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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.









JIZZLE


THE FIRST THING that Ted Torby saw, when his reluctant eyelids had gathered enough strength to raise themselves, seemed to be a monkey, perched on the top of the cupboard, watching him. He sat bolt upright with a jerk that joggled Rosie awake and shook the whole trailer.


‘Oh, God!’ he said. It was a tone which held more of depressed realization than surprise.


He closed his eyes, and then looked again, hard. The monkey was still there, staring from round, dark eyes.


‘What’s the matter?’ Rosie asked sleepily. Then she saw the direction of his gaze. ‘Oh, that! Serves you right.’


‘It’s real?’ said Ted.


‘Of course it’s real. And lie down. You’ve pulled all the bedclothes off me.’


Ted leant back, keeping his eyes fixed warily on the monkey. Slowly, and hindered by a painful throbbing in his head, memories of the evening began to reassemble.


‘I’d forgotten,’ he said.


‘I don’t wonder—seeing the way you came home,’ said Rosie, dispassionately. ‘I expect you’ve got a lovely head,’ she added, with a slightly sadistic shading.


Ted did not answer. He was remembering about the monkey.


‘How much did you give for that?’ asked Rosie, nodding at it.


‘Couple o’ quid,’ said Ted.


‘Two pounds for that,’ she said with disgust. ‘And you call your customers mugs!’


Ted made no response. In point of fact, it had been ten pounds, but he did not feel equal to meeting the storm that the admission would arouse. And he’d beaten the man down from fifteen, so it was a bargain. A big Negro he was, speaking a nautical form of English heavily adulterated with some kind of French. He had made his brief entry into Ted’s life while the latter was in the Gate and Goat soothing his hard-worked throat after the evening’s toil. Ted had not been greatly interested. He had, in his time, refused to buy all manner of things in bars, from bootlaces to ferrets. But the Negro had been quietly persistent. Somehow he had got himself into the position of standing Ted a drink, and after that he had the advantage. Ted’s protests that he had nothing to do with the circus proper, and that he was utterly indifferent to its fauna, save for such rats as occasionally ventured into the trailer, made no impression at all. The man’s conviction that every person connected with the showground must have an encyclopedic knowledge of the whole brute creation was unshakable: all protestation was merely a form of sales-resistance. He had then proceeded to talk with such animation across several relays of drinks of the attainments and charming qualities of something he referred to as ma petite Giselle that Ted had found it necessary to remind himself from time to time that the subject had not shifted beneath their tongues, and it was still a monkey that was under discussion.


In a way, it was hard luck on the Negro that he should have chosen Ted for his approach, since Ted himself had been spending the earlier part of the evening in persuading the reluctant to part with half-crowns of known qualities in exchange for bottles of merely hypothetical virtue. But Ted was not mean-minded. He followed the technique with the attention of a connoisseur, and was prepared to concede that the Negro wasn’t doing too badly, for an amateur. Nevertheless, it was scarcely to be expected that even the utmost perfervour and intensity could win more than his detached, and unprofitable, professional approval. Rosie’s crack about mugs had more spite than substance. The matter should have ended there, with the Negro butting at the immovable. Indeed, there it would have ended had not the Negro added a new accomplishment to the list of his Giselle’s remarkable qualities.


Ted had smiled. Sooner or later the amateur always overreaches himself. It was safe enough to say that the creature was clean, attractive, intelligent, for these qualities are conveniently relative. It was not dangerous even to say that it was ‘educated’—there being no public examination to set a standard of simian learning. But in making a definite claim which could be put to the test, the Negro’s inexperience was laying him wide open to trouble. At that point Ted had agreed to go to see the prodigy. The concession was almost altruistic: he did not believe a word of it, but neither did he mean trouble. He was the man of experience showing the promising beginner the kind of trouble he might have landed himself in by a simple divergence from the debatable to the disprovable.


It had been quite a shock, therefore, to find that the monkey was fully up to specification.


Ted had watched it, first patronizingly, then incredulously, and finally with an excitement which it required all his skill in dead-panning to disguise. Casually he offered five pounds. The Negro asked the ludicrous sum of fifteen. Ted would willingly have given fifty had it been necessary. In the end they comprised on ten and a bottle of whisky that Ted had intended to take home. There had been one or two drinks from the bottle to clinch the deal. After that, nothing was very clear, but evidently he had got back somehow—and with the monkey.


‘It’s got fleas,’ said Rosie, wrinkling her nose.


‘It’s a female,’ said Ted. ‘And monkeys don’t have fleas. They just do that.’


‘Well, if it isn’t looking for fleas, what is it doing?’


‘I read somewhere that it’s something to do with perspiration—anyway, they all do it.’


‘I can’t see that that’s much better,’ said Rosie.


The monkey broke away from its interests for a moment, and looked seriously at both of them. Then it gave a kind of snickering noise.


‘What’s it do that for?’ Rosie asked.


‘How would I know? They just do.’


Ted lay and contemplated the monkey for a while. It was predominantly light brown, shot with occasional silver. Its limbs and tail seemed curiously long for its body. From a black, wrinkled face in a round, low-browed head two large eyes, looking like black glass marbles with sorrowful depths, scrutinized first one and then the other with such directness that one almost expected it to produce some sign of opinion. However, it merely returned to its own interests with an indifference which was in itself vaguely offensive.


Rosie continued to regard it without favour.


‘Where are you going to keep it? I’m not going to have it in here.’


‘Why not?’ asked Ted. ‘She’s quite clean.’


‘How do you know? You were tight when you bought it.’


‘I got tight after I’d bought her. And don’t keep on calling her it. She’s a her. You get annoyed with me when I call a baby it, and it’s probably a lot more important to monkeys than it is to babies. And her name’s Jizzle.’


‘Jizzle?’ repeated Rosie.


‘A French name,’ Ted explained.


Rosie remained unimpressed. ‘All the same, I don’t hold with keeping her here. It’s not decent.’


Jizzle was at the moment in a complicated and unornamental attitude. She had disposed her right foot round her neck, and was absorbed in an intense study of the back of her right knee.


‘She’s no ordinary monkey—she’s educated,’ said Ted.


‘Educated she may be, but she’s not refined. Look at her now.’


‘What——? Oh, well, monkeys, you know——’ Ted said vaguely. ‘But I’ll show you how educated she is. Worth a fortune. You watch.’


There could be no doubt whatever: one demonstration was enough to convince the most prejudiced that Jizzle was a gold mine.


‘I wonder why he sold it—her?’ said Rosie. ‘He could have made a fortune.’


‘I guess he just wasn’t a showman—or a businessman,’ Ted added.


After breakfast he went out of the trailer and looked at his stand. It had an inscription across the front:




Dr Steven’s


Psychological Stimulator





About the rostrum boldly lettered posters asked:




Is Hesitation Hindering Your Career?


Is Your Mind a Flip-Flap?





or stated:




A Steady Mind is a ready Mind


Planned Thinking Pays


Snap Beats Flap





and advised:




Direct Your Own Destiny


Mobilize Mentally and Make Money


Plan Your Prosperity





For the first time the array failed to please him. Also for the first time he was astonished to think of the number of half-crowns it had helped to draw in exchange for the Omni-potent Famous World-Unique Mental Tonic.


‘May as well ditch this lot,’ he said. ‘We’ll need a tent with benches and a stage.’


Then he went back to the trailer, and turned Rosie out.


‘I got to think,’ he explained. ‘I got to work out the patter and the publicity, and we’ll get you a new dress for the act.’


The try-out took place a couple of days later before a critical audience drawn from the profession. It included Joe Dindell, more widely known as El Magnifico of Magnifico and His Twenty Man-Eating Lions, Dolly Brag or Gipsy Clara, George Haythorpe from the Rifle-Range, Pearl Verity (née Jedd), the Only Authentic Three-Legged Woman in the World, and a sprinkling of others from both the main and side shows.


The tent was not as-large as Ted would have liked, and incapable of seating more than sixty persons, but better things would come. Meanwhile, he made his appearance before the curtain and delivered the build-up as though he addressed the rising tiers in a super-cinema. It was in the approved style of superlative, and when it ended with the phrase: ‘—and now, Ladies and Gentlemen, I present to you the greatest—the unbelievable—the supreme wonder of the animal world—JIZZLE!’ the applause had a quality of discriminating appreciation.


As Ted concluded he had moved to the left. Now, as the curtains drew away, he turned, left hand extended towards the centre of the stage. Rosie, having hurriedly fixed the curtain, tripped a few steps on from the other side, stopped with her knees bent in a species of curtsy, projected charm at the audience, and extended her right hand to the centre of the stage. Between them stood an easel bearing a large pad of white paper and beside it, on a square table with a red-fringed top, sat Jizzle. She was clad in a bright yellow dress, and a pill-box hat with a curled red feather: for the moment she had pulled the dress aside, and was searching beneath it with great application.


Both Ted’s smile and Rosie’s were property affairs which could have deceived no one. A few minutes earlier she had flatly and finally declined to wear the new dress he had designed for her.


‘I don’t care,’ she said. ‘I’ve told you I won’t, and I won’t. You can dress your beastly monkey how you like, but you won’t make me dress like it. I’m surprised at you asking it. Whoever heard of a man dressing his wife like a monkey?’


It was in vain that Ted protested she had it the wrong way round. Rosie’s mind was made up. She would appear in the costume in which she was accustomed to hand out bottles of the Psychological Stimulator, or not at all. To Ted’s mind it pettily ruined his whole carefully planned effect. It was unfortunate that her brown hair was of much the same shade as the dominant colour of Jizzle’s fur, but merely a coincidence.


Ted, after a few more high commendations of his protegee, moved over to the easel and stood beside it, facing the house. Rosie advanced, shifted the table with Jizzle upon it in front of the easel, and handed something to the monkey. Almost before she was able to bob and beam and resume her place, Jizzle was on her feet with her left hand holding on to the side of the pad, her right hand drawing swiftly. An astonished muttering broke out among the spectators. Her technique would not have met with approval in art-schools, and it gave a certain simian flavour, hitherto unnoticed in her subject by others, but the final likeness to Ted was indisputable. Sheer amazement made the applause a trifle slow in starting, but when it came it was wholehearted.


Ted tore off the sheet and moved away, graciously waving Rosie into his place. She took it with a smile that was resolutely fixed. Ted pinned his picture to the back of the stage while Jizzle drew again. Once more the likeness was remarkable, though perhaps the simian quality was a shade more to the fore. Ted felt that from the domestic angle it was possibly just as well after all that Rosie had not worn the dress. Even so, the audience’s laugh put Rosie’s professional expression to a test which it only just survived.


‘Now, if any lady or gentleman in the audience——?’ suggested Ted.


Joe Dindell was the first to oblige. Powerful and massive, he stalked on to the stage to take up one of his best El Magnifico poses beside the easel.


Ted continued to try out his patter while Jizzle drew. She needed no persuasion. The moment one sheet was torn off she started on the next as if the plain paper were an irresistible invitation to doodle between clients. Once or twice Ted let her finish, making it clear that she was able to repeat from memory as well as draw from direct observation. By the end of the show the stage was decorated with portraits of the whole of the small audience who were clustered round, wringing Ted’s hand, predicting overwhelming success, and inspecting Jizzle as if they were even yet not quite convinced of what they had seen. The only person who held a little aloof in the celebration which followed was Rosie. She sat sipping her drink and speaking little. From time to time she turned a gloomy, speculative look on the self-occupied Jizzle.


Rosie found it difficult to be clear in her own mind whether she disliked Jizzle because she was unnatural, or because she was too natural. Both were, in her view, sound bases for distaste. Jizzle was abnormal, a freak, and it was natural to feel that way about a freak—except, of course, those like Pearl whom one knew well. On the other hand, certain franknesses which would have been unperturbing in a dog, became embarrassing when displayed by a creature, and particularly a female creature, which providence had privileged to be at least a kind of burlesque of the form divine. There was also Jizzle’s attitude. It was true that monkeys often snickered: it was true that by the law of averages some of these snickers must be ill-timed—but still …


All the same, Jizzle became the third occupant of the trailer.


‘She’s going to be worth thousands of pounds to us—and that means she’s worth thousands to others, too,’ Ted pointed out. ‘We can’t risk having her pinched. And we can’t risk her getting ill, either. Monkeys need warm places to live in.’ Which was all quite true; and so Jizzle stayed.


From the first performance of the act, there was not an instant’s doubt of its success. Ted raised the admission from one shilling to one-and-six, and then to two shillings, and the price of a Jizzle ‘original’ from half a crown to five shillings without any loss of patronage. He opened negotiations for a larger tent.


Rosie tolerated her position as handmaiden for just one week, and then struck. The audience laughed at each of Jizzle’s drawings, but Rosie’s sensitive ear detected a different note when they saw the portrait of her. It rankled.


‘It—she makes me look more monkey-like every time. I believe she does it on purpose,’ she said. ‘I won’t stand there and be made a fool of by a monkey.’


‘Darling, that’s sheer imagination. All her drawing is a bit monkeyish—after all, it’s only natural,’ Ted remonstrated.


‘It’s more so when it’s me.’


‘Now, do be reasonable, darling. What would it matter anyway, even if it were so?’


‘So you don’t mind your wife being jeered at by a monkey?’


‘But that’s ridiculous, Rosie. You’ll get used to her. She’s a nice friendly little thing, really.’


‘She isn’t, not to me. She keeps on watching and spying on me all the time.’


‘Come now, darling, hang it all——’


‘I don’t care what you say, she does. She just sits there watching and snickering. I suppose she’s got to live in the trailer; I’ll have to put up with that, but I’ve had enough of her in the act. You can do it without me. If you must have someone, get Ireen from the Hoop-La. She won’t mind.’


Ted was genuinely distressed, and more at the troubled state of the larger partnership than the breaking up of the act. It was indisputable that something had happened, and kept on happening, to it since Jizzle’s arrival. It took the gilt off a lot of things. He and Rosie had always got along so well together. He had wanted her to have more pleasures and comforts than the returns from Dr Steven’s Stimulator could provide; and now that the big chance had come, discord had arrived with it. No one acquiring such a valuable property as Jizzle could afford not to exploit her properly. Rosie was perfectly well aware of that—but, well, women got such queer fixed ideas. … Upon that, he had an idea himself. He made a discreet search to discover if Rosie had been sewing any small garments in secret—apparently she had not.


Business thrived. Ted’s show was promoted to mention on the advance bills. Jizzle also thrived, and settled in. She took to Ted’s left shoulder as her favourite perch, which was somehow slightly flattering, and also had publicity value, but domestically things went the other way. Little was to be seen of Rosie during the day. She seemed always to be helping, or drinking cups of tea, in some other caravan. If Ted had to go out on business he had to shut Jizzle up in the trailer alone when he felt that both her safety and well-being demanded someone to look after her. But his single suggestion that Rosie might act as guardian had met with so determined a rebuff that he did not like to repeat it. At night Rosie did her best to ignore Jizzle altogether; the monkey responded with sulky moods which broke on occasion into snickers. At such times Rosie would relinquish indifference, and glare at her angrily. She gave it as her opinion that even lions were more companionable creatures. But Rosie herself was far less companionable than before. Ted was aware of an uninterest and grudgingness in her that had never been there before, and he was puzzled: the money that now rolled in was by no means everything. …


Had he not been a reasonable, clear-thinking man, he might have begun to feel some resentment against Jizzle himself. …


The puzzle was to a great extent resolved on a night when Jizzle had already been an established success for six weeks. Ted came back to the trailer later than usual. He had had several drinks, but he was not drunk. He walked into the trailer with a sheet of paper rolled in his hand, and stood looking down at Rosie, who was already in bed.


‘You ——!’ he said. He leaned over and smacked her face hard.


Rosie, startled out of a half-sleep, was as much bewildered as hurt. Ted glared down at her.


‘Now I understand quite a lot. Spying on you, you said. God, what a mug I’ve been! No wonder you didn’t want her around.’


‘What are you talking about?’ Rosie demanded, tears in her eyes.


‘You know. I expect everyone knows but me.’


‘But, Ted——’


‘You can save your breath. Look at this!’


He unrolled the sheet of paper before her. Rosie stared at it. It was surprising how much obscene suggestion could reside in a few simple lines.


‘While I was doing the patter,’ Ted said. ‘All sniggering their bloody heads off before I saw what was happening. Damn funny, isn’t it?’ He looked down at the drawing. There could not be a moment’s doubt for any who knew them that the woman and man involved were Rosie and El Magnifico. …


Rosie flushed to her hair. She jumped from the bed and made a vicious grab at the top of the cupboard. Jizzle evaded her skilfully.


Ted caught her arm and jerked her back.


‘It’s too late for that now,’ he said.


The flush had gone, leaving her face white.


‘Ted,’ she said, ‘you don’t believe …?’


‘Spying on you!’ he repeated.


‘But, Ted, I didn’t mean …’


He slapped her again across the face.


Rosie caught her breath; her eyes narrowed.


‘Damn you! Damn you!’ she said, and went for him like a fury.


Ted reached one hand behind him and unlatched the door. He turned round with her, and thrust her outside. She stumbled down the three steps, tripped on the hem of her nightdress, and fell to the ground.


He slammed the door shut, and snapped the bolt.


Upon the cupboard Jizzle snickered. Ted threw a saucepan at her. She dodged it, and snickered again.


The next morning an air of concern spread outwards from the office where the manager and the ringmaster were considering the problem of finding at short notice a man of presence and intrepid appearance to take charge of the lion act. Quite half the day passed before anyone but Ted knew that Rosie also was missing.


Ted went through the next few days with remorse, putting increasing pressure on righteous anger. He had not realized what Rosie’s absence would mean. He had done, as he saw it, the only thing a man could do in the circumstances—but very bitterly was he aware of the craven wish that he had never learnt the circumstances.


Jizzle’s confident predilection for his shoulder as a perch became a source of irritation. He took to pushing her off impatiently. But for the damned monkey he never need have known about Rosie. … He began to hate the sight of Jizzle. …


For a week he continued to give the show, mechanically, but with increasing distaste; then he approached George Haythorpe of the Rifle-Range. George reckoned it could be done. Muriel, his wife, could easily manage the Range with a girl to help her; he himself was willing to take over Jizzle and run the act with Ted retaining a twenty per cent interest in the gross.


‘That is,’ George added, ‘if the monkey’ll stand for it. She seems mighty attached to you.’


For a day or two that appeared to be the most doubtful aspect of the arrangement. Jizzle continued to attach herself to Ted, and to watch him rather than George for instruction. But gradually, by patient and repeated removal, the change in mastery was made plain to her, whereupon she sulked for two days before deciding to accept it.


It was a relief to be free of Jizzle—but it did not bring back Rosie. The trailer seemed emptier than ever. … After a few days of morbid inactivity Ted took himself in hand. He pulled out his old stock, unrolled some of the old bills for the Psychological Stimulator, and lettered some new ones:




Modernize your Mentality


Confidence Creates Cash


A Keen Mind is a Key Mind





In a short while he was back at the old stand and the mugs were putting up their half-crowns with a will—but it still wasn’t the same without Rosie handing out the bottles. …


Jizzle had now settled in well with George. The act was on its feet again and playing to capacity, but Ted felt no tinge of jealousy or regret as he watched the crowds going in. Even his share of the takings brought him little pleasure; they still linked him with Jizzle. He would have given them all up on the spot just to have Rosie beside him again as he shouted the merits of his elixir. He began to try to trace her, but without success. …


A month passed before a night on which Ted was awakened by a knock on the trailer door. His heart thumped. Even at that moment he had been dreaming of Rosie. He jumped out of bed to open the door.


But it was not Rosie. It was George, with Jizzle on his shoulder and one of the Range rifles in his hand.


‘What——?’ began Ted dazedly. He had been so sure it was Rosie.


‘I’ll show you what, you bastard,’ said George. ‘Just look at that!’


He brought forward his other hand with a sheet of paper in it.


Ted looked. Compromising would have been the severest understatement for the attitude in which George’s wife, Muriel, was displayed with Ted.


He raised his horrified eyes. …


George was lifting the rifle. On his shoulder Jizzle snickered.









TECHNICAL SLIP


‘Prendergast,’ said the Departmental Director, briskly, ‘there’ll be that Contract XB2S23 business arising to-day. Look after it, will you?’


‘Very good, sir.’


Robert Finnerson lay dying. Two or three times before he had been under the impression that he might be dying. He had been frightened, and blusterously opposed to the idea; but this time it was different: he did not bluster, for he had no doubt that the time had come. Even so, he was still opposed; it was under marked protest that he acknowledged the imminence of the nonsensical arrangement.


It was so absurd to die at sixty, anyway, and, as he saw it, it would be even more wasteful to die at eighty. A scheme of things in which the wisdom acquired in living was simply scrapped in this way was, to say the least, grossly inefficient. What did it mean? That somebody else would have to go through the process of learning all that life had already taken sixty years to teach him; and then be similarly scrapped in the end. No wonder the race was slow in getting anywhere—if, indeed, it were getting anywhere—with this cat-and-mouse, ten-forward-and-nine-back system.


Lying back on one’s pillows and waiting for the end in the quiet, dim room, the whole ground plan of existence appeared to suffer from a basic futility of conception. It was a matter to which some of these illustrious scientists might well pay more attention—only, of course, they were always too busy fiddling with less important matters; until they came to his present pass, when they would find it was too late to do anything about it.


Since his reflections had revolved thus purposelessly, and several times, upon somewhat elliptical orbits, it was not possible for him to determine at what stage of them he became aware that he was no longer alone in the room. The feeling simply grew that there was someone else there, and he turned his head on the pillow to see who it might be. The thin clerkly man whom he found himself regarding, was unknown to him, and yet, somehow, unsurprising.


‘Who are you?’ Robert Finnerson asked him.


The man did not reply immediately. He looked about Robert’s own age, with a face, kindly but undistinguished, beneath hair that had thinned and greyed. His manner was diffident, but the eyes which regarded Robert through modest gold-rimmed spectacles were observant.


‘Pray do not be alarmed, Mr Finnerson,’ he requested.


‘I’m not at all alarmed,’ Robert told him testily. ‘I simply asked who you are.’


‘My name is Prendergast—not, of course, that that matters——’


‘Never heard of you. What do you want?’


Prendergast told him modestly: ‘My employers wish to lay a proposition before you, Mr Finnerson.’


‘Too late now for propositions,’ Robert replied shortly.


‘Ah, yes, for most propositions, of course, but I think this one may interest you.’


‘I don’t see how—all right, what is it?’


‘Well, Mr Finnerson, we—that is, my employers—find that you are—er—scheduled for demise on April 20, 1963. That is, of course, tomorrow.’


‘Indeed,’ said Robert calmly, and with a feeling that he should have been more surprised than he felt. ‘I had come to much the same conclusion myself.’


‘Quite sir,’ agreed the other. ‘But our information also is that you are opposed to this—er—schedule.’


‘Indeed!’ repeated Mr Finnerson. ‘How subtle! If that’s all you have to tell me, Mr Pendlebuss——’


‘Prendergast, sir. No, that is just by way of assuring you of our grasp of the situation. We are also aware that you are a man of considerable means; and, well, there’s an old saying that “you can’t take it with you”, Mr Finnerson.’


Robert Finnerson looked at his visitor more closely.


‘Just what are you getting at?’ he said.


‘Simply this, Mr Finnerson. My firm is in a position to offer a revision of schedule—for a consideration.’


Robert was already far enough from his normal for the improbable to have shed its improbability. It did not occur to him to question its possibility. He said, ‘What revision—and what consideration?’


‘Well, there are several alternative forms,’ explained Prendergast, ‘but the one we recommend for your consideration is our Reversion Policy. It is quite our most comprehensive benefit—introduced originally on account of the large numbers of persons in positions similar to yours who were noticed to express the wish “if only I had my life over again”.’


‘I see,’ said Robert, and indeed he did. The fact that he had read somewhere or other of legendary bargains of the kind went a long way to disperse the unreality of the situation. ‘And the catch is?’ he added.


Prendergast allowed a trace of disapproval to show.


‘The consideration,’ he said, with some slight stress upon the word. ‘The consideration in respect of a Revision is a down-payment to us of seventy-five per cent of your present capital.’


‘Seventy-five per cent! What is this firm of yours?’


Prendergast shook his head.


‘You would not recall it, but it is a very old-established concern. We have had—and do have—numbers of notable clients. In the old days we used to work on a basis of—well—I suppose you would call it barter. But with the rise of commerce we changed our methods. We have found it much more convenient to have investable capital than to accumulate souls—especially at their present depressed market value. It is a great improvement in all ways. We benefit considerably, and it costs you nothing but money you must lose anyway—and you are still entitled to call your soul your own: as far, that is, as the law of the land permits. Your heirs will be a trifle disappointed, that’s all.’


The last was not a consideration to distress Robert.


‘My heirs are round the house like vultures now,’ he said. ‘I don’t in the least mind their having a little shock. Let’s get down to details, Mr Snodgrass.’


‘Prendergast,’ said the visitor, patiently. ‘Well now, the usual method of payment is this …’


It was a whim, or what appeared to be a whim, which impelled Mr Finnerson to visit Sands Square. Many years had passed since he had seen it, and though the thought of a visit had risen from time to time there had seemed never to be the leisure. But now in the convalescence following the remarkable, indeed, miraculous recovery which had given such disappointment to his relatives, he found himself for the first time in years with an abundance of spare hours on his hands.


He dismissed the taxi at the corner of the square, and stood for some minutes surveying the scene with mixed feelings. It was both smaller and shabbier than his memory of it. Smaller, partly because most things seem smaller when revisited after a stretch of years, and partly because the whole of the south side including the house which had been his home was now occupied by an overbearing block of offices: shabbier because the new block emphasized the decrepitude of those Georgian terraces which had survived the bombs and had therefore had to outlast their expected span by twenty or thirty years.


But if most things had shrunk, the plane trees now freshly in leaf had grown considerably, seeming to crowd the sky with their branches, though there were fewer of them. A change was the bright banks of tulips in well-tended beds which had grown nothing but tired-looking laurels before. Greatest change of all, the garden was no longer forbidden to all but residents, for the iron railing, so long employed in protecting the privilege, had gone for scrap in 1941, and never been replaced.


In a recollective mood and with a trace of melancholy, Mr Finnerson crossed the road and began to stroll again along the once familiar paths. It pleased and yet saddened him to discover the semi-concealed gardener’s shed looking just as it had looked fifty years ago. It displeased him to notice the absence of the circular seat which used to surround the trunk of a familiar tree. He wandered on, noting this and remembering that, but in general remembering too much, and beginning to regret that he had come. The garden was pleasant—better looked after than it had been—but, for him, too full of ghosts. Overall there was a sadness of glory lost, with shabbiness surrounding.


On the east side a well-remembered knoll survived. It was, he recalled as he walked slowly up it, improbably reputed to be a last fragment of the earthworks which London had prepared against the threat of Royalist attack.


In the circle of bushes which crowned it a hard, slatted chair rested in seclusion. The fancy took him to hide in this spot as he had been wont to hide there half a century before. With his handkerchief he dusted away the pigeon droppings and the lesser grime. The relief he found in the relaxation of sitting down made him wonder if he had not been over-estimating his recuperation. He felt quite unusually weary. …


Peace was splintered by a girl’s insistent voice.


‘Bobby!’ she called. ‘Master Bobby, where are you?’


Mr Finnerson was irritated. The voice jarred on him. He tried to disregard it as it called again.


Presently a head appeared among the surrounding bushes. The face was a girl’s; above it a bonnet of dark blue straw; around it navy ribbons, joining in a bow on the left cheek. It was a pretty face, though at the moment it wore a professional frown.


‘Oh, there you are, you naughty boy. Why didn’t you answer when I called?’


Mr Finnerson looked behind him to find the child addressed. There was none. As he turned back he became aware that the chair had gone. He was sitting on the ground, and the bushes seemed taller than he had thought.


‘Come along now. You’ll be late for tea,’ added the girl. She seemed to be looking at Mr Finnerson himself.


He lowered his eyes, and received a shock. His gaze, instead of encountering a length of neatly striped trouser, rested upon blue serge shorts, chubby knees, white socks, and childish shoes. He waggled his foot, and that in the childish shoe responded. Forgetting everything else in this discovery, he looked down his front at a fawn coat with large flat brass buttons. At the same moment he became aware that he was viewing everything from beneath the curving brim of a yellow straw hat.


The girl gave a sound of impatience. She pushed through the bushes and emerged as a slender figure in a long, navy blue cape. She bent down. A hand, formalized at the wrist by a stiff cuff, emerged from the folds of the cape and fastened upon his upper arm. He was dragged to his feet.


‘Come along now,’ she repeated. ‘Don’t know what’s come over you this afternoon, I’m sure.’


Clear of the bushes, she shifted her hold to his hand, and called again.


‘Barbara. Come along.’


Robert tried not to look. Something always cried but in him as if it had been hurt when he looked at Barbara. But in spite of his will his head turned. He saw the little figure in a white frock turn its head, then it came tearing across the grass looking like a large doll. He stared. He had almost forgotten that she had once been like that: as well able to run as any other child, and forgotten, too, what a pretty, happy little thing she had been.


It was quite the most vivid dream he had ever had. Nothing in it was distorted or absurd. The houses sat with an air of respectability round the quiet square. On all four sides they were of a pattern, with variety only in the colours of the spring painting that most of them had received. The composite sounds of life about him were in a pattern, too, that he had forgotten: no rising whine of gears, nor revving of engines, nor squeal of tyres; instead, an utterly different cast blended from the clopping of innumerable hooves, light and heavy, and the creak and rattle of carts. Among it was the jingle of chains and bridles, and somewhere in a nearby street a hurdy-gurdy played a once-familiar tune. The beds of tulips had vanished, the wooden seat encircled the old tree as before, the spiked railings stood as he remembered them, stoutly preserving the garden’s privacy. He would have liked to pause and taste the flavour of it all again, but that was not permissible.


‘Don’t drag,’ admonished the voice above him. ‘We’re late for your tea now, and Cook won’t half create.’


There was a pause while she unlocked the gate and let them out, then with their hands in hers they crossed the road towards a familiar front door, magnificent with new, shiny green paint and brass knocker. It was a little disconcerting to find that their way in led by the basement steps and not through this impressive portal.


In the nursery everything was just as it had been, and he stared around him, remembering.


‘No time for mooning, if you want your tea,’ said the voice above.


He went to the table, but continued to look around, recognizing old friends. The rocking-horse with its lower lip missing. The tall fireguard, and the rug in front of it. The three bars across the window. The dado procession of farmyard animals. The gas lamp purring gently above the table. A calendar showing a group of three very woolly kittens, and below, in red and black, the month—May 1910; 1910, he reflected: that would mean he was just seven.


At the end of the meal—a somewhat dull meal, perhaps, but doubtless wholesome—Barbara asked, ‘Are we going to see Mummy now?’


Nurse shook her head.


‘Not now. She’s out; so’s your daddy. I expect they’ll look in at you when they get back—if you’re good.’


The whole thing was unnaturally clear and detailed: the bathing, the putting to bed. Forgotten things came back to him with an uncanny reality which bemused him. Nurse checked her operations once to look at him searchingly and say, ‘Well, you’re a quiet one tonight, aren’t you? I hope you’re not sickening for something.’


There was still no fading of the sharp impressions when he lay in bed with only the flickering night-light to show the familiar room. The dream was going on for a long time—but then dreams could do that, they could pack a whole sequence into a few seconds. Perhaps this was a special kind of dream, a sort of finale while he sat out there in the garden on that seat; it might be part of the process of dying—the kind of thing people meant when they said ‘his whole life flashed before him,’ only it was a precious slow flash. Quite likely he had overtired himself: after all he was still only convalescent. …


At that moment he thought of that clerkly little man, Pendlsomething—no, Prendergast—recurred to him. It struck him with such abrupt force that he sat up in bed, looking wildly round. He pinched himself—people always did that to make sure they were awake, though he had never understood why they should not dream they were pinching themselves—it certainly felt as if he were awake. He got out of bed and stood looking about him. The floor was hard and solid under his feet, the chill in the air quite perceptible, the regular breathing of Barbara, asleep in her cot, perfectly audible. After a few moments of bewilderment he got slowly back into bed.


People who wish: ‘If only I had my life over again.’ That was what that fellow Prendergast had said. …


Ridiculous … utterly absurd, of course—and, anyway, life did not begin at seven years old—such a preposterous thing could not happen, it was all against the laws of nature—and yet suppose … just suppose … that once, by some multi-millionth chance …


Bobby Finnerson lay still, quietly contemplating an incredible vista of possibilities. He had done pretty well for himself last time merely by intelligent perception, but now, armed with foreknowledge, what might he not achieve! In on the ground floor with radio, plastics, synthetics of all kinds—with prescience of the coming wars, of the boom following the first—and of the 1929 slump. Aware of the trends. Knowing the weapons of the second war before it came, ready for the advent of the atomic age. Recalling endless oddments of useful information acquired haphazardly in fifty years—where was the catch? Uneasily, he felt sure that there must be a catch: something to stop him communicating his useful knowledge. You couldn’t disorganize history, but what was it that could prevent him telling, say the Americans about Pearl Harbour, or the French about the German plans? There must be something to stop that, but what was it?


There was a theory he had read somewhere—something about parallel universes …?


No. There was just no explanation for it all; in spite of seeming reality; in spite of pinching himself, it was a dream—just a dream … or was it?


Some hours later a board creaked. The quietly-opened door let in a wedge of brighter light from the passage, and then shut it off. Lying still and pretending sleep, he heard careful footsteps approach. He opened his eyes to see his mother bending over him. For some moments he stared unbelievingly at her. She looked lovely in evening dress, with her eyes shining. It was with astonishment that he realized she was still barely more than a girl. She gazed down at him steadily, a little smile around her mouth. He reached up one hand to touch her smooth cheek. Then, like a piercing bolt came the recollection of what was going to happen to her. He choked.


She leant over and gathered him to her, speaking softly not to disturb Barbara:


‘There, there, Bobby boy. There’s nothing to cry about. Did I wake you suddenly? Was there a horrid dream?’


He snuffled, but said nothing.


‘Never mind, darling. Dreams can’t hurt, you know. Just you forget it now, and go to sleep.’


She tucked him up, kissed him lightly, and turned to the cot where Barbara lay undisturbed. A minute later she had gone.


Bobby Finnerson lay quiet but awake, gazing up at the ceiling, puzzling, and tentatively, planning.


The following morning, being a Saturday, involved the formality of going to the morning-room to ask for one’s pocket-money. Bobby was a little shocked by the sight of his father. Not just by the absurd appearance of the tall choking collar and the high-buttoned jacket with mean lapels, but on account of his lack of distinction; he seemed a very much more ordinary young man than he had liked to remember. Uncle George was there, too, apparently as a week-end guest. He greeted Bobby heartily.


‘Hullo, young man. By Jingo, you’ve grown since I last saw you. Won’t be long before you’ll be helping us with the business, at this rate. How’ll you like that?’


Bobby did not answer. One could not say: ‘That won’t happen because my father’s going to be killed in the war, and you are going to ruin the business through your own stupidity.’ So he smiled back vaguely at Uncle George, and said nothing at all.


‘Do you go to school now?’ his uncle added.


Bobby wondered if he did. His father came to the rescue.


‘Just a kindergarten in the mornings, so far,’ he explained.


‘What do they teach you? Do you know the Kings of England?’ Uncle George persisted.


‘Draw it mild, George,’ protested Bobby’s father. ‘Did you know ’em when you were just seven—do you now, for that matter?’


‘Well, anyway, he knows who’s king now, don’t you, old man?’ asked Uncle George.


Bobby hesitated. He had a nasty feeling that there was a trick about the question, but he had to take a chance.


‘Edward the Seventh,’ he said, and promptly knew from their faces that it had been the wrong choice.


‘I mean, George the Fifth,’ he amended hastily.


Uncle George nodded.


‘Still sounds queer, doesn’t it? I suppose they’ll be putting G.R. on things soon instead of E.R.’


Bobby got away from the room with his Saturday sixpence, and a feeling that it was going to be less easy than he had supposed to act his part correctly.
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