman, “I couldn’t say if he’s done anything. I definitely haven’t. I think you have a wrong number. Take care.” He cuts her off then. Inside eleven seconds the phone sputters again. He turns it off. It is intriguing he, the wrong number, should have the same name as the one she meant to call. Besides, she called the same wrong number again, so obviously still reckons it is the right one.


He eats dinner alone in a wine bar at Covent Garden, and idly mentally selects one of the waiters for the role of the man who spoke about the ivory counter. This waiter is black and seems to have a French accent. That might fit the scenario. There is another waiter too, a likely candidate for the role of the first waiter, who the customer fancied and then passed the fatal ivory.


This exercise amuses Nick while he waits for his meal, but his mind then starts straying back to the short story he is working on. It is more interesting to him than the invented story he gave Laurence. He has lied to Laurence off and on always, Nick acknowledges. Begun in childhood, no doubt in self defence against Laurence’s bullying, Nick has continued the custom unworriedly. None of the lies matter much, and Laurence, he is fairly sure, rarely believes them. Yet it affords Nick some kind of obscure pleasure to do this to Laurence still, even now it is no longer necessary. It is a game, a mind-stretching work-out, maybe needful in another way – as a writer, even a mostly unpublished and intermittent one.


He pays the bill with a credit card. Debby’s payment stays in his jacket. Black night has settled on the city. There is a movie at the Cellar, just along from Bush House, he might as well go and see that. Two weeks back they had one of Claudia’s old films showing, and he went twice. Topaz it was called. She was about twenty, blonde as lemon ice.


After she died he had been unable to watch her films for three whole years - and they had run two seasons of them on TV. (Serena had bought box sets of videos, then DVD’s, as they became available, of Claudia’s movies. She had the lot, in many versions, including a very flickery one dubbed into Polish. She showed them, Laurence had said, when friends dropped round.) In the fourth year, one evening Nick came in about midnight and turned on the TV without thinking, and saw Claudia in old, faded colour, and the spike that had long ago dissolved punched a hole through his abdomen. That was when he should have cried, perhaps. But still he had not. He had only sat there on the couch with the coffee going cold in his hands, staring at his mother, his own age that night, and in a turquoise frock, drinking a vermouth in a make-believe bar in an invented Paris.


He had never called her mother, nor by any form of title, nothing like that. Virtually everyone had called her Claudia. And she called him Nick.


When the film on TV ended, he had just gone on sitting there holding the cold coffee, in that flat her legacy had bought him, the flat before the one he lived in now that had the eight-sided window.


Sat there. And he saw he had at last learned she was a long way off. That was the only thought he had - not that she was dead, or alive in another better world. Only that she was, and now would always be, a long way off. As if she were on the moon perhaps, up on the moon, the real unreachable one where nobody had ever landed; there.


Without remembering he re-activates the mobile at 9 a.m. the next morning.


There are three messages. The first two are in the voice of the unknown woman from the previous evening. She sounds increasingly more wild and furious. “Listen, you bastard, you don’t get rid of me that easily. If you haven’t got the guts, get the arch-bastard to call me himself!” This is message number one. The second is this: “For Christ’s sake, Nicolas - this is mental cruelty - it is sadistic - fucking call me you bastard! I want you to know I have already contacted the police. I won’t stand for this from him. Nor from you.” The third message comprises only two or three strangled noises, a kind of wordless explosion of violence.


Nick drinks the coffee he has just prepared and thinks that, due to the repetitions, the woman’s voice now does seem slightly familiar.


Who is the other ‘he’? Presumably some partner or lover.


He picks up the notebook with his own story in it, and begins to check and amend some of the pages. He always writes long-hand, then verbally records the result. Robyn then types it up on her computer. Theirs is a different business arrangement, platonic. She performs the service, he pays her in cash.


The phone goes again. It is not the mobile but the land-line.


Nick has a sudden odd premonition that this caller will be his brother Laurence. But Laurence was here only - what was it? - only four nights back. It would not be like him to call again so soon.


People do unexpected things sometimes. Nick is faintly curious to find that although he gets up, he skirts the shrilling phone, and instead walks down the room to where the stair leads to the little gallery and the entry to the loft bedroom overhead. Coffee and notebook in hand, he climbs the stair, crosses the gallery, enters the bedroom and shuts the door. It is by contrast a low-ceilinged room, with a tiny porthole version of the lower window. Below in the cul-de-sac, lots of big vans are delivering mysterious things to other flats. The vehicles are parked nose to tail all around the U shape of the road, which loops in off and back out to the busy main artery of traffic.


Downstairs Nick has heard the ansa-phone accepting a message, but due to the acoustics of the flat, up here he has not caught a word.


There is another stranger in the main lobby when Nick walks down there about 11 a.m. But the whole building is always presenting strangers, most of whom are the occupants of the other flats. Due to remarkably good sound-proofing, which probably was not even planned, no flat ever hears much from another. Nick in his upper apartment, has always had the sense of being entirely alone.


The stranger, unusually however, turns and looks fixedly at him.


“Sorry to trouble you,” says the man, who is tallish, slim, nondescript. “Did you see a drawer down here - oh, about a week ago - Monday I’d guess.”


“A drawer. What sort of drawer?”


“Out of a desk.”


Nick looks back at him. The man frowns sheepishly. “I was - er - staying with my girlfriend, Flat 14. Moved a few of my things in. Then we had a bit of an argument. While I was away - it seems she slung my gear out - some of my clothes, my computer - well, that’s gone, obviously. General bits. But I had a desk drawer with stationery - paper, envelopes, paper clips, pens, a few books - that kind of stuff. I didn’t really think anyone would be that keen on any of it but it looks as if they were - either that or she dumped it in one of the bins.” The man now appears embarrassed. “Well, win some, lose the lot. There we go.”


Nick says, “There were some books on that table. They were there a couple of days. I took them. Chekov stories, and Katherine Mansfield. Were they yours? I still have them, would you like them back?”


“Oh - no, that’s OK.”


“You’re sure? Can I pay you for them?”


“No, no. Yeah, I’ve got them in hardback somewhere anyway. It’s the notebooks that were the thing really, some schedules and dates for work, nothing vital - just a nuisance.”


“I’m sorry,” says Nick. He is regretful. He knows he would hate to lose his own notebooks, with their ideas and fragments.


“Oh well,” says the stranger. “C’est la vie.”


Nick buys some cut ham and Greek bread at the deli, some green and red fruit, and Brazilian coffee. He lunches at the pub on the corner.


He has now forgotten the ousted man in the lobby, though at the time Nick felt rather sorry for him. He looked the sort of guy who often gets a raw deal, and for whom nothing very good ever happens, who is used to it, accepting, mostly bored with life’s callousness and lack of imagination. Years ago, about 1970, he might have said ‘mustn’t grumble’. Now he said C’est la vie. But that didn’t improve anything.


Even so, walking back into the lobby, Nick has an abrupt sense that the stranger is still there. He even glances about, to see if the man is sitting on the polished bench near the side corridor, but he is not.


Nick goes up the stairs. There has never been a lift here, nor has Nick ever needed one, despite the complaints of the removal men years before, lugging up the dismantled bed and couches.


When he comes out on his own landing, the top one, Nick finds he is completely unsurprised to discover the stranger again, now sitting in the window embrasure outside Nick’s door. Deep within Nick’s body, the very sluggish yet seldom, in humanity entirely quiescent muscle of unease, flexes itself. Then Nick sees this is not the stranger with the lost drawer. It is another stranger, nondescript in rather the same manner, resigned-looking, standing up now to show he is a little more stocky and a fraction taller and a touch more hard than the previous model.


“Mr Lewis?” asks the Mark 2 Stranger.


And Nick thinks, Ah. A policeman.
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The policeman, (plain clothes) if so he is, gives his name as Pond.


For a moment Nick thinks he says Bond.


Luckily Pond seems unaware of any possible filmic audial dysfunction. He simply stands quietly by the door, and when Nick says nothing and makes no further move, Pond adds, noncommittally, “Perhaps, sir, if this is your flat, we might go in.”
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