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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.









As I once lived on a mooring on the Thames, I should like to emphasise that Bryant’s is in no way based on that establishment and that none of the people involved in this novel is connected with any real person, living or dead.


G.C.
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THE tide had just begun to ebb, and far upriver a tug hooted. Somewhere down the moorings a gangway creaked. The rigging on the boats that had rigging slatted gently where it had not been tied down with pyjama cord. These sounds, and the close lapping of water, distilled all the romance and grubby loneliness of the night river. Rats hurried in and out of the slippery bank. A few lights showed from portholes where the residents of the mooring were preparing to go to bed, or already in bed, or reading, or in at least one case making love.


From where Sherry Baird was hanging all this was laid out below her. A dozen or so boats in varying stages of decay strung out along a scrubbily wooded section of the Thames just above Chiswick Bridge. A winter’s night, intensely dark. The trees were leafless and dirty, layers of soot not only on them but also on the boats so that their decks were greasy, their coach-roofs streaked, their deck-lights heavily obscured. From October to March dirt was something the boat-dwellers gave up fighting. Not that Sherry Baird minded a bit of dirt. She had reached the stage where one doesn’t really mind anything. She was dead.


For the same reason Sherry Baird was totally uninterested in the boat from whose gaff she had been hanged. The Emily Jarret deserved her interest, and without regret she gave it none. The Emily Jarret was a Thames sailing barge, a big, black, blunt craft re-rigged with a gaff mainsail. A cement barge during its working life, the Emily Jarret had won a barge race in 1908. Now it was a houseboat, owned by a clerk in the Richmond Inland Revenue Office who rightly thought it a very fine and daring thing to possess a crumbling piece of history. Desmond Barker had only dared two things in his whole life – one was the Emily Jarret and the other was to get with child a young woman in the office of the Richmond Inland Revenue, Joyce had miscarried in the third month, but nevertheless Desmond had done the as near right as possible thing by her and they had lived together on the Emily Jarret ever since. They could not marry, for Joyce was already the wife, albeit estranged, of a Catholic insurance agent in Blackheath. Desmond loved her as deeply as he was able. It had leaked out around the moorings that they were not married, but then in these days who was?


Sherry Baird revolved slowly on the end of her rope. Her head was on one side and tipped forward as if she were comically standing very straight and trying to see her own toes over the admirable promontories of her bust. She turned slowly, panning in the darkness the length of the upstream end of the moorings, round to the distant opposite bank, and round further to the two yellow discs of light in the hull of her downstream neighbour. The two port-holes were in the saloon amidships, so apparently the people on board the Iolanthe were still up and about. As indifferent as ever, she continued to turn, the new rope above her stretching and softening in the damp night air. She faced the trees on the high scraggy bank, and then upstream again.


The tug hooted once more, nearer, coming down fast on the ebbing tide.


On board the Iolanthe Ben Anderson and Lucy Rogers had been having a quietly domestic evening. Listening to Beethoven and pretending they were married. Lucy leaned back on the sofa and yawned. She stretched till her bones popped and blood vessels danced in front of her eyes. Then she turned off the wireless. Sometimes the B.B.C. let the applause after concerts go on unnecessarily long, she thought.


Ben looked up from the proofs he was correcting. ‘I’ll be done in a minute, love,’ he said.


She got up from the sofa and stretched again. In the Iolanthe’s saloon there was height enough to stretch or even swing a cat-o’-nine-tails. She was an ex-motor fishing vessel, high out of the water and broad and sturdy. The other boats on Bryant’s Moorings tended to be meaner in regard to headroom. Lucy walked aft into the galley, and put on a saucepan of milk for some cocoa. She and Ben hadn’t been together for very long, and domesticity still intrigued her. She played house in the neat little galley, drying up the few things left on the stainless steel draining board while she waited for the milk to heat. The toylike exactness of it all was fascinating. Cups fitted into metal clips, even the cutlery drawer was tailored to the cutlery so that nothing would rattle in a high sea. For the last ten years Lucy had put up with a succession of variously scrofulous rented rooms, so that for the moment the pernickettiness with which Ben liked things done was a pleasant change. With admirable self-knowledge she recognised that this state might well not last. Which was one of the reasons why she was doubtful about marrying him.


The milk boiled, and she poured some of it into the lumpy brown paste she had mixed in a mug. It still delighted her how all the lumps disappeared. She filled two mugs with the cocoa and carried them through into the saloon.


‘Soothe away his life with cocoa,’ she said, paraphrasing the advertisement.


‘Eh? You mean with poisoned cocoa? I’m sure it’s been done.’


Ben moved his knees to let her get nearer the stove, and the pile of corrected pages slipped on to the floor, fanning themselves out over a surprisingly large area. He had been checking the chapter where his murderer was laying the third red herring. Now that Lucy had lost his place for him he hoped that at least she’d pick the pages up again. Instead she sat on them firmly, leaned against him, and handed him up his mug.


‘Are there really no new ways left?’ she said.


He was grumpy at her lack of consideration.


‘Of course there are,’ he said shortly.


‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘I thought the method didn’t matter nowadays. I thought it was the psychological insight that mattered.’


‘That’s all very well for the people who can manage it. Personally I think there’s never any harm in a crafty new method. It can cover up a host of imperfections.’


Ben sipped his cocoa, found it too hot. As a matter of fact he had thought up a new method he was really rather proud of.


‘Didn’t I tell you? I’ve got radioactive milk in this latest. It’s a good thing to keep up with the times. I mean, what pathologist in his right mind would ever think of going over a corpse with a Geiger counter?’


She sat still, looking into the stove, watching the purple flames.


‘I’m calling it The Last Green Bottle,’ he added. There was a pause.


‘I do love you,’ she said.


‘I love you, too.’ Ben stared at the back of her head.


‘You’re not mocking me by any chance, are you?’


‘As long as the book sells I wouldn’t dream of mocking it. One has to be realistic.’


I needed that, he thought. After all these years writing crime novels I might be in danger of taking them or myself too seriously. I’ll never be allowed to do that with her around. … The partnership was working out. She was exactly what he needed. If only she could decide that he was exactly what she needed, too, they’d get married. They’d have children.


‘If it sells well enough we’ll be able to get ourselves a decent car,’ he said. ‘That wretched old Morgan’s on her last legs.’


Selling the Alfa Romeo to buy the boat had been a hard decision. Without Lucy to think of he’d never have done it. An ancient Morgan three-wheeler was a poor substitute for Italianate style and grace. Besides, at thirty-five one was getting a bit staid and rheumaticky for racketting around in a high-powered hatstand.


‘A three- or four-year-old Jensen wouldn’t be half bad,’ he said. ‘I bet you’d never have looked at me twice if I hadn’t had the Alfa.’


‘It wasn’t only the Alfa, you know, love.’


‘In my opinion,’ said Ben Anderson, ‘there is no substitute for a passion wagon whatsoever.’


To be honest, when they had first met just before that Speech Day week-end down in Felton Hadfield* Lucy had been the dead loss sort of woman to whom a car was merely a car. A decent method of getting from A to B with as little noise and fuss as possible.


At the time Ben had forgiven her because he realised that the death of her cousin had been rather on her mind. And other things. But that was six months ago, and she’d been learning ever since.


She pulled herself together.


‘A car with plenty of poke,’ she said, doing her best. ‘And a close ratio box for crafty cog-swapping.’


She meant well and he ruffled her hair.


‘We’re going to be all right,’ he said. ‘When we’re married we’ll up anchor and take this tub off on a honeymoon.’


‘A honeymoon? What have the last six months been then, for goodness’ sake?’


‘It’ll be different when we’re married. You’ll see.’


‘Would that be a promise, or only a pious hope?’


She leaned back and looked up at him, her head in his lap. But suddenly he wasn’t attending to her. He seemed to be listening to something else.


‘Anyway, it’s nearly December,’ she said peevishly. ‘Where could we go in this boat that would be nice when we got there?’


‘Hush a minute—’


Straining, she heard it, too. Clack tick, clack tick, clack tick. …


‘What is it, Ben?’


‘Sounds like a winch. Probably on the boat next door. One of those big winches for getting the sail up and down.’


‘But what would little Dizzy Barker be working his winch for at this time of night?’


‘How should I know?’


‘You think you ought to go and see?’


‘It’s none of my business.’


Clack tick, clack tick, clack tick. …


‘Perhaps he’s taken one of his mooring ropes along to it. Perhaps he’s afraid of being washed away on the tide. Anyway, it’s none of my business.’


The noise stopped. In the silence a train rattled distantly over the iron spans of Barnes Bridge. Lucy got up and started collecting Ben’s papers.


‘Oh, well,’ she said. ‘It’s getting late. Let’s go to bed.’


Although not really interested, both she and Ben moved about quietly for the next few minutes, listening for further noises. The silence was complete, so complete that it hummed in their ears. Ben had found his place in his proofs and put them away in a drawer. Then he riddled the stove and made it up, both of them resenting the clatter. They hung around, waiting for they didn’t know what.


The saloon was large, the full width of the ship, painted white with mahogany doors and a mahogany lining to what had been the hatch coaming. The floor was the original bottom of the hold, and a carpet covered the rough boards, wearing already on the ridges of the uneven surface. Apart from a brass ship’s clock the furnishings were strictly non-nautical. Both Ben and Lucy had agreed to avoid the ship’s-wheel table lamps and seascape calendars that so many of the boats on the moorings ran to. They saw this as a snobbery and didn’t care.


Ben stood for a moment before turning out the lights. He distinctly heard voices. So did Lucy.


‘There’s a light on the Emily Jarret now,’ she said.


‘That’s interesting,’ Ben said. ‘I wonder why there wasn’t a light when he started operations.’


‘He might have had a torch. We’d never have noticed a torch.’


The voices rose. They were clearly Desmond and Joyce. They sounded in distress.


‘I really think we ought to go and see if we can help,’ Lucy said. ‘Heaven knows what mayn’t be going on.’


‘The tackle on that ship is pretty rotten. If something goes she’ll be grinding us to pieces in no time. I’d better go and rig some fenders, if nothing else.’


He found his rubber flashlight and they went up on deck. The sky was faintly orange from the zinc oxide street lamps on the South Circular, but close in under the bank where the boats were moored everything was in total darkness. Dim light came up through a skylight on the Emily Jarret and a torch was flicking hysterically about on the coach-roof. Ben called across.


‘Can we help?’


There was a pause, and the torch stopped flicking.


‘Anderson?’ Desmond Barker had a way of addressing men by their surnames. He brought it back with him from the office. ‘Anderson – is that you?’


‘Of course it is. I asked if I could help.’


‘Oh – please, please, yes.’ This was Joyce. ‘Something’s happened. Please come round. Something dreadful’s happened.’


‘Is your gangplank all right? I mean, can I get round?’


‘Of course the gangplank’s all right. Why shouldn’t it be?’


Then it’s not their moorings that they’re worried about, thought Ben. He was relieved. No matter how slowly it moved, the eighty-foot bulk of the Emily Jarret would make a considerable mess if it once started drifting. He crossed on to the bank. A concrete path with steps led up between the trees to the service road beyond. He went up it with Lucy close behind. Then along the pot-holed road and down again at the next flight of steps. His torch passed quickly over a rusty anchor upended in the earth with a sign EMILY JARRET wired on to it. As they crossed the gangplank on to the sailing barge they heard the winch again.


‘What on earth are they doing?’ Ben said.


‘I’m letting down the rope from the gaff.’ Desmond had heard him. ‘There’s something hanging from it.’


Ben looked up. He could see nothing. He shone his torch and the beam found the pale soles of a pair of shoes that turned slowly as they descended. Seeking higher with the light he found the girl’s face. He swung the torch away quickly.


‘Oh, my God—’ Desmond spun the winch faster. The beam of light from below had made a death’s-head worthy of the Chamber of Horrors. Only it was real.


The dead girl’s feet were now close enough to be visible even in the darkness. Ben jumped up on to the coach-roof. He caught her knees and lifted them. She was lowered until he was carrying her, one arm under her knees, the other round her shoulders. He staggered slightly, debilitated by too many hours slaving over a hot typewriter. Desmond continued to pay out the rope – clack tick, clack tick, clack tick. …


‘Lucy – come up here and help me get this rope loose.’


He tried to shine his torch and hold the girl at the same time. Then he gave up. Lucy was up beside him now struggling with the rope – better, he thought, that she should work by feel, for it had been tied in a rough slip knot and the mark it must have made would not be pretty. Yet, from the angle of the girl’s head she had not had her neck broken. Neither – from her face – had she died of strangulation. There was a caking of blood he could feel on the back of her head that suggested death by blunt instrument. In that case, why take all the trouble to winch her up into the cold night air?


Desmond was still busy paying out the cable. Ben wondered what the hell Joyce was doing – she should have been up there helping.


‘Ben – the rope’s too stiff. I can’t move it.’


He had enough rope now to be able to lay the girl’s body down on the coach-roof. The rope was new, hard and fat. He eased it off with difficulty and removed the loop. It flopped on to the deck and slid along in the dirt noisily. Everything seemed noisy now that the winch had stopped.


‘Who is it?’


Joyce spoke from a long way off. Ben hunted with his torch to find her. She was standing motionless between the two big winches on either side of the mast, staring into the beam of light as if hypnotised.


‘How should I know who it is?’


‘Is she dead?’


‘Of course she is.’


‘People aren’t always. They say hanging’s more difficult than you think …’


She tailed off. Desmond came along the side deck, lighting his own way with unnecessary care. Lucy cleared her throat, finding it hard to make her voice work.


‘Ben … her neck’s not broken. Are you sure she’s dead?’


‘I wouldn’t have said so if I hadn’t been sure.’


He was ungentle. There had to be so much talk.


‘Here, Desmond – you have a look. Perhaps you’ll recognise her.’


Desmond fiddled with his torch and it went out. On purpose, Ben thought. That was why he’d been so slow coming. The little weed was shaken rigid.


‘Here – borrow mine.’


He focussed it impatiently. There was a long silence.


‘Yes – yes, I’ve seen her before. Her name is—’


And then he fainted. Half on the coach-roof and half off. Untidily. Ben walked away, taking Lucy with him. It was up to Joyce to get a grip on herself and go and minister to her man. If the facts turned out to be what at this stage they appeared to be she’d want privacy to do a Lady Macbeth on him. His resolve apparently needed strengthening.


‘We must telephone for the police, Lucy. I’ll get on up to the phone box.’


‘I’ll come with you.’


Lucy was thinking the same as he. And therefore she had no wish to be left alone on the Emily Jarret.


‘I suppose you think we did it,’ Joyce said from behind them. ‘I suppose that’s what it looks like.’


‘It’s a matter for the police, whoever did it.’


‘But we were both in bed. We thought we heard somebody moving about on deck. Then we heard the winch going.’


‘It’s a matter for the police, whoever did it.’


There were scrambling up noises.


‘The police?’ Desmond had unfainted. ‘The police? Is that really necessary?’ He staggered along the deck to where they were standing.


‘Is that really necessary? What if she’s not dead?’


‘Believe me, Desmond, she is dead.’


‘If we got her down into the boat, don’t you think we could revive her?’


‘It’s something for the police to deal with, even if we did revive her.’


Desmond had his hand on Ben’s arm. ‘No – wait. We must think about it. We mustn’t be in a hurry.’


‘There’s nothing to think about. Let me go.’


‘Please … not the police.’


Ben was intrigued. The man’s behaviour was extraordinary. If he wasn’t guilty, why was he in such a state? And if he was guilty, why was he allowing himself to act in such a guilty manner? Come to that, why was Joyce allowing him?


‘Of course we’ve got to tell the police. We’d get into serious trouble if we didn’t.’


‘But what if it was suicide?’


‘It doesn’t matter what it was. Besides, Joyce said you heard the winch going. You’re not suggesting the girl winched herself up there, are you?’


‘But if you get the police, then everything’ll … come out.’


‘D’you think they’re interested—?’ Joyce was suddenly almost hysterical. ‘D’you think they’re interested in our ridiculous adulteries? D’you think they care a damn?’


Desmond let Ben go. ‘There’ll be publicity, of course,’ he said quietly.


And he turned away, a man whose complicated structure of life had suddenly fallen to pieces around him.


Ben realised what the trouble was. The trouble was Desmond’s father. Mr Barker senior farmed a large acreage near Bristol. He was an Advent Brother, a man of merciless morals. And for this reason he had not been told the truth about his younger son. When he paid one of his infrequent (and always announced) visits Joyce and her belongings would be bundled with an efficiency born of long practice off onto another boat. A boat called the Rose Marie, a wretched little craft bought specially for the purpose. This boat was moored for safety along at the far end, beside Mrs Donahue. Mr Barker senior had met Joyce on a few occasions in the normal social round, and he had pronounced her a good-hearted girl. On this promising beginning Desmond was always hoping to build and never quite daring. He feared the truth might break his father’s heart. And there was also the matter of a considerable inheritance.


Now this murder had come and there would be publicity. It would be in the papers and his father – who never read the papers on account of their sinful contents and yet always knew everything remotely sinful that was published in them – his father would find out about Joyce. And if he found out about Joyce his heart would break. And that would be that. An inheritance down the drain. Everything ruined.


Ben understood, and tried to be sympathetic.


‘You just can’t hush up murder,’ he said. ‘But the police are discreet. They don’t spread your private life around unless it’s absolutely necessary.’


‘But what about the reporters?’


‘They can’t print what they don’t know. Who’s going to tell them?’


‘Somebody might. Everybody knows about me and Joyce. The steward, for instance.’


This was true. Mr Burns might well succumb to a ten shilling note in his cupped palm. It was a risk Desmond had to take.


Joyce approached.


‘You said you knew who the dead girl was, Des.’ Her voice had an edge to it as if she had suddenly thought of something. ‘Who is she? I’ve never seen her before – who is she?’


‘Sherry something-or-other. Or it might be Shelley. I’ve seen her at the music appreciation circle.’


‘Was she there tonight?’


‘No …’ Desmond seemed to be searching in his memory. ‘No – as a matter of fact I don’t think she was.’


‘You don’t think? Surely either you know or you don’t know …?’


Ben left them to their wrangle. There was that in Joyce’s tone that showed that Desmond had no right even to know the names of girls she didn’t know. Ben took Lucy with him and went up through the trees to the steward’s caravan, beside which there was a public telephone in a dirty creosoted shed. He knew it was bad procedure to leave Desmond and Joyce alone together on the Emily Jarret – even if they were innocent they might easily tramp about and kick things over and destroy vital evidence. But he also knew how strongly Lucy would prefer not to be left alone on the boat with them. Neither would she care to go up through the rustling trees alone to the telephone.


He had decided to himself that Desmond was probably too ingenuous not to be innocent and that Joyce could hardly have acted without him. But it wasn’t the kind of decision he’d have cared to gamble on. He knew far too little about any of it to be able to make one of the dazzling deductions that had proved so wrong in all his other cases. So he took Lucy with him just to be safe.


‘If I’d known something like this had happened,’ he said, ‘I’d have brought my gun.’


‘Gun? I’m glad you didn’t. I didn’t know you had one.’


‘I write so much about them I thought I ought to. I’m a rotten shot so I got a great big heavy thing that would look frightening.’


‘How horrible. I hate guns. I’m glad I never came across it.’


‘It lives under all my socks. Together with a few rounds of ammunition.’


On the gravel drive just by the caravan they surprised the steward coming back from his lavatory. He muttered something inaudible and sidled past, as ungracious as ever.


Ben called after him, and he turned.


‘Well?’ he said.


‘Mr Burns, there’s been an accident on the Emily Jarret. I’m phoning for the police. When they arrive I’d be very grateful if you’d bring them on down.’


‘Accident? What sort of accident? Why bother the police with it?’


‘Because it’s necessary.’


Ben shone his torch in the steward’s face and the other glared at the ground. He had hair that grew very far down his forehead. His eyebrows also occurred a surprising distance down his face. Apart from this he was almost handsome.


‘Have you just been shaving?’ Ben said. ‘You’ve got blood on your face.’


‘Blood?’


Burns put his hand straight up to the place. Ben remembered how the girl back on the coach-roof had died of a blunt instrument. He felt Lucy pressing up against him, so close and silent she stood.


‘Blood?’ said Bill Burns. ‘That’s not blood. That’s lipstick.’


He wiped some off with his finger and held it out to Ben. He was right. It was lipstick.
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BY the time they got back to the Emily Jarret after ringing the police Desmond had rigged a light up on deck. It was an inspection lamp on a long flex, and he’d hung it on the front of the wheel-house. It gave the impression of being a light under water, so heavy was the surrounding darkness. It shone unpleasantly across the pale grey coach-roof as far as the girl’s body, and beyond a short distance to where Joyce and Desmond were sitting, their feet on the side deck. If they’d been talking before, when they heard the others coming they stopped. Ben and Lucy arrived into a dead, frightened, resentful silence.


‘The police will be here soon,’ Ben said. ‘There’s bound to be a patrol car somewhere in the area.’


‘We were in bed,’ Desmond said out of nowhere. ‘Together, you know.’


He coughed awkwardly.


‘I was nearly asleep,’ he added. ‘Then Joyce heard these footsteps on deck.’ He sighed, and his voice tailed off.


‘You don’t have to tell me anything,’ Ben said. ‘In fact, I’d rather you didn’t.’


‘I said to her nonsense. Then I listened and thought she was right. I got up and looked out of the port-hole. It was dark, and I couldn’t see a thing. It was then that the winch started.’
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