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			First

			This is a book of episodes, short and long stories, each unconnected with the others except by way of authorship. Most of the stories have never been collected in volume before, but two of them appeared in an earlier book, published four decades ago, another in a long-forgotten story collection, even earlier, in 1972. They were indicators of the direction in which my writing was then developing. Because the stories in this book have been chosen to represent the range of what I have been doing for most of my time as a writer, all three of them should be here.

			They and the others are unchanged from when they were first published, but because everything in life moves on and develops, not least of which for a writer is an interest in and knowledge of language and style, I have done a little polishing here and there. I hope it will be invisible, and not indicative of some motive to make the stories seem better than they were at the time.

			Each story is presented in three sections. The story itself sits in the middle, but there is a Before section, which describes informally how the story came to be written, in some cases  noting circumstances that were relevant, and what I had in mind as I was working out what to do with the story. Then there is the After section, perhaps even more informal in manner, and this describes how the writing of the story went, where it was published, what if anything happened as a result of it.

			The intention is to try to convey an insight into the writing of short stories, the context from which they have arisen. I usually write short stories when I’m between novels, although in one needlessly disruptive case, described when its turn comes, I had to break off from a novel in progress to write a story.

			Novels are of course a long haul. I need a basic minimum of six months of concentrated work to complete a novel, but have managed that only occasionally. Most of them have taken much longer. The Prestige and The Separation were both endurance tests – the former because I had a pre-school family, the latter because of the amount of research that was necessary. For a large part of the time while writing a novel the outcome is never certain, and there is an ever-present danger of something going wrong – sometimes it can be a failure of nerve, but most often the taking of a misguided direction with the story or the characters.

			Short stories have the advantage to a writer of seeming doable within a manageable period of time – even if they have to be abandoned or put aside for any reason, the loss, the sacrifice, is of a few days or weeks of work, rather than several months.

			Even so, at least one of the stories here took longer to write than at least one of my published novels. No generalization about writing is ever completely true.

			These stories are, for want of a better word (and I have searched for a better one), fantastic in kind. That is to say they do not deal with the normal, the familiar, the daily grind, the historical, but take that for granted and stretch credulity, test the reader’s assumptions about what is real or experiential. I make no apology for this, because for half a century I have been putting into practice the belief that the fantastic is a crucial if often misunderstood element of literature.

			The various images and situations of the fantastic, of science fiction, are now so widespread as to seem banal. Science fiction has become huge in Hollywood, for instance. It’s hardly worth mentioning that some of the biggest box office successes in the last three or four decades have been recognizably science fiction in type (Hollywoodistas call it ‘sci-fi’): the Star Wars and Star Trek franchises, for obvious examples, but those are just the most famous. The world of movies has been fascinated by spaceships, alien invaders, monsters, robots, etc., for most of its existence. One of the first feature films ever made, Georges Méliès’ Le Voyage dans la Lune (1902), mixed surrealism, special effects and science fiction. Computer gaming draws heavily on the presumed images and clichés. Superheroes in comic books go in for extreme versions of the standard science-fiction tropes. Advertising, television shows, computer software, consumer electronics, internet graphics, industrial design, architecture, magazine illustrations – the visual and metaphorical references to the fantastic are endless.

			Oddly, though, one thing has not changed at all in that half century, my half century of writing. Fantastic literature itself is still largely unappreciated beyond a small but consistently intelligent readership. Criticism from outside is usually general, based on perceptions of the form rather than what it should be: an assessment of particular titles or, more importantly, the work of individual authors. Because of this inexactitude it is therefore treated as a genre with its own self-enclosed rules, assumed to be subject to special standards that do not apply to general literature, thought to be aimed at an audience of nerds or computer geeks or sensation seekers.

			I have always hoped this would change, but it never has. The inference of sameness is patently flawed, because it lumps the good work with the bad and does not recognize the middle ground. Literature is the product of individuals, almost always working alone. Those who speak up against the generalization therefore find themselves in the wrong argument, because a defence of the whole has to include a defence of the mundane and the frankly indefensible.

			Fantastic literature is therefore regarded as genre fiction. The OED usefully provides two definitions of the word in its non-French usage.

			The first says that a ‘genre’ is a style or a category, a kind of art, music or literature. Use of the word in this sense makes identification easy but also implies a taxonomy, a summing up of what it is without going into particulars. The label is handy. It is thought to serve, Janus-like, a dual role – an encouragement to those who like to read it, but also a warning off to those who do not wish to know.

			But the OED offers a second definition: ‘genre’, as a modifier, denotes a term for paintings of a certain type, that of scenes from ordinary life, typically domestic or realistic.

			As has been pointed out by Ursula K. Le Guin, a supreme writer of the fantastic, the phrase ‘realistic scenes of ordinary life’ neatly describes the subject matter of the realistic or general literary novel.

			Paradoxically, when ‘genre’ started being used in the critical lexicon of literature, it was applied to certain types of fiction at a slight remove from absolute reality: detective stories, spy thrillers, romances, Westerns, sea stories, and so on, were all called genre fiction.

			Because these categories actually do have clear boundaries, they are limited by them. If a gunman in the Old West sees the error of his ways and becomes a social reformer in the slums of Chicago, the book is no longer a Western; if Hornblower falls overboard and drowns it is no longer a sea story; if a doctor and nurse spend long hours of overtime in A&E it is not a romance.

			The fantastic is different. It is indefinable and free of boundaries, with no restrictions on place or time – it can be located in the realist here and now if needs be, but also anywhere in the world or universe, real or imagined, past, present or future. There are no expectations about style and internal rules are few. The fantastic includes shallow and meretricious hackwork, but also the work of fine literary writers – Ursula K. Le Guin, Octavia E. Butler, J. G. Ballard. Margaret Atwood, winner of multiple awards, has not only written several fantastic novels, but a book about science fiction. The culminating works of Doris Lessing, Nobel Laureate in Literature, were resolutely fantastic in nature. Kazuo Ishiguro, another Nobel Laureate, has written at least two fantastic novels, and has fantastic elements in others.

			All the best literature exists and survives outside definitions. That which is uncategorizable, unrepeatable, inimitable, will break all the rules but outlive its contemporaries forever. Regard such twentieth-century fiction as Dubliners, Cold Comfort Farm, Catch-22, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, L’étranger, Animal Farm, The Catcher in the Rye.

			I make no such high claim for the stories in this book, but from reading them you will probably discern that very few of them conform to the standard expectations of science fiction. Looking over them, I think only two of them come close to what many people think of as SF: ‘An Infinite Summer’ has people from the future taking an advanced kind of photograph, and in ‘Palely Loitering’ there is talk of a starship – but both of those stories are wistful love stories in romanticized settings, and the gimmick is in the background. One other story is a sort of extended gag about science-fiction gadgets. The rest are what I prefer to think of as speculative fiction, where strangeness is something that is perceived or encountered or imagined, and is not set off by aliens invading in UFOs or mad professors building super-weapons. None of that is interesting to me, not back then when I began writing, or now, while I continue.

			One of the under-regarded strengths of the science-fiction idiom, something almost unknown in the larger literary world, is that it has always been an active market for the writing, selling and publishing of short stories. When I began trying to sell stories professionally, there were three regularly published magazines that specialized in science fiction or fantasy – they were sold on ordinary bookstands. I first discovered them displayed in a WH Smith branch in an Underground station in London.

			Although soon after I started writing the three were reduced to two, the lost one was in effect replaced by a series of anthologies of previously unpublished fiction: four a year from a major paperback publisher, with national distribution. All these markets for short stories operated what is called these days an ‘open submission’ system, which meant that anyone who cared to could submit material. That is how I began: typing out my faltering first efforts, putting them in envelopes and sending them in. Most came back after an agonizing delay – one or two did not. I was paid eight guineas for my first story (which in fact was at the time more than my weekly wage).

			All those magazines and anthologies, long ago, have of course ceased to exist, but they were replaced by others, and they in their turn have come and gone. At the time of writing there are two regularly published print magazines of fantastic fiction in the UK, which will accept stories from new or unknown writers, as well as printing material from established writers. Interzone and Black Static are not easily found on bookstalls, but they are regularly published and distributed, they accept subscriptions and can be located online. Both magazines are superbly printed on good-quality paper, with an emphasis on striking design and beautifully executed commercial art. They run a range of intelligent essays, reviews and features as well as several stories, in every issue.

			Nor are these alone. In the Before and After essays about each of the stories you will notice a recurring theme: which is that several of the first story appearances were in anthologies of original fiction. In most cases, my own involvement came about because the editor or publisher invited me to submit, but as far as I know none of these books was a closed shop for established writers. The intention to publish an anthology, and its progress as work goes along, is almost always reported online, in blogs and social media – any new writer seeking a market, and who is prepared to carry out a little online legwork, will find several markets open for submissions.

			Here then are some episodes arising from and between the work of a novelist.

			Christopher Priest

			Isle of Bute, 2018

		

	
		
			 

			Before – ‘The Head and the Hand’

			Although the stories in this book are not intended to be samples from a retrospective album, ‘The Head and the Hand’ is one of the earliest stories here. I wrote it at the end of the 1960s when I was in my twenties – even noting that makes me now drift mentally back fifty years, a distance that still astonishes me when I have to realize how long I have been a writer.

			Like all the others here, this story has another story behind it – not a great revelatory exposition, but a mix of personal recollections. I look back on old relationships, the place I was living in, the almost invariable struggles with the difficulty of staying financially afloat. I am of course intermittently nostalgic for the youthfulness now lost, and glad I came through the problems associated with that. In every case I recall memories of my concerns with the art and craft of writing, as those have always involved me. They are reflected in the title I gave the story.

			The story behind ‘The Head and the Hand’ is this. In the late 1960s I moved to a rented ground-floor apartment in a beautiful Victorian villa on the edge of the village of Harrow on the Hill. (The suburban town of the same name was just up the road.) Perched high on the eponymous hill, Harrow School dominated the area – the house itself, at the bottom of the hill, was almost entirely surrounded by the wide expanse of playing fields belonging to the school. A small gate at the end of the back garden opened into the fields, and we who lived there were permitted to stroll across the peaceful sward, provided none of the pupils was actually out there at the time. The grounds were surrounded by mature trees, many of which shielded the area from the main road that ran along one side, making it into a huge and almost unknown island of greenery in a busy London suburb. It was large enough for several cricket pitches to be marked out. It soon became for me the place where I could think hardest and most creatively, where I could stride around unseen, talk to myself without being overheard, work out ideas for stories.

			This almost idyllic writerly existence had, of course, a few snags attached to it, and in the case of the apartment the main disadvantage was that the elderly landlady, and her only slightly less ancient siblings, lived in the upper floors of the same building. They had old-fashioned ideas about the status and social undesirability of tenants, whom they clearly saw as representatives of an underclass. Naturally, I was deemed to be one. Perhaps it was the long hours of typewriting I went in for, or that I had a car I parked in their drive, or most of all the fact that I had long hair, but I became a target for snooty comments and general condescension. I wanted only to have a home where I could be private and secure, and concentrate on my work.

			One day during the summer of 1969, working in my office at the back of the house, I became aware of a sporadic loud screeching from outside, interspersed with shouting voices and crashing noises. After a while I went out to the front to see what was going on. It turned out the landlady had employed a team of tree surgeons to pollard the two large lime trees that stood next to the drive. As the branches came away they were tossed deliberately in the direction of my car, which by the time I arrived was half-buried under the mass of leaves and branches, with several scratch marks plainly visible. I found the man in charge of the team – he told me that they were waiting for their truck to turn up and had been instructed by the landlady that in the meantime they should throw everything over my car. ‘She told us it shouldn’t be parked there,’ he said, sounding half apologetic, half amused. ‘We thought it was a bit odd, but she insisted.’

			After that he and the other tree surgeons aimed the branches away from my car, but many dents and scratches had been made on the bodywork. After the men had left, and for the weeks that followed, the shorn stumps of the trees stood starkly outside the house, and to me they somehow seemed symbolic of an uncaring wish to control the natural environment for particular and (as I saw them) vengeful reasons.

			Of course, the trees quickly regenerated and looked much healthier, and I later realized that mature trees benefit from being pollarded from time to time, however drastic and extreme the immediate results appear to be.

			The incident gave rise to a series of reflections about trying to shape the world as you wished it to be rather than as it really was, and eventually, by way of the usual convoluted thought process, the horror story that is ‘The Head and the Hand’ was the result.

		

	
		
			 

			The Head and the Hand

			On that special morning at Racine House we were taking exercise in the grounds. There had been a frost overnight and the grass lay white and brittle. The sky was unclouded, and the sun threw long blue shadows. Our breath cast clouds of vapour behind us. There was no sound, no wind, no movement. The park was ours and we were alone.

			Our walks in the mornings had a clearly defined route, and as we came to the eastern end of the path at the bottom of the long sloping lawn I prepared for the turn, pressing down hard on the controlling handles at the back of the carriage. I am a large man, and well-muscled, but the combined weight of the invalid carriage and the master was almost beyond the limit of my strength.

			That day the master was in a difficult mood. Though before we set out he had clearly instructed me to wheel him as far as the disused summer lodge, when I tried to lift him around he waved his head from side to side.

			‘No, Lasken!’ he said irritably. ‘To the lake today. I want to see the swans.’

			I said to him: ‘Of course, sir.’

			I swung the carriage back into the direction in which we had been travelling and continued with our walk. I waited for him to say something to me, because it was unusual that he would give me untempered instructions without qualifying them a few moments later with a more intimate remark. Our relationship was a formal one, but memories of what had once existed between us still had an influence on our behaviour and attitudes. Though we were of a similar age and social background, Todd’s career had affected us considerably. Never again could there be any kind of equality between us.

			I waited for his mood to change.

			In the end he turned his head and said: ‘The park is beautiful today, Edward. This afternoon we must ride through it with Elizabeth before the weather gets any warmer. The trees are so stark, so black.’

			‘Yes sir,’ I said, glancing at the woods to our right. When he bought the house, the first action he had taken was to have all the evergreen trees felled, and the remainder sprayed so that their greenery would be inhibited. With the passage of years they had regained their growth, and now the master would spend the summer months inside the house, the windows shuttered and the curtains drawn. Only with the coming of autumn would he return to the open air, obsessively watching the orange and brown leaves dropping to the ground and swirling across the lawns.

			The lake appeared before us as we rounded the edge of the wood. The grounds dropped down to it in a shallow and undulating incline from the house, which was above us and to our left.

			When we were about a hundred metres from the water’s edge I turned and looked towards the house and saw the tall figure of Elizabeth moving down towards us, her long maroon dress sweeping across the grass.

			Knowing he would not see her, I said nothing to Todd.

			We stopped at the edge of the lake. In the night a crust of ice had formed on its surface.

			‘The swans, Edward. Where are they?’

			He moved his head to the right and placed his lips on one of the switches there. At once, the batteries built into the base of the carriage turned the motors of the servos, and the backrest slid upwards, bringing him into a position that was almost upright.

			He moved his head from side to side, a frown creasing his eyebrow-less face.

			‘Go and find their nests, Lasken. I must see them today.’

			‘It’s the ice, sir,’ I said. ‘It has probably driven them from the water.’

			I heard the rustle of silk on frosted grass, and turned. Elizabeth stood a few yards behind us, holding an envelope in her hands.

			She held it up, looking at me with her eyebrows raised. I nodded silently: that is the one.

			She smiled at me quickly. The master would not yet know that she was there. The outer membrane of his ears had been removed, rendering his hearing unfocused and undirectional.

			She swept past me in the peremptory manner she knew he approved of, and stood before him. He appeared unsurprised to see her.

			‘There’s a letter, Todd,’ she said.

			‘Later,’ he said without looking at it. ‘Lasken can deal with it. I have no time now.’

			‘It’s from Gaston I think. It looks like his stationery.’

			‘Read it to me.’

			He swung his head backwards sharply. It was his instruction to me: move out of earshot. Obediently I stepped away to a place where I knew he could not see me or hear me.

			Elizabeth bent down and kissed him on his lips.

			‘Todd, whatever it is, please don’t do it.’

			‘Read it to me,’ he said again.

			She slitted the envelope with her thumb and pulled out a sheet of thin white paper, folded in three. I knew what the letter contained – Gaston had read it to me over the telephone the day before. He and I had arranged the details. We both knew that no higher price could be obtained, even for Todd. There had been difficulties with the television and other media concessions, and for a while it had looked as if the French government was going to intervene.

			Gaston’s letter was a short one. It said that Todd’s popularity had never been higher, and that the Théâtre Alhambra and its consortium had offered eight million euros for another appearance. I listened to Elizabeth’s voice as she read, marvelling at the emotionless monotone of her articulation. She had warned me earlier that she did not think she was going to be able to read the letter to him without breaking down.

			When she had finished, Todd asked her to read it again. She did this, then placed the open letter in front of him, brushed her lips against his face and walked away from him. As she passed me she laid a hand on my arm for a moment, then continued on up towards the house. I watched her for a few seconds, seeing her slim beauty accentuated by the sunlight falling sideways across her face, and strands of her hair blown behind by the wind.

			The master waved his head from side to side.

			‘Lasken! Lasken!’

			I went back to him.

			‘Do you see this?’

			I picked it up and glanced at it.

			‘I shall write to him of course,’ I said. ‘It is out of the question.’

			‘No, no, I must consider. We must always consider. I have so much at stake.’

			I kept my expression steady.

			‘But it is impossible. You cannot imagine granting any more performances.’

			‘There is a way, Edward,’ he said, in as gentle a voice as I had ever heard him use. ‘I must find that way.’

			I caught sight of a waterfowl a few yards from us, in the reeds at the edge of the lake. It waddled out on to the ice, confused by the frozen surface. I took one of the long poles from the side of the carriage and broke a section of the ice. The bird slithered across the ice and flew away, terrified by the noise.

			I walked back to Todd.

			‘There. If there is some open water, the swans will return.’

			The expression on his face was agitated.

			‘The Théâtre Alhambra,’ he said. ‘What shall we do?’

			‘I will speak to your solicitor. It is an outrage that the theatre should approach you. They know that you cannot go back.’

			‘But eight million euros.’

			‘The money does not matter. You said that yourself once.’

			‘No, it is not the money. Nor the public. It is everything.’

			We waited by the lake for the swans as the sun rose higher in the sky. I was exhilarated by the pale colours of the park, by the quiet and the calm. It was an aesthetic, sterile reaction, for the house and its grounds had oppressed me from the start. Only the transient beauty of the morning – a frozen, fragile countenance – stirred something in me.

			The master had lapsed into silence, and had returned the backrest to the horizontal position he found most relaxing. Though his eyes were closed I knew he would not be asleep.

			I walked away from him so that I was again beyond his hearing, and strolled around the perimeter of the lake, always keeping a watch for movement on the carriage. I wondered if he would be able to resist the offer from the Théâtre Alhambra, fearing that if he did there would never be a greater attraction.

			The time was right – he had not been seen in public for nearly four and a half years. The mood of the public was right – for the media had recently shown their old interest in his exploits, criticizing his many imitators and demanding his return. None of this was lost on the master. There was only one master, one Todd Alborne – only he could have gone so far. No one could compete with him. Everything was right and only the participation of the master was needed to complete it.

			The electric klaxon I had fitted to the carriage sounded. Looking back at him across the ice I saw that he had moved his face to the switch. I turned back and went to him.

			‘I want to see Elizabeth,’ he said.

			‘You know what she will say.’

			‘Yes. But I must speak to her.’

			I turned the carriage round and began the long and difficult return up the slope to the house.

			As we left the side of the lake I saw large, white birds flying low in the distance, headed away from the house. I hoped that Todd had not seen them.

			He looked from side to side as we moved past the wood. I saw on the branches the new buds that would burst in the next few weeks. I think he saw only the bare black twigs, the stark geometry of the naked trees.

			In the house I took him to his study and lifted his body from the carriage he used for outside expeditions, switching to the motorized one in which he moved about the house. He spent the rest of the day with Elizabeth. I saw her only when she came down to collect the meals I prepared for him. In those moments we had time only to exchange glances, to intertwine fingers, to kiss lightly. She would reveal nothing of what he was saying or thinking.

			He retired early and Elizabeth with him, going to the room next to his, sleeping alone as she had done for five years.

			When she was sure he was asleep she left her bed and came to mine. We made love at once. Afterwards we lay together in the dark, our hands clasped possessively. Only then would she tell me what she thought his decision would be.

			‘He’s going to do it,’ she said. ‘I haven’t seen him as excited as this for years.’

			 

			I have been connected with Todd Alborne since we were both eighteen, casual friends at first, then closer, then competitors, rivals, friends again. We took our knocks against each other, some from sport, some from occasional skirmishes, but mostly mental or emotional confrontations. We met during a European holiday – our parents had known one another and chance brought us together one year while were in the south of France. Though we did not become close friends immediately, I found his company fascinating and on our return to England we stayed in touch with each other.

			The fascination he held over me was not one I admired, but neither could I resist it: he possessed a fanatical and passionate dedication to whatever he was doing, and once started he would be deterred by nothing. He conducted several disastrous love affairs, and twice lost most of his money in unsuccessful business ventures. He had a general aimlessness that disturbed me – I always believed that once he was somehow channelled into a direction he could control, he would be able to exploit his unusual talents.

			It was his sudden rise to unexpected fame that separated us. No one had anticipated it, least of all Todd. Yet when he recognized its potential, he embraced it readily.

			I was not with him when it began, although I saw him soon after. He told me what happened and though it differs from the popular version, still repeated in the tabloids and on television, I believe it.

			He was drinking in a bar in a bad part of town with some friends. An accident with an illegally carried knife occurred. They were passing it around, pretending to attack and foil with it. One of his companions had been cut badly and had fainted. During the commotion that followed, a stranger made a wager with Todd that he would not voluntarily inflict a wound on his own body.

			Todd slashed the skin of his forearm and collected his money. The stranger offered to double the stake if Todd would amputate a finger.

			Placing his left hand on the table in front of him, Todd removed his index finger. A few minutes later, with no further encouragement from the stranger – who by this time had left the place – Todd cut off a second finger. He went to the hospital with his injured companion, and both fingers were sewn back into place. The following day a television company picked up the story and Todd was invited to the studio to relate what had happened. His hand and forearm were swathed in bandages. It was a live current events show. Against the wishes of the interviewer, Todd repeated the operation, crudely manipulating a razor-sharp knife with his bandaged hand, slashing at the fingers of the other.

			He was rushed to hospital – a second operation to restore his fingers was carried out.

			It was the reaction to this first broadcast – a wave of prurient shock from the public, and an hysterical condemnation in the media – that perversely suggested to Todd the potential in such displays of self-mutilation.

			Finding a promoter he commenced a tour of Europe, performing his act to paying audiences only. As several of his extremities were sliced away, others were slowly healing. Bandages, plaster casts, slings and, later, crutches, became part of his recognized image.

			It was around this time – as I began to find out about his arrangements for publicity, and as I learned about the extravagant sums of money he was confident of earning – that I became alienated from him. I deliberately isolated myself from news of his exploits and tried to ignore the constant reports of the various stunts he was performing in public.

			The horrendous self-mutilation alone was appalling to try to understand, but as he developed what he called a performance act an element of ritual steadily began to take over. That sickened me, and his native flair for showmanship only made him all the more offensive to me.

			It was a year after this alienation that we met again. It was he who approached me. I resisted him at first, but I was unable to keep it up.

			I learned that in the time we had been out of contact he had married.

			At first I was repelled by Elizabeth because I thought that she loved Todd for his obsession, in the way the blood hungry public loved him. But as I grew to know her better I realized that she saw herself playing some messianic role. I soon understood that she was as vulnerable as Todd, though in an entirely different way. I found myself agreeing to work for Todd and to do for him whatever he requested. At first I refused to assist him with the mutilations, but later did as he asked. I changed my mind about this because of Elizabeth.

			The condition of his body when I started to work for him was desperate. So horrific were his self-inflicted wounds that he was almost entirely crippled. From the start he had sought expensive medical and surgical help to try to keep his body repaired, but the human body has limits of repair and regeneration, and it was not long before regrafting extremities or parts of limbs was no longer effective. Where repair surgery succeeded, distortions and abnormalities sprouted. Healing after a performance took longer, sometimes causing a break of several weeks or months before he could agree to another show. These were the worst times for Todd, because whenever he had to deny himself exposure to an audience, he felt his admirers were falling away.

			But the limits were becoming traumatic. His left arm below the elbow had been removed; his left leg was almost intact beyond the two removed toes. His right leg was intact. One of his ears had been removed, and he had been scalped. All fingers but the thumb and index on his right hand had been removed.

			As a result of these injuries he was incapable of administering any more amputations himself, and in addition to the various assistants he employed for his act he required me to operate the mutilating apparatus during the actual performances.

			He attested disclaimer forms at every performance, protecting me against any consequence of the physical injuries I caused him, and his career continued.

			And it went on, between spells for recovery, for another two years. In spite of the apparent contempt he had for his body, Todd bought the most expensive medical supervision he could find, and the recovery from each amputation was strictly observed before another performance.

			But his eventual retirement was inevitable.

			At his final performance, his genital organs were removed amid the greatest storm of publicity and outrage he had known. Afterwards, he made no further public appearance, and spent a long spell of convalescence in a private nursing home. Elizabeth and I stayed with him, and when he bought Racine House fifty kilometres from Paris, we went there with him.

			From that day we had played out the masque, each pretending to the others that his career had reached its climax, each knowing that inside the limbless, earless, hairless, castrated man there was a flame burning still to finally be extinguished.

			And outside the gates of Racine House, Todd’s private world waited for him. And he knew they waited, and Elizabeth and I knew they waited.

			Meanwhile our life went on, and he was the master.

			 

			After I had confirmed to Gaston that Todd was to make another appearance, three weeks went by before the night of the performance. There was much that Elizabeth and I had to do.

			While we left the publicity arrangements to Gaston, Todd and I began the job of designing and building the equipment for the show. This was a process that in the past had been one I had always found unpleasant. It created tension between Elizabeth and myself, because she never wanted to know about the equipment, and would not let me talk about what I was building.

			This time, though, there was no such problem. Halfway through the work she asked me about the apparatus, and that night, after Todd was asleep, I took her down to the workshop. For ten minutes she walked from one instrument to another, testing the smoothness of the mechanism and the sharpness of the blades.

			Finally, she looked at me without expression, then nodded.

			I contacted Todd’s former assistants, and confirmed with them that they would be present at the performance. Once or twice I telephoned Gaston, and learned of the wave of intense speculation about Todd’s comeback.

			As for the master himself, he was taken with a burst of energy and excitement that stretched to its limits the prosthetic machinery which surrounded him. He seemed unable to sleep and several nights would call for Elizabeth. For this period she did not come to my room, though I often visited her for an hour or two. One night Todd called her while I was there, and I lay in bed listening to him talk to her, his voice unnaturally high-pitched, though never uncontrolled or overexcited.

			When the day of the performance arrived I asked him if he wanted to drive to the Alhambra in our specially built car, or to use the carriage and horses that I knew he preferred for public appearances. He chose the latter.

			We departed early, knowing that in addition to the distance we had to cover there would be several delays caused by admirers.

			We placed Todd at the front of the carriage, next to the driver, sitting him up in the seat I had built for him. Elizabeth and I sat behind, her hand resting lightly on my leg. Every so often, Todd would half turn his head and speak to us. On these occasions, either she or I would lean forward to acknowledge him and reply.

			Once we were on the main road into Paris we encountered many large groups of admirers. Some cheered or called, some stood in silence. Todd acknowledged them all, but when one woman tried to scramble up into the carriage he became agitated and nervous and screamed at me to get her away from him.

			The only place where he came into close contact with any of his admirers was during our stop to change horses. Then he spoke volubly and amiably, though afterwards he was obviously tired.

			Our arrival at the Théâtre Alhambra had been planned in great detail, and the police had cordoned off the crowd. There was a broad channel left free through which Todd could be wheeled. As the carriage halted, the crowd began to cheer, and the horses became nervous.

			I wheeled Todd in through the stage door, reacting in spite of myself to the hysteria of the crowds. Elizabeth was close behind us. Todd took the reception well and professionally, smiling round from side to side, unable to acknowledge the acclaim in any other way. He appeared not to notice the small but determined and vociferous section of the crowd chanting the slogans that they bore on placards.

			Once we were safely inside his dressing room we were able to relax for a while. The show was not scheduled to start for another two and a half hours. After a short nap, Todd was bathed by Elizabeth, and then dressed in his stage costume.

			Twenty minutes before he was due to give his performance, one of the female staff of the theatre came to the dressing room and presented him with a bouquet of flowers. Elizabeth took them from the woman and laid them uncertainly before him, knowing well his dislike of flowers.

			‘Thank you,’ he said to the woman. ‘Flowers. What beautiful colours.’

			Gaston came in fifteen minutes later, accompanied by the manager of the Alhambra. Both men shook hands with me, Gaston kissed Elizabeth on her cheek and the manager tried to strike up a conversation with Todd. Todd did not reply, and a little later I noticed that the manager was weeping silently. Todd stared at us all.

			It had been decided by Todd that there was to be no special ceremony surrounding this performance. There were to be no speeches, no public remarks from Todd. No interviews to be granted. The act on the stage would follow carefully the instructions he had dictated to me, and the rehearsals that the other assistants had been following for the last week.

			He turned to Elizabeth and put his face up towards her. She kissed him tenderly and I turned away.

			After nearly a minute he said: ‘All right, Lasken. I’m ready.’

			I took the handle of his carriage and wheeled him out of the dressing room and down the corridor towards the wings of the stage.

			We heard a man’s voice talking in French of Todd and a tremendous roar of applause from the audience. The muscles of my stomach contracted. The expression on Todd’s face did not change.

			Two of the assistants came forward and lifted Todd into his harness. This was connected by two thin wires to a pulley in the flies. When it was operated by one of the assistants in the wings Todd would be lifted and moved around the stage. When he was secure, his four false limbs were strapped in place.

			He nodded to me and I prepared myself. For a second, I saw the expression in Elizabeth’s eyes. Todd was not looking in our direction, but I made no response to her.

			I stepped on to the stage. A woman screamed, then the whole audience rose to its feet. My heart raced.

			The equipment was already on the stage, covered with heavy velvet curtains. I walked to the centre of the stage and bowed to the audience. Then I walked from one piece of apparatus to another, removing the curtains.

			As each piece was revealed the audience roared its approval. The voice of the manager crackled over the PA system, imploring them to return to their seats. As I had done at so many earlier performances I stood still until the audience was seated once more. Each movement I made was provocative.

			I finished revealing the equipment. To my eye it was ugly and utilitarian but the audience relished the appearance of the razor-sharp blades.

			I walked to the footlights.

			‘Mesdames. Messieurs.’ Silence fell abruptly. ‘Le maître.’

			I moved downstage, holding out my hand in the direction of Todd. I tried purposely to disregard the audience. I could see Todd in the wings, hanging in his harness beside Elizabeth. He was not talking to her or looking at her. His head was bent forward as he concentrated on the sound from the audience.

			They were still in silence – the anticipatory motionlessness of the voyeur.

			Seconds passed and still Todd waited. Somewhere in the audience a voice spoke quietly. Abruptly, the audience roared.

			It was Todd’s moment. He nodded to the assistant, who wound the pulley ropes and propelled Todd out on the stage.

			The movement was eerie and unnatural. He floated on the wire so that his false legs just scraped the canvas of the stage. His false arms hung limply at his side. Only his head was alert, greeting and acknowledging the audience.

			I had expected them to applaud, but at his appearance they subsided again into silence. I had forgotten about that in the intervening years. It was the silences that had always appalled me.

			The pulley assistant propelled Todd to a couch standing to downstage right. I helped him lie down on it. Another assistant – a qualified medical doctor – came on the stage and carried out a brief examination.

			He wrote something on a piece of paper and handed it to me. Then he went to the front of the stage and made his statement to the audience.

			I have examined the master. He is fit. He is sane. He is in full possession of his senses, and knows what he is about to undertake. I have signed a statement to this effect.

			The pulley assistant raised Todd once more and propelled him around the stage, from one piece of equipment to another. When he had inspected them all he nodded his agreement.

			At the front of the stage, in the centre, I unstrapped his false legs. As they fell away from his body, one or two men in the audience gasped.

			Todd’s arm was removed.

			I then pulled forward one of the pieces of equipment: a long, white-covered table with a large mirror above it.

			I swung Todd’s torso on to the table then removed the harness and signalled for it to be lifted away. I positioned Todd so that he was lying with his head towards the audience, and with his whole body visible to them in the mirror. I was working in silence. I did not look towards the audience. I did not look towards the wings. I was sweating. Todd said nothing to me.

			When Todd was in the position he required he nodded to me and I turned towards the audience, bowing and indicating that the performance was about to commence. There was a ripple of applause, soon finished.

			I stood back and watched Todd without reaction. He was reacting again to the audience. In a performance consisting of one solitary action, and a mute one at that, for best effect his timing had to be accurate. There was only one piece of apparatus on the stage which was to be used this evening; the others were there for the effect of their presence.

			Todd and I both knew which one it was to be: I would wheel it over at the appropriate time.

			The audience was silent again, but restless. I felt that the crowd was poised critically. One movement would explode everyone into reaction. Todd nodded to me.

			I walked again from one piece of apparatus to the next. On each one I put my hand to the blade, as if feeling its sharpness. By the time I had been to each one, the audience was ready. I could feel it, and I knew Todd could.

			I went back to the apparatus Todd had selected: a guillotine made from tubular aluminium and with a blade of finest stainless steel. I trundled it over to his table and connected it with the brackets for that purpose. I tested its solidity and made a visual check that the release mechanism would work properly.

			Todd was positioned now so that his head overhung the edge of the table, and was directly beneath the blade. The guillotine was so constructed that it did not obscure the view of his body in the mirror.

			I removed his costume.

			He was naked. The audience gasped when they saw his scars, but returned to silence.

			I took the wire loop of the release mechanism and, as Todd had instructed me, tied it tightly around the thick meat of his tongue. I heard him gagging, but we had rehearsed this at home and he had instructed me to ignore it.

			To take up the slack of the wire I adjusted it at the side of the apparatus.

			I leaned over him, and asked if he was ready. He nodded.

			‘Edward,’ he said indistinctly. ‘Come closer.’

			I leaned forward so that my face was near his. To do this I had to pass my own neck under the guillotine blade. The audience approved of this action.

			‘What is it?’ I said.

			‘I know, Edward. About you and Elizabeth.’

			I looked into the wings, where she was still standing.

			I said: ‘And you still want to . . . ?’

			He nodded again, this time more violently. The wire release on his tongue tightened and the mechanism clicked open. He nearly caught me in the apparatus. I jumped away as the blade plummeted down. I turned from him, looking desperately into the wings at Elizabeth as the first screams from the audience filled the theatre.

			Elizabeth stepped out on to the stage. She was looking at Todd. I went to her.

			Todd’s torso lay on the table. His heart was still beating, for blood spurted rhythmically in thick gouts from his severed neck. His hairless head swung from the apparatus. Where the wire gripped his tongue, it had wrenched it nearly from his throat. His eyes were still open.

			We turned and faced the audience. The change that had come over them was complete. In under five seconds they had panicked. A few people had fainted, the rest were standing, lurching, waving their arms, holding their heads. The noise of their shouting was unbelievable. They moved towards the doors. None looked at the stage. One man swung his fist at another, but immediately was himself knocked down from behind. A woman was having hysterics, tearing at her clothes. No one paid her any attention. I heard a shot and ducked instinctively, pulling Elizabeth down with me. Women screamed and men shouted. I heard the PA click on, but no voice came through. Abruptly, the doors of the auditorium swung open simultaneously on all sides, and armed riot police burst in. It had been prepared carefully. As the police attacked them the crowd fought back. I heard another shot, then several more in rapid succession.

			I took Elizabeth by the hand, and rushed her from the stage.

			In the dressing room we watched through a window as the police attacked the crowds in the street. Many people were shot. Tear gas was released, helicopters hovered overhead.

			We stood together in silence, Elizabeth crying. We were kept within the safety of the theatre building for another twelve hours.

			The next day we returned to Racine House and the first leaves were spreading.

		

	
		
			 

			After – ‘The Head and the Hand’

			The title was derived from a remark by John Ruskin. I intended the story to be about a form of art, a negative and self-destructive art, but even so. Seeking a title, I looked around for an unusual definition of art and discovered an appropriate one from Ruskin: Fine art is that in which the hand, the head, and the heart of man go together.

			With the pollarding of the trees still fresh in my memory I wrote the story in the early weeks of 1970. I received an offer straight away from Kenneth Bulmer, who was editing the New Writings books. This was the series of regular anthologies I mentioned in the introduction. The series was always given prominence in the publisher’s catalogues, and was distributed nationally. The quality of work was high but the market was difficult. The series was eventually discontinued by the publisher, and when it happened Ken Bulmer kindly passed my story across to Michael Moorcock, editor of New Worlds.

			Moorcock said he would publish it but suggested the story could be made a little longer. He offered a few detailed comments. For instance, I had called the building in the story ‘Rimbaud House’, but Moorcock said he felt Rimbaud had been done to death recently – I was not sure if that was a joke, but I changed it to ‘Racine House’ anyway.

			The new version is the one here, and is about two thousand words longer than the original. It was not the first short story I sold to New Worlds, but it was the last.

			My early writing career shadowed what are now seen by some as the mythic years of New Worlds, and the period of the British ‘new wave’ of science fiction (1964 to about 1970). So long ago, yet still a crucial period for those who went through it. I had stories published in both New Worlds and the sister magazine Impulse.

			I usually say of the new wave that I was of it but not in it. As a young and raw writer I loved the propaganda from Mike Moorcock and his followers about doing your own thing, casting off the clichés of the past, taking inspiration not from the American science-fiction tradition but from poetry, rock music, painting, cinema, and much more. But I was also a prickly young man, determined to find my own way. The new wave idiom quickly became an orthodoxy of radical mannerism, a set of values which were deemed OK for a kind of sainted inner circle based around New Worlds, but which made everything else not-OK.

			An extra problem was that although in those days Mike Moorcock and I always got along well in person, I did not admire what he wrote. He was a quick and clever writer, but his shallow and superficial skill won out every time over depth of feeling, an authentic voice, an opening up of heart. For me, it was the fatal flaw that tended to undermine the propaganda, and underlined my dislike of the new wave orthodoxy. However, Mike did occasionally buy a story from me, and I was always impressed by his editorial percipience, his loyalty to the writers around him. Grateful too.

			I later included ‘The Head and the Hand’ in my early collection Real-Time World. It was reprinted in Penthouse, but soon after that it had run its course and it has not been in print for more than forty years.

			Looking back to those years, I am surprised by the story’s ruthlessness but not particularly shocked. The period in which I wrote it is often misremembered as a time of peace and love, but this was a fallacy peddled by the media, and in particular by the tabloid press. There were social and political upheavals going on in several parts of the world, many of them violent and destructive. The war in Vietnam was at its height. In the UK, some of the performing arts liberated themselves to the point where they became confrontational and sometimes intrusive to audiences, and in the world of rock music the American musician Alice Cooper had a stage act that included scenes of mock suicide, involving a guillotine, an electric chair and a noose. I did not find out about the Alice Cooper act until after the story was published, but at the time it all seemed to confirm the darker side of the zeitgeist.

			Horrifyingly, perhaps, a film version of ‘The Head and the Hand’ was planned by Amicus Productions. It was destined never to get very far, as I discovered when they commissioned me to write a treatment based on the story.

			Because the story itself is concerned with a single violent act, it clearly had to be expanded and developed: it needed much more character involvement, a plausible environment, early incidents leading to the climax, deeper personal relationships, and so on. I knew that Mick Jagger had started to drift away from the Rolling Stones and was making films. The Stones were not then the force of nature they later became. Mick Jagger had recently starred in the films Ned Kelly and Performance, and was rumoured to be looking around for other roles. Because by then I knew of the Alice Cooper act, it struck me that Todd Alborne could well be portrayed as a leading member of a heavy rock band in decline, looking for a new gimmick to spice things up a bit.

			At a script meeting soon after, the producer, a mild-mannered and expatriate American gentleman, asked me if I had any ideas about the direction in which the film could go. Without naming Mr Jagger I described the grungy rock ambience I had in mind, and the sort of dark society of the near future, all chaos, riots and bread-and-circuses. This obviously sparked a response because the producer looked inspired. ‘Do you have a rock band in mind?’ he said. I opened my mouth to suggest Mick Jagger and the Stones, but he went on: ‘I know exactly how we could do this. Do you know a band called The Temptations?’

			I did, and I also knew from that moment the project would be doomed. Although I went ahead and wrote the treatment, the film was never made.

		

	
		
			 

			Before – ‘A Dying Fall’

			‘Your story has to be set in Belgium,’ Jean-Claude said. ‘It must mention our monarch, King Albert II. And of course it must mention Brussels sprouts! Other than that you are free to write anything you like.’

			Jean-Claude Vantroyen, a long-term friend and colleague, was literary editor of the French language newspaper, Le Soir, published in Brussels. I had met him several times in the past at conventions in France, and also during a visit to the Belgian capital in 2000. At the time he phoned me I was not sure what the occasion was, but he was suddenly in a position to commission some short stories for the newspaper, and he offered me the chance to write one of them.

			The story became a speculative one – that is, there is no scientific or even logical rationale for what happens, but neither is it fantastical. ‘A Dying Fall’ is a meditation on death, or at least on the moments of life when death becomes inevitable. I saw it as an optimistic story.

			Although I managed to find a way to mention both the king and the vegetable in the original, published in the Brussels newspaper, I later removed them for English-language publication – the story is still set largely in Belgium, though.

		

	
		
			 

			A Dying Fall

			You are about to die. What will be the last thought to flash through your mind?

			When his own final moment came to him, Marcus Birch realized at once what was happening. There was no doubt about it. Death was about to strike him unavoidably, an appalling accident with an inevitable outcome. There was no time for fear or regrets or avoiding action or last-minute farewells. He simply experienced a feeling of disbelief and terror, and a total involvement with the accident.

			You cannot prepare for death. That was the first thing Birch learned. It strikes without warning, a double blow – death and its accompaniment.

			Death was to be expected, but it did not come alone. It brought with it one great and last illuminating thought, a vision of life, a summation and consummation. Birch had read of people who survived near-death experiences, speaking of the way their whole lives had seemed to run before them.

			That was not what he experienced, on the day of his death, that last hour, that final minute, that culminating split second. But a last thought did burst upon him. His vision consisted of a stretch of straight road glimpsed through the windshield of a car, the land bright with sunlight, traffic roaring along, beside him and in front of him. Although there were almost no identifying marks, Birch knew at once that he was in Belgium, driving at speed along a modern highway. The mystery of the memory flooded into him.

			Why should this be the last thought of his lifetime?

			Why Belgium? When was this? Why should Birch, an Englishman living in London, think of Belgium?

			How was he so sure? It was urgent that he understood.

			Time slowed, time halted. The split second expanded like a bloom flowering in the sunlight. The memory flashed in, came to rest, stayed there at the forefront of his mind and communicated the knowledge.

			‘This is it. This is the end. This is what you will take to your grave, the climactic moment of your life.’

			In that instant of frozen introspection he was drawn irrevocably to the image that had appeared in his mind. He understood it, realized that it was like a single frame of film taken from a whole story. But the meaning of the story was a mystery! Birch hardly knew Belgium, had visited the country only once, then just passing through, as now in this flash of memory he was passing through. Why should his life close with thoughts of a place he barely knew?
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