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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.





      

      
      ‘Things close in’

      
      James Thurber

      




      
      
      1

      
      Marking Time

      
      Most mornings the alarm outside Carpenter’s door startled him from sleep, but this particular morning he woke early to the
         whiteness of his cell with the feeling that he had had an important dream during the night. Usually his dreams were pleasant,
         aimless affairs in which he would wander through summery meadows or lie on a beach at sunset or sit snug beside a fire watching
         the rain fall through a window. He was always alone. The dreams were pleasant because they were dominated by a comfortable
         lack of urgency, by a feeling that this might go on for ever. They were an idyllic reflection of his waking life.
      

      
      The alarm went off, startling Carpenter even though he had been steeling himself for it, sensing that it was almost eight
         o’clock despite the absence of clocks and sunlight. He remembered the dream: he had been exploring a labyrinthine library,
         filled with leather-bound books; a vast library containing all the knowledge in the world, like something out of a story by
         Borges. He was searching for – he didn’t know what. At first he had been strolling leisurely through room after book-lined
         room; but then a sense of urgency had slowly overtaken him until finally he was running through wood-panelled passageways,
         feeling something approaching panic.
      

      
      The dream had ended at that point. He pondered its significance and drew a blank. The alarm cut off, and presently he heard
         footsteps in the corridor outside before the bolt was drawn back on his door. He closed his eyes, pretending sleep.
      

      
      Snider entered, carrying a pair of white gym shorts, a towel and a battery razor. He wore slate-blue coveralls and cropped
         blond hair; there was a name-tag on his breast. A lean but muscular man, Snider affected a smart appearance and an uncompromising
         attitude towards matters of discipline. Carpenter often thought of him as a throwback to the Gestapo, even his surname sounding
         suitably Germanic. His coveralls were always clean and uncrumpled; each morning he seemed to have been recreated anew, brought forth fresh from a mould.
      

      
      Snider put the towel and razor on the ledge above the washbasin and tossed the shorts on the bed.

      
      ‘Five minutes, Carpenter,’ he said, then went out.

      
      The bolt thunked shut behind him. Through the wall Carpenter could hear Sinnott in the cell next door getting out of bed as
         his door was opened.
      

      
      Carpenter still felt tired. He would have dearly loved to roll over and go straight back to sleep, but he knew that Snider
         would only haul him out of bed and frogmarch him off to the gym where Blythe would be waiting, ready to take them through
         another twenty minutes of physical torment. Bend at the hip. Stretch those arms. Lift those legs. Something ought to be done about people like Blythe.
      

      
      He threw back the bedclothes and put his feet down on the concrete floor. He wore striped pyjamas, and there were canvas slippers
         beside the bed. His cell was a twelve by nine foot chamber, painted entirely white. It was unornamented and the blankness
         of the walls was relieved only by the washbasin to the left of the door and a circular light at the centre of the ceiling.
         The washbasin had three taps, delivering hot water, liquid soap and cold water respectively. A toothbrush, comb and a tube
         of SR stood in a clear plastic beaker, and a small rectangular mirror was set into the wall above. Under his bed was a plastic
         chamber-pot which he had never used. The central light was a hemisphere of opaque glass with a metal nipple at its centre
         which made it look like an artificial breast; it was dimmed at night but never extinguished. There were similar lights throughout
         Limbo and each contained a hidden spy camera so that the inmates were under surveillance practically everywhere they went.
         White walls and bare concrete floors predominated in the corridors and rooms, with functional modern furniture and a minimum
         of decoration. Most of the rooms were less spartan than the cells; but none had windows.
      

      
      Carpenter crossed to the washbasin and examined his face in the mirror for signs of decay. He would be thirty this coming
         October and his health worried him greatly; he had never had a serious illness in his life and felt that it was only a matter
         of time before he came down with something complicated and incurable. In the meantime Blythe was doing his best to kill him off through sheer
         over-exertion. During his first month in Limbo he had developed aches in muscles he hadn’t known existed, and he still refused
         to believe that Blythe had his well-being at heart. Most fitness freaks had masochistic tendencies, and to become a PT instructor
         you had to be a sadist as well.
      

      
      Carpenter washed his face before switching on the razor. Monday, he thought vaguely. It was a Monday.

      
      *

      
      ‘Now try it with one hand,’ Blythe directed Sinnott, ignoring the fact that Sinnott could barely manage the requisite twenty-five
         press-ups with two tremulous hands splayed on the parquet floor. Sinnott’s thin, post-adolescent body was frail enough, but
         his arms were even spindlier. Ever eager to please, he lifted his left hand and promptly collapsed, his head banging against
         the floor.
      

      
      He’s knocked himself out, Carpenter thought as he hastily completed his own quota. Then Sinnott groaned and rolled over, pushing
         back his long hair from his face. He looked more downcast than hurt.
      

      
      Carpenter took the weight off his arms and rested his cheek against the herringbone wood. His innards felt as if they had
         been stretched on a rack. He decided that if ever he became Dictator of the World he’d have all PT instructors shot and outlaw
         press-ups by decree. They were a very British form of torture, just like cold showers and boarding-schools.
      

      
      Blythe had turned his attention to Riley. Riley’s portly, middle-aged body was ill-suited to any kind of contortion, but he always entered into the spirit of the gym sessions with gusto. As usual he was panting and groaning with effort, his head bobbing up and down in opposition to his behind while his arms remained motionless. It was the classic schoolboy simulation of a press-up.


      ‘Bend those arms,’ Blythe told him, putting a foot to his ample backside and forcing his body down. Riley’s pot-belly flattened
         against the floor, his elbows jutting upwards. He made no attempt to rise.
      

      
      
      ‘Come on,’ Blythe urged him. ‘You’ve got at least fifteen more to do.’

      
      Riley let his arms go limp and lay there, panting. He looked like a stranded turtle. The soles of his feet were grey with
         dust from the floor.
      

      
      ‘You’re not finished,’ Blythe insisted.

      
      ‘My heart’s given out. Leave me in peace to die.’

      
      Off to the right, Treadwell was continuing with his routine, blind to everything around him. Carpenter watched with a mixture
         of envy and irritation as he jerked his body up and down with supreme ease. He had the physique of a lightweight boxer, muscular
         but trim, and the only sound he made was the hiss of air through his nostrils as his chest brushed the floor before his arms
         straightened without a quiver to raise his rigid torso once more.
      

      
      In theory Carpenter would have loved to emulate Treadwell’s effortless athleticism, but Treadwell added insult to injury by
         always doing double the number of required exercises. His relish for such strenuous and sweaty activities was a mystery to
         Carpenter, but he tried not to let it bother him too much, oppressed as he was by much thornier problems.
      

      
      ‘Everybody hup!’ Blythe shouted.

      
      He took a stopwatch from the hip pocket of his grey flannel tracksuit. The session was almost at an end, and they now only
         had to complete five minutes of running on the spot before they would be released.
      

      
      The gym was the only room in Limbo with a wooden floor. Apart from that, it was like all the others: bare and white-painted.
         There was a storeroom next to the entrance from which Blythe would occasionally produce medicine balls for them to hurl at
         one another or weights to strain their muscles with. On one occasion he had even dragged out a trampoline and a vaulting box
         and had been flattened when Riley had come sailing over the latter like a human cannonball and hit him in the small of the
         back. That was the last they had seen of the trampoline. Carpenter had never dared peer into the storeroom, his secret fear
         being that it also contained a set of collapsible wall-bars which Blythe would erect one morning before commanding them to
         mount the bars and hang there until he counted to one million. ‘Back-hanging from the top wall-bar’ was an order which echoed down the years from Carpenter’s schooldays, and he never recalled it without wincing.
      

      
      In the doorway Snider was watching over the lanky figure of Wright, who was still in his pyjamas. Wright was the only one
         of the inmates who refused to participate in the gym sessions; he forfeited breakfast as a result. Snider stood at his shoulder,
         his arms folded across his chest, his austere face as impassive as ever. Although Snider never revealed any emotion or bias
         towards his charges, Carpenter suspected that he actively disliked Wright and would not hesitate to bend his body into unusual
         postures should he step out of line.
      

      
      ‘I want you to lift those legs high,’ Blythe said. ‘And run as fast as you can, clear?’

      
      He studied his stopwatch and began to give the countdown for the exercise. He was a beefy, florid man in his late forties
         who always looked at once superbly fit and on the verge of a fatal coronary. Carpenter stared hard at him, thinking dark thoughts.
         On Saturday he had read an article in the Reader’s Digest which had suggested that positive and negative emotional waves could be transmitted from the brain across free space and
         exert a palpable effect on other people. Carpenter was entertaining a vision of Blythe turning purple and crumpling to the
         ground in the hope of inducing a real seizure which would free them from the ritual torment of the gym sessions.
      

      
      But Blythe completed the countdown as hale as ever. ‘Go!’ he shouted, and the four of them began running on the spot, Riley
         lifting his legs so high that he resembled a demented grape-treader. Carpenter squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated even
         harder on thinking Blythe to death.
      

      
      *

      
      Released from the gym, they assembled outside the bathroom for a shower. Hemmings, the slovenly guard who assisted Snider
         on the eight till four shift, was standing outside with the bathtowels.
      

      
      ‘Morning,’ he said brightly to no one in particular.

      
      They were admitted one by one to the bathroom and allowed a maximum of five minutes per shower: Hemmings kept track on his
         wrist-watch. Riley was at the head of the queue, scratching his curly hair and yawning. Next to him was Treadwell, who stood
         erect and looked remarkably unruffled after the gym; he always awaited his turn with infinite patience. Sinnott, by contrast
         always looked edgy, as if he wished he was somewhere else; he seemed to be giving the blank stretch of wall before his eyes
         particular scrutiny.
      

      
      Carpenter went to the end of the queue, standing behind Wright, who was now completely naked. He always insisted on stripping
         off as soon as the gym session was over, and he wore his nakedness proudly, as a sign of his defiance. No one paid much attention
         to him in this state, though Carpenter always noticed how much better endowed he was than himself.
      

      
      The rest of them were allowed to retain their shorts until they entered the shower. Afterwards, wrapped in bathtowels, they
         departed to their individual cells, where a white cotton shirt and a pair of navy-blue serge trousers would be draped across
         the bed. This was their uniform in Limbo, with grey worsted socks, plain black shoes and a pair of white Y-fronts. The shirts
         and underwear were changed every other day, and every fortnight there was a clean pair of trousers. They had just completed
         their third month in Limbo, and there was no indication of when, if ever, they would be released.
      

      
      *

      
      The traditional English breakfast was one of the best things about Limbo, and the only thing that made Carpenter endure the
         gym sessions. Fruit juice and cereal would be followed by permutations of eggs, bacon, sausages, mushrooms, black pudding,
         baked beans and fried bread, with plenty of toast, marmalade and tea or coffee. It sometimes seemed to Carpenter that Limbo’s
         catering department – whoever they were – worked in direct opposition to Blythe, being intent on clotting the inmates’ veins
         and arteries with cholesterol as soon as Blythe had finished removing the previous day’s deposits in the gym. But Carpenter
         always tried not to think of his health when eating; food was one of the few pleasures remaining to him.
      

      
      They gathered in the small room which was set aside for meals and locked at other times. Hemmings doled out their breakfast from portable metal bins of the kind used in hospitals. He also
         gave Carpenter a fresh packet of Silk Cut and the blue disposable lighter which Carpenter had been using ever since he’d been
         in Limbo. He was allowed one packet of cigarettes per day, and these were taken from him before bedtime and a fresh packet
         provided every morning. Since he seldom smoked a full packet in a day he often wondered if Peacock, the evening shift guard
         who always collected his cigarettes and apparently didn’t smoke himself, sold off those that were left to other guards or
         people in the outside world. Every prison traditionally had a racket.
      

      
      Wright sat at the head of the table, disdaining the solitary glass of water which had been provided for him. He rested his
         elbows on the blue formica table-top and leaned forward, his eyes taking in everyone.
      

      
      ‘I don’t understand why you continue to submit yourselves to the indignity of the gym every day,’ he said. ‘I look upon it
         as a form of corporal punishment.’
      

      
      Carpenter felt his spirits sag, and he kept his eyes fixed on his food; Wright was about to embark on his morning lecture.

      
      Treadwell dabbed at his moustache with a paper napkin.

      
      ‘Exercise is good for you,’ he said. ‘It has to hurt a little to be of any benefit.’

      
      ‘That’s where you’re wrong, my friend. The notion that things must hurt in order to do you any good is a fallacy which arises
         from the Protestant Work Ethic.’
      

      
      Treadwell stared at Wright with patent incomprehension.

      
      ‘The Protestant Work Ethic,’ Wright explained, ‘underlies most of Western civilization. It’s rooted in the Christian doctrine
         that pleasure is, in itself, an unhealthy thing, that to enjoy something you must first suffer hardship and toil.’
      

      
      ‘What hardship?’ Treadwell looked puzzled. ‘It’s fun.’

      
      ‘It may be fun for someone like you who’s fit and naturally enjoys exercise. But what about someone like, say, Riley there,
         who’s obviously in no condition to enjoy it? How do you think he feels?’
      

      
      Riley stifled a burp.

      
      ‘I feel indigestion coming on,’ he said.

      
      
      ‘Exercise doesn’t have to hurt to do you good,’ Wright told Treadwell. ‘Essentially, all you have to do is raise your heart-rate
         under exercise by gradual stages until you reach the level of fitness you desire. You don’t have to sweat blood.’
      

      
      ‘Who’s sweating blood?’ Treadwell said.

      
      ‘I was speaking metaphorically.’

      
      Riley, munching toast, let out a longer, louder burp. Wright kept his attention on Treadwell. ‘Anyway you sidetracked me.
         I wasn’t really making a point about the merits of exercise – I believe in it myself – but about the fact that there’s no
         element of choice involved in whether we exercise or not.’
      

      
      ‘I’d do it anyway,’ Treadwell said. ‘I enjoy it.’

      
      Wright sighed. ‘I know you would. But that’s not the issue. What I’m arguing is that the gym sessions should not be compulsory.
         We should be free to participate if, and only if, we want to.’
      

      
      ‘But you don’t participate,’ Treadwell said.
      

      
      ‘I don’t get any breakfast because I refuse, do I? How many of the others do you think would be with you in the gym each morning
         of their own free choice if it wasn’t for the fact that they’d forfeit breakfast if they didn’t?’
      

      
      Carpenter could see that Treadwell was lost in the convolutions of this last sentence. He considered sticking a sausage in
         Wright’s mouth to shut him up but rejected the idea since it was likely to have the opposite effect.
      

      
      ‘They’re treating us like criminals, don’t you see?’ A film of spittle had formed at both corners of his mouth. ‘They’re attempting
         to dictate our behaviour with a system of rewards and punishments, to compel us to do things we may not want to do. That’s
         the point. We’re not criminals. What gives them the right to treat us this way? What have we done to deserve it?’
      

      
      ‘Why are we here?’ Sinnott murmured.

      
      That, thought Carpenter, is the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question.

      
      *

      
      After breakfast they retired to what was popularly known as the lounge, a spacious room holding black vinyl armchairs, melamine
         coffee tables and a colour television set. On the walls hung cheerless abstract prints. Athena prints. There was something
         about Athena prints which always made Carpenter think of colour supplements and long, boring Sundays. He’d disliked Sundays
         ever since he’d been a young child and had had to go to Sunday School while most of his friends were out playing football
         or teaching themselves to smoke. Even when religious disillusionment had finally overcome him and he’d stopped going, he’d
         still found that Sundays remained boring or were prone to disruption by bad news. Maybe it was God’s way of getting His own
         back.
      

      
      The morning papers were sitting on the central coffee table and Carpenter selected a Daily Star, feeling a twinge of guilt as he did so. Wright would have no truck with any of the popular newspapers and was always chastising
         Carpenter for not reading a ‘quality’ paper such as The Times or the Guardian. Carpenter agreed that these were indeed good newspapers and worthy of his attention, but he continued to avoid reading them
         for the very reason that they contained a lot of important news and considered analysis of current affairs. The issues were
         invariably so complex that he could never form any coherent opinions on them and always ended up wishing that he hadn’t bothered
         to apprise himself of the facts in the first place. Since he’d been in Limbo he’d stuck resolutely to the tabloids with their
         more comforting diet of sex, sport and showbusiness. If this meant that his mind was going to seed, so much the better.
      

      
      Despite his strong opinions on the press, Wright did not in fact read any newspapers in Limbo or watch any television. He
         had explained that since Limbo was an enclosed environment, since they knew nothing about what was happening in the outside
         world except what they read in the newspapers or saw on television, it was possible that all their incoming information was
         doctored – censored or even fabricated – to suit the mysterious purposes of those who were keeping them in captivity.
      

      
      Wright had evolved the provisional theory that their enforced incarceration in Limbo was some form of unprecedented sociological
         experiment whose purpose was simply to study the reactions of five randomly chosen men to such an unexplained and unjust imprisonment.
         In comparison to Riley’s notion that they had been press-ganged and were aboard a spaceship en route to another planet, this seemed to Carpenter quite a reasonable idea: after
         all, sociologists and psychologists were renowned for doing arcane studies in which the layman could see no practical relevance
         whatsoever. But he didn’t believe that they were receiving faked or censored news. He could think of no earthly reason for
         such a subterfuge, and there were practical difficulties, too. Imagine having to invent a special set of newspapers each day,
         in addition to persuading all the television newsreaders to do extra broadcasts of made-up news just for their benefit – it
         simply wasn’t on. Wright, however, remained unmoved by these arguments, contending that anything was possible under the bizarre
         circumstances in which they found themselves and that it was prudent to trust nothing.
      

      
      Carpenter stared at the front-page story in the Telegraph Treadwell was reading – a report of an earthquake in Ecuador. Even assuming that their news input was faked, the point seemed pretty academic to him. The world outside was doubtless in as much confusion as it had been before
         they’d been spirited away to Limbo, and did it really matter if it was an earthquake in Ecuador or a plague in Pakistan that
         was presently causing misery for thousands or millions of people? Well, yes, strictly speaking it did; to the Ecuadorians
         and the Pakistanis at least, it probably mattered a hell of a lot. But what about the typical Britisher, shielded from such
         gross catastrophes by the luck of geography and history? What did it really matter to him who was dying and where? Tragedies
         tended to blur into one another when viewed through the cosy medium of print or screen; and anyway, you could only absorb
         so much bad news before your brain clicked into neutral. Take Northern Ireland, for example: there was a perfect case of so
         much horror building up that eventually you became inured to it.
      

      
      Carpenter immediately stopped himself from thinking about Northern Ireland. Northern Ireland was one of those thorny problems
         which seemed so impervious to rational contemplation that he tried to relegate it to a dark corner of his mind with all the
         other questions to which he could find no answers. He turned to the back page, looking for some news of Manchester United.
         Sometimes it seemed strange that he should be so concerned about the fortunes of a football team when there were many larger
         issues which ought to be occupying his mind. Wright, for example, disapproved of all team sports, claiming that they promoted regimentation and
         the mob ethos. He had been expostulating on that very subject the Saturday afternoon of the Wales-England rugby international
         when Riley had poured a cup of coffee in his lap.
      

      
      As if on cue, Wright emerged from his cell, where, Carpenter knew, he had been exercising. Wright was almost as keen on physical
         fitness as Treadwell, and would surely have enjoyed the gym sessions had he not been ordered to participate. The question
         of whether Wright’s behaviour was symptomatic of an absolute integrity or an ineluctable stupidity was one which continued
         to haunt Carpenter. Wright, a rangy six-footer with a pointed nose and a shock of mousy hair which hung over his widow’s peak
         like a wave about to break on the shore of his forehead, did at least possess the firmness of mind which Carpenter knew he
         lacked himself. Wright believed in things; he had strong opinions on a wide range of subjects; he was committed. This naturally
         made him hell to live with.
      

      
      Carpenter lit his first Silk Cut of the day. This is the one, he thought as he drew on it, which will trigger one of my cells
         into a riot of replication. Within a year or two I’ll be dead, consumed by a cancerous hunger. Why am I doing this to myself?
      

      
      Of all the grisly ends which Carpenter conceived for himself, the thought of cancer was the most terrible. In this he knew
         he was representative of his time. Wright believed that the general fear of cancer arose from the fact that most people instinctively
         understood and were appalled at the thought that they were dying through self-cannibalization, being eaten by themselves,
         as it were. Like most of his ideas it suffered, Carpenter felt, from over-intellectualization. He doubted that most people
         had sufficient knowledge of the exact nature of the disease to conceptualize their fears in such a fashion. As far as he was
         concerned there was a much simpler and more plausible reason for the general horror of cancer: most people who got it eventually
         died of it.
      

      
      As soon as Wright saw Carpenter light up, he walked straight through the lounge and into the games room where Sinnott was
         practising his snooker. Perhaps the only good reason Carpenter could give himself for continuing to smoke was that it would
         ensure Wright’s abrupt departure from whatever room they happened to be in. Wright detested cigarettes, and espoused the theory that
         they were substitute nipples; smoking, according to him, was as much an oral comfort harking back to breast-feeding as it
         was a nicotine addiction. Carpenter was quite happy to subscribe to this theory: how much nicer it was to think of a cigarette
         as the end of a tit than as a tube of potentially lethal tar.
      

      
      He was thinking too much, he knew, and about all sorts of unpleasant and unfruitful subjects. That was the trouble with Limbo:
         you had so much time on your hands you invariably spent a lot of it in thought.
      

      
      ‘Listen to this,’ Riley said, and read out an amusing story from the Daily Mirror about a man who had climbed a tree to rescue a cat only to have the animal leap upon his head and hang there, tearing out
         half of his hair before he brought it to ground.
      

      
      Riley showed him a photograph of the man, who looked like an alopecia victim. Treadwell peered over the top of his paper and
         smiled in a way which suggested he had no idea why Riley was displaying the photograph.
      

      
      ‘If I was him,’ Riley said, ‘I’d claim damages from the cat. Demand a graft of its hair to cover the missing bits.’

      
      Carpenter returned to his own paper, unhappily stirred by the story to thoughts of his own receding hairline. Baldness, he
         had reluctantly decided, was aesthetically unappealing. One of his girlfriends had once told him that bald or partially bald
         men were often very attractive to women, but to him this simply implied by a kind of negative emphasis that most, in fact,
         were not. And anyway, to be losing your hair at twenty-nine was … well, it made you worry like hell and caused your hair to
         fall out even faster. It was a vicious circle, a destructive self-perpetuating cycle, as most of his habits seemed to be.
      

      
      Riley was peering at him.

      
      ‘You all right?’ he asked.

      
      Carpenter pointed a forefinger to the side of his head and twirled it around. His brain was in overdrive today.

      
      ‘Darts?’ Riley suggested.

      
      Carpenter decided that a game would be most welcome. Darts were always good for staving off thought.

      
      
      They went into the games room. Sinnott was knocking balls around the snooker table, waiting for Treadwell to finish his newspaper;
         Treadwell was the only one who could really compete with him on green felt. Wright was sitting in an armchair beside the dartboard,
         reading a copy of The Listener.

      
      Riley put a rag to the scoreboard. A cloud of chalkdust began to descend on Wright.

      
      ‘Do you mind?’ he said.

      
      ‘Do I mind what?’ Riley asked.

      
      ‘Do you mind not showering me with chalkdust.’

      
      ‘No,’ said Riley, ‘I don’t mind.’

      
      Wright glared at him, then returned to his reading, smoothing out the page emphatically. ‘Don’t think I’m going to move just
         because you’ve come in here to annoy me.’
      

      
      Riley took the darts from the board and walked back to the eight foot mark.

      
      ‘Up for bull,’ he said, handing Carpenter a dart.

      
      Carpenter aimed and threw. Riley followed. He was closer.

      
      ‘I’m warning you, Riley,’ said Wright as he plucked out the darts, ‘if you hit me I’ll bloody throttle you.’

      
      ‘What if I hit you in the head?’

      
      ‘If you so much as graze me, I’ll throttle you.’

      
      ‘Not if I hit you in the head. You’ll be dead.’

      
      ‘Are you threatening me?’

      
      ‘Just pointing out the dangers. The brain is in the head, you know.’

      
      ‘I don’t need you to give me an anatomy lesson. I knew where the brain was when I was five years old.’

      
      Riley looked impressed. He walked back to the mark.

      
      ‘When I was five years old,’ he said to Carpenter, ‘all I could do was dribble. I was a late developer.’

      
      ‘Late?’ said Wright. ‘You never got started.’ He gave a porcine snort.

      
      ‘I was eight before I learned to talk,’ Riley told him.

      
      ‘And you’ve talked a lot of drivel ever since.’

      
      ‘It’s all to do with upbringing. My parents neglected me. They left me with my uncle a lot. He was a bit eccentric. He used
         to tell me funny stories.’
      

      
      
      Wright studiously returned to his reading. Riley looked as if he was recalling fond memories.

      
      ‘I’ll never forget what he told me about Santa Claus. Did you believe in Santa Claus when you were little?’

      
      ‘Just go away,’ said Wright.

      
      ‘I did at first. But later I wasn’t sure. I wanted to know how he made a living out of season. You know what my uncle told
         me?’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t the faintest idea and I couldn’t care less.’

      
      ‘He told me he delivered babies the rest of the year round. That’s where babies came from – the North Pole. According to my
         uncle Santa went around in disguise as a rag-and-bone man, with an old tweed suit and a trilby in place of his usual outfit.
         And he shaved his beard off so that people wouldn’t recognize him. He had this horse and cart, with all sorts of old junk
         on it. But under the junk was babies, ready for delivery. He’d sneak them into houses for women when the neighbours weren’t
         looking.’
      

      
      Wright had put a hand over his eyes as if to shut out the sound of Riley’s voice. Riley made to throw, then paused. ‘Whenever
         I heard a rag-and-bone man in the street I’d always rush outside and try to see what was in his cart, thinking that if I found
         any babies I’d steal one and take it home for my mother.’
      

      
      Wright was staring at him. ‘I can’t believe I’m listening to such puerile nonsense from a fully grown man.’

      
      ‘I was at an impressionable age,’ Riley told him. ‘And you can’t blame my uncle – he was a bit peculiar. He had an accident
         when he was younger, in a pub. Someone hit him in the head with a dart.’
      

      
      Wright surged to his feet, flinging down the magazine. ‘You’re not funny, Riley, you’re just inane.’ He stalked out.

      
      Riley aimed at the dartboard and proceeded to throw. His first dart narrowly missed the double five. The second scored a double
         eighteen. The third hit the metal ribbing of the treble twenty and rebounded, embedding itself in the back of the chair in
         which Wright had been sitting.
      

      
      Riley walked over to the chair. He cocked his head, looked rueful, then plucked out the dart.

      
      Carpenter understood his disappointment. The dart would have got Wright between the eyes.

      
      
      *

      
      Within half an hour Carpenter was bored with darts. He and Riley challenged Treadwell to doubles at snooker. They were resoundingly
         beaten three games in a row. It was a mystery to Carpenter how Sinnott, a nervous lad at the best of times, always managed
         to steady himself when taking a crucial shot: the ball would inevitably thud into the pocket. Carpenter kept wishing that
         Snider would appear, for his presence was usually enough to put Sinnott off his game. But Snider had evidently gone off for
         his coffee break or whatever it was the guards did when they weren’t around. Perhaps he was watching them at this very moment
         through the spy camera in the light fitting. Sinnott continued to play with perfect assurance, and Treadwell provided good
         support. By the third game Riley was telling Carpenter jokes across the table in the hope that this would distract them. It
         didn’t.
      

      
      Carpenter felt restless, as if he had something important to do but had forgotten what. Usually he was quite content to while
         away the morning hours with darts or snooker or cards or board-games – the place was well-stocked with amusements – but today
         something was bothering him. He shook his head to the suggestion of a fourth game and returned to the lounge.
      

      
      Wright was evidently still in the library, for he was nowhere to be seen. Carpenter stretched out on a sofa, relieved to have
         a few moments to himself. Then Hemmings shambled into the room.
      

      
      ‘Carpenter,’ he said, as though greeting a long-lost friend. ‘Just the man I’ve been looking for.’

      
      He sat down beside Carpenter and offered him a piece of the large Cadbury’s Fruit & Nut bar he was holding. Carpenter shook
         his head. He watched as Hemmings crammed chocolate into his mouth. Debris from the bar littered the chest of his coveralls
         and there were brown smears on his thighs.
      

      
      ‘You’re a scientist, right?’ he said presently.

      
      No, it was not right. He was a physics graduate who hadn’t opened a modern physics book in years. To call him a scientist
         was about as accurate as calling a man who whistled a musician.
      

      
      ‘Gravity,’ said Hemmings. ‘Gravity comes from the centre of the earth, right? It keeps us stuck to the ground. Anything that’s thrown up in the air is always pulled back down again. Unless
         it’s travelling fast enough to escape, like a rocket.’ Hemmings paused to swallow. ‘Then how come the moon doesn’t fall on
         the earth?’
      

      
      Carpenter wanted to get up and flee to the bathroom. But Hemmings was leaning across him.

      
      ‘How come,’ he went on, ‘the earth doesn’t fall into the sun? The sun has more gravity than the earth, right?’

      
      He crammed more chocolate into his mouth. Carpenter backed off to the edge of the sofa, but Hemmings moved with him, maintaining
         his oppressive propinquity. As he chewed his mouth opened to reveal teeth coated with brown slime.
      

      
      ‘Another thing,’ he said. ‘The universe is expanding, right? But what’s it expanding into?’

      
      Carpenter fished out a cigarette and lit up, blowing smoke into his face. This had no deterrent effect whatsoever.

      
      ‘I don’t get it. There must be something outside the universe. And how far does it go?’

      
      Carpenter was now hopelessly cornered. He puffed on his cigarette, shrouding his head in a cloud of smoke. At this point Wright
         emerged from the library with a book.
      

      
      ‘Morning,’ Hemmings said jauntily as he sat down in an armchair. ‘How are you this morning?’

      
      ‘How do you think I am?’ Wright said. ‘How would you like to have your fundamental liberties removed without any justification
         whatsoever? How would you like to be treated like a caged animal?’
      

      
      Hemmings put more chocolate into his mouth. He seemed to be considering Wright’s questions. Then he turned back to Carpenter.

      
      ‘I saw this programme the other night about experiments on animals. They were putting electrodes into dogs’ brains and cutting
         the tails off rats and hamsters.’
      

      
      ‘Hamsters do not have tails,’ Wright informed him.

      
      Carpenter tried to move, but Hemmings was leaning against him.

      
      ‘They reckon that dolphins and whales communicate by mental telepathy,’ he said.

      
      ‘That,’ said Wright, ‘is a tautology. Telepathy cannot be anything but mental.’

      
      Hemmings blinked and swallowed. Carpenter blew smoke in Wright’s direction before stubbing out his cigarette. But Wright didn’t notice; he was too busy enjoying himself with Hemmings.
      

      
      In most respects Hemmings was the antithesis of Snider. Snider was stern, punctilious and aloof, whereas Hemmings, an ungainly,
         slack-faced man in his late thirties, had cultivated a more informal approach towards Carpenter and the others. From the day
         of their arrival in Limbo he had been chatty and had made a special effort to get to know them. But there was something about
         him which was repellent. His conversational gambits seemed phoney and he had no concept of bodily space, tending to sit or
         stand too close to the person he was addressing. It made you want to push him away or leap backwards. And he was one of those
         people who conducted a conversation without really listening to what the other person was saying. No one felt comfortable
         with him, and Wright only tolerated his company because it gave him ample opportunities for disdainful demonstrations of his
         superior intelligence.
      

      
      Hemmings had a faint accent which Carpenter couldn’t identify. But then he had never been very good at identifying accents.
         Wright, by contrast, claimed to have a finely tuned ear; according to him Hemmings hailed from the Black Country, and he also
         claimed that he could pinpoint the native areas of Limbo’s entire staff from the way each spoke. This had led him to devise
         a method for establishing Limbo’s likely location. It ultimately involved drawing on a map a series of lines whose point of
         convergence would reveal precisely where Limbo was sited. Wright had huddled in the library for over a week with a pencil
         stub and a plastic ruler which one of the weekend guards had allowed him, making intricate networks of lines on the pocket
         atlas whenever he thought the guards weren’t looking. At the end of it he had announced that Limbo was situated about forty
         miles south of Eastbourne.
      

      
      Despite the scepticism of the others, Wright had insisted his method was valid. It was not at all unreasonable, he argued,
         to suppose that Limbo was sited in the middle of the Channel, probably on the sea bed. This conclusion might have been within
         the bounds of credibility were it not for the fact that the television programmes they received pointed to a London location.
         To Wright this was simply confirmation that they were receiving fake transmissions.
      

      
      
      ‘So you disapprove of battery farming,’ Wright was saying. ‘What about concentration camps?’

      
      Carpenter had no idea how the conversation had got around to battery farming, but he knew it was time to leave.

      
      ‘Are human beings any less important than chickens?’ Wright was asking the hapless Hemmings. ‘Did you know that the British
         invented concentration camps? It’s one of our more recent contributions to civilization.’
      

      
      Carpenter edged off the sofa and fled.

      
      *

      
      ‘Check,’ said Wright, moving his queen abreast Carpenter’s king.

      
      Carpenter gazed with dismay at the board, wondering why he had been so stupid as to play Wright in the first place. After
         fleeing into the games room from Hemmings he had taken the chessboard and box out of the store cupboard behind the dartboard
         for no other reason than to divert himself by pretending that he was a young British discovery engaged in a chequerboard tussle
         with some nefarious Russian grandmaster. Naturally he would win through in the end and become the first British chess champion
         of the world. Then Wright had spoiled it by sitting down opposite him and moving a pawn. Wright often played chess with himself,
         and Carpenter knew he had been seeking an opponent ever since they’d been in Limbo. Some automatic instinct had made him move
         an equivalent pawn, and then it was too late.
      

      
      Carpenter decided that he hated chess. They had only been playing for ten minutes or so, and Wright already had him hemmed
         in with a queen, a rook and a battery of pawns. Carpenter’s beleaguered king was hopelessly cornered, and Wright was casually
         picking off his other pieces, as if deliberately delaying the coup de grâce through sheer sadism. His main struggle now was resisting the urge to contrive an accident in which the pieces would be scattered
         over the floor.
      

      
      Carpenter sighed. He had only ever won a handful of games since he had learned to play chess at school, and he wondered why
         he persisted in deluding himself that he was a competent player. Once, he’d sat down and tried to analyse why he usually lost,
         and he had come to the conclusion it was due to a surfeit of caution and anxiety. He spent so much time trying to determine his opponent’s
         strategy that his own game dissolved under the welter of devilish possibilities which his brain conjured up. It was remarkable
         what brilliantly fiendish gambits he could imagine were being employed against him: far more brilliant and fiendish than actually
         turned out to be the case. He knew that if only he could play his own game as if he was his own opponent, he’d be unbeatable.
         As it was, he simply worked himself into such a state of agitation that within minutes he was actively longing to be put out
         of his misery.
      

      
      On this occasion, however, deliverance of another sort was at hand. Snider entered and announced that Naughton wanted to see
         them all in his office immediately.
      

      
      Carpenter’s first thought was that he would steal back into the room as soon as Naughton released them and pile all the pieces
         back into their box.
      

      
      ‘I think you’ll find it’s mate,’ said Wright.

      
      *

      
      Carpenter’s eyes were always drawn first to the red telephone.

      
      Naughton stood behind his desk, his face fixed in the disapproving expression he had been cultivating throughout their stay
         in Limbo. He was a thin man with dark, wavy hair cropped unfashionably short around his ears. To Carpenter he always appeared
         nervous and tubercular, his cheeks hollow and his eyes too bright and bulbous. He was probably in his late thirties, but he
         looked younger, almost adolescent. He wore shabby, ill-fitting suits – a black barathea affair on this occasion – while his
         kipper ties were a wonder to behold. Today’s was salmon-pink with crescent moons in royal blue and five-pointed stars in scarlet.
         So hideous that it transcended bad taste.
      

      
      Summonses to Naughton’s office tended to be rare – Carpenter guessed that he preferred to see as little of them as possible
         – but they always meant that he was upset about some aspect of their general conduct; particular infractions merited an individual
         interview. The office held a filing cabinet and a metal desk with the red telephone on it. The walls were painted a mustard
         colour, a neon tube glowed overhead, and a print of The Fighting Temeraire hung on the wall behind the desk. Despite all this, it seemed just as bare as the other rooms in Limbo. The desk was always
         devoid of paperwork and Carpenter had never seen Naughton use the red telephone or even heard it ringing.
      

      
      On the floor next to the filing cabinet was a yellow plastic bowl containing a few smears of cat food. The cat was still hiding
         under Naughton’s desk, but Carpenter was confident it would soon emerge.
      

      
      Naughton launched into his preamble, which consisted of vague and generalized comments on reports he had received of minor
         breaches in discipline since he had last interviewed them. Carpenter had heard it all before in essence; he stifled a yawn
         and wondered if Naughton was married. On balance he thought not; it was hard to imagine any wife tolerating his taste in ties.
      

      
      When Naughton was finished he studied them all gravely before telling Sinnott to stand still. This was a futile order, since
         Sinnott’s nervous disposition did not permit immobility unless he was unconscious, but it was less a demand than a token display
         of power: Naughton knew that Sinnott was the only inmate who was intimidated by his authority and consequently he always found
         an excuse to pick on him.
      

      
      As far as Carpenter could tell, Naughton worked a peculiarly staggered day in Limbo. It was never possible to be sure precisely
         when he was in attendance since the door to his office was normally closed; but he seemed to take a two-hour lunch break at
         noon and then a further two-hour break between five and seven o’clock before finally departing at ten o’clock. Saturdays and
         Sundays were his days off.
      

      
      Naughton opened the middle drawer of his desk and produced two items of cutlery which he held up.

      
      ‘Fork,’ said Riley, ‘Spoon.’

      
      Naughton put both pieces down on the desk in front of him.

      
      ‘These two pieces of cutlery went missing after dinner on Friday. The theft was reported to me this morning and your cells
         were promptly searched. They were found to have been secreted in a mattress.’ Naughton was looking at Wright. ‘Would you care
         to explain what they were doing there?’
      

      
      
      ‘You know perfectly well what they were doing there,’ said Wright. ‘I am being kept a prisoner here, illegally. I intend to
         do everything in my power to escape.’
      

      
      ‘This isn’t Colditz, Wright. I won’t tolerate these foolish displays of dramatics.’

      
      ‘I’m in deadly earnest.’

      
      Naughton gave a small sigh. ‘Would you care to tell us what you were intending to do with them?’

      
      ‘I’m not prepared to tell you anything which you might be able to use to your own advantage.’

      
      Carpenter decided that this was a pretty good answer under the circumstances. No doubt Wright planned to use the fork and
         spoon as digging implements, but Carpenter still couldn’t see what use they would be. A tunnel needed to have two ends, and
         it was necessary to dig towards a point outside the institution from which you wanted to escape. And this was the nub of the
         problem. Since Limbo had no windows, none of them knew which direction led out; they didn’t even know where the exit was within
         the building: the corridors all led into one another, as did the doors between each room.
      

      
      There had to be a way out, of course, for the staff came and went according to their rotas and evidently returned to the outside
         world when they were not on duty. But after three months none of them had succeeded in pinpointing a door or corridor which
         indubitably led outside. To Carpenter’s right was a door which he had previously assumed led into Dr Dempster’s office until
         it had dawned on him that there was no door in the corresponding wall there; so there had to be a small room or a corridor
         in between. Possibly the exit lay there, but it was more likely to be the monitor room where the guards kept watch over them
         from afar. But the door was always closed whenever they were summoned to Naughton’s office, and Carpenter had never been able
         to get a glimpse of what lay beyond it.
      

      
      Naughton was telling Wright how disappointed he was with his behaviour; he had hoped by now that they would have established
         an atmosphere of mutual respect and trust. But clearly not. Of course they were all responsible for one another’s actions,
         therefore in future their cells would be searched before bedtime and after breakfast.
      

      
      Was that it? Was that all? Evidently it was, and Naughton seemed satisfied that it was stern punishment indeed.

      
      At this point the cat finally crawled out from under his desk. It was a large black cat named Mordred with long claws and
         malevolent yellow-green eyes. A leather lead tied to one of the desk legs kept it confined to the office, which was just as
         well. It had been installed by Naughton a month previously as an indirect result of Riley’s inability to tie proper knots
         in his shoelaces.
      

      
      The cat advanced on Sinnott, who tried smiling at it to fend off its approach, but without success. It pounced on his nearest
         foot and proceeded to flex its claws in the ragged leather. Sinnott began to squirm and gulp.
      

      
      ‘What’s the matter with you?’ Naughton demanded of him. ‘I haven’t condemned you to death.’ He was unaware of the cat’s onslaught.

      
      ‘Nothing,’ said Sinnott, swallowing back the pain.

      
      Sinnott lived in dread of incurring Naughton’s displeasure and would not complain about the cat as a result. Mere youth could
         not explain his fear of authority, which was almost pathological and caused him to be exploited by practically everyone. Blythe
         pressed him to the limit in the gym, Snider could frighten him with a single glance, and Harris, one of the evening shift
         guards with a penchant for bullying, was always playing practical jokes on him such as putting cornflakes in his bed or a
         condom in his coffee.
      

      
      Carpenter felt sorry for Sinnott since he seemed condemned to go through life moulding his own destiny to the whims of others.
         He was the classic orphan who had been raised in an institution with a strictly disciplinarian atmosphere which had inculcated
         into him a pervasive fear of falling foul of authority. Or, conversely, he had grown up without ever having any elders to
         supervise his upbringing and thus saw all figures of authority as parental substitutes whom he looked to for the guidance
         and approval he had never received in childhood. Carpenter found psychology a fascinating subject since it was always possible
         to arrive at two diametrically opposing theories from one set of observations.
      

      
      He stretched out a foot and prodded the cat in the backside. It immediately relinquished its grip on Sinnott’s toe and hissed at him before going down into a crouch. As it prepared to leap
         at him, Carpenter cupped his hands over his genitals like a footballer in a defensive wall.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing, Carpenter?’ Naughton demanded.

      
      Carpenter pointed, and Naughton peered over the top of his desk.

      
      ‘Mordred!’ he shouted. ‘Come here!’ He fumbled under the desk for the lead.

      
      The cat darted off to the other side of the room and squeezed itself behind the filing cabinet to glare evilly at Carpenter
         from the shadows, as if promising vengeance at a later date. Hemmings edged away from the wall where he had been lounging.
      

      
      Today Riley’s shoes were securely tied. Treadwell had lately been checking them every morning after breakfast since Riley
         seemed incapable of tying proper knots himself and often walked around with his shoelaces flapping. This had become a source
         of curiosity and perhaps even irritation to Treadwell, who was an orderly man in his habits; but Treadwell had shown his usual
         politeness when he had first asked Riley why his laces were always undone.
      

      
      Riley had studied his shoes before saying, ‘What’s the point? I only have to undo them again at night when I go to bed.’

      
      They were all sitting around in the lounge at the time; it was only their second week in Limbo, and they were still getting
         to know one another.
      

      
      ‘Are you saying you don’t do them up at all?’

      
      Riley shrugged. ‘It’s a waste of time. Why do them up if you have to undo them all over again?’

      
      Treadwell looked as if he had been forced to wrestle with some utterly new philosophical concept. Several moments passed before
         he said, ‘That’s not a good idea. It’s dangerous. You could trip over them and fracture your skull.’
      

      
      ‘He’s having you on,’ Wright interjected. ‘He’s just using an absurd argument to justify his laziness.’

      
      ‘What’s absurd about it?’ said Riley, showing no indication that he had been joking.

      
      ‘Oh, come on. You don’t not do up your shoelaces just because you have to undo them at night. What do you take me for? If
         you took that sort of reasoning to its logical conclusion you’d walk around with your eyes closed because there’d be no point
         in opening them since you have to go to sleep each night. Wouldn’t you?’
      

      
      ‘That would be daft,’ said Riley. ‘If I walked around all day with my eyes closed I’d probably trip over my shoelaces and
         fracture my skull.’
      

      
      Riley had a habit of standing on one foot and swinging his other leg. This caused his loose laces to make skittering noises
         on the bare floor of Naughton’s office which sounded like the scampering of tiny feet. Hemmings had let slip that Naughton
         was convinced he had mice in his office, and Carpenter had subsequently noticed mousetraps and piles of poison in the corners
         of the room. Mordred was simply the latest in a line of rodent-repellents.
      

      
      ‘I’ve noticed a progressive deterioration in standards of personal hygiene,’ Naughton was saying; he had abandoned his attempt
         to bring Mordred to heel. ‘I exempt Wright and Treadwell from this criticism, but you, Riley, are slovenly in appearance.
         And you, Sinnott, need your hair cut. I’ll have the barber brought in tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘Let me have a pair of scissors,’ Sinnott said. ‘I’ll trim it myself.’

      
      ‘You’ll have it cut for you like everyone else.’

      
      ‘Please. You can have someone watch me.’

      
      ‘Tomorrow morning, Sinnott. I don’t want to hear any more about it.’

      
      Sinnott looked devastated, and Carpenter knew that it was not simply a matter of pride, even though he always kept his shoulder-length
         hair carefully groomed. No, Sinnott had good reason to fear a haircut. Shortly after their arrival in Limbo a barber had been
         brought in by Naughton to cut their hair, and it was not an experience Carpenter was ever likely to forget. The barber was
         a squat, almost bald man wearing horn-rimmed glasses with lenses like the bottoms of milk bottles. He appeared to have learned
         his trade before the invention of electricity, for apart from the standard scissors he also wielded a pair of mechanical clippers.
         Carpenter had not seen such an implement in years, and in his hands they proved an exquisite instrument of torture, making
         Carpenter yelp with pain as they tore lumps of hair from his neck. He also suffered several minor cuts on the ears from misapplied
         scissors, the barber humming unconcernedly to himself throughout. He was to hair-dressing what Genghis Khan had been to diplomacy.
      

      
      Afterwards Carpenter had felt humiliated and had vowed that he would do everything in his power to prevent the barber from
         ever getting near him again. His cropped head merely emphasized those expanding areas of his scalp where hair would never
         grow again, and there was little consolation in the fact that Riley, Treadwell and Wright had all suffered similarly. He had
         that awful, impotent feeling of looking ridiculous, a feeling he vividly remembered from his teens when overzealous barbers
         had been the cause of weeks of misery and mockery from friends. Only now, over two months later, was his hair beginning to
         look vaguely normal again.
      

      
      Sinnott had escaped the slaughter on that day by the useful expedient of fainting; after seeing first Carpenter and then Riley
         emerge from the gym shorn and trembling he had keeled over as Wright took his turn. Snider had carried him off to his cell
         and he had not emerged until the following morning, looking far worse than any of them. Carpenter did not envy him his belated
         assignation with the demon barber.
      

      
      Naughton now opened another drawer in his desk and produced a white pillowcase which he unfolded and held up. It was stained
         with several blurred red spots. Carpenter studied The Fighting Temeraire on the wall above Naughton’s head, knowing what was coming.
      

      
      ‘Last week’s pillowcase, Carpenter,’ said Naughton. ‘Would you care to explain how it got into such a state?’

      
      Carpenter did not care to. He shrugged.

      
      ‘If you are suffering from nocturnal nosebleeds or some similar complaint, then I suggest you inform Dr Dempster and seek
         suitable treatment from her. Bloodstains are notoriously difficult to remove from linen and we can’t constantly be supplying
         you with fresh pillowcases. This is not the first occasion I’ve had to warn you about this …’
      

      
      The words became a drone. Carpenter concentrated on the painting, imagining that Naughton was aboard the ship and that he
         was a U-boat commander under the water with it square in his periscope sights. Fire One! Fire Two! Fire Three!

      
      
      *

      
      Carpenter sat in the toilet, thinking of the morning when he had awoken to find himself in Limbo. One night he had gone to
         bed as usual at his flat, but the next morning he had opened his eyes to find himself in a white windowless cell, lying under
         artificial light. He felt terrible, his head fuzzy with sleep, his whole body aching; but finally he had summoned the energy
         to get out of bed and try the door. It was locked. Soon afterwards someone had come along and marched him off without explanation
         to Naughton’s office. This was Snider.
      

      
      Naughton had been sitting at his desk, wearing a dishevelled grey suit and a violet and yellow paisley tie. Carpenter had
         simply stood there, dazed and disorientated, while Snider and another guard whom he later came to know as Hemmings had fetched
         four other men into the office whom Carpenter had never seen before. They all wore striped pyjamas like himself and all looked
         equally bewildered. None of them had said anything as Naughton had informed them of his name and of the fact that he was henceforward
         responsible for their welfare. He expected them to behave fittingly to their new status, and in return their needs would be
         catered to. He talked of rules and regulations, but Carpenter absorbed little of it at the time since he was feeling light-headed
         and his dearest wish was to lie down again. When Naughton was finally finished they were marched off to the bathroom for a
         shower and thence to breakfast.
      

      
      A few days had passed before it dawned on them that they were effectively prisoners in some enclosed and windowless institution,
         their activities monitored and regulated by Naughton’s guards. The guards refused to answer questions, and they were given
         no inkling of why they had been imprisoned. The regime was not especially repressive. Newspapers were delivered every day
         (and magazines each weekend), there was a television to watch and a variety of games with which to amuse themselves. They
         were provided with meals at set times, made to exercise each morning and were locked in their cells each night. Apart from
         this nothing seemed to be required of them apart from docile and accepting behaviour.
      

      
      
      By the end of their first week Wright had forced them to accompany him to Naughton’s office, where he had demanded an explanation
         for their imprisonment and their immediate release. Naughton had replied that he, Wright, was in no position to demand anything
         and was expected to behave himself. Wright had begun to protest more loudly and indignantly until finally Naughton had ordered
         Snider and Hemmings to drag him off to his cell and lock him inside for the rest of the day. That was the end of formal protests,
         though Wright’s umbrage had not lessened in the slightest since then.
      

      
      They were in Limbo, and in the absence of any official designation this became its name. Days turned into weeks, and with
         the exception of Wright they had accepted their new status stoically, lulled by its routine and lack of blatant outrages.
         Only Wright continued to rail against the injustice of their plight, but faced with the intransigence of the guards and the
         continuing bewilderment of his fellow inmates, there was little he could do except lecture them on their apathy and lack of
         moral fibre. In many ways he was the biggest nuisance in Limbo.
      

      
      *

      
      Lunch was omelettes with baked ham and pineapples. Riley always developed a healthy appetite before each meal, and he ate
         with such speed and gusto that he was finished before the rest of them were done with their soup. He went off to his cell
         to take a siesta. Conversation at the table was muted, with Wright being in a subdued mood for once. Carpenter was profoundly
         grateful; it was at meal-times that Wright usually launched into his tirades against whatever happened to be bothering him
         at the time. Sinnott seldom spoke unless he was first addressed; he had the appetite of a sparrow and spent most of his time
         at the table prodding and rearranging his food on his plate but actually eating little.
      

      
      Carpenter fell to watching Treadwell, who was observing a strictly rectilinear approach to the cutting of his food. First
         he pared away the edges of his omelette to leave a perfect rectangle; then he began cutting off strips until the omelette
         was reduced to a square; this was finally sliced vertically and horizontally to give four smaller, mouth-sized squares. The omelette eaten, he repeated the procedure on his ham, then carved his pineapple into quarter segments
         and ate them.
      

      
      Carpenter was fascinated by this ritual, which he had observed on many occasions. He also suspected that Treadwell reserved
         the same number of chews for a given piece of food, the number varying with different items and being directly dependent on
         the consistency and toughness of the food.
      

      
      When he had finished eating, Treadwell laid his knife and fork along the centre of the plate, parallel to one another and
         with their points facing away from him. He then took a little water before wiping his lips with a paper napkin, crumpling
         it afterwards and placing it on his plate.
      

      
      Carpenter knew that this was perfect table etiquette, for he had recently read an article on the subject in one of the Sunday
         supplements. Since he’d been in Limbo he had widened his general knowledge considerably from the magazines which were always
         lying around in the lounge, learning how to make tiny storage compartments out of used matchboxes, how to be more confident
         when giving public speeches, how to mount a beermat collection, how to shear sheep, how to reduce pre-menstrual tension, how
         to get more out of his sex life, how to identify common species of trees at a single glance, how to design a more efficient
         kitchen, and so on. His mind was turning into a litter bin for all sorts of useless bits of information. And he was, he realized,
         becoming obsessed by trivia such as Treadwell’s eating habits.
      

      
      Treadwell had the chiselled handsomeness of a Hollywood star, but there was no real spark of personality in his face so that
         he looked undistinguished. He was the most orderly person Carpenter had ever met, the fastidiousness with which he applied
         himself to his food being evident in every other aspect of his behaviour. He was always well turned out, and his manner with
         even the most obnoxious of the guards was perfectly correct. Carpenter had long felt that people whose lives were rigidly
         bound to formality and routine lacked imagination, and this certainly seemed to apply to Treadwell. While he was a polite
         and affable man, he also tended to obtuseness and gullibility.
      

      
      There was an apple for dessert. Presently Treadwell picked his up and began slicing it into four segments before cutting out the cores with a delicacy which would have done credit to a
         surgeon. Not a lock of his bronze hair was ever out of place, his moustache was always immaculately trimmed and his sideboards
         had a perfect edge. Carpenter had never been able to shave properly with a dry razor and he continually marvelled at how Treadwell
         managed such geometrical perfection. Indeed, it periodically irritated him so much he would take to fantasizing that one day
         he’d sneak up on Treadwell with a pair of scissors and carve his moustache and sideboards into a mockery of their present
         neatness.
      

      
      No doubt Treadwell shaved according to his favourite maxim: Time and Patience. He was fond of quoting maxims and adages by
         which he claimed to live his life, and Carpenter recalled the day Sinnott had become agitated about something and Treadwell
         had counselled him: ‘Take your time and have patience. It’s always the best policy.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’ Riley had wanted to know.

      
      ‘You’ll do things better if you take your time over them,’ Treadwell had informed him.

      
      ‘What if you’re about to be trampled by a herd of rampaging elephants? Or being attacked by a lunatic with an axe who wants
         to hack you to pieces?’
      

      
      It was clear that these were contingencies which Treadwell had not contemplated in this context. But Riley was merely warming
         to his theme. By a series of bizarre examples invoking terminally ill relatives, demented lodgers, mass riots and much else,
         he proceeded to demonstrate that honesty was not always the best policy, that you shouldn’t always do as you would be done
         by, that many hands did not necessarily make light work, and so on. When he was finished, Treadwell looked utterly bemused,
         stunned by the irresistible power of Riley’s illogic.
      

      
      Carpenter became aware that Treadwell was studying him.

      
      ‘Would you mind if I had a word with you?’ he whispered. ‘In the bathroom.’

      
      It had to be important. The bathroom was the only place in Limbo where there were no spy cameras or guards; and since it was
         possible that the rooms were also wired for sound, the most secret conversations took place through the partition between
         the two toilet cubicles. Even there it was necessary to talk in whispers, the peculiar acoustics of the place tending to amplify normal
         sounds so that they often carried into the corridor outside.
      

      
      Treadwell departed past Snider, who was on duty at the doorway. Carpenter counted slowly to thirty before rising and going
         after him.
      

      
      The right-hand cubicle was closed, so Carpenter entered the other one. He automatically laid toilet paper around the seat
         even though he did not drop his trousers before sitting down; when he was young one of his aunts had told him a terrifying
         story about someone who had caught leprosy off a public toilet seat, and the habit was now entrenched. He pressed his ear
         to the partition.
      

      
      ‘… the trouble with Wright,’ Treadwell was already murmuring. ‘He’s always creating a fuss and that only makes the guards watch
         him more closely. I’m keeping a low profile so I don’t arouse their suspicions.’
      

      
      Carpenter was immediately intrigued. Did Treadwell have an escape plan?

      
      ‘I’d be grateful if you kept this to yourself. Wright especially – I don’t want him to know. Not for the time being, at least.
         He’d only do something silly so that Naughton would find out.’
      

      
      Find out what? Carpenter wondered. He pressed his ear harder against the partition.

      
      Treadwell continued talking, and gradually it became clear that there was a loose parquet tile in the gym. Treadwell had discovered
         it about a month after their arrival in Limbo, and since then he had been gripping the edges of the tile while doing press-ups,
         jerking himself up and down as hard as he could to loosen it further. Just yesterday he had finally freed it.
      

      
      ‘I started work on the one next to it this morning,’ he told Carpenter.

      
      Each tile was about twelve inches by three, which meant that Treadwell would need to uproot about half a dozen before he would
         have a man-sized hole. And at the rate of two months per tile, this meant a year before they had a potential escape route.
         The only scrap of comfort Carpenter could draw from this was that it gave a reason for Treadwell’s extreme devotion to press-ups.
      

      
      ‘You don’t happen to have anything I could use as a chisel?’

      
      
      Carpenter decided that the question was rhetorical; they were allowed no personal accessories apart from a comb and a toothbrush.
         Occasionally they would be provided with scissors for trimming nails, but always under the supervision of a guard. Carpenter
         was tempted to ask Treadwell if the sledge-hammer he’d come by would serve instead, but he knew his sarcasm would be wasted.
         Then Treadwell explained that the parquet tiles were set in cement.
      

      
      *

      
      Afternoons were a dead time of the day for Carpenter. By then he had read all the tabloids and was bored with snooker, darts
         and all the other games which had been provided for them. Riley, whose company he found most stimulating, usually slept until
         the guards changed, Treadwell he could only take in small doses, Sinnott was always so edgy that he made Carpenter feel nervous
         himself, and Wright – well, Wright was beyond anyone’s pale. On Friday evenings a fresh batch of magazines and periodicals
         were delivered, but Carpenter had usually read them all from cover to cover by Sunday evening, excepting the more serious
         ones such as New Society and The New Statesman, which he avoided. For a while he had taken to doing the crosswords in all the tabloids; but he had soon found himself becoming
         obsessive about having to complete every one he started, so he had given them up entirely.
      

      
      He sat down in the lounge and lit a cigarette. Sinnott and Treadwell were playing snooker in the games room. There was no
         sign of Wright, or of Snider and Hemmings. Carpenter hummed tunelessly to himself. He stared up at the central light, wondering
         if a guard in the monitor room was watching him. Far from resenting this constant surveillance, he actually found it rather
         comforting and flattering; it made him feel special, important. He supposed that this was what most religious converts felt
         like, secure in the knowledge that their God was taking a paternal interest in their affairs. In this respect he regretted
         his own loss of faith.
      

      
      Carpenter reminded himself that he was in danger of allowing his thoughts to stray on to a thorny problem. In his category
         of thorny problems the question of whether or not there was a God had once been paramount. It had slipped down the rankings
         in recent years, being displaced by such associated questions as: Is there a meaning to life? Is there life after death? Is there such a thing
         as human freedom? Is killing ever justifiable? Could any political system triumph over human greed? Were the sins of the fathers
         descended on the sons? And so on.
      

      
      He knew that most of these questions were products of a religious upbringing. Carpenter had hoped that they would bother him
         less as he grew older, but most of them had instead loomed larger in his mind as he gained more experience of the world and
         became more confused by its complexities. No wonder most people looked back on their childhood with affection, no matter how
         awful they had actually been; it wasn’t really because they had been young and innocent then but rather that they had taken
         everything in the world for granted and hadn’t yet cultivated the morbid habit of thinking about it.
      

      
      At this point Hemmings lumbered into the room. Carpenter immediately closed his eyes and let his body go limp in the hope
         that Hemmings would think he was dozing; but already he felt trapped.
      

      
      Hemmings sat down beside him.

      
      ‘Carpenter?’ he said, leaning so close that Carpenter could feel his breath on his cheek. He continued to pretend that he
         was asleep, but the index and middle fingers of his right hand had started to grow warm.
      

      
      Hemmings nudged him. ‘Carpenter? Are you awake?’

      
      Carpenter emitted a snorting sound designed to indicate that he was not awake, but he knew the pretence was an absurd one.
         His fingers were growing hot, and suddenly he remembered that he had left his cigarette burning between them. With a yelp
         he sprang to his feet, dropping the butt.
      

      
      It was only a minor burn, but it stung. He flapped his fingers, then blew on them.

      
      ‘That’s what I was trying to tell you,’ Hemmings said. ‘I was trying to wake you to stop you from burning yourself.’

      
      The butt had fallen down the back of the chair. While Hemmings rooted for it, Carpenter fled to the bathroom.

      
      He pushed his hand under the cold-water tap. The soothing effect of the water was immediate. As a child he had been taught
         that the best cure for burns was to hold them as close to the fire as possible so that the burn would be ‘sucked’ out; but
         medical opinion had seemingly undergone a reversal since then. In a way this was worrying. Carpenter had once been willing
         to trust absolutely the expertise of doctors, but as he grew older and it became clear that treatments were constantly subject
         to refinement, modification and even debunking his confidence in them had waned. It was unnerving to think of all the illnesses
         that might afflict you which doctors would only make worse.
      

      
      Illnesses were something he definitely did not want to think about. He turned off the tap and gingerly dried his hand with
         a paper towel. The two fingers were pulsing, but the pain was bearable. Still desirous of avoiding Hemmings, he slipped out
         of the bathroom and crept away to the library.
      

      
      Wright was sitting at the head of the long table at the centre of the room, engrossed in a fat paperback. He did not look
         up when Carpenter entered.
      

      
      The library was small, and it contained mostly paperbacks, stacked on white melamine shelves from floor to ceiling around
         three walls. Carpenter had done a lot of browsing there since his arrival in Limbo, but he had not actually read a single
         book. Once upon a time he had been a great reader.
      

      
      The wall opposite the door was devoted to Penguins. The black spines of Classics were ranked with the grey spines of Modern
         Classics, followed by a preponderance of books with orange spines by writers who presumably hoped to attain classic status
         one day, probably by dying. Below these were shelves of blue Pelicans on every subject from cookery to cosmology. The two
         remaining walls had a more gaudy array of paperbacks from other publishers, and there were special sections for horror, romance,
         westerns, and so on. If he was feeling in a frivolous mood Carpenter would sometimes swap the books around, putting J. T.
         Edson into the romance section, slipping Agatha Christie among the westerns and Harold Robbins under horror. This was mostly
         a futile game since only Wright habitually used the library, but he had once succeeded in irritating Wright by filing Kafka’s
         America under Travel; Wright had read a lot of Kafka since they’d been in Limbo.
      

      
      On a whim he took a book at random from the shelves and dragged a chair over to a corner beside the door where Hemmings would be unable to see him unless he walked in. He saw that
         Wright was reading Volume Two of War and Peace, a book Carpenter had often told himself he should read. Wright had once announced that he did not read novels by living writers
         since posterity was the only judge of a work of art. No doubt this was true, but death seemed a high price for any writer
         to pay for a readership.
      

      
      Carpenter’s book proved to be a science fiction novel, its cover showing a naked woman of buxom proportions cavorting with
         some kind of reptilian creature which looked like a cross between a lizard and an octopus. In the background a spaceship resembling
         a phallus was taking off into a moon-studded purple sky. Carpenter had once spent a very drunken night on a chilly mountaintop
         in the Pennines hoping to see a UFO. Needless to say, no extraterrestrial civilization had seen fit to manifest itself to
         him on that occasion and eventually he had fallen asleep. When he had awoken dawn was breaking, he was chilled to the bone
         and his chest was covered with beery vomit. He had often felt that there was some significance to what had happened to him
         that night, but the only conclusion he had ever been able to draw was the obvious one that you seldom found things when you
         went looking for them.
      

      
      Carpenter started to read the book but gave up after a few pages, unable to make sense of what was going on. As far as he
         could judge the story was about a human colony on another world which had evolved an elaborate caste system and a complicated
         code of ethics and propriety. What ultimately confounded him was the jargon which the author had invented for the various
         castes and customs: words like qwadut, cherkaui, liafianth, pfui, pterk and even pfui-pterk. Had each of these terms been introduced gradually over a period of chapters, he might have had some success in comprehension;
         but when, only four pages into the book, he encountered the sentence: ‘L’llala, cherkaui of liafianth, fourth-level qwadut,
         drew the vapours into her nostrils and entered the pfui-pterk mode’ his mind went blank and he flung the book at the nearest
         wall.
      

      
      Wright looked up with irritation. Carpenter smiled at him. He had always found the requisite silences in libraries utterly
         inimical to concentration; after a few minutes he would be possessed with the urge to whistle or imitate Tarzan.
      

      
      ‘Have you seen Carpenter?’ came a voice from the corridor.

      
      It was Hemmings. Carpenter made semaphore signals at Wright to convey that he did not want to be found.

      
      ‘There,’ said Wright, pointing.

      
      Hemmings entered, armed with a medical kit. Carpenter practised his death-ray stare on Wright while Hemmings proceeded to
         dress his fingers with Germolene and lint.
      

      
      ‘How does that feel?’ he said presently.

      
      It actually felt much worse. Hemmings had taped the lint so tightly to his fingers that the burns were pulsing inside their
         cocoon. The tips of both fingers poked out from the ends. They now bore a strong resemblance to the spaceship on the cover
         of the book Carpenter had just been trying to read.
      

      
      Wright looked smug. Carpenter made a V-sign of his bandaged fingers and flourished them at him. Snider walked in.

      
      ‘What’s going on here?’ he wanted to know.

      
      ‘Carpenter burnt himself with his cigarette,’ Hemmings told him. ‘I was just bandaging his fingers for him.’

      
      Carpenter gave Snider a V-sign in proof of this.

      
      ‘I think you ought to return to your duties,’ Snider said.

      
      ‘What’s the matter?’ said Wright, ‘are you afraid he’ll become contaminated if he spends too much time with us?’ He gave a
         snort of disdain as Hemmings departed. ‘A lackey of a lackey. It’s pathetic.’
      

      
      Snider did not move or say anything, but his eyes were fixed on Wright. Wright closed his book and rose.

      
      ‘You’re just as bad, Carpenter,’ he said. ‘You encourage them.’ Then he stalked out.

      
      Carpenter waited. Snider seemed about to say something to him. Then, as if abruptly changing his mind, he too departed.

      
      Carpenter went over to where Wright had been sitting. He felt irritated and vindictive as he stood there, clawing the lint
         from his fingers and scattering the pieces over the floor. His fingers immediately began to feel better.
      

      
      He picked up War and Peace. Dare he do it? Wouldn’t it be petty and malicious, not to mention showing a disrespect for literature? To hell with it – he owed Wright one. Turning his back to the spy camera he coughed to cover the sound he made
         as he tore out the last few pages of the book.
      

      
      *

      
      Carpenter lingered in the library for a short while, gazing at the books on the shelves. He made no attempt to remove any.
         Even a small library such as this held titles by writers as remote from one another as Sophocles and Jacqueline Suzanne. We’re
         filling the world up with words, he thought. So much effort, so many personal statements made by human beings who were mostly
         long-vanished from the earth, the residues of their lives encapsulated in dry, flat pages. Somehow it all seemed sad and inadequate.
      

      
      There had been a time when he had enjoyed inspecting book shelves, their arrays of titles silently challenging him with the
         prospect of acquiring new or deeper knowledge. Now he felt daunted and deflated by the sight of them. Any given display always
         contained a preponderance of titles he would never manage to read, even if he spent the rest of his life doing nothing else.
         Once he had sought in books the learning and insights which he hoped would provide a focus and certainty in his own life.
         But all his reading had only succeeded in delineating more clearly how contingent and impossibly complex life was. Books betrayed
         you; they promised you wisdom but only emphasized the scope of your ignorance and the conditional nature of your beliefs.
      

      
      *

      
      Riley lay on his bed with his hands on his belly, soft snores issuing from his open mouth. His plump face was a picture of
         blissful sleep, and Carpenter envied his ability to doze off whenever he felt like it; sometimes it seemed to him that sleeping
         was the most desirable human activity of all.
      

      
      Riley’s dark, curly hair showed a hint of greyness throughout, but his chubby face was relatively unlined for his age. He
         was over forty, but he looked like an aged cherub sleeping off some hearty bacchanalia. Carpenter went over to the washbasin
         and doused the pages from War and Peace in water. Returning to Riley’s bedside, he held the dripping wad over his head so that drops of water began plopping on his
         face. At first there was no reaction, but then Riley gave a great yawn and left his mouth open, seemingly content to let each
         drop fall into his throat. Carpenter squeezed the wad, and Riley began to blubber before finally giving out a wet belch and
         rolling over so that his face was pressed into the pillow.
      

      
      Carpenter leant over him and began making snorting sounds in his ear. When this produced no reaction he redoubled his efforts
         until he was giving a passable imitation of a frenzied pig. Still Riley did not stir. It occurred to Carpenter that the guard
         on monitor duty might by now be taking an interest in his behaviour. What if he decided to investigate and discovered that
         Carpenter had been vandalizing library property? He stuffed the wad into his trouser pocket and departed.
      

      
      The restless feeling which had possessed him earlier had returned. He entered the lounge, suddenly wishing he was in the outside
         world, if only for a few minutes. It was the beginning of April, and spring should be on the advance, with crocuses studding
         fields orange and lilac and white, and gusty showers washing the resurgent landscape. Spring had always been his favourite
         time of the year.
      

      
      He sighed and picked up a newspaper, flicking through it until he came to the astrology section. As a physics graduate he
         had no faith in the scientific basis of astrology, but he seldom failed to take a discreet peek at his stars for the day.
         And while optimistic forecasts were always preferable, doom-or-danger-laden ones were usually more exciting, adding a certain
         piquancy to the day if you managed to remember them and giving you the comforting feeling that if something did go badly wrong
         you could always blame it on fate. Under Libra, his star-sign, he read:
      

      
      The working week may begin on a somewhat confused or worrying note, but don’t let anyone convince you that major plans and
         projects are impractical. Try to stay close to home today, for relatives and close associates may be looking to you for help
         or advice.
      

      
      
      *

      
      Shortly before four o’clock Snider and Hemmings would make a final tour of Limbo before they went off duty and were replaced
         by the evening shift guards, Harris and Peacock. The inmates were required to assemble in the lounge and wait there until
         the changeover had taken place. They always did so without protest, and Peacock would appear shortly afterwards with coffee
         and biscuits, a snack designed to sustain them until dinner at seven.
      

      
      Today, however, Carpenter watched Snider depart and followed him down the corridor. He saw Snider enter Naughton’s office
         and close the door behind him. Creeping up to the door, he put his ear to it.
      

      
      He could make out a mumble of voices, but no words. Then everything went quiet.

      
      Abruptly the door opened, almost sending Carpenter reeling into the room. Too late he realized that he should have gone reeling into the room in the hope of glimpsing what lay beyond the side door.
      

      
      ‘What do you want, Carpenter?’ asked Naughton.

      
      He had changed into a fawn twill suit and a bottle-green tie decorated with sky-blue and lemon squiggles.

      
      ‘I won’t have you skulking around my office,’ he said. He stood in the space between the door and jamb so that Carpenter could
         not see inside. ‘Get away from here.’
      

      
      Carpenter did not move.

      
      ‘Get away!’ Naughton shouted, and slammed the door in his face.

      
      Carpenter returned to the lounge, where everyone apart from Wright was assembled. Wright never took coffee and biscuits because
         he disapproved of eating between meals. ‘Then think of it as a meal,’ Riley had counselled him; but Wright remained resistant
         to this logic.
      

      
      Riley, fresh from his nap, was perusing a copy of Woman’s Own which had somehow been included in the last batch of magazines. Treadwell and Sinnott were discussing American foreign policy.
         Treadwell was of the opinion that it was the duty of the United States to protect and support free governments throughout
         the world, while Sinnott cautiously asserted his view that if every soldier in every army in the world laid down his arms
         and refused to fight, world peace would be achieved overnight.
      

      
      
      Thank God Wright isn’t around, Carpenter thought. He took a seat and began anticipating a chocolate-covered digestive.

      
      Having come to an amicable non-agreement on the solution to the world’s problems, Treadwell and Sinnott fell silent. Sinnott
         was sitting on the edge of his chair with his legs crossed, and one leg was vibrating with such rapidity that Carpenter found
         it remarkable he was not conscious of it. He was picking at hangnails on his fingers, thus generating more, a process which
         would presumably keep him occupied for the rest of his life. How did he survive at such a constant pitch of anxiety? It was
         just as well he didn’t smoke, for he’d probably be a hundred-a-day man.
      

      
      Carpenter had taken a cigarette from his pocket, but he put it back, knowing that Peacock would soon be arriving with the
         coffee-trolley. He studied his burnt fingers. They still felt a little sensitive, but the pain was mostly gone. In front of
         him Treadwell was opening a pack of cards from the games room. Treadwell often amused himself by building houses of cards
         or pyramids of dominoes or doing origami on old newspapers and magazines. All of these activities were practically intolerable
         to the onlooker, so assiduously did he work. Carpenter sat back in his chair, trying to distance himself from Treadwell; but
         he was morbidly fascinated despite himself. After a while Treadwell began to hum to himself as he worked. The tune was Raindrops
         Keep Falling on My Head’.
      

      
      Treadwell had completed the first two tiers of his card-house when Riley dropped the copy of Woman’s Own on the coffee table. The impact caused the structure to collapse. But Treadwell showed not a trace of irritation, simply
         gathering up the cards and starting again.
      

      
      ‘According to a woman in there,’ said Riley with reference to the magazine, ‘you can learn to control your dreams.’

      
      A useful technique, thought Carpenter, especially if you could also learn to sleep all day. It reminded him of a film he’d
         once seen in the Saturday morning pictures as a child. In it the population were put into a kind of giant cinema and fed pleasant
         dreams which kept them docile and happy all day. Eventually the fatheaded hero of the story had brought about a revolution
         which had led to the destruction of the happiness cinemas; Carpenter’s sympathies had been entirely with the authorities.
      

      
      
      Sinnott would be an obvious beneficiary of dream control, he thought. He had once overheard him discussing his dreams with
         Treadwell, and they seemed to consist of frenzied nightmares about being pursued by giant wolves or having his heart cut out
         under local anaesthetic. Carpenter’s own secret fear was the thought of being buried alive. Imagine waking up to find yourself
         entombed in a coffin, its lid only inches from your face, with six feet of earth on top of you …
      

      
      No, he did not want to imagine it. When he made his will he hoped it would be possible to include a clause which insisted
         on him being given a lethal injection after he had been pronounced dead, just in case. Or perhaps cremation was a simpler
         option.
      

      
      The rattle of the coffee-trolley brought a welcome distraction from this morbid line of thought. Treadwell’s reconstructed
         card-house collapsed again as the trolley came through the door. Harris was at its helm. This was unusual, for he hardly ever
         performed this particular duty and was seldom seen abroad in Limbo.
      

      
      Harris picked up a plate holding a cream bun and smiled benignly at them. Everyone immediately knew that something nasty was
         going to happen.
      

      
      ‘Today is a special day,’ he informed them. ‘It’s Sinnott’s birthday.’

      
      Judging by the expression on Sinnott’s face, this was either untrue or he was heartily wishing it wasn’t. He seemed to be
         trying to say something, though nothing was emerging.
      

      
      ‘He’s eighteen today,’ Harris went on, his smile becoming broader and even more humourless.

      
      He offered Sinnott the cream bun. Sinnott stared at it as if it was a hand grenade.

      
      ‘Take it,’ Harris said. ‘It’s a little treat for a special day.’

      
      Sinnott took the bun and held it in front of his mouth.

      
      ‘Eat up,’ said Harris. He was a short, stocky man with ginger hair and a freckled face. He never looked more unpleasant than
         when he cajoled and smiled.
      

      
      Sinnott bit into the bun. It was immediately clear that there was something wrong with it. But Sinnott suppressed his disgust
         and started chewing. Then he tried to swallow the mouthful, and gagged. Dropping the bun, he bolted for the bathroom.
      

      
      
      Harris was beside himself with laughter. Carpenter retrieved the bun. The cream was shaving foam.

      
      Harris was facing him as he straightened, a broad grin on his face, a grin that challenged Carpenter to do something about
         it.
      

      
      Carpenter felt Riley take his arm and drag him away.

      
      In the bathroom Sinnott was retching into the washbasin. When he was finished they helped him back to his cell and made him
         lie down. He was trembling all over.
      

      
      Treadwell entered the cell.

      
      ‘How is he?’ he asked.

      
      ‘He’ll survive,’ said Riley.

      
      ‘I didn’t think it was very funny. I think we ought to complain to Naughton.’

      
      ‘No!’ said Sinnott with some vehemence. He rolled over and lay with his face to the wall. ‘Just leave me alone.’

      
      *

      
      ‘How long are we going to stand for this?’ Wright demanded of them. Treadwell had just explained what had happened. ‘They’ve
         not only taken our liberty, they’re violating us physically and mentally. Are we just going to continue to let them treat
         us like cattle?’
      

      
      No one said anything. Wright began to elaborate on his theme, talking of fundamental human rights and the dignity of the individual,
         and arguing that their docility encouraged the guards to take advantage of them. Carpenter showed more than his usual attentiveness,
         not disagreeing with the substance of what Wright was saying but feeling a growing irritation. Riley was ignoring him completely,
         but Carpenter noticed that Treadwell was also looking irritated. In fact he had begun to look positively angry.
      

      
      ‘You get my bloody goat sometimes,’ he suddenly thundered. ‘Why don’t you bloody go and see how he is, instead of standing
         here giving us a bloody lecture.’
      

      
      Treadwell departed to the games room. Wright looked puzzled, as if he was genuinely unable to understand what had provoked
         the outburst.
      

      
      
      Carpenter went after Treadwell and found him throwing the white ball around the table. He looked a little shamefaced.

      
      Carpenter gave him a wink and a grin, then took two cues from the cupboard.

      
      *

      
      Carpenter crouched over the table, looking along the length of his cue. He needed the pink and black to win, and the pink
         ball was sitting right over one of the centre pockets, with the black nicely positioned near a corner pocket at the baulk
         end. Treadwell had thrashed him in all their games so far, but he had managed to make a few decent breaks in this one and
         was poised, if only he could keep his nerve, to break his duck.
      

      
      Please, Carpenter whispered mentally to whatever unseen gods might be watching over him, let me get this one. It’s all I ask.

      
      Satisfied that he had the two balls correctly aligned, he drew back his cue. Just as he was making the shot a voice said,
         ‘Carpenter!’ in an imperative tone, and an instant later he heard not the sweet clack of a firmly struck ball but the scraping
         sound of a miscue.
      

      
      The white ball trundled slowly down the table and nudged the pink. It wavered on the lip of the pocket, Carpenter staring
         hard at it, willing it to drop; then, to his amazement and inordinate delight, it did.
      

      
      The white ball was separated from the black by almost half the table. It was not the kind of shot he would have wished for,
         but it wasn’t impossible; at least he hadn’t blown the game completely.
      

      
      ‘Dr Dempster is waiting, Carpenter,’ said Peacock.

      
      He stood in the doorway, a sharp-featured man of fastidious manners and a superior air. If Harris was actively contemptuous
         of them, Peacock was merely resentful, as if he considered the job beneath his dignity. The guards’ coveralls looked incongruous
         on him, and Carpenter always imagined that he was wearing a dinner suit underneath. He maintained a bored supervision of them
         in the evenings when there was nothing better to do than sit watching television. Presumably Harris spent his time with his
         feet up in the monitor room, perusing men’s magazines or thinking up vindictive pranks to amuse himself.
      

      
      Carpenter moved around the table and lined up the black. Wild horses wouldn’t stop him from making this shot now. Out of the
         corner of his eye he saw Peacock moving towards him. He hit the cue ball hard, saw it rocket up the table and strike the black
         ball, which promptly vanished down the pocket with a rapidity which startled and thrilled him. He’d hurried the shot, but
         the ball had gone down. He’d done it! It was his first victory.
      

      
      The cue ball was still rebounding off the cushions. A sudden sinking feeling replaced Carpenter’s elation as he watched it
         roll up the table and disappear down the same pocket into which he had dispatched the black.
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