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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.







He holds up, warning, the crossed cones of time: Here, narrowing into now, the Past and Future Are quicksand.


—Randall Jarrell
The Knight, Death, and the Devil
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      For a long moment after opening the door of the sitting-room Paul Fidler was literally frightened.

      
      —The wrong door? The right door with the wrong room beyond it!

      
      His hand had reached for the bell-push on the wall, a foot past the doorjamb, and encountered books on a shelf. Startled,
         he had looked instead of taking for granted and seen the big table in a new place, the chairs in a new arrangement, everything
         moved to a different location.
      

      
      —Mrs Gowler at her tricks again?

      
      She was a widow of fifty, childless, to whom Chent Hospital had become a sort of outsize extended family; she had spent ten
         years here, sometimes as a patient, sometimes as a member of the maintenance staff doing cleaning work and washing-up, because
         she had nowhere else in the world to go and nobody to care whether she lived or died. And once or twice a year the signal
         would come that her lucid phase was ending: one would walk into a room and find everything topsy-turvy, perhaps even the carpet
         turned over. Meantime Mrs Gowler would have gone humming to her next task, unaware of any departure from routine.
      

      
      But this wasn’t her doing. All that happened was that two sorely needed, long-awaited new bookcases had been delivered and
         someone had spent the afternoon filling them with medical journals previously kept on the table in untidy stacks.
      

      
      —Glad I’m the first to arrive for tea. The look on my face just then must have been a sight! Talk about reversion to infantile
         behaviour!
      

      
      But that wasn’t a subject he cared to dwell on. As a child he had sometimes been haunted by the fear that he would waken one
         morning into a world of strangers: parents who didn’t recognise him as their son, a school which didn’t remember having him as a pupil. And once, much later, it had all seemed to come true.
      

      
      —Shut up. What a fuss about some new furniture!

      
      Sighing, he recalled that the bookcases now covered the bell-push. Glancing around to see if there was a substitute, he grimaced.

      
      —If only the change extended to that hideous wallpaper. … Not in this year’s budget. Anyhow: have to wait for a change of
         matron before we get some good taste around this place.
      

      
      On the side-table, a little hand-bell. He picked it up and gave it a shake. Simultaneous to the tenth of a second, the clock
         in the tower overhead ground towards striking, and he cringed. For most of the day he’d managed to avoid noticing it, but
         last night, during his turn of duty…
      

      
      Bang boom clink. Pause. Boom clink bang. Pause.
      

      
      —Christ. Doesn’t it get on anyone’s nerves but mine?

      
      Clink boom bang. Clink bang boom. And with a sense of relief from unspeakable torture he heard it progress into the calm sequence of the hourly
         chime: bong bong bong bong.
      

      
      —No wonder that poor fellow that Matron told me about tried to climb the clock-tower in ’63. Probably wanted to silence the
         cracked bell.
      

      
      Speaking of bells … He was just about to ring a second time when Lil, the cook’s helper, put her head around the door.

      
      “Oh, it’s you, Doctor. Sorry—that thing’s going to take a bit of getting used to. Not so loud as the electric. Tea up in a
         couple of shakes!”
      

      
      Waiting, Paul put his hand randomly into the bookcase hiding the bell-push, drew out and opened a magazine.

      
      —Chlorpromazine three times daily? What’s new about that? Oh: this stuff fluphenazine enanthate. Relief for up to twenty-eight
         days from a single injection. I should know about this; it sounds useful. Only …
      

      
      Only somehow the words wouldn’t assemble into a meaningful pattern. Recollection of the letter in his pocket kept getting
         in the way.
      

      
      “Your tea, Doctor!”

      
      Lil standing there impatiently with the cup and saucer, two biscuits balanced precariously beside the spoon. He accepted the
         tea, already stewed sour although he’d got here a minute early. Stirring it listlessly long past the point at which the sugar
         dissolved, he let his eyes roam to the window.
      

      
      
      Most of the day a lid of grey cloud like dirty cotton-wool dressings had lain over the district, shedding halfhearted rain
         at intervals. Now, with not long to go before sunset, a cold wind was brooming the clouds eastward and wan sunlight was leaking
         through.
      

      
      —Does that view seem as horrible to other people as it does to me? Lord, I must stop this, or I’ll be back to another of those
         childhood obsessions: the endless questions about solipsism and how do you know that what I see as red is the same as what
         you see as red?
      

      
      When he first came here, he’d liked this country: irregular, dramatic, as if the red rock underneath the red soil were heaving
         itself up preparatory to the titanic effort of building the mountains of Wales. A landscape appropriate to castles, fit setting
         for heroic deeds and grand gestures.
      

      
      —I suppose it takes a Paul Fidler to make it a backdrop for failure.

      
      He checked that thought instantly, but it wouldn’t depart from him. Everything in view seemed to reinforce it. The parklike
         grounds had once been a fine estate, and still were scrupulously tended, partly by the patients as a valuable form of occupational
         therapy. But now rather than a vast garden they constituted a sort of no-man’s-land dividing the hospital from the ordinary
         life of town and village beyond. Ignorant of that, one might admire their stately beauty; informed, Paul associated to wire
         entanglements and minefields.
      

      
      And the hills leaped about the flat-floored valley: they had once appeared grand to him. Now they seemed constricting, a planned
         wall excluding the greater world. Some barely grey-green, some, in this month of February, spined with naked trees, some forbiddingly
         dense with conifers, they encircled town, hospital, Paul Fidler. Through this window, though not from his own office, it was
         possible to see the point at which the single main road breached the ring, but even there he was unable to imagine open country,
         escape, freedom. For at this angle the two spool-shaped cooling towers of the power station seemed to stand guard over the
         exit from the valley, watch-posts of the forces prisoning him.
      

      
      —It’s not right for a man to be glad his wife isn’t coming home at the promised time.

      
      Fact. Inarguable. All day he’d been edging away from the admission. Now it had sneaked past his defences. And …

      
      —Damn it, I can’t lie to myself. I am glad.
      

      
      He set aside his tea, barely tasted, and drew out Iris’s letter. For the latest of many times he glanced at the opening lines.
      

      
      No address. No date apart from the curt “Tues.” And no salutation. That fitted. One could hardly call a husband “Dear Paul”
         like a chance acquaintance, and while the “darling” came readily enough in speech, putting it starkly on paper would by now
         be so dishonest even Iris would feel the incongruity.
      

      
      “I’m afraid I shall be away a bit longer than I expected. Bertie and Meg insist on my staying with them another few days and
         I can’t turn them down. I’m sure you won’t mind too dreadfully. …”
      

      
      No point in rereading the whole thing. Jerkily he slid it back into his pocket.

      
      —It is a relief. Excuses? Why bother? I know exactly why I’m pleased. Not for the reason I gave when she said she wanted to go and
         would I mind: because I’m more free to study when I’m on my own. But because being with Iris is a daylong and even a nightlong
         strain.
      

      
      He felt a little better for this access of candour. But considering all the consequences which must inevitably flow from it
         was more than he could contrive at the moment; as always happened to him when he was confronted with a point of crisis in
         his life, possibilities multiplied and multiplied in his imagination until they were beyond counting, and some of them seemed
         almost physically real, they were so vivid. He simply stood at the window and stared out, noting without paying much attention
         that the wind from the west was now bringing up cloud of its own to close the gap of lighter sky which had briefly relieved
         the greyness of the February day.
      

   



      
      
[image: image]  2  [image: image]


      
      
      
      
      
      “What’s wrong, Paul? Has the cata got your tonia?”

      
      He started and swung around. There were exactly two things he disliked about Mirza Bakshad, and both had just happened to
         him: the man’s capacity for moving without a whisper of sound, and his delight in excruciating deformations of English.
      

      
      “Oh … hullo, Mirza.”

      
      The Pakistani plumped himself into the best armchair and stretched elegantly. “The bookcases turned up, I see,” he Commented.
         “Not before time, either. … Lil! Li-il!”
      

      
      Still without moving from the window, Paul watched the girl bring the tea and biscuits.

      
      “Iced!” Mirza noted with satisfaction. “My favourites!”

      
      “Saved them for you specially, Doctor,” Lil told him, and giggled out of the room.

      
      —Blast Mirza. Doesn’t anything ever go wrong with his life?

      
      But the twinge of bitterness didn’t last in Paul’s mind. Mirza was diabolically handsome, indecently intelligent and quite
         without false modesty: how could anyone help liking him?
      

      
      —Although, of course, Iris …

      
      The Pakistani sipped his tea, grimaced, and put the cup on the arm of his chair. He touched the trace-line of moustache along
         his upper lip as though making sure it was still there, and fixed his bright black gaze on Paul.
      

      
      “You really do look under the weather. What’s the matter?”

      
      Paul shrugged, kicking around a hard chair to sit on.

      
      “You closemouthed English,” Mirza sighed. “It’s a marvel you aren’t all stark raving bonkers in this country. Or are you?
         Sometimes I get the impression … Well, I’ll guess, then. A rough session with Soppy Al?”
      

      
      He meant Dr Knox Alsop, the consultant with whom Paul worked most closely.

      
      “No, he wasn’t in today,” Paul muttered. “Put it off to tomorrow. Some committee meeting he had to attend.”

      
      “Then it’s probably Hole-in-head. Hm?” Mirza cocked his right eyebrow to a disturbing angle.

      
      One of these days Dr Joseph Holinshed, medical superintendent of the hospital, was going to learn about the series of punning
         nicknames Mirza had coined for his superiors, and feathers would fly. As yet, though, he seemed to have remained aloof from
         earshot of them.
      

      
      “It’s partly him,” Paul conceded. A frigid exchange with Holinshed was becoming almost a daily feature of his work, and this
         morning had conformed to the pattern.
      

      
      “Only partly? Holy Joe is the largest single obstacle to getting one’s work done around this place, and occasionally I experience this urge to lock him accidentally in the disturbed female
         ward overnight. Then perhaps he’d catch on to what’s really happening.” A casual gesture implying dismissal of a whole range
         of alternative possibilities. “That leaves your lovely but unsociable wife. What’s she done to you this time?”
      

      
      “Changed her mind about coming home tomorrow,” Paul admitted reluctantly.

      
      There was a short silence, during which the two men faced each other directly, Paul wanting to turn aside but somehow lacking
         the will-power, Mirza biting down on his lower lip in an expression eloquent of concern.
      

      
      He said at length, “What can I say, Paul? If I speak my mind I risk making you think I’m offended because of the way she treated
         me. I’m not—enough of the attitude customary at home under the Raj leaked through my arrogant skull for me to half-expect
         women like her to snub wogs like me. It’s what she does to you that bothers me. She wants to boss you about, and that’s bad.”
      

      
      “Now look here, Mirza!” Paul began, and realised with an appalling shock that it stopped there; the words he needed to counter
         the charge didn’t exist.
      

      
      He was saved from having to bluster, however, by the arrival of others of the junior medical staff: Phil Kerans, Natalie Rudge,
         Ferdie Silva. At once, with the more-than-British tact of which he was invariably capable, Mirza was away on a ludicrous fantasy
         about Holinshed, and they were laughing together, allowing Paul to sit by quietly and even crack a passable smile of his own.
      

      
      —Without Mirza, what the hell would I do?

      
      Sufficiently distracted to swallow his sour cool tea without tasting it, he considered his colleagues.

      
      —Relating to other people: a jargon phrase we use to blanket the spectrum love-to-hate. But human beings don’t follow tidy
         lines on graphs. They diverge at odd angles into n dimensions. Where can one plot the location of indifference? Somewhere in mid-air above the surface of the paper? It leads
         neither to affection nor to detestation. It’s a point in a void.
      

      
      Not that he was totally indifferent to these coworkers. Just … somewhat indifferent.

      
      —A state worse yet?

      
      Take Irish Phil Kerans. At forty-plus he knew he was never going where Mirza certainly and Paul presumably were going, to consultant status. He’d do a reasonable job in this
         or another hospital until he retired: an average, neutral person. He seemed no longer to resent the fact. Paul matched his
         own probable future against Kerans’s, and could draw no conclusions from the comparison.
      

      
      —Natalie?

      
      When he had first seen her it had been from behind, and he had immediately been attracted by her sleek black hair glistening
         under a fluorescent light. It had been a shock when she turned to be introduced and he saw the bad complexion and receding
         chin which made her not downright ugly but just plain. Yet she had an amazing talent for warming the cold withdrawn personalities
         of chronic geriatric cases.
      

      
      —Do I like her? As with Phil, the answer is: yes/no. A reaction equidistant between liking and disliking but far off the line
         which would lead me to either.
      

      
      So too with Ferdie Silva, like Mirza an immigrant but unlike him of European extraction, born in British Guiana: a sallow,
         stolid man whose chief attribute was the unspectacular one of patience.
      

      
      —I can’t work up enthusiasm over someone’s patience!

      
      Then: over what? Anything? Not today, not now. His brain had congealed before the prospect of accepting what Mirza said straight
         out, what he himself knew intellectually but dared not let seep into total awareness for fear it would overload his mind with
         pseudo-real visions of the consequences. Best to spin out uncertainty as long as possible.
      

      
      He felt poised in this instant of time, as an impossibly slow spinning top might poise before falling. He could almost sense
         the rotation of the earth, carrying him past the successive doorways leading to his alternate futures. It was within his power
         to move forward into whichever he wished, to go on putting up with things as they were or to make a clean break and any of
         half a dozen fresh starts, or to set in train events leading to a break being forced on him. He could picture with painful
         clarity the likely form that each of those futures would take. Only the act of choosing between them was beyond his present
         ability.
      

      
      Passive, he absorbed snatches of what was being said.

      
      “I think young Reynolds is on the mend. He got quite animated telling me about the right time to plant flowers this afternoon.
         I must find out if there’s a patch of garden he can have.”
      

      
      
      Groping, Paul attached the name to a person: a youth who had at first lied to his mother about going to work and spent his
         days riding about on buses, then progressed to refusing to get out of bed.
      

      
      —To be cured with a plot of ground and a packet of seeds? God, how wonderful to find such an easy solution!

      
      “Watch out for Lieberman next time you’re on duty. They found another key under his pillow this morning.”

      
      —Lieberman the master locksmith. See something locked, open it. Anything. When he tried the cages at Dudley Zoo they sent
         him here, and now …
      

      
      Paul jangled the heavy bunch of keys in the side pocket of his jacket.

      
      —What’s the difference between me and a jailer? No prizes for the first correct answer.

      
      “Paul, you’re looking pale today. Anything the matter?”

      
      Natalie, eyes monstrous behind pebble-thick glasses, was regarding him.

      
      “I didn’t get much sleep last night,” Paul apologised hastily. “It was my duty. And that bloody cracked bell … !”

      
      “If you didn’t live out in luxury you wouldn’t notice it,” Phil Kerans said. “Since the first week I was here I’ve simply
         learned to ignore it.”
      

      
      “Can’t ignore it now,” Ferdie Silva put in, glancing at his watch. “Time to move along.”

      
      There was a chinking of piled cups, a stubbing of cigarettes. It was just about sunset, and the wind had risen enough to moan
         in the mock battlements of the building.
      

      
      “I have an idea for augmenting our budget,” Mirza said. “Let’s rent this place to a horror film company. Dracula Meets the Headshrinkers would pack them in at the local flea-pits!”
      

      
      “We’re packed in tightly enough here,” Natalie said. “How near are we to capacity, Paul?”

      
      Paul started and thought back to the chart on the wall of his office. “We have a couple of discharges due for tomorrow,” he
         said. “Which will leave … uh … eighteen bed-spaces empty.”
      

      
      “It’s a record,” Kerans grunted. “I hope you’re keeping quiet about it, or they’ll send us twenty new admissions.”

      
      The clock chimed. Natalie gave an exaggerated wince and looked for Paul to respond, which he did belatedly, and then she was
         gone. The rest of them moved in her wake.
      

      
      “How are you fixed for work this evening, Mirza?” Paul inquired as they emerged on the landing. “Time for a quick one before supper?”
      

      
      “I wish I could,” Mirza answered. “I think you need company. But.”
      

      
      “It’s not your duty tonight, is it?”

      
      “No, it’s Natalie’s, I think.” Mirza gave a consciously mock-wicked grin. “I have a date, though, and it’s too … ah … tentative
         to risk making her hang around.”
      

      
      “Another new one?” Abruptly Paul found himself trying to imagine Mirza through a woman’s eyes: tall, lean, his skin not much
         darker than a heavy sun-tan, his English far better than most Englishmen’s, his features classically regular …
      

      
      —God damn.

      
      “I’ve told you before,” Mirza said, smiling. “It’s prophylactic. I gather Holy Joe is winding up to a session on the mat because
         he doesn’t approve of my goings-on—what else could you expect, though, of someone named after the idiot who turned down Potiphar’s
         wife? But if push comes to shove I shall tell him what I’ve told you: I’m insuring against a breach of ethics. Your poor repressed
         womenfolk nursing their desire to be raped by a nigger would be all over me, and I couldn’t stand them off if I didn’t … ah
         … make adequate provision elsewhere.”
      

      
      The self-deprecating mockery left his tone abruptly.

      
      “Paul, this girl had a friend with her when I met her the other night—rather a dish. But you wouldn’t be interested, would
         you?”
      

      
      Paul shook his head and tried to swallow, finding his mouth was desert-dry.

      
      “A marriage like yours is no basis for a proper understanding of women,” Mirza said, so clincally it was impossible to take
         offence. “Try looking at it from that point of view. It may be a consolation. … I’m sorry, Paul. Believe me, I really am very
         sorry indeed.”
      

      
      He touched his friend lightly on the shoulder and was gone.
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      After the first pint of beer Paul thought about a second and went to the toilet while making up his mind. Tiredness leadened
         his limbs—pressure of work had kept him in the office far later than the official quitting time—but at least he had a more
         concrete reason for not going home yet than the mere prospect of a cold empty house and a meal out of cans: a sad drizzle
         of rain was muttering at the pub’s windows.
      

      
      —On the other hand, why stay in this dismal dump?

      
      In the hope of waking himself up a little he splashed his face with cold water. Wiping the wet away with the automatic roller-towel—overdue
         for changing again, hanging fully out of its white enamel dispenser like a lax pale tongue from a dinosaur’s mouth—he stared
         at himself in the mirror.
      

      
      Not a remarkable person, this Paul Fidler. Rather a round face without great character, his eyes turned to echoing circles
         by puffy dark lower lids and exaggerated half-moon eyebrows. Dark brown hair above the face, crisp and rebellious; below,
         a decent medium-priced suit, white shirt, green tie. …
      

      
      —To look at: a Kerans-type second-rater in the making?

      
      The trend of his thoughts alarmed him. He dropped the towel as if it had stung him and thrust his way back to the bar. He
         needed to take the pressure off. He ordered a Scotch and carried it to the corner table where he had been sitting before alone.
      

      
      —I have this sense of waiting. But … what in hell for?
      

      
      The fact that the feeling was familiar didn’t make it any more palatable. It had reverberated along his life-line in advance
         of almost every major event of his existence, pleasant or unpleasant, each pulse spawning in his imagination a horde of possible
         worlds: failing to win the scholarship he banked on, being ploughed in his medical course, losing Iris after becoming engaged
         to her against all his expectations, being turned down for this post as psychiatric registrar at Chent. Sometimes, between sleep and waking in the morning, those unrealised possibilities became so real he mistook them
         for memories and carried nightmare into the daytime.
      

      
      —And during my breakdown, of course, they were real.
      

      
      He tossed back half the whisky to douse that idea. Somehow things had worked out for him in the end. So far.

      
      —But this time, not. The next big event looks like being squalidly commonplace: the collapse of a marriage.

      
      He stared about him, vaguely searching for some jolting incongruity in his surroundings to provide temporary distraction,
         but the Needle in Haystack boasted nothing out of the ordinary except its peculiar name. The only reason he came here was
         because it stood handy to the hospital. Thirty years ago it must have been a village local and might have been interesting;
         now the town of Blickham had linked itself to Yemble with a pseudopod of straggling postwar houses and the latter counted
         for a suburb rather than a village.
      

      
      The best the pub could do by way of a surprise was to show him a smart young executive type in a fleece-lined car-coat buying
         Nurse Davis another sherry. Nurse Davis was from Trinidad, a cocoa-coloured girl with immense dimples in her cheeks, and her
         escort’s family would probably have a fit if they got to know.
      

      
      But this led him straight back to the proposition Mirza had made after the tea-break, and there, as when following so many
         other trains of thought today, he stopped at a blank wall.
      

      
      —In principle, damn it, why object? I know practically for sure about Iris and that suave bastard Gellert. … But the desire
         isn’t there. We are the hollow men. Tap my chest: I boom with empty echoes.
      

      
      The after-work clientele had dispersed to go home and eat and the ones who would stay until closing time had not yet begun
         to arrive. Only a few diehard regulars and himself remained. The staff were watching television; from Paul’s corner the screen
         was a narrow white blur and the sound a mere irritating grumble. Nurse Davis and her companion left. A wake survived from
         their passage.
      

      
      —Wake: a funeral ceremony. Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables. Should I have another? Lunch was ghastly and I didn’t
         even eat the biscuits at teatime. The hell with it.
      

      
      Hiding her annoyance at missing the next two minutes of the TV programme, the landlord’s wife pushed his glass up to the udder of the inverted whisky bottle and replaced it next to the soda syphon. He had expected her to take the money he’d
         laid down and say nothing, but she spoke after all.
      

      
      “Had a bad day, have you, Doctor? You look a bit peaky.”

      
      “Hm? Oh … yes, I do feel rather tired.”

      
      —She must have all the hospital gossip, since so many of the staff drop in every day. Is there gossip about me too? What does
         it say?
      

      
      Almost, he asked her point-blank, but she was gone to the till with his jingling coins.

      
      Sitting down again at his table, he fumbled out cigarettes and was about to light one when the outside door slammed wide.
         Everyone froze. Everyone stared. The man in the doorway was an apparition.
      

      
      Hatless, his head was wrapped in a scarlet scarf of blood from a cut on his scalp. One eye was vastly swollen into a black
         bruise. Three scratches were crusting on his cheek. Mud fouled the legs of his trousers, his shoes, the hem of his damp fawn
         raincoat. He held his left arm cradled in his right, swaying at the threshold and seeming terrified that he might brush the
         jamb with the hurt limb.
      

      
      “Harry!” the landlord’s wife said faintly, and her husband thrust up the bar-flap and strode toward the intruder.

      
      “My God, what happened to you? Been in an accident? Flo, get him some brandy!”

      
      Customers on their feet now included Paul, walking mechanically around this table, those chairs, to get where he was going.

      
      “Ambulance,” the man said in a petulant high whine. “Oh Jesus, my arm.”

      
      Shaking, the landlord guided him to a padded settle and made him sit down. He rapped at his wife for being slow with the brandy.

      
      “Harry, there’s Dr Fidler,” she countered, glass in hand but making no move to fill it.

      
      Paul was trying to make sense of the man’s condition. A car smash? Presumably; perhaps he’d run off the road into a ditch
         and got muddy climbing out. …
      

      
      He found his voice and addressed the hurt man. “Yes, I’m a doctor. Let’s have a look at you.” And to the landlord, aside:
         “Get me a bowl of warm water and some disinfectant and anything you have in the way of dressings. Hurry!”
      

      
      The other customers had burst into excited chatter. Paul snapped at them to stand clear, eased the man into a lying position with his head on a cushion the landlord’s wife gave him, and dropped on one knee.
      

      
      —Funny. Those marks on the cheek: from nails? The way the grooves are arranged …

      
      But those were the most superficial injuries. He tugged the clean handkerchief from his breast pocket and lightly separated
         the hair beginning to clot with blood. The man flinched and started to draw rapid hissing breaths to distract himself from
         the pain. The cut looked worse than it was; he must have an X-ray, naturally, but probably there was no fracture. As to the
         black eye: one ordinary shiner, like the scalp more spectacular than dangerous.
      

      
      —Which leaves that arm he’s nursing.

      
      The landlord produced the bowl of water and announced that his wife had gone for plaster and cotton-wool. Paul leaned close
         to the hurt man.
      

      
      “Can you straighten that arm?”

      
      A headshake, breath gusting between clenched teeth.

      
      “Have you any other pain except your head, face and arm?”

      
      Another headshake. Good: the depth of his breathing certainly indicated he could hardly have injured his rib-cage.

      
      “Is the pain worse above or below the elbow?”

      
      With his right forefinger the man pointed towards his shoulder.

      
      —So: presumably a fractured humerus. Just possibly a dislocated shoulder … ? No, the joint feels normal enough.

      
      Paul rose to his feet. “Get me some sharp scissors, please,” he told the landlord. “Or a razor blade would do.”

      
      “Here!” The injured man struggled to sit up. “What for?”

      
      “Lie still,” Paul soothed. “I shall have to cut the sleeve away and look at that arm.”

      
      “But this is my best suit, and I only bought the raincoat last Thursday!” Very pale from shock, the man nonetheless forced
         himself into a sitting position, so swiftly that Paul could not prevent him.
      

      
      “But you said your arm is too painful to straighten,” Paul sighed. “And anyway if you try to get your coat off you’re liable
         to grind the ends of the broken bone together, and that would be sheer agony.”
      

      
      “It’s broken, is it? You sure?”

      
      “I can’t be completely sure till I get a proper look at it, but I think it must be.”

      
      “But I only bought the coat last Thursday,” the man protested again. His eyes, rolling, fell on the landlord’s outstretched hand proffering a packet of razor blades, and he made a weak
         attempt to open his coat with his good arm before Paul could intervene.
      

      
      The fly of his trousers was undone, letting the white of underpants show through.

      
      Some of the bystanders giggled and exchanged nudges. Paul wanted to bark at whoever thought this was funny, but he was too
         busy steadying the hurt man, whom the pang from his arm had shaken severely.
      

      
      “I warned you,” Paul said. “You can always buy another coat; arms are a bit harder to come by. I’ll be as gentle as I can,
         but I’m afraid this is going to be painful whatever I do.”
      

      
      Unwrapping the packet of blades the landlord gave him, he was struck by a thought. “You did phone for an ambulance, didn’t
         you?” he demanded.
      

      
      The landlord blinked. “Well … no, actually I didn’t.”

      
      “Why on earth not? Look at the state the fellow’s in!”

      
      “But I thought you could just take him across to your hospital,” the landlord countered. “It’s only a few yards along the
         road.”
      

      
      “Hospital!” The hurt man reacted. “There’s a hospital that close? Then why are you fooling around in here?”

      
      “I’m afraid it’s no good to you,” Paul answered. “You need proper surgical facilities. We’ll have to more you to Blickham
         General.”
      

      
      “I’ll phone up right away,” the landlord muttered in embarrassment, and pushed his way to the back of the bar.

      
      Dazed, the hurt man didn’t seem to have heard Paul’s last words. He complained obstinately, “But if there’s a hospital just
         down the road … You come from there?”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “What’s wrong with it, then? A hospital’s a hospital!”

      
      “Mine isn’t equipped to handle emergencies like yours,” Paul said, his patience stretching to the limit. “You’ll need that
         head X-rayed, for one thing, and your arm splinted, and you may have other injuries for all I can tell. We don’t have the
         facilities.”
      

      
      “So why in hell do you call the place a hospital?”

      
      “It’s a mental hospital!”

      
      “Then that explains it,” the man said, opening his eyes as wide as the bruising would permit.

      
      “What?”

      
      
      “How the hell do you think I got in this mess? I was attacked, damn it, I was beaten up! One of your blasted loonies must
         have escaped!”
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      “The ambulance will be here in a few minutes,” the landlord panted, returning from the phone.

      
      “Better get the police as well,” said a sour-faced man from Paul’s left. “There’s an escaped lunatic about.”

      
      —Enter rumour, painted full of …

      
      “Nonsense!” Paul snapped. “I came from the hospital directly I finished work. Certainly none of our patients is missing!”

      
      “Ah, but you’d say that anyhow, wouldn’t you?” the sour man grunted. “Besides which you’ve been in here two hours. Saw you
         come in. That’s plenty of time for a bloodthirsty maniac to break out.” He rounded the words with a horrid relish, and Paul’s
         patience ended.
      

      
      “You married? Got a family to look after you when you get old?”

      
      —Safe ground. Happy family men don’t spend whole evenings in dreary pubs like this one.

      
      “What’s it to you?” the man countered belligerently.

      
      “Only that most of my patients aren’t maniacs—just lonely old people who don’t want to get out because nobody on the outside
         ever treated them better than they get treated inside. Understood? Now shut up and let me find out the truth behind all this!”
      

      
      —I should be ashamed. But people like him make me sick.

      
      Working on the layers of cloth, coat, jacket, shirt, slashing each and laying bare the broken arm, he questioned the hurt
         man and received answers punctuated with gasps.
      

      
      “I was driving back towards Blickham—go easy there, damn it! Name’s Faberdown. I’m a rep, see? Fertilisers and cattle cake.
         Firm transferred me here last month and I don’t know my way about very well yet—Christ, I said go easy! Got behind schedule taking a wrong turning. And when I came to those woods up there, half a mile back, I had to stop and
         get out, follow me? It was dark, nobody to take offence. And while I was stretching my legs a bit …”
      

      
      He broke off, not from a pang of pain this time.

      
      —Curious.

      
      Paul was lightly palpating the injured arm. As far as he could tell it was a perfectly clean break and ought to heal without
         complications, but it needed splinting before he was put in an ambulance. Separating the three sleeves from the rest of the
         garments at the shoulder, he prompted: “Yes, what happened?”
      

      
      The man swallowed hard. “Someone rushed towards me. Just went for me, like that. I didn’t do anything, didn’t say anything,
         no reason. Clawed my face like you see, punched me in the eye, and when I tried to fight back picked me up the way you see on
         telly and chucked me at a tree!”
      

      
      The bystanders were hanging on every word.

      
      —Lapping it up, aren’t they? If they saw the sort of things I see every day of my life …

      
      Paul stifled that reaction. He looked Faberdown over, trying to sum him up. Thirties, a bit of a phony—Irish thornproof suit
         for the “country gentleman” air, a not-quite-genuine old school tie in case the gentleman bit needed reinforcement. Running
         to fat. A load for anyone short of a professional wrestler to “chuck” at a tree.
      

      
      “Would you recognise your attacker again?”

      
      “It was all over so quickly …” Once more the salesman swallowed convulsively. Then the reason for his previous hesitation
         emerged with the reluctant admission: “About all I could tell was that it was a woman.”
      

      
      “A woman? Did this?”
      

      
      “I couldn’t be bloody well mistaken, could I? Not when she didn’t have a stitch of clothes on her!”

      
      —Oh my God. Tomorrow’s headline: Naked Woman Maniac at Large.

      
      The door of the bar opened. “Ambulance!” said a cheerful man in a peaked cap.

      
      “Over here,” Paul called, and added with a surge of gratitude, “You made damned good time getting here.”

      
      While they were loading the salesman on his stretcher—he wanted to object, but by now shock had so weakened him he complied
         even as he was insisting he didn’t need to be carried—the first of the later wave of customers came in and the story had to be recounted to them, and then again for the next arrivals. Paul drew aside wearily, lit a cigarette and ignored
         the babble as he tried to decide whether there might be a grain of truth in Faberdown’s assumption.
      

      
      —Have we any violent females?

      
      Like it or not, the answer was yes, though a person as badly disturbed as the victim’s description, wandering naked through
         the woods on a wet February night and assaulting innocent strangers, would logically be in one of the horsebox-like isolation
         cells behind steel bars and three locked doors.
      

      
      —Lieberman?

      
      It was unlikely. But another homemade key had been found under his pillow this morning, and the locksmith made no secret of
         his ambition to pick every lock in the hospital.
      

      
      —It could be, I suppose. …

      
      It was not, however, logical reasoning which decided him on action. It was the chance that brought Mrs Weddenhall into the
         pub.
      

      
      He knew her only slightly, but she wasn’t easily forgotten once she’d been identified. A masculine woman of fifty, tonight
         wearing a trench-coat over her invariable tweed suit, woollen stockings and brogue shoes, she supplemented private means by
         breeding dogs at a kennels just outside Yemble, but regrettably that didn’t occupy her time so fully she couldn’t spare some
         to interfere in other people’s lives. She was a justice of the peace and at the last election had stood for the local council;
         the electorate had shown sufficient sense to frustrate her.
      

      
      She came briskly in, demanded in her booming baritone what the blazes was going on, was told, and nodded vigorously. Armed
         with the bare bones of third-hand information, she approached Paul and addressed him in the patronising tone appropriate to
         a mere grammar-school product of only twenty-eight.
      

      
      “I hear one of your … ah … charges has gone over the hill. If you can tell me exactly where she attacked this unfortunate
         chap, I’ll bring a couple of my hounds along. Soon root her out of cover, I can promise you.”
      

      
      Paul looked at her, not believing his ears. He saw the incipient dewlaps along her jaw, the bulky chest which it was impossible
         to visualise as bearing feminine breasts, the straight legs four-square planted on the floor in their armour of laced shoes.
      

      
      “Are you honestly suggesting hunting her? With dogs?”

      
      
      “Damn’ sight quicker than traipsing through the woods around here on foot! Ask anyone who’s been fool enough to volunteer
         as beater for a shoot!”
      

      
      “Did you see the injured man?” Paul inquired sweetly.

      
      “The ambulance drove off just as I arrived.”

      
      “Quite a big man,” Paul said. “The woman who went for him must have been powerfully built. Brawny. Muscular.”

      
      “All the more reason for doing as I suggest!”

      
      “In short,” Paul concluded, ignoring the comment, “I picture her as being rather like you.”

      
      He didn’t stay to see the effect of the words.

      
      His hand shook as he pushed the key into the lock of his car. The wind had dropped, but that hadn’t made the air any warmer—only
         ensured that the drizzle would stay in this vicinity instead of moving on.
      

      
      —That woman! I’d like to do to her what Mirza suggested doing to Holinshed!

      
      He let the car roll to the edge of the pub’s carpark. There he paused, struck by a minor problem. Faberdown was a stranger
         hereabouts, on his own admission; he’d said no more than “woods half a mile away.” And the pub was sited at a crossroads.
      

      
      —Must be the Cornminster road. Coming into Yemble by any other route, he’d have passed a house with a phone long before he
         reached the Needle in Haystack. In which case …
      

      
      The woods Faberdown meant must be a neglected copse which he passed daily going to and from the hospital, with a gateway adjacent
         into which a car could conveniently be run while the driver relieved himself. It was part of the grounds of what had once
         been a fine private house, burned to the foundations in the depression years and never rebuilt. Speculation was still rife
         locally as to whether the owner had fired it to collect the insurance money.
      

      
      —I wonder if the attack was really unprovoked!

      
      The idea sprang from nowhere, but seemed like such a dazzling access of insight he was about to drive in the direction of
         Cornminster without further ado, convinced he would find some harmless imbecile wandering in search of kindly treatment. That
         was ridiculous. The salesman’s arm had really been broken and his eye had been blacked with a heavyweight punch.
      

      
      He swung the wheel the other way, towards the hospital.

      
      —Thank goodness Iris left me the car. Otherwise long horrible walks in rain like this, endless standing at bus-stops with the feet squelching …
      

      
      She would have been entitled to take it, of course. It had been bought with her money, not his.

      
      He swung past the big black-and-white sign identifying “Chent Hospital for Nervous Disorders”; the gatekeeper peered out with
         a startled expression meaning what’s Dr Fidler doing coming back at this time of night.
      

      
      The building itself loomed sinister with its mock battlements. Relic of a Victorian miser’s dreams of grandeur, it was about
         as unsuitable for use as an asylum as any in Britain, half make-believe castle, half ill-conceived afterthoughts such as the
         high-security Disturbed wing in red brick and the inevitable tall chimney crowned with its spiky lightning conductor.
      

      
      But it had been left for a mental hospital by heirs grateful that the owner had finally been certified insane after making
         their lives hell well into his eighties, and with the shortage of facilities one had to be satisfied with what one could get.
      

      
      —Though the impact of it on a patient arriving for the first time must be disastrous! Imagine being delivered here in a state
         of acute anxiety, for instance, and seeing those turrets and crenellations, and then hearing that iron-studded oaken door
         go thud behind you! Christ, the effect on the staff is bad enough!
      

      
      He braked the car with a grinding of gravel and marched up to the forbidding entrance. It was locked after six, but a key
         for it was among the many which constituted his burden of office. In the hall he found himself face to face with Natalie.
      

      
      “Paul! What are you doing here? Never mind, I’m glad to see you.”

      
      Blank, he stared at her. “You won’t be when I tell you why I’ve come.”

      
      “This alleged escaped lunatic?”

      
      “Is it one of our patients? I didn’t think it could possibly—”
      

      
      She made an impatient gesture. “Of Course not! I’ve been double-checking because the police insisted, but everybody’s safe
         and sound.”
      

      
      “That’s how you heard about it—from the police?”

      
      “They rang up about ten minutes ago. I must say I didn’t get a very clear idea of what’s supposed to have happened. Something
         about a man in a car being attacked by a naked madwoman, as far as I could make out. Is that right?”
      

      
      
      Paul let his shoulders sag. “Yes, I’m afraid it’s true. He came staggering into the Needle with a broken arm.”

      
      “Then we can look forward to a month or two of the leper treatment from our neighbors, I suppose,” Natalie commented without
         humour. “Did you only come back to make sure it wasn’t somebody from here?”
      

      
      “That’s right. And since it isn’t, I suppose I’d better go down to the woods where it happened so that somebody’s on hand
         to stop Mrs Weddenhall turning loose her hounds.”
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      —I’m sure Natalie thought I was joking about Mrs Weddenhall. I only wish I was.

      
      He clicked his lights up to full beam and accelerated down the winding Cornminster road. The village stopped dead at this
         point, though on the other roads leading from the junction it straggled a few hundred yards further. In seconds a curve had
         taken him out of sight of human habitation and he was driving between steep black banks crowned with wet thorny hedges.
      

      
      —Abstract of insanity: aloneness in a private world. Oh, there is some excuse for a reaction like Mrs Weddenhall’s. A cripple
         can still be a person, but in what sense is a lunatic human? Humanity’s in the mind, in the tangle of thoughts spun by the
         brain, and once that’s gone what remains is human only in outward shape. But sometimes one can win back what’s been lost.
         You can’t create a person, only let him grow, but you can occasionally, with care and planning and foresight, help shattered
         fragments bind together, whole.
      

      
      He felt the car’s rear wheels slide on mud and slowed down; better to get there in one piece than not at all.

      
      —All the king’s horses and all the king’s men … They put me back together. I owe them that.

      
      The doom/the dome of the black night leaned on his skull with a crushing weight. For an instant he had, with terrifying vividness,
         the old familiar illusion: that when he ended this interval alone and once again came on his fellow men, they would stare at him strangely and speak incomprehensible new tongues.
      

      
      —I built myself a blank black trap like this empty road. I should have had the sense to tell Iris the truth even if it meant
         her not marrying me. They don’t talk about it in my family because it’s a shameful thing, and I banked on their silence. By
         shifts and devious expedients I eluded the admission and uttered those diversionary half-truths: psychiatry is the coming
         thing, that’s the field where the great new discoveries will be made from now on, this is the right branch of medicine for
         an ambitious newcomer to select. … And the worst sophistry of all: passing off my analysis with that ready phrase “Physician
         heal thyself.” What good are clichés in ordering your life? Stick to the stale and sooner or later you wear down into the
         standard mould. Goodbye individual, hello matchstick man!
      

      
      He braked abruptly. There was his goal, and he hadn’t been joking about Mrs Weddenhall.

      
      In the glare of his lights stood three vehicles, partly blocking the road. Under branches dripping rainwater, a Ford Anglia
         station wagon, which must be Faberdown’s, a police Wolseley with its blue light shining, and Mrs Weddenhall’s elderly Bentley
         with its wired rear compartment used for transporting dogs.
      

      
      He pulled as far on the verge of the road as he dared, cut his engine, and at once heard a low bark: the sound between a cough
         and a roar which he’d noticed many times as he drove around Yemble. He jumped out.
      

      
      And there she was, standing with her dogs on short leashes—two wolfhounds, rangy, rough-coated, excited at being brought
         out into the country at night. She was talking to a police constable in a waterproof cape, and Paul caught the tail of her
         latest statement as he approached.
      

      
      “But we can’t have maniacs terrorising people in the isolated farms between here and Cornminster!”

      
      —Christ, she must be eager to have dashed home and fetched the dogs so quickly!

      
      “Officer!” he called. “What’s going on?”

      
      A little relieved at the interruption, the policeman turned. “I shouldn’t hang around here, sir,” he warned. “We’ve had a
         report about—”
      

      
      “I know all that, thanks. My name’s Fidler, Dr Fidler. I’m a psychiatrist from Chent Hospital.”

      
      
      The policeman grunted. “Not one of your patients on the loose, is it?”

      
      “No, of course not. I checked at the hospital to make sure. What are you proposing to do?”

      
      “Well, we’re going to search the area, sir. I’ve sent for extra men and a dog-handling team.” A sidelong glance at Mrs Weddenhall.
         “As I’ve been trying to explain to this lady here, though it’s kind of her to offer assistance we prefer to rely on our own
         experts.”
      

      
      “And where are they?” Mrs Weddenhall rasped. “Anyhow, like it or not you’re going to have as much help as you can use. I told
         my kennel boy to ring around the neighbourhood and turn out everyone he could reach. With guns.” She set her chin aggressively.
      

      
      —I’m dreaming. I must be dreaming.

      
      Paul swayed a little, very conscious of having drunk a lot of beer and whisky without stopping for his evening meal.

      
      “We can’t allow that, and that’s definite,” the policeman said. “I don’t know who you think you are, madam, but this is our
         business, not yours.”
      

      
      “For your information, young man, I’m Barbara Weddenhall, JP, and if you ever turn up to give evidence in my court I shall
         remember your face, I can promise you that!”
      

      
      The policeman blanched and recoiled. Abruptly Paul was furious. “Mrs Weddenhall!” he said loudly.

      
      “Yes?”

      
      “Have you ever had any experience of rape?”

      
      “What?” The horrified bellow was all she could utter; following it, her voice gave out and she simply stood with eyes bulging.
      

      
      “You ever seen a rapist, officer?” Paul continued, turning to the policeman.

      
      “Well … Yes, sir. I helped to arrest one a few months ago.”

      
      “Was he marked at all?”

      
      “Not half as bad as the poor girl he’d attacked. But … yes, that was what clinched the evidence. He was all scratched on the
         face where she’d tried to drive him away.”
      

      
      —Am I doing that poor devil Faberdown an injustice? I hope not.

      
      “Mrs Weddenhall didn’t see the victim of this alleged madwoman. I did. And he had three scratches down his cheek exactly where
         the nails of a girl’s right hand would have put them. See my point?”
      

      
      
      The policeman rounded his mouth and nodded.

      
      “It’s by no means certain the attack was unprovoked. Think it over. There’s another condition besides insanity where a woman—or
         a man, come to that—can display extraordinary strength like what you’d need to pick up a grown man and throw him at a tree,
         as the victim put it. And that state is mindless terror.”
      

      
      “You think he went for her first, maybe?”

      
      “Maybe. That’s the important word. You’re going to look pretty stupid if you go out with dogs and guns and what you finally come
         up with is some hysterical teenager.”
      

      
      —Exactly what an innocent teenager would be doing walking nude around here in February, I won’t try and guess, but it ought
         at least to make Mrs Weddenhall reconsider.
      

      
      There was the noise of another car approaching, and the policeman cheered up noticeably.

      
      “That’ll be Inspector Hofford, I expect,” he said, and excused himself.

      
      Hofford proved to be a matter-of-fact countryman in a tweed coat, chewing a briar pipe. He heard the constable’s account of
         events up till now, had a short talk with Mrs Weddenhall which Paul didn’t overhear but which climaxed in her ill-tempered
         return of both dogs to her car, and then addressed Paul.
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