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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.


      




Part One:


THE INNER WHEEL




1


The voices are in a void. The void has no color. Neither is it dark.


There are formless shapes in the void. There are soundless noises. There are swirlings and pressures, twistings and squeezings. The voices fill the gaps between nothingness. The voices are impatient. “Where?” they ask. “Where …?”


“I told you where….”


“See for us and tell again…. Where is he …?”


“Getting on a train….”


“Tell us what you see. Where is the train …?”


“In a station, where do you think …?”


There are hammers and whips and pincers.


“WHERE IS THE TRAIN?”


“T-Tanbridge. Please, THE STATION IS TAN-BRIDGE——”


There are flickerings. “Gently,” say the voices. “Gently. Tell us what you see….”


“I…. There are roses. The platforms are covered with them. The   … train is green. The sky is very bright blue. Everything is quiet, nobody moving about. The coach stands in its bay. I see the sunlight lying across it and on the platforms. It lies in s-squares on the platforms, on the footbridge. There is a breeze now. A piece of paper blows and skips; the roses sway. I hear the little thorny sound of leaves scratching together. Please, no more….”


Somewhere there might be giggling. Somewhere there might be rage. “Tell us about him….”


A lens moves, seeing but unseen, examining textures of glass and wood and leaves. The station is haunted in the hot, still afternoon.


“He is … sitting in the train. In the front seat, just behind the driver’s cab. He is … tall. He is … dark. His hair is dark and rather long. It hangs across one eye. His face is thin. His eyes are very blue. His hands look … strong. Well kept, bony. Square nails, white half-moons where the cuticle is pushed back. He uses a good aftershave——”


The giggling again. “You like him….”


“Leave me alone——”


Jostlings. “See…. We want to see….” The not-colors swirl.


“No—”


“ … dispatched in accordance with your order of the twenty-third….”


“I’M TRYING TO WORK——”


“Gently….”


“Leave me, then. Leave me. I’ll tell you….”


“Good,” say the voices. “Good. Tell us what you see….”


“He’s … taking out his cigarettes. Lighting one. Flicking the match in the holder. The m-motorman is coming now. He gets in, starts the engines. Puts the … handle thing on that works the brakes….”


“No,” say the voices. “No, no…. See for us. See deep….”


“No——”


Awfulness. The un-shapes scramble and pulse. “Deep,” say the voices. “See deep….”


“I shall … be sick….”


“DEEP …!”


The camera, the lens, floating close and closer. Somewhere inside the train, inside the man, inside the eyes are other pictures for it, closed each within each like a nest of mirages. The pictures twinkle, fade and strengthen and fade again, reduce themselves to glimmering node points, swell. Somewhere, someone bites lips till they taste salt. Only the voice is calm. It speaks from the gray place the other side of terror. It husks and limps, feeling shared pain.


“I … see the rain. It bounces on pavements, pours along gutters. I see houses. Rows of houses. Their bricks are bright with the rain. I see a church, or a chapel…. All round——Oh, it’s a chapel, chapel of a c-cemetery. The … houses all round like a high wall in the rain. The … men walking. The thing they are pushing doesn’t make a noise because the cart has rubber tires. The … people are coming now. Their shoulders are bent in the rain. They say, ‘It always rains on days like this….’ I see the f-flowers; the rain is on the flowers, on their petals. The earth is dark because of the rain. I see the … coffin going down into the grave….”


“Gently,” say the voices. And, “Gently, gently….”


“I see the houses again. One house. The people are inside and the great whispering cars have gone…. The rain cries against the windows like a thing shut out wanting to get in and the people don’t know what to say to each other, what to say to him…. An old lady is making tea. There are sandwiches all ready, but he can’t eat; he knows the bread is full of flesh—PLEASE DON’T MAKE ME SEE ANY MORE——”


“Enough,” say the voices. “Gently, enough…. We know he’s coming now; he’s nearly here. It’s enough….” And the camera, the eye, withdraws itself silently, folding in, closing, shutting away.


“ … to our order number C5086….”


The voices are in a void. The void has no color. Neither is it dark.


In a fiercely mourning house in a crooked year.


Jimmy Stringer lay back in the seat, blew smoke, regarded the Hush Puppies that terminated his slimly trousered legs. The rhythm of the line of poetry pattered in his mind, stressed by the carriage wheels that rang now, fiercely-mourn, fiercely-mourn, over the rail joints. A great artist had strung those syllables together sometime before he died of  … was it 18 Scotches, in a New York bar? Jimmy shook his head, eyes vague. Before, the words had been just angry, lovely sounds; now he knew what they meant.


Ahead, the branch line stretched into sun haze. A little flag stop swam into sight, platforms wreathed again with roses, standards and climbers that exploded like silent fireworks against the thick blue of the sky. He saw lamp standards gay to their tops with the brightness, fresh paintwork on railings and trellises, glowing flower beds edged with whitewashed stones. The train brakes came on in a series of diminishing whooshes, the coach breathed to a stop, and the driver turned off his engines.


Jimmy stroked ash from his cigarette into the tray, sat feeling the sun strike through glass to burn his cheek. Somewhere, footsteps ticked, faded into silence. Above the carriage, a wooden bridge spanned the single track. In front, the rails curved slightly to the right and vanished between low-mounded hills. Somewhere out there, a town Jimmy had never seen existed in four-o’clock drowsiness. He asked himself, Will it be any good? Will it be a place I can stay in for a while? He told himself, Somehow it’s crazy, but you’re a man on the run. Can you stop running there?


Running. There are times when the mind balks, hits a fact it can’t take, throws up an equation that gives a batty answer. Then maybe the deep, thinking part of you whimpers and arches back into stasis, and after a time of that, any course of action seems good. So you start to run. You’re not running to anywhere, just away from where you are. You’re an electric puppet; the impossibility rides there on your shoulder while your motor nerves twitch and your body takes you away and away.


A problem is an equation. Made up of elements. Singly you can take them; it’s trying to fit them all together that makes your skull sing. Jimmy remembered an element: the studio back in town. Light filtering through inadequate windows, littered drawing boards, filing cabinets top-heavy with drifts of paper and card. The yellowing fluorescents, their tubes flyblown; electric cords, cellophane-taped here and there to the edges of desks, that fed tired Anglepoise lamps from a medusan confusion. It was a place where you could work and work and see your dreams give up and curl at the edges and realize the ad game was a machine, a bloody machine that sorted the heavyweight souls from the middleweight, the middleweight from the lightweight, the lightweight from the souls that didn’t rate at all. The man who sat at your elbow painting in the shine on endless successions of bright-green lawn mowers had been a Prix de Rome.


An element, an aspect of existence. Further back, buried in the impossible matrix of time, were others. His father … only the image of him was fading, losing itself under a rippling and a hotness; the glaring, hopeful, hopeless time people call adolescence. Stringer rubbed his face. Adolescence is the time you want freedom. You take it, snatch it, eat it, maybe, before the folk round you grab it back. Nobody can help you. Not then. Least of all a tired old man trying to come to terms with life.


So he’d shucked his father off and gone to London to learn how to be a Great Artist with capital letters, and maybe there’d been times over the years when he’d thought the old devil wasn’t too bad after all; he’d just breeze back home one day and say hello. But the day had never come. Instead, there was a telegram. It told him the thing he’d planned on doing, it wouldn’t get done now. It told him he’d run out of tomorrows.


Jimmy stubbed the cigarette and lit another. A coach cleared the line ahead. A signal dropped its smoky-amber arm. The driver pulled back jerkily on the deadman’s handle. The carriage began to gather speed. Moved out into the sunlight, nosed among the hills.


Jimmy told himself, The old man had had it good those last few years. Better than he’d ever realized. He’d made the grade, in his own way, even got his name up over the gate of the yard in faded swaggering letters: JOHN STRINGER, SCRAP DEALER. And, underneath, a motto, a legend: EVERYTHING HAS ITS PRICE.


Elements in a random equation. Stringer nodded to himself bitterly in the bright train. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah.”


He tried to remember the rain, visualize the sky out-side the carriage, gray, the windows streaked with spots. The exercise was impossible. Like remembering a pain, trying to work out after it had gone why you threshed and rolled and felt like dying. But that was a defense mechanism. Maybe this was as well. Dear God, protect me from the dullness and the rain.


It had rained at the funeral. And afterward. The morning after, Jimmy sitting in a little cluttered office, the man in front of him hemming and coughing and seeming as dusty and yellowed as the shelves of files that lined the walls. Jimmy listened to the voice again scratching its way from fact to monstrous fact while the rain pattered soft against the glass. Death duties, of course; he understood a large amount would be lost. The affairs were confused. Some little time would be needed…. But the money that had been left for him, the money he’d known nothing about … yes, a fairly substantial sum by any standards.


Jimmy licked his lips, beginning to sense the sheer size of the problem his father had left him by dying alone like that. He said, “How much?” He knew his voice was unsteady, knew, too, that whatever he said would be misunderstood. And the stranger had steepled his fingers, winced to drive his glasses back up his nose, looked at him with eyes that held every expression and no expression.


“Immediately…. Well, I would say, Mr. Stringer—in round figures, you understand, very broad figures—forty thousand pounds.”


The driver touched a control and the train hooted, a long double note full somehow with the sensation of summer evenings, like the chuckle of water, the sound of a lawn mower. Jimmy shook his head again. His father had been what he never would be—a businessman. They’d told him, one of the strangers had told him after the funeral, they thought old Stringer had gone crazy when he bought that ancient half-track. Old kraut job it was, streaked with rust. They’d dug it out of some rotting stockpile down in the Channel Islands. Then John had bought another and another, snapping them up where he could find them, even bringing them in from the Continent. Forty quid here, 50 there, 100, 200  … Bren carriers, beaten-up scout cars, lorries, command trucks; German, British, American…. If it was old and smashed and had fought in the war, John Stringer would buy. Because everything has a price. Light tanks, side arms, steel helmets, badges, Flammen-werfer…. And it had paid off. Jimmy sneered. Forty thousand. Say a big outfit wants to make a film, say they need the props and you’re the only man they can come to—you can make that in a year. You’ve got to know the ropes, of course, and get to the right boys and slip tenners to odd people for not being in such and such a place at such and such a time, but these things can be arranged.


He stubbed a cigarette and caught himself lighting another almost instantly. He asked himself angrily, Could I help being born the sort of person I am with the sort of mind I’ve got? Slow to hate, slower to love, the brain forging relationships like the links of a chain, slow, slow … but when the job’s done, when the links are made, they’re good for the only part of eternity that interests me—my lifetime…. He told himself, My father was like that. He was a West Country man. He might forget, but he could never forgive. Ten years of silence while he made the money he couldn’t give me when I was young and silly and wanted to cut a dash. That’s what the wallet in my pocket says. That’s what the new checkbook is telling me. The world owes you a living, my son … so out thee can go and live like a rich little king.


He pushed his forehead against his clenched hands. I didn’t mean it, he thought. We none of us mean what we do.


The hand was shaking his sleeve gently, insistently. He looked up, startled. The old lady’s eyes searched his face, changing in quick shifts of focus and direction. “Are you all right?” she said. “Are you quite all right?”


“Er … yeah. Thanks.” He made his mouth smile. “Just maybe a little tired. Long journey … thanks for asking.”


“Ahh….” She sat back across the gangway, seeming relieved. Looked out through the window, then back to him quickly, birdlike. Nodded, smiled, bobbed her silver head. “Are you traveling to the end of the line?”


“Yes,” he said. “Place called Warwell-on-Starr.”


Sharply, “Then you don’t know Warwell?”


“No, I’ve … never been there. I reckoned I might stay awhile,” he said, “if I like it.”


She simpered. “Oh, you will…. You’ll love Warwell, everybody does. Such a nice little town.”


“Yeah,” said Jimmy carefully. “Er … yeah.”


He sat back trying to think. The image that had flickered across his mind just then: the river, the trees, the flint church tower nestling…. But he’d never seen the place he was going to; he knew nothing about it. He decided, It won’t be anything like that. There’ll be brutal acres of rail sidings, scrubby pink little developments marching in all directions. Ten to one I shall loathe the dump.


Queer, though, this feeling of unreality, a detached half awareness, a dream state in which visions and imaginings could be as real as the touchable things round him. It was as if shapes jostled at the edges of his mind, brightnesses brighter than the sky, shadows that mocked at the sunlight. He shrugged. These were effects of heightened perception, of jangling nerves that now mercifully were beginning to ease. For days past, life had been like a motion-picture film shown on some huge screen. Too big, too close, too detailed. He’d wanted to pull back, get out from under, but he couldn’t.


Warwell. Why the devil had he run here, anyway? His father’s accountant had talked about the place, but he knew somehow the name had been in his mind before that. When? When had it started. What had triggered it? He’d wanted somewhere quiet, somewhere he could go to and be alone and think and chew at his problem, but why had one name seemed to stand out from every map he opened? Warwell, a place on a river he’d never seen.


• • •


For a time the rails had been winding through the low hills. Round the last of the bends, the way straightened and Jimmy saw how the little bridges appeared each under each, like images in two opposed mirrors. Beneath the last of them, the coach stopped again and there were the lamp standards once more, hidden to their tops by creepers that rioted the length of the diminutive station. The branch line was certainly damned pretty. Somehow, even the waywardness of it, the curving and wriggling of the tracks, soothed like a balm. As though a world was being shut away behind each grassy shoulder of the hills; as if ahead, islanded, was all that was sweet and real. Jimmy stubbed the cigarette half-smoked. There can be, he told himself, no sense of homecoming. Not to a place you’ve never seen. He glanced sideways at the old lady, expecting another comment, but she stayed quiet. She was sitting staring in front of her, half smile fossilized on her face as though she could already see the nice town ahead.


Jimmy told himself, It could just be…. Could be I’ve met a whole series of nice, interesting, interested people one after the other. A ticket clerk, a porter at Tanbridge, where I changed to the branch, an old lady on a train. All interested to hear I was going to Warwell, all keen to tell me it’s a nice little town. Sometimes life’s like that—pointless coincidences get themselves strung together like beads.


The coach was moving again. The train wheels boomed on a bridge. Jimmy leaned forward, frowning, grappling at something that refused to come out into the light … and sat quite still, feeling icy cold. Ahead, the town made itself. More hills closed off a vista of black-and-white houses, steep, wavy roofs. There was the river, swinging back to cross in front of Warwell like a moat. There was a church, flint-built and nestling.


The station was an amber box enclosing dim areas of platform. The coach glided into coolness, wheezed, stopped where the rails stopped as suddenly and startlingly as life. Stringer lifted his bags, felt the sharp rectangle of the ticket dig into his right palm. He felt out of breath and stiff, as if he were ending some huge, dangerous odyssey. He passed through the barrier, turned back to see the coach hulking against the light. Beside him a girl with good legs and burning-red hair spoke suddenly. “Heard you talking on the train,” she said cheekily. “Hope you enjoy your stay. It’s such a nice town….” She turned while Jimmy was staring and clicked away.


“Yeah,” he said. He walked out of the station into a sunlit square. He saw a garage, doors standing open, a taxi rank, a man lounging, reading a newspaper. A few yards away, the river slid cool and green and hung with willows, filling the air with some cool suggestion of presence that was more subtle than scent. Across the street, a towering ugly-pretty pile of waterside Gothic proclaimed itself the George Hotel. Jimmy walked toward it, swinging his grip, feeling the sun burn on the side of his neck. From the town beyond came a buzz of sound, cars, voices. Somewhere a wheel turned, slow, unseen and unheard, its rim as big as a valley.
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The voices chirrup in the deep coolness of night, while the river glides black past the houses and the church. “Wrong,” say the voices. “Wrong, all wrong…. He’s wrong for us. Who brought him here…?”


“I … I didn’t know….”


“Wrong,” say the voices. “Wrong, wrong….” There is anger and a squirm of giggling. There are brightnesses like flames. They burn but there is no heat. There are other things.


“PLEASE … NO, PLEASE….”


Laughter. A chase, an airy game of tag. The devil takes the hindmost. “Wrong,” shout the voices. “He is wrong; you were wrong….” There is a soundless sound of screaming. There is a writhing, a gasping, a wanting to die. There is a catching, a touching, a hating…. Then, suddenly, there is quiet. Dawn touches the river with a ghostly massiveness of light. The light has no color. Bats hunt across the grayness like the shadows of dead leaves. Island trees hang impossibly still in a world of water and air. The Starr is a mirror now a thousand miles deep, a quicksilver slash reaching to earth’s core. And part of Warwell sleeps.


• • •


This is a nice town. Go ahead and ask anybody in the street; they’ll tell you straight out. It’s a nice town. Friendly, these people. And quiet. The town’s quiet. Nothing ever happens, not to Warwell-on-Starr. Nothing ever has. Nothing ever will.


It’s an old town. Built on a cross; so it has its North Street and its South, its West and East. East Street runs down to the river, because here that flows south and north. At the bottom of East Street is the church. It looks over the traffic lights and the big curlicued lamp standard at the crossroads, toward the town hall. West Street runs up by the town hall, climbing into the hills. East and West streets together make the shopping center. There’s a Smith’s and a Boots and a Timothy White’s on the corner, and it’s all very homely. Very nice. There’s some industry here, not too much; in the main, Warwell is a typical market town. There’s a little cinema that runs evenings, and they use the church hall sometimes as a theater. And once a year the Steam Fair comes, in the meadows by the Starr. It’s a local convention; the shopkeepers look forward to it. There’s a chess club and an athletic club, a youth club and a W.I. There’s an archery society (Bowmen of Starr) and a cricket club. They play matches summer evenings on a little ground with elm trees round it, back of the Bull Hotel on the outskirts of town, and there are stories about great bats lifting deliveries into the Starr, but nothing like that ever happens now. The traffic bypasses Warwell. There’s a little police station; there’s a vet and a couple of doctors and … oh, hell, all sorts of stuff. It’s a nice town.


Jimmy lay on his back on the bed. Beside him on a chair was a saucer with ash and cigarette butts. One hand moved slowly, trailing smoke, from mouth to saucer and back. His knees were drawn up and he held a notebook resting against his legs. In the center of the page, growing in curly lettering from a mass of doodles, was the motto THIS IS A NICE TOWN.


Jimmy sighed and shook his head very slowly, asked himself silently just what in hell was the matter. Warwell hadn’t disappointed; quite to the contrary. He liked the place. It was a n——Go on, say it: It was a nice little town. After a while the niceness ate into the bone, decaying it, maybe. He frowned. The dreams? They were nothing. Erotic symbolism, psychosomatic disorder … maybe he’d got a complex because he’d never killed his brother. Never had a brother to kill…. He shrugged, still lying prone. His state of mind must be attributable to his odd situation. Plenty of money, no ties, time to burn…. He was completely at rest. It seldom happened and never to the young.


Maybe he’d dream again tonight. The dream was always the same. Always vague, impossible to grasp afterward, a thing of sensation only, an affair of mounting pressures that rose and rose to wake him, once, nearly screaming. After that the pressures eased, but he still knew of their existence, the way you can know of something in a dream without seeing or hearing. The Wheel, as he thought of it, was the central part of the nightmare, and he himself was at the center of the Wheel, on or in its hub, sensing it move, feeling the thunder of it in his long bones. The Wheel so massive that size itself seemed an indecent, foul thing. And somehow, too, the hub was Warwell, its houses and its church. But the Wheel was useless; it moved, it ground, but it ground nothing. Its turning was aimless, the threat of it was simply in its being.


He got off the bed. The room was small, stuck up under the decorated eaves of the George just below a terra-cotta dragon who glared down into Station Square. The bed-sitting-room was all in one: At the far side in an alcove was a sink; beside it, the tiny gas cooker. Facing them, the door to the toilet. A chair, a folding table. The bed took up most of the space that was left. But there had been no point in burning money, and the garret had a good view. Jimmy walked to the window, stood looking out absently. Below him was the long roof of the station, beyond it the river and the water meadows. Farther off again, the hills, the distant blue cloth of trees.


He told himself, Maybe you were wrong to come here and bury yourself away. Maybe you should have gone back to town with your problem and your worry. Maybe he should have talked to Roley.


He nearly laughed. Ask Roley what to do with 40,000 quid…. Roley would have told him. He could see him now, hear him almost: “Buy a Phantom One, old boy, and half a dozen whores….” Yes, and kill yourself with an overdose of mammon. On your father’s money. Jimmy reached quietly for his cigarettes. Roley’s mouth would have mocked, but not his eyes, pale blue, warm-cold, watching out above the tangle of beard. Roley would have understood.


He told himself, Roley would love this town. All the niceness that’s loose here, it would be like a challenge to him. He’d get through it somehow to what really drives the place.


Drives?


Funny idea. Nothing drives Warwell. Warwell has no drive, no reason for being. Warwell is, that’s all. It has its own inbuilt, sparrow-bright perkiness; the people come and go, sleep and wake up, eat and talk and laugh. They’re just born friendly, all of them. Why move?—there’s everything here. You get bored, you can get a job. Someday you’ll have to, anyway, because the money will run low—any money runs low. But right here there’d be no problem. Here you’ve got friends. Lots of them. You’ve been here a month and it seems you know half the town already. It’s like you’d lived in Warwell all your life. But that’s the sort of place it is. Nice….


Jimmy stubbed the cigarette, gave in to himself angrily and lit it again. He felt like a detective trying to solve a crime that hasn’t been committed. There was everything for him in Warwell. The Wheel——


He told himself irritably, Stop that, for God’s sake. Your point of view comes from your strange circumstances. You feel floating, dissociated, because that’s just exactly what you are. No worries, no living to earn for a long, long time. He wondered, was he still being too selfish? Should he form an association with somebody, anybody? Easy enough to do….


He went back and lay on the bed again, pillowing his head on his arm, watching up at the quiet blankness of the ceiling. He pulled his lip slowly with his teeth. One problem I can define, he thought. The 40,000. How to use it well? How make up for the years it took out of the old man’s life, the loneliness, the anger? He told himself, The answer’s here. Always here, where I am, because the problem rides with me. I tried running. It wasn’t any good.


And Warwell?


It’s crazy, but the town has a problem, too. Maybe if I can find it, crack it, I’ll find it’s all tied up with me. So, somewhere, someplace, I have to find the answer to some question. I don’t know what the question is, but when I see it, I’ll recognize it, know what to do. See what? See the Wheel. The thing that drives this town.


You’re crazy, Stringer. Take yourself off. Let the tide surge you around some more.


A month in a strange town. Somewhere in all the not-happenings, the men not there on all the stairs, is the key to a question I have to decode before I can even ask it. There is no wrongness here, just not-rightness. There’s a world of difference between them. There must be a question and an answer to it. I must find question and answer before I go, because, somehow, I know it’s important to me, to what I’ve become, to do that.


He gave himself up angrily to analysis. Covering ground well covered before, letting scenes and sights swim out of his subconscious, flare and drop back. Like the little bridges swimming into sight from the train, falling away behind. Calmly and quietly, the way life was lived in Warwell-on-Starr. But that goes for all life, any life. Life is a walking shadow, a poor player that flits and struts his——Oh, go to hell.


I can look up Warwell in a gazetteer, find it on a map. It’s here, it exists, it’s solid like any other town. Its buildings are stone and brick, its people are flesh and blood, they have shadows. I can read its population, 6000. Read it’s a market town, no heavy industry, used to be a center of the wool trade. It’s an urban district, returned a Conservative member at the last election.


But that doesn’t help me. It doesn’t stop the strangeness, doesn’t check the soundless noise of the Wheel.


Weren’t dreams symbols? Twisted, maybe, out of all recognition, but still shadows sprung from something heard, seen…. This was how the mind talked to itself, in imagery that clothed its own secret fears.


Then, take an incident, any incident. Let’s start again.


The dog. Yes, she’d do.


He was walking one evening, following the slow course of the Starr. There’d been cabin cruisers tied up at the bank, voices chuckling across the water. Night was coming, bluely, and it had crossed his mind that a man rambling alone like that could use a dog for company. No sooner the thought than the act: She’d come, flickering in the dusk, a long, slim hound, dark-eyed and fast. But she was no werething. She’d come up close and let him touch her; she was real enough. He’d wondered about her. She was good blood and there was no name tag on her collar. She’d followed him a mile, two, circling and dancing; then she’d melted back into the dark. He hadn’t seen her before or since.


Take the people at the Horseshoes. It was a strange pub to him. He’d gone into the bar, found the place deserted. He remembered standing and downing his pint and wishing more or less vaguely for talk, for friendliness, some conversation to stimulate. And they’d come. A dozen of them, ordinary enough blokes but queerly fascinating, each in a different way. They’d talked, about the river and the town, about cars and dogs and the last war. The fighting in the Western Desert and going up through Germany with the Eighth. Inconsequential stuff, but just what he needed. One of them had produced a pocket chess set later on, given him a startlingly good game. He’d turned down a couple of supper invites, with some difficulty. Who were those folk? Where were they? He’d never seen them again.


And then the Green Dragon affair. That was the best of all. Take that one through stage by stage, relive it. Because somewhere, somewhere, there just might be something you missed. Get it all; get the fine detail.


He was walking up West Street on a Saturday night. Last Saturday, just under a week ago. He’d done a round of pubs, the Horseshoes, the Bell, the Royal Sovereign. He was just a little canned and just a little melancholy. It was nine o’clock and turning dusk. Most of the shop-fronts were lit and the neon signs, cars parked on the grid outside the town hall, people strolling, alone like himself or arm in arm. The cinema doors were open and there was a do on at the church hall, lines of cars. Down by the Starr, the lamps on the bridge were reflecting long, wobbling streaks into the water and there was a smell of some blossom on the air—jasmine, he thought. He got to the Green Dragon on the waterfront. There was a dance. He went in, downed a couple of Scotches, saw the g——


Steady. Get an impression of the room. Might be something there.


The dance floor was low-lit, the boards shining amber. There was a shuffling of feet, just audible under the band. Mirror bowl was working, making the brown people dancing look like animals caught undersea in a jeweled net. The girl was sitting on her own. Get the picture. Color of hair. Its brownness, the way the light catches it. Little black dress. That little black dress…. The glass of chartreuse in front of her. Color? Clear, light green. Like her eyes.


They danced, just a little. Then drove. She had an MG Midget. Model TF, color maroon. Slight blow in exhaust. Get all details right…. They circled the valley, as if running on the rim of a wheel. It was a fine night, cloudless and with a high, full moon. They stopped up in the hills to hear things chirring in the air, the calling of owls. He remembered the girl smell of her. Not scent. She had no scent, but something from her still filled the car, marking the cockpit as a special place.


The woods in the valley were like moonlight hessian. He watched down at them, mouth drying. Hearing her moving, little scraping sounds of fabric. “You can have me if you want,” she said. “I’m very good, and I do like you.” One breast was uncovered already, and she was wriggling, trying to work the dress farther down.


He stubbed the cigarette and got up, prowled back to the window. He said, “Oh, no. No, no, no….” Too easy, the schoolboy’s dream of home. She’d been so … nice about it. Everybody was so bloody nice about everything; the world was just too smooth. What was her name? Liz, Liz Baron…. Like the dog, like the chess player, she’d just edged into his life when needed and he hadn’t seen her since. She came, she made herself bare for him, she slipped quietly away. No yelling, no recriminations. There was a flow, like the bridges flowing past the train.


He rubbed his hand across his face in the high hotel room. One day, one hour, he’d crack the smooth skin of Warwell, see a little of the brightness that lay beneath. Something would happen, sometime, somewhere, that wasn’t nice. And then he’d have his key, the first piece of the puzzle. He said to himself, This could be important. This could matter very much. He picked his jacket up, slung it across his shoulder and went out to find a bar.
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Next day he bought a car.


She was blue and low and nearly new and he fell in love with the cobby line of her, and when he’d done, he had exactly 39,065 quid left to his name, but it was worth it. The insurance shocked and upset him, but he could afford it. He signed forms and wrote checks, and by lunchtime the thing was done. He drove away from the showroom and circuited the town. Then over the river bridge and up the dual carriageway beyond, pushing the ton, feeling the world was a sweet place. And back to the George to park the glitter temporarily in the hotel yard. (Virginia creeper hung down from the roofs, setting off the icy car beautifully, but there was no key there.) He thought, Maybe if I keep piling perfection on perfection, all the blacks will turn to white and positive to negative; there’ll be one whacking-big imperfection to sink my teeth in, or one that’ll sink its teeth in me.


Imperfection.


He took the Triumph out of town that evening, up West Street and the hill beyond. The hill she flung away behind her, away and down. He drove across Sanford Common to Gallowridge, turned off through the little village there, left a crackle of exhaust behind him climbing again to How beacon. Five or six miles out from Warwell, on the rim of the Whee—shut up, damn it—was a little pub, the Goat and Compasses. (God En-compasseth Us. We Hope.) Sixteenth Century, so old it was nothing to look at. Stone-flagged floors, great fireplace with inglenooks set each side, fireback glinting with blacking, decorated with cast sheaves of corn. No bars, just white-scrubbed tables set about and they bring the beer in from the kitchen. The beer comes from the woo—girl running—beer from the wood——
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