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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.


      




COLD LIGHT


Doubtless it is one of life’s typical ironies that a man with defective eyesight should have spent many long years studying the history of artificial lighting. However, my friend John Ingolby was also a prominent churchman. By the time his book appeared John was well advanced in the hierarchy of the Church of England. He was Bishop of Porchester.


Now, at this time the Church was in a certain amount of disarray. On the one hand it was waning due to apathy. On the other, it was beset by fundamentalist evangelism which seemed unpleasantly frantic and hysterical. Between this Scylla and Charybdis a new liberal theology was being steered which it was hoped would inject new life and modern, humane thought into a seemingly dying institution.


Not, however, without resistance!


Already one new bishop—who publicly denied the doctrine of the virgin birth—had been enthroned amidst scandal and protest. Within two days of his enthronement, the venue—an ancient cathedral, finest example of Gothic architecture in the land—was blasted by lightning and its transept gutted by fire. Reportedly the bolts of lightning came from out of a clear sky; so fierce were they, that the lightning conductors were overloaded.


Immediately the popular press pointed gleefully to the hand of God Himself as source of the miraculous lightning; and some traditionalist clergy endorsed this explanation of the meteorological hazard. The cathedral had been polluted by such an enthronement; here was God’s sacred reaction. Yet God, of course, was also merciful. Having first set His house ablaze, He then permitted the massed fire brigades to quench the flames and save the majority of the edifice.


Liberal-minded churchmen issued statements explaining the fire as a coincidence, and deploring popular superstition. The same cathedral had, after all, been severely damaged by fire thrice already during its history—the most recent occasion, a hundred years earlier, being incidentally a case of arson provoked by another theological dispute.


Yet the noisiest single critic of the new bishop from amongst the ranks of ecclesiastics bitterly denounced such pussyfooting explanations. In disgust he publicly quit the English church and embraced the Greek Orthodox communion. The Greek Orthodox Church, as its name implied, was a staunch guardian of doctrine, ritual, and liturgy.


Some months later scandal struck again.


A radical-minded dean and lecturer in theology had been hired as presenter for a major new television series called The Quest for God. As the date for screening the first episode drew near, this dean revealed in interviews that he did not believe in an afterlife; nor in the Resurrection of Christ; nor for that matter did he even accept the “objective” existence of a God. “God” was a personal construct of the moral consciousness of humanity, said he.


A wave of protest arose.


And of course that first instalment of The Quest for God was blacked out nationwide by a lightning strike …


Of the industrial kind. TV engineers seized this opportunity to protest certain changes in their duty rosters.


The industrial dispute was soon settled; and two nights later the TV network transmitted the blacked episode in place of a football match. But by now newspaper headlines had trumpeted: Lightning Strike Blacks Atheist Dean. Even though the smaller print below explained the nature of this particular bolt from the blue, editorials in bolder black type suggested that God may move in a mysterious way His lightning to direct.


Such publicity hugely swelled the viewing figures for a programme which many people might otherwise have felt disposed to ignore; so much so that the “atheist” Dean was obliged to preface his second prerecorded appearance one week later with a brief personal statement in which he quipped endearingly that if God did not exist, He could hardly have thought of a better way to draw the nation’s attention to the quest for Him.


It was in this fraught climate that John Ingolby’s book was published, surprising me (for one) by its title—then by its angle.


Religion and the History of Lighting: that was the title. The last word is quite easy to confuse with “lightning”; and indeed the printers had done so at least a dozen times during the course of three hundred pages without John—with his poor eyesight—noticing the slight though substantial difference whilst he was correcting the proofs. However, this is a mere incidental irony. The primary shock of the book came from the manner in which, like some seventeenth-century metaphysical poem, it yoked together two apparently disparate things: a scholarly history of artificial lighting—and theological insights.


I admit that my first reaction was that an exuberant editor had persuaded John to rewrite his whole volume, giving it a new commercial slant.


Let’s be honest. Suppose you happen to be an aficionado of beer-mats, then their history is a consuming passion—to yourself, and to a few hundred other like-minded enthusiasts. However, your History of Beer-Mats must inevitably lack the kind of popular charisma which sells a million copies.


Likewise with the history of lighting.


Blazing sticks in Neolithic caves; grease and wick in a bear skull; Phoenician candles of yarn and beeswax; Roman tallow lamps; Elizabethan lanthorns; candles of spermaceti scented with bay-berry; rushlights; Herr Wintzler’s lighting up of Pall Mall with gas; Welsbach’s incandescent mantle; De la Rue’s dim electric light of 1820; Sir Joseph Swan’s carbonized cotton filaments; Humphrey Davy’s carbon arc; Edison at Memlo Park; mercury vapour; neon; acetylene. … Fascinating stuff! Yet how many of the general public would wish to read three hundred pages about it?


John set the tone from the very outset. “We wanted light,” he wrote, “so that we should not feel afraid. …” He went on to parallel advances in religious awareness with the developing technology of artificial lighting: from early shamanism to paganism, from the “light of the world”, Christianity, to medieval mysticism, from the Dark Ages to the modern enlightenment of radical theology. He suggested a direct link between the two: with lighting influencing religious beliefs, and religious beliefs influencing the technology of light.


John made great play with the fitful glimmering of candles and the haunting, soul-like shadows which flitted around rooms as a result; with the smokiness of oil lamps and the bonfires of the Inquisition; with the softly restful, comparatively brilliant glass chimney lamp of Swiss chemist Aimé Argand which climaxed the Age of Reason; with the clear steady paraffin lamp of Victorian pragmatic Christianity.


He harvested a rare crop of quotations to prove his point, from such authorities as Saint Augustine and Meister Eckhart, Jakob Boehme and Kierkegaard, Tillich and Hans Küng. His chapter on medieval stained glass and the visionary cult of the millennium was masterly, and prefaced—anachronistically, I thought at first—by this famous passage from Shelley:




Life, like a dome of many-coloured glass,


Stains the white radiance of Eternity …





Then the finale to the chapter completed the quotation (which not many people know beyond its first two lines); and I understood.




… Until Death tramples it to fragments.





And what of late twentieth-century lighting—not to mention fibre optics, laser beams, and holography—and the new radical, atheistic, afterlifeless theology?


And what of the future?—a future which John saw as lying in the harnessing of “cold light”: the bioluminescence of bacteria, the phosphorescence of fireflies and the fish of the abyss, which generate an enormous amount of chemical light with minimal energy input, and without heat? What of the cold light of the next century which must surely follow on from the bright yet hot and kilowatt-consuming light of our present era? What of the theology of that?


My first assumption, as I say, was that the publisher had prevailed on John to jazz up his volume.


My second assumption, when I delved deeper into John’s religious musings, was that he had decided to throw his cap into the ring of radical theology; that he had chosen to run up his colours as one of the avant-garde of the Church.


Or had he? Or rather, on whose behalf was he running up his colours?


During the many years that I had known John—since college days, a time of life when brainstorming sessions are quite common—he had never to my knowledge spoken heatedly about the validity of the virgin birth, or of Christ’s dead body walking around, or of the afterlife, or of a God in Heaven; or any of the crunch points of the new clear-vision theology which was even then taking shape. Indeed I felt that John had entered the Church largely as a reliable career—one in which he thought he would excel, since he was a good Latin and Greek scholar, but one in which his actual belief was nominal.


Let me be more specific. John did not doubt his vocation; but nor did he question it. He was more like a younger son of the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries to whom becoming a clergyman was a matter of course; and like several such who became better known as naturalists or geologists or amateur astronomers John had his own parallel, genuine passion—namely the history of lighting.


John’s father had been a vicar. His uncle was a bishop. The step was natural; advancement was likely. Without a doubt John was good-hearted; and was to prove excellent at pastoral duties. Whilst at college he involved himself in running a boys’ club, and in serving hot soup to tramps of a winter’s night. However, he seemed uninterested in theological disputes as such.


Could it be that John was deeply traditional at heart—and that his book was in fact a parody of the new rational theology? A spoof, a satire? Was he intending to pull the carpet out from under the feet of the church’s intellectuals—like some Voltaire, but on the other side of the fence?


Had he been so annoyed in his quiet way by the new trends in theology that he had sacrificed to God all of his private research work into the history of lighting—his consuming hobby—so that by using it satirically he could defend the faith?


Would he watch and assess reactions to his book, then announce that Religion and the History of Lighting was in fact a holy joke? One intended to demonstrate the credulity of unbelief? To show up the trendy emptiness of today’s scientific theology?


Or was John Ingolby entirely innocent of such guile? Was he a true innocent: the stuff of saints and geniuses and the dangerously naïve?


Or was he simply short-sighted and afflicted with a species of tunnel vision which had compressed his two diverse occupations—the Church, and the history of lighting—absurdly yet persuasively into the selfsame field of view? Maybe!


At any rate, in the wake of the cathedral fire and the televised Quest for God the publicity department of John’s publisher dangled his newly-minted book under the noses of the media; and the media gladly took the bait.


Here was more “new theology” from a bishop; more (apparently) rational probing of “superstition” as a kind of slowly vanishing shadow cast by improving human technology, a function of blazing brands and paraffin lamps and neon and lasers; and an analysis of mystical insight as an analogue of candlepower and lumens—with the possibility, thrown in, of new illuminations just around the corner.


And did not Bishop Ingolby’s book have something to say (at first glance) about holy lightning? Lightning which suddenly was humanized—into the sodium-vapour lamps on motorways, the neon strips over shop fronts—by the deletion of a single letter, “n”, like the removal by a clever trick of an unknowable infinity from an equation?


Yet—to reinject a note of mystery—did not the possibility of cold light remain? Here, John’s fancy soared poetically.


The newspapers excelled themselves. Bishop Ingolby was a debunker—and should be defrocked forthwith! Bishop Ingolby was a scientific mystic, striving to yoke technology to divinity! He was this. He was that.


Certainly he suddenly became notorious. Religion and the History of Lighting sold a lot of copies; a good few, no doubt, were read.


T-shirts appeared bearing the icon of a light bulb on them, and the legend: S.O. & S. Switch On, & See. (With a punning undercurrent of Save Our Souls.) These T-shirts seemed as urgent and arbitrary as their sartorial predecessors which had instructed people to RELAX! or FIGHT! or BREATHE!


Switch on, & See. But see what? See that there was nothing in the darkness of the universe? Or that there was everything? Or that there was something unforeseen?


Thus, by way of prologue to the strange and terrible events which happened subsequently. …


The “Bishop’s Palace” in Porchester is, in actuality, a large Georgian house set in modest grounds of lawn and shrubbery standing midway between the railway station and the ruins of Porchester Castle. The west wing of the building was devoted to the administration of the diocese. The east wing was John’s own domain, where the domestic arrangements were in the hands of a housekeeper, Mrs Mott, who arrived every morning bright and early and departed every evening after dinner; for John had never married.


Most of the domestic arrangements were Mrs Mott’s province: cookery and cleaning, laundry and such. The lighting styles of the various rooms in the east wing were John’s own choice; and it was in this respect that one half of his palace resembled a living museum.


The kitchen was lit by electric light bulbs; the small private chapel by massive candles; the dining-room by gas mantles; the library by brilliant neon strips. Innumerable unused lighting devices stood, or hung, around: Roman pottery oil lamps, miners’ safety lamps, perforated West Indian gourds designed to house fireflies. …


When I arrived to visit John at his urgent request on that early November evening several months after publication of his book, the whole of the east wing which met my gaze was lit up in its assorted styles, with no curtains closed. As I walked the few hundred yards from the railway station, a couple of anticipatory rockets whizzed up into the sky over Porchester and exploded, showering orange stars. This was the day before the country’s children would celebrate the burning at the stake of the Catholic Guy Fawkes for trying to blow up a Protestant Parliament—an earlier religious feud. John seemed, meanwhile, to be conducting his own festival of light.


I …


But I haven’t mentioned who I am, beyond the fact that I was at college with John a good many years ago.


My name is Morris Ash, and I am a veterinary surgeon turned homeopathist. I live in Brighton, and cater to the more prosperous sectors of society. My degree was in Biochemistry, and I had originally thought of going into medical research. A certain disenchantment with my fellow human beings—coupled with dawning ecological awareness of the soaring world population and the degradation of the natural environment—had shunted me into veterinary studies.


I had done well in my profession, though I never practised to any great extent rurally with sheep and horses and cows, which may seem a contradiction (of which life is full). I had become an up-market urban vet, a doggy doctor, a pussy physician, renowned among my patients’ owners for my compassionate bedside (or basket-side) manner.


Twenty years on, I had five partners working with me (and for me), and was more of a consultant in difficult cases than a routine castrator of tom-kittens. My thoughts turned once more to biochemistry and to medical research, but with a difference: I interested myself in homeopathy, in the theory of treating disease by means of minuscule, highly diluted doses of substances which would ordinarily cause disease. I began to investigate the possibility of treating animal ailments likewise, and within a few years I was supplying a wide range of home-made homeopathic remedies to the pets of my clientele, should the owners prefer this approach—and a gratifying number did. Homeopathy worked startlingly well in a number of recalcitrant cases; and word of my success spread quickly. I soon found that I was treating my erstwhile patients’ owners homeopathically, too—though not, I hasten to add, for mange or distemper!


Now, there’s nothing illegal in this. You need no medical qualifications to practise as a homeopathic doctor; and it’s a curious fact, as I discovered, that a good few human beings would rather have their ills tended to by a vet than by an orthodox doctor.


A doctor is often cursory, reaching quickly for his prescription pad to scribble upon it in illegible Latin. A doctor is frequently inclined to treat his human patients as examples of blocked plumbing, or as broken-down cars—this is the common complaint by patients. Whereas a vet must always fondle and gentle his patients (or else the vet is likely to be scratched, bitten, and kicked). A vet seems more sensual, more full of curative love. He is seen to cure—to a certain extent—by a laying on of hands, whereas a medical doctor metaphorically jabs a fist into you.


Also, people might prefer to confide in a vet because his trade isn’t viewed as a mysterious Freemasonry. A vet has no cryptic knowledge or secret records.


Finally, the doctor appears to have the power of life or death over you; yet he will never exercise the power of death mercifully. Indeed the law forbids him to do so. Death can only come after a long, humiliating, and dehumanizing process of medical intervention which often seems experimental to the wasting patient and his relatives. The vet does possess the power of instant death. He can give lethal mercy injections to distempered puppies or crushed cats. Yet it is the instant mercy of this, not the lethal aspect, which is noted primarily.


(Did I mention love? I have admitted that I did not overly love my fellow human beings compared with the furry and feathered folk of the world. So in common with John—though for different reasons—I too never married. As a result, to many pet-owning widowed ladies I seemed impeccably … shall we say, eligible? Which was perhaps another of my homeopathic attractions. I had diluted and rediluted my spouse potential over the years till I became, to some hearts, devastating.)


John and I had remained firm friends for many years—as I say—and we met perhaps thrice every year, one of these occasions invariably being our college reunion supper; the other occasions variable. We seemed to have much in common. We were both confirmed bachelors. As regards charitable acts John perceived me as a kind of lay St Francis of Assisi, ministering to the world’s chihuahuas and gerbils. I had told John, at some stage, all I knew about the enzyme-catalysed chemical reactions which coldly light up fireflies, deep-sea fish, bacteria, and fungi; and how one day we might learn to light our homes and cities similarly—information which had surfaced, theologically mutated, in his book. …


I was welcomed to the palace. We drank excellent pale sherry. We spoke of homeopathy. We talked of John’s book and of its lightning success (de scandale). He mentioned an upcoming television interview to be filmed in his variously lit home, during the course of which he would stride from room to room and thus from firelight era to neon era, expounding, concluding his performance in the candle-lit chapel; but he was rather vague about these plans.


I tentatively broached the puzzle (to me) of the true intention of his book. Surely an old and discreet friend was privileged to know—especially since I myself had no religious axes to grind? John sidetracked me, to admire a lanthorn from Shakespeare’s day which he had recently bought at auction and which now adorned the mantel shelf of his lounge.


Then Mrs Mott served us dinner in the next room, to faintly hissing gaslight.


It was a tasty meal but a queer one. We commenced with escargots and giant champignons, both cooked in butter; and John obviously had some difficulty distinguishing which of the spheres were snails, and which were mushrooms. He attempted to slice through one snail shell and then to prick out the meat from within a mushroom. Had he commanded this menu as a deliberate tease to his bespectacled self?


A turbot steak in béchamel sauce followed. Next, in sentimental homage to a shared taste from our student days when we had both patronized the same cheap wholesome dive of a cafe, we tucked into tripe and onions accompanied by mashed potatoes.


Afterwards, came a meringue concoction; followed by a slab of Wensleydale cheese, and white coffee.


Mrs Mott departed homeward, leaving us alone.


It occurred to me that the whole meal had been white, or at least creamy-grey in colour; and served upon white plates. Even the wine we drank with it was Liebfraumilch—“milk of a beloved woman”—not that I should have fancied a robust Burgundy as accompaniment to the meat dish in question! Had we drunk Burgundy or some other red wine, it might have looked as though our glasses had miraculously filled with the blood so visibly absent from that part of the cow’s anatomy.


An all-white dinner. Why?


Had Mrs Mott gone mad?


“Will you pour the port?” asked my host; and I obliged. The port, at least, was a rich purple-red; a contrast on which I forbore, for the moment, to comment, though my curiosity was by now intense.


John tasted his wine, then at last confided in a low voice, “I’m going blind, Morris. Blind.”


“Blind?” I repeated the word stupidly. I stared at John’s round, rosy face and at the thick round spectacles thereon, which from some angles made his eyes seem to bulge. His cheeks were faintly pocked: a bad reaction to a childhood bout of measles, which I knew had nearly killed him and which had certainly impaired his eyesight. The dome of his head was mostly bald and smooth. His skin, and remaining strands of hair, were somewhat greasy. A lot of talcum powder would need to be patted on to him prior to any television appearance; or else he would seem shiny on screen.


I decided that it was high time to broach the matter of the meal—without insulting it, however, since my taste buds had relished every morsel even if my eyes had not had much to feast on.


“Er, John … the dinner we just ate … splendid fare! Mrs Mott is to be congratulated. But, hmm, there wasn’t a scrap of colour in it. Everything was white from start to finish. White food on white plates. Highly ingenious! But, um, that doesn’t mean that you’re going blind—just because you couldn’t see any colours. There weren’t any to be seen.”


John uttered a few staccato laughs.


“Oh Morris, I know that!” he declared. “Mrs Mott has always been a great admirer of yours. The white dinner was in your honour.”


“Was it? Why’s that? I don’t quite follow.”


“You see, that’s her understanding of how homeopathy works. In this case, a homeopathic cure for failing vision. Take something as essential to the health of the body as a well-cooked meal. The smell and the taste play a major role in stimulating appetite. So does the look of the meal: the contrasts, the colours.”


“Oh, I see! Mrs Mott imagines that by reducing the colour content to almost nothing—”


“Just as the homeopath reduces the drug content of a medicine virtually to nothing, by repeated dilution. Exactly!”


“—thereby your visual faculty will be stimulated, rather than dulled? Your brain will strain to discriminate the tiny traces of colour remaining? My word, what an imagination that woman has.”


“The white dinner was also served as a broad hint in case I didn’t bring myself to ask your help, Morris.”


Ah.


Now I could put two and two together.


Here was another instance where someone hoped for medical advice from a vet rather than from a doctor. A vet who was a close friend. A vet, moreover, who had no special bigoted axes to grind regarding a certain radical bishop who had reduced the visions of the saints to an absence of adequate light-bulbs.


Doctors often had axes to grind. My patients’ owners had complained to me thus more than once. Male doctors—most are male—harboured gynaecological obsessions, obsessions about the “hysteria” of female patients. They nursed obsessions about plumbing and pills and tranquillizers. They held political views, often of a right-wing stripe, which they allowed to colour their medical personalities. Or else they had religious obsessions—about, say, birth control or woman’s role as a mother. There was no such thing as an objective doctor. Personal beliefs and prejudices always flavoured diagnosis and treatment. By contrast veterinarians could easily be objective—and at the same time loving—because (to put it bluntly and very generally) animals had no politics, and no religion.


“What do you think’s wrong with your eyes then, John old son? Cataracts?”


John emptied his glass of port, as though to fortify himself.


“I’m going blind within,” he said. “Blind within.”


“Now what do you mean by that?”


“The blindness is like a shadow inside of me. This inner shadow is spreading. It’s growing outward, ever outward.”


I thought for a moment. “I’m no eye specialist,” I said, “but it sounds to me—if you’re describing this correctly—as though your optic nerves are inflamed. The pressure of the swelling could make the nerves atrophy gradually. The blind spot would seem to enlarge. Part of the retina would go blind.”


John shivered. “It’s more than that.” He struck his forehead a blow. “This blindness has taken root inside me like some foul black weed!” His voice faltered and hushed. “It’s because of my book, don’t you see?”


“What?”


“I’ve prayed, of course. One does. I pray on my own in the chapel every morning for half an hour. Prayer clears the mind. The day organizes itself. Not that I pray for myself personally! I pray that the whole world shall see the light of goodness.” John seemed embarrassed. He had never mentioned private prayer to me before. “Meanwhile my own light grows dim. Vilely so.”


“In what way ‘vilely’, John?”


“There’s a taint of corruption to this blindness. A moral miasma is creeping around in me, spreading its tendrils.”


“You blame this on the publication of your book? It’s as though you’re being … punished?” I refilled his glass from the decanter. “I hate to say this, John, but a tumour is a remote possibility. If a tumour presses upon the visual centres of your brain there could be emotional repercussions. You might even sense the tumour as something dark and evil growing inside your head.”


“Oh no I wouldn’t. If I had a tumour, I would suffer from a steady grinding headache for at least a few hours every day. Every now and then I might see complex hallucinatory patterns; or else an aura of flashing lights. You might suddenly look like an angel to me! Or Mrs Mott might. I do have a number of books in my library which aren’t about technology or theology. Medical books. I’ve checked up on tumours. I’ve checked up on eye troubles—I can still read, with spotlight and magnifying glass. Under normal circumstances what afflicts me would most likely be what is known as toxic amblyopia.”


“Ah. Really? You’d better explain. Obviously I’m not the best fellow to hold a consultation with!”


“Oh but you are. Now listen, will you? Toxic amblyopia involves a reduction in the acuteness of vision due to a toxic reaction of the optic nerve. I have the symptoms of this exactly. The commonest cause is overindulgence in alcohol or tobacco. But I don’t smoke; and I don’t ordinarily overimbibe. Quinine can also cause the condition; but I’ve never been near the tropics. I’m not one of your malarial missionaries of yesteryear. Other causes are prolonged exposure to various poisons, principally carbon dioxide, arsenic, lead, and benzene. One thought immediately springs to mind: am I being poisoned by these gaslights in here, or perhaps by the candles in the chapel? By something in this very palace which is directly connected with my hobbyhorse? That would be ironic, don’t you think?”


“Maybe you’ve already solved the puzzle, John.” In which case why had I been invited? And why had Mrs Mott cooked the all-white repast?


My friend shook his head. “I’ve had the gas-mantles checked. They’re perfectly safe. As for the chapel, ever since I began to suspect candles as possible sinners I’ve only lit one on each occasion. No remission! I’ve thought carefully of every other oddity of lighting. All systems are innocent. And my vision is getting worse. The affliction has no cause; unless of course it has a miraculous cause. Miraculous,” he repeated quietly, “or demonish. It’s a sort of slow, black lightning.”


“But John, you yourself wrote that demons have no more substance than shadows cast by candles. You don’t believe in demons.”


“Ah … suppose for a moment that demons exist. I feel somewhat haunted, Morris.”


“You’re joking.”


I could see that he was not entirely joking.


“Don’t bishops know how to deal with demons?” I asked him.


“Hmm. I should need to involve a colleague from within the Church. Word would inevitably leak out. Likewise, were I to start consulting eye specialists. Embarrassing, don’t you see? Embarrassing to the Church! If I tried to arrange for the exorcism of a genuine—if troublesome—miracle, why, that would be worse. I should be attempting to cast God out of my life.”


“Time to wheel on the homeopathic vet, eh?”


“I could do worse. At least I can discuss the ins and outs of this with you. Mrs Mott’s quite right on that score.”


As we talked, a certain suspicion began to dawn on me; a suspicion which I hardly dared put to John outright.


John had said that arsenic could cause toxic amblyopia.


Was it possible that Mrs Mott was slowly poisoning John? Since white is the colour of innocence, did her white meal that evening protest symbolically that she was innocent? But why should she protest innocence unless she knew her own guilt?


Why should Mrs Mott have encouraged John to seek my advice? Perhaps she did not admire me at all, and actually regarded me as a charlatan whose advice would lead John far astray and keep him away from doctors.


John depended upon Mrs Mott. He trusted her implicitly. Dared I cast any shadow of doubt upon their relationship? And what could the woman’s motive possibly be? An inheritance—of a load of peculiar lighting apparatus? (The Palace certainly didn’t belong to him!) Inheritance of royalties from his book? Those could hardly amount to a fortune.


Finally I decided to take the plunge.


To sugar the pill, I chuckled. “Speaking of phosphorescence,” I said (though we hadn’t been, for a while), “in the old days phosphorus was often used as a poison because it’s difficult to detect. Some phosphorus occurs naturally in the body. There’s a famous case in which one intended victim was alerted when he noticed his bowl of soup glowing while he was carrying it to table along a dark corridor!”


“Hmm,” said John without more ado, “so why should Mrs Mott wish to poison me?”


“I didn’t mean to imply—”


“Oh yes you did. Tiny doses of an arsenic compound, eh? A little bite of rat-killer day by day. In rather more than a homeopathic dose! She has no earthly motive.”


“Maybe she has an unearthly one?”


“Explain.”


“Maybe she regards your book as, um, blasphemous. Maybe she believes you’re in league with the Antichrist.”


“Mrs Mott? I hardly think so! Do you?”


I thought about the comfy, devoted, cheery soul in question; and shook my head.


That night as I lay on the verge of sleep in John’s great oaken guest-bed, my mind wandered back to the story of the phosphorescent soup. A soup bowl aglow in a dark corridor. …




Is this a tureen which I see before me,


The ladle towards my hand? Art thou lobster bisque,


Vichyssoise, or plain beef broth with arsenic?


Art thou not, fatal bouillon, sensible


To tasting as to sight? Or art thou but


A potage of the mind?





I don’t know quite why I decided to get up out of my warm bed to roam the November-chilly Bishop’s Palace at midnight. Maybe I had some notion that in the pitch-dark kitchen I would spy some spice jar glowing phosphorescently, betraying the true poisonous nature of its contents. But get up I did, shuffling my slippers on by feel and belting my dressing gown about me, then proceeding to the door with hands outstretched.


I didn’t use my pocket torch, nor had I opened the curtains. I knew that it was a dark, moonless night outside but I wanted my eyes to retain the sensitivity of a cat so that the tiniest dose of light might register.


I felt my way along the upstairs corridor, tiptoeing past John’s room next to mine, though I had little reason to fear that my faint footfalls—or the noisier creaking of the boards—might disturb him. John had long since told me that he invariably slept the sleep of the dead. As soon as his head touched the pillow he became a log until dawn.
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