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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.







INTRODUCTION


That Tuesday afternoon, as the yellow city electric came silently up the hill, the street was immaculate. Behind their railings the gracious terraces of old, tall-windowed houses were vividly white in the sparkling summer air. Cats basked on area steps. Doors stood open to the sun, showing glimpses of carpeted hallways, antique gilt lamp brackets, fine paintings, ship models in glass cases. Window sashes, too, were open: affluent, unashamed. And the parked cars that lined the vacuum-cleaned pavements flashed spotless green and crimson, purple and metallic blue. For this was 1986, my children, and the falls of Moondrift only two years begun. Governments were provident then, having not yet learned to trust the unfailing profligacy of their monthly benediction.


They gathered the Moondrift, therefore, every single grain. Dirt and Moondrift, plastic bottles and dog turds, for later separation, every single grain.


In this cleanliness, furthermore, at that time even the humbler areas of the city benefited handsomely … For there were humbler areas, you must remember, then as now. Rich though we are, and richer though we may become, the shiftless are with us always. And the Disappearances, when all is said and done, can cause embarrassment to even the most needlessly industrious. A mansion without its mistress may slip a notch or two, a business without its boss may crumble altogether.


But in those far off, twenty-years-ago days, even the meanest of streets were clean, and their shoddy backyards also. For the Central Generating Authority, in its sweet inexperience, was actually paying for the Moondrift that fell on nonmunicipal property, and issuing plastic sacks gratis for its collection.


An age of golden innocence, therefore. A time of husbanding, of virtue. Of thanksgiving for fissionable manna. They called it Moondrift, romantically, knowing it was nothing of the sort, and were grateful.


We call it Moondrift still. But the romance is gone. And the gratitude. The Moondrift lies in our city streets and festers. While we grow richer, and more contentious.


The yellow city electric came silently up past the shining house, from the direction of the city center, moving slowly, looking for a parking space. It found a small one, ahead of a red Rolls-Peugeot, and reversed neatly in. The driver reached down for the briefcase on the floor beside him, then slid the door open and got out onto the pavement. He plugged his car in at the nearest charging point, stooped briefly to insert his embossed account card, then straightened his back and looked around. He was a man in his early thirties, his tie was decorated with the signature of its French designer, and his suit was chain-store chic, with detectably shiny elbows. His hair had been waved, but not odiously, and his shoes had the handmade look. But only, it has to be admitted, the look. And his fingernails were none too clean.


He was, in short, an insurance agent.


He produced a thick black notebook, held together with an elastic band, flipped it open, and referred to it, holding it at arm’s length, farsightedly. Then he examined the numbers on the doors of the houses immediately beside him. He frowned, pushed his left sleeve up extravagantly, and glanced at his very digital watch. Then he set off up the street at a brisk pace, anxiously checking the house numbers as he went.


Number thirty-seven was almost at the top, just before the street led into a small square with plane trees and grass, and a modest stone mermaid supporting a dolphin fountain. Mothers were sitting on benches while their children scuffed the grass and didn’t look at one another. Then, as now, the rich had their problems.


The door to number thirty-seven was closed, and all the windows, too. The man went youthfully, two at a time, up the six steps to the door. He rang the doorbell. Waiting, he adjusted his tie and looked again at his watch. The time was 03:12.


The door opened, revealing a woman against a background of Schönberg, almost certainly quadraphonic.


A man therefore, and now a woman … but hardly, as yet, anything in the least unsuitable.


The woman, however, was also in her early thirties. Promisingly. But she was neat and superior, with neat, superior hair done back in a bun at the nape of her neck, and a neat, superior dress of soft brown wool. Ceramic necklaces dangled upon her chest. Not upon her breasts, you understand, nor even upon her bust: she was too neat and superior for that. The man’s hand went up to his tie again, was mentally slapped down, hovered uncertainly.


The woman took it.


‘You’re Mr Wallingford, from the Accident and General,’ she said.


Thus placed so unerringly, Mr Wallingford could only apologize. ‘I’m afraid I’m late,’ he said. ‘The traffic was the very devil.’


He must have liked the phrase, for he repeated it, gaining confidence. ‘The very devil,’ he said. ‘And then I couldn’t find a space and had to leave the car down at the wrong end of the street. You’re Mrs Trenchard.’


Mrs Trenchard inclined her head. A Vanderbilt at least. She looked past him. There was a large empty parking space immediately outside her house.


‘Won’t you come in?’ she said.


Mr Wallingford wiped his feet elaborately on the door mat. ‘Nice place you’ve got here,’ he said, as he stepped past her into the house.


Mrs Trenchard shut the door, then led him forward. The house, with all its closed windows, was stuffy, and totally quiet. There was a grandfather clock in the hallway, but it seemed to have stopped. Mr Wallingford noticed these things.


Mrs Trenchard touched his arm. ‘In here,’ she said, indicating a room on their right, where the quadraphonics were coming from.


Mr Wallingford looked, saw white hide settees, glass tables, vintage weighing machines, pictures of pinkish private parts in bright chromium frames. It was all the same to him, however – in his line of work one might assume he met all manner of person – and it will have been from purely professional reasons that he stepped back from the doorway.


‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘Upstairs, if you don’t mind, Mrs Trenchard. It’s quicker in the long run. Gets things over with. Know what I mean?’


Mrs Trenchard appeared not to have heard him. ‘A drink, Mr Wallingford? Gin? Whiskey? Vodka? White wine? … Beer?’


‘Business before pleasure, I always say.’ He guffawed unsuitably, checked himself. ‘Upstairs first, if you don’t mind. Get things over with. The remains are in the bedroom, I presume?’


Mrs Trenchard raised her eyebrows. ‘Naturally Haverstock is in his room. You wish to see him?’


‘It’s … necessary.’ He flicked defensively at his sleeve. ‘Regulations, you know.’


‘Of course. How silly of me.’ She glided into the white settee room, turned off the music, then led him up the staircase, past matching studies of Arabia in Victorian aquatint. ‘It happened last night … The police doctor signed the certificate. I must say you’ve been very prompt. I only telephoned the Accident and General this morning.’


‘We don’t waste time, Mrs Trenchard.’ He held his briefcase high, against his coat lapels, lest it bang the immaculate banisters. ‘All part of the service.’


‘He broke his neck, poor man. On these stairs. I was in the kitchen at the time. The police were perfectly satisfied.’


They reached the landing. A further staircase went on up to the second floor. Mrs Trenchard paused, turned, fixed him with unwavering amber eyes. ‘That his death was accidental, I mean.’


Mr Wallingford looked away. ‘Is … is that the room?’


‘Mine, Mr Wallingford. Haverstock preferred the back of the house, overlooking the garden. He liked to hear the birds in the morning. And he preferred the piquancy of separate rooms. He felt it lent excitement, impropriety even, to our fucking.’


She moved gracefully away. There was a faint smile on her lips that Mr Wallingford could not see. Possibly – if it were not too vulgar a thought – she believed she was winning.


Mr Wallingford followed her into the back bedroom. It was dim, the curtains drawn across the window. The body was on the bed, uncovered, wearing pajamas and a dressing gown. Mrs Trenchard crossed the room, opened the curtains. She stood there for a moment, her forehead against the glass, looking out. There were trees, and beyond them the backs of other tall white houses.


Mr Wallingford looked around for something on which to open his briefcase. The bed was a low, gray velvet oval. The rugs on the floor were shaggy yak. But he was confident now, the situation controllable, familiar. Rooms might differ, and also the bereaved. But a body was a body.


‘Do you have a photograph of your husband, Mrs Trenchard?’


‘I’m afraid not.’ She stayed with her back to him, looking out of the window. ‘He had this thing against photographs. Memorials to the dead moment, he called them.’


‘Mr Trenchard wrote books, I believe?’


She turned then. ‘But the jackets never had a picture. Never … Mr Trenchard forbade it. The word is eternal, you see – the human face, sadly, rather less so.’ She clasped her hands lightly in front of her flat, flat stomach. ‘I quote, of course. My husband’s books were atrocious. God knows what anybody saw in them.’


Briefly Mr Wallingford was without bearings again. He saw a table for his briefcase by the fireplace. It cheered him. ‘May I –?’ he exclaimed, hastening to it and opening his briefcase without waiting for an answer. He began to sort documents out in piles.


Mrs Trenchard watched him.


‘Please,’ she said at last. ‘Make yourself at home.’


‘I already have,’ he said, not noticing.


His documents prepared, he sat down at the table.


‘Don’t mind me.’


He produced a pair of spectacles from his inside pocket and put them on. He started filling in forms, fussing with the carbons, cross-referencing as he went.


For the time now that she was unobserved Mrs Trenchard’s face, her entire body, underwent a subtle change. It sagged. Suddenly it was neither neat nor superior. Hairpins appeared at awkward angles in the bun at the nape of her neck. Her amber eyes blurred to uncertain brown. And her stomach, no longer flat, might almost – considered in isolation – have been friendly and snug to make sport upon. Except that the rest of her made such a notion utterly crass. For Mrs Trenchard, in toto, was unhappy. Anxious. Scared out of her wits.


‘Death certificate?’


Mr Wallingford scarcely looked up, but his words braced her nevertheless. Hairpins disappeared, and that friendly stomach also. Head held high, she walked to the fireplace, removed the certificate from the frame of the Chippendale mirror above it, and handed the document to him.


‘Thanks.’ Immersed in forms. Forgetful of where he was. ‘Let’s see now … Cause of death, fracture of the … um … the …’


‘Broken neck.’ Too sharp. Clearly her nerves still jangled. She made an effort. ‘I do so dislike doctors’ double-talk, don’t you?’


He glanced up, peering earnestly over the tops of his glasses. The thought had never occurred to him. ‘My word, yes. How right you are. Yes indeed.’ He returned to his papers.


Mrs Trenchard’s gaze wandered composedly around the room, settled on the body in its striped pajamas and blanketish dressing gown. She frowned very slightly, struck perhaps by their homey incongruity on the oval, gray velvet bed. She glanced down at Mr Wallingford, seated beside her, her thought process unmistakable – would he notice? Then, she relaxed, clearly deciding that the point was too subtle, and he wouldn’t.


Mr Wallingford sat back, took off his spectacles, laid them and his pen down on the table. ‘Shoes now,’ he told her.


‘Shoes?’ she echoed, smoothing one eyebrow with a calm, slim finger.


‘’Fraid so. Not that I don’t trust you – personally, I mean. But the Accident and General has to be certain.’


‘As you wish.’ Resignedly, almost pityingly, she moved a few paces, reached up and pulled down a section of the blue flock-sprayed ceiling. It came easily, on counterweights, revealing a row of suits, and shoes on racks below them.


Mr Wallingford didn’t quite hide his impressed surprise. He chose a pair of shoes. ‘Better have a shirt as well, while we’re at it,’ he said. ‘Just to be sure.’


Another section of ceiling supplied shirts, each in a plastic laundry bag.


‘Underwear too?’ Mrs Trenchard queried.


This time he caught the sarcasm. ‘That won’t be necessary,’ he said quite snappily. ‘Look, you don’t have to watch if you’d rather not.’


‘It really doesn’t matter. My husband is dead. And you have a job to do. Of course you must do it.’


‘Somebody has to, Mrs Trenchard.’


Never one to labor a point, she didn’t answer.


He took one of the shoes, eased the laces, then stooped again over the body and slipped the shoe onto one cold, dead foot. It went on easily. He tightened the laces, tied them, tested for free play, joggling the leg, the whole body. One arm slipped off the bed, dangled to the floor.


Satisfied that the shoe was a convincing fit, Mr Wallingford moved to the other end of the bed, tactfully replacing the arm as he went. He slipped a tape measure expertly from his jacket pocket and threaded it around the dead man’s neck. The corpse’s eyes were closed, the corners of its mouth drawn back by muscular contraction into a faint smile.


Mr Wallingford removed the tape, noted the measurement where he had kept his thumb, compared it farsightedly with the collar size of the shirt. ‘Good … very good,’ he murmured.


He straightened his back. ‘You wouldn’t credit, Mrs Trenchard, what some people get up to. In the line of substitutions, I mean.’ He fingered the shirt. ‘No name tab, I see.’


‘No.’ Baldly. Daring him.


‘Well, well … it really doesn’t matter. Quite out of fashion, name tabs are.’ He was conciliatory now. ‘We’ll just get your signature, and that’ll be that. I can fill in the rest back at the office.’


He gave the shirt back to her, found he was holding only one shoe. ‘Sorree … sorree …’ With a sprightly gesture he turned to reclaim the second shoe. It stuck, then came off with an unpleasant plopping sound. ‘Sorree … sorree …’


He was falling over himself, anxious to be away, ashamed that his job should have forced him to doubt this immaculate, unimpeachable lady. While she, giving nothing, waited patiently, unemotionally. No – guardedly. Her smile, too, was guarded as she accepted the pair of shoes, replaced it in its ceiling unit, and slid both units up and away.


Mr Wallingford sat down again at the table, put on his spectacles, tapped them up his nose. Then he selected a form, stood it on edge to square its carbons, and pushed it across the table, together with his pen. ‘Your usual signature, please.’ He made faint pencil crosses. ‘Here. And here … and here.’


Mrs Trenchard wrote her name twice, in a clear, unostentatious hand: Caroline Trenchard. Then she paused. ‘What exactly am I signing?’


‘That the particulars on the claim form are correct. Policy number. The figure insured. The … um … your late husband’s particulars. The date of his decease. The –’


‘What exactly is the figure insured?’


‘One hundred thousand, Mrs Trenchard.’


She nodded. ‘And there’ll be no further … difficulties?’


‘None at all. Premiums are up to date. The Accident and General honors its commitments promptly and efficiently. You can expect our check within the week. I bring it myself, you know – just to be sure there’s no mistake.’


‘I am impressed, Mr Wallingford.’ She signed again, at the bottom of the page, for the third and last time. ‘I would not have you think me calculating, you understand. Haverstock’s death has been a great shock to me. But one must –’


‘Say no more, Mrs Trenchard. Not another word. Your late husband’s wishes have been complied with – no more than that. Clearly, it was his wish to leave you well provided for.’ Mr Wallingford began to gather together his papers. ‘I’d just like to mention, Mrs Trenchard, that the Accident and General handles all sorts of business. House insurance. Personal effects. Comprehensive automobile … And our terms are highly competitive. So if you should ever think of –’


It was then that the Singing began. The familiar, sliding, tuneless voices. And the smell, like synthetic roses, that was suddenly everywhere, faint and cloying in the contained spaces of the room.


Mrs Trenchard backed away. ‘Have you any particular theories, Mr Wallingford? Any protective measures you wish to take?’ Her calmness was an agony. ‘Some people, I know, believe in darkness. There is a cupboard on the landing, if you’d prefer to …’


But Mr Wallingford wasn’t listening. He had leaned forward across the table, his head covered with his arms, his body shaking visibly. ‘Oh God, not again,’ he whispered. ‘Not again. Not so soon …’


Mrs Trenchard watched him. His weakness seemed to give her strength. ‘Nothing does any good, you know. Nothing at all. One simply has to accept.’


Abruptly he lurched to his feet. He ran from the room, slamming the door behind him. His headlong flight took him across the landing, right up against the wall by one of the windows at the front of the house. Out of her presence now, the terrible weight of her exemplary behavior, he slowly grew calmer. The smell was still with him, of course, and the Singing. But he pulled himself together.


Looking out of the window, he could see along the row of houses to the sunlit square at the top of the hill. Mothers were clutching their children. Some were carrying them, seven- and eight-year-olds, as they staggered pointlessly around the gray stone fountain and in under the trees. A city electric coming up the hill braked to a halt in the middle of the roadway, and the driver got out. He was thin, with gray hair, and he stood on the clean hot asphalt, eyes closed, quite still, waiting.


Mr Wallingford took a deep breath. He removed the folded handkerchief from his breast pocket, spread it out, and mopped his face. It was a false sensation, he knew, but being in the house gave him confidence. He looked around, found himself in a woman’s bedroom, presumably Mrs Trenchard’s. Whole walls of mirror returned his image. He pulled at the hem of his jacket – it had a tendency to ride up at the back – and gingerly crimped his hair between straight fingers. Then he refolded his handkerchief and stuffed it back into his breast pocket. He sauntered to the door, observing the effect. He had a good saunter. And the Singing continued. She was quite right, of course. Nothing did any good.


He returned across the landing, softly opened the door to the dead man’s room. At first it seemed that Mrs Trenchard was no longer there. Then he saw her, crouched in a corner, pressed tightly into the angle of the walls. So she was human after all. But the transformation touched him. He hesitated, moved toward her, one hand outstretched, then hesitated again at the impossibility of contact.


‘Actuarially,’ he said, ‘the chances of a Disappearance are one in three point seven million against.’


Mrs Trenchard didn’t move. Her voice came to him somewhat muffled. ‘Statistically. You mean statistically. And that was last month. They haven’t put out the figures for June yet.’


She got to her feet, turned to face him. Not a hair was out of place. But two wet trails of tears ran down her cheeks. She appeared to be unaware of them.


‘Longish odds, either way,’ said Mr Wallingford encouragingly.


‘Are you a betting man?’


‘Not me. Fool’s game, I say.’


Mrs Trenchard smiled thinly, came forward out of her corner. ‘We used to go to the races a lot. Collecting types, you know. Not really for the horses at all. Collecting types.’


Mr Wallingford frowned. ‘I’m afraid I don’t –’


‘Types, Mr Wallingford. For Haverstock’s books.’ She left him to work it out for himself.


‘Oh, people. You mean people.’


‘Except that they weren’t. Not to Haverstock. Not people – just types. Which is probably why his books were so atrocious.’


And the Singing continued. And the smell like sweet synthetic roses.


Mr Wallingford glanced uneasily at the body on the bed. ‘I’m sure you’re right, Mrs Trenchard …’


‘You must not think I’m being disloyal. Haverstock knew very well what I thought of his work. It used to amuse him. “To my wife, I hack,” he’d say. It was one of his jokes.’


Mr Wallingford was at a loss. ‘I had a wife once,’ he contributed.


‘I’m so sorry. Was it …?’


‘No. Not at all. No way. Four years ago, it was.’


‘I see. They hadn’t started then, of course. It’s hard to remember.’ She sighed. ‘How long ago those days seem.’


And then, abruptly as it had started, the Singing stopped. The sliding harmonies ceased. In mid-slide.


‘Thank God for that.’ Suddenly Mr Wallingford seemed to have gained several centimeters. And he was laughing. ‘My wife pushed off, you see. In a manner of speaking.’


Mrs Trenchard allowed a tactful moment, then went to the window, flung up the sash. ‘That horrible smell,’ she said, fanning the air.


It was a time for confidences. ‘Between you and me, Mrs Trenchard, I rather like it. Reminds me of the fizzy stuff I used to have down by the canal when I was a kid.’


Mrs Trenchard was laughing too. ‘I know just what you mean.’ Which was, on the face of things, unlikely. Fizzy stuff and canals and Mrs Trenchard, at any age, just didn’t go together.


‘Well now,’ said Mr Wallingford, ‘where were we?’ He sat down at the table, put on his spectacles with a flourish, studied the claim form. ‘Signed and sealed, signed and sealed …’ He checked that the signatures had gone through the four carbons. ‘That’s it then, Mrs Trenchard. You’ll be receiving our check within the week. The minimum of formalities. That’s the Accident and General all over.’


Mrs Trenchard crossed to the door, opened it. They were back where they had started: he from the Accident and General, she neat again, and superior. And she was expecting him to leave.


But he lingered over the claim form, checking off boxes. So that she forgot her manners sufficiently to suggest, ‘Shall I show you out, Mr Wallingford?’


‘Shan’t be half a mo, Mrs Trenchard. Checking. Just checking … Aha!’ He speared the form with a grubby fingernail. ‘Gotcha! It says here, Mrs Trenchard, God knows why, but it says here: Color of deceased’s eyes … What color would that be, hm?’


She shot a brief glance in the direction of the bed. The dead man’s fair hair shone yellowly on the pillow. ‘Blue,’ she said. ‘Blue-gray, to be precise.’


Mr Wallingford’s pen hovered, descended. ‘That’s it, then. You’ve been very helpful, Mrs Trenchard. Wish I could say the same for all my customers.’


He began to gather up his papers and stuff them into his briefcase. Mrs Trenchard had her hand on the doorknob. Then he paused. ‘Better check, I suppose.’ He sighed. ‘Wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t. You don’t mind?’


‘Of course you must do whatever’s necessary.’


He stood up and crossed to the head of the bed. Behind him, by the open door, Mrs Trenchard waited with seeming indifference. But the knuckles of her hand were white on the doorknob.


He bent over the dead man, lifted one cold, waxen eyelid. The eye stared flatly up at him. It was unmistakably brown.


‘Oh dear,’ said Mr Wallingford. ‘Oh dearie, dearie me.’


He lowered the eyelid and turned to Mrs Trenchard, easing the doorknob gently out of her rigid grip. Then he closed the door and led her back to the table.


‘I think you’ve been a naughty girl,’ he told her.


He left Mrs Trenchard then and went to the window. Carefully he closed the sash, returned to the table, picked up the claim form she had just signed, held it out to one side, dangling, somewhat in the manner of a matador’s cloak.


‘Load of old cobblers, wouldn’t you say? Strictly between you and I, that is?’


‘You and me. Between you and me.’ The correction was automatic, unthinking. It lost her whatever small chance she might have had.


‘I’m afraid I don’t go in for such refinements, Mrs Trenchard. Between you and I, Mrs Trenchard, you’ve been trying to work a con. And you bloody nearly got away with it.’


He sat down again at the table. She advanced toward him. ‘You might as well tear that form up,’ she said, still cool. ‘I’ve wasted your time. I’m sorry.’


She held out her hand for the form. But he folded it, carbons and all, and tucked it carefully into his briefcase, which he then closed, snapping the lock.


‘Jail’s a nasty place, Mrs Trenchard. You must think I’m slow.’


‘I’m afraid I don’t understand you.’


‘I think you do. Perjury, Mrs Trenchard?’


‘So?’


‘Fifty-fifty, shall we say? Fifty thousand for you, and fifty thousand for me?’


‘Is this blackmail?’


‘You could call it that.’


Two patches of red appeared, high up on her cheekbones. ‘You unspeakable little shit,’ she whispered. ‘You totally unspeakable little shit …’


Mr Wallingford and Mrs Trenchard: two people no longer strangers. But still, as yet, nothing one might term in the least unsuitable.




ONE




Moondrift: first reported 10/6/83. A dustlike fall, roughly monthly, of nontoxic fissionable material, foreign to the earth’s composition. Each fall is to a depth of some ten centimeters over large, apparently random areas. The Moondrift remains stable for a period of forty-eight hours, and may be ‘fixed’ by the Macabee process. If left untreated it decays rapidly, and in its later forms constitutes an excellent, nonorganic fertilizer. Many theories have been put forward as to its origin, but none of these (as of today, September 1998) is yet proven.


Disappearances: first reported 6/11/85. Self-explanatory. Human beings of all ages and both sexes disappear abruptly, and without trace, to the accompaniment of a hallucinatory sound known as Singing, and a sweet perfume of synthetic roses. Disappearance rates vary slightly, on a seasonal basis. World figures suggest a high of something in the region of three million for the month of October. Effective preventative measures have yet to be devised.


Singing: first reported 6/11/85. See Disappearances, above. The sound, reminiscent of a choir of children’s voices, is experienced over a sharply defined area of approximately four square miles, and lasts for a period of three to five minutes, beginning and ending sharply. Since neither it nor the concomitant scent of synthetic roses is capable of verification by objective, scientific means, it is assumed that – although universally experienced by those persons within a given area – both are of an entirely hallucinatory nature. Singings occur irregularly, but seldom more than once a day in any one place. Of those who experience a Singing, very few actually disappear.





Richard Wallingford – Dickie to his friends – was new to the Life Claims Verification business. So too, for that matter, was the Accident and General Insurance Company, in common with their fellow insurance underwriters. For this was 1986, only seven months into the beginning of the Disappearances, and ground rules had yet to be established. The best that AGIC had been able to come up with was the hurried issue of Exclusion Clauses, establishing that a Disappearance was not, in insurance terms, the equivalent of a death. And the transfer of men like Richard Wallingford from other departments.


Caroline Trenchard – Caro to her gone husband’s friends – was new to the business also. Newest of all, in fact, for she hadn’t given the matter a moment’s serious thought until thirty-six hours earlier. She knew the government figures, of course, and she’d even heard, third-hand, of people who went, but never anybody in her husband’s immediate circle. She might fear for herself – indeed she did, constantly – but she never imagined for an instant that Haverstock would go. Not Haverstock, of all people: his presence, his devastating personality, everything about him was so indestructibly pervasive.


And then, thirty-six hours ago, he’d gone.


They were alone at the time, preparing for bed. Haverstock was cleaning his teeth when the Singing started, and the disgusting smell. He appeared in his silk pajama bottoms at the door to her bedroom, dribbles of toothpaste foam running down his beard.


‘Don’t they ever sleep?’ he said. ‘Sweet weeping Jesus, don’t our friends ever sleep?’


He stood beside the wall mirror: two pairs of gaping pajama bottoms (accidentally for once), two fleshy, hairless chests, two foam-dribbled beards, four frightened, bloodshot eyes. Then he went. Both of him. Instantly and completely. Without a sound.


And she didn’t know whether to be glad or sorry.


Naturally, Richard Wallingford had sometimes wondered just what he would do if he caught someone actually trying to cover up a Disappearance. He’d be tactful, he thought, and kind. Very kind – pretend it hadn’t happened. Poor sods, life was hard enough without him riding them. And besides, between you and I, he wasn’t all that happy with company policy.


They had the law on their side, mind. Without a body to show, or some kind of firm evidence, it needed seven years before death could be assumed. And besides, who knew what happened to a man, after he’d gone? The experts couldn’t help, nor the Church neither. One thing seemed certain, though – up to date, those who went had stayed went. So he reckoned he’d be tactful, kind, pretend the diddle hadn’t happened. They’d have enough on their plates, poor sods, losing someone they loved in that bloody horrible way, without him riding them …


‘Another peep out of you, Mrs Trenchard,’ he said, ‘and I’ll make it sixty-forty.’


Calling him names. Saying her gone husband’s books were atrocious. White leather settees and pictures of private parts. Who did she think she was?


Caroline Trenchard wasn’t sorry she’d told him what she thought of him. She recognized the type. Not that she wouldn’t have been more discreet, she told herself, anxiously justifying her first genuine reaction in years, if there’d been any point. But she recognized the type: he was one of life’s losers, his back to the wall. And she knew that wall well, how uncomfortable it made you, how desperate. She’d been against it for thirty-one years. They ought really to hold hands.


‘Forty-sixty or fifty-fifty,’ she said, ‘it’s not worth it. Take me to court if you must.’ Which was how one treated back-to-the-wall blackmailers.


‘They’ll ask you where you got the substitute remains.’


‘They can’t make me tell them.’


‘It’ll go hard for you.’ Tenderly he cradled his briefcase, the incriminating document safe inside. Everything was going for him. Everything … except the street, the house, the woman, their unassailability. ‘Ten years, at least. They’ll make an example of you.’


‘Five years. A suspended sentence. I was mad with grief. My lawyer will have a field day.’


It was the sort of manly phrase he’d understand. She seated herself calmly on the table and crossed one neat foot over the other. Her shoes were of the softest, honey-golden glace kid. And the briefcase in Mr Wallingford’s lap was only half a meter away.


‘You signed the form, Mrs Trenchard. That’s perjury.’ He took out his spectacles and put them on. He didn’t like the middle-aged look they gave him. But they made him feel safer. ‘And think of the scandal.’


‘A writer’s wife is used to scandal.’


Which wasn’t, in her case, true. Try as Haverstock might, scandal had eluded him. Times were hard. She saw that Mr Wallingford’s grip on his briefcase was scarcely secure. But she would not, could not, take part in an undignified scramble.


Richard got up from the table, sauntered over to the bed, taking his briefcase with him. He had a good saunter, he reckoned. ‘Where did you get him, by the way?’ He looked down at the dead body. ‘And his clothes and all. They are his, aren’t they?’


Behind him, Caroline was regretting having missed out on the briefcase. ‘Delivered with the milk,’ she said brightly.


‘Come on,’ he prompted. ‘I won’t tell. I’m just curious.’


‘On special,’ she said. ‘This week only.’


Screw it, he thought, she’s fireproof. Once you get them talking, it said in the spy movies, and you’re home and dry.


‘Tell me,’ he cajoled.


‘I can’t.’


‘Why not?’


Why indeed. ‘To be honest,’ she said, ‘because I’m frightened. They told me I’d end up like him if I did.’ She indicated the body on the bed. ‘And I believed them.’


‘Them? Who’s them?’


‘Just them, Mr Wallingford.’ She folded her arms. ‘I happen to want to stay alive.’


He sighed. Suddenly he felt defeated, tired out. And not very nice.


He turned back from the bed. ‘Forty-sixty?’ he suggested.


She stared at him, at the chain-store chic suit with the shiny elbows, at the tie with its French designer’s signature. She could easily beat him down to seventy-thirty. Seventy thousand for her, thirty thousand for him. He’d think it a fortune.


‘Done,’ she said. ‘Sixty-forty.’


And felt, disappointingly, no righteous glow.


Richard hated her. He hated everything about her. Most of all he hated what she’d made him do. He wasn’t a crook – before the Disappearances he’d been an assessor in the Automobile Claims division: plenty of times there he’d been offered something on the side, just to look the other way, agree to a write-off when the bloody thing wasn’t hardly dented. And he’d never gone along. It was more than his job was worth, he said. But it was more a matter of self-respect, really. Which was all he had.


And now, because of her, what he had was forty thousand, instead. It should have been a good bargain.


‘Done then,’ he said. ‘Forty-sixty. Seeing as I’m a reasonable man.’ By way of keeping his end up.


Done …?


Caroline said, ‘How do I know you won’t come back for more?’


‘That’s easy. Once I’ve certified the form and handed it in at the head office, I won’t have nothing on you. We’ll be in it together.’


She wished he wasn’t so eager to please. He was such an honest little man. And she couldn’t remember when she had last been honest. But it was never too late to try.


‘If that’s the case, then how do you know I’ll pay you?’


‘Come again?’


No, she told herself, she wasn’t being noble. He’d have seen the snag for himself eventually, without her prompting.


‘I won’t be able to pay you,’ she explained, ‘until I get the money from the Accident and General. And they won’t pay me till they get the claim form back from you. And once you’ve handed in the form, you say you’ll have nothing on me. So how can you be sure I’ll keep my side of the bargain?’


‘That’s easy. D’you think I’m daft or something?’ He returned to the table and sat down, and rummaged officiously in his briefcase. But his eyes were anxious, and it was clear he had no idea what came next.


‘I suppose,’ she suggested, ‘you could always have your doubts. Even after you’d handed over the check, you could always pretend to have your doubts. If I didn’t pay up you could always say you’d forgotten to confirm the eye color. Ask for an exhumation order.’


She waited till he was looking at her, then met his gaze unwaveringly. ‘Only for a few days, though. I’d be safe after that. After color confirmation was made impossible by natural deterioration.’


She had no notion of how long that took. But she had to protect her future somehow. And Mr Wallingford would surely bow to her superior knowledge – research into the decomposition rates of human bodies positively wasn’t in his line.


‘You took the words right out of my mouth,’ he said. Not to be outdone, he returned to his rummaging, selected what she was sure was a random piece of paper, stared at it intently.


‘Then again,’ she said, ‘how do you suggest I make the payment? After all, you won’t want your bank manager asking awkward questions.’


He scowled at her. ‘Why don’t you stick to worrying about your end of things?’ he snapped.


She didn’t blame him for being annoyed. But she’d played at Ascendancies all her life. Therefore, ‘You could always open a bank account somewhere else,’ she told him kindly. ‘Under an assumed name, of course.’


‘I might at that.’ Richard pushed at his spectacles. ‘Then again, I might not.’ And thank you for nothing, Mrs bloody Clever.


He clipped his briefcase shut, and stood up. If he didn’t get away soon, he might say something he’d regret.


‘That’s it then, Mrs Trenchard. That’s fixed. Properly understood. An agreement to our mutual benefit. You’ll be seeing me again end of this week, beginning of the next … And no monkey business, mind. Like you said, I can always get an exhumation order.’


He was taller than she. But, sitting up on the table, Mrs Trenchard met him just about eye to eye. And he was finding those few steps away to the door extraordinarily difficult. And she sat there watching him, not smiling, not moving, not helping him at all. Bloody woman.


‘Which reminds me,’ he said, gesturing with a vague fierceness, ‘when’s the funeral?’

OEBPS/images/9780575118058.jpg
*@TEWAY

DL (€],
COMPTON

ASCENDANCIES

‘COMPTON IS ONE OF
THE FINEST!’
THEODORE STURGEON





OEBPS/images/Gateway_Logo.jpg
«@-EWAY





