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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.







LITTLE DEAD GIRL SINGING


HERE’S ONE you won’t have heard before.


If you’re a parent with a musical child then you’ll know the festival circuit. I don’t mean anything that’s big business or in any way high-profile. I’m talking about those little local festivals run on dedication and postage stamps, where the venue’s a school theatre or a draughty church hall and the top prize is nothing more than pennies in an envelope. I’m talking about cold Saturday mornings, small audiences made up of singing teachers and edgy parents, judges whose quality varies depending on how their judgements accord with your own, and shaky little juvenile voices cracking with nerves.


As you might have guessed, I have been there.


Never as an entrant, of course. Even the dog leaves the house when I sing. But every young singer needs an adult support team rather like a racing driver needs a pit crew, to provide transport and encouragement and to steer them through the day’s schedule. That’s where the parents come in. Some children turn out with their entire extended families in tow, decamping with them from class to class like a mobile claque.


But not us. By the time Victoria was twelve we’d reached the point where she wanted as little fuss or pressure as possible. The thought of one of those three-generation cheer squads would have filled her with horror.


“One of you can come,” she’d say. “And you’re not to sit right at the front. I don’t want to be able to see you.”


This was last year. She liked to sing and she sang well, but she didn’t like to make a big deal of it. So on the Saturday of the festival just she and I made the hour’s drive to this tiny little town you’ve never heard of, way out in the middle of the flat country between home and the coast, with her entry slips and her piano copies and a bottle of mineral water.


They’d been running an annual festival here since nineteen forty-eight, and we’d done it twice before. This year Vicky’s singing teacher had entered her for four different competition classes, spread throughout the day. The room where the earliest would take place was the one we liked least, the village hall with its high ceiling and tiny stage and no acoustic to speak of. Well, you could speak of it, but you’d have to shout to be heard at the back. And it was always so cold in there that at this time of year you could see your breath.


We sat outside in the car for a few minutes.


“All right?” I said. “Anything else you need?”


She shook her head. She didn’t seem keen. I knew she’d had a bad throat for a few days and wasn’t feeling entirely at her best, but in we went.


They’d already started and so we waited for an interval between competitors to find a seat. When the opportunity came, we dodged around empty chairs and a photographer’s tripod and made our way down the hall.


The judge had her table out in the middle, while the spot for the singers was by an upright piano before the stage. The stage had a home-made backcloth for The Wizard of Oz. The judge was a woman in her late ’fifties, straight-backed, powdered, a little severe. None of which meant anything. I’d found you could never really get the measure of them until you heard what they had to say.


Vicky’s name came halfway down the programme, so we settled in. The class was Songs from the Shows and the age group was the youngest. There was low winter sun coming in through the windows at the back of the hall and it was making the singers squint.


Early morning voices, little kids singing. Some in tune, most not, every one of them the apple of someone’s eye.


Andrew Lloyd Webber was getting a real hammering. In the space of half an hour we had three Whistle Down the Winds relieved only by a couple of I’m Just a Girl Who Can’t Say Nos. I recognised a few of the entrants from previous years. Only two young boys got up to sing and, bless ’em, you could tell that this was not their chosen element.


Vicky got up and did her piece. As she sat down beside me again she said, “That was rubbish.”


It wasn’t, but I knew that it wasn’t a patch on what she could do at her best. But I also had that sneaking feeling that I’m sure I shared with every parent in the room, that out of this bunch I had the only real singer and the rest of them might just as well give up and go home.


We had a song from Annie and a song from Les Miserables and then another Whistle Down the Wind, and then the judge did some scribbling and called the next name.


She mispronounced it the first time and I looked at my programme to check … Cantle? But the name was Chantal, exotic enough amongst the Emmas and the Jennies. There was movement over on the other side of the room and I craned to see what a Lancashire Chantal might look like.


Up stood this little girl in a cardigan, with a bow in her top-knot and a dress that looked like funeral parlour curtains. She was tiny, and I reckoned she couldn’t have been more than eight or nine years old.


She stood by the piano and waited for the judge’s nod and then the accompanist started up, and then little Chantal sang a perfect piping rendition of Don’t Cry for Me, Argentina.


Let me qualify that. It was perfect, but it was also horrible in a way that I still can’t quite put my finger on. Her diction was clear and her intonation was bright. She hit all the notes dead-on, and she even acted the whole thing out.


But to see this eight-year-old doing such a precise imitation of mature emotion was like watching a wind-up doll simulating sex. She’d been drilled to a frightening degree. On one line her hand moved to her heart, on the next she gestured to the crowd. When the lines were repeated later in the song, she did exactly the same movements again in exactly the same way. There was a slightly American intonation there, as if she’d learned the words by listening to the movie soundtrack so many times that it rang in her head like tinnitus.


I looked for her mother. Sure enough, there she was. She had a little boy of about five or six beside her. The little boy was ordinary, fidgeting, eyes wandering, all his little-boy energies struggling against the imposed stillness like cats in a heavy sack.


The mother, though … she was as much of a study, in her way, as the little girl.


She wasn’t old, or even middle-aged. But her youth was only there in traces, as if it had been harried out of her too soon. Her hair was a dirty-blonde froth of curls, cut short and pushed up high on her head above her ears. She was staring at her daughter as she sang, her lips twitching along. She wasn’t mouthing the words as some of the mothers do, vicariously living the performance or, even worse, trying to conduct it from the sidelines. To me it seemed that she was just rapt, quite literally lost in the song, as the tenderest of souls might be overwhelmed by the greatest of artists.


I reckon you could have wheeled out Madonna herself and the London Symphony Orchestra, but you couldn’t have given her a performance that could affect her half so much. And my cynical heart softened then, because whatever form it comes in, however it’s expressed, it’s hard to be critical of such uncompromising love.


The song ended. There was the standard scattering of applause, and the little girl’s smile switched on like a bulb. Two seconds later it switched off again and she walked back to her seat as the next singer went up to take her place. Her mother bent over to whisper something but I was distracted then by a metallic bang from the back of the room, and I looked around to see a nondescript man noisily folding up his camera tripod.


The father, I assumed. My heart promptly hardened up again. I don’t like it when people make it so obvious that they’ve no interest in the efforts of any other child than their own. It may be a universal truth, but I think we’ve all got a responsibility at least to pretend otherwise. Yet still you see them at school shows and concerts, not looking at the stage, flicking through the programme book, sometimes not even bothering to join in the applause. They’re here to see the Third Wise Man triumph, and to them all the rest is just noise.


We’ve got a camera of our own, but I’d stopped taking it along. I’d started to find that if you make a big thing out of recording the moment, what you lose is the moment itself.


They stuck it out for one more song, which was about as long as it took for him to pack the video gear away, and then in the gap between entrants the four of them got up and left. The girl went out in front and her brother got dragged along behind, bobbing around in his family’s wake like a ragdoll caught up on a motorboat.


We slipped out ourselves about ten minutes after that. Done quietly, it was no breach of etiquette. The class was running late and we had another one to get to, so for this one we’d check the results and pick up the judgement slip later in the day. That was how it worked; young singers and their minders in constant motion from one hired room to another, getting nervous, doing their best, hoping for praise, fearing the worst.


We planned to get some lunch after the English Folk Song. They always set up a tearoom in the church but, being no lover of grated cheese and pickle sandwiches, I had other ideas. On our way to the car, we stopped to pick up the slip from that earlier class and to check on the list of prize winners.


Strange little Chantal had taken the first prize. Second and third places went to performances that I couldn’t remember.


Well, what can you do? You note it and move on.


We got into the car and drove out toward the coast, which was only another three or four miles. I thought a change of scene would be a good idea. I could sense that Vicky was unhappy; not peevishly so, just unhappy with her own performance, unhappy with the way she felt, unhappy with the day ahead and the sense of a course to be run that had no great promise of satisfaction in it.


After being quiet for a few minutes she said, “I don’t think I want to go back.”


“No?”


“I just want to go home. There’s no point.”


I said, “If that’s what you want, then fine. I’m not going to force you to stay. But be sure in your own mind that you’re not throwing it in for the wrong reasons. All right?”


“Mmm.” She was looking out of the window.


We found a cafeteria over an Edwardian parade and, wouldn’t you know it, they’d run out of ham for the sandwiches but had no shortage of grated cheese and pickle to offer.


Over lunch, we talked about the morning. Specifically, about Chantal’s win.


“I can’t say she didn’t deserve it,” I said. “Technically she’s very impressive and in two or three years’ time there’s a chance she’ll be really good. Right now I’d say she’s been drilled too much. She’s very mechanical and over-controlled. But I’d also have to say she’s got an obvious natural gift. From here it’ll depend upon how naturally it’s allowed to develop, as opposed to being forced.”


Vicky sat there sucking her Coke through a straw, not over-happy but not disagreeing, either. She needed a straw to keep the ice from bobbing against the metal of her brace.


I said, “And of course, we know for a fact that the room’s got a curse on it and the judges are always peculiar.”


I said it as a joke, but felt there was a grain of truth in it. This was the third time we’d had the same experience. It was a catch-all class that started the day, with the age range heavily weighted towards the very young. The prizes had always gone to shrill little girls who maybe didn’t get the notes but did a lot of eye-rolling and arm-waving. The judges marked high on smiling and gestures, and some of the teachers played to that. A real singer probably flew right above the radar.


Well, it got her laughing when I said it was no insult to miss out on a prize in a freak show. And as we were walking to the car she said, “I think I will go back.”


So instead of going home, we went back.


I was glad, because later in the day was when the big girls came in and the musicianship got more serious. Vicky was caught somewhere in between the moppets and the teenagers but when she sang amongst the best, she sounded as if she belonged there. Even if she didn’t get a prize, it would be good for her to see it through. Prizes are nice. But what really matters is who your peers are. The quality of the people amongst whom you clearly belong.


We were laughing about something else in the car when it came to me. The little girl had stuck in my mind and had been troubling me for some reason, and I suddenly realised why.


I found myself recalling an image from a TV documentary that I’d once seen. It was about the second world war, the London Blitz. I don’t know how old I’d been when I saw it, but it was an early and shocking memory. Outside a bombed-out house, this family had been laid on the pavement. One was a baby, clearly dead, but not in repose. Its mouth was open, as if caught in mid-chortle.


The image was in my mind now because it shared something with the face of the girl I’d seen that morning. I’d hate to say what. But if I close my eyes I can still see her now, eyes hooded with dark rings under them, her downturned mouth hanging slightly open, her tiny teeth like points.


I saw her again, about half an hour later.


We’d moved over into the church, which was a big improvement. Inside the church there were several large informal rooms as well as the wood-panelled nave, and they were decently heated. In the nave was the best acoustic of them all, and the best piano to go with it.


I slipped out while we were waiting for Vicky’s turn in the British Composer set piece. She was complaining that her throat was dry and the water bottle was empty. She stayed behind in the hall.


The tea room was in the middle of the building and had no windows. Metal-legged tables and plastic chairs had been set up amongst the pillars, and service was through a hatchway from a kitchen staffed by volunteers. There were some uncleared plates and crumbs on the tables but otherwise the seating area was empty apart from me and Chantal.


I recognised her easily, even from the back. That topknot, that cardigan. Just like a dressed-up doll. She was drawing something aimless in spilled sugar on one of the tables, and she was making a singsong whispering sound as she did.


“Hello, there,” I said.


She jumped. Not literally, but you could see her start. She turned around.


I said, “I heard you this morning. Congratulations. You sang really well.”


I was sorry I’d started this. She seemed panicked. I’d spoken to her and she didn’t know what to do or how to respond. Her eyes were looking at me but her eyes were empty.


I didn’t know what I could say now.


“Chantal,” I heard from behind me.


It was her mother. I glanced back and saw her. She didn’t meet my eyes but her gaze kind of slid around me to her daughter, as if she knew I was there and she ought to acknowledge me … and she was acknowledging me in her own way, but her own way was not direct.


She muttered something about being late and the two of them went off together, with me stepping aside to let them by. I don’t know if she’d been speaking to me or to her daughter. I felt like an idiot, to be honest, and I wished I’d kept my mouth shut.


More than feeling stupid, I felt a little bit spooked. That was one creepy family. Chantal’s eyes had been empty until her mother spoke. But I can’t say for sure what I’d seen in them then.


The rest of the afternoon passed by. Other classes came and went and the voices got better and better. We heard some thrilling sopranos and one beanpole of a teenaged boy who ran in late and sang Handel like a spotty angel.


Our final session was in the nave of the church. Vicky was more or less resigned to the fact that this wasn’t her best day, and she was taking something of a gonzo attitude to it all now. By which I mean that she wasn’t worrying about placing or prizes, but was just getting in there and doing it. Which I’ve always liked better. Do a thing for its own sake, and let anything else that comes along be a surprising bonus. That’s how to be an original. That way you can’t lose.


So there we were. The first thing that I noticed on entering the church, up on the empty balcony above our heads, was the nondescript man with his tripod and camera. Once we were in our seats, I looked around for the other three.


And there they were. The boy was in the middle. Slumped, glowering. He was the one I felt sorry for. He looked like the normal one in the family and I could imagine his patience being tested to near-destruction by a day like this. It must have been Boy Hell, having to get scrubbed-up and endure hours of boredom and sitting still in the company of grown-ups, and all for your sister in the spotlight.


Vicky was up third. She sang her piece, and sang it well. The throat problem hadn’t gone and she was up against her limit by the ends of some of the lines, but in contrast to the morning she was warmed-up and relaxed, and it was a great room to sing in. The atmosphere was completely different. The piping-little-kid factor was almost completely absent, but then I had to remind myself that all these mature and impressive young singers had probably been piping little kids once.


While Vicky was singing, there was a sharp noise from one of the rows. It didn’t throw her—in fact she told me afterwards that she hadn’t even noticed it—but it made me look back.


Chantal’s brother had dropped something, I guessed. Probably a hymn book from the rail in front of him. His mother was giving him a kind of gritted-teeth, staring-eyes silent scolding. I looked past him to Chantal. She was completely slack, as if she’d been switched off.


That was when I started thinking of her as a little dead girl, in her funeral home curtain dress. In fact I fantasised about the whole family of them living above the funeral parlour, and climbing into the boxes to sleep at night.


But not for long. My kid was still singing.


Even the applause sounded better in here. She sat down flushed, and I could see that she was pleased with herself.


Chantal was the youngest entrant in this class. She went up about twenty minutes later.


If anything, her performance was more extreme than the one I’d seen that morning. Her diction was so sharp that it was unpleasant to the ear. Every r was rolled, every t was a gunshot. Whatever had served her well before, she was doing more of it now. The lightbulb smile was a bizarre facepull.


I nudged Vicky and she followed my glance over at the mother. The mother was doing it again, her mouth unconsciously making the shapes of the words, living the song with her daughter. I couldn’t see the balcony from my seat but I knew for sure that Cecil B would be up there, capturing it all on tape for endless home replay.


It was only the youngest member of the family who seemed to have used up all his reserves of team spirit. He wasn’t paying his sister any attention at all. To be fair to him, he’d probably sat through this a hundred times at home. He squirmed in his seat and stuck an arm up in the air, stretching. His mother quickly pulled it down so he stuck it up again, instantly computing that he’d found a way to annoy her. She pulled it down almost violently now and he tried it a third time, but by then the damage was done. The movement must have caught the little girl’s eye and distracted her for a second. She’d stumbled on her words. I’d only been half-listening but when she went wrong, I knew it at once.


So did her mother. God, now there was a look. Medusa would have asked for lessons.


When it came time for the judge to give his results, Chantal got a kind mention along with everybody else but Vicky got a very respectable second prize. It was all the more welcome for being unexpected, and she was only one point behind the sixteen-year-old who took the first. I’d have been happy at the fact that she’d held her own so well amongst such a high class of singers. But what the hell, it was nice to get an envelope as well.


“I bet you’re not sorry you stayed,” I said to her as everybody was gathering up their papers and their coats, and she made a face that could have meant anything.


Outside the church, the sky was mostly dark and streaked with red but there was just enough light to see by. Some of the sessions would go on into the evening, but quite a few of us were dispersing to our cars.


This was never my favourite kind of countryside. Far too flat and featureless. I imagine it had all been under the sea at one time, and the best thing you could say about it was that the views were uninterrupted. Looking out now, across the road and the fields beyond, I realised that I could see all the way to the far horizon. On the horizon sat the disappearing rim of the sun, on a strip of ocean that was like a ribbon of fire.


In a minute or less, the sun would have dropped and the effect would be gone. I wasn’t the only one to have my attention caught by it.


I could see Chantal about halfway across the parking area. She was out where there were few cars and she was alone. She was little more than a shadow-silhouette in the fading light but, as before, she was immediately recognisable.


I saw this little ghost take a faltering step, and then another. And then I saw her break into a run.


I don’t know why. But it was as if she’d seen a doorway open up between the sun and the sea, and she’d set her mind to reach it before it closed.


Whatever was in her mind, she was running straight for the road.


I wasn’t near enough to reach her. I looked around for her parents and saw them, loading their stuff into a brown Allegro. I’ll swear to what happened then, because I saw it. I don’t think anyone else did.


Her mother looked back over her shoulder. That’s all she did. She didn’t call out and she didn’t even change her expression. Just looked at the running child, and the running child stopped about a dozen yards short of the road.


A couple of cars zipped by. Then the child turned and started back.


She climbed into the brown car without a word and they all drove off together.


As I said, that was last year.


This year, we went again.


Vicky had picked up a first prize in one of the classes in the city festival a few months later, and it had raised her enthusiasm enough for her to want another crack at this one. When the time came around, we sent in the forms. We skipped that perverse morning session, finally giving in to the lesson of experience, and went straight for the afternoon.


I remembered little Chantal, and when we got there I looked for her name in the programme. I felt a slight disappointment when I didn’t see it. I was curious to see how she might have developed—at that age, a year can make a lot of difference in one way or another—but it seemed that I wasn’t to find out.


Well, it was only curiosity.


But here’s the odd thing. Chantal wasn’t there, but her family was.


I knew it as soon as I saw Cecil B up in the gallery with his camera. Of course I immediately looked around the pews, and saw the mother with the boy. But no little dead girl.


The boy was in short pants and a clean shirt with a little bow tie. He was behaving himself. Or was he? By the look of him, you’d think he’d been drugged. He certainly wasn’t the squirming livewire I remembered from the year before. In fact he had the same kind of slack, dead-eyed expression that I’d seen on his sister.


So if they were here, where was she? Could she have changed so much that I’d passed her outside and hadn’t recognised her? I looked towards the doorway, expecting her to walk in and join them, but the stewards were closing up the room ready to begin.


The competition started, and the boy just sat there.


Until a name was called, and with a nudge from his mother he got to his feet.


Surprised, I watched him move to the piano. He took short steps. If body language could show a stammer, I reckon that walk is what you’d see. When he reached the piano, he turned to face the audience. And when the accompanist hit the first note, he switched on his smile.


The woman leaned forward in the crowd, her gaze intent, her lips already beginning to shape the first of the words. Upstairs, the man rolled the tape.


I looked at Vicky, and Vicky looked at me.


And down by the piano, when the moment came, the boy placed his hand over his heart, opened his mouth, and sang like a clockwork nightingale.




THE BACK OF HIS HAND


BILLY HAD done a lot of walking and pacing that morning, mainly to keep himself warm. He’d marked out a stretch of the pavement across the road from the tattoo parlour, and by now he knew it like … well, like the back of his hand. As long as he kept to this same piece of ground, he’d know the minute that anybody came along and went inside. He’d tried the door several times already.


But it was still early.


There was a greasy spoon café almost opposite the parlour. It opened at eight, and Billy was on the doorstep when the proprietor came down and drew back the bolts. The proprietor was a stocky man, dark-haired and not so tall, and he seemed to be in sole charge with no help. He made no comment as Billy shouldered past him, leading with his well-stuffed kitbag. The café interior didn’t look much, but it was clean. The warmth of the place folded itself around him like a blanket. He let himself relax a little, almost as if he’d been wound up tight by the cold.


He picked out a table that was close to the café’s paraffin heater but which also was near to the window. The window was already beginning to mist up on the inside. He could still see the tattoo parlour from here.


When the man came over to take his order, Billy kept his gloves on and his hands under the table. The man seemed not to notice. Billy ordered the full breakfast with nothing spared.


Though Billy had his problems, lack of money wasn’t one of them.


The man went around into the back, where he had a radio playing, and Billy could hear kitchenware being moved around on a range. It was a reassuring, almost homely combination of sounds. He yawned, and stretched his back. He’d been hitching all through the night, and had landed here in this seaside town at some utterly godforsaken hour of darkness. He’d zigzagged the country, leaving a trail that he was pretty sure would be hard to follow, and he’d kept his gloves on all of the time apart from when he’d needed to pee, and that he’d done only in locked cubicles on motorway service areas. Two gloves weren’t necessary, but one glove would have looked odd. It might have attracted attention to him.


And attention was the last thing that Billy needed right now.


He’d never been here before. But the name of the place had stuck in his mind from just a couple of years ago when about a thousand bikers had descended on the place and settled in for a long Bank Holiday weekend. The bikers had been able to protest to the TV cameras about how misunderstood they were, the police had picked up plenty of overtime and had the chance to wear all their spiffy new Darth Vader riot gear, and the local traders had made a mint out of everybody; in fact, just about everyone had gone home happy although not one of them would ever have wanted to admit as much.


The town looked different now. The dawn sea battered at an empty promenade, and the wind howled through the deserted spaces of the new shopping centre. Most of the guest houses had hung out their No Vacancy signs and roped off the two-car parking spaces that had once been their front gardens. He might find a place here tonight where he could go to ground for a while, but it might be better to move on. It depended on whether he could face another night in transit. He’d never thought of himself as a soft case, but the last few hours had been the most miserable of his life. He’d waited out the time before daylight in the town’s bus station, sitting with his bag and drinking weak piss-flavoured tea from a machine and trying to look like a legitimate traveller between destinations. A soldier on his way home, maybe; he reckoned that he could look the part and he carried a genuine forces kitbag as well, bought from Mac’s Army Surplus Store. He’d watched a total of three buses come and go, all almost empty. In the phone booth he’d found a Yellow Pages with most of its yellow pages ripped away (there was no paper in the squalid toilet, and it didn’t take a genius to put two and two together) but there had been enough of the directory left to tell him what he wanted to know.


He looked out through the fogging window again. No action across on the far side of the road. According to the listing, the tattoo parlour was the only place of its kind in town. The whole biker scene had led him to expect more but, what the hell, one was all that he’d need as long as it was the right kind of a place.


It looked like the right kind of a place.


There was no shop window. The entire facade apart from the entrance had been boarded up and painted white, and this had become a background for a riot of hand-drawn lettering by someone who clearly had an eye for colour and design, but who equally clearly wasn’t a trained signwriter. The style fell somewhere between ’sixties psychedelia and freehand baroque; across the top it read STEVE, “PROFESSIONAL” TATTOO ARTIST, and the rest of it crowded out the frontage completely. From here, it was almost as if the building itself had been extensively tattooed, as an example of the owner’s craft. It was the inverted commas around “professional” that had impressed Billy the most. That showed an education.


Breakfast came.


Billy realised almost too late that he’d pulled his gloves off without thinking, and his hands were on the table. He quickly drew them back and slid them underneath as the proprietor set a huge plate before him. “It’s hot,” he said, and the stuff on the plate was still sizzling.


Billy waited until he’d walked away, and then he rearranged the sauce bottle and the cruet set and propped up the plastic menu wallet so that it would screen his hands from the counter.


He kept an eye on the parlour as he ate. It was his first genuine meal in more than twenty-four hours, not counting grabbed snacks and chocolate bars along the way. A couple of transport drivers came into the café shortly after he’d started, but they didn’t sit close. On the pavement opposite a few people walked by the parlour, but no-one went in.


He’d finished. He ordered something else. It was starting to feel as if this was an open-ended situation that could last indefinitely. His attention began to wander, so that after a while he only belatedly realised that he was actually watching someone over at the door who had stopped and seemed to be about to enter.


He sat up, and paid attention.


It was a man. A youngish man, tall and skinny, with an unkempt thatch of hair and some kind of a beard. He wore thrift shop clothing and carried a plastic Sainsburys bag. Billy didn’t get the chance to see much more because then the man was inside, the darkness of whatever lay beyond swallowing him up as the door swung shut to keep out the rest of the world.


He finished, and went over to the counter to pay. He held the canvas handles of the kitbag with his gloved hand and paid with the other, so that nothing looked suspicious.


Then he crossed the street to the tattoo parlour.


There had been a padlock on the door, now there was none. The hasp and staple, both new-looking, hung open; the hasp had been crookedly fitted and secured, not with screws, but with nails. One of them had been bent over and hammered flat—either the work of an amateur, or the world’s least “professional” carpenter. As before, there was nothing in the frosted glass of the door to say whether the place was open for business, or what its hours were, or anything. Billy pushed, and it opened. He went inside.


There were no lights on downstairs, but a door stood open to the daylight of a grimy kitchen beyond the main room in which he stood. Billy could hear somebody moving up above.


“Hey,” he called out. “Anyone around?” and he heard the movement stop. A moment later there was the sound of a hurried tread on an uncarpeted stairway, coming down. As Billy waited, he looked about him in the gloom. The walls showed the signs of bad plaster under too many layers of cheap redecoration, none of them recent. There were signs in the same flamboyant, spidery lettering as the frontage outside (Strictly over 18s only—proof of age may be required, and, somewhat less tactfully, Not having a tattoo? Then Fuck Off) and then poster after poster showing about a hundred different designs. He saw cats, dragons, jaguars, skulls, women, swords, daggers, scrolls …


“What is it?”


The man stood in the kitchen doorway. Seen from closer-to, he had the look of an aged juvenile. His eyes were of a blue so pale that he would probably always seem to stare no matter what he might actually be thinking, and his hair had a coarse, faded texture like curtains left hanging for too long in the sunlight. He seemed a sensitive type.


Unlike Billy.


“Look,” Billy said, “before anything else, I’m talking five hundred quid and no questions asked. If that interests you, then we’ll take it from there. If it doesn’t, then I’m walking out now and I don’t want to be followed. Is that understood?”


And the man said, “Five hundred quid? For real?”


“I can show it to you if you don’t want to believe me.”


“I’m interested,” the man said.


And Billy, looking at him, thought Yeah, I reckon you are… because he knew a Junkie when he saw one, and this starved-looking specimen had to be one of the classic examples. So then he looked around and said, “Well then, how about some light?” And the Junkie, suddenly spurred into nervous action as if being jerked out of a trance, turned around and seemed confused for a moment as if he was so overcome by the idea that he’d forgotten where the switches were.


The overhead tubes flashed once or twice, and then one of them came on. The other just glowed orange at both ends, as if in resentment of its brighter neighbour.


The room didn’t look any better. Quite the opposite. There were old grey vinyl tiles on the floor, the self-stick kind that often don’t. A few of these had lifted and shifted, exposing the grimy wood flooring underneath. There were four straight-backed chairs over against the wall, and in the middle of the room a single padded chair with a headrest that was somewhere between the kind that you’d find in a hairdresser’s and the kind that you’d find in a dentist’s. The dentistry image was continued in the form of the hanging tattooist’s needle on the end of its balanced and jointed support arm, with a system of long rubber drivebelts and gearwheels running all the way back to the motor at its base. On the table alongside the chair were a rack of needles, some dyes, and a bottle of Savlon antiseptic.


Billy said, “Show me your hands.”


The man frowned, puzzled.


Billy said, “If I’m going to pay you that kind of money, I want to see steady hands first.”


“I’ve got steadier hands that you,” the Junkie said, offended, and held them out; they weren’t exactly rock steady, but they weren’t unusually shaky either.


Billy said, “You shoot up already this morning?”


And the Junkie said, “That’s none of your damned business. Now show me the money.”


Billy put the kitbag on the padded chair, and unzipped it a little of the way. It was enough to show some of the bundles of used notes, most of them still in cashiers” paper bands, that were inside. The man stared.


Billy said, “You haven’t even asked me what I want you to do, yet.”


And the man shrugged.


“For five hundred, who gives a shit?”


This was going to work out.


So Billy zipped up the kitbag again and then removed his glove and rolled back his sleeve and he held out his clenched fist, knuckles upward to show the dragon tattoo.


“I want this taken off,” he said.


The man looked at it. Billy guessed that he had to be casting a professional eye over the design. It had cost Billy a lot of money, some ten years before; his friends at the time had told him that the man they were taking him to was the best in Europe. He’d been a big fat slob who hadn’t looked like the best anything of anywhere, but Billy had been interested enough in the designs he’d been shown. They made the ones on the walls around here look like finger paintings.


The Junkie looked up at him. “Taken off?” he said.


“Completely off,” Billy said. “You can do that? I mean, you can do it here and I don’t have to go into a hospital or anything?”


“I can do anything you want,” the man said. “But am I allowed to ask why?”


“No, you aren’t,” Billy said. “Lock the door, and let’s get down to it.”


The man looked again, and shook his head in disbelief. And then he made a little shrugging gesture as if to say Well, it’s your tattoo and it’s your five hundred, so what does it matter to me?


And he went to bolt the door from the inside.


Billy looked at the chair. It had a padded arm support at right angles to the seat, and the armrest had worn right away to the dirty-grey foam at its end. He felt his heart sink. Much as he knew he needed this, he hadn’t been looking forward to it. Billy hated physical discomfort, not least his own. That ten years before he’d almost fainted when, after much more than an hour with his eyes screwed shut and his teeth gritted and his insides scrunched up tighter than a wash leather, he’d finally looked at the new pattern on the back of his inflamed hand and seen the tiny beads of blood that had been welling up from every needle strike. This was why he’d only had the one hand tattooed, instead of the matching pair that he’d intended. Much as he’d wanted the dragon design in the first place, he’d never been able to bring himself to go through the experience again.


And now he was sorry that he’d ever had it done at all … now that it was that close to landing him in jail.


“Shall I sit here?” Billy said as the Junkie turned from the door.


“Wherever you like,” the Junkie said.


“Will it take long?”


“I shouldn’t think so.”


Billy took off his coat and climbed into the chair, and laid his arm on the rest. It was at right angles to his body, and raised as if to fend off a blow. As he was doing this the Junkie was scratching at his beard, looking down at the tattoo needles and other implements on the table.


“Is this going to hurt?” Billy said.


“Oh, definitely,” the Junkie said, nodding absently.


“What about blood?”


“Lots of it,” the Junkie said. “You don’t make an omelette without breaking eggs.”


“Oh, shit,” said Billy, and turned his face away.


The Junkie said, “If it was me sitting there, I’d take something for it. Painkiller. You know what I mean?”


Billy turned his head back again and looked at him suspiciously. “You mean smack,” he said.


“Not necessarily. There’s other things you’ve never heard of. You wouldn’t feel a thing and, even if you did, you wouldn’t much care.”


“These other things. Do they have to go in through a needle?”


“For something like this, yeah.”


“Oh, shit,” said Billy, “I hate needles.”


“It’s okay,” said the Junkie. “I think I’ve got a clean one.”


“Oh, shit,” said Billy.


So the junkie asked for another fifty and Billy offered another ten, and they finally settled on the fifty because Billy had no idea how much the stuff was really worth and, besides, a hard light seemed to come into the Junkie’s eyes suggesting that he’d conducted this kind of negotiation a thousand times before.


Also, Billy was getting scared.


“Wait here,” the Junkie said finally, and disappeared upstairs.


Billy slumped back in the chair with a feeling of miserable resignation. He wished that he didn’t have to do this. He liked his dragon tattoo, and would be sorry to see it go; he’d had it for so long that it was like a part of him, and he was hardly even conscious of it for most of the time. That, in a way, had been his downfall. When he’d been standing there at the Building Society counter with the replica Luger and the open shopping bag and the ski mask (courtesy of Mac’s, once again), the last thing on his mind had been the chance of his tattoo being picked up by the cameras. He’d been wearing his gloves, but the glove had ridden down the back of his hand and uncovered almost all of the design.


And then two nights ago there he’d been, sitting at home with a few cans of Draught Guinness in front of the TV while his mother pottered around upstairs, when up had come one of those Crimewatch shows where they asked for help with real-life cases and all the TV people who wished they were working in movies got the chance to ham it up doing crime reconstructions. He’d been watching it all with a sense of professional interest when, in a segment that they called Rogues’ Gallery, he’d found himself looking at his own last job from an unexpected angle. He hadn’t recognised himself straight away, but then he’d felt an inner leap of joy at the realisation that here he was, making the big time at last.


But then the joy had turned to ice as they’d taken a part of the picture and blown it right up and there was his one-of-a-kind tattoo, filling the screen from side to side and clear enough to be recognisable.


He’d packed his kitbag and been out of the house without any explanation that same night, almost within the hour. They were saying that the police had linked him with a string of other jobs. There was even a reward. Some of the people that Billy knew, they’d have sold their own parents for medical experiments if there was a drink in it for them. And the worst of it was that the people whom Billy knew, also knew Billy.


Millions of people watched that show. Those who made it crowed about their successes every week, and Billy sure as hell didn’t want to become one of those. Even if his own friends didn’t turn him in for the reward money, he’d inadvertently given the police a gift that they couldn’t ignore. Small-time though he was they’d stay after him, like a man scratching around in his own behind until he dug out the peanut.


Somewhere upstairs, coming down to him through the ceiling, there was the sound of a floorboard being lifted.


Less than a minute later the Junkie was coming back down the stairs, and when he appeared in the doorway he was holding the same supermarket carrier bag that he’d had in his hand when Billy had first spotted him. In his other hand, he held an ordinary kitchen plate. On the plate lay a hypodermic syringe, an unlit candle, and a soot-marked spoon.


“Oh, shit,” said Billy, and looked away again.


“I told you, it’s clean,” the Junkie insisted, setting everything down on the worktop. “It’s a brand-new needle. I take the old ones down to the clinic, and they do me a trade.”


“Wait a minute,” Billy said, and even in his own ears it sounded like the beginnings of a whine. “I’m not so sure this is a good idea. I don’t want to get hurt but I don’t want to get hooked on anything, either.”


“Nah,” said the Junkie, undoing Billy’s cuff button and starting to push back his sleeve. “That whole thing’s just a myth.”


“Really?”


“Really,” said the Junkie. “I’ve been using this stuff every day for the past four and a half years. If there was anything to it believe me, I’d know.”


“I’m just going to look over here,” said Billy.


The Junkie seemed amused. “You really that scared of needles?” he said.


And Billy said, “I’m not scared of anything, I’m just going to look over here.”


A couple of minutes later, he said, “Was that it?”


“That was it.”


“You’re pretty good at this.”


“Thank you. Just relax and let it start to work on you. I’ve got to find a few things in the kitchen.”


Billy lay back and closed his eyes. Maybe he could feel something already, he wasn’t sure. He thought you were supposed to get a rush all at once like you were coming your brains out, but it wasn’t happening that way. He wondered what would be next.


He knew even less about the art of tattoo removal than he did about the art of tattooing. Some people said it simply couldn’t be done with any success, others that you had to go to a really expensive clinic and maybe even have skin grafts and everything. But then he’d heard that what they did was to use needles to hammer bleach down into the skin, deeper even than the inks that they were being used to eradicate, and he’d thought Well, it doesn’t sound pleasant but it doesn’t sound too complicated, either.


And then he thought, the kitchen?


And he thought Oh my God, he’s going to use ordinary household bleach, and he started to sit up with the intention of getting out of the chair and heading for the door without a single look back; he could maybe just wear a bandage and tell people that he’d been burned and his hand was taking a long time to heal, and then he could settle in a new town and meet new people and he wouldn’t have to go through anything like this at all …
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