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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.


      










PROLOGUE



I was sitting on a bench in St. James Park when Leo started work on me again. This time he was a lot more insistent.


He began with my left hand. My arm was stretched out loosely along the bench top. As I watched the fingers lifted and started to tap out a regular rhythm against the wood. I had been quite relaxed, enjoying the sunshine and watching ducks in the lake and young couples on the bank as they went through their elaborate courting rituals. So it took me a few seconds to realize that the finger-tapping was not my idea. Leo. It had to be Leo.


Da-da-DA-da-da-da-DA-da-DA-DA-DA.


Da-da-DA-da-da-da-DA-da-DI-DI-DI.


Over and over. My head was aching again, like a resonance to the tapped signal. The rhythm was inside me, and a harmony built to go with it.


Tom, Tom, the piper’s son.


Da-da-DA-da-da-da-DA-da-DA-DA-DA.


Why in God’s name would Leo be hitting me with that, an old children’s song? He wouldn’t. I had to be imagining it, mistaking a random thought of my own for Leo.


I sat quite still for another two or three minutes, trying to push the rhythm out of my mind. When it wouldn’t go away I stood up and began to limp slowly west along Birdcage Walk and on past the Palace. The stiffness in my right leg was less and less, but I didn’t hurry. I had been told not to overdo things, even though the bone graft looked perfect on the X-rays. If only I were doing as well mentally as I was physically …


Leo was becoming more persistent every day. Last week there had been uncontrolled movements in my hand, and a couple of days ago it was double vision. If I could find out what was disturbing him, maybe we could get back to normal. No one at the hospital could offer any sort of explanation—relax, wait and see, was all they would say.


By the time I reached Brill’s my fingers were under control. Even so, the sales assistant in the store looked at me oddly when I went in. No doubt the limp and the facial scars didn’t help—that, and the fact that I suspected my left eye was roaming independently of my right one. I braced myself against the counter and did my best to look relaxed and casual.


“I’d like a book of nursery rhymes.”


“Yes, sir.” He looked surprised. “Er, what age group is this for?”


What age group indeed, sir? Only Leo could answer that one.


“Do you have a complete collection? I’d like a book that gives the alternative versions, if there is such a thing.”


“I’ll see what I can find.”


When he brought it over and I had paid for it, I ignored the inquisitive look and leafed through on the spot to the right place. Tom, Tom, the piper’s son, Stole a pig and away he run. The pig was eat and Tom was beat, And Tom went howling down the street.


I muttered the words aloud. Nothing. No surge of emotion, no sign that Leo was tuned in and getting the message. Second verse: Tom, Tom, the piper’s son, Learned to play when he was young, But the only tune that he could play, Was “Over the hills and far away.”


Now there was something. Something faint and vague, a prickling in the nape of my neck, as though a hairy-legged insect was crawling there. And that was all.


So what now?


I went back outside the shop and leaned on the wall. Even though I hadn’t been able to pick up anything definite, the long scar across the back of my skull was still tingling with feeling, as though the stubbly regrowing hair there was trying to stand on end. I tilted my head back and looked up at the clouds, drifting along at the lazy pace of early autumn. The tune was right, I had no doubt about that—but could it be that I was tying in to the wrong set of words? Who else had taken that tune and used it?


Inside the shop again, to where the assistant looked at me reproachfully.


“I wondered when you’d be back. You forgot to take your book.”


“Never mind that. I don’t really want that one. Do you happen to know where I could find a copy of the libretto to The Beggar’s Opera? If you have the collected works of John Gay, it would be in that.”


He was looking at me as though his worst fears were confirmed. He picked up the book of nursery rhymes.


“I’ll take this back and give you credit for it. If you’ll wait here for a moment I’ll check in the other room and see if we have the other book.”


He left—to look for my book, or maybe to summon reinforcements. I’m over six-two, and the accident has left signs of considerable wear and tear on my face. While he was gone I hobbled up and down in the store, trying again to control my arms and legs. Not so successful this time. Leo was excited, no doubt about it. But if I’d known where the events of the next five minutes would be taking me I’d have been excited too (and run out of the shop, assuming Leo would have permitted it).


Here he came again.


“This should do it, sir. Allowing for the credit on the other book, you owe us seventy pence.” The man hesitated a little before he handed over the volume of John Gay. “We’ll be closing in just a minute or two. If you would be kind enough to examine this outside, rather than in here …”


He didn’t lie well, but I didn’t mind. If this led nowhere, I’d shot my bolt anyway. Now, at what point in The Beggar’s Opera had he used that tune? Some scene between Polly and Macheath, if I remembered it right. Here we are. I leaned against the wall again, feeling that strong itching in my scalp.


Were I laid on Greenland’s coast, And in my arms embraced my lass, Warm amid eternal frost, Too soon the half-year’s night would pass.


Da-da-DA-da-da-da-DA-da-DA-DA-DA.


And I would love you all the day, Every night would kiss and play. If with me you’d fondly stray, Over the hills and far away.


The prickling was stronger, and I was panting to myself as I read the words. Something was coming, coming closer.


Second verse.


Were I sold on Indian soil, Soon as the burning day was closed, I could mock the sultry toil, When on my charmer’s breast reposed.


Contact. As I read the words, a torrent of sensory inputs hit me and left me shuddering. The London street was gone. I was bathed in a bright, dusty sunlight, surrounded by a babble of familiar/unfamiliar language. There were strong, tantalizing odors, of spices, burning charcoal, flowers and musky oils. I felt a stab of lust, surprising and mindless, and my fingertips tingled as they moved over soft, cool skin. On Indian soil, soon as the burning day was closed …


I swayed against the wall of the shop, struggling to catch a breath. Leo had found a new way to get through to me. He was sure as hell making the most of it.










CHAPTER 1



My reunion with Leo, like many incidents of my life connected with airports, had begun badly. I was held up in rush-hour traffic in central London, arrived late at Heath Row, and by the time I reached the right part of the terminal the passengers from his flight had all cleared Customs and left. It took me a few minutes to find that out, then I headed over to El Al to look for messages and have Leo paged.


“What’s ’is name?” asked the young girl behind the desk. No Israeli she, but a genuine English rose, blue-eyed and pink-cheeked.


“Leo Foss. He was supposed to be coming in on Flight 221.”


“That’s in already. I’ll page ’im, though. And what’s your name?”


“Lionel Salkind.”


“Righto. An’ I’ll keep an eye open for ’im, as well.” She smiled at me—dimples, too. “Can you tell me a bit about what ’e looks like, so I’ll know what to be watching for?”


“No problem there. He looks—”


“Lionel!” The familiar voice came from behind me.


“—just like me,” I finished, as I turned.


I knew what the girl’s expression behind me must be. I’d seen it often enough. The fact that Leo and I had different last names only made it more confusing. I looked back at the girl and shrugged apologetically as Leo and I approached to within a foot of each other to perform our usual reunion inspection and survey.


Most people would say we are identical, but of course we’re not. We both are very aware that Leo is half an inch taller and usually five pounds heavier. (Not this time, though. He was either a little thinner, or tired and worried). He was wearing his hair an inch shorter than the last time we had met, ten months earlier, but that was no surprise. So was I. We had become used to the built-in tendencies to favor the same actions at the same time. Now behavioral differences impressed us more than similarities. Today, for instance, we both wore dark sports jackets and red ties; but Leo was sporting a strange tie-clip, rather like a little golden beetle. That was new, and rather surprising—neither of us liked to see men wearing jewelry, and we both shunned rings.


“Now then, about dinner plans,” I said, after we had sized each other up and were walking side by side through the terminal to the usual accompaniment of turning heads. “Are you ready for a Chinese meal experiment?”


“Sorry, I can’t do it this trip.” Leo shook his head, and I noticed what looked like a love bite on his neck, low down near the collar. “I tried to call you from Zurich, but I couldn’t reach you. There’s been a change of plans, and now I’ll have to fly on to Washington tomorrow morning.”


“But that still leaves tonight. I’m not playing.”


“I know—I found that much out from your manager. I’m relying on that. I have to talk to you, privately.”


There was an odd expression in his voice. It confirmed my first impression. He was tired, and under some unusual kind of strain. Others might not have noticed it, but I could feel it under my skin.


“Do you still keep the apartment up north?” he went on. “The one you don’t need.”


“Of course.”


It was a luxury, but when you travel as much as I do you really crave for a place where you can practice quietly and add to your repertoire. I’ve never been one of the Rubinstein-types, who seem to be able to stay on top form without much daily practice. Maybe that’s one reason I’ll never be the world’s number one. But if you want to get into even the top hundred concert pianists, you have to work at it—and don’t believe anyone who tells you otherwise. It’s hard work, too.


“I haven’t been up there for a couple of months,” I said. “But it’s well looked after.”


“Good. I want to go there so we can talk in peace,” said Leo. He was looking around him as he spoke, very edgy. I was picking up his nervousness, and I didn’t like it at all.


“We don’t have time for a trip north if you have to leave tomorrow.” I accepted his need for a place to talk privately without even thinking about it.


“Yes, we do.” Leo managed a grin. “I called in here from Zurich and booked a helicopter. By the time we get over there the flight plan should all be cleared.”


“Up to Middlesbrough?”


“Right. No Chinese meal tonight. You’ll have to feed me on black pudding and tripe.”


He faked a shudder. I’d been raised on them, but Leo’s American palate had trouble with some of the delicacies from the north of England.


It was clear that he didn’t want to talk any more serious matters until we were out of the airport, so I didn’t push it. We chatted about trivia on the shuttle bus to the pad, about two miles away, and when we got there found a little BAC-33 four-seater waiting for us. She was a lovely trim job, blue and red painted, with the engines all warmed up for us and ready to go when we walked up to her.


“Want me to fly her?” I asked. Leo and I both fell in love with flying and with helicopters fifteen years ago, when we were still in our teens, and we both held current licenses.


He shook his head. “No way. That’s my privilege as Big Brother.”


Leo was forty-three minutes older than me, and we never forgot it. Other people suffered some confusion when he referred to me as his “younger brother,” or I talked about his great age.


“All right, old man,” I said, and went to stow his bag in the rear. While Leo signed off for the ’copter, I climbed into the passenger seat and checked the weather report. It was nearly six-thirty, just getting dark, and there was cloud cover at three thousand feet. Not the perfect conditions. Leo was shaking his head in annoyance when he finished with the paperwork and climbed aboard.


“Lots of traffic, I guess. Look at this lousy flight plan. We have to head way off to the west before they’ll let me swing up north.”


“What do you have as the Middlesbrough ETA?”


“Eight twenty-eight.”


“That’s not bad at all. I’ve done this before. You’ll find that everything clears up once we’re past Cambridge—it’s just this mess round London that’s a pain.”


He grunted, and settled in at the controls. Visibility was good in spite of the cloud overhead. I could see the dark flats of the Water Board reservoirs off to the south-west as we lifted, and away behind us the haze of London itself was a blue-gray ball over the city. We rose to two thousand feet and slid away to the west.


I hate to say it, but Leo was a better pilot than I was. That was a surprise to me, since on all the standard tests that we had been taking together since we were in our early teens, I scored higher on manual dexterity than he did. Leo had his own explanation for that. He said it was training, not talent, that gave me more nimble fingers. “What do you expect?” he would say. “You wouldn’t expect a pianist to act as though he was all thumbs. It’s mechanical aptitude that counts in being a good pilot.” And of course, on mechanical aptitude he usually scored a tiny fraction higher than I did—but not enough higher, in my opinion, to explain his easy skill as a helicopter pilot. I suspected that was training, too, rather than talent. Leo simply got in more flying hours, though it was hard for me to see how his job offered the opportunity for it.


He had relaxed a good deal as soon as we lifted off, and now that we were moving west toward Reading he began to whistle softly, just loud enough for me to hear him. It was the first movement of the Unfinished, taken a little slowly.


“You realize that you’re a semitone flat?” I said. “It’s in B, not B-flat.”


He turned his head and grinned at me. “Sorry, Little Brother. I just wanted to see if you were awake still.”


He had the ear, all right, but he had simply never got around to learning to play a musical instrument. When I thought of the huge chunks of my life that had been swallowed up on practice, I sometimes wondered if Leo had the right idea and I was off my head. But it was too late for that sort of thinking. I leaned back in my seat.


“All right, accept that I’m awake enough. How about a little light on the big mystery, and the rush to the north? It’s not like you to miss the chance at a good Chinese meal.”


He nodded, looking straight ahead, and sighed. “Too true. But this is really a tough business, Lionel.”


It was, too. I knew it as soon as he spoke. We never called each other “Leo” and “Lionel” in private unless some really serious matter was involved. I didn’t speak, but just sat and waited.


“You know,” he said after a few moments. “I’ve kidded you a lot about your job over the years, and told you you have to work your fingers off just to stay in the same place—you have the real Red Queen’s Race. But sometimes I envy you. It’ll pass in a few minutes, but I’m envying you right now.”


“That’s a first. You mean you’re disenchanted with your job? I thought you loved those AID jaunts, hopping all over the globe and dishing out the dollars. What’s up, have they stopped treating you like royalty all of a sudden?”


“Not quite.” His tone had changed. I realized that he had not listened to me, and was only able to reply from an instinct as to what I must have said to him.


“What’s wrong?” I looked at the instrument panel.


“She’s not handling right.” He was frowning at the gauges also. “Everything shows as though it’s fine, but it’s not. She’s yawing, and I can’t trim her to correct it. The hell with this, I’m going to take her back to Heath Row. Call in and request an emergency landing for us.”


I reached for the radio, but before I could make connection it became irrelevant. The helicopter lurched sickeningly to the right, leveled for a moment as Leo struggled with the controls, then swooped sideways again, vibrating madly.


“I can’t hold her at all,” grunted Leo. His face was tense and flushed with exertion. “We’ll never make it to Heath Row. What’s down there on your side? I’ll have to try and slip her that way and straighten us when we’re really low.”


Off to my right I could see a dizzying pattern of fields and roads, leading a mile or two ahead to the more heavily built-up area of East Reading.


“As soon as you can,” I shouted, still concentrating on the ground. “It gets worse the further we go. We’re better off here than nearer the town.”


Leo did not speak, but I heard his grunt of effort. The air was rushing past us and the helicopter was rolling and yawing crazily as we lost altitude. At three hundred feet we straightened for a moment. I could see a hedge, a muddy pool, and a ploughed field, and beyond that the line of a major road with houses on the other side of it.


“Right here, Leo. Turn her now.” My voice was high-pitched and panicky. “Watch out, you’ll have us on the road.”


He did his best, pulling us close to level at the last moment. It just wasn’t good enough. I saw the ground coming toward me—much too fast—and in the moment before impact I could see so clearly that I could have counted the individual weeds that grew in the ploughed furrows. When we hit there was a noise like the end of the world.


In a way, that’s exactly what it was.


Nobody would believe me when I told them that I had not—repeat not—lost consciousness when we hit. They pointed to my injuries as proof that I must have been knocked out. I couldn’t offer my proof for many months. But I was right. The idea that I had hallucinated in post-accident trauma was plausible nonsense.


To make this strictly and absolutely accurate, I actually did black out for maybe a second or two at the moment of impact, but I feel sure it was brief. I came to when the noise of settling metal and bending struts was still going on around me. Although I was in no pain, I couldn’t move a finger—or a toe either. The helicopter had struck almost flat—thanks to Leo’s last-ditch efforts—but fast. I had been thrown forward and to the right, to smash against the side panel and window as the machine jerked to a violent halt on the uneven ground.


It’s hard to say how long I lay there, listening to the creak of twisted metal and wondering what I would do if the wreck caught fire. (Answer: nothing, which was all I could do.) The right side of my head was flat on the metal, and I was looking out of the window at the dark brown earth. From where I lay the perspective was distorted. It seemed that my nose was flat against the steel surface, just as though my head had been sheared in two to the right of my nose, and the left half laid on the cold metal panel.


All the fear and emotion that I felt before the crash had gone. I remember thinking, About time, too, when I finally heard footsteps moving on the broken frame of the helicopter. Surely it couldn’t be Leo? He would have dragged me clear of possible fire before going to look for help. As the footsteps came closer I realized there were at least two people, stepping cautiously over the angled floor. There was a sound of labored breathing, and a grunt as some heavy object behind me was lifted and moved to one side.


“It’s not on him, Scouse,” said a voice a few feet from my head. “There’s no sign of it.”


“Bloody ’ell, it’s got to be,” said a second voice, this one with a strong Liverpool accent. “’Ere, you let me have a look at him, an’ you try the other one. Mebbe he already gave it to ’im. Are yer quite sure yer got the right one ’ere?”


“Of course I’m bleedin’ sure. He’s unconscious, but that’s Foss all right. See that tie-pin, same as ’e ’ad on ’im last time? I’ll take a look-see at this one, but that’s Leo Foss.”


A pair of black shoes, leather-soled and black-buckled, appeared a few inches in front of my face. Hands were moving lightly over my body, patting and probing.


“It’s not on ’im, either,” said the first voice. “‘Less it’s underneath ’im. I’d ’ave to lift ’im up to see that.”


“Well, get on an’ do it, yer great git.” Scouse sounded uneasy. “Lift him an’ do it sharpish. We don’t have all bleedin’ night ’ere.”


Up to that point there had been no pain for me, not even a twinge. But now hands began to raise and turn me, and that was murder. My long-suffering body began to protest, all the way from my toes to my neck. Streaks of agony were like darts shooting into my spine and my right side.


It was too much. When I slid dizzily into unconsciousness I was very glad to go. My final thought was of Leo. I hadn’t seen him since the crash, but the words of the two men told me that he was at least still alive. That was some comfort during my descent into darkness.










CHAPTER 2



The first waking didn’t count for much. It was a blurry, mush-minded few minutes of staring at an unfocused white ceiling, wondering who I was, where I was, and why I was aching all over. I didn’t even try to move, which I later found out was just as well.


The second time up from the pit was better and worse. I found myself in a firm bed that was raised at the head end ten or fifteen degrees. I was in no danger of falling out, though—not with the tubes and wires that hung all over me like spaghetti. I was the central meatball. And I hurt even more than the first time.


I lay there, blinking. My right eye was providing me with a set of strange and uncoordinated images, and I spent the first few minutes trying to get things into focus. It was hard work, until I learned the trick, which was to concentrate only on the object and not on the way my eye did the focusing. When the image in front of me finally became sharp it was debatable if the result was worth the effort. I was looking at a fat, bald-headed man with bulging eyes. He was sitting on a chair at the end of the bed, holding an apple in one thick-fingered paw and stolidly munching on it.


He nodded at me cheerfully when he saw that I was awake and finally focusing on him.


“With us for a while, eh? Good. I can stop guarding you for a little bit. D’ye know who you are?”


I made a miserable croaking noise, and he looked sympathetic.


“Try again.”?


“Ah—ah—Li’el Sa’ki’.”


“Terrific.” He threw the apple core somewhere out of sight, wiped his hands on the pants of his crumpled blue suit, and stood up. “That’s the first question answered. I think you’d do well now to have another little nap. Don’t go away now, and I’ll bring the nurse.”


His voice was deep and self-confident, with a West Yorkshire cut to the vowels. He moved out of my line of vision—I was getting nothing from my left eye—and I heard the squeak of heavy leather boots as he went out of the room. A minute later a nurse in a blue uniform slipped a needle into my right arm, and I went under again. As I did so I wondered why I needed the services of a policeman to guard me. My name is well-known enough, but I’m certainly no celebrity.


As I became unconscious I wanted to ask about Leo, but I had left it too late.


Third time lucky. I was improving a little when I woke, and I knew it. My overall ache had progressed to sharp points of individual agony, but the feeling of being disembodied and unfocused was much less. My head still buzzed and reeled, but it felt like my head and not some anonymous cauliflower. I came out of a strange dream of my childhood, back before Leo and I were reunited. The familiar views of Middlesbrough and Stockton where I had grown up were overlaid with alien images of surf, flat palm trees, and fast-moving freeways. The harder I tried to concentrate, the more the images mixed and moved.


I finally worked my eyes open, to see the same fat man sitting there staring at me. He had taken a big clasp knife out of his pocket and was opening it when he saw my eyes blinking at him. He put the knife away again and moved quietly out of the room, still betrayed in his movements by the squeaking boots. When the nurse came in to crank my bed to a higher position for my head I turned to look at her.


“What’s happening?” My voice was still rusty, but in better control. “Why do they need a policeman here to watch me?”


She looked worried, shook her head, and slipped out of the room again without answering me. I heard her voice nearby.


“I’m afraid we have a problem—a new one. He’s awake, but he’s rambling, something about being watched by a policeman.”


“I’ll be in in a moment,” said a deep voice. “I don’t like the sound of it, but all his other signs look good.”


It was my fat friend again. There was another mumble from the nurse that this time I could not catch, then he appeared, grinning at me as he entered my limited field of vision. The nurse was behind him, a dark-haired woman with a great figure and with worry lines in her forehead. She was frowning at me accusingly.


“He did say it,” she said. “I’m sure he did.” Then, to me, “What was it you were telling me about a policeman?”


My left arm seemed unwilling to move when I tried to lift it. So even though my right forearm was a mass of IV tubes and monitor contacts, I managed to raise it far enough to point.


“Him,” I said. “The policeman. Why is he here guarding me?”


She put one hand up to her mouth and her eyes widened. The worry lines vanished.


“Ooh,” she said. “Sir Westcott.” And without another word to either of us she hurried out of the room.


The fat man pulled a chair toward the bedside and sat down on it with a grunt.


“She’ll be back.” He was scowling. “Gone to have a good laugh, if I know her. I think mebbe it’s time I introduced myself. I’m Westcott Shaw. I’m the one who operated on you when you were brought in.”


I looked at the hand resting on the back of the chair—the fingers were like a fat bunch of sausages—and shuddered at the thought. If he’d been pawing around in my delicate insides …


“Where am I? Is my brother Leo all right? And how long have I been lying here?”


“One thing at a time, and let’s not rush it. You’re in the Queen’s Hospital Annex, just outside Reading. Tomorrow it’ll be four weeks since you were admitted.”


That was a bad shock. Four weeks, and in that whole time I must have been conscious for a total of five confused minutes.


“What about Leo? Is he here too? Is he all right?” The questions came buzzing up without any conscious control.


“No, he’s not all right.” He saw my expression. “But it’s a lot more complicated than you think. I don’t want to start on that now, but I promise you I’ll tell you all about it next time.” He looked down at the catheters, intravenous feed tubes, monitors, and sensors that ran from my body to a variety of drip-feeds, waste bags and electronic recorders. “I even think we can start to get rid of some of this plumbing. You’re coming on faster than I hoped. We’ll get Tess to take care of some of that this afternoon. How much do you hurt?”


“A lot.”


“I’ll believe it. You’ve had a fair hack about. I’ll put you under again if you want me to, but if you can stand to stay awake for another half-hour I’d like you to do something for me.”


“I’ll try. But it will have to be something easy. My brain’s like cottonwool.”


“It should be easy. I want you to think about your childhood, and about your life before you came in here. Just let your thoughts run where they want to, but do it in as much detail as you can. Don’t worry about forgetting, or making any sort of note. Just let yourself go.” He stood up. “I know it sounds daft, but it’s important for your treatment and recovery.”


He came closer to me and peered into my face. “You’re coming along fine. Anything coming in yet from that left eye? Blink each one, and try and look at my finger here.”


Sausage—no sausage—sausage—no sausage.


“No. My right eye seems fine, but what’s wrong with my left one?”


“Nothing. You’ll see all right in a while. Give it time.”


He was off around the end of the bed before I could ask more, and I heard again that familiar squeak of boots—somebody should tell him he needed oiling. I closed both my eyes and felt dizzy again. Why couldn’t I see out of my left eye? That hadn’t been injured, I was sure of it—I had seen things with it right after the accident. What had happened when they brought me in here? And what had happened to Leo? It was difficult to see why the surgeon didn’t want to talk to me about him.


In a minute or two I heard the nurse beside me, muttering and grumbling to herself. “I knew it, I knew he’d get you all excited. Your pulse is up again and so’s your blood pressure. I told him to wait a couple of days more.”


She saw that I had opened my eyes and was staring up at her miserably. She shook her head.


“Honestly, a policeman.” She smiled, the worry lines disappeared, and she was suddenly very attractive. “I had to leave when you said that.”


“Are you Tess?”


“Nurse Thomson to you.” (But her smile took the edge off it.) “I know how you felt, when I first saw Sir Westcott I thought he must have stopped in at the hospital to deliver meat to the kitchen. A policeman’s a new one, though—what made you think that?”


“It was his fault. He said he was guarding me.”


“He meant he was keeping his eye on you—you’re his prize patient.” She had finished checking the monitors, and seemed happy with the result.


“Tess, what’s happened to me?”


“Nurse Thomson.” She bit her lip. “I shouldn’t talk about it, really I shouldn’t. But you’re going to be all right—you’ve got the best doctor you could ever get. You were in a very bad accident.” She moved to look into my face, studying it. “I’ll be taking the catheters out later, and I don’t think you want to be awake for that. I can tell you’re hurting, but Sir Westcott told me to leave you as you are if you can stand it. Will you be all right to stay awake for a few minutes more?”


“If you’ll stay to hold my hand.” As I said it, I wondered what was happening. I would never try a line like that—particularly when I was quite incapable of following up on it. My concussion must be worse than I knew.


She just smiled. “I’ll be back in twenty minutes. It’s always a good sign when a patient gets fresh. Shout if you need me sooner.”


I lay back and closed my eyes again, to assess my pains jointly and severally. Right leg, ribs, and head were the worst, with stomach and neck a close second. They competed for attention. It was a poor time to try for boyhood reminiscence, or for thinking of any kind; but if it would speed my recovery, I ought to at least give it a try.


Being drugged is certainly no obstacle to recalling your childhood; I would say that it even helps. In the next twenty-four hours, drifting in and out of sedated sleep, I tried to obey Sir Westcott Shaw’s request and worked my way forward from my earliest memories. I took his word for it that the exercise would have some value, and the order of recollection didn’t matter.


I suppose that by my third birthday I already knew that I was a “twin,” and that being a twin somehow made me special. It was unfair. I didn’t know my twin, and Uncle Fred and Aunt Dora did. They would talk about him and about me when I was presumed to be asleep or watching the television.


“It’s not fair to bring them up apart like this,” Uncle Fred would say. “They have to get to know each other. We should send him out there for a visit with Leo.”


“Don’t be daft, Fred. We don’t have the money for anything like that, and you know it.”


“Well, mebbe Tom could find some way to send Leo over here for a holiday to see Lionel.”


“It’s a long trip from out there. It could cost a lot.”


At the age of six I knew that “out there” was Los Angeles, a location as far away to me as the Moon. Farther—I could see the Moon. In a way, Leo and I were true Moon-children. We were born on October 4th, 1957, the day that Sputnik was launched and the Space Age began; and we watched the Apollo XI landing together, twelve years later.


When we were one year old, in October, 1958, Mum and Dad had been killed. They had gone down to Leeds for a day out, a casual shopping expedition, and they had stayed there for dinner. At seven o’clock in the evening, a big lorry had gone out of control in the middle of the town, and smashed in through the front of a restaurant. Fourteen people were killed. That was a statistic. Mum and Dad were at a window table and died instantly. That was a statistic that changed our lives forever.


Big Brother Leo went to live with Mum’s brother and his wife, Tom and Ellen Foss. In 1959 Tom lost his job with Marconi and was offered a good one with Standard Oil of California in La Habra. Leo and I, two years old, had a final meeting in December, 1959. Later we both claimed to remember it, but I think we were recreating it from other people’s descriptions.


I stayed on in Middlesbrough, living with Dad’s brother, Fred, and Aunt Dora. They could have no children of their own. It took me many years to learn that the two deaths they would have given anything to prevent had enriched their life together and given it a new meaning.


The earliest memory I can positively identify came at Christmas, when I was four years old. We had a telephone call from America and I talked to Leo. I was enormously excited when I was told that my “twin” was on the phone, and enormously disappointed when he said nothing more than the sort of things I might have said myself.


Memories came thicker after that. As I lay there in the Reading Hospital I did my best to work my way steadily forward in time, but it was hopeless. Either I was too sick, or I was too full of drugs and mental confusion. Instead of the quiet years at Middlesbrough, through elementary school and then on through grammar school, I conjured up a distorted, surrealistic collage of events. The cold front room where I had practiced on the black upright piano was there, but the used-only-at-Christmas furniture with its shiny covers had vanished in favor of casual, low-slung chairs and couches with bright patterned upholstery, lit by a fiercer sun than the north of England ever knew. My solo performances on the piano, at school and later in the Town Hall, were clearly remembered; but they had acquired a different audience, full of tall, tanned girls with long hair and perfect teeth. They were noisy and cheerful, crowding in toward the stage while I struggled with a Mozart sonata.


I sweated in the hospital bed, tossing and turning, peering into the past until the night nurse, looking in, gave me an injection to bring the relief of a deeper sleep.


The next morning I couldn’t avoid trying again, the way we tend to pick at a half-healed scab once we realize that it’s there. Memories came easier after Leo and I had our first real meeting—which is to say, the first meeting where we were able to understand our relationship to each other.


It happened when we were nearly twelve. A big medical conference took place in Edinburgh, and one of its key sessions had as a theme the psychology and physiology of identical twins who had been reared apart. Uncle Fred had the brainwave of his life. At his suggestion, the conference committee arranged for Leo and me to attend together and to submit to a couple of days of tests and questions. All our expenses were covered.


My inferiority complex probably began with that meeting. Raised in a house with no other children, I had become used to spending time alone and I was shy with strangers. My public recitals somehow didn’t count, they were encounters with an anonymous and faceless audience. Leo had the advantage of me. Tom and Ellen Foss already had one child, a girl, before they took Leo, and a year later they had another daughter. Leo grew up in what sounded to me like a rowdy, active household, full of visiting California nymphets who came to see his sisters. At the conference in Edinburgh I met a relaxed, tanned version of myself, already a bit taller and heavier (blame those American meals and vitamins), far more self-confident, and with a developed line of small talk that allowed him to meet and impress any girl he happened to fancy. I watched and imitated, but there was no doubt who was the expert.


We had a great time in Edinburgh in spite of all that. Even the tests were fun. We came out with the same IQ’s, rather differently distributed as to skills.


Our memories were about equally good, but I knew more English words. Thank crossword puzzles for that—the only Sunday newspaper that Uncle Fred would allow in the house was the Observer, and I cut my teeth on the Everyman and (much later) the Ximenes crossword puzzles.


In spite of that evidence of word-power, it was Leo who showed more aptitude for and interest in languages. Concert travels eventually have brought me to the point where I can ask my way to the airport in half a dozen foreign tongues (and sometimes even understand the answers). But Leo was really interested, and by the time he was twenty-five he was fluent in five languages, and had a passing acquaintance with three or four more.


When the Edinburgh conference was over we had a few hours to ourselves before we had to take the train back to Middlesbrough. There was no need to sit and talk any more—we already knew that we got on better together than anyone else in the world. So we hit the fleshpots. I introduced Leo to skate and chips with salt and vinegar, and then to knickerbockers glories, with five flavors of ice-cream, pineapple crush, whipped cream, strawberry sauce, chocolate flakes and grated nuts. He insisted he could eat another one. So did I.


On the train back to Middlesbrough I was sick out of the window on one side and Leo was sick out of one on the other. Two days later we watched the first moon landing together on the black and white television in Aunt Dora’s bedroom. That same afternoon we had our first fight.


I was trying to bring back some details of that when I fell asleep again, and woke to find Sir Westcott Shaw sitting in his favorite place at the end of the bed.


He was holding two apples in one paw (did the man live on them?) and nodded amiably to me when he saw my eyes were open.


“How are you feeling?”


“Terrible” My ribs were killing me, and so was my right leg.


“Right. I thought you might be. I dropped your dose of painkillers in half.”


“You’re very kind.”


“I thought you ought to be alert as possible for this session.”


“How’s Leo?”


“If you’ll give me a minute, I’ll tell you. But first off I want to ask you just a few questions. All right?”


“Whatever you like.” I didn’t try to hide my impatience.


He reached down and picked up a pad from the floor next to his feet, then fished out a stub of pencil from his inside jacket pocket. I looked again at the heavy boots, and the fat, banana-bunch fingers.


“Are you sure you’re a doctor and not a policeman?”


He looked at me sympathetically. “Pain’s pretty bad, eh? I’ll keep this as short as I can, then we’ll give you a jab. I’ll start with the easy stuff. What’s your name?”


“It’s still Lionel Salkind.”


“Good. You’re saying that a sight better than you could this time last week. How old are you?”


“Thirty-two—unless you’ve had me unconscious for a few more months and not told me about it.”


“Not this time. Now, I want you to think for a minute before you answer this one. I know your head hurts like hell, and I know we’ve bunged you full up with drugs. Try and allow for all that, and tell me, does your head feel normal?”


I tried. It didn’t. My thoughts ran in swooping, random patterns, dipping away from the question and back again. I had to concentrate on every word he said, and for the first time I realized I had been like this ever since I woke up after the accident.


“No,” I said at last. “My head feels funny.”


“I’m not surprised. Do you think you can describe it better—give it something more than saying it feels ‘funny’?”


“It reminds me of the way I feel when I speak French or German after a long time without using it. I have to grope around for what I want to say, looking for words. And when you speak to me I have to listen very hard to grasp what you’re getting at.”


“Good way of putting it.” He scowled down at the page, then stuck the pencil up behind his ear. “One more question, then I’ll talk for a while. What can you remember about your accident? Take your time, and tell it in any order you like.”


I had to work hard at answering that. So long as I didn’t try to pin events down closely, my memory seemed to be clear about what happened. But when I thought hard, events became confused and wandering. It was like trying to look at a very faint star. So long as you look a little away from, it, your sensitive peripheral vision lets you see it. When you turn your attention to it directly, it just winks out of existence.


He showed no impatience as I went, through my mental struggles, but when at last I spoke he leaned forward intently, nodding now and again. He said nothing until I described the two men who had entered the wreck and searched me and Leo for something, then he frowned and shook his head unhappily.


“That worries me. It sounds like pure hallucination from start to finish. I was hoping we wouldn’t run into any of that.”


“It’s not hallucination. I remember it clearly, and that’s just how it happened.”


He shrugged. “I’m sure that’s the way you remember it. The records say otherwise. The first people at the crash were a carload of farmers who saw the helicopter come down from a few fields away. They didn’t search you, and they brought you straight here. Just as well that they did. Half an hour later, and we’d have been able to do nothing for you. You had a close call.”


“But I’m telling you, it happened the way I said. We were searched.”


“I don’t want to beat that point to death—we can talk about it more later. I promised you some explanations today, and I think you’re well enough to take them. But it will take a few minutes. Stop me if this gets to be too much, or if you have trouble following what I’m saying. Otherwise, let me talk.”


He took a manila folder—he had been sitting on it—opened it, and started to read from it in a flat, toneless voice. The beginning was simple and unpleasant enough: my list of injuries when they logged me into the Emergency Room at Queen’s Hospital Annex in Reading.


Lionel Salkind, British subject.


Crushed right leg below the knee; broken tibia and fibula, compound fracture; broken patella; crushed talus, crushed navicular, broken metatarsals.


Broken right femur, compound fracture, with severed sartorius muscle.


Crushed right testicle and epididymis.


Fractured eight, ninth, tenth, and eleventh ribs, penetrating the costal pleura and piercing the right lung.


Ruptured spleen.


Damaged right kidney, and severed renal artery.


If I had been feeling sick when Sir Westcott began his catalog, I grew sicker as he went on with it.


“Don’t just keep reading that,” I said to him, when he showed no signs of stopping. “Tell me what you can do about it.”


He waved his hand at me without looking up. “I’m keeping this as short as I can. There’s a lot of messy detail for all these that don’t help us at all. Let me get to the bad part. Here we are. Head injuries.”


Crushed right middle and inner ear and severed pharyngo-tympanic tube.


Crushed right mastoid, sphenoid, temporal and occipital bones, with fragment penetration of right frontal, temporal, and parietal brain lobes. Crushed cuneus and precuneus. Right cerebral cortex shows numerous lesions and approximately fifty percent tissue destruction.


He coughed. “Prognosis: terminal.”


Then he looked at me to see my reaction. I couldn’t speak, but the punch line of an old tall story would have been the thing to offer. “So what happened to you then, Bill?” “What happened to me? Why, I died, of course.”


Prognosis: terminal.


If you want a phrase guaranteed to send you over the edge into lunacy, there’s my candidate.


I gave a sort of hysterical titter. “What are you telling me? That I died and now I’m in Hell?”


“Nothing so sensational. Let me finish.”


He pulled another sheet of paper from his folder. “Your brother.”


Leo Foss, United States subject.


Broken pelvis.


Broken lower mandible, broken humerus.


Damaged and crushed liver, lacerated pancreas, lacerated stomach.


Shattered spinal column, crushed lumbar, thoracic, and cervical vertebrae, crushed medulla, severed spinal cord in cervical region.


He looked up at me. “There’s more, but it all tells the same story. Prognosos: terminal. For ten different reasons.”


At that point he laid down his folder, pulled an apple out of his pocket, and fished about for his clasp knife. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Was he going to settle in and munch one now, leaving Leo and me with our terminal prognoses while he had a mid-afternoon snack?


“You see,” he said—now he was deliberately opening the knife. “I knew I had a problem within five minutes of your being brought into the hospital. I could fix your broken leg, after a fashion. You’d not walk on that ankle, but I’d have taken it off at the knee, anyway. And I could have done a halfway decent job on your ribs and lung, too. You’d have had to manage on one kidney and one ear, but there’s plenty of people who do that, an’ get along very well with it. Only your very close friends would ever get to know that you only had one testicle, so that didn’t worry me, either. You see the problem? It was that smashed skull, and the damaged brain lobes. The right-hand side, in by the ear, that was a mess. It was all bubble-an’-squeak, no good to anybody. I might have been able to keep you alive for a couple of weeks, and that would have been it.”
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