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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.












CHAPTER 1


Ralph finished storing his gear in the top-box of the scrambler-bike. A jar of Stockholm tar, a bottle of cold tea, butties wrapped up tight in his anorak to keep the tar smell out of them.


The sheepdogs were waiting, keeping their eye in, herding the free-range hens round the farmyard and up the outside stair of the barn, from which they flew down squawking in a cloud of feathers; which sent the collies into their loll-tongued grins.


The scrambler started third kick; first crisis of the day over. Ralph distrusted, hated, all machinery. But he had to use the scrambler. The trip up Fiend’s Fell took too long on foot. He turned out of the farmyard, skidded on the pool of cow-dung at the corner, and shot up on to the green-road.


The green-road zigzagged up the fell between black stone walls, lined with last year’s bracken, high and brown. This year’s bracken, so green and new you wanted to eat it, was just curling through to take possession.


Ralph’s heart lifted. It was good to be up and away on the fell. But the turf of the green-road was slashed and rutted by the other shepherds’ scramblers, and the explosions of his own engine blatted back from the black stone walls, spoiling the peace. Everything was getting spoilt these days. He looked down on the village, tight huddle of grey houses that had stood so right for so long. But spoilt by those shiny metal barns and silos; the straggle of new red-brick bungalows leading nowhere. What did rich folk want to live in the country for?


But it was great to climb up into the quiet; with the dogs racing alongside, or taking short-cuts over the walls to keep up.


A mile on, he parked, put on his anorak, sandwiches in one pocket, tea and tar in the other. The top of Fiend’s Fell was too much even for scramblers. Steep as a house roof, covered with tussocks of dead, blond grass bigger than pop-stars’ haircuts; veined through with black burns deep as trenches and treacherously concealed by overhanging tussocks. It was hard enough to keep your feet walking; sliding and panting. The only thing that moved fast on Fiend’s Fell were the scatters of dirty sheep fleeing upwards before him. And the sheepdogs, tiny and black with a ruff of white at the throat, flying up like birds, not attacking the sheep but instinctively cutting them into flocks, moving them here and there from habit. Sheepdogs were like policemen, never off duty. He whistled them to heel; otherwise they’d run themselves too hot, then lie down in a burn to cool off and give themselves colic.


He kept to the wire fence, drawn like a pencil line up the fell. The sheep grazed more heavily there; shepherds walked there; the going was easier; it avoided the precipitous black burns.


But it was also depressing. Unlike stone walls, the fences gave the sheep no shelter in winter blizzards. The sheep drifted downwind, until the fences stopped them, caught in the open, and there they died. There was always a scatter of skulls along the fence; sodden, yellow fleeces laid out like hearthrugs with the bones delicately scattered on top where the carrion crows had left them. Often, a small scatter lay tangled in the big scatter, where a lamb had died with its mother.


It pained Ralph. The lowland sheep, the fat white-faced Cheviots, were cosseted in barns for the lambing, fed from hay bales in the bitter weather. The fell-sheep, the black-faced Herdwicks, were left all year to live or die. Visited annually, in August, to be counted and sheared, branded and dipped. That’s what he was doing now, early in July, getting ready for the shearing. Counting the corpses, the survivors, the number of well-grown lambs, twins.


That and his own particular brand of mercy, the Stockholm tar. The sheep got whicked, see? Cut themselves on the barbed wire, or leaping wildly over stone walls in one of their sudden inexplicable panics. Then the blowflies laid their eggs in the open wounds, and the foul white grubs hatched out and began to eat the sheep alive.


He spotted their first victim, running well behind its group with a humping, rocking-horse gait, the raw red patch on its rump clearly visible in the sunlight. He sent off the dogs, Jet to the left, Nance to the right, cutting their wide circles across the tussocks, coming in from behind, penning the whole group into a corner where the fence met an old black wall.


‘Coom by. Jet! Coom by, Nance!’ But he was just making noises. The dogs, veterans, knew what he wanted better than he did himself. Soon, there was stillness. The sheep huddled together, staring at him hostile with their strange, oblong, yellow eyes. The dogs lay staring at the sheep, tongues lolling, edging forwards on their bellies inch by inch. Keeping the sheep just scared enough to be still; not scared enough to try a wild leap over the wall.


‘Laydoon, Jet!’ ‘Laydoon, Nance!’ He waded among the dense-packed woolly bodies that shifted uneasily; felt their sharp feet through the leather of his boots. Grabbed the victim, clenched her backwards between his knees, and reached out the Stockholm tar. It glugged, black and oily, into the red wound as big as a man’s hand, and soon the evil maggots swam upwards, drowning as they died. The victim would live; the maggots hadn’t reached a vital part, spine or bowel. She glared up at him with eyes that comprehended nothing but terror. He let her go, checked the rest, called off the dogs. The little flock went off like a rocket.


‘I am the good shepherd,’ he thought wryly. ‘I know my sheep and am known of them.’ He never heard that reading, sitting beside Mam in chapel, without smiling. Sheep must have been a lot brighter in Jesus’ time. To these sheep he was just one more terrifying monster in their terror-stricken lives. Why? Cows came to him, pigs were friendly, even the lowland Cheviots. He knew so little of these sheep’s lives. Fifty-one weeks in the year they were up here alone, in the snow and wind and rain. What went on, to make them so frightened? The top of Fiend’s Fell was a lonely place, always had been. Take away the man-made fence, it might be a hundred years ago, a thousand. If he himself fell into the black gully of an overhung burn, broke his leg, would anybody ever find him? Or would his bones lie, picked white as the sheep’s, till they rotted away in the beer-brown water?


He glanced around; he had dipped into a bowl of the land. All round stretched the brown swell of the fell. Apart from the fence, not a work of man in sight. He shuddered, despite the July sun.


Don’t be daft; the dogs would bring help; the dogs would find him. He called them to him, looked into their warm, brown eyes, played with their floppy, velvet ears. At least he knew his sheepdogs and was known of them.


Get on; it’s nearly lunch-time.


He ate it sitting against the cairn that marked the top of Fiend’s Fell. The dogs, as usual, coaxed half his sandwiches out of him. Spam, cheese, pickle, they loved them all. Nosed the greaseproof paper carefully to make sure of the last crumb, then went off hunting something live for the rest of their dinner. Never still, sheepdogs. He could see their feathery, black tails waving out of some shallow burn. They moved towards each other from opposite ends, hoping to trap something tasty and stupid between them.


Overfull, he drowsed, surveying the sunlit fell through half-closed eyes. Why Fiend’s Fell? Local people didn’t call it that; just ‘the fell’. But on the Ordnance Survey map at school he’d found it quite clearly named. When he asked, people just shrugged and said it was some daft idea of people in London, who’d nothing better to do …


Then he felt the change come. A gentle pressing against one side of his face that wasn’t wind, but a new, faint, warm dampness. He knew, even though the sky was still blue, that it’d be raining before four. Heavy, maybe thunder. No fun, on the open fell in a thunderstorm. Last time, the only dry spot on him had been a two-inch patch under his belt. He’d dripped a pool in Mam’s kitchen four feet wide. No shelter up on the fell, see? None at all.


Suddenly urgent, he got up to get on.


It was then he noticed some stones had fallen off the top of the cairn and were lying in the heather.


Nobody knew who’d made the cairns. They’d always been there, ten-foot pyramids of stones as big as your head. Some said the old stone-wallers had built them. Some said they were older than the stone-wallers. Some said that in the dim and distant, every shepherd starting out from the valley had brought a stone up with him, and the cairns were built that way. Certainly there were no other loose stones around for miles.


The one certainty was that if you were a shepherd you didn’t let the cairns fall down. After a sudden freak blizzard, they were the only familiar things in a totally changed landscape. They looked after cairns, shepherds.


He picked up the first fallen stone, and leaned over to put it back.


Funny; there was a piece of metal sticking up, like the tip of a bricklayer’s trowel set upright. It had corroded into white spots, the way aluminium does. Idly, he tried to pull it out, but it stuck fast. And it wasn’t a bricklayer’s trowel; too slim and pointed. Intrigued, he pulled out two more stones. But the thing still wouldn’t budge. He could tell from the way it moved, grated against the stones, that there was a lot more of it, down inside. He pulled away more stones, laying them down careful and handy: wouldn’t take long to rebuild the cairn …


After ten minutes he’d revealed two more feet of yellowish metal; a long pointed blade, with a thin tapered shaft below. Was it an ancient spear? But knights had used iron spears, which would’ve rusted. And he remembered from school the Romans used bronze. And it was definitely fixed, to something deep inside. He looked in distress at the topless cairn, at the stones now scattered in all directions. He looked at his watch; his lunch-hour had run out. And the rain was coming …


But he couldn’t bear not to know now. Oh, well … he could work late … get wet.


After another half an hour, four feet of spear was showing, immovable as ever. Except … it definitely wasn’t a spear … too whippy, modern. Not a metal he’d ever seen before. Too yellow for aluminium, too pale for brass. And the lower shaft, where it had been protected from the weather by the cairn, glistened strangely. He thought of the wireless-aerial of a tank …


The dogs, aware their usual routine had been broken, had come back from their search for lunch and were lying watching, heads cocked. He felt guilty about his boss; he felt guilty about the cairn. But he had to know. Maybe it was something for the Ministry of Defence, like the big radio-towers over towards Middleton-in-Teesdale way. But then, why hide it? Was it the Russians? He attacked the cairn with renewed vigour, appalled at his own powers of destruction.


Finally his hand, delving round another stone, touched something smooth and cool and rounded. He pulled away the stone and saw something a bit like a car windscreen. Darkness inside, and something inside the darkness. Now he was throwing away stones any old how, making the dogs back away to safety.


He cleared a foot of windscreen, and saw something metallic and complicated inside; lying on … a fur rug? He cleared more stones; saw more of the metallic thing, more fur rug. Under a glass dome; well, more like Perspex, and shaped like a cigar. Was it the Russians? His belly crept …


He snatched away one more stone; half the side of the cairn collapsed.


Then he realized it wasn’t just a fur rug in there. Under the rug … was the shape … of a leg … and a shoulder. Still half-hidden, a bump that must be . . a head.


Quite still, under the glass.


A coffin.


He leapt back. Staring at the wild, spreading destruction of the cairn, he knew he had done a dreadful thing. He stared around fearfully, expecting punishment. But no punishment came, and he felt terribly alone. He looked at the dogs, but they just looked back, puzzled why he didn’t get back to work. He felt even more alone. Then he decided, if he put all the stones back very, very carefully, under that indifferent blue sky, no one would ever know and he would not be punished.


That was best.


But when he went back (careful not to look at the man wrapped inside the striped fur rug) he noticed that the coffin was in two halves, a top and a bottom. Hinged together. And at the side were three things a bit like the locks on a suitcase. Funny-shaped and far too thin, of the same yellowish metal; but he thought he could see how they worked.


One peep? Surely that wouldn’t do any harm? He wrestled with his conscience; began to replace the stones.


Then undid the locks with a rush: one, two, three. They snapped back, making the coffin resound like a drum. He raised the lid a fraction.


There was no smell of foulness, like what lingered inside the sheep’s skulls lying by the wire. A gentle smell, like the ointment Mam used to put on his knee when he grazed it. A safe smell. It gave him the courage to lift the lid, tip it back.


The snarling behind brought him out in a cold sweat.


But it was only the dogs, backing away, bellies pressed to the ground, ears flat to their skulls and the skin of their lips puckered up showing long teeth, brown at the roots. The hair on their backs was standing up in arched ridges, and their tails were bushed-up and looked enormous. And always they retreated further and further. That scared him badly; made him stop, and stand a long while motionless in the sunlight. But his nosiness was too strong. In the end, he shrugged … the dogs would get over it …


He turned back to the coffin, still reassured by the safe smell. Who was it, wrapped in the fur rug … if he pulled it away a little …


But as soon as he touched it, he realized it wasn’t a man wrapped in a fur rug. It was only a striped, furry animal buried there. He laughed to himself a little; he’d seen plenty of dead animals …


But what animal? Six feet long, curled up on its side. A big cat. Like a tiger, only the stripes were fainter and narrower, brown. Too slim for a tiger. A cheetah? … that kind of frailty and gentleness. No, too big for a cheetah. And the forepaws long and delicate, like human hands. And the hind-legs made up half the length of the whole body.


He got in close and peered at the dead face. The closed eyes had been huge, but the closed mouth quite small, less frightening than a dog’s. He touched the shoulder. The fur was soft, dense, fine. The muscles were soft and supple, but intensely cold.


Then he saw the belt it was wearing, woven from the yellow metal. And the circular medallion hung round its neck. And he somehow knew it had walked upright like a man. And thought like a man. And it had never walked this earth …


Well, not born here …


Somehow he had done a dreadful thing. He just stood and shook and watched his dogs, tiny black spots now, turn on their heels and run away over the rim of the fell, heading for home.


The dogs knew he had done a dreadful thing.


He looked up at the blue sky. The blue sky looked back, indifferent. Were they up there somewhere, hidden behind the sun? Watching? Would they come? Punish?


He might have stood there shaking for ever, if his eye hadn’t lit on the top of the spear, still standing upright from the coffin. He saw it with great clarity, against the blue sky; the marks of corrosion on it. It had been there a long, long time. The grave was old, old. As old as the cairn, which his grandfather had sat on as a boy. Whoever they’d been, they were gone, light-years across space.


He relaxed; his sin was his own. He could undo it, when he put back the cairn and no one need ever know. But before he did … he was seized with a desire to know what the creature had looked like in life. He lay down on his side, next to the coffin. The sharp edges of the stones cut into his hip, as he raised both hands to the creature’s dead face, so close to his own. His arms trembled, but he pushed up the eyelids, which were as cold and supple as the rest.


The creature stared at him; cat’s eyes, pupils reduced to thin slits. There was a sense of hunching-up in the face, of shock, pain. The same look that he’d seen on the face of a mummified Egyptian cat, on the school trip to the British Museum. He wondered, if he turned the body over, whether he would find some terrible wound … but that was unthinkable. He let the eyelids drop shut; smoothed their fur, where his fingers had ruffled it. Marvelled at the tiny, whirling patterns of hairs on the long, fine aristocratic nose. Stroked the head gently, the thin ears through which the sun shone, outlining veins frozen for ever. It was just like stroking a pet cat.


He sat up suddenly. A wound? If there was a wound, was this a warrior – a casualty of some star-battle brought for burial to innocent, bystanding Earth? A warrior buried with his weapons? For certainly the coffin was full of strange objects, packed as closely round the creature as sardines in a tin. He reached out and touched the smallest object – a red-lustre capsule like a duck-egg. He fiddled with the strange catch, sideways, up, down, and the egg broke open, the top half curling round the bottom smoothly.


Inside, a pale green substance, with a few tiny bubbles caught frozen on its surface. He sniffed it cautiously; it smelt good, somewhere between cheese and peppermint. He poked the surface, leaving a fingerprint like in butter. Couldn’t resist sucking his finger …


Wham! He shot upright. He felt so good. His lungs breathed deeper, sucking in air as if they had a life of their own. His heart beat faster and bigger, like a strong animal inside his ribs. A curling pleasure and warmth ran right down to his toes. His eyes … it was like having the very best kind of binoculars. Beetles seemed to be crawling on every blade of grass; he’d never seen so many beetles. The distant fence … he could follow every kink of its wire even though it was half a mile away.


And his ears! The world was a symphony of rushings and hissings and clickings and sighings, and he knew what every click and hiss was and everything was in its place.


He thought ‘I am God’. Then corrected himself. ‘I know how God feels …’


Like on Christmas morning, he plunged for the next egg. A lustrous black this time, full of blue paste. He pressed in his finger, and raised it to his lips …


His lips froze; no feeling. Couldn’t move them. He tried to speak, shout. All that came out was a splutter of breath. The deadness crawled across his tongue, down his throat. He forgot how to breathe. He pulled his frozen, dead lips apart with his fingers; drove the bottom of his dying lungs to suck in and force out breath, while his whole face went numb and his eyes gave out and the world went black.









CHAPTER 2


He came to, lying in the heather, still trying to breathe with the shallow bottoms of his lungs. But slowly the deadly cold receded, till he could feel his fingers on his chin when he pinched it, and finally he could hear himself saying, over and over again, ‘Oh no, oh no, oh no.’


He put the black egg back, wiping his fingers carefully on the heather, and ignored the other four. Lifted out the longest object instead – dull, blue-black metal. A weapon? He ran his hands over it, holding it by its various projections till it felt right. One end fitted naturally and softly into his shoulder, and a telescopic sight came up to meet his eye. (Though he had to stretch upwards – the creature had had a longer neck.) The front edge of the handle in his right hand seemed to flex a little – a trigger? But suppose he was holding the weapon back to front? It might blow a hole in him.


He might never have fired it. He disliked killing anything. Always took a day off work when they rounded up the sheep for market, so he didn’t have to see them go. The boss teased him, but turned a blind eye. No, he never would’ve fired it, except that five black crows flew silently across the telescopic sight. He hated crows; they picked the eyes out of newborn lambs …


He squeezed the trigger.


It didn’t kick like a shotgun. But there was a bang that deafened him, even from far off. When he opened his eyes, not only had the crows vanished, but a huge gouge, like a railway-cutting, had been sliced out of the fellside. Bemused, he ran across. It was clean-edged, as if sliced by a knife. No explosion, no burning. As he looked, a worm came wriggling out of the sliced banking and fell into the bottom of the trench. Well, half a worm, but it still had its saddle intact; it would live. Another worm fell out, and another. Like the time he’d helped the grave-digger. He kept staring at the wound in the earth. It looked so official, like it had been dug by council workmen.


He walked back to the cairn, careful to keep his hand off the trigger. He didn’t want his foot suddenly, surgically, vanishing. At the cairn, he turned and stared at the distant gash, still not quite able to believe he’d done it. Then he aimed at the gash and fired again. Another earth-shattering bang. But when he opened his eyes this time, the wound in the hillside had totally vanished. Everything was as it had been. Five black crows, miraculously restored, flapped their way out of the circle of the telescopic sight.


Again he ran across, wondering if he were going crazy. Not a sign of damage anywhere, not even a scorch-mark. Though there must be some very muddled worms underground …


He made the gully three times more; cancelled it three times more. Those worms mustn’t have known whether they were coming or going. He laughed, then stopped abruptly, not liking the sound of his own laughter in that silent bowl of the fells. Finally, feeling a bit sick, and with a headache starting, he put the weapon back in its proper place.


It was then he noticed the helmets. Two, side by side, above the creature’s head. One was matt black, and seemed to repel the light and lurk in its own shadow. It was dented, the visor scorched. Something told him it was a war-helmet; he pulled his hand back, sick of weapons.


The other, though, had to be peaceful. It glittered with patterns, red and gold and blue, arranged in playful shapes that seemed to move under his eye. Somehow he knew it had to be a fun-helmet. He picked it up, and put it on. It was far too big for him; built to accommodate the creature’s huge ears. But as he pulled the visor down over his eyes, he felt little thin gentle things, like cats’ whiskers, reach out from the inside of the helmet and touch his ears, eyes, start growing up his nostrils and into his mouth. He cried out and tried to snatch the helmet off.


Too late; he was already in a different place.


Darkness. Then a door swung up, and metal steps swung out beneath his feet. And he was staring down at hundreds of the creatures, black or grey, striped or spotted. They stared up at him, upright, still and silent, so he should have been afraid. Except that their eyes were like the warm, blinking eyes of a cat sitting by the fire, and the air was filled with a profound, soft purring that soothed him.


He stepped out on to the steps. Immediately, every right paw was raised in silent salute; long, furry fingers, claws retracted; black pads on the palm. He saw the blur of his own right arm shooting up in response, round the edge of his helmet. And there was striped fur on it. And they opened their mouths and whispered, and a sound like ‘Prepoc’ came out.


‘Prepoc! Prepoc! Prepoc!’ They breathed it with wonder, and he knew it was his name. Then he walked down the yellow metal steps, soundlessly, as if he was walking on fur. And he was among them, and they were pressing in on him, rubbing softly against every part of him and there was no aloneness anymore, no cold, no fear, no hunger. ‘Prepoc! Prepoc! Prepoc!’


At last it ended, and they were gone, their purring fading down the wind. Only one lone creature remained, and he knew with a stir in his body that she was female and he knew her. Then there were three more of them, striped females, nearly grown and all exactly alike. Then four more males, scarcely half-grown, and all exactly alike.


And then they all ran, together, under an orange sky with twin suns, under great, craggy cliffs, across tumbled fields of boulders, warm under his feet in the light of the twin suns. And it was a delight to stiff and weary muscles to leap and climb, to fall and twist and land sure-footed without pain.


Eventually, the joy ended. It was dusk, and all around him yellow fighting-ships were climbing into the air on thunderous flame, and hovering.


Waiting for him. And again, the great assembly of creatures pressed in round him. Only there was no purring, but great sadness now. And he climbed the metal steps, and they raised their black paws, and the steps were drawn in and the door shut and there was darkness.


Then the helmet retracted its little whiskers from his ears and eyes, from up inside his nostrils and from out of his mouth, and he reached up and raised the visor, and he was sitting on the fell and the clouds were massing heavy. On his hand he felt the first spot of rain.


He pulled off the helmet, and realized it was a memory-helmet: a bit like the family snapshots that every soldier carries around in his wallet. But he was glad; I’m glad you made it home, Prepoc, warrior, hero, leader.


Then he saw Prepoc lying on the open fellside, with the first drops of earth-rain making dark patches on his fur.


He put the helmet back, and got the coffin-lid closed quickly. The rain came down in torrents, soaking him, making his hands slip on the stones as he carefully rebuilt the cairn, which glistened dully in the green rain-light.


Then he raised his right arm in the same salute, and turned wearily for home. The dogs were waiting as he crossed the crest and home came in sight, far down the valley. The dogs were soaked, miserable, slinking tail-down through the downpour, but Ralph walked feeling like a god. Nobody else on earth knew what he knew. Prepoc, hero, Prepoc my friend, dead among the stars yet here on earth to touch. He’d never tell a soul …


He stopped feeling godlike the moment he walked through the back door.


‘Where you been? You’ve had me worried sick. What time’s this supposed to be? Your tea’s been in the oven two hours – all dried up and serve you right. And it was sausage and chips,’ added Mam with satisfaction, this being Ralph’s favourite meal.


‘I thought you’d gone down some bog-hole in the fell and we’d never find you. I was just going to go an’ ring the poliss … an’ just look at you … look at your anorak … anoraks don’t grow on trees you know … fourteen pound that cost me in Penrith market and now look at it. What you been doing … rebuilding the M6? … and Mr Norton’s been down looking for the dogs and I didn’t know what to say to him. You’re more bother now than you were when you were little you worry me sick and you’re nearly eighteen get those filthy soaking clothes off this instant before you catch your death …’ Mam stopped to draw a big breath.


‘Aw Mam …’


‘Get them off I say.’ Big as he was, she was bigger, tall and raw-boned in her faded, flowered pinny. She grabbed his anorak and ripped down the zip, and peeled him out of it with an energy that spun him clean round the kitchen. ‘And your trousers …’ She was kneeling at his feet now, undoing the laces of his boots. ‘And look at these … these won’t be dry by the morning, no matter how much paper I stuff in them. And look at the toes all scuffed, not two months old and they won’t last two months more. I told you not to buy that Polish rubbish. D’you think we’re made of money?’ She hauled off one boot, nearly sending him crashing to the floor, and started on the other, while he hung on desperately to the high mantelpiece. ‘Now let’s have those trousers – you could wring them out like dishcloths.’ One yank and they were down, leaving his legs all pale, damp and goosepimply. ‘And get that jumper off, and that shirt. It’s not now you’ll feel it, when you’re young and daft. It’s when you’re a grown man wi’ a wife an’ kids to support, an’ you can’t move wi’ rheumatism. You’ll thank me then.’


He gave up and let her haul the sweater violently up over his head, scraping his face painfully with the hard wet wool. But he drew the line with his underpants, fighting desperately for his dignity.


‘Oh, catch your death – see if I care.’ She picked up the big brown blanket, from where it had been warming over the fireguard ready, and threw it in his face. ‘Your dad was crippled wi’ rheumatics, long afore he died.’ She reached for the old black kettle simmering on the stove, and shoved him into the rocker, by the fire that she kept burning even in the desolate heat of summer. He snuggled into the warmth of the blanket, making sure that no piece of his damp white skin was exposed. The rough warmth of the blanket was a comfort he’d known all his life. Getting wet, having toothache, flu, the hot blanket had seen him through everything. He listened to her rattling the kettle, a glass and a spoon violently on the old, worn kitchen table. The sharp smells of lemon and whisky came subtly to his nose; her voice was softening slightly, as her first rage passed; became almost soothing, like the sound of the sea breaking over him. It was slowly becoming somebody else’s fault.


‘Jack Norton has no right to keep you up’t fell in this sort o’ weather, idle old sod, while he’s laikin’ in’t kitchen. He’s just like his father … always had money the Nortons … never sweated in their lives.’ She thrust the steaming glass of lemon and whisky into his hands. ‘Get that down yer, then straight for your bath. I’ll run it.’ He caught his breath as the whisky spilled red-hot on to his bare legs, then inhaled deeply of the smell, listening to her stamp upstairs and across the creaking ceiling overhead. Heard the plug plonk in the plughole and the water start running. He sipped gently, so the whisky wouldn’t scald his lips, and hugged the secret of Prepoc to him closer than the blanket. Then she was back.


‘C’mon. Bathwater’s gettin’ cold.’


‘Aw Mam, I haven’t finished me whisky …’


Her hand descended on his ear, stingingly. He clung to the glass, but more scalding liquid hit his bare legs through the blanket, making him wince. ‘I told you to drink it while it was hot. Won’t do you no good otherwise. I can’t do wi’ you dreaming by the fire all day. Jack Norton can afford it – we can’t.’


Muttering, wrapped in the blanket like an Indian squaw, he creaked upstairs. The bathwater was scalding too; he ran in some cold surreptitiously, hoping she wouldn’t hear and knock on the ceiling with her broom-handle. But she was too busy. He heard the washing-machine being dragged across the stone flags of the kitchen floor; her god, her pride and joy. And all the time she was rumbling on, like a storm blowing itself out. He wondered who she thought she was talking to – the washing-machine, himself, Jack Norton, his long-dead father, or merely herself, keeping the cruel, unfeeling, treacherous world at bay with a storm of words?


He lowered himself into the bath with a sigh of luxury, as the washing-machine began thumping downstairs. He didn’t bother soaping himself – he’d only had his official bath the day before – but just lay dreamily, looking at his pink feet sticking out of the water like twin Rocks of Gibraltar, so far away; feeling the sting as the soap-powder she’d put in the water worked its way into little cuts and grazes he’d never realized he’d got, rebuilding the cairn. Stared at the cracks in the bathroom ceiling; at the patch on the bath his mother had rubbed bare and grey with scouring-powder; at the flowered wallpaper she’d stuck on with her own hands … a piece had lifted with the steam and was curling up like a butterfly’s wing. Mam would flatten that the moment she saw it. The night darkened the pebbled glass of the bathroom window. The washing-machine thumped on downstairs.


And then he thought he heard another noise, beyond the hiss of the refilling cold-water tank, the thumping of the washing-machine and his mother’s murmuring. A noise far above him, he thought, up in the sky, coming and going, teasing his ear, playing hide-and-seek with him, but coming nearer.


Helicopter? Oh, not again! This district was plagued with mysterious helicopters, flying by night with or without lights, in the strangest directions and with no purpose at all. Every three months or so, somebody would write to the local paper about it. There’d be a real outburst of letters, then the editor would write a stinging editorial. The county police, consulted, would admit themselves baffled, or blame army manoeuvres. Once, an inspector on the telly had bent his elbow with a knowing grin, implying it was only drunken yokels on their way home from the pub; he’d been severely reprimanded. In the pub they blamed sheep-stealers, international drug-rings, flying saucers. Most sensible people reckoned it was the government and we’d never get to know anything about it. There’d been noisy debates about how many sheep you could get in a helicopter. This helicopter would pass, like all the rest.


But it didn’t. It got closer; seemed to be hanging right over the house … the feeling was strong enough to get Ralph out of the bath, trying to stare upwards out of the bathroom window. But all he got was the night air cooling his hot, wet skin … if it was up there, it was out of sight beyond the gable and the chimneys.


Then he got a funny feeling; as if the air was silently falling apart; as if the inside of his head was going hollow. He thrust his fingers into his ears and wiggled them vigorously, thinking some water must have got into them. None had; yet the queer, hollow feeling in his head got stronger and stronger.


Suddenly frightened, he wiggled his ears again. Was he going to have a fit, like Billy Hargreaves at school? Or drop down dead of a stroke, like old Mrs Riley at the Harvest Supper, laughing one minute and dead the next, with blood running out of her pale, pale nose? He stared around at the familiar bathroom for help, at the bathmat with the raggy edge, the cracked block of yellow soap that seemed to have been there ever since he could remember. But they were no help; the feeling in his head was shutting him off from them, was sending him down into some frightening hell … he tried to yell ‘Mam’ but his voice wouldn’t work.
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