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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.
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He knew his way around the Twentieth Century; but at what precise instant of time complete and detached from the mill-run of common time itself he first placed his naked foot into the muddied water, brown as paint, in the gutter on the other side of the road, he afterwards recollected only dimly, luridly in patches, shot through with the zig-zag red-greens of mocking pseudo-memory.


He could feel the water, cold and absorbing, around his ankles. He could feel the night wind, sharp and toothy, biting into his skin beneath the cheap cotton pyjamas. Blue lights pea-podded the concrete road with vague illumination. Blown papers scuttled. Soon the rain would drive in with tongued lashes to drench but not clean this tawdry town.


A minute or two ago – he thought – he had been settling down comfortably on a couch in Guztav Lawlor’s Luxury Relax Palace to take a trip.


He had decided, this time around, to call himself Wendell. An idea capered at the back of his preoccupied mind that he had gone down into the lower end of the city to find something out. A crisis had been threatening, a crisis, the gravity of which Sturm had failed to notice, was menacing the whole city. He was concerned only with his own city. Other cities in the world grappled with their own worries. One city contained enough of a man’s life to illustrate the way of the world.


He took his feet out of the water and at once they seemed to swell, to contract with a loud crash, and then to warm up like mittened toast. He rubbed his hands together, feeling the bony knuckles smooth, like miniature skulls, and looked about him.


Where was he?


In the cold, that tiny part of his mind that never really let him be, said tartly. Take all this as real. Accept it as though it really existed. In face of the cold discomfort now bewildering him – a discomfort as chilling as the strictures of the Moral Aid cranks – he must find shelter and reorientation.


He stumbled back across the street, headed for the neon-lit bar with flapping doors. Darkness shrouded the pavement. A swooping isolation engulfed his spirits. He had no clear idea what was going on, or why. Acceptance of a pseudo-reality could not negate the coldness of the water, the scorching wind wickedly razoring his ribs.


Wendell was a tough enough man of his middle age group battling to keep fit with badminton and squash, light-handed with liquor, nor addicted to ordinary tobacco, taking his kicks in a jolt of Joy-Juice, and his body could absorb a reasonably high dosage of this kind of punishment. But he just did not relish the idea of wandering the cold and wet streets of a barren hicktown in the middle of the night. Particularly not when clad only in thin cotton pyjamas. Not even for kicks.


He hitched the trousers up and the cord broke.


Bending over and beginning a comprehensive anatomical curse, he glanced up, his eyes drawn by a new light source, and he did not bother to finish the curse.


Half bent over as he was, one fist gripping the waist of the pyjama trousers, the other fumbling at the flapping end of the broken cord, his face jutted out on a level with the apparition.


Central in a sickle-shaped opening into nothingness, hanging chest high in the night, the head gibbered and mewed and mauled, beckoning with wide grimaces, with rolling eyes, with suggestive nose-wrinklings. Wendell stared motionlessly at the apparition.


This was his kind of trip?


He would want this – a glowing Arab moon-shaped hole into insanity?


He would conjure this – a head that simpered and mewled and leered, urging him to join it in unknown, nameless sins?


Well, possibly. Yes, possibly, Wendell conceded, grasping his pyjamas and slipslopping across the road into the shadows beneath the building where the bar glowed like an illuminated cave of promised debauchery. He couldn’t rule it out.


‘Come back!’ The head called after him, writhing its purple lips. ‘Come back, my lumpkin! You doanow what I c’n ofrit yuh! C’mon back, ninnynonkins!’


Wendell had no idea – no unearthly idea, no subconscious idea – what the thing could be. But subconsciously it existed as real as the ground beneath his slipperless feet.


The rain chose that blustery moment of choking insecurity to sweep its first broom-bristle swishings across the town, flinging water clamouring from tin roofs and echoing guttering, spouting from broken pipes, boiling white into the brown water of the gutters. Wendell hunched futilely into the sodden pyjamas and splashed like a ghost through the rain mists and silver bouncing bubbles of the rain.


They weren’t even his own night attire.


He hopped agilely up on to the far sidewalk, straddling the swelling current. Old cans, orange skins, scraps of paper, obscene artefacts, chips of packing cases, all floating in that murky miniature Nile. He had to get out of the rain muy pronto; but the combination of thin cotton and water had made of the pyjamas a nudie show and, here in the twentieth century, if that was where he was, haven had become that much more difficult to find.


The moment had long gone when he could no more pretend he was enjoying all this. As an experience it had been great and salutary; but now he must be pushing along. He tried for a transition, expecting the emerald and brown interpenetrating squares to come pulsing down; but nothing happened. The wind dashed a spray of muddy water into his face. He looked at the bar, fuming.


The sign, half obliterated by rain, shone out ruddily.


LEAN EDS
CH AP RAT S HO W TER


With the rain dripping from his face Wendell looked up, squinting his eyes. What the hell …?


Then he saw the unlit bulbs.


Clean Beds. Cheap Rates. Hot Water.


Oh.


He shouldered the door open, still clasping his sundered cord. If he had to he would invent some way of payment later. He was in no mood to argue. If this was one kind of reality he’d be hurled back into the gutter … This just couldn’t be his own trip!


His apprehensions receded a little when he saw that the receptionist, alone and aloof in a glass cage, was a uniformed orang-outang. It smirked at him, wiping its wide rubbery lips, pouting.


‘Yes, sir – a nasty night. Come in, come in. Put your bags down. The dromedary will take good care of those. Yes, sir.’


‘I don’t have any bags,’ Wendell began.


‘Just leave them right there. We understand.’


They’d not so far, Wendell thought, achieved this degree of humanisation of an orang-outang. They’d tried, of course, as they had tried all kinds of other animalistic tricks in the effort to create a planetary partner for homo sapiens. So that more or less reinforced this experience as a normal hallucination.


The light gleamed green and golden from the glass reception area, receding quietly from the vague tenebrous shadows beyond, creating the quietness and dust-tasting mausoleum-effect of small hotels. He would not go into the bar just yet. He could feel, the cheap cracked linoleum beneath his feet, could hear the water drip-dropping from the sodden pyjamas, could taste the flat sourness in his mouth.


A woman with a half-masked angel’s face and eyes like wasps glided from the shadows, her bejewelled midnight-blue gown aflame with coruscations, smiled obliquely at him, mounted the rickety stairs. She carried her leopard’s tail in one bejewelled gloved hand. The black and yellow fur glowed against the half-concealing dress.


At once Wendell felt more at ease. Cat-women were familiar phenomena to him. Her smile had no power – now – to itch down his back, to make him flinch back with canine obstinacy.


‘Room Twelve A, sir.’ The orang-outang rubbered out the words glueily. ‘You’ll find it very comfortable.’


‘You’ll find it very – comfortable.’ The Leopard-woman giggled, over-scarlet lips pouting around the words.


‘Thank you.’ Wendell felt this to be a normal trip hallucic now. He had been badly shaken. His annoyance over the uncontrolled existence of the hallucination clashed with relief that at last events were falling into an understandable pattern.


He allowed himself to wonder if this place could ever have been real. In time? In space? He didn’t really know and he doubted if anyone at all would ever know. Not that it mattered. Time and space were concepts far too big and outside his domain. He dealt with more subtle areas of life. Now he would cheerfully allow himself to be carried along by the illusion.


He walked towards the stairs.


‘Your bags, sir.’ The orang-outang smiled with toothy deprecation. He looked like an incredibly evil old man.


An hallucinatory bite from those sharp teeth could take an hallucinatory mouthful of his flesh and shed quantities of hallucinatory blood and give him an abominable hallucinatory pain.


‘Thanks.’ He went back and bent down without looking to where he would have put his bags if he had had any, and his fingers struck polished plastic handles. Resignedly he hefted the two zip bags, feeling their weight and seeing with a comical quality of detachment the many airline and hotel stickers mottling their red rexine plastic. Not his bags. He wouldn’t trust himself in reality to an aeroplane.


He felt too weary to say tartly: ‘Give the dromedary a tip for his services, will you?’


The stairs creaked a fiddle obbligato as he ascended.


A rapid oscillating pattern of indigo, emerald, ochre and ivory impacted squares flashed like a descending and enveloping curtain before his eyes. His foot struck a riser instead of landing on a tread. He bent forward with his hands grasping the cases like straws. His trousers stayed halfway up his legs, tacked glueily to his flesh. He blinked. The multi-chequered pattern blipped and vanished.


An interesting transition at last.…


There was no transition.


‘I’m waiting, Bung.’ The voice below him spoke with a touch of acerbity like bitten bitterness.


Wendell looked down hastily, nearly overtoppling. The man waiting below, wearing a leather jacket and carrying two cases identical to those carried by Wendell, tapped a leather-booted foot impatiently on the stair. Dust puffed.


Nothing could be as it seemed. Caution turned Wendell about and sent him climbing the stairs.


‘Twelve A!’ shouted the orang-outang insultingly.


‘I’ll have to rest up a bit. Then I’ll attend to this confounded hallucic.’ Wendell pushed the imitation mahogany door open and blundered a pace into the room. A sour smell of unventilated places slicked unpleasantly on his tongue and he made a face. The darkness closed down with a denseness stifling reason. A uterine fog possessed him. He dropped the cases and stretched out his hands, feeling like an infant along the wall, seeking the round reassurance of the light switch.


At his touch light sprang out.


He stood on a single bare plank, his back pressed against the wall, staring out on nothingness. No room. No bed. No walls. No ceiling. With the light came wind. Wind that scorched at his tissue-thin pyjamas with a thousand scalpel edges. Below his naked feet the gulf waited blackly, its hollow darkness riddled with millions of flecked crimson flames, the watch fires of the unappeased dead.


Around him the air rang with laughter, the terminal laughter of the surreal pushed beyond the brink of despair.


A scattering of hammocks in the Mary Roberts Ward already hung empty, each like an abandoned nylon chrysalis, still swinging blankly. From most of the hammocks arms and legs projected uncaringly. The air held a flat dead taste of lavender. The whole area of the ward had been utilised to swing hammocks, a hundred and fifty feet by ninety under the vaulting pre-stressed ceiling, and Conrad had either to duck under or squeeze past in a manner displeasing to him in its affront to his own ideas of propriety.


Not that the trippers would feel anything if he jabbed an angry toecap into a rounded bulge as he passed. But the principle of the thing obscurely annoyed him, particularly as he well knew there was ample room in the other abandoned wards of the disused hospital.


He did not like the sleazy feeling of the hammocks against his dark green shirt and slacks. His shuffling footfalls sounded a deadened note against the floor as though he wore wax earplugs. Outside in the sunshine on the concrete ramps his footsteps had rung loud and crisply.


There seemed no way of relating the people in the hammocks to the capabilities, for the ambiguous labour codes on the ident labels at each hammock head would inevitably be smudged. Conrad flicked peevishly at two or three, trying to unscramble the wavering illegibilities of men and women too far gone in anticipatory debauch to bother over writing a clear hand – those that could still bother to write, this was. Many – too many, Conrad felt with impatience – compromised their indifference to the world with a thumbprint.


Tony Lawrence shouted across the hammock-packed ward, his voice bouncing unexpectedly in the acoustic maelstrom. ‘Hey! Zack! Found it?’


The words zithered and skittered, like high-hysteresis globes: ‘He -ey -ey! Zack -ack -ack!’ ‘Found it -oundit -oundit?’


‘No -oh -oh!’ Conrad yelled back, wishing the deadening floor would swallow the echoes, too. ‘What chance do we stand -and -and?’


‘If we don’t find him,’ Lawrence said through the echoes, ‘we’re all done for! Finished -inished -inished!’


Well, that was true enough. Distasteful though the concept must be to men of the stamp of Tony Lawrence and Zack Conrad, and repugnant though it might be for them to venture into this end of the city, they had to face those concepts and venture down here. If the crisis Sturm feared proved insoluble then they and their kind faced an extinction as definite as that of the dinosaur. Conrad, perhaps alone among his fellows, shrank from the prospect that others would write a notation on their story in the footnotes to history.


‘No luck so far.…’


‘Check over the far end. I’ve finished here.’


‘Damn labels … Stupid workers. They’ll never qualify for the whole sewn-up saga.’


Conrad fished a label around, wiped a thump across the dusty face. ‘Nothing.’ He squinted in the pearly washed-out light across at Lawrence. ‘A sewn-up saga’s a one-way trip.’


Lawrence ducked clumsily beneath a hammock sending it swaying. A woman’s leg dangled down, scraping the floor irritatingly. ‘So they say. But someone’s supposed to have managed to return – why, beats me.’


‘Stories,’ said Conrad, flicking labels. ‘I don’t believe them. Nothing to come back to here. Any luck?’


‘No.’


‘He’s not here then. Oh, damn and blast and saga the man! This is a foul dump, the dregs of the dregs. What by the light of LSD would he want coming here?’


‘He goes everywhere = you know. Passim.’


The echoes made of ‘Passim’ a bee-buzzing swarm.


‘Let’s get out of here -ere -ere.’


Bludgeoning swaying hammocks out of their way the two men fought through to the exit. Golden sunlight slanted down into the ward, a golden miasma against lustreless pearl within, warm. Neither man noticed it.


Before moving into the sunshine Conrad stopped to scan the city end. He lifted the scanner – the model was old and trustworthy even if the gadget itself had only recently been manufactured and therefore must automatically be suspect – and panned it carefully across the scene.


He could detect no significant increase in any of the body-heat loci the scanner identified. Not that infra-red detection could any longer be trusted one hundred per cent, the concept had fruited and withered beyond its useful term; but now Conrad could not linger. Pressures dictated by personalities with whom he shared a permanent servitor relationship drove him on, so he said: ‘A dozen people out there, Tony. No significant increase in body-heat.…’


‘We’ll have to take the chance. Make sure your badge shows nice and big.’


‘Yes.’


Lawrence wore pale blue shirt and slacks; but his badge shone the same as Conrad’s, over his left breast and large and unmistakable on his back. Their parents had naturally inducted them into their own Insurance Company and that was how they came to be friends.


Conrad didn’t particularly like Lawrence. Not that he liked anybody, really, you just couldn’t afford to, even your friends.


Lawrence smoothed a trusting hand over his Insurance badge on his chest. The complicated stitching and wired-in electronic circuits feeding from his heartbeat and respiration and brain, the gaudy symbols, the red cross, the swords, the Tommy guns, the pious little symbols,’ too, all added up to security. Or, Conrad thought nastily, watching Lawrence fondling his badge, or as near as a man ever can get to security in these damned days.


‘Come on, Tony. We’d better check the next dump. If he came down here he could have gone anywhere.’


‘Yes.’ Lawrence looked out over the deserted streets, the sun glinting from windows and reflecting in bitter sword-strokes from shattered edges, the aridness of the scene. ‘Yes. If he did … This frightens me, Zack.’


‘It scares hell out of me, too, Tony. But you know what Sturm said.’


‘Please.’


‘All right. Come on then.’


They clattered over the concrete. They left the hospital behind them, skirting around the fallen west wing, the rubble looking like exhausted ruins of a forgotten time, crystallised in meaningless postures. They ran across a silent and motionless speedway, leaping the rusting junctions, feet hard and metallic on the treads.


‘There’s a sign.’ Conrad pointed.


Lawrence shaded his eyes against the sun. His blond hair and skin would mottle and blotch if he wasn’t careful. His hand shook as he lifted it.


He was, Conrad saw with small humour, really frightened.


The sign purveyed its information with a dismal conformity to hundreds of others such signs in this end of the city. They approached warily, not used to the role Sturm had called on them to perform, uneasily aware that a sign might say what a hundred others said and still give a different meaning from what it said. Doing that little trick was a natural part of information dissemination. Trouble was – some people took a long time to realise and understand what was going on.


The sign said:


TRIPLINERS
NO WAITING—ONE HUNDRED COUCHES


‘That is if he came in one of these tripjoints,’ Lawrence said, worried, gnawing his lower lip. He couldn’t handle his fear and Conrad, to his own disgust, felt a stab of pity for Lawrence. Hell! The guy was over twenty-one, wasn’t he?


Just being out here, with the set-back buildings hemming him in from a distance and not crowding the pavements, set an itch in his brain, made him flinch back from any movement. The tall round-faced fronts of buildings seemed to grin down at him, nasty, knowing, crowding together but giving him ample elbow room, leaving him in an arena of pavement –


‘Shall we go in?’ Lawrence said.


Conrad’s thoughts jangled – hell and all that – he’d been really going then! This place had got him going!


‘Sure,’ he said in a surly and none-too-steady voice.


He walked into the tripjoint through the sagging ever-open door sullenly. He knew Lawrence had seen him get going. He’d been taking a secret enjoyment from witnessing Lawrence’s fear and then, like a striking snake, it had caught him up and stabbed him and the poison of fear had been working on him. He felt a fool. He didn’t look at Lawrence. Hell – the guy would be laughing at him!


Zack Conrad, whose parents still talked to him, possessed a not unjustifiably exaggerated impression of his own worth. Even Sturm had bent a twinkling eye beneath, a dominating eyebrow on him when this search through the city for Vincent had been suggested. So, as they walked with stiff precision into the tripjoint, Conrad felt the mental breeze of shamefacedness coursing through his mind. Lawrence could go and saga himself.


This place had been a theatre. Marble slabs snapped echoes back at them from shining walls. The pay booth repeated the information displayed on the outside sign. The steps beyond, their carpeting shredding and mouldering into purple efflorescence, led up into shadows.


‘Come right through, sirs. No waiting! Luxurious couches – fumigated every hour on the hour! Step this way, sirs!’ The old crone cackled at them like a schizophrenic maiden aunt, dribbling.


‘We’re not taking a trip …’ Lawrence began; but the hag, her anodised aluminium slacks tight around scrawny shanks and her glitter-look-see-bodice sagging over a shrunken chest, fastened one yellow-taloned hand on to his arm, staring up wild-eyed, her bleached hair tearing half-free from its beehive nesting of silver wires.


‘Guaranteed the pure stuff, sonny! No artificials here, no pseudos, no adulterants.… ‘ Her mechanical-gramophone voice scratched on along exhausted grooves. ‘Just step right through, no waiting, pay as you go, no credits, only the best in the Cave of Aladdin’s Perfumed Delights … No waiting … Come along, sonny.… ‘


Lawrence tried to free his arm. Her grip tightened.


Conrad, feeling nausea, said firmly: ‘We must make an inspection.’


On the word the hag shrank. She flung Lawrence’s arm from her, her face changing colour, thinning and tautening as of skin over a drumhead, her cracked lips quivering.


‘Everything’s of the best here,’ she whined, defeated, her hands knuckling together loudly. ‘We always see to the connections all right and proper.’


‘I’m sure you do,’ Conrad soothed her, and felt impatience with himself at the waste of time. ‘It’s not about that.’


Lawrence, rubbing his arm, his face pale, said: ‘Why can’t we just look in the auto places, Zack? I can’t stand much more of this old woman.’


She repelled Conrad, too; but with his thoughts filled with images of Sturm, he could do nothing else but go on and obey his instructions. ‘Come on, Tony,’ he said roughly, pushing past and up the steps. The crone watched them go, her cracking knuckles like mourners’ castanets behind them.


This was no do-it-yourself tripjoint like the abandoned hospital.


Here couches that on first inspection looked comfortable stood ranked in lines over the sloping floor where the rows of theatre tip-up seats had been ripped out. A vast bedraggled emerald green curtain hung down over the footlights, masking the stage. The air smelled close, with a hint of cloves. Only a few lights burned in ornate sconces around the walls.


Conrad and Lawrence began once more their hurried search. Here a face, wax and lax, twisted with inner tremors; there a face, taut and thought-garrotted, tense; on nearly all the couches faces partially reflecting the life of the drugged brains beyond looked like distorted reflections seen in a rippled pool. The faces’ bodies sprawled on the couches, arms and legs in wide abandon, caught in the static pose of time-absorption, mindless.


‘Hurry it up and let’s get out of here,’ said Lawrence.


Conrad, whose own tremors he felt sure must be sensed and cause Lawrence’s contempt, nodded and went on searching. He fingered the plastic labels at the couch ends. Men and women who had raced into this place, into the Cave of Aladdin’s Perfumed Delights, had spent no more time over jotting down their names than had those others in the hammocks of the Mary Roberts Ward. Finding the name Vincent was no more easy than recognising the wan, bearded, broad face of Vincent himself.


‘Nothing here, Zack.’ Lawrence had finished his side of the auditorium. Hurriedly, Conrad moved past the last few remaining couches, looking for a massy, spreading black beard, looking for the impatiently savaged word ‘Vincent’ on the plastic tags.


‘Nothing,’ he said when he stepped out into the aisle.


‘Where the hell’s the man got to!’ exclaimed Lawrence with a peevishness that made Conrad want to laugh. The issues at stake made peevishness a childish pastime.


‘Maybe someone else has found him, up at the other end of the city.’ Conrad hoped this was true. ‘Anyway,’ he added in self-defence, ‘he’s more likely to have gone there. I can’t imagine anyone coming down here.’


The look Lawrence bestowed on the Cave of Aladdin confirmed Conrad’s own finicky judgment.’


They walked back towards the exit where a sickly blue light glowed at half-power, passing the cables looping from each couch, climbing the slope with a little bent-over walk, anxious to reach the sunshine they hadn’t noticed.
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‘Any hallucination is better than none!’


The words slipped towards him like a scimitar breaking brutally through the sky over his head and slicing the canvas of his world into shreds.


Across the still waters of the fjord the long half-submerged bulk of the island lay like an opaline smear. Its coral strand banding the water’s edge bisected the humped shape of the island above and its reflection in the water below. Darkness shrouded the water, clouded the luminous path, deepened the pale green of the sky.


Stumbling against his own shadow away from that grinning mouth in the water, the island and its shadow, oyster-like mouth seeking to suck from his still-living body the life-juices of his ego, he bent and fled on – on.…


Colour burst on him. Dripping colour, fiery outlines, blazing palettes of light. The road turned scarlet, the trees orange and yellow and indigo. The lemon sky deepened into amethyst-flecked amber. Violet buildings wedged the horizon. A scattering of purple and crimson dots cascaded across his vision.


He reeled against the silence, pressing on.


Through the plastic soles of his shoes he could feel the pebbles, each pebble rounded and corrugated with its own surface roughness, the pimples and indentations on each corrugation piercing with separate and exquisite delicacy through his skin to impinge on the naked nerve endings of his feet. Touch scraped with the nutmeg-grater fineness of silk. He crooned silently to himself at the feather-strokes caressing his skin as the air rushed past, trailing scarlet and umber streaks.


The sky could no longer support itself under this outpouring of light and colour and silence. It collapsed inwards, rushing together, draining colour, leeching light, dragging down into darkness.


He cowered as the scimitar stroke slashed the sky.


He did not feel the prick of the needle; as always the first sensation was one of thirst, of a dryness that life could never slake.


‘… better than none!’ Griselda finished saying.


As usual the air of triumph about her had flushed her face and brightened her eyes. In her shapeless smock with the beer stains down the front she looked like an overgrown and semi-animated steel-engraving of a Tsarist peasant woman without any charm. Her cheeks shook as she spoke and speaking, laughed.


‘Come along, Sheldon, do!’


He sat up creakingly, protesting without heat. ‘Plenty of time. There always is when you wake me.’


‘There’s no call to be coarse, Sheldon.’


He wiped the backs of his hands over his eyes, looking about the hall. Of the seven beds only five including his own were occupied. Francis and Sammy lay on their backs, legs asprawl, mouths agape. Chloe and Doris lay on their sides, knees drawn up, bodies shapeless in vivid smocks like the one worn by Griselda. On the bed near the window overlooking the flats and the monorail where at this time of year the sun would strike in at half-past four. Deedee lay wantonly, her hair escaping from her hairnet and draping over the bedhead like a veil. Her smock had wrinkled and ruffled up past her knees and as Sheldon watched she turned lazily over, wriggling, so that the smock rose another six inches up her thighs.


Sheldon yawned again. He raised his fists and stretched. His face remained the blank sleep-immersed mask of the worker as Deedee turned voluptuously over, stretching like a kitten, and relaxed once more. He lowered his stiffly outstretched arms and thrust them, ramrod stiff, on to his knees, pushing hard. Then he yawned again and flexed his elbows and stood up.


He nearly fell and reaching back with a hand for support said: !Whoops!’


‘Come on, Sheldon!’ Griselda pushed him aside with her big soft body and flopped herself down on the warm bed. The crinkled sheets meant nothing to her as they had meant nothing to Sheldon. Deedee would see they were washed every now and then.


‘I thought it was Sammy’s turn?’


Griselda was reaching up to the shelf over the bed. She did not bother to turn her head as she said: ‘Can’t you think of a better one than that, Sheldon?’


‘Well – he’s always on a trip when I go and again when I wake up. So?’


‘So!’ She had found her own needle now. The westering sun gave it a little shine. She had no time to spare now for Sheldon or Sammy or any of them – no time for anything or anyone save the needle.


Sheldon raked around the floor for his slippers. This pad boasted linoleum on the floor and hook rugs scattered here and there. Sure, the wallpaper had long since stripped off; but the plaster still looked sound. At least, there were only two places it had fallen away from the laths. Sheldon, whose own bright red smock bore traces of beer and food, stumbled across to the window where the, sink and tap showed stained brown and tarnished. He was still on that colour jag; his retinas echoed to the chromo-riotous trip.
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