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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.







ONE


7 July 1971. Two-thirty a.m. The air warm, clear patches of sky loaded with stars, and the Thames rippling quietly through the subdued noises of London like a jet and silver snake.


Two-thirty a.m. A car whispering sweetly, as cars do in the moist hours of darkness. A car, a man and a woman, routed for Chelsea from Kingston. A man and a woman journeying from the good life to the good life. A man with a bellyful of misery and loneliness and some precious dregs of self-respect – driving in top gear to a centrally-heated, sound-proofed limbo with an original Picasso and the latest Scandinavian furniture …


Matthew Greville, aged twenty-seven, ex-human being and adman of this city had been drunk and was now sober. As he drove, he glanced occasionally at his wife, Pauline, wondering if such sobriety could be contagious. Evidently not.


Where did sobriety begin and intoxication end? Perhaps it began about eight miles back with a cat. The cat was black, fat, old and – as Pauline had remarked with comfortable assurance – obviously filled with the death-wish. It had come streaking across the road like a wild thing in pursuit of sex, rats or possibly nothing more substantial than visions.


There had been a moment of choice when Greville could have put on the brakes and sent up a hurried prayer to the Cats’ God. He had had the time and he wanted to stamp on the brake pedal. The odd thing was that his foot wouldn’t move.


The cat passed under the car. There was a bump. Finally, Greville managed to move his foot. The car screeched reproachfully to a stop.


‘What, may I ask, is this in aid of?’ said Pauline gently.


‘I hit a cat.’


‘So?’


‘So I’d better see whether the poor wretch is dead.’


‘There are too many cats,’ remarked Pauline. ‘Does it matter? I’m rather tired.’


‘There are too many cats,’ agreed Greville, ‘but oddly it matters, and I’m tired, too.’


‘Darling, don’t be lugubrious. It was such a nice party. I’m not in the mood for suicidal cats.’


Greville was suddenly disgusted – with himself. ‘I won’t be a minute.’ He got out of the car and slammed the door.


He found the cat about thirty yards back. It was not dead. It had rolled into the gutter and its back was horribly twisted, but there was no sign of blood.


‘Die, please die,’ murmured Greville. Ashamed, he knelt down and stroked the cat’s head. It shuddered a little, then nuzzled him, leaving blood upon his hands. It seemed pathetically grateful for his attention.


‘Pussy, please, please die,’ he coaxed.


But the cat clung obstinately to life. Then the pain came, bringing with it thin, bubbling screams.


Greville could stand it no longer. He eased his hand under the animal and suddenly lifted it up. There was a final cry of anguish before the edge of his other hand came down with all the strength he could muster. The force of the blow took the cat from his grasp and returned it heavily to the gutter. But its neck was broken, and after one or two twitches there was only stillness.


He stood there shaking for a few moments. Then he went back to the car.


‘I presume you found the beast?’ said Pauline coldly.


‘It was rather badly messed up. I – I had to kill it.’


‘Did you, indeed! Then, for goodness’ sake don’t touch me until you’ve had a bath … You have to make a production of every damn thing, don’t you, darling?’


He said nothing. He settled himself in the driver’s seat and turned on the ignition. After a few minutes he was surprised to notice that he was dawdling along at less than forty miles an hour. But perhaps that was because he was already becoming sober.


Or drowning …


People are traditionally expected to review their lives when drowning. Therefore, concluded Greville, he was drowning. For the memories were coming thick and fast.


Life (was it really life?) began with Pauline. Five years ago when one of her stiletto heels got stuck in a metal grating in the Strand. It was an evening in late autumn. He rescued the shoe and made so bold as to buy her some hot and deliciously aromatic chestnuts. They talked. He took her home to a surprisingly comfortable three-girl flat in Notting Hill Gate.


There were other meetings. Regular meetings. She was in advertising and ambitious. He was in an oil company and frustrated. They both thought he had talent. Greville thought he could write poetry and was even prepared to accept the prostitution of novels. Pauline thought he could write copy. High-class copy for high-class ads. Temptation for Top People.


Before he knew what had happened, he had a job at twice the salary and half the work. The great and glorious mantle of the adman had wrapped itself comfortably round his shoulders. He still thought it was because he had talent. He did not discover until much later – after they were married – that it was because Pauline also had talent.


Hers was more formidable. It consisted of an easy manner with executives and clients, an affinity for bedrooms, a body that seemed somehow to carry a written guarantee, and a mind like a digital computer.


Greville climbed fast. And the funny thing was that for two years he didn’t know who was holding the ladder.


He discovered it in the most conventional of ways – quite by accident when he returned from a Paris conference one night too soon. By that time, Greville and Pauline had a flat in a new block in Holland Park. It was a nice flat, high up, with views over London and two bedrooms.


Greville had arrived at London Airport just after eleven o’clock. He let himself quietly into the flat just before midnight. He had made the stealthy approach in case Pauline was asleep. There were the remains of drinks in the living-room – two glasses – and a blue haze of cigarette smoke.


At first he was glad that Pauline had had company. He thought he must have just missed the visitor. Then Pauline’s voice coming muffled from the bedroom – excited and inarticulate – told him that he had not quite missed the visitor. Logically enough, the second voice belonged to the man who had given him the opportunity of rubbing shoulders with the great at the European Project conference in Paris.


Indecision. Masochism. Cowardice.


Greville listened to the sounds in the bedroom. He sentenced himself to listen, taking a terrible satisfaction in his own humiliation. Then, when all was quiet, he simply went away.


He found himself a hotel at Marble Arch, spent the rest of the night drinking duty-free cognac, and returned to Pauline at the appointed time. He never told her about it, and he never again returned from a trip unexpectedly. But thereafter he kept the score. He let her see that he was keeping the score just so that she would not get too careless. She never did.


Accounts came Greville’s way, all kinds of accounts from steel to lingerie. So did private commissions. And consultancies.


No longer an ordinary account executive – let other people do the work – he concerned himself with policy and strategy. And the money kept on rolling.


Holland Park, Portman Square, Victoria, and now eighteen thousand pounds-worth of status residence in Chelsea. A Picasso and Scandinavian furniture. Success. Success. Success …


‘Darling,’ said Pauline bisecting his reverie with her number one conciliatory voice. ‘I was talking to Wally Heffert while you were laying it on for the Evans girl.’


‘That must have been nice for you.’


‘Oh, well, he’s quite a cheery old stick.’


Dull, divorced and loaded, thought Greville. Wally Heffert, king of Heffert, McCall and Co. Lord High Custodian of three frozen foods, a dozen cigarette brands, Trans-Orient Air Lines and the Junior Joy contraceptive pill. Therefore by definition a ‘cheery old stick’. Pauline’s natural prey.


‘He thinks a lot of your work,’ she went on. ‘He’d like to talk to you about a retainer. Heffert McCall are getting more than they can handle … It would be quite a big slice, I imagine.’


‘How long have you been sleeping with him?’ asked Greville conversationally, keeping his eyes on the road.


‘Please don’t be immature, darling. That stupid cat must have upset you.’


For Pauline, ‘immature’ was a multi-purpose word. It could equal obscene, petulant, idealistic, depraved, old-fashioned, naïve or honest – depending upon the occasion and the context.


In the present instance, it clearly equalled obscene plus petulant.


Greville turned the car towards Chelsea Bridge. The speedometer needle crept high once more. He did not know it, but he had just made a decision.


He turned to Pauline. ‘Do you know, darling, I think I’m actually sober.’


Suddenly, she sensed that something was wrong – badly wrong.


‘What the hell are you talking about, Matthew?’


Chelsea Bridge was before them. A slightly arched ribbon of road. There was nothing else on the road. There was nothing but the sky and the river.


‘Being alive, that’s all. My God, it hurts!’


Sixty-five, seventy, seventy-five, eighty …


‘Stop the car! Do you hear? Stop the car!’


He turned and smiled at her. There was affection in his voice. Even compassion. Because at last he felt that he could afford to forgive.


‘Dear Pauline,’ he said. ‘It’s no good only one of us being sober. Why don’t we stop the world?’


They both tore at the wheel. The car skipped crazily against the steelwork of the bridge. Then it somersaulted twice and landed on its side.


Greville, still alive, found that he was lying almost on top of Pauline. Her eyes were open, reminding him of the cat. But this time there was no problem … She still looked beautiful; and, for a moment, he was sure he could smell roasting chestnuts …


Then he tried to move. And the tears in his eyes mingled with his own blood.


A few minutes later, another car began to cross Chelsea Bridge. And a little after that an ambulance and a police car came.




TWO


Until early July the summer had been a typically English summer – that is to say, despite manned weather satellites and computer-based long-range forecasts, it had remained as unpredictable as ever, confounding scientists, prophets, farmers and tourists alike. One day the sky would be clear and the sun hot; and the next day torrential downpours would reduce the temperature to a level plainly indicating warmer underwear.


But by the middle of July it began to look as if the summer might possibly settle down into one of those vintage seasons that everybody remembers from childhood, though nobody can actually pin down the year. Each day, after early mists, the sky became abnormally clear. The heat was not too intense, and light breezes made life pleasant enough for those who still had to go to work.


July passed, August came – and still the good weather persisted. It was not confined to the British Isles or even to Europe. Most of the countries in the Northern Hemisphere basked in what was truly a golden season. Later, it would be the turn of the Southern Hemisphere to enjoy the fantastic run of weather. But no one was yet to know that, for the next ten years throughout the world, summertime was going to break all known records.


Matthew Greville, however, was among the minority who remained quite uninterested in the weather; and, in fact, he was largely unaffected by it during the next three years. The crash that killed Pauline merely dealt him multiple head injuries. He remained in hospital until September, while the surgeons made a thoroughly efficient job of saving the sight of his left eye and restoring muscular control of the left side of his body. At the same time, the psychiatrists were busy persuading him that life could still be worth living. As it turned out, their task was rather more difficult than that of the surgeons. But eventually they at least got him to a state in which he was fit to plead.


The police had taken considerable interest in the ‘accident’, since there had been no other cars on the bridge at the time. They measured the tyre marks, interviewed people who had been at the party in Kingston – including one Walter Heffert of Heffert, McCall and Co. – and took statements from Greville himself. The result of all this activity crystallised into two charges. Manslaughter and Dangerous Driving. Greville collected sentences totalling three years, which he found monstrously unjust. He would have preferred the death penalty.


It was not until the first week in October, about the time that Greville was being transferred to one of the better-class English prisons for better-class English criminals, that the long and utterly glorious summer came to its end. Though there had been enough nocturnal rainfall and light daytime showers to keep the crops healthy, there had been ten weeks of virtually uninterrupted sunshine. It was followed by a month of intermittent rain – and floods.


Some curious facts began to emerge about the summer. There had been roughly three times the average amount of sunshine for the period. There had also been about five times the average number of suicides. This was spectacular enough to make the front pages of most of the newspapers. Prominence was also given to the discovery that new sun-spots had appeared and had been emitting a new type of radiation. The facts that the radiation possessed properties hitherto unknown to science and that the surplus suicides exhibited symptoms hitherto unknown to psychiatry gave rise to considerable speculation.


The name given to the waves (or were they particles?) emitted from the sun-spots was Omega radiation – chiefly because the scientists were baffled and because every fruitful investigation seemed destined to be a long-term project. The name eventually given to the five-fold increase in self-destruction (by a journalist who drowned himself a few weeks later) was the Radiant Suicide.


It was the popular press that had first suggested a ‘statistical relationship’ between Omega radiation and what everyone now called the Radiant Suicide. The idea triggered off a chain reaction among scientists, religious leaders, psychologists and plain cranks.


One so-called scientist ‘borrowed’ two groups of children from a well-meaning if mentally retarded headmaster with a proper respect for Scientific Method. The scientist kept one lot of children in a cellar for long spells while the other lot were compelled to spend most of their time in the open air exposed to sunlight. Not surprisingly, he found that after a day or two of this kind of treatment the open-air group could do sums much faster and more accurately than the cellar group. From this he appeared to conclude (a) that Omega radiation stimulated intellectual activity and could therefore induce nervous exhaustion, and (b) that anybody who wanted to avoid nervous exhaustion and, therefore, suicide would be well advised to live underground. Having the courage of his convictions, he himself took to a subterranean existence – and committed suicide two months later.


The psychologists and psychiatrists were rather more reluctant to link the increase in the suicide rate with Omega radiation – chiefly because radiation was outside their province. They took a more esoteric approach and began to fling about such phrases as ‘thyroidal displacement’, ‘societal emotional imbalance’, ‘liberation of the collective death-wish’, ‘induced hyper-mysticism’ and ‘cathartic destruction’. The Radiant Suicide, apparently, was quite explicable. In a world in which the idea of war was rapidly becoming absurd, it was modern man’s neurotic simulation of the consequences of tribal conflict. Eventually the psychologists and psychiatrists produced so many plausible explanations of the Radiant Suicide as to convey the impression that they had almost invented it.


However, for the most part the religious fanatics took a simpler view. It was merely an Awful Warning sent by God. We would have to mend our ways or else …


But while the cranks of various persuasions were airing their pet philosophies and producing equally useless panaceas, a few intelligent people were busy collating the facts.


And the facts that emerged were these:


1. Until shortly before the detection of Omega radiation, the suicide rate was approximately normal.


2. The incidence of suicide increased with the incidence of radiation.


3. Cloudy weather tended to slow down the rate of increase perceptibly but not significantly.


4. Though there had been tremendous increases in the suicide rate throughout the world, the increases in the Northern Hemisphere had so far been slightly larger than in the Southern Hemisphere.


5. The types of people affected were those who, under normal conditions, would be considered the least prone to suicidal impulses.


6. Many people who had either failed in their attempts to commit suicide or had been rescued by others reported that, shortly before the urge to self-destruction, they had experienced tremendous sensations of peacefulness and of identification with something greater than self. A common element of their reports was the widespread conviction that death would render the experience absolute or permanent.


7. The intensity of the Omega radiation was still increasing, and many astronomers expressed the view that the new sun-spots could be expected to remain ‘active’ for a considerable period of time.


These were the facts. And they were responsible for sending the sales of sedatives, tranquillisers, alcoholic drinks and Bibles soaring to unprecedented heights.


By the end of 1971, thirty-four thousand people in the United Kingdom had taken their own lives – yet the statistical expectation was only six thousand five hundred. The Home Secretary, woolly-minded as ever, recommended that suicide be treated as a criminal offence once more. It was anti-social, he said, and definitely bad for the country’s economy. So a bill was rapidly pushed through Parliament. It came to be briefly immortalised as the ‘Do Yourself In Deterrent’. For one of its provisions was that one-third of the estate of any suicide (after death duty) could be claimed in forfeit by the State. Another provision was that attempted suicide could be punished by a maximum of ten years’ imprisonment. The bill, needless to say, was totally ineffective – but it contributed somewhat to the government being overthrown six months later.


Meanwhile Matthew Greville was adapting himself to the routines of prison life. It was far more comfortable than he had imagined; and this, in itself, proved a major frustration because he believed that he ought to be made to suffer – not only for Pauline, but for the very uselessness and pointlessness of his life. For all the minor deceits he had ever practised, for all the little vanities he had ever developed, for the talent he had wasted, the ideals he had abandoned, and for every cliché-ridden perverted ethic he had ever subscribed to in admanland. Suicide would appear to have been the perfect answer – perhaps it might have been on 7 July 1971. But he had spent months trying to analyse his intentions and motives, and he was no wiser. Did he really intend to kill himself on Chelsea Bridge? Or Pauline, or both of them? Or was he only indulging in a melodramatic gesture that got out of control?


If he hadn’t killed the cat … If Pauline hadn’t grabbed at the wheel … If … If … If …


There was no satisfactory solution – not even suicide. For that was now only a sort of luxury. He wanted to be punished, he wanted to be hurt, he wanted to feel again the strange anguish of being alive …


During his entire stay in prison seven warders and fifty-four prisoners committed suicide. As a penance for existing and a reward for not killing himself, Greville became the self-appointed gravedigger-in-chief.


Throughout the short and fairly dry winter of 1972, the Omega radiation intensified. So did the Radiant Suicide. And the pessimists were already predicting a warm dry summer.


Science and human ingenuity came up with a remarkable number of solutions – none of them satisfactory and some of them dangerous. One of the many new ‘tranquil stimulants’ coming out of the laboratories of the manufacturing chemists in hysterical haste (this particular drug was marketed as Positive Pep) was responsible for more than a hundred thousand miscarriages or premature births, and therefore contributed quite significantly to the increase in the suicide rate. Another one was more effective in preventing suicide – but one of its side effects was to produce delusions of grandeur. A third was equally effective in preventing people from killing themselves: the problem was that it tended to create addiction, and addiction overloaded the heart.


Thousands of ‘mental hygiene’ groups were formed, an organisation called Death-Wish Anonymous sprang into existence, dozens of different sects, disciplines and esoteric societies mushroomed. And religious revival became a major industry.


But, despite everything, by the end of 1972 (again there had been an utterly glorious summer) more than a hundred and twenty thousand people in the United Kingdom alone had taken their own lives. The proportional increase was similar in most other countries.


Meanwile, the Omega radiation – the most elusive and enigmatic form of radiant energy ever discovered – intensified. And while researchers into its nature remained baffled, researchers into its effects came up with more interesting data.


It had been discovered that Omega-proof shields could be devised. All you needed was a wall of lead sixteen feet thick, or a thicker wall of less dense material. But even this was no good unless the people to be shielded by it remained permanently shielded. Anyone prone to what was abbreviated to Radiant-S, or simply R.S., needed only a few minutes exposure to trigger off the reaction. The only variable was the time factor. It could be months before the R.S. impulse manifested itself, or merely a matter of hours.


Another interesting discovery was that all children were ‘R.S.-proof’ until the age of puberty. And, in fact, from puberty until about the age of twenty-five (the presumed end of growth and adolescence) the risk of R.S. was only about half as great as for the rest of the population.


But, most curious of all, was the emerging classification of R.S. types. During the first two years the information gathered from more than a hundred and fifty thousand victims indicated that, in terms of professions and vocations, the most susceptible types were bank clerks, accountants, scientists, executives and managers of all kinds, shopkeepers, typists, dons (but not teachers!), pilots, sea captains, bus drivers, engine drivers, mathematicians, professional gamblers and bookmakers, minor politicians, watchmakers and civil servants. Spinsters, or – more accurately – virgins over the age of twenty-five were a very heavy risk: so were bachelors similarly.


The least likely R.S. subjects were creative artists of all kinds, lunatics, political and religious fanatics, actors, dancers and entertainers, cranks, homosexuals, prostitutes, eccentrics, doctors and nurses, teachers, sportsmen, sadists, masochists and pathological animal lovers.


Clearly, it was now a case of, ‘Do send your daughter on the stage, Mrs Worthington.’ But stratagems of this kind were not much good if the person concerned happened to have a repressed flair for, say, mathematics.


1973 came. And went – after another brilliant summer. The final reckoning in Britain was just under half a million R.S. victims. Added to which a secondary reaction was now apparent. The birth rate was falling, for obvious reasons; and the natural death rate was rising, for equally obvious reasons. People were beginning to be afraid to have children and, ironically, they were also indirectly killing themselves with worry. Towards the end of the year Parliament reintroduced conscription – which had been out of favour for more than a decade. However, the need this time was not for soldiers but for burial squads, bus drivers and clerical workers.


In the autumn of 1974, having served his full term after contriving to avoid remission for good conduct by deliberately assaulting a prison officer, Matthew Greville was released from prison. He was given a rail ticket to London and the sum of eighteen pounds nine shillings and sixpence, which he had earned in his capacity as gravedigger.


He had no home to go to, since he had long ago instructed his solicitor to sell the Chelsea residence and all it contained. There had been quite a large mortgage to pay off. Nevertheless, when all assets (including the Picasso) had been realised, the solicitor was able to deposit just over eleven thousand pounds in Greville’s account. Greville had promptly disposed of the entire amount to various charities.


When he arrived in London, he hired a taxi and toured the city, savouring its richness and its bustle (for despite the Radiant Suicide London still managed to put on a brave face), noting the changes, the new skyscraper blocks that were still going up – and the new churches that were being built. Then he told the taxi driver to take him to Chelsea Bridge, where he got out, paid off the taxi and began to walk across.


The dents were still there in the steelwork. He had to look carefully for them, but they were still there. They had been painted over, and two or three badly twisted metal sections had been renewed, but the hidden hieroglyphs still proclaimed the final result of life with Pauline – and, perhaps the result also of an encounter with an unknown cat.


He stared for a while at the message that none but he could decipher. The sky was misty blue, and the sun covered all of England with the gold and ripening light of autumn. It was a perfect day. But the weather was entirely lost upon Greville. After reliving yet again the strange drive from Kingston (only three years ago, but in another kind of time) he headed for the nearest bar and proceeded to get drunk.


He stayed drunk for three days, at the end of which time he woke up early in the morning in Hyde Park – shaking with the effects of drink and nervous tension, and remembering little of what had passed since his visit to the bridge.


He pulled himself together and inquired the way to the nearest army recruitment centre. He had to wait an hour for it to open. The military gentlemen in charge were not filled with joy at the prospect of enlisting a jailbird and an obvious tramp. However, after some deliberation they magnanimously allowed him to volunteer for the Emergency Burial Corps. He was pathetically grateful. This was the kind of work he wanted – just as in prison. It was a public service.


By the end of 1974, one million two hundred thousand British subjects had committed suicide.


The first large holes in the fabric of society were becoming apparent. Transport was strained to breakdown point. It began to take as long as a week for a letter to get from London to the cities of the Industrial North. Rationing of food and fuel was reintroduced. The gas supplies were still unaffected; but shortage of coal and fuel oil and irregular deliveries was responsible for domestic electricity only being available between fixed hours. A bill for the Direction of Labour was quickly pushed through the House. It provided powers by which every male between eighteen and sixty-five could be re-directed to more vital work at a week’s notice. The Direction bill helped a little – that is to say, it delayed the inevitable and ultimate breakdown – but its main function seemed to be to enable the government, and the society it represented, to make a fairly orderly withdrawal … A withdrawal from the more complex functions of a civilised community …


And still the Omega radiation poured invisibly, painlessly and maddeningly from the remote face of the sun. And still the scientists (now heavily depleted) struggled to find some kind of efficient protection or even immunisation. And still the R.S. rate climbed.


In 1975 it passed the three million mark. Matthew Greville, private in the E.B.C., no longer dug graves by hand. He used a mechanical excavator. Then he operated a bulldozer to push the piles of thin plastic coffins into long communal graves.


At the end of 1976, the year’s death roll touched ten million. Three separate emergency governments were operating autonomously in the North, the Midlands and the South. Coffins were obsolete. All manufactured materials were needed by the living.


1977. Another glorious summer. The emergency governments had now disintegrated into eleven regional councils. Rail travel was suspended indefinitely except for fuel and food between some major cities. Typhoid fever raged in London; rioting in Edinburgh, York and Birmingham; starvation in South Lancashire and North Cheshire. Stealing, ‘desertion’ and withholding of labour became punishable by death in seven of the eleven regions … Total death roll: fifteen and a half million.


Matthew Greville, temporary major in the London Emergency Burial Corps, was captured by slavers from the Midlands. Heavy chains were fastened round his ankles, and together with a group of other ‘foreign recruits’ he was sent down a mine in the Province of Nottingham to hew coal. Like the pit ponies with which they worked and died, the foreign recruits were kept permanently below the surface. The rations sent down to them varied according to the coal they sent up. Needless to say, the mortality rate was high.


1978. The total death roll in what had formerly been known as the United Kingdom was estimated by the statistics section of the Second London Commune to be in the region of eight million.


Towards the end of 1978 Matthew Greville escaped from the mine by feigning death and contriving to accept in silence a routine bayonet thrust. This was the method by which tired inspectors normally contrived to discover such attempts in their examination of the twice weekly burial cart. Greville’s wound, three inches deep, surprisingly did not pierce any vital organs. After a period of hiding, during which he endured mild fever and some starvation, he escaped from the Province of Nottingham and was almost immediately recruited by the Leicester City Volunteer Force as an unskilled farm labourer. The work was considerably easier than mining; but the food was not so good in quantity or quality. He lost weight, his hair began to turn grey, then white. But he remained alive and remarkably healthy.


In 1979 the Second London Commune disintegrated. So did practically all similar organisations throughout the British Isles, Europe and the entire world. Matthew Greville, one of the hundred and fifty thousand people still occupying the off-shore islands once literally described as Great Britain was a free man again – living on a hand-to-mouth basis.


The Radiant Suicide – less selective as a result of the three preceding years of very intense Omega radiation – had taken the high and the low, the intelligent and the intellectually subnormal, the strong and the weak, the old and the young. In the end, all it had left as custodians of the future of mankind were the emotionally disturbed – the cranks, the misfits, the fanatics, the obsessionals, the geniuses, the idiots, the harmless eccentrics, the homicidal maniacs, the saints and sinners extraordinary who had never found peace or happiness or understanding in an ordinary world.


Now there was no longer an ordinary world. The ordinary, the average, the normal – as a way of existence, as a standard of behaviour – was obsolete. There was no accepted ethic left – apart from personal survival – to which anyone could be expected to conform. All that remained was … transnormal …


In 1980, the Omega radiation became very slightly less intense. But there were no scientists left to measure its intensity, or even to verify that the sun-spots producing it were still active.


1980 was chaos.




THREE


7 July 1981 (perhaps). Two-thirty a.m. – Greville mean time. For now that the world was dying, now that there were no more calendars, newspapers, or work days, time was wonderfully subjective. You could declare every day to be Sunday, thought Greville, and every night to be New Year’s Eve … He was drunk, and he knew he was drunk, and he didn’t care a damn …


Besides, there was an anniversary to celebrate. The liberation of Matthew Greville, sometime adman of this city. No, a double anniversary! For one must not forget the quietus of Pauline.


Dear, dead Pauline. Likewise a prostitute, but more honest. Likewise a fellow-traveller to eternity. But some bastard had made a reservation for her on the doomsday express.


Who was that bastard?


Answer: Matthew Greville, the poet of the four-colour ad., the ex-extraordinary crap-shitting conman of the stockbroker belt. The Shakespeare of the glossy mag., the Goethe of the Sunday Times colour section, the da Vinci of Woman’s Own.


But where now were the Sunday Times and Woman’s Own and the glory that was House and Garden?


All gone into the dark …


O dark, dark, dark, amid the blaze of noon …


The air was warm, and the sky was a bowl of darkness leaking with a thousand stars, and the Thames still rippled like a fat serpent through the steel and concrete bones of London.


Matthew Greville was sitting in a station wagon on Chelsea Bridge. The car’s bumper was just touching the metalwork where another car had struck it ten years before at something like eighty miles an hour. For a couple of hours now he had been indulging in the society of ghosts – and in brandy, Salignac ’71, a very fine year …


‘Did I ever love you, Pauline?’ he demanded loudly. ‘Did I ever give-all-ask-nothing flaming well love you?’


The silence was an answer, accurate and immediate.


‘I lusted, my dear,’ he went on. ‘I lusted, you lusted, he, she and it lusted … Ashes to ashes and lust to lust – the basic philosophy of a world where we needed under-arm deodorants, breath-sweeteners, gin and rubber goods before we could sweat together in fashionable democratic joy.’


He hiccupped. ‘Know what I’ve been doing since I gave you the final orgasm, darling?’ He lifted the bottle of brandy, tried to see how much it still contained by the dashboard light, then took another swig. ‘Promise not to laugh, and I’ll tell you.’


The silence was not a laughing silence. The ghost was definitely sober and not at all like the living, fleshly ghost of Pauline.


‘I’ll tell you,’ he echoed, finishing off the Salignac and flinging the bottle through the open car window. ‘I’ve been digging graves – by special appointment … You know what I was like, darling. I always had to be best. And, by God, I turned out to be the best bloody gravedigger in history. Immortality at last … And do you know how I became the biggest little gravedigger of them all? I’ll tell you. I buried mankind, that’s how. I buried mankind.’ His voice broke. ‘And I want you to know, you poor dead little bitch, that killing you hurt me more than cutting coal, pulling ploughs or shoving a million bodies into the wretched earth … That’s how much you mean to me, Pauline, because you were the one that stopped me from living. And, goddammit, as if that wasn’t enough, you even stopped me from dying … Bitch … Bitch … Dear, lovely bitch!’
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