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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.









‘Fear … should not be suffered to tyrannise in the imagination’


Dr Johnson.









Chapter 1


At two o’clock in the afternoon on Wednesday January 5th a message was brought to me in the Akari Hotel, Kampala that Colonel Makuba wished to see me at Security Headquarters. A car was waiting. I guessed what was coming and blessed my foresight in having sent out my tapes and notes with Pierre at Christmas. The Head of Security was his usual suave self and it soon became obvious that he’d had a tail on me for at least the past three weeks. The outcome of our interview—conveyed with a sort of aggrieved sigh—was that henceforth I was persona non grata in Uganda and would be escorted aboard a plane at Entebbe at 8.30 a.m. the following day when my passport and press card would be returned to me. In the meantime I was to be confined to the hotel.


It was raining when we landed at Heathrow. While I was waiting for my bags to be unloaded I phoned Bob Cowans and was told that he was tied up in conference. I left a message that I’d be in to see him at 10.30 the following morning, then collected my gear, went through Customs, and took a taxi to Earl’s Court.


It must have been around seven o’clock when I let myself into the flat. The place looked a mess. It was obvious that Peter had hosted some sort of orgy the night before. The sink was full of unwashed glasses and there was a cardboard box with a dozen empty litre bottles of Italian white lurking behind the kitchen door. My bed had obviously been strenuously occupied. Whoever had used it hadn’t even bothered to straighten up the duvet.


I had a shower, changed my clothes and then started in on the charring. When Peter turned up at about half past nine with a girl I’d never seen before, the place was presentable. ‘Jesus, Jimbo!’ he greeted me. ‘When I saw the lights on I thought we’d been turned over. Why the hell didn’t you let me know you were coming? I’d have done something about the chaos.’


I explained briefly what had happened and was formally introduced to Veronica. She was a colleague of Peter’s at the Beeb and had apparently been cajoled into helping him tidy up the battlefield after the previous night’s skirmish. She seemed relieved to find I’d done it.


Peter located a bottle of wine which had got itself overlooked and while he was dealing with it I tried to get hold of Karen on the phone. She was out so I left a message for her to call me if she got back before midnight. I was luckier with Pierre. He had all my material safe and sound in Brussels. Even better, a friend of his was coming to London at the weekend and would bring it over. He added that he’d include a selection of his pictures which I might find useful. I arranged a rendezvous with his friend for Saturday mid-day and thanked him for his trouble.


I was brushing my teeth, all ready for bed, when the phone rang. It was Karen. We exchanged the usual homecoming pleasantries, and I told her what had happened. ‘Have you seen Bob yet?’ she asked.


‘I haven’t had a chance. I only got into Heathrow late this afternoon, and when I rang through he was in a conference. I’ll be seeing him in the morning. I’ve got all my notes and tapes though. Pierre brought them out for me. I got through to him in Brussels this evening.’


‘Who did you talk to at Kyle House?’


‘No one. Well, just the receptionist.’


‘So you haven’t heard then?’


‘Heard what?’


There was a moment’s pause before she said: ‘Oh, it’s just rumours, I expect, Jim.’


‘What sort of rumours?’


‘About Citizen Kyle.’


‘What about him?’


‘Well, according to Ralph Binney, Kyle’s been throwing his weight around again. Rationalizing he calls it. You know his style.’


‘Who doesn’t? But why should that concern me?’


‘I just thought you might like to know, that’s all.’


I laughed. ‘Well, thanks for the thought, Karo. But it’s too late for shop talk. Do I see you tomorrow?’


‘I’m tied up in the evening. I could manage lunch though.’


‘O.K.’ I said. ‘The Pradello at one o’clock. I’ve missed you a lot.’


‘Liar.’


‘It’s God’s truth. Did you have a good Christmas?’


‘I’ll tell you about it tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Ciao, Jim.’


At half past ten the next morning I pushed through the swing doors of Kyle House and told Reception to let Mr. Cowans know that Mr. Fuller had arrived. Two minutes later I was being lifted up to the fourth floor. As I stepped out of the cage and was making my way down the corridor to Bob’s office a door opened and Barbara Tulley came out. She caught sight of me and did a sort of pantomime surprise act. ‘Jim! I thought you were in Bongo-Bongo land.’


‘I was,’ I said. ‘I got chucked out, all of a sudden like.’


She wide-eyed me over the top of the file she was clutching, seemed on the point of saying something, then grinned and winked: ‘Well, good luck, Ace. See you.’


‘Cheers, Barbara,’ I responded, and knocked on the door marked Foreign Editor.


I walked the last stretch of the route to the Pradello through St. James’s Park. I needed to think clearly, and that was the one thing I couldn’t seem to do. My mind just wouldn’t stay fixed on anything. It was as if I had been involved in a road accident. I paused by the lakeside, thoughts spinning through my head. And they were all just words, not even as real as the ducks swimming around in front of me, and they hardly seemed real either.


I reached the Pradello a few minutes before one o’clock, made my way across to the bar and ordered a double gin and tonic for myself and a Campari soda for Karen. She appeared just as I was paying for them. I kissed her on the cheek, picked up the two glasses and indicated an empty table. She unzipped her quilted anorak and draped it over the back of her chair. She was wearing one of those harlequin jumpers—all multicoloured diamonds—and she looked about ten years younger than her twenty-eight years. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. ‘Here’s to us,’ she said, touching her glass against mine. ‘So how did it go?’


‘I’ve just been given the sack,’ I said.


She stared at me. ‘Oh, Jim,’ she whispered.


I let out the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. ‘Technically I’ve just been informed that my employers deem me supernumerary to staff requirements. I’m redundant.’


‘I don’t know what to say, Jim. Didn’t Bob …?’


‘Bob said that Kyle’s been tightening up on anything that might offend his friends in Africa. No whistle blowing. No making waves. No exposés. All he’s interested in is his balance sheets. What does it matter to him where the profit comes from?’ I looked across at Karen, her eyes had lost their moistness, and were beginning to blaze. ‘All that research,’ I said. ‘Pierre’s pictures.… A heap of bloody ashes.’


‘The bastard,’ she said. ‘The dirty, rotten, Fascist pig bastard. Binney must have guessed this was coming, but I never thought …’


‘I’m not the only one, Karo. Anyone who’s any good is out. According to Bob I was wired home last Saturday only the cable never reached me. I suppose Makuba was sitting on it. You know, I still can’t believe this is really happening.’


A waiter came and handed us menus. I had no appetite at all. Karen ordered fish soup and an egg salad. ‘I’ll have the same,’ I said. ‘And a carafe of the house white.’


‘So what are you going to do, Jim?’


‘I haven’t a clue,’ I said. ‘My first idea was to get the story together and offer it to Dixon at The Observer, but Bob says Kyle would be sure to slap an injunction on it. Legally, he’s within his rights apparently. It would have been different if I’d gone out to Africa freelance, but I could never have afforded it. And, besides, I needed the firm’s cachet to open doors. The weird thing is I’m better off financially at this moment than I’ve ever been in my life, thanks to the Big Pig’s conscience money. At least it means I won’t have to grab the first hack job which comes along.’


‘What does Bob suggest?’


‘Bob? He seems to think I should lie low for six months and write it up as a book.’


Karen put her head on one side. Her blonde hair curled in under her chin. ‘Why don’t you?’ she said. ‘You could, couldn’t you?’


‘I’m only good for working to deadlines.’


‘No, seriously,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you? Go and have a talk to Maggie about it. Perhaps she’ll be able to get you a commission or something. She does a lot of that.’


Up to that moment I hadn’t given Bob’s placebo suggestion more than a cursory acknowledgement but now, as Karen breathed upon it, the spark began to glow in the darkness. ‘Yes, I suppose I could do that,’ I said. ‘She’d want to see a synopsis or something, wouldn’t she?’


The waiter arrived with our soup. Suddenly I discovered that my appetite had revived miraculously. I downed the rest of my aperitif, poured out two glasses of wine and reached for my spoon. ‘So tell me what you’ve been up to while I’ve been away,’ I said. ‘How was Christmas?’


After lunch I walked with Karen as far as Bedford Street. She worked for a theatrical agency which had its offices in Covent Garden. We arranged that she’d come over to the flat on Saturday evening. In the meantime I’d try to draft some sort of outline that I could show to her literary agent friend. But no sooner had she vanished round the corner than I felt unreal all over again. It was as though I needed her within touching distance to supply me with validity. It reminded me, painfully, of what I had gone through when Sheila and I had split up four years before. But it was too much to hope that some other Bob Cowans would come floating down through the London haze to rescue me a second time.


I spent the rest of the afternoon back at the flat trying to knock out something I could show to Maggie. When Peter got back from the Beeb at half-past five all I had to show for my efforts was a wastepaper basket overflowing with screwed-up rejects. ‘Is there anything quite so impressive as the creative mind in full spate?’ he mused. ‘What are you up to, Jimbo?’


I told him what had happened. He said all the commiserating things I’d expected him to say and then, at his suggestion, we opened up one of my duty-free bottles and drank to Monroe Kyle’s everlasting perdition. ‘So what now?’ he asked.


I explained what I was attempting to do. ‘The trouble is,’ I concluded, ‘all along I’ve been aiming at a ten to fifteen thousand word exposé. I could maybe stretch it out to twenty-five thousand but that’s the absolute limit. No way is that going to make a saleable book.’


‘It has to be fact, does it?’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Well, couldn’t you make a novel out of it? You know the sort of thing. Peter Thingummy’s done it—that Guardian bloke. Don’t they call it “faction”?’


‘You mean Peter Nieswand’, I said. ‘But that’s dif—’. And then, all of a sudden, I saw it. ‘Christ,’ I murmured. ‘You’re absolutely right, Pete. It’s all there. Even that C.I.A. stuff I know but can’t prove.’


‘Even Kyle,’ he said with a grin.


‘Even Kyle,’ I echoed.


‘Exotic setting; international intrigue; gratuitous violence; loads of kinky sex and the gross Fascist Monster Monroe Kyle snarling in the background. You’ve got it made, Jimbo! Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, will be absolutely intentional. All we need to do now is to find you a good working title. How does “Up the Makuba with Princess Di” grab you? You’re bound to sell the serial rights to Woman’s Own. Sight unseen, for a hundred thousand at least.’


By the time Karen turned up on the Saturday evening I had hammered out the rough draft of a serviceable plot. I also had my precious tapes and notes together with a selection of Pierre’s pictures. Looking through these had brought home to me the near impossibility of making acceptable fiction out of some of the things I had seen with my own eyes. I found myself recalling a poem of Auden’s about the Novelist, which concluded with the depressing couplet—




And in his own weak person, if he can,


Must suffer dully, all the Wrongs of Man.





and I began to realize something of what I was taking on.


Karen read through what I had written and then started browsing through Pierre’s photographs. She reached the one which he had captioned ‘Soroti Incident’, glanced at it, then dropped them on the floor and bolted for the bathroom. I gathered up the scattered prints, restored them to their envelope, and then thrust it away into a drawer of my desk.


Karen reappeared a couple of minutes later, squatted down in front of the gas fire and rested her head on her bent knees.


‘Sorry about that, Karo,’ I said. ‘But I did warn you, didn’t I?’


‘But who could do that?’ she whispered.


‘We think that particular one was the work of the M.P.A.,’ I said. ‘But it could just as easily have been someone who was out to discredit them. It’s a madhouse out there. Whole villages are being wiped out for nothing—just for the sheer hell of it. And I’m aiming to make a novel out of that. An entertainment, for God’s sake! It doesn’t make sense, does it?’


‘Then why are you doing it?’


‘Why does a mountaineer climb a mountain? I’m doing it because it’s there—because it’s in me. I’ve seen some of those things with my own eyes, Karo—not just pictures of them. I can’t kid myself they didn’t happen just because it suits Kyle’s book to have it kept quiet. And even if it doesn’t do anything else, writing about it should at least help me to stop feeling so bloody sorry for myself.’


And there’s no doubt that I did feel sorry for myself. All that first week following my being kicked out of Uganda I was conscious of a faint dull ache in the gut like a permanent stitch. Word about what had happened soon filtered out. Friends rang up to sympathize or dropped in to ‘welcome me to the Club’ and offer sage advice on registering for the dole and applying for supplementary benefit. It was consolation of a sort but I can’t pretend it helped my concentration. I began to believe that I’d never get started on my novel unless I could get out of London and work at it free of interruptions.


I said as much to Maggie when Karen and I went round to her flat one evening. By then she’d read my synopsis but obviously she wasn’t prepared to commit herself until she’d seen what I could do with it. ‘Let me see your first three chapters as soon as you’ve done them,’ she said. ‘If I feel you’re on the right track I’ll consider offering it around. But don’t expect miracles, Jim. There really is a publishing recession. And first novels never have been the easiest things in the world to sell.’


By the weekend I was beginning to feel like that chap in Camus’ The Plague who could never get beyond the opening sentence of his projected masterpiece because he could never manage to get that first all-important sentence exactly right. Karen spent the Saturday night with me, and on Sunday morning we went for a walk in Hyde Park while the lunch was cooking. ‘Why don’t you go down to Suffolk for a while?’ she said. ‘You could write there, couldn’t you?’


‘That would be an open invitation to disaster,’ I said gloomily. ‘I know Mother. She’d be tip-toeing up with cups of tea and biscuits every five minutes, or stage-whispering outside my door that Jim was working and mustn’t be disturbed. She means well but she makes me so bloody self-conscious it’s all I can do to write a postcard when I’m down there.’


‘You aren’t really doing much more than that up here, are you?’


‘If I didn’t need to write the damned thing it’d be different,’ I said. ‘When Pete first put the idea into my head I suddenly saw it all out there in front of me, ready and waiting. It’s just a question of finding my way back into that frame of mind. And I’ve got the feeling it’s never going to happen unless I can get away somewhere. Stuck there in the flat I spend most of the time chewing over what that bastard Kyle has done to me, and what I’d like to do to him. Yesterday I even found myself on the point of crawling back and begging to be taken on in some other department. I’m getting so I almost despise myself.’


‘Then you must get away,’ she said firmly. ‘Even if it’s only for a month or two. And if it doesn’t work out you’ve still got plenty of time to find another job.’


When we returned to the flat I remembered I was supposed to be picking up a bottle of wine from the off-licence so I left Karen in the kitchen with Peter and went out again. When I got back she handed me a section of The Sunday Times folded open at the property small ads and I saw that she’d put ball-point circles round two of the entries. One was for a cottage in Anglesey; the other read: ‘Essex coast. Seaside bungalow. Jan/Mar. a.m.c. r/r. long let.’ and gave a London phone number.


‘What’s a.m.c. r/r?’ I asked.


‘Miles from coast. Rotten rip-off,’ suggested Peter helpfully.


‘All mod cons: reduced for long let,’ said Karen with all the cool authority born of years of small ad. experience. ‘Go on, Jim. It’s only a local call.’


‘It can wait till after lunch, can’t it?’ I said.


‘Not if you’re really serious about it it can’t,’ she replied.


I took the paper out into the hall. As I was dialling the number Karen called out: ‘Don’t forget to ask them about heating. That’s vital.’


I heard the ringing tone and then a child’s voice said breathlessly: ‘Five six two six.’


‘I’m calling about the advertisement in The Sunday Times,’ I said. ‘Have I got the right number?’


‘Yes. Would you hold on, please?’ I heard her calling: ‘Mummy! It’s for you. About “Myrtles”!’ Then to me: ‘She’s coming.’


I heard footsteps approaching and a voice enquired: ‘Can I help you?’


‘My name’s Fuller,’ I said. ‘James Fuller. I’ve just seen your advert for the bungalow. Could you tell me a bit more about it? Whereabouts is it exactly?’


‘It’s near St. Mellows, Mr. Fuller—well, nearish. It is rather isolated.’


‘And where is St. Mellows exactly?’


‘Between Frindel and Walbersham. About fifteen miles from Colchester. Do you know the area?’


‘Vaguely,’ I said. ‘It is on the coast, isn’t it?’


‘Oh, yes. The bungalow’s only two hundred yards from the sea. It’s got two bedrooms, kitchen/diner, bathroom, cloakroom and a lovely big sunny sitting-room with a south facing verandah.’


‘It sounds great,’ I said. ‘Er—could you tell me about the heating?’


‘It’s all electric. Storage heaters. And there’s an open fire in the sitting-room. We had the whole place completely done up last spring. Rewired and everything. It really is very nice and comfortable.’


‘It sounds ideal,’ I said. ‘And what’s the rent?’


‘Thirty pounds a week—or a hundred and ten pounds a month. That’s excluding electricity, of course.’


‘And if I took it for the whole three months?’


‘Oh well, in that case I could let you have it for three hundred pounds. A hundred pounds in advance at the beginning of each four week period.’


‘That seems very reasonable, Mrs.…?’


‘Cousins. Margaret Cousins. The truth is, Mr. Fuller, I’m really more anxious to have “Myrtles” occupied over the winter than to make a fortune out of it. If you are interested, perhaps you’d care to call round and see some of the photographs we took last summer. They’d give you a much better idea of what it’s like than I can over the phone.’


‘Thank you very much,’ I said. ‘Can I come back to you on that?’


‘Yes, of course. But you do understand that it’s a case of first come, first served? The advertisement only appeared this morning, you see, and I—’


‘I understand,’ I said. ‘I’ll ring you back again in an hour. And thank you for being so helpful.’


After lunch I collected the road atlas from Karen’s ‘Deux Chevaux’ and hunted for St. Mellows. I found it—just. It seemed to be a couple of miles inland beside what looked like a tiny estuary. The scale of the map wasn’t large enough to be really sure. ‘Well?’ said Karen. ‘What do you think?’


‘I think I should go and talk to her,’ I said. ‘She sounded genuine enough. Will you come with me?’


Mrs. Cousins lived in a Victorian terrace house just off Clapham Common. The door was opened by a girl of about eleven or twelve—presumably the same one who had answered the phone. She greeted us, then took our coats and hung them over the newel post of the bannisters. ‘Mummy’s just gone next door for a minute,’ she explained. ‘But we’ve got the photos all ready. Would you like to see them?’


She led us into the sitting room where another younger girl was squatting cross-legged in the middle of an enormous bean-bag, rapt before the telly. ‘That’s Susan,’ said our hostess. ‘She’s my sister. I’m Jilly. Are you married?’


‘No,’ I said.


‘I wish I had blonde hair,’ sighed Jilly. She reached down a box of slides and a battery hand-viewer from the mantelpiece. ‘If you sit there,’ she said to Karen, indicating one end of a large, worn sofa, ‘and you sit there’ (to me, indicating the other end) ‘I can sit in the middle and tell you what they are.’


Dutifully we took our assigned places. Jilly inserted the first slide into the viewer, peered into it and announced: ‘That’s looking from the top of the dunes.’


She passed the viewer to Karen who raised it to her eyes, examined the slide, nodded, and then handed it across to me.


I saw a low, “Thirties” type bungalow, situated slightly above the level from which the picture had been taken. Behind the building farther back and higher up, was a row of dark pine trees. A woman in a grey dress was standing on the verandah. ‘Very nice,’ I said.


Jilly retrieved the viewer and inserted another slide. ‘This one’s looking out from the verandah,’ she said. ‘Those two little dots in the sea are Susan and me shrimping.’


We had looked at half a dozen slides when we heard the front door open and then bang shut. ‘They’ve arrived, Mummy!’ shouted Jilly. ‘We’re in here!’


Mrs. Cousins entered brimming with apologies. I put her age at around thirty-five. She had a squarish face, a wide, friendly mouth, and her brown hair was cut in a fringe. We all shook hands. ‘You’d like a cup of tea, wouldn’t you?’ she said. ‘Jilly, pet, run and put the kettle on, there’s a lamb. Oh, do turn that thing down, Sukie. No-one else wants to hear it. Well, now, Mr. Fuller, is “Myrtles” what you’re looking for, do you think?’


‘I really think it might be,’ I said. ‘It’s off the beaten track and yet near enough to London to be get-attable at weekends.’


‘And that’s what you want, is it?’


‘What I want is somewhere I can hide myself away and write a book,’ I said. ‘I’m finding that London has too many distractions.’


‘Oh, so you’re an author! How exciting!’


‘Actually I’m a journalist. I’m taking three months off to try and get this book done.’


‘Then you might be interested in taking the bungalow until Easter?’


‘Yes, definitely. Can you give me an idea of what I’d need to take with me?’


‘Just food really. And a few household things like washing-up liquid and so on. It’s fully furnished. There’s bedding and towels and everything. But no telly, I’m afraid. We go down there to escape from it. If you decide to take “Myrtles” I’ll give Mrs. Fenwick a ring and see she has it all properly aired before you arrive. She lives in the farm down the lane and keeps an eye on things for me. She’s very nice and friendly.’


‘You’ve had the bungalow for a long time, have you?’


‘Only for a year or two. It belonged to a distant relative of mine. She died three years ago and left it to me in her will. I’ve never been more astonished in my life. We had some alterations done last year—the kitchen re-designed and new window frames and gutters and so on. But of course! How stupid of me! I’ve got our architect’s floor-plan upstairs. That’ll show you exactly how it’s all laid out. I won’t keep you a minute.’


She pattered out. I retrieved the viewer, inserted a slide at random and switched on. It was the view taken from the verandah looking out to sea which Jilly had already shown us. Northwards the curving coastline stretched faint and blue into the distance towards Peter Grimes’ land. ‘Did you catch many shrimps, Susan?’ I asked.


Jilly’s sister glanced round, nodded her head emphatically, and then turned back to her programme.


Mrs. Cousins reappeared carrying a scrolled plan which she unwound before us. Karen held on to one end and Mrs. Cousins pointed out the various features. ‘At this end, underneath the kitchen, there are two store rooms,’ she said. ‘We use them for holiday clutter—deckchairs and bikes and so forth. And firewood. The fireplace is right here in the centre. That’s useful in cold weather because it helps to warm up the rest of the house. In Cousin Vera’s day this used to be a spare bedroom but we had the wall between it and the kitchen taken down and turned it into an open-plan kitchen/diner. Now it gets all the sun there is, except in the late evening, of course.’


‘And what happens when the east wind blows?’ I enquired.


‘Well it was pretty draughty until we had the new windows fitted,’ she said. ‘The dunes do take a surprising amount of force out of the wind, but there’s no use pretending you won’t know all about it when there’s a gale blowing.’


Jilly came back into the room, carefully carrying a loaded tray. Karen let go of her end of the plan, took the tray from her, and when Jilly had cleared a space, set it down on the table in front of the sofa. At that moment the phone rang. Mrs. Cousins smiled apologetically, handed me the rolled-up plan, and went out into the hall. I heard her say: ‘Yes, that’s right.… Between Frindel and Walbersham.… Thirty pounds a week or a hundred and ten pounds a month.’


Jilly caught my eye and pulled a quizzical face.


‘Have many people been enquiring about it?’ I asked her.


‘They’re the fourth lot,’ she said. ‘One of the others wanted to take it for six months, but Mummy’s promised us we’re going down there for Easter and she wouldn’t let them have it, thank goodness.’


‘You like it down there, do you?’


‘It’s super,’ she said. ‘Really fab. Mr. Fenwick lets us help on the farm. Shall I pour out the tea?’


Mrs. Cousins came back into the room.


‘Well?’ demanded Jilly. ‘What did they say?’


‘They’re ringing back again in half an hour.’


I looked at Karen, then across at Jilly and finally at Mrs. Cousins. ‘I’ll take it,’ I said. ‘Up until Easter. If that’s all right with you?’


Jilly grinned complacently. ‘I knew you would,’ she said. ‘As soon as I saw you I knew.’


We arranged that I should take up my tenancy from the following Saturday. Although this meant I would be occupying the bungalow for only ten weeks, Mrs. Cousins seemed perfectly happy to agree the same terms as if I were renting it for the full twelve. I paid my hundred pounds advance and handed over two more post-dated cheques for the rest. We left it that I’d settle the electricity bill at the end of my stay.


On the Friday morning, at Peter’s suggestion, I went out and bought myself a pair of gumboots. In the afternoon I toured the local supermarket and staggered back to the flat with a couple of crates of the sort of selected provisions which I doubted whether the Post Office Stores in St. Mellows would keep in stock.


Karen arrived at six o’clock bringing with her the Ordnance Survey map of the district around Walbersham. She examined my purchases critically, then we spread the map out on the kitchen table and set about locating the bungalow. We found it eventually—or rather we located the minute speck which we guessed must be ‘Myrtles’—by dint of pin-pointing Brimble Farm and then tracing a dotted track which ran northwards along the coast between the dunes and the low headland hill crowned with stylized cartographic trees which was labelled The Brimbles and, in Gothic lettering, Priory (ruins). About a quarter of a mile further north beyond the bungalow, the headland curved away inland to permit a small stream called the River Dibble to creep out into the sea. ‘Christ, she wasn’t kidding when she said it was isolated, was she?’ I muttered.


Karen laughed. ‘Oh, I’m sure they’ll let you go and hoe some sugarbeet on the farm if you’re starved for company. Anyway there’s bound to be a pub in the village.’


‘Can’t you just see me groping my way back over The Brimbles at eleven o’clock at night? Hey, that’s something I’ve forgotten! A torch.’


‘We can pick one up in Colchester tomorrow,’ she said. ‘And you’d better lay in some loo rolls too, while you’re about it.’


At half-past ten the following morning we finished installing the last of my gear in Karen’s car. Peter came out to see us off. As a parting gift he presented me with a small plastic bag of marijuana. ‘It’s the best there is in Town,’ he said. ‘Grown on a disused railway cutting in Devon. Have fun, Jimbo.’


‘I’ll book you and Vikki in for a weekend in February,’ I said. ‘Providing you bring your own booze.’


We broke our journey in Colchester, had a pub lunch, and then I went into an ironmonger’s and bought one of those hefty, rubber-sheathed flash-lights which are apparently designed to do double duty as a torch and a truncheon. Karen appeared with a twin loo roll pack, half a dozen boxes of matches, a plastic bottle of washing-up liquid and some fancy cooking oil. ‘Tomorrow’s Sunday,’ she pointed out, ‘and I’m on a low fat diet.’


‘Since when?’


‘Since I saw what you’d been buying yesterday.’


We drove out across the low flat lands to the south east under a sky like dirty soapsuds. As we reached the crossroads signposted ‘ST MELLOWS 2’, the first thin needles of rain flecked the side windows. Karen switched on the wiper. I took out the Ordnance Survey map and unfolded it across my knees. ‘Just past the Church there’s a left fork which should be signed “Walbersham”,’ I said. ‘We cross over the bridge and go down the Walbersham road for about a mile and a half. Then, according to Mrs. Cousins, there’s a gateway on the right and a farm track leading to the Priory and Brimble Farm. She said there’s a footpath sign but it’s quite easy to miss it the first time.’


In fact we found it easily enough. We turned in at the gateway and drove slowly through the gusting rain along an uneven, flint-paved track which looped across the field in front of all that remained of the medieval Priory—what had once been a gatehouse and various weather-worn lumps of flinty masonry crouched among the mounds of bramble like a herd of browsing dinosaurs. Behind the ruins rose the low hill, crested with its row of pines, which I knew to be the Brimbles. On its far side, invisible as yet, lay the bungalow, the dunes, and the North Sea.


The farm was tucked away in a hollow half a mile further on. A clump of leafless trees, shorn into a sort of Mohican style haircut by the prevailing wind, sheltered it on the sea-ward side. The farm house itself and one or two of the surrounding barns looked as if they might have been assembled out of the left-overs from the dissolution of the Priory, which they probably had.


As we pulled up before the garden gate, the front door of the farmhouse opened and a woman came out. She had a bright yellow plastic raincoat draped over her head and shoulders and was wearing jeans and green gumboots. She trotted down the path to the car and I saw that she was quite young. ‘Mr. Fuller?’ she called. ‘It is Mr. Fuller, isn’t it?’


I opened my door and was on the point of getting out and shaking hands when she called out: ‘No, don’t get yourself all wet. Drive on round into the barn. I’ll show you.’


She set off, leading the way, and Karen started up the car and followed her.


She directed us into a Dutch barn where we parked alongside a Land Rover in the lee of a twenty foot high stack of bales of golden straw. Our guide thrust the dripping waterproof back on to her shoulders. Karen and I climbed out of the car and I shook hands. ‘Mrs. Fenwick?’


‘That’s right,’ she said.


I introduced myself and then Karen.


‘So you managed to find it all right?’ said Mrs. Fenwick with a grin. ‘It’s not that easy the first time.’


‘Mrs. Cousins gave me very accurate directions,’ I said. ‘How do we get to the bungalow from here?’


‘I’ll run you down in the Land Rover. We’ve had a lot of rain these past weeks and where Tom’s been up and down with the tractor it’s dreadfully sticky. You could be up to your axles in some of the gateways.’


We set about transferring our stuff from the car into the Land Rover. While we were doing it Mrs. Fenwick excused herself and trotted off. Just as I heaved the last suitcase aboard she reappeared carrying three bottles of milk and a carton of eggs. ‘I meant to take these with me when I went down yesterday,’ she said. ‘I nearly forgot them again.’


‘I’d forgotten them too,’ I said. ‘Thank you very much. Shall I pay you now?’


‘Oh, it’s easier to settle up at the end of the month,’ she said, stowing the bottles away in one of the boxes. ‘Have you got everything?’


Karen took a last poke around inside the car. She retrieved the map and the torch which I had stuffed into the dashboard pocket. Then she slammed the door shut and locked it. ‘That’s the lot,’ she said. ‘If there’s anything else it’ll have to wait.’


‘There’s room for the two of you up front,’ said Mrs. Fenwick climbing up into the cab of the Land Rover. ‘You’ll have to squash up a bit.’


We drove up the gentle slope leading out of the hollow which cradled the farm and were afforded our first clear view of the sea. Apart from a few breaking wave-crests it looked almost as featureless as the grey sky above it. About five miles out a large oil-tanker was heading in towards Harwich. Two other smaller ships were crawling in the opposite direction. The actual part of the shore where the waves were breaking was hidden behind the intervening dunes. Fortunately, the rain seemed to have eased off.


We stopped twice to open and close field gates which gave us ample opportunity to appreciate Mrs. Fenwick’s judgment of the state of the track. Then we were bouncing along a wide, sandy, bramble-flanked trail at the back of the sandhills, with the hump of the Brimbles looming up like a slumbering leviathan on our left. A line of poles beside the track carried in the electricity supply from the farm. I noticed telephone wires too. ‘I didn’t know the bungalow was on the phone,’ I said.


‘It’s not connected,’ said Mrs. Fenwick. ‘Mrs. Cousins didn’t think it was worth it. But you can always use ours if you need to. Walbersham 253.’


‘I hope I won’t need to take you up on that,’ I said. ‘But thanks anyway.’


She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. ‘Mrs. Cousins said you were a writer. What do you write? Books?’


‘Ask me that again in a month’s time,’ I said, then, thinking she might perhaps feel she had offended me with her question, added: ‘This one will be my first, if I ever finish it.’


‘There’s another writer living in Mellers,’ she said. ‘A Mrs. Tarrant. Mind you I’ve never read anything she’s written.’


‘Have you lived here long?’ I asked.


She shook her head. ‘Three years last September. We came here from Sussex.’


‘Do you own the farm?’


‘I wish we did. It belongs to an insurance company. Phil—my husband—manages it for them.’


Karen touched my arm and pointed ahead. Over the top of what appeared to be a clump of wind-tossed tamarisks I glimpsed the tiled end-roof of the bungalow. Behind it, high up on the crest of the slope, the pine trees were waving their dark arms in a sort of slow semaphore.


Two hundred yards further on Mrs. Fenwick slowed down and turned off the main track. We jolted up the uneven lane which led to the bungalow and halted on an area of weed-fissured tarmac beside two padlocked doors which I recognized from Mrs. Cousins’ plans as belonging to the store rooms. Mrs. Fenwick switched off the engine. At once the cab was filled with the muted rumble of waves breaking on the shingle below the dunes and the rushing of the wind through the pines.


Karen opened the door and climbed out. The wind grabbed her hair and flung it forwards over her face. ‘They should have called it Wuthering Heights,’ she cried. ‘Is it always like this?’


‘Only when the wind’s in the east,’ said Mrs. Fenwick. ‘Shall we get your things in now, or would you rather have a look round first?’


Out to sea a line of dark squall cloud was racing in towards us. ‘Let’s get it inside while we’ve got the chance,’ I said.


We carried our stuff round to the back of the bungalow and piled it up in the hall. By the time the squall struck us everything was safe inside. We drew back the curtains in the sitting room and watched the rain drive in like smoke across the dunes. It exploded against the window panes like liquid shrapnel. For a bewildering moment I felt like some peasant who has had the misfortune to find himself trapped on a battlefield in a war he knew nothing about. My instinct was to duck down and hope it would roll over me. Which of course it did. By the time Karen had put the kettle on and made us all tea, the squall was past and pale shafts of wintry sunlight were slanting down across the far horizon.


We sat round the table in the kitchen sipping mugs of tea and nibbling ginger biscuits and very soon we were on first name terms. ‘I somehow got it into my mind that you’d be middle-aged,’ said Barbara Fenwick. ‘Because of the Henshaws, I suppose.’


‘And who are the Henshaws?’ I asked.


‘They were the couple who stayed here for three weeks in September. Friends of Mrs. Cousins. They were supposed to be taking the bungalow till the end of October, but it was a bit too out of the way for them. For her anyway. He didn’t seem to mind. He was out of the house most of the time, birdwatching.’


‘Did you know the people who used to live here?’ asked Karen.


Barbara shook her head. ‘ “Myrtles” was all shut up when we came. Had been for over a year. The owners lived abroad—South Africa, wasn’t it? I don’t think Mrs. Cousins really knew them. I remember her saying you could’ve knocked her down with a feather when she heard the place had been left to her. At first she thought of selling it, but then she changed her mind. Because of the girls she said. Phil thinks it was maybe something to do with taxes.’
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