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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.












The Powerhouse


Introducing the team:


There were three of us, performing artists extraordinaire (that’s what Jef used to put on our flyers): Me, I’m Robs, Roberta Hayward. There’s nothing extraordinary about me, but it didn’t matter because I was technical. I didn’t have to perform my part, the machines did it. Jef wrote the lyrics, Maddy and he came up with the melodies, I did the arrangements (I suppose you’d call it). Jef: D. Mark Jeffries (first name Darryl, but he didn’t ever use it). Not all that tall, skinny as a spider, full of energy. Red hair in spiky corkscrews flying about all over his head, and huge green eyes. On stage he favoured jumble sale suits several sizes too small, Clark Kent horn-rimmed glasses that made his eyes look even bigger; and the lights in his red hair made it look as if his head was on fire. The girls loved him. And Maddy, Madeleine Wei Wei Turner. Wild athletic dancer, beautiful voice with an amazing range. Hair black, complexion pale; up-curved dark eyes (her mother’s Singapore Chinese). Nose short and straight, mouth a bit too wide, white teeth. I’m not describing her well. I don’t know how to do it. But I remember her so clearly, the way she was. If Jef was touched by fire, Maddy was a flame. It wasn’t just on stage, or with us. Everybody felt it.


Maybe you know someone a bit like Maddy. She had everything, looks, charm, intelligence, talent. But people didn’t hate her, because she didn’t make you feel she thought she was better than you. She didn’t keep her gifts to herself. Anyone who came near could warm their hands at what Maddy was. Anyone could share her fire. There were few people who didn’t smile when they were talking about Maddy, or were in her company. I’m smiling now. She was wonderful. Note the tense, I said was. Note it, and then forget it, because I’m going to tell you a story.









One


It was one of the last days of the Christmas holiday. I was in the Wild Park with my little brother and his two best friends: Tom and Nick Campbell from next door. A whole gang of us had been tobogganing, but there’d hardly been enough snow. What was left, after a week of relentless punishment, had been gouged and ground up by boots and runners until it was just half-frozen mud. The slope down to the goldfish pond in the park, where we always did our tobogganing, looked like a rugby pitch with a pinball-machine tilt: horribly littered with torn cardboard, lost gloves; scraps of bin-bag plastic. To tell the truth, most thirteen-year-old girls don’t mix well with little boys, and my so-called friends had not been a great help with the babysitting. I’d been quite glad when Stef, Maeve and Dee Dee and the rest of them had headed off in search of hot drinks, safety from crazed infants with snowballs in their mitts, and other civilised comforts.


The sky was still bright blue, it was only two o’clock. Jerry (that’s my brother) and I didn’t want to go home. We both liked Solange, our au-pair. But we’d become tired of her full-time company in the week or so since Christmas and New Year. She fussed, and although she was only nineteen she had delusions of being our Nanny.


On the other hand, I knew that if I had one more fistful of brown slush stuffed down my neck by the darling little boys, I was going to clock one of them really hard. So I said, “Let’s do something different. Let’s be Antarctic explorers”.


Nick liked that. He was young enough to have some imagination; something little boys lose all too soon. Tom and Jerry (they loved being Tom and Jerry, like the cat and mouse in the old cartoons) put up a protest. I wasn’t having any. I told them the tobogganing was impossible, which it was; and if they scraped the slope for any more slush balls they’d be ruining their chances of tobogganing tomorrow, even if it snowed all night. They were impressed by that. They think I possess ancient kid-lore about things like snow quality, because I’m older. I took the rope and marched off, dragging our sledge.


So naturally all three little boys piled onto it and started yelling “Mush! Mush!” the way you’re supposed to do to encourage husky dogs.


I dragged them over a large rut, and accidentally-on-purpose tipped them off. Then I took possession of the sled and made them drag me. They seemed to like being dogs. We spent a few happy minutes zigzagging to and fro along the foot of the slope, all of us yelling “Mush! Mush! But as I always find when I’m babysitting Jerry, minutes is as long as any peace lasts. They wanted to do something different. I said it was time to start exploring.


The part of the “Wild Park” that was really more or less wild was up behind the Pagoda Café, on the other side of the goldfish pond. The Café was shut up for the winter. The Pool was looking messy. There were coke cans floating in melted patches, and all kinds of dead leaves and miserable slimy stubs of vegetation sticking out of the ice around the edges. The boys wanted to try crossing it, hopping from floe to floe, but I wouldn’t let them. Sometimes I have attacks of Nanny-ness myself. We went on up the hill, into the wilderness tangle.


The park wasn’t far from the house where I’d lived all my life. I must have been taken there hundreds of times since I was old enough to be strapped into a buggy. I’d had my first adventures on the swings, the slide and the climbing frame in the playground down by the front entrance. I’d cried when they took away the old tubular helicopter, and the pink plastic elephant that you could climb inside; and replaced them with those “tasteful” giant wooden animals. I’d nagged for ices from the Pagoda Café, I’d been frightened by the wasps in the rubbish bins, I’d fallen in the pond as often as any other kid in town. I’d played hide and seek in the little wilderness, getting scratched by brambles. But I didn’t know what lay beyond.


Have you ever looked into a rock pool, and seen the live shellfish creeping about? That’s what I was like, a limpet on a rock. I crept a few inches one way: school. A few inches in other directions: the park, my friends’ houses, the local shopping centre; cinemas, music class; and I thought I knew the whole pool. I think most people are the same. They have a little track that they can’t see, that they run on every day and never go outside it. It would knock them over with shock just to take a different turning on the way to work.


We reached the boundary wall of the Wild Park and found a gap; and a path leading on into scrubby woodland. I climbed up on the wall, had a look around, and was amazed to see the big windows of my school winking in the sunlight, on the hillside up above the trees.


“This is North-West Passage,” I said. “We’re going to see if we can reach Montrose Road (the address of West Bradfield Comprehensive) by the unmapped, wilderness route.”


We tried to climb the hill. It wasn’t fun. People had been dumping rubbish under the trees, so you had to watch out for traps of rusty metal that lurked under the pretty white snow. Then Tom fell all the way down again, with the sledge on top of him. He wasn’t hurt, but he was depressed: his new Arsenal tracksuit trousers had taken a battering (Tom was keen on his clothes). We rubbed him down as best we could, and decided to try the path instead.


It looked as if no one used it much. The branches of the trees stooped over it, and tall weeds poked through the snow. It felt spooky. I speak with hindsight, but I really remember that afternoon: how cold the air was, how it tasted of smoke and frost. We were so near our familiar haunts, but we’d somehow slipped over into the unknown, into untrodden wastes beyond our knowledge … I was enjoying myself. Being with the little boys gave me an excuse to make-believe, without having to act like a proper, cynical teenager.


The path led us to an open space; and a strange building. It was an odd, chunky shape, built of orange brick. It had rows of tall, round-arched windows and a kind of domed roof. We stood in front of it, staring. I couldn’t imagine what it was supposed to be. It definitely wasn’t a house, or a block of flats. It had no identifying marks. It might have held a small, old-fashioned public swimming pool. Or maybe a library, or a hospital? It had that kind of pompous, self-important look. But it seemed to be derelict.


“What should we do?” whispered Tom.


As if the building could hear us; as if it posed a problem that we had to solve.


The ground around it, which showed black and crunchy cinder where the snow had melted, was surrounded by a high mesh fence. But at the back, where we’d come in, there was a big gap. In the front there were gates, standing open. A track from these gates led off towards the road by the Wild Park. Inside them stood some falling-down outbuildings and a dirty white caravan; tilted crazily forward with its blunt nose buried in a pile of broken bricks. The snow was mashed up by ruts and tyre marks. Maybe Travellers or tramps had been using the site. But there was no one about.


“Let’s see if we can get inside.” I said.


I didn’t think we’d be able to get in, but I was wrong. The big double doors were standing ajar, a padlock dangling from the rusty chain that had kept them locked.


“Wow!” breathed Jerry, peering inside. “WEIRD!”


I was expecting every moment to hear someone yell: Hey, what are you kids doing?


No one yelled. We were alone.


“What is it for?” demanded Jerry, whispering again.


What was inside the double doors wasn’t outstandingly weird. No monsters, no tortured corpses, no aliens from outer space. But it was genuinely strange. A single big room that went up to the domed roof; and a big wide stage at the far end, reached by a flight of stone stairs. The floor was concrete, scattered with all kinds of rubbish, including bits of defunct furniture. It wasn’t dark. We could see everything: lots of light came in through those arched windows. Up in the roof, under the dome, track ran from wall to wall. A huge metal hook dangled from a steel hawser, on a pulley wheel. On one side of the hall, to our right, there was a doorway without a door. We could just glimpse more rooms in there; and darkness.


“Is it something to do with electricity,” asked Jerry. “Somewhere to store electricity?”


“You can’t store electricity,’ I said. “It could be an old Powerhouse. That’s a place where they step down the voltage of the power that comes from the power station. It has to be stepped down, for domestic use.”


I’d done some project work on electricity at school; I suppose that was why the idea came to me. Or perhaps it was because the place felt as if it had power, even then. “If it’s a powerhouse,” I said, looking round, “There ought to be some great big transformers—”


But Jerry had lost interest. My darling little brother was always asking me questions, the way bright, curious children are supposed to show their intelligence: and then never listening to what I had to say. I think it annoyed him that I always knew the answers (and if I didn’t, I made something up: essential big-sister self-defence). He and Tom and Nicky barged past me, raced across the big hall; and vanished into the darkness beyond that doorless doorway.


I found out, much later, that the building we called the Powerhouse had been a water pumping station; handling domestic supply. So my name was right in a way. But already, as I stood there, I didn’t want to know the everyday truth. It was a wonderful, spooky mystery. I wanted it to have been built by aliens; or by a strange secret government department for some purpose no one could ever discover. It was easy to imagine a Frankenstein’s laboratory in here. A big platform on scaffolding, cranked up under the dome; lightning bolts flashing down those steel cables. I wondered how long it had been standing empty. I was surprised that it wasn’t vandalised. There wasn’t even one broken window. Yet we obviously weren’t the first people to have explored its attractions. The walls were tiled in dirty white, to the height of my head, and covered in paintings. Not tagged, and not spray-painted, graffiti art, but definitely not from the industrial past.


I saw faded giant daisy flowers, clouds, a rayed sun. I kicked through the rubbish on the floor, and found strange remnants that looked like decayed stage props. A branch of a tree, made of chicken wire and painted papier-mâché; a length of stained purple velvet, a carousel horse without a head … I climbed the stone steps to the stage, holding a little toy windmill on a stick, the kind you used to be able to buy at the seaside. The sails were dust-crusted purple and yellow plastic. They wouldn’t move when I blew, the rivet that held them together was rusted stuck. I could hear the boys yelling somewhere in their dark maze; their voices raising flat, deadened echoes in the dome. The acoustic wasn’t very good. But you can do anything with sound, if you just mess around with the space a bit, and have the right machines. I was thinking how Maddy and Jef would love this place.


They were three years older than me, and in their last year at school. They’d been playing their special kind of rock music together for ages. Jef’s big brother John had been the leader: a technical wizard at putting electronic sound and visuals together. But he’d finished his course at Bradfield Art College now: moved to Manchester and formed a new band. Maddy and Jef had advertised for someone to join them, and they’d picked me. We called ourselves Hajetu, a techno-art music performance group. Hajetu was the first syllables of our three surnames: Jef Jeffries, Maddy Turner, Rob Hayward. We were using it until we thought of something better: but it seemed to work, and maybe we’d keep it. It sounded like a word in an unknown language, and that suited us. People could read different meanings into it.


I’d been with them since October, and those three months had been absolutely the happiest time of my life. My parents weren’t too pleased. They preferred me as a potential concert pianist: practising ten hours a day, and resting quietly with some homework in my spare time. They hated the whole idea of Hajetu. But I was in heaven. I loved the strange machines that translated sound into movement and colour: John’s prototypes, that he’d left behind for us, when he went off to the big city. I loved our intense rehearsals; I loved working out new ideas. Most of all, maybe, I just loved being with Maddy and Jef. Especially Maddy.


Jef, as was generally agreed by everyone who knew him, could be a pain. Maddy was always kind to me, she never made me feel like a kid, or a weird geek. I admired her so much; I couldn’t believe my luck at having her for an actual friend.


If you are what’s called “talented”, and it stands out enough to be noticed when you’re a child, you do not get much time to learn how to be normal. From before I was seven, whatever anyone else was doing, you could bet that I was playing the piano. Or the clarinet; my second instrument. Or I was writing music, or (later on) experimenting on my first electronic sampler. I’d blackmailed my parents into buying it for me. (It was easy. I said if you don’t, I’ll be so depressed I won’t be able to practise). But they were always willing to buy me things. It was a shame I didn’t want more “things”, really.


I’m not really complaining. I love my music, and I’m used to the daily grind. But it always made me different. I had friends my own age to hang out with, before I joined the band, but I never felt at home with them. I thought I was getting things wrong, I felt as if I was speaking a foreign language, and at any moment I might make some ridiculous, embarrassing mistake. With Maddy and Jef I could relax. They were older. I wasn’t supposed to understand them. I could just enjoy their company; and the music.


The only thing I didn’t enjoy about Hajetu was the performing. That might sound strange, but I was used to performing with a great big piano to hide behind; and in front of me only the examiner for a Grade exam, or a harmless audience of Mums and Dads, sitting nice and still. I’d done two gigs with Hajetu so far, one in a pub and one in a club. It was very different. It was rowdy and noisy and much more personal; more exposed. It scared me.


But there was no audience now. I took a quick glance round to make sure the little boys weren’t watching; I held my decrepit seaside windmill like a mic (we didn’t often use handheld microphones, but it’s the traditional prop for occasions like this). I launched into one of my favourite Hajetu songs; and I began to dance.


I was pretending to be Maddy of course. I loved watching her perform, though I only saw it from the back. She was incredibly athletic, but musical too. She would jump in the air and fly, swirl around like a Catherine wheel, the colours of the music spiralling around her, soaring and swooping with her marvellous voice …


It was a terrific great big space, that stage. The floor was solid and had no spring, but I didn’t mind that. I was completely carried away. In my mind, my useful anorak and fleecy-lined black leggings had become Maddy’s dragonfly-dress, with all the little rainbow lights. I tossed my head as if I had Middy’s long black hair, instead of my own sensible crop …


Then I stepped into something—


Have you ever been frightened for no reason? I mean really, really frightened, suddenly, when nothing’s happened to scare you? Think of that moment. Hold it in your mind. Think of it burrowing into you, getting deeper, reaching out invisible tentacles—


Sometimes I feel normal and ordinary. Sometimes I feel as if I stick out like a sore thumb. I stare into the mirror in the morning and I hate myself. My teeth are crooked, my hair’s drab, my smile is stupid. I can’t stand the thought of anyone looking at me. I’m the most worthless person in the world. Life’s not worth living and I hate everyone. Do you know that feeling? You probably do. Most people have moments like that. It’s horrible but it doesn’t last.


Imagine suddenly feeling like that, for no reason. Then imagine it much, much worse, a pit of total self-disgust. That was what was waiting for me, up on the stage in the Powerhouse. Then came the worst part. I felt as if there was something eating this feeling of disgust. Something inside me, a maggot in my brain, chewing on all the badness and squeezing me for more. I had never, never, never been so frightened …


I don’t know how it ended. I was dancing about, this thing happened to my brain: then it was over as suddenly as it had begun.


“Robs? What are you doing? What’s wrong?”


I was crouched on the huge dusty stage. Winter sunlight was pouring into the derelict hall, and three little boys were standing down there, staring up at me. I was on my knees. I think I’d been clutching my head in my hands: no wonder they looked worried.


“Did I scream?”


Jerry shook his head. “You sort of moaned. What happened? Did you see a ghost?”


They were all three now horribly filthy, even Tom in his beloved Arsenal strip.


“No, I got a splinter.” I stood up, sucking at a thumb convincingly. “It’s okay,” I added, before they could offer painful little-boy First Aid. “I’ve pulled it out. But it really hurt.”


I looked round the empty stage. I thought I saw something move, down on the floor by the back wall: scurrying out of sight. A rat, probably. In the spot where I’d had that horrible feeling there was nothing. Just dusty floor, smeared by my dance-steps. But as I headed for the steps, something touched me. Or I touched something. It was cold in the Powerhouse, of course, but no colder than outside. This was different. It was the breath, not breath but the actual presence of something dank and icy: completely independent of the crisp dry winter chill of a winter’s day. I didn’t panic, this time. I walked around the cold spot. I was marking the outline of an irregular column of unpleasantly cold air, distinct and contained: rising from a patch of the dusty floor about a metre or so square, that looked no different from the rest.


You can call me a coward, but I didn’t try stepping inside it.


“What are you doing now, Robs?”


“Miming,” I said. “I’m practicing my new act.”


I mimed groping my way along an invisible wall, and made them giggle.


Had I seen a ghost? I’d seen nothing.


I vaguely remembered something about “cold patches” in haunted houses: supposed to be a sign of paranormal activity. Maybe I’d walked into one of those. Maybe the Powerhouse was haunted. Exciting as this might sound, I didn’t want to investigate. I let the little boys show me what they’d found in the rooms beside the main hall—which wasn’t much. The windows back there had been boarded up, and it was practically pitch dark. I let them show me the back way out entrance (where a boarded-up doorway had been prised open); and the exciting rusty fire escape. I let them get behind me and make ghostly Whooooo noises; and sarcastically pretended to be scared.


There was another door, leading to somewhere under the stage, but it was locked. We rattled on it, uselessly. The boys discussed coming back with torches: bringing food, making a den; spending the night here. I didn’t say anything, but I was secretly planning to come back with Jef and Maddy. I’d already forgotten the way I’d felt up on the stage. Or not forgotten, but it didn’t seem important. It had been nothing but a strange little bad moment.


I didn’t tell the kids about the rat. Jerry’s scared of rats. The other two would have wanted to go hunting, getting themselves even more bedraggled. We went outside, and spent a while discussing whose fault it was that we had no rations with us, on our polar trek. Then we spent some more time trying to remember where we’d left the toboggan. We found it, and went home. Solange squawked like a mad hen over the state Jerry was in. But she was okay about it really, and made sure there were no traces before Mum or Dad got home from work.


I was very nervous on the first day back at school. I didn’t know what was happening about Hajetu. I hadn’t been in touch with Maddy or Jef. We hadn’t planned to rehearse over Christmas; and then the weather had been so cold, and our rehearsal space was unheated, so that explained why nothing had happened in the New Year. But I didn’t know for sure. They were so much older. I didn’t know them outside of Hajetu. I’d been too shy to call either of them to ask what was going on.


Maddy and Jef had advertised in school, at the beginning of the autumn term, for someone to take over the synths, the boards and the mixing desk. They were advertising in other places too, but I didn’t know that. I thought it was just a school thing. I’d never have dared to do anything if I’d known they were advertising in real music papers as well. They’d been very surprised, because I was so young. I’d been surprised too. I’d been playing with different kinds of electronic keyboards and sampler machines, whenever I got the chance. But I’d never seen anything like John Jeffries’s Gesture Wall, or the Very Nervous System. Or the Techno-Colour Hipster Belt—that Maddy sometimes wore when she sang. Or the dragonfly dress. Or Jeff’s Mind-Burst Platforms Souls. These were John’s prototypes, projects he’d created at college. They were ours on extended loan: he didn’t need them at the moment.


Anyway, Jef and Maddy had taken me on, and it seemed to have worked out well, specially from my point of view. But I still felt I was on trial. Not getting a call in the last week hadn’t bothered me too much, because of the age gap. But when I actually got back to school, I realised I didn’t know how to behave. Was I still in the band?


When I saw Maddy and Jef standing together in the Lower School Reception Area at lunchtime, I didn’t know whether to go up to them or just creep by. Luckily, Maddy saw me.


“Robs!” she cried. “We’ve been hunting for you. Something terrible’s happened.”


“I’m intensely sorry,” broke in Jef dramatically. “Don’t blame Maddy, it was me, I was supposed to call you. But you know you know how it is: busy, busy. And we only found out today about the disaster!”


My face went hot and cold by turns. I’d broken one of the machines, done something terrible to it when I was playing around at our last session—


“W-what’s wrong?” I managed to stammer.


Jef groaned. “The shed is gone,” he announced, in hollow tones. “It’s just gone.”


The shed was our rehearsal space. West Bradfield was a Community School; we had all kinds of public leisure facilities on campus. We had a brilliant swimming pool, and a theatre and a library. But most of it had been going downhill, because there was no money for the upkeep. The shed had been meant for a craft and technology workshop, but never properly finished. It wasn’t even fit for storage: it was too damp. Basically it was just a big garage with a power supply: it leaked and the roof wasn’t safe. The school had been threatening to bulldoze it for ages. But we’d been using it, all last term, and though we’d known it couldn’t last, of course we’d hoped it would. We’d hoped if we just kept quiet, nobody would bother about the leaks, and the defective wiring, and the risk of damage to the Community Resource sound system we borrowed for our sessions


“Oh!” I blurted out, before I could stop myself, “Is that all?”


Jef looked astounded. “All?” he demanded furiously. “What do you mean, is that all? Do you have a fully equipped music studio in your house that we can use? Do you even know where there’s an empty garage? Maybe we can find a disused hut up on the allotments. Or maybe you’re thinking we can use one of the nice warm indoor practice rooms here. You can think again. Hajetu is not respectable. Not liking playing Beethoven sonatas. Briggs will never, never let us rehearse on school premises, not now he’s got us out of the shed.


“A practice room would be no good anyway,”’ he added. “It’s okay for you, Techie. You’re fine so long as you have a pair of cans and a place to stand your machines. I need space!”


The hordes were thundering by, heading for second sitting in the canteen (that doubled as Lower School’s assembly hall). Jef was getting so loud by the end of this speech you could hear him clear above the din. Passing teachers gave him ominous looks.


“She means nobody’s died, dummy,” said Maddy, jabbing her elbow in his ribs. “Nobody’s dead, or even sick. We haven’t lost our voices or broken any limbs, and your brother hasn’t reclaimed the machines. We’re fine. We’ll work something out.”


We went outside, to walk around the playing fields, where Jef could yell and wave his arms about as the mood inspired him, without getting us moved on by the corridor police. Gradually, as we tried to “work something out”, I realised the extent of the disaster.


We’d been spoiled, that was the problem. We’d been rehearsing for free, without ever wondering what we’d do when the shed was gone. We needed space, we needed a power supply, and we needed to be able to plug our custom machines into a sound system. We’d had all these things. Now they were gone.


“Couldn’t you talk to Mr Briggs?” I dared to suggest.


Mr Briggs wasn’t our headmaster; he was the head of our Art and Drama Department. He wasn’t the head of Music, that was someone else, but he was the empire-building type and he’d secured an iron grip on anything to do with what he called (in capitals, always) “Creative Arts”. Nobody liked him much; he was a bit of a bully. I’d never had any trouble: I was in Lower School and piano music wasn’t his thing. But he hated Jef, just as he’d hated John Jeffries before him. He hated them because they didn’t take him seriously: because they were good at “Creative Art”; but in their own way; and they wouldn’t grovel.


Well, that was Jef’s version. Other people might say that what Jef called “grovelling” could also be called the common sense way to deal with authority. Politeness. Showing respect, even if you didn’t feel it. But the hate was real, and it was fiercely returned.


Jef’s naturally white skin had turned bright red, his permanent freckles stood out like chickenpox. He tugged at his ragged string of a school tie.


“I have talked to the brute,” he snapped. “This morning. When I found the shed was gone. I went and begged for mercy. I said pretty-please. I was polite. He turned me down flat.”


So that was that. Maddy and I exchanged a glance. We could imagine the mess Jef would have made of being “polite” to a teacher he despised. Maddy might have had a chance get somewhere with Briggs, if she’d reached him first. It would be hopeless now.


We’d reached the demolition site, on the side of the playing fields by the Visitors’ Car Park. The snow was gone but there were still pockmarked crusts of white lurking here: where prefab classrooms and the technology workshops had never caught the sun. We stared at the blank muddy space where Hajetu’s home had stood; gouged by the tracks of the trucks that had carried the debris away. It was only the shed that was gone, nothing else.


It did seem hard. Mean and nasty.


“Ah, Darryl: Maddy!”


Unbelievably, it was Mr Briggs himself. He was not a big man, only a couple of inches taller than Jef, but he was very solidly built. He played rugby, and wore tweed jackets with leather patches, and natty maroon waistcoats. He was a blue-eyed blond, and clearly thought he was still a bit of a hunk. But he’d developed a belly, and his hair was getting thin. He had a fatal habit of stroking his hand over the top of his head, as if feeling to make sure no more had fallen out since he last checked.


He was waving a wad of what looked like raffle tickets. He smirked at us. He must have known what we were thinking, but he didn’t say anything about the shed.


“I’m sure you three young performing stars will be interested in this. Look, I have some complimentary tickets for you, and that means free. I’m sure you’ll be coming along this evening, to greet West Bradfield’s new Artist in Residence.”


We stared at him blankly.


“Come on, you heard about this at assembly! We have an internationally important artist coming to us. For a prestigious residency culminating in the summer festival!”


“I’m in Lower School, Mr Briggs,” I said. “We don’t have Assembly until after lunch.”


“Well, you’ll hear about her then. Come on you two. Only a few tickets left.”


There were obviously masses. Maddy said, “Thanks, but we’re busy this evening.”


“I don’t have any interest in your Artist in Residence,” snarled Jef. He passed a hand over his red curls, in Mr Briggs’ famous gesture. “I’m an artist myself; I don’t have to get anyone to do it for me. I don’t have to grovel before some internationally important time waster.”


Briggs didn’t make anything of it. He didn’t need to. There was no need to bawl Jef out for insolence (a word Mr Briggs was fond of), when we were standing over the ruin of our hopes, and he was the one who’d ruined us. He simply sighed and put his tickets away.


“It’s your loss, my young friends.” He looked at the site of the shed, and nodded in satisfaction. “This is a great improvement. We need more parking spaces.”


When Briggs had gone to find more takers for his unwanted freebies, Jef’s pose collapsed.


“I’m going to walk about wildly, muttering to myself,” he announced. “I need to be alone. Don’t follow me. Don’t try to cheer me up.”


Maddy and I stayed where we were.


“Poor Jef,” she said. “I’m amazed he tried talking to Briggs. It must have cost him a lot. But I wish he’d told me first, so I could have toned him down. Too late now.”


I remembered the first time I’d met Maddy Turner. It was in my first week at secondary school. I didn’t know a soul. My parents (taken in by the school’s Creative Arts publicity machine) had fought to get me into West Bradfield because of the fabulous facilities, so I was far from home and I hadn’t moved up with anyone from my primary school. I knew I was going to be useless at making friends.


I’d got lost and I was hiding in an Upper School cloakroom, totally miserable. Maddy came in: a tall girl with long black hair, a short skirt; long black elegant legs. She came over and asked me what was up. I told her my cat had died, to give myself an excuse for crying. I wasn’t supposed to be in an Upper School cloakroom, not for any reason, but she didn’t make a point of that. She told me her name and asked mine, then she sat down and talked to me: about the School Office and when you could go there; about teachers, the good ones and the ones to avoid; about all the little wrinkles you need to know, to get by in a new school … I thought she was just making conversation. I realised afterwards that she’d given me exactly what I needed. After that, I had the information; I knew things other first years wanted to know. It really helped. It made life possible. That was Maddy, typical Maddy.


I bet she knew I’d never owned a cat in my life, too.


I assumed she’d forgotten that first meeting: I hadn’t. It was partly because Maddy Turner had rescued me when I was a newbie that I’d plucked up the courage to answer Hajetu’s advertisement, and become the friend and colleague of the two most interesting, most exciting people in school. It had been like a dream, and now it was over.


I was sure it was over. Maddy and Jef would find some way to carry on. But whatever they did wouldn’t happen at school, and it wouldn’t include me.


“What’s this about an Artist in Residence?” I asked, to fill the silence.


“It’s something to do with the Free Trade Art Gallery, in town,” replied Maddy, in the same sad tone. “This artist, she’s a woman, is going to work with schools and things. We’ll get our share. Groups going to the gallery for workshops, and I don’t know what else. Then there’ll be an exhibition of it all in the Festival. She’s a Roman Catholic nun; or an ex-nun or something, she’s called Sister Dominic Kathleen Dunne. She’s famous, if you know about artists. I vaguely remember seeing something about her on TV, but I can’t remember what.”


“A nun. That sounds weird.”


“Yeah. To be honest, it’s the only thing I remember. I wasn’t paying much attention in assembly. I was thinking about our terrible plight.”


“What kind of art does a nun do?”


“No idea. Embroidery, maybe. Rich embroidery on church vestments—”


“Stained glass?”


“Illuminated prayer books?” Maddy shrugged. “Poor old Briggs, did you see all those tickets? The great and the good of Bradfield must be in a panic, because nobody’s going to be there to meet and greet their Internationally Important Artist. But we can’t help out. We have to go and see Dave Ramsey. He’s our only hope. We’re going to his studio straight after school. You have to come too. We ought to all talk to him together.”


I felt my cheeks getting hot, with relief and pleasure. I wasn’t going to be shut out!


“I’ll have to call Solange,” I muttered.


Dave Ramsey ran a famous rehearsal studio in the funky part of town. He’d helped us a lot, because Jef was John Jeffries’s brother, and John had been a big deal, on the scale of things in our town. It was certainly because of John that Dave had been able to get bookings for us (all two of them, so far); even though we were so young, and our act was so strange. Compared to the usual cheesy Tribute Bands and old rock and roll you got in Bradfield music pubs. Dave was our guru. We’d have been nowhere without him. When we went down to the Heavy Heart studio that afternoon, I think we were all half-sure that he would pull us out of this mess too.


He couldn’t.


It was still an adventure for me just to be inside a place like the Heavy Heart. I felt like a tourist in the funky streets round the Art College: full of weird little cafés, vintage clothes shops; scruffy music stores that sold ancient black vinyl, Indies and bootlegs; not a chart CD in sight. Dave came to his front desk (an overstuffed purple sofa, in a bare room where reels of cable and big black boxes stood about), and led us up to the office.


“I’m sorry kids,” he said, when he’d heard our sad tale. “I can’t help you. I’ve someone in fixing my dry rot. I’m down to one studio and I just do not have a slot.”


“We couldn’t take it,” said Maddy, firmly. “You can’t afford to give your space away. All we want is advice. We don’t know what to do; we hoped you might have some ideas.”


Rehearsal space at the Heavy Heart was fifteen pounds a session. I knew this (I’d never thought about it before) because I was reading it on the list of terms pinned up on Dave’s cluttered noticeboard. If we cut down to one rehearsal … Fifteen pounds a week didn’t sound like a huge amount. Maddy and Jef didn’t have any money. They didn’t have time for part time work, between school and Hajetu; and we hadn’t been paid for either of our gigs. (You must be kidding. The landlords probably thought we should be paying them).


I didn’t have any money either, but what if I could squeeze it out of my parents?


Maddy and Jef looked despairing. Dave, a big tall black bloke, with a heap of greying dreadlocks, tied up in a vivid red and green scarf, leaned back in his chair and brooded. He was obviously feeling bad about throwing us orphans out into the storm. I sat there, hiding my too-clean hands with their close-clipped pianist’s nails; horribly aware of my sensible haircut and my neat clothes. Dave’s desk was piled with flyers, stacks of them, all the colours of the rainbow, for every music venue for miles around. I tried to force myself to say maybe I could raise the money. But it seemed such a cheek. I was the junior, the outsider. It would be as if I was trying to buy my place in cool world. Luckily Dave put me out of my misery.


“I wouldn’t take your money, kids. You can use any free slot that comes along, and pay me back when you’re rich and famous. I genuinely don’t have a space, not right now.”


A thought suddenly came into my mind.


I didn’t know whether to say anything. Maybe I didn’t have any right to make suggestions. It was ridiculous, of course. The place surely had no power supply. It was derelict. But if Dave might have a space, sometimes, after his building work, it would only be for a few weeks. There was a stage. No neighbours. And plenty of light as long as it was daytime—


“This is probably a really stupid idea—” I began.


Maddy and Jef both groaned.


“What’s the matter?” I asked nervously.


“You always say that,” sighed Maddy.


“Then you tell us something we don’t understand,” put in Jef. “Then you do it, and it works perfectly. Why don’t you just get to the point?”


Dave Ramsey chuckled. “Now, kids, don’t start scrapping in my office—”


I felt myself blushing. “It’s probably—” I grinned, and tried again. “What I mean is, I think I know somewhere. A derelict building. In the woods above the Wild Park. I think it used to be an electricity Powerhouse or something, but now it’s just a big empty hall with a stage. It’s probably no use, but it might be worth looking at?”


Dave sat up. “Empty buildings are dangerous.”


“Oh, it’s not like that. No holes in the floor. It’s really solid.” So then I described the Powerhouse: how it looked and where it stood—


The big man listened, and he nodded. “That place? Yeah, I know it; knew it long ago. We didn’t call it the Powerhouse, back in the day. I don’t remember that we called it anything. Just the Place. Place to be … There was something, though.”


He pushed back his chair, frowning, and cast a glance over the drawers of an extremely battered grey filing cabinet, which was sprouting dog-eared paper from every orifice.
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