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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.


      




Kaeti flicked through the pile of A4 stats. ‘Useful things, scripts,’ she remarked inconsequentially.


Kerry peered at the mirror. ‘Why’s that?’ she said. She fiddled with a makeup brush, touched delicately at her lashes. For some reason, she stuck her tongue out slightly while she was doing it. Kaeti supposed it helped her concentration.


She shuffled the pages together, laid them down. ‘You write on the backs,’ she said. ‘With a soft pencil o’ course. That way you know you’re not wasting paper. It’s the way to ring the big bell.’


Kerry sat back, began packing the tubes and lotions away into the little case she always carried. ‘What’s that then?’ she said.


‘O Level set book,’ said Kaeti. ‘Bestseller every year. While it stays in the syllabus that is. There’s other ways now. Only snag is, you got to be illiterate. Won’t appeal to the Enterprise Culture else.’


The black girl glanced sidelong. ‘You’re getting cynical,’ she said.


‘No,’ said Kaeti. ‘Just watching the Box.’ She scowled. ‘Anyway, there ain’t nothing wrong with cynicism. Dead important it were, once on a time. Big philosophy. I was readin’ about it the other day. It’s just that now, people mix it up with sneering.’ She sniffed. ‘I can read, you know,’ she said. ‘Do joined-up writing an’ all.’ She twitched at the neckline of her sweater, pushed briefly at her hair.


Kerry raised an eyebrow. ‘Reckon that gear’s getting a bit out of date,’ she said. ‘Stripes are out; haven’t you heard? Makes you look like a sort of Apache dancer. Least, it would if you were a bloke.’ She closed the makeup case.


‘No way,’ said Kaeti composedly. ‘Market research, that’s what this lot is. Havin’ a beer with a mate. Amazing what you can pick up, just keeping your eyes open.’


‘Where was that then?’ asked the other curiously.


‘Southwark,’ said Kaeti briefly. ‘Barmaid. Year or two ago now, I suppose. It don’t change much though. It’s one of the things about London. Dead conservative; with a small ‘c’ o’ course.’ She sniffed again. ‘Sometimes with a big one; they made a lot o’ loot on that as well, once on a time.’ She considered. ‘Good to see you, Kerry,’ she said. ‘Nice to be workin’ with you again.’


‘Yeah,’ said the black girl. ‘Snap.’ She stood up. ‘Shall we get on with it then?’ she said.




Kaeti and the Shadows


Kaeti was having a bad night. She grumbled and tossed, turned over, half dozed off, woke shivering. One arm was outside the covers; she pulled it in, and yelped. It felt like ice. She massaged vigorously, and the duvet slipped. She sat up swearing. Continental quilts, she knew all about them. She’d read the blurb; shake one way for the summer so all the bits inside stood up, then the other way for winter so they all lay flat again. Or had she got that wrong way round? Anyway, they didn’t work. She’d already added all the blankets in the cupboard, scrounged a couple more off Kerry. And she was still cold. Duvets? She’d had ’em up to here. She didn’t like common market potatoes either.


She’d scrounged the duvet off a Swedish fashion model. Least, she claimed she had been once; and Kaeti could believe it. She’d given it all up though. Something about refusing to model swimsuits, because men only wanted to see her body. Kaeti shrugged, and wished she hadn’t. If you’d got assets, then you flogged ’em. Seemed common sense.


She braced herself, gritted her teeth and swung out of bed. She needed the loo anyway, she’d just been putting it off. She hauled her dressing gown on, padded through. Leastways, the little room was warm. The only part of the flat that was. There’d been ice in the bowl the day before, they’d been running a paraffin heater ever since. They needed a burst pipe like a hole in the head.


The old boy down the road had had a freezeup the week before. She’d gone round to the undertakers to try and sort it out, because they did painting and decorating on the side. They hadn’t been able to help though. They’d told her there were other people worse off, gone on and on about carrying coffins through snowdrifts.


She decided she was getting maudlin. She pulled the chain optimistically, was rewarded by a reassuring gushing. She closed the door, went back and remade the bed. She put the light off, dived in thankfully. She manoeuvred a hottie under her bottom, found the other with her feet. After which she felt better. She wasn’t supposed to feel the cold, not at her age; old Alfie had been pulling her leg about it only that lunchtime, in the pub. ‘Young gel like you’, he’d said. ‘’Ot blood, an’ that…’


She pulled the covers over her head, left just her nose exposed. ‘You must be jokin’,’ she muttered.


It was the building of course. Like most of them in that town. All the wavy plaster, and little beams poking out where you’d least expect them. She supposed it was all right in the summer. Quite pretty really. Flower baskets on the lamp posts, that sort of stuff. It was the winter that got to you. Draughts under the doors, cracks round all the windowframes; you could never keep a place like that warm. Not even if you double-glazed.


Funny how she always thought of it as ‘that town’, although she’d lived there for ages. Well, eighteen months. No, coming two years if you reckoned it up. Amazing how the weeks went by. She supposed that was another sign of age.


She snuggled even deeper. She’d been reading Snoopy that morning. ‘Rats’, she said, decisively.


She wondered why people kept on coming to the town, why everything was sky-high. She knew why she’d come. Least, she thought she did. But all the rest? Paying an arm and a leg for rabbit-hutch cottages that were mostly fit for the knackers; traffic all night, nowhere to park the car, no gardens even. Though some of them did their best. Window boxes and that. They were all right till the yobboes pulled the plants up. Because you got yobboes here of course, same as everywhere else. She supposed it was the convenience. ‘Railway station 3 mins.,’ stuff like that.


She thought longingly of Town. All the high-rises. Most of her friends had moved into them now. She’d loathed them at first, she still did in a way; but at least you could get them snug. Until they started falling apart of course, through modern building methods. Usually it was the corners that went, like a pack of cards. If you were in the loo at the time you’d got problems.


Unless they blew them up first. Though like as not they wouldn’t fall down even then. Just squidge sideways a bit and sit there looking stupid.


She decided she was rambling. She wondered how Tina was getting on.


One thing you could say for the cold; it kept the Shadows away. But then, they weren’t used to it. They hadn’t been born in cold; they’d been formed in the fires of Hell.


That was a funny thought. Did ‘Hell’ take a capital, or was it lower case? She remembered what Giles had said, when she’d been doing that publishing stint. She’d asked him the question about a text she’d been correcting; and he’d drawn himself up magisterially. ‘It depends,’ he’d said in his best Oxbridge, ‘whether or not you believe it to be a geographical location.’ Well, it had been a geographical location. Its earthly name was Hiroshima.


She’d been stupid really to jack that job in. Nice little number it had been. Good prospects too; and her only taken on as a typist. She’d taken the course after she’d seen sense, realized there was no living in advertising. Not for her at least. Only Giles had hooked her out of the front office, out of the typing pool, made her his P/A. She’d asked him once why he’d done it; after all she hadn’t got a bit of paper like he had, to prove she was smart. He’d just looked bland though. ‘It was that pocket Oxford you kept on your desk,’ he said. ‘Showed you could think for yourself.’


She sniffed. It hadn’t been that at all. Not really. He’d fancied her, you could always tell. He hadn’t been a bad bloke though, not at heart; he’d tried it on a bit, odd times, but he’d never really pushed his luck. A gent, was Giles; or maybe it just came from having a domineering mother.


She rubbed her knees, under the blankets. She still hadn’t properly got warm. She was sick to death of it; after a summer like that last, as well. Somebody had told her, learnedly, it had all been because the South Atlantic High hadn’t formed. Maybe it had formed now. She still didn’t give a damn.


She wondered why she had given the job up. Things had happened, certainly; but she could have coped with them. After all, she usually did. Instead she’d packed her bags, got on a train. The first one she’d seen. And finished up here. She supposed she’d always been impulsive. Pity though, she’d really liked the work. It was interesting, all the people coming in and out. Authors and such. Except when Giles was in one of his moods of course. All bosses were like that though. She supposed it really was best being on her own.


She rolled over, rearranged the hottie. Being a freelance was supposed to be marvellous. Working when you liked and all that. There were snags to everything though; and it hadn’t taken her long to find them out. You could forget weekends to start with, because every job was wanted on somebody or other’s desk for Monday morning. Regardless of whether or not it had already lain there a fortnight. It was all deadlines; except when it came to paying her of course, that was a bit different. That was the executive mentality though; as long as somebody was slogging away somewhere they could go off and play golf with a clear conscience. Then there was the tax thing. Get a bad year after a good one and you’d finish owing as much as you’d made. Or more. She’d talked to people who’d actually had that happen. Not that anybody would understand. For the most part they wouldn’t even try. She could hear the cracks already. ‘You must have earned it, otherwise you wouldn’t have to pay…’ Still, that was the way of things. She sometimes thought, in her bleaker moments, the world was divided into two sorts of people; human beings, and artists.


She sniffed again. Kerry understood. But then, she understood a lot of things. Maybe it was the Seychelles part of her. All that palmistry and stuff. Meeting up with her had been her one big stroke of luck. Just after she’d moved into the flat as well; she’d been looking for somebody to split the rent with. She’d wondered how it would work out at the start. Sharing flats with other girls; she’d had enough of it in Town, got to the point where she’d sooner shack up with a bloke. All the emotional traumas and such. Not that she could really talk. It had been great though, really great. Kerry was different.


She opened her eyes, knowing there would be nothing to see. Just blackness. She peered. Across the room, somewhere, was her drawing board. Or was it? She couldn’t touch it; so how could she actually be sure? It was like one of Kerry’s Buddhist taradiddles. Least, she thought they were Buddhists. They were, weren’t they? The Jains? She didn’t know much about them; except that they had to have all their own pots and pans. One side of the kitchen for her, the other for Kerry; it was the only strict rule in the place. She wondered what they ate, that was so different; she’d never yet seen the black girl cook a meal.


She screwed her eyes shut till the nervelights flashed, opened them again. She grimaced. When she was a kid, she’d always been scared of the dark. Somehow, the feeling was starting to come back. She understood it better now though. Once, she’d been afraid the night was full; ghosts, and things with claws. Now, she was afraid it might be empty.


It wasn’t though. She could sense the movement in the room, the restlessness. Although there were no sounds. Also, the dark seemed no longer as intense. There was a pearliness to it, a glow by which things might soon become visible. Things she didn’t particularly want to see.


She ducked under the blankets, used a trick she’d been relying on more and more. She imagined a door sliding down; a great steel door, a yard or more thick. Slow, but so secure. She saw the lines of rivets on it, the huge bolts that would soon shoot home, make sure it never rose again. The gap beneath it was narrowing, narrowing; behind it, she would be safe. She nearly screamed at it to hurry; and there was a clunk. The lights and voices vanished; and she sighed with relief. She stretched her legs in the bed, found the hot water bottle again. Now, she could sleep.


The telephone was ringing. She padded through to answer it. It had to be either Rod or Toby, she hadn’t given the number to anybody else. If it was for her of course. It was Kerry’s phone after all, it would have seemed a bit of a cheek. There was a payphone downstairs but she didn’t like giving that number either. It made her look too much like what she was; a struggling freelance.


It was Toby. He sounded unusually jovial, which probably meant he was strapped for cash again; in which case goodbye last month’s billings, for a week or two at least. ‘Morning, Kaeti,’ he said. ‘Got those roughs ready for me yet?’


She winced. She’d tried for months to get him to call them visuals, but it was no good. Though there were worse. That old trout round at Ponsonby’s, who gave her the odd bit of freelance, called them ‘sketches’; and she’d been in advertising since cars had tillers. ‘Just finishin’,’ she said. ‘Be round about eleven. All right?’


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Jolly good, look forward…’ He tailed off momentarily, like he often did. ‘Got some more … er… bits and pieces,’ he said. ‘New client. Said he’d advertise…if…er…’


‘OK,’ she said. ‘Gotta dash, Toby, see you in a bit… Sketches, I expect,’ she said balefully as she put the phone down.


She went back to the drawing board. The job—she’d only done one visual, actually—was just about complete. She’d long ago stopped supplying Toby’s habitual ‘three or four’, because it didn’t pay; he’d never cough up for what he called the failures. Still, he never remembered how many he’d asked for so it didn’t really matter; she jacked the price up on the singleton instead.


She scowled at the advert. A shop window mannequin; and the headline (‘Mottoes,’ old mother Ponsonby called them) ‘Don’t be a dummy; shop at Harris and West.’ Toby’s copy, for sure; you could spot it a mile off. ‘Pop into Parker’s’ had been the last; the ultimate, surely, in champagne promotions. The windows of the dress shop were stuffed full of dummies, and the staff were about the same. Difficult to tell them apart, unless somebody moved sudden. But Harris and West wouldn’t spot the anti-sell. Their level of creative thought exactly matched Toby’s; which was why, she presumed, they both made money.


Not that she fancied herself as a copywriter; it was just that if you let an amateur loose you could be sure of one thing. If he put one word after another, the second word would be wrong. She should know; she’d seen enough of it, one way and another. She remembered Giles’ cover blurbs, and shuddered faintly.


What was the old trout’s name? Not Ponsonby, certainly. Dorothy something or other. Drove a little yellow Honda. After a fashion. She’d seen it once stuck halfway up a lamp post in the High Street. Old mother P. still up there in the driving seat looking resigned. A small, interested crowd had gathered. She joined it, and ran full tilt into Tina. The other girl had already nearly laughed herself into a fit. ‘Throw a bucket o’ water over ’em,’ she yelled. ‘That’ll separate ’em …’ Then there was the clanging of an ambulance or fire engine, and Tina took to her heels. She never had been happy in the presence of authority.


Kaeti smiled, and fell to doodling on a layout pad. Faces in profile, like she nearly always drew. Some catlike, sleek; others more fanciful. She remembered the first commercial job she’d ever done, for a little boutique. New-style mannequins. Though she’d only been an Improver in those days; visualizing was strictly not her province. She’d been doodling though, like she was now; and the faces had grown necks that turned unconsciously to coathangers. She painted them up in pink and cobalt, excited for the first time ever. The studio manager had had all the finished art reversed left to right of course, so he could claim the credit; and she’d seen the trick used a score of times since. But she was still sure she’d been the first. She’d thought of it on her own at least.


The last face she’d drawn was half lost beneath a mane of hair; she started guiltily, looked at her wrist. Half ten already; she’d have to get a move on. She squeezed a dab of Permanent White onto a saucer, made a couple of small corrections to the logo. She examined the ad again critically, and nodded. It would serve; for Harris and West, at least. She wondered why Toby was bothering with them. He’d stick a bit on the artwork and repro setting, but the local paper wouldn’t give him any perks. Since the recession broke the Agency stranglehold the London mags would bend over backwards for a booking; but you didn’t get recessions here. What, with the mayor a property developer?


She held the job in front of the heater, fixed it with a squib or two of 101. She went to the cupboard where she kept her cover paper, frowned at the three or four sheets remaining. She’d got about four hundred quid out in bills, but none of it showed any sign of materializing. That was the trouble with freelance though, always had been. Squeeze the clients hard enough and they’d pay; but then of course there was no use going back. There was always somebody else round the corner.


She shrugged. She was running short on everything, from line board upwards; if she had to put an order in before the cash came through the bank manager wasn’t going to be best pleased. She’d sort that later though, as and when she had to. She made up a folder, mounted the job with double-sided tape and slipped it into the portfolio. She buttoned her anorak, made sure she had her keys and hurried downstairs. She pulled the street door shut, headed into town.


Crossing the river bridge she paused, as she nearly always did. The floods were high and frozen, covering the water meadows to either side for a hundred yards or more. The lines of little willows thrust up stark, from planes of white and coloured grey. Ideally the sky should have been a glowing green, like in the wonderful Breughel. Instead it was an icy, unremitting blue. There was a Lowry harshness to it. Though Lowry wasn’t really harsh, not if you looked into him. Maybe a bit, in his seascape phase. After he’d got used to the Great War cripples in their carts, before he found his matchstalk dogs and men.


She pushed her hair back. There should still have been figures though. Scores of them, dark against the brilliance, pulling sleds and shouting, running, snowballing. Like there had been that first Sunday of the freeze. She’d stood then as she was standing now, wished with sudden passion she could be one of them; tiny and anonymous, uncaring.


She frowned. There was one figure, trudging in middle distance. Jeans and a windcheater, collar turned up, hands stuffed into pockets. As if on cue it turned, and waved. She saw the flag of flying hair.


Her heart skipped a beat, for no reason at all. Because it had to be Tina. She wondered how she could possibly have recognized her, from so far off. She saw herself through the other’s eyes, a dark speck against the long sweep of the bridge. It wasn’t possible. She waved back nonetheless, and hurried on. She ought to be used to Tina’s keen-sightedness by now.


Though she’d wondered, at the start, how she could see anything at all. Certainly she’d never seen a mane of hair like it, in all her life. It was everywhere; across her eyes, in her mouth as she tried to talk so she was always spitting out strands. She reminded Kaeti of the paint ads, the ones with the Old English sheepdogs. She’d blow at the fringe occasionally, stick her lip out to direct the blast; or push it with her hands, or shake her head. But it would always flop back. She’d grin then, flick at her woolly or her skirt, mutter, ‘Bloody ’air’, and light a cigarette. Kaeti wondered why she never set herself alight as well.


Certainly her hair seemed to possess a personality of its own. Best had been when she’d done that stint at the little patisserie on River Front. Rive Gauche it called itself, though in Kaeti’s opinion that was going a bit far. All right in Town perhaps, but not down here; the locals had a big enough job with English, they couldn’t be expected to cope with anything else. It just wasn’t good advertising.


She’d seen Tina through the window and tottered in, amazed. Perched on the back of her head, almost lost in the tangle, was a tiny white cap. ‘What the ’ell you wearin’ that for?’ she’d asked, and the other’s one visible eye regarded her balefully. ‘’Ygiene,’ she said. She wiped at a dob of cream that had somehow become attached to one of the strands, sucked her finger and turned to the next customer. ‘Can I ’elp you, madam?’ she asked hopefully. Predictably, the situation didn’t last for long.


Advertising. Why did she have to relate everything to advertising? She supposed it was just because it was her racket. This wasn’t advertising though. Not what she was doing now. This was pissing about in the sticks.


So what was advertising anyway? Was it really any better up in Town? She remembered her first round of jobhunting. The big Agencies first, because she’d got big ideas. Hours on end sitting in Reception after Reception, her folder under her arm, watching across an acre or so of pale beige carpet to where a bored Receptionist painted her nails. Those were the good bits though; at least she was in the dry. It seemed it had rained solid, for a month of cold-calling; and her moccasins, the only really comfy shoes she’d got, always had let wet. As she got damper, she became progressively more despondent; but she was too stubborn to give up.


She learned the facts of life eventually of course; from a tired-looking studio manager, the only really decent bloke she met. Still Life, to be exact; because that was what they called it. All the pages and pages of two inch singles, sweep your own chimney, mend your own shoes, be taller, be thinner, be fatter; grow your own cactus, dig your own grave. The specimens she’d brought, the clever-clever stuff, were all right in their way; but this was the nitty gritty. Was this what she’d like to churn out, week after week, year after year? The answer, most decidedly, was no. There were worse than that though. She’d been leafing through a glamour mag the other day, something Kerry had brought back from the office, and had stopped, appalled. Vibrators, nine inches by whatever it made in millimetres; Inflatables, free lubricant supplied; double-ended dildos, for Double Fun. That was Advertising too; somebody must set the copy, prepare the pasteups. She tossed her head. At least that was one barrel she hadn’t scraped; or was that an affectation too? They were jobs; and each job was solid gold, she’d been told that often enough. It didn’t matter what the product was, it wasn’t her concern. The idea was to sell it.


She wondered why Tina was walking on the meadows. It looked as if she was out of work again. She’d done a stint as a forecourt attendant after the cakeshop affair. Sitting in that little lit kiosk all hours; and if the kids nicked the Jelly Babies off the rack it came out of her money on Friday. That had ended abruptly when she’d put the boss’s car through a brick wall. Kaeti had stared at her blankly when she’d told her. ‘But you can’t drive,’ she’d said; and the other had shrugged. ‘I know,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘Gotta start sometime though …’ Last Kaeti had heard, she’d been thinking about a job in a flower shop. She probably hadn’t bothered; which Kaeti thought was a shame. She had a sort of way with her, despite appearances; a delicacy with things like flowers, fabrics … She was so very feminine, in some respects.


Kaeti tossed her head again. She wondered why she worried about the other girl so much. After all, she could look after herself. Give as good as she got. One thing was certain; she’d never give a damn.


She’d reached town centre. Where the Shadows had been. They’d lasted for days, some of them, despite the hoses and brooms. They scrubbed at them and scrubbed, as though they were unclean; an offence perhaps, to tidy civic minds. She watched in dull amazement as the stains were inexorably removed. What if the Bomb came, while they were so self-righteously engaged? What if the sky lit soundless white? Where would they be then, and where would she? What would remain, to show that Tina once had breath? A velvet, shouting Shape, burned on a wall?


The hooting, and the close noise of brakes, startled her. She jumped back, stood a moment blinking. Then she understood. The bus had been real; it wasn’t a Shadow at all.


She pulled the hottie round, and cuddled it. ‘Tina,’ she said vaguely. She drifted back to sleep.


She still found Toby’s place a faint surprise. The rickety gate that led to it was next to a smart jewellers; leastways they always hung their bracelets and stuff on bits of old driftwood, which must prove something. She often wondered what they thought of the juxtaposition; after all the gateway, and the yard beyond, were genuine antiques. The yard itself was cobbled, much weed-grown in summer. At its far end a big round-topped shed, somebody or other’s garage, betrayed its Victorian origins by a line of wooden dags. Old packing crates stood about, and piles of worn tyres; there was a general air of dilapidation. She’d never seen a car go out or in; they must still have some trade though because you heard the occasional revving of an engine, or as now the faint shriek of a drill biting into metal.


She opened Toby’s downstairs door, stopped momentarily. Overnight the walls had acquired a coat of primrose distemper; and an elderly man was busily engaged slapping dark red paint onto the concrete floor. He gave her strict instructions about which bits not to step on.


‘I’ll do me best,’ said Kaeti.


Upstairs, Jan was sitting at her desk in a topcoat and long boots. She was holding a phone on her shoulder, and scribbling on a pad. She grinned at Kaeti, contrived to nod toward the sanctum. Kaeti went through. Toby, it seemed, was surprised to see her; but that was by no means untypical. She sometimes suspected him of having a bad short-term memory. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘Er … yes. Kaeti, hello …’


She waited patiently, watched his mind go into overdrive. She always fancied she could see the thoughts pass across his forehead, like one of those electric signs they used to have on newspaper buildings. ‘KAETI … MUST HAVE CALLED HER … YES, KAETI … WHY …’


His face cleared. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘the roughs. You got them?’


She undid the portfolio. ‘One visual,’ she said. ‘Like you asked for. I’ve come for the rest…’


He’d already become distracted though. He scowled at his desk. ‘Devil of a nuisance,’ he said. ‘Comes from havin’ friends just round the corner. Think they can drop stuff on you at a moment’s notice. Too available… I’m a publisher,’ he went on irritably. ‘No time for stuff like this. Still …’


Kaeti looked over his shoulder. One thing she would say for him; he could do neat pasteups. God knew where he’d learned. All the layouts were the same of course; headline at the top (‘motto’ her mind insisted, nastily), a couple of squared-up halftones—she was sure it had taken him the best part of a day to decide whether to range them left or right—three or four lines of copy, and the logo. The box rule was real nice though. ‘You got finished art for that?’ she said. She meant the logo.


‘Of course,’ said Toby shortly. ‘Take it orf this …’ He reached behind him, grabbed a large glossy from one of the slatted shelves.


‘That’s on four colour tone though,’ said Kaeti. ‘You’ll get ragged edges.’


‘Oh, Rod will do something,’ said the client. ‘Get a PMT. Reverse it black to white of course.’


The office was really cold. ‘You can’t,’ said Kaeti.


‘Can’t what?’


‘Reverse a PMT.’


‘Oh, they’ll sort it out,’ said Toby airily. ‘Useful, havin’ a bloke just round the corner.’


Kaeti bit her lip.


‘Sorry about the stink,’ said Toby suddenly. ‘Rotten cabbages. Blasted gas went orf.’ He glowered at an inoffensive-looking cabinet heater. ‘Only bought the blasted thing a week ago …’


‘You got any spare cylinders?’


‘No,’ said Toby. ‘Never thought …’ Kaeti wondered vaguely why she still liked him. Maybe because he somehow managed to stay in business. She’d never made much of a fist of it herself.


Jan put her head round the door. ‘Time you put central heating in this dump,’ she said. ‘Like a coffee, Kaeti?’


‘Why should I?’ yelled Toby, in sudden fury. ‘Not my bloody property … You all right, Kaeti?’


‘Yeah, fine,’ said Kaeti. She scotched on the edge of the desk, resigned herself to a long stay. ‘Thanks,’ she added, to the already-closing door.


Toby suddenly noticed the visual. ‘I say, that’s good,’ he said. ‘Looks pretty good. You bring it in?’


‘Yes,’ said Kaeti. She felt her own attention wandering. It was the inevitable result of holding a conversation with Toby. As if it was infectious somehow.


‘Ah, that,’ said Toby enthusiastically. ‘Like it?’


‘That’ was a large poster, hanging over the fireless grate. It showed a miserable-looking yob walking along a rainy street. She recognized him vaguely. James Dean.


‘Bought it for old Charles,’ said Toby. ‘Some place in Oxford, got thousands of ’em. He’d been on a right downer …’ He rushed forward, peered. ‘Is it a paintin’?’ he said.


‘Took orf a photo,’ said Kaeti. ‘It’s dead realistic though.’


‘Thought it might cheer him up,’ said Toby. ‘Never seemed to … Ah, coffee … Jan, you’re an angel …’


‘I know,’ said the redhead. ‘Runs in the family …’ She retired, to her own domain.


Kaeti sat back on the desk. ‘What was that new job, Toby?’ she said.


‘Ah, the new one,’ said Toby. He riffled through papers. ‘Got it somewhere, lookin’ at it a minute ago …’ He pounced, triumphantly. ‘Chap wants to advertise,’ he said. ‘There’s the sizes. Quarter page, upright or across. Leave it to you. Three or four roughs should do it.’


‘What’s he sellin’?’


Toby reacted as if he’d received an insulting proposition. ‘Sellin’?’ he said. ‘Sellin’?’ He did the overdrive bit again. ‘Tennis racquets,’ he said finally. ‘Yes, tennis racquets …’ He made the second announcement proudly, as if he’d just discovered a brand new gospel.


Kaeti cupped her hands round the coffee mug. ‘What’s special about ’em?’ she said.


‘I don’t know,’ said Toby, exasperated. ‘One bloody tennis racquet’s like another. Anyway, it’ll be on his old stuff.’ He leafed through another mag, stopped. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘No copy. There’s the name though. Westspeed Nyloprop.’


‘Thanks,’ said Kaeti. ‘Ta, that helps a lot.’


Toby waved his hands. ‘Somethin’ about the handles,’ he said. ‘Somethin’ about carbon. Sure he said carbon … Anyway, you’ll sort somethin’ out.’


‘’Spect so,’ said Kaeti resignedly. ‘Can I take that?’


‘Yes,’ said Toby. ‘Let me have it back though, only one we’ve got.’


Kaeti stood up. ‘An’ the sizes,’ she said.


‘What sizes?’


‘For the ads.’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Toby. ‘Better have those I expect …’ He stopped, transfixed. ‘Who was that chappie with the hat?’


‘What hat?’


‘Wings on it,’ said Toby. ‘Sort of a messenger chap.’


‘Mercury.’


‘Ah, that’s the johnny,’ said Toby. ‘Could use him.’


‘Why?’


The other looked pained. ‘Gets it acrorse,’ he said. ‘Speed, that sort o’ thing. Could have him holdin’ a racquet …’


‘I’ll think about it,’ said Kaeti. She made for the door; but Toby called her back. ‘What do you think about downstairs?’ he said. ‘Lookin’ good, ain’t it?’


‘Great,’ said Kaeti. ‘You goin’ in for that typesettin’ idea then?’


‘Could be,’ said Toby vaguely. ‘Old Sheikh Rattle an’ Roll said he’d cough up fifty K. You know, the racehorse chappie. Pocket money to him of course,’ he added.


‘Great,’ said Kaeti again. ‘Hope it works out.’ That was the crazy thing about Toby’s schemes. Each sounded wilder than the last; but sometimes they materialized. One thing was certain; if he finished up with a repro capacity, it would be a laugh a minute. ‘See you tomorrow’ she said. She made it downstairs; but as she was heading for the street the office window popped open. ‘I say,’ yelled Toby. ‘Were they on his hat?’


‘Were what?’


‘The wings,’ said Toby. ‘Or were they on his feet?’


‘Dunno,’ said Kaeti. ‘I’ll look it up. See yer …’ She interposed the street door, gratefully, glanced in the jewellers as she passed. Paul Nash once found a piece of driftwood; he called it Marsh Personage. It called him back from the dead, from the mud of the Somme; then it sent him to Monster Field. That was real art though, the sort you bleed for. This was just playing at it.


She headed back toward town centre. She was thinking vaguely about the job. Bricks without straw were a commonplace; but take the clay away and things got a bit iffy. Still, she’d got the size of the ad and the product name. Toby really was coming on by leaps and bounds.


Passing the George, she was tempted by the Coffee House. It had only been open about a year, but she thought it was great. It was on the first floor, behind an arty little arcade of shops; pottery, painting, books, that sort of thing. Again, the buildings were Victorian or earlier; you approached it by a little footbridge, it was like going into Fagin’s den. What the place had been originally she had no idea; but it looked like a sort of council chamber. Deep alcoves round the walls, and a high ceiling with lovely plaster mouldings. There was a big oval plaque in the centre, and somebody had tried a trompe l’oeil job; silver birch saplings that kept on going up. Only it hadn’t worked out quite right, they looked like they were going to come back down and crown you. The coffee was good though and there was marvellous homemade shortbread, she hadn’t tasted anything like it for years. She’d first met Tina there; she seemed to haunt the place. She might be there now; but it was more usually afternoons. She passed it by, and was annoyed with herself as a result.


The Bell was another temptation. She liked the big public bar. Across the ceiling ran the longest, thickest beam she’d ever seen. The fire would be burning in the big stone hearth, and she liked the landlord too. Ex RAF, but he never went on about it. She passed it by as well. After all, it was still only midday; she’d got away from Toby’s quicker than she’d thought. She’d made a strict rule for herself; no boozers before one. Otherwise there was no telling what might happen. Become an alcoholic certainly, there were enough of them in the town; but worse, she might spoil her figure. Tina never worried about things like that; she’d found that out a long time ago. She shook her head. Tina would get in real trouble, one of these days. Finish up being put away, as like as not. But that wouldn’t matter either. After all, it’d be free kip for a week or two; and there’d probably be decent grub. She doubted somehow though if it would come to that. Tina was a bit too smart.


She’d reached the big tractor place the other side of the bridge. So she’d crossed the river without even noticing; hadn’t even looked to see if there was anybody about. Unusual, for her. She glanced at the lines of scarlet machines, each with a big blade stuck up above its cab. Might be worthwhile trying to get a foot in the door there sometime. She’d steered clear of multinationals at the start, thought they were way out of her league; but a mate in Town had put her right. ‘They’re only companies,’ he’d said. ‘Same as all the rest. Strings of little offices, you still only deal with one bloke at a time.’ So she’d had the odd go, picked up some quite useful bits and pieces. She didn’t fancy it at the moment though. It seemed she’d got too much on her plate already.


She let herself in, trudged up the stairs. Kerry sometimes came back lunchtimes, depending on what she was doing. She wasn’t there though; instead the phone was ringing. She answered it. Dave, from the Players. She’d never found out how he’d got the number; she hadn’t given it him, that was for sure. ‘Hello, Kaeti,’ he said. ‘Sorry to bother you, didn’t know if you’d be in … Look, could you come in an hour earlier tomorrow? Madge has gone sick, got the flu or something. Jenny will need somebody to help with makeup …’


Kaeti had to think for a minute. Dave. Was he the sandy-haired one with the beard, or was that Joe? No, Joe was the tubby one who smoked a pipe. Worked in an architect’s office, draughtsman or something. She hadn’t got all the Players sorted out, she hadn’t been with them for long. In fact this was her first show. She liked them a lot though, what she’d seen of them. Loads of young people, even the kids got stuck in. ‘Yeah, that’ll be all right,’ she said.


She put the phone down, went through to the kitchen, raided her half of the fridge. She found the remains of a pizza. That would do though, she didn’t feel like much. She put it on to warm, went back to check the milk. Only one carton left; but that was all right. She could pick up another from the supermarket, she’d be going past.


Milk was the only thing Kerry would share. Her part of the fridge was piled up with polythene containers. It was the same in the freezer; not that Kaeti kept all that much in there. Her catering, perforce, was based on short-term planning. She’d often been tempted to prize the lids up, just to see what was inside; she never had though. It wouldn’t have been right; after all what people believed in was their own affair, it wasn’t anybody else’s business. She put a kettle on, stared vaguely through the window. You could see the bridge from here. A bit of it anyway. The stream of traffic crossing it, bright against the meadows beyond. The meadows themselves were vague already, something like a ground mist gathering. It had hung round most of the morning, it had been ages before the sun broke through.


She started thinking about the amateur dramatics. She wondered why she’d got involved to start with. Something to do with meeting people, making fresh contacts. It hadn’t been that though, not really. It was the theatre itself. It was only small, tucked up behind the Town Hall; but it had stalls and a real circle, supported underneath by lovely thin cast-iron columns with acanthus leaves round the top. They said it had been an old chapel once; but there was a stage now, even a little pit. Room for a six piece band, seven at a pinch; though if there were any more they had to stick them up on the side. She’d loved it, the first time she walked in; the faded red curtains with their tassels that had once been gold, the lamps hanging to either side, all tilted to their different angles, the old, fusty smell. She’d even dragged Tina there once, on some pretext; but she hadn’t got her farther than rear stalls. ‘Sorry,’ said the other girl, pulling away, ‘Couldn’t afford it …’


Kaeti had tagged after her. ‘Afford what?’ she’d said. ‘What you on about?’


‘All them curtains,’ snarled Tina, accelerating. ‘You think I’m made o’ money?’


‘Don’t be a nit,’ said Kaeti, ‘you don’t have to pay nothin’ …’ The stage had been dressed, certainly; but all the stuff had come from people’s private houses, she knew it for a fact. ‘We only want you to help,’ yelled Kaeti; but it was no use, the other was already nearly out of sight. She stopped, puffing. ‘Just don’t like bein’ organized,’ she muttered. ‘Must be Irish …’


Suddenly it seemed the kitchen was full of smoke. ‘Sod it,’ said Kaeti, and made a dive for the stove.


She wriggled her legs, worked the hottie up behind her back. She half opened her eyes, let them drift closed again. Later she ate the slightly charred pizza. All but the crusty bits round the edges. She dumped them in the bin, left the plate to soak. Once she’d have slung them out the window for the birds, but the old biddy downstairs had complained. Said it made the lawn look untidy. Not that it was her lawn. Didn’t seem to be anybody’s, really. She made a coffee, carried it through to her room and shut the door. She lit a cigarette. She never smoked in the rest of the house, it wasn’t fair on Kerry. Not that she ever complained; but she’d always wrinkle her nose, even if she came in hours later. Kaeti plumped down on the old divan—the springs were giving way a bit, but it was still comfy—set the mug down and stared at her drawing board, stuck there in solitary state in the middle of the room. There was something about drawing boards, she decided vaguely. Sort of a challenge almost. Or maybe it was just that she was used to seeing the thing. Ironwork at the corners, wires of the parallel action stretched along the sides, Anglepoise clamped to the top edge. It was a nice board actually, the nicest she’d worked on. She hadn’t believed it when she’d seen it first, stuck in the old junk shop in Market Street; though Kerry had told her they used to get some nice stuff in. It had been dirt cheap too, and they’d even delivered. She wondered what she’d do with it, when she had to move out. Probably pass it on to Toby; he’d had his eyes on it only the other day, when he came to pick a job up.


Be a pity though, she’d miss it. It would be back to those tubular frame things, that cost a bomb and rocked about as if you were in a gale. That was if she ever went back into graphics. She turned her nose up. She remembered the first place she’d ever worked at, up in Town. Grotty little dump at the back of Dean Street. They’d only had one board there, between five artists; there was a roster, everybody got to use it one day a week. Unless the studio manager took a fancy to it of course; then you were back to a half imperial propped on a desk, and a t-square with half the screws coming out. It had usually seemed to happen when it was her turn; but then of course she had just been the Improver.


She looked at her watch. She’d got some leaflets to pick up from Rod, for Bennett and Jackson’s sale; she’d agreed in a weak moment to drop them in. No good going round yet though, they wouldn’t be back for another half hour. It was another problem with being a freelance; some days you spent most of the time running about. And nobody fancied paying for that either.


She got up, walked to the drawing board, perched on the high stool. She’d been lucky to get that as well; real draughtsman’s job it was, with a sort of bucket seat that actually fitted her back. The bolts had been giving way a bit, but George at Freeman’s had sorted that out for her. Built the fixings up with fibreglass as well; it wouldn’t come apart again now.


She looked round her. Somehow she felt at home; brush rag by her knee, fixed with a drawing pin, little table at the side, the tubes of Designer’s scattered about. Her water jar, the chipped pottery mug that held her brushes. Like one of those clerks in Dickens, all surrounded by piles of dusty ledgers.


She picked one of the brushes out, scowled at it. A No. 1, splitting already at the tip. She’d switched to synthetic fibre, for reasons of cost and ecology; but she’d really have to go back to sable. After all, she was only as good as her tools; the bit about bad workmen was crap.


She stubbed the cigarette. She was thinking about the theatre again. It fascinated her, she couldn’t keep away; but it worried her as well. Frightened her a bit sometimes, she decided. All the people she knew; they changed somehow, when they got their makeup on and all the fancy gear. They were different then, for a little while. Till they washed their faces and put the lights out, left the place to the dark. It was like dying somehow. Only they never seemed to understand. She wished when you put your coat on and walked into the street you could walk onto another stage; lights everywhere and streamers and balloons, and colours and fantastic clothes. And that it could go on and on, for ever.


Not that she’d ever fancied going on the stage herself. She was much happier sitting at the side just watching. Though if the play was boring she did sometimes tend to nod a bit. She remembered the joke still current, about having to prompt the prompt. It didn’t matter though, they could laugh all they wanted. She still felt happy there. Maybe it was another aspect of belonging.


They’d told her once she ought to have a go at acting herself, that she’d got natural presence or something like that. She’d just shrugged. There didn’t seem to be any point. After all, if she’d got whatever they said it was, then she didn’t need to prove it, did she?


That was the Operatic though, they said a lot of funny things. It was always ‘treading the boards’ with them for instance, which she thought was dead stuck-up. They always wore their coats loose round their shoulders, to show people they were actors; and on that last show there’d been a producer who kept on asking people to lift the rag. It had taken her ages to realize he meant the curtains. Even then it hadn’t made sense. After all, they didn’t go up in the air; they opened sideways. She’d supposed it must be some sort of technical term. Either that or he was an even bigger twit than she’d thought.


She grimaced. It had been really crazy trying to involve Tina. She wondered why she’d bothered. Something to do with the belonging thing again. She’d felt she ought to belong. That didn’t make sense either though. She already belonged, to everything. She could see her in the eighteenth century, or as a Tudor slut. Or even farther back; a mediaeval girl, hair draggled and bodice half undone, lounging bold-eyed in a doorway. Apron round her hips, to show her trade. That wasn’t when she’d been born though. She was old before the castles came; before there were roads and towns, and buses and traffic lights and cars. Kaeti narrowed her eyes, seeing the river as it must once have been. Like an Alan Sorrell almost; the lowering sky, the little round-topped huts clustering the bank. Marshes that spread for miles, the wooden palisades, smoke curling up from watch fires. The water birds honked and crashed, the mist lay in the valley as it lay today. What would she have been doing then, where would she have been? What would they have called her?


Kaeti pulled another face. Couldn’t say things like that to her; she’d think she was an even bigger nit. It had been bad enough the first time; taking to her heels, at the sight of velvet drapes. Kaeti hadn’t tried to follow her; because she’d known well enough where she’d head. The Queens, where the juke box crashed and thudded and the reefers and the other stuff went round, and the bikers came on Saturdays to have their punchups. But then, Tina belonged there as well. And she was never averse to a punchup, she’d told her often enough. Even joined in, from time to time. ‘There were this bloke,’ she said once, ‘beatin’ ’ell out o’ my mate. So I jumped on ’is back …’


‘What happened?’ asked Kaeti, intrigued despite herself. ‘What did you do?’


‘Oh, started pullin’ ’is ’air out,’ said Tina. ‘Stuff like that.’ She rubbed herself, ruefully. ‘Landed on me arse,’ she said. ‘Still got a bruise.’


Kaeti had shaken her head. ‘Teen,’ she’d said, ‘you’ll get in dead trouble one o’ these days. You’ll get really ’urt.’ But the other had merely shrugged. ‘If it ’appens, it ’appens,’ she said. ‘No use worryin’ about it, is there?’ She stubbed her cigarette, and headed for the door of the coffee house. ‘See yer,’ she said.


Kaeti sighed, and opened what she called her silly file. Silly because she’d long ago decided she’d never make a proper artist. All right slapping pasteups together, doing the odd bit of line; she’d never had a chance at the rest though. There was a sort of rage, knowing what you wanted, seeing it in your mind, and having a piece of paper in front of you and not being able to get it down. She’d thought for a time she’d like to study painting properly; she’d even been to a few night classes, but she didn’t finish the course. All those arguments, about what pigments were best to use; and all they’d been painting was a bowl of daffodils. Well, she knew what colour daffodils were. They were yellow.


She leafed through the stuff she’d done round at the theatre. The stage lamps had fascinated her, at one time; the black, brooding shapes of them, the angularity, complexities of flex, connectors, battens. They were sentient almost, she decided; more Personages, staring with their great round eyes. Then she’d tried to draw them when they were alight …


She’d decided it was impossible. Till she’d seen it done. That time at the R.O.I., the time old Ronny took her. She’d stared, amazed, at the haloes of vivid blue, the glowing spots and splashes. Electricity itself, somehow made visible. Human figures shimmered with the same iridescence; clowns and skaters, a prancing ballerina. She’d met the artist, stammered something to him; but he’d just grinned, eyes twinkling behind his little steel-framed specs. ‘It’s just a gimmick,’ he’d said in broad South African. ‘Don’t let it fool you. All helps to feed the kids …’


She picked up a Biro, scrawled a circle, made it into a face and crossed it out. She wished she could make gimmicks like that. Despite what he’d said.


She carried on through the folder. She’d got to the really daft stuff now. Drawings of Tina, in all sorts of mad situations. Servicing her boyfriend’s microlite for instance. It was a fantasy she’d had about her following him round the country in a Land Rover and picking the bits up every time he came a cropper, putting them in a trailer and towing them home. All because she’d turned up one day with grubby nails. There was another sketch of her as Maid Marion, all lacy cap and dimples; but that was far too tame. So she’d drawn her as Robin Hood instead, in gorgeous sexy tights, with a great sheaf of arrows on her back. They weren’t real drawings of course, because she’d never got her to pose; not that her life stuff had ever been all that hot. Some of them still looked a bit like her though; but that wasn’t much of a trick. All you really needed was masses of hair; if you kept to profiles you only had to show the tip of her nose.


Kaeti frowned. The Ancient British drawings were a bit over the top; they were still the best of the lot though. Tina bare to the waist, waving a spear and yelling; the old folk must have looked a bit like that though, lined up to stop the Romans crossing the river. She’d like to work a couple of the sketches up; the flying hair, great blue squiggles on the cheeks and breasts. It wouldn’t be any good though; the pencil strokes were lucky, she’d never capture the same feeling again.


She turned the last sheet. She’d reached the Shadows, as she’d known of course she would. She’d sat up drawing them all one night; used half her pastels, and nearly all her stock of coloured paper. Even some of the Ingres, which was crazy. It would cost a bomb to replace, even if you could buy it in a dump like this. The art shop wouldn’t stock it, that was sure; all they’d got was that other French stuff, ‘My Taint’ or whatever you called it. She was still uncertain why she’d done it. It had been one of those times when she’d had nothing in her head, nothing at all; and yet she’d had to go on, and on… She’d wanted, for a while, to paper a wall with the results; but Kerry, for once, had put her foot down.


She turned the sheets of paper, slowly. Shadows that were black on grey, Shadows that were green and terra cotta and blue; Shadows that writhed in orange, lilac, yellow. Shadows that were featureless, but that somehow spoke of pain. She wondered who’d first had the idea. Whoever they were, they were a genius; old Pablo could have done no better. She’d felt the breath catch in her throat, when she’d first heard what was proposed; and she was sure her eyes had filled with tears. She’d wanted to go on and on, till there were Shadows everywhere; on building fronts and houses, pavements, rooftops, roads. Everywhere you looked, till everyone had to understand. Instead … well, what had happened had happened. She’d been shaken at the time, shaken to the core; but looking back she shouldn’t really have expected anything else.


She closed the file, pushed it to one side. She got out the champagne job. She’d been putting off finishing it, mainly because she hated the sight of it. She’d have to get the markup round to Rod though, she was right up against deadline. She got his type list, havered, decided on good old Univers. She’d never cared for it at comp size; but Rod didn’t carry a big range anyway and it was as safe as anything else. Old Ronny up in Town offered half point sizes, plus left and right sloping italics, squeezed and expanded prints, the lot; but you didn’t get that sort of thing down here. No call for it really. Loads of slop, that was the answer; she’d long ago decided her days of ordering tight settings were over. She checked the address line, marked the phone number for ten point Medium Italic and looked the job over. As she was slipping it into her briefcase the downstairs doorbell rang.


She went down, recognised the caller through the glass and groaned. Alfred Waterhouse was undeniably useful; he was also one of her pet pains. He was large, ruddy-faced and jovial; aldermanic in build, and with the sort of thick, blunt fingers she associated, for no reason at all, with the brewing trade. In fact he was a painter and decorator; he was often to be seen about the town, wielding a brush from the top of a high, unsafe-looking ladder. He also owned a small process camera; the staging on which it stood took up most of his front room. Why he’d built it in the first place she had no idea; but the lens was good and he was certainly cheap, his bromides were half the price of Rod’s. There was just one snag; you couldn’t rely on him getting print sizes right within an eighth of an inch, sometimes a quarter. His explanation, invariably, was a curious phenomenon he called ‘paper stretch.’ She’d never heard of the problem herself, not in all her time in Town; but it seemed once on the stage of his enlarger, innocent Kodak stock performed positive fandangos. She put it down herself to an overdue visit to the optician’s; or maybe he didn’t basically understand the use of a ruler. She’d thought of chucking him up a dozen times and going back to Rod, but she’d never really had the heart. Whatever his shortcomings, he invariably meant well. ‘I must be sorft,’ she muttered. She opened the door. ‘’Ello, Alfred,’ she said. ‘Come in.’


He followed her up the stairs. ‘Warm enough for yew?’ was his opening remark; but then, his repartee had always had a dazzling edge.


‘Just about,’ said Kaeti. ‘Want a coffee? Go on through,’ she added. ‘Won’t be a tick.’


The kettle was still warm, it only took a minute. She made two mugs of Instant, added milk and sugar. She went through herself, shoved the door with her foot. ‘Don’t suppose you can do much, this weather,’ she said.


‘That’s true,’ said Alfred. ‘That is very true. Thank yew …’ He took a slurp, and beamed. ‘Got a noice little inside job on, right at the moment,’ he said. ‘Unusual, Oi admit. In the winter, it’s the outsoids they wants doin’ in the summer, it’s always livin’ rooms. Funny, ain’t it? But that’s people, all over. “None so queer as folk”, that’s what moy old dad used tew say. And Oi think ’e was roight. None so queer as folk.’


‘Yeah,’ said Kaeti vaguely. ‘That’s right, Alfred …’ She saw he’d laid out a selection of prints on the drawing board; the Parker job, and a couple more. His bill was placed conspicuously beside them. ‘Thanks a lot,’ said Kaeti. ‘’Ave any problems?’


‘One or two,’ said Alfred. ‘Bits of bloighters, one or two of ’em were. That’s paper for yew, though. Funny stuff, is paper …’


Kaeti picked a ruler up, started checking. They really weren’t too bad; some of them were almost the right size. ‘Parker & Sons,’ though, had suffered a hiccup; it was nearly three sixteenths over. ‘Bit on the wide side,’ she said.


‘Ah, that’s yew’re paper,’ said Alfred. ‘Oi’ve said before, it can be funny stuff. Very funny stuff, paper can be.’


‘It’s a’right,’ said Kaeti hastily. ‘I can take the spacin’ in a bit.’ It was too late though; once launched on his favourite topic, Alfred was not to be deterred. ‘That’s the paper,’ he said. ‘That’s paper stretch, as causes that …’


‘It’s OK, honest,’ said Kaeti, in mild desperation.


‘Paper, yew see, ‘as grain,’ said Alfred. ‘It’s accordin’ tew the grain, the way it stretches. Or of course it can contract. Some paper contracts…’


‘It’s fine,’ said Kaeti faintly. She reached for her purse.


‘It’s all accordin’ tew the way it’s loyin’,’ said Alfred. ‘Which way the grain loys, if yew follow me.’


Kaeti gritted her teeth, and hoped the expression didn’t show.


‘Accordin’ tew the way the grain loys,’ ground on Alfred, ‘that’s the way the paper stretches or contracts. Along the grain. Oi could make it for yew again,’ he said, always anxious to please. But of course Oi couldn’t guarantee it. No more than this toime. Yew see, it moight just as easily contract …’


Kaeti had the feeling she’d gone onto autopilot. But that often happened, when dealing with Alfred. ‘But if you turned the paper the other way,’ she offered without real hope, ‘the grain would be the other way. Then you’d know what was goin’ to happen…’


Alfred played his trump card. ‘That’s just the point,’ he said triumphantly. ‘Yew can’t tell. Can’t see the grain, if yew understand me, it bein’ photographic paper. It’s still got grain, though. All paper’s got grain… Thanks very much,’ he said, changing tack at last. ‘Thank yew, Kaeti, Oi was runnin’ a bit short…’ He started fumbling in his pockets for change.


‘That’s all right,’ said Kaeti. ‘That’s fine, honest…’


‘Very koind,’ said Alfred. ‘Money don’t go nowhere, not these days. Still, Oi can buy some more paper now…’


Kaeti leaned on the downstairs door, and shut her eyes. ‘I wonder which way the grain’ll go,’ she whispered. ‘Or p’raps it’s how they store it on the shelf…’


She went back upstairs, checked her purse. Couple of pound coins, and a tenner she kept for emergencies. That was all right; she could get something at the Bell tonight, save herself having to shop. She picked her briefcase up, and put it down again. She’d remembered the leaflets she’d promised to collect; she’d have her arms full enough with those. She stuffed the copy brief in her pocket, and hurried out.


Rod’s place was in fact only a couple of hundred yards from Toby’s, at the top of a narrow, cobbled alleyway; the town seemed to specialize in them. Kaeti prized open the big door, stepped inside and grinned. She liked print shops; the faint, sharp tang of ink, steady, friendly swish and hiss of the machines. Two of the Heidelbergs were running, watched by their operators; John, the new lad, was cleaning down the third press, wearing a plastic apron and stained rubber gloves. He grinned back and wagged a thumb. ‘Upstairs,’ he said.


‘Ta,’ said Kaeti. She climbed the steep wooden steps; more like a ladder, really. The tiny office, not much more than a cubbyhole, was likewise deserted, the desk, as ever, overflowing with receipts and bills. Others were thumb-tacked to the plasterboard panels that lined the walls; mixed with them were calendars, print specimens, lists of phone numbers and paper sizes; and cheerful crayon drawings by Rod’s children, of cats, clowns and mice.


Kerry was tapping away at the keyboard of the Processor. ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘He’s in the darkroom, he’ll be out in a mo’.’


‘That’s a’right,’ said Kaeti. ‘I ain’t in ’urry.’ She pulled her gloves off, leaned on the casing of the big machine. As a rule, the black girl was a snappy dresser; it was one of the many things she admired about her. For once though, she’d given in to the elements; she was wearing jeans, bright legwarmers and an extra woolly. Her hair was still done round in little pigtails though, each finished with a vivid yellow bead. The severe style didn’t flatter; it looked as if it had been invented for her though. It took hours to get right as well; Kaeti should know, she’d helped her with it often enough. The delicate plaiting was a full night’s work, and then it only lasted a couple of days; after that it was combed out, washed and let to frizz again. She’d asked if all the Seychelles girls wore it like that, but Kerry had shaken her head. ‘This isn’t Seychelloise,’ she’d said cryptically. ‘I wasn’t born there.’ After which Kaeti had given up. She never had quite worked out Kerry’s background; for instance she’d told her once her mother had been Irish.


She took the type markup from her pocket and laid it on the side. ‘There’s that Parkers job,’ she said. ‘Ain’t much; only about fifty words. You done them other bits?’


Kerry reached for an envelope. ‘This is yours, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Meade and Ransome?’


‘You should know,’ said Kaeti. ‘It come from ’ere.’


‘Job numbers would help,’ said Kerry pointedly.


‘I didn’t ’ave time,’ said Kaeti. ‘It were a rush.’ In fact she had no call for complaint. CopyTech, the Xeroxing place down the road, had what they were pleased to call an art department; but Rod was good to her. All the bits and pieces he got hold of came her way. Maybe it was more self-interest though. The proprietors of CopyTech wore bow ties and matching blue waistcoats, and talked knowingly about ‘the print game’ every chance they got; usually to elderly ladies complaining about the cost of visiting cards. ‘They wouldn’t know the print game,’ Rod had growled to her once, ‘if it bit ’em in the arse,’ a sentiment with which she could at least thoroughly agree. ‘What about the rest?’ she said.


‘Haven’t had a chance,’ said Kerry. ‘Been up to my eyebrows with this stuff.’ She nodded at the sheaf of handwritten copy stuck in the clip by the keyboard. ‘Still as cold out?’


Kaeti scowled in mock annoyance. ‘I dunno,’ she said. ‘Nothin’s ever ready. Dunno what I pays you for.’


‘You don’t,’ said Kerry, always meticulous as to facts. ‘You pay Rod. What do you reckon that word is?’


Kaeti peered. ‘Dunno,’ she said again. ‘Looks like pigmuck. Don’t expect it is though.’


‘With this client,’ said Kerry, ‘anything is possible.’ She entered the rest of the para, turned the sheet. ‘If it’s wrong, he’ll just have to correct it. We’ve told him times enough to get it typed.’


‘One o’ these days,’ said Kaeti, ‘I shall get some nice kind soul to show me how these flamin’ things work.’


‘Wouldn’t bother,’ said Kerry, tapping away again. ‘You might strain yourself. Stick to being artistic.’


‘Next job I brings in,’ snarled Kaeti, ‘you’ll be changin’ discs every other word. You jus’ see …’


‘No problem,’ said Kerry urbanely. ‘You’ll have to wait a bit longer for it though …’


Rod came through. ‘Hello, Kaeti,’ he said. ‘You come to pick up those leaflets?’


It was ridiculous; but she wanted the loo again. Just when she’d got warm as well. Must be the weather. She growled, mutinously; but it was no use, it couldn’t be put off. She went through again, to be met by a rich stink of paraffin. The heater had run out; but that was just too bad. It could stay run out till morning; and if they froze up, then they froze. She went back, rearranged the bed. The hot water bottle was lukewarm; she slung it out, climbed back between the sheets. She punched the pillows, and closed her eyes.
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