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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.












INTRODUCTION BY LIZZA AIKEN:


Joan Aiken, A Life in Stories


During her lifetime Joan Aiken produced over a hundred books, novels of every kind for both adults and children — romantic, historical, Gothic, thrillers — but in the end she would say that the works that made her most proud, and into which she really put her heart, were her short stories, and the best of these will possibly be her real and lasting legacy.


Her first published collection, All You’ve Ever Wanted, with some of her most inspired stories, garnered a wonderful review in the Times Literary Supplement which she would probably be proud to have as an epitaph:




“These are admirable stories for any age because they are dug from a delightful mind. Many will drop into their reader’s lives like those enriching stones which break the surfaces of still pools and leave rings long after their splash.”





Joan Aiken was certainly not a born storyteller, she repudiated this label furiously, saying that it had taken her years of training and practice to learn her craft. What she had discovered from a very young age, though, was the pleasure of what she called “bending someone’s ear”. As a small child, she loved listening to stories. Her mother Jessie was a prodigious reader-aloud, and Joan soon realised the power this conveyed, the power of the storyteller, and began to practise on her own captive audience — her younger brother who she often had to amuse on long walks in the Sussex countryside where they lived.


Of course the assumption made about her, is that having been born into a family of writers with two fathers — Conrad Aiken and stepfather Martin Armstrong who were both remarkable storytellers — she was bound to inherit the family trade. One of the first stories she had published, ‘Yes but Today is Tuesday’ was in fact a gentle parody of that eccentric family life, and poked fun at her rather Edwardian stepfather, who at the time was having great success with his stories about a family with talking pets on the BBC Radio Children’s Hour. This in fact became the first of the ‘Armitage Family’ stories, now collected from her lifetime of writing them as The Serial Garden, and certainly one of the most delighful and imaginative demonstrations of the development and honing of her craft over the years.


But meanwhile, instead of offering her a ready-made career, life had other plans in store for her, which would contribute not just to her character, and to that ‘delightful mind’, but to her undoubted skills as a writer.


This is how she told her own story:




“By the time I was married, and had children of my own who were reaching an age when they liked listening to stories, we were living in Cornwall, and I was running a guest-house. Of course I really wanted to be a writer - I’d had a book published, a collection of fairy stories, and written another book and a half. I hadn’t made much money from writing and I didn’t have much time for it, between the guesthouse and my children. But I loved to write stories between podding beans and washing tablecloths. I had even sold two or three of these stories to a magazine called Argosy - and that was tremendously exciting, because I got paid twenty-five pounds for each of them. Twenty-five pounds! That seemed to me about what two hundred pounds would today!


Then a sad thing happened to us. My husband fell ill, and died, when my two children were aged three and five. I had to move back to London and get a job, so I wrote to Argosy, the magazine which had bought my stories to see if they would take me on, and was offered a trial period. Happily they did take me on, and I soon settled into a small but congenial office where everybody did a bit of everything. Work was the only consolation in that bad time.”





About her Argosy experience, she wrote:




“Reading was one of our main tasks. Bales of manuscripts arrived daily, unsolicited ones, besides those sent from agents and publishers. We read dozens a day. The staff, who were all female, though Argosy was billed as ‘The Magazine for Men’ gave me a thorough editorial training, teaching me far more than I’d learned at school about the niceties of grammar, punctuation, spelling, and style. The salary was low, but one could augment it by contributions to the magazine: poems, quizzes, small anthology features, and in my case, stories. I sold them about twenty-five while I was on the staff, having worked out the necessary combination of ingredients — exotic background, element of romance, twist ending, touch of humour if possible — that would make a story acceptable. I was also set to write an editorial column and allowed to interview contributors to the magazine such as H. E. Bates, Geoffrey Household, Ray Bradbury, Paul Gallico, and Osbert Sitwell which gave me new insights into the different ways that writers worked.”





What she doesn’t say is that she often wrote under a pseudonym, and that the column was called ‘Watch Him at Work’ as most of Argosy’s contributors, like their readers, were male, and so she wrote under the pen name John Silver (pinched of course from Treasure Island!) or Nicholas Dee. The desperate necessity of earning a living for her family and the requirements of this very particular magazine dictated her voice and style entirely, but by no means hampered her imagination. The stories she wrote at this time were individual and entertaining, witty, inventive and fast moving. At the same time as she was mastering her craft, she was gaining enormous confidence in her ability to hold an audience gripped in their seats, so although it was a tough time it turned out to be an extremely profitable one.


And she was learning something else of equal value at the same time.


She goes on:




“During this time the children had to go to a kind of boarding school; we only saw each other at weekends. It was very miserable for them - losing their father and their beautiful home in Cornwall, and only being with me two days a week. And it was during that period, which lasted three years that I learned the real power of stories. Because as soon as I went to fetch my children on a Friday evening from their school near Hampton Court, they would say “Tell a story, tell a story” and all the way in the train to Wimbledon, where I had a flat, all the way in the bus up the long hill from the station, and walking across Wimbledon Common, and all the rest of the weekend, I had to tell them stories, one after another, one after another, as fast as I could make them up. The stories were like a kind of bandage for the children; as if their own life was so sad that they needed something to take their minds off it, to protect their pain from the cold air.”





One of the Argosy authors she interviewed, H. E. Bates, gave her a piece of advice she never forgot — that a short story needs at least two threads entwined together to give it depth and strength. These were the two threads of the craft she learned at this difficult time, and that she drew on for the rest of her life — she called them left-handed and right-handed writing. She had learned how to hold a reader’s interest, craft, pace and sell a story, but now she knew the real power of storytelling, and understood that the best stories, those which came from the heart, carried a kind of authority, like a piece of magic, to take the listener away into another world where they could share in her wonderful imagination, learn new ways to cope with a difficult reality, and discover a capacity for hope.


Interestingly I came across another memory of hers from this time, which shows that it didn’t matter so much who the audience was, what mattered was the story:




“So the truthful answer to the question ‘Do you prefer writing for adults or children,’ would be ‘I prefer writing short stories.’ They come from nowhere, and they are aimed at nobody’s ear; or rather they are aimed at the ear of anybody who happens to pass by just at that moment. A story called ‘The Three Travellers’ came into my head one evening as I was walking across Wimbledon Common. It went into a children’s collection but it might just as well have been aimed at adults.”





In fact the collection it went into was A Necklace of Raindrops which, lavishly illustrated by Jan Pienkowski, is usually considered a nursery book, but perhaps that explains why parents enjoy reading it to their children; the quality of her writing is the same for both.


What Joan Aiken learned to bring to her stories was her own voice, and the assurance that tells you these stories are for you, whoever you are. By reading them, and taking part in them, not unlike the beleaguered protagonists she portrays as her heroes – struggling doctors, impatient teachers or lonely children – you too can learn to take charge of your own experience. It is possible, she seems to say, that just around the corner is an alternative version of the day to day, and by choosing to unloose your imagination and share some of her leaps into fantasy you may find – as the titles of some of her early story collections put it – More than You Bargained For and almost certainly Not What You Expected…
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SOME MUSIC FOR THE WICKED COUNTESS


MR BOND was a young man who had just arrived in a small village to take up the position of schoolmaster there. The village was called Castle Kerrig but the curious thing about it was that there was no castle and never had been one. There was a large wood round three-quarters of its circumference which came almost to the door of the schoolmaster’s little house, and beyond that the wild hills and bog stretched for miles.


There were only ten children needing to be taught; it hardly seemed worth having a school there at all, but without it they would have had to travel forty miles by bus every day, and a schoolmaster was far cheaper than all that petrol, so Mr Bond was given the job. It suited him very well, as he did not have to waste too much time in teaching and had plenty left for his collections of birds’ eggs, moths, butterflies, fossils, stones, bones, lizards and flowers and his piano-playing.


There was a tinny old piano in the school, and when he and the children were bored by lessons he would play tunes and songs to them for hours at a time while they listened in a dream.


One day the eldest of the children, Norah, said to him:


‘Faith, ’tis the way your Honour should be playing to the Countess up at the Castle for the wonder and beauty of your melodies does be out of this world entirely.’


‘The Castle?’ said Mr Bond curiously. ‘What castle is that? There’s no castle near here, is there?’


‘Ah, sure, ’tis the Castle in the forest I mean. The wicked Countess would weep the eyes out of her head to hear the tunes you do be playing.’


‘Castle in the forest?’ The schoolmaster was more and more puzzled. ‘But there’s no castle in the forest – at least it’s not marked on the two and a half-inch ordnance survey.’


‘Begorrah, and doesn’t your Honour know that the whole forest is stiff with enchantment, and a leprechaun peeking out of every bush in it, the way you’d be thinking it was nesting time and they after the eggs?’


‘What nonsense, my dear Norah. You really must learn not to come to me with these tales.’


But all the children gathered round him exclaiming and persuading.


‘Faith, and isn’t it the strange thing that your Worship should not be believing in these enchantments, and you playing such beautiful music that the very ravens from the Castle, and the maidens out of the forest are all climbing and fluttering over each other outside the windows to get an earful of it?’


Mr Bond shooed them all off rather crossly, saying that school was over for the day and he had no patience with such silliness.


Next day was the last day of term, and Norah was leaving. Mr Bond asked her what she was going to do.


‘Going into service up at the Castle. They’re in need of a girl in the kitchen, I’m told, and mother says ’twill be good experience for me.’


‘But there isn’t any castle,’ said Mr Bond furiously. Was the girl half-witted? She had always seemed bright enough in school.


‘Ah, your Honour will have your bit of fun. And what else could I do, will you be telling me that?’


Mr Bond was forced to agree that there were no other jobs to be had. That afternoon he started out into the forest, determined to search for this mysterious castle and see if there really was some big house tucked away in the trees, but though he walked for miles and miles, and came home thirsty and exhausted long after dusk, not a thing did he see, neither castle, house, nor hut, let alone leprechauns peeking out of every bush.


He ate some bread and cheese in a bad temper and sat down to play it off at his own piano. He played some dances from Purcell’s Fairy Queen, and had soon soothed himself into forgetfulness of the children’s provoking behaviour. Little did he know that three white faces, framed in long golden hair, were gazing through the window behind his back. When he had finished playing for the night the maidens from the forest turned and went regretfully back to the Castle.


‘Well,’ asked the Wicked Countess, ‘and does he play as well as the village talk has it?’


‘He plays till the ears come down off your head and go waltzing off along the road. Sure there’s none is his equal in the whole wide world at all.’


‘I expect you are exaggerating,’ said the Countess sadly, ‘still he would be a useful replacement for Bran the Harpist, ever since the fool went and had his head chopped off at the Debateable Ford.’


She looked crossly over to a corner where a headless harpist was learning to knit, since being unable to read music he could no longer play.


‘We must entice this schoolmaster up to the Castle,’ said the Wicked Countess. ‘ ’Twill cheer up our dull and lonely life to have a bit of music once again. Ah, that will be the grand day when they have the television broadcast throughout the length and breadth of the country for the entertainment and instruction of us poor warlocks. I’ve heard they do be having lessons in ballet and basket making and all sorts of wonderments.’


‘How will you entice him up?’ asked one of the maidens.


‘The usual way. I’ll toss out me keys and let it be known that my hand and heart is in waiting for the lucky fellow is after finding them. Then we’ll give him a draught of fairy wine to lull him to sleep for seven years, and after that he’s ours for ever.’


So the Countess arranged for the message about the keys to be relayed through the village and the keys were left lying in a conspicuous place in the middle of the schoolmaster’s garden path, visible to him but invisible to everyone else. Quite a number of people became very excited at the thought of winning the Wicked Countess’s heart and hand, and the forest was almost as crowded as Epping Forest at Bank Holiday, but the schoolmaster was very preoccupied just at that time with his search for the Scarlet Striped Orchis, which blooms only during the first week in May, and he hardly noticed the commotion.


He did observe the keys lying on his path, but he knew they did not belong to him, and they came into none of the categories of things that he collected, so he merely kicked them out of the way, and then forgot them in the excitement of noticing a rare orange fritillary by his garden gate.


‘The man’s possessed,’ exclaimed the Countess in vexation. It was mortifying to have her message so completely ignored, but she did not abandon her purpose.


‘We’ll try the snake trick – that’ll be after fetching him in, and he interested in all manner of bugs and reptiles, the way it’d be a terrible life for his wife, poor woman.’


The snake trick was a very old ruse for enticing mortals. One of the maidens of the forest changed herself into a beautiful many-coloured snake with ruby eyes and lay in the path of the intended victim, who would be unable to resist picking it up and taking it home. Once inside his house, it would change back into the forest maiden’s form again, and the luckless man would be obliged to marry her. She would become more and more exacting, asking for a coat made from rose-petals, or cherries in midwinter, until her husband had to go up to the Castle and ask them to supply one of these difficult requirements. Then of course he was in their power.


‘Indeed, why didn’t we try the snake trick before,’ said the Countess. ‘ ’Twould have fetched him better than any old bit of a bunch of keys.’


Accordingly, when next Mr Bond went into the forest, looking for green-glass snails and the salmon-spotted hellebore, he found this beautiful coloured snake lying temptingly displayed in a wriggle of black, scarlet, white and lemon-yellow across his path.


‘Bless my soul,’ said Mr Bond. ‘That is something unusual. Can it be T. vulgaris peristalsis? I must certainly take it home.’


He picked up the snake, which dangled unresistingly in his hands, and rushed home with it. All the forest maidens and the ravens leaned out of the high branches, and the leprechauns pried between the stems of the bushes to watch him go by. He ran up the garden path, shoved open the front door with his shoulder, and dropped the snake into a jar of brine which was standing ready for specimens on the kitchen table. He was unable to find a picture or description of the snake in any work of reference, and to his annoyance and disappointment the beautiful colours faded after a couple of hours. The Wicked Countess was also very annoyed. One of her forest maidens had been demolished, and she had been foiled again, which was galling to her pride.


‘Maybe we could give him a potion?’ suggested one of the maidens.


‘He’s teetotal, the creature,’ said the Wicked Countess in disgust. ‘Will you be after telling me how you can administer a potion to a man that will touch neither drop nor dram?’


‘Well, but doesn’t he take in each day the grandest bottle of milk you ever laid eyes on that would make any cow in Kerry sigh with envy at the cream there is on it?’


‘Very well, you can try putting the potion in the milk, but ’tis a poor way of instilling a magic draught into a man, I’m thinking, and little good will it do him.’


Two enthusiastic maidens went to Mr Bond’s house at cockcrow the following morning and lay in wait for the milkman. As soon as he had left the bottle they removed the cardboard bottle-top, tipped in the potion (which was a powder in a little envelope, like a shampoo) put back the cap, and then hurried back to the Castle to report.


Unfortunately it was the schoolmaster’s turn to be unwilling host to the village tits that morning. Shortly after the maidens had left, forty blue tits descended on to his doorstep, neatly removed the cap once more, and drank every drop of the milk. Mr Bond was resigned to this happening every eleventh day, and swallowed his morning tea milkless, before setting off to open up the school, as the holiday was now over.


Up at the Castle the maidens had a difficult time explaining to the Wicked Countess the sudden appearance of forty blue tits who flew in through the window and absolutely refused to be turned out.


‘How are we to get this miserable man up here, will you tell me that?’ demanded the Countess. ‘I’ve lost patience with him entirely.’


‘You could write him a civil note of invitation, that way he’d be in no case to refuse without displaying terrible bad manners in it?’


‘I never thought of that,’ admitted the Countess, and she sat down and penned a little note in her crabbed, runic handwriting, asking the schoolmaster for the pleasure of his company to a musical evening. She entrusted the note to Norah, who was now a kitchen-maid at the Castle, and asked her to give it into Mr Bond’s own hands. Norah skipped off, much pleased with the commission, and presented the note to Mr Bond as he sat in morning school.


‘Now isn’t it herself has done you the great honour of requesting your worshipful presence at such a musical junketing and a singing and dancing you’d think it was King Solomon himself entertaining the Queen of Sheba.’


Mr Bond scrutinized the letter carefully.


‘Now this is very interesting; the back of this document appears to be part of a version of the Cuchulainn legend written in a very early form of Gaelic. Dear me, I must write to the Royal Society about this.’


He became absorbed in the legend on the back, and clean forgot to read what was on the other side.


The Countess was very affronted at this, and scolded Norah severely.


‘I’ve no patience with the lot of you, at all. I can see I’ll have to be after fetching him myself, the way otherwise we’ll be having no music this side of winter.’


It was now the middle of May, which is a very dangerous month for enchantment, the worst in the year apart from October.


The Wicked Countess set out her spies to inform her when Mr Bond next took an evening walk in the forest. A few days later it was reported that he had set out with a tin of golden syrup and a paintbrush and was busy painting the trunks of the trees. The Countess hastily arrayed herself with all her enchantments and made her way to where he was working. The whole forest hummed with interest and excitement and the leprechauns were jumping up and down in their bushes to such an extent that showers of hawthorn blossom kept falling down. Mr Bond noticed nothing of all this, but he was just able to discern the Wicked Countess with her streaming hair and her beauty. He thought she must be the District Nurse.


‘The top of the evening to you,’ she greeted him, ‘and isn’t it a grand and strange thing you do be doing there, anointing the bark of the trees with treacle as if they were horses and they with the knees broken on them? But perhaps ’tis a compliment you do be after paying me, and it meaning to say that the very trees in my forest are so sweet they deserve to be iced like cakes.’


‘Good evening,’ said Mr Bond with reserve. ‘I’m out after moths.’


‘And isn’t it a wonderful thing to be pursuing those pitiful brown things when you could be stepping up to the Castle like a civilized creature and passing a musical evening with me and my maidens, the way our hearts and voices would be singing together like a flock of starlings?’


‘Are you the Countess by any chance? I seem to have heard some vague tales about you, but I never thought that you were a real person. I hope you will forgive me if I have been guilty of any impoliteness.’


‘Sure our hearts are warmer than that in this part of the world, and what’s a trifle of an insult between friends? Do you be after strolling up with me this minute for a drop of something to drink and a few notes of music, for they say music be a great healer when there’s hurt feelings in the case, and it smoothing away the sore hearts and wounded spirits.’


Mr Bond gathered that he had in some way offended this talkative lady, and his mind went back guiltily to the note Norah had given him, which he had sent off to the Royal Society and forgotten to read.


He turned and walked with her, and was surprised to notice a grey and vine-wreathed tower standing in a part of the forest where, he would have been ready to swear, there had been nothing before.


‘Walk in this way,’ said the Countess holding open a little postern. ‘We won’t stand on ceremony between friends.’


They had to climb half a hundred steps of spiral staircase, but finally emerged in the Wicked Countess’s bower, a dim, rush-strewn room full of maidens, leprechauns and wood-smoke.


‘Pray be taking a seat,’ said the Countess, ‘the while you do be getting your breath. Fetch a drink for the poor gentleman, one of you,’ she commanded the maidens, ‘he has no more breath in him than a washed sheet, and it clinging together on the line.’


‘Nothing stronger than tea for me, please,’ said the schoolmaster faintly.


‘Tea, is it? We must be after brewing you a terrible strong poteen of the stuff, for how can you make music worthy the name in a draught like that? Girls, put the kettle on.’


‘It’s all right, thank you, I’m better now. Please don’t trouble.’


‘Do be after playing us a tune then, for since you came here the village has hummed with your praise the way we’ve been after thinking ’twas a human nightingale had come to live among us.’


‘I will with pleasure,’ said Mr Bond, ‘but I can’t play without a piano, you know.’


There was a disconcerted pause.


‘Ah, sure, I’ll send two of my leprechauns down to the little house for it,’ said the Countess rallying. ‘They’ll be back in ten minutes, the creatures.’ Two of them scuttled off, in obedience to a ferocious look.


Mr Bond gazed round him dreamily, lulled by the atmosphere of enchantment. The arrival of the tea roused him a little; he took one look at it and shuddered, for it was as black as the pit and looked as if it had been stewed for hours. The maidens were not very expert tea-makers. The Countess was delicately sipping at a tall flagon of mead.


Fortunately a diversion was created by the two leprechauns who came staggering back with the piano in an astonishingly short time. While they were getting it up the spiral staircase amid cries of encouragement from the maidens, Mr Bond tipped his tea into the treacle tin.


‘What shall I play for you?’ he asked the Countess.


She thought for a moment. Musicians were notoriously vain, and the best way to get him into a flattered and compliant mood would be to ask for one of his own compositions – he was sure to have written some himself.


‘Best of all we’d be after liking a tune you’ve made up yourself,’ she told him.


Mr Bond beamed. Here was a true music-lover without a doubt – a very rare thing in this wilderness.


‘I’ll play you my new fantasia and fugue in the whole-tone scale,’ he said happily, delighted at a chance to get away from the folk-songs and country dances which he was obliged to play for the children.


He brought his hands down on the keys in a prolonged, crashing and discordant chord. The leprechauns shuddered from top to toe, the maidens clenched their teeth, and the Wicked Countess had to grip her hands on to the arms of her chair.


Then Mr Bond really started to play, and the noise was so awful that the whole enchanted tower simply disintegrated, brick by brick. The Countess and her maidens vanished away moaning into the forest, the leprechauns retired grumbling into their bushes again, and when the schoolmaster finished his piece and looked round, he was astonished to find himself seated at the piano in the middle of a forest glade. He had to ask the people from the village to help him back with the piano, and was at great pains to try and think up some explanation for its presence in the forest.


They took no notice of what he said, however.


‘Ah, sure, ’tis only some whimsy of the Countess’s, the creature, bless her. What would the man expect, and he wandering about the forest on a May evening?’


After that, if by any chance Mr Bond and the Wicked Countess met each other while walking in the forest, they said nothing at all, and each pretended that the other was not there.









FOLLOW MY FANCY


“Uranium,” said the captain. “Uranium 235.” The words glittered on his tongue like sparks from a gold-filled tooth.


There was no crew. The only answer came from the wind, which sang in the rigging of his crazy old ship like the music of Orpheus. Jake Brandywine looked about him thoughtfully. The decks were clear. The sails were stowed, since there would be no need for them. Insofar as was possible, old Argo was trim and ready for the voyage.


Provisions? He had laid in a thousand breakfast biscuits, a thousand tins of lunch meat, a thousand tea cakes, a thousand bottles of dinner wine; food for over three years. And if, despite this store, hunger gnawed at him like an old rat, he could munch away at his supply of charcoal, brought for sketching seascapes.


Nevertheless, the captain had a hunted, haunted look in his eye; he glanced continually about him, started at sounds, and grabbed convulsively at the mast ropes when sea-swallows swooped past. His hand, holding the little soapstone box of uranium shook uncontrollably, white at the knuckles, and sweat darted glistening on his forehead. He had the air of a man pursued by the furies, escaping only just in time.


To learn the reason for this state of affairs we must go back some months, and shift our scene to the luxuriously appointed consulting room of a Harley Street psychiatrist.


Dr. Killgruel looked at his patient appraisingly, noted the fine drawn lines around eyes and mouth, the restless movements, the unsteady hands.


“You are Jake Brandywine the artist?” he inquired.


The patient nodded.


“I admire your work,” said the doctor. “I am the possessor of an early Brandywine myself.” He flicked a speck from his snowy sleeve. “Now, what is your trouble precisely?”


Jake looked somewhat shamefaced.


“You need not be embarrassed,” said the doctor. “I can see that you are suffering from nervous exhaustion, a state which leads people into all sorts of odd activities, of no importance in themselves. One of my patients, for instance, suffers from a compulsion to get up in the night and eat the cheese out of the mousetraps in the pantry. His fingers are terribly badly bruised, and he has chronic indigestion. But I interrupt.”


He placed his fingertips together and looked attentively at Jake.


“My trouble is not like that exactly,” Jake said. “It undoubtedly began with exhaustion. There is, as perhaps you know, an enormous demand for my work at present, not only by private buyers, but also for tube stations, corner-houses, town halls, piers, and public lavatories. About a month ago I had been rushing to finish a series of murals for restaurant cars, working nineteen and twenty hours a day, and was suffering from acute physical fatigue. I live some distance from the center of London, on the 93 bus route, and just at this time the service had been cut; I used to work all night and go home in the middle of the day, and in my exhausted state it seemed to me that I spent my entire life either working or waiting for buses that failed to appear.


“Well, one day, to pass the time, I started willing the bus to come; I imagined it cruising past Woolworths, along to the Town Hall, around the corner, over the railway bridge, and down to the bus stop. When I stopped concentrating and looked up, there was a 93, sure enough. Of course I was amused, and thought it nothing but a coincidence, but the next day the same thing happened, and every day after that; it became a sort of game which I played to distract myself.”


The doctor nodded.


“That was all right. I didn’t really take it seriously, you understand. But one evening when I was literally staggering with fatigue, I was waiting in Oxford Street for a bus to take me to Hyde Park corner, and unconsciously, without intending to, I started playing my game. A flash of red caught my eye, I looked up, and there was a 93—a bus which, as you know, has no right to be in Oxford Street at all.”


He stopped and gazed, hollow-eyed, at the doctor, who smiled sympathetically.


“It must have been a dreadful moment,” he agreed. “What did you do?”


“I took a taxi.”


“Very sensible.” The doctor’s tone was approving. “Take as many as you can while the delusion lasts.”


“But Doctor, it was no delusion. It was a real bus. And since then it has happened repeatedly. I can’t stop thinking about 93 buses, and they keep turning up everywhere. What terrifies me is the thought that sooner or later I shall fetch one down into the underground or a turkish bath or—or a canoe in the Serpentine—”


“Come, come,” said Dr. Killgruel. “These are morbid fears. We can deal with them at once, very easily. Then I’ll give you a tonic to set you right. You know quite well that your subconscious won’t let you will a bus to appear in an unsuitable place any more than, for example, a hypnotic subject will let himself be ordered to do something which violates his conscience. He just refuses. Now, just to convince you, and make your mind easy on this point, I order you to will a 93 bus into this room.”


“No, no!” exclaimed Brandywine, white with terror. “For god’s sake, Doctor, don’t make me do that!”


Dr. Killgruel was implacable.


“You must put yourself in my hands, or I can do nothing for you. Will the bus to appear—I command you.”


Jake gave him a desperate look and then with a visible effort summoned his forces as if he were drawing a deep breath.


There was a rending sound, a frantic tooting, a screech of brakes, and with a last burst of resolution Jake dragged the doctor to one side as a 93 bus bore triumphantly down upon them.


Dr. Killgruel was in hospital for two months. Jake hardly liked to go and see him, since he himself had escaped with bruises and a concussion, though his state of mind was such that the number of 93 buses on London Transport’s roster was more than trebled.


But when the doctor came out, he summoned Jake for another consultation.


“Your case interests me,” he said. “I’ve been thinking a lot about it, and I can see that until you’re cured, which I’m convinced is only a matter of time, we must effect a transference.”


“A transference?”


“Your remarkably powerful will must be trained on some object more suitable than a 93 bus. Can you think of anything else occupying a large part of your attention? There are generally several things of the sort in one’s mind such as broken shirt buttons or lost letters.”


“My life was so well organized until this business began,” said Jake mournfully.


“Are you married?” asked Dr. Killgruel.


Jake shook his head. “I have a char,” he said with brevity.


“Is there no female person present in your thoughts?”


At this Jake paused and a shadow came over his face. Then he said slowly, “I suppose you might say that of Miss M.”


Pressed to explain himself, he gave an account of Miss M.


He rented his studio from the art department of a fashion magazine called Fancy, which had more space than it required in its offices, and where he felt comfortably anonymous among the elegancies of typists and the detached Plymouth Brotherhood of typographers. The arrangement had worked admirably for a year, but recently there had been some internal rearrangements among the personnel of Fancy, and he discovered that the editress, Miss Milk, had been installed in the room next to his.


The first intimation he had was a series of melancholy howls which began at half past ten each morning and continued throughout the day. These were explained when he found himself being scrutinized malevolently through the window by a pair of sapphire eyes; Miss M’s Siamese was outside on the sill. He opened the window but was so repelled by the neurotic clamor raised by the creature that he shot it out into the passage.


This provoked the first of a series of notes: “Dear Mr. Brandywine, if you let Judas into your room, please see that he is returned to Room 515; he must not be allowed to wander about the building, as he gets lost.” It was written on Fancy notepaper, thick as steel plate, in an arrogant black hand, and signed with the initials A.M.


Brandywine resolved that never again should Judas set foot in his room, but it was impossible to adhere to this resolution as spring turned to sweltering summer, and he was obliged to leave the windows open. Judas would come in, patter superciliously around the room, making Jake nervous by long silences and sudden querulous howls; then he would disappear through the window to his owner’s room, incurring a perfect torrent of notes from Miss M: could Mr. Brandywine keep his room cleaner; Judas had to be shampooed to get the charcoal dust out of his fur; could Mr. Brandywine put away his paints when not in use as Judas had returned with chrome yellow on his paws and flake white on his tail; would Mr. Brandywine please refrain from feeding Judas (this when he had been driven to the vain resort of sardine sandwiches for pacificatory purposes) as one meal a day was sufficient for any Siamese.
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