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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.


      










CHAPTER ONE



I left the others in the cabin and stepped through the wide rear door on to the covered afterdeck. The boat was moving easily over the light swell; we were running parallel to the cliffs a quarter of a mile away. The slow waves angled across our course and, humping, spent themselves in a fountain scattering of spray among the jagged black rocks at the cliff base. I judged our position to be halfway between Prospect Cove and Falcombe. As I watched a derelict coastguard hut perched at the cliff-top, I heard another burst of laughter from Mellors in the cabin; the soprano giggle which accompanied it came from his wife.


Copwright was steering from the auxiliary controls in the cabin, and in these waters we could come to little harm—although I intended to take over myself when we reached the Falcombe approaches. I glanced through the window and saw him sitting there relaxed, gin and tonic in one hand and wheel in the other, joining in the conversation while he kept a casual eye on the radar screen and the view through the forward window. I can never bring myself totally to trust a man who drinks gin. His back was to me: beside him sat Jean Longhurst with a martini.


Opposite the couple sat Mellors and his wife. Mellors was telling some anecdote; I couldn’t hear the actual words but it seemed to be affording him some amusement. Frequently he would gesticulate with his glass and once I saw a drop of liquid spill on to his wife’s dress. Dorinda Mellors glanced at her husband sharply, dabbing with a handkerchief while he, unaware, continued his story.


Pablo was standing watching them, among the group but not of them. He, like myself, was in the curious position of knowing the Mellors far better than either Alan Copwright or Jean Longhurst yet being unable to relax fully because the relationship was a business one. I wondered why the Mellors had invited such casual acquaintances along; Alan and Jean had only recently moved into Falcombe and had met the Mellors for the first time last night, at the bar of the Falcombe Hotel.


I turned and watched the sea sliding smoothly away from beneath the hull of the houseyacht. On a table beside me lay the paravane and line: acting on an impulse I threw it overboard and watched as the line tautened when the small finned torpedo took up its station some twenty yards astern and about four feet below the surface. There was a sound from behind as the door opened, then Pablo joined me at the rail.


“Everything all right in there?” I asked.


“The Old Man seems happy enough. I think he’s got his eye on Jean.”


“Christ.”


“It’s all right. He’s subtle. I don’t think Dorinda’s noticed.”


At the present time neither Pablo nor I wanted anything to distract Mellors from the business at hand. A lot depended on the next few days.


Four months ago I was working as a salesman for Pablo who owns a small boatyard at Wixmouth. Last June I heard a whisper that Wallace Mellors, a wealthy hotelier in Falcombe, might be interested in buying a fleet of houseyachts to complement his various other interests in the area. I understood that there would be no problem in obtaining local permission to operate the boats, since Mellors had the Council—indeed, the whole town—in his pocket. It was merely a question of persuading the man that the deal was worth while. I thought I could do this. In the past I have run hotels, operated houseyachts on a charter basis, and written persuasive articles for the yachting journals, so I reckoned I was just the man to get Mellors’ wavelength.


Pablo operates in a small way. He has about a dozen employees and makes a standard fibreglass hull in which he installs a turbine hover unit, then fits out the cabins according to the whim of the customer. The completed article is spacious enough to live on and can cruise at fifty miles per hour in most weather. A deal like this—which we understood might involve at least twelve boats—would provide Pablo with work for the winter and a good profit at the end of it.


So I had visited Mellors, staying at his expense at his own establishment, the Falcombe Hotel. Right from the start we seemed to hit it off, and when I mentioned my experience in the hotel business he became interested. It seemed he had fired his manager and was looking for a replacement. Not only that, but he would be needing someone to look after the houseyachts when they were delivered—by now I had persuaded him that the deal was worth serious consideration.


Briefly, I resigned from Pablo’s payroll and joined the Mellors’ empire. Any guilt feelings I might have had were more than outweighed by my delight in having swung the boat deal and assured Pablo of a fat profit. Pablo accepted the situation philosophically and agreed that my commission would still be payable as the deal was commenced before my resignation. He bore me no ill will. So it seemed that everybody was happy.


But time went by and negotiations dragged on, and Pablo and I felt the first twinges of alarm. Mellors didn’t seem to want to sign anything. In order to clinch the deal—Mellors had been quibbling about delivery dates—Pablo diverted eleven boats which had been intended for other customers and brought them round to Falcombe, anchoring them under Mellors’ nose at the rear of the Falcombe Hotel. All this (Pablo implied without saying as much) can be yours at the stroke of a pen. But by this time it was September and the tourist season was over, so it was obviously in Mellors’ interests to delay purchase until next spring.


Meanwhile I was living on board one of the yachts, drawing up the advertising copy and doing the initial organisation towards next season’s chartering of the houseyachts, managing the Falcombe Hotel, and receiving no pay other than free food and drink. My only income was from the occasional yachting article, although Mellors had promised a huge salary from the start of next season, together with participation in the profits of the houseyacht charter business.


So I had to keep on the right side of him, otherwise the last few months would be wasted …


“What are they talking about in there?” I asked.


“The Old Man’s finished talking about himself. That is,” a note of bitterness came into Pablo’s voice, “he’s finished telling them how he’s gone into the charter business and now owns eleven houseyachts. Now he’s trying to get them to talk about the Research Station.”


“He won’t get far. These people from the Station keep pretty quiet.”


“Copwright’s had a few drinks.”


“Why should Mellors be interested in the Station? There’s no chance of his making a quick buck there, is there?”


“It seems the place is built on his land and there was a foul-up about the lease. He hinted, gently, that he could increase the rent whenever he liked, to whatever figure he liked.”


“What’s that got to do with Copwright and Jean?” I asked. “They’re only underlings. Mellors should tackle the boss, what’s his name?”


“Stratton, apparently.”


“Oh …” A flash beneath the water caught my eye. I raised the fishing pistol and thumbed the stud, sending a jolt of current down the line to the paravane. A mackerel leaped clear of the water, glittering silver.


I squeezed the trigger and the pistol recoiled slightly with a report. The mackerel jerked in mid-leap and fell: instead of sinking it flapped on the surface, trailing spray. I engaged the automatic reel and the fish drew closer. I swung it clear of the water and it fell thrashing at our feet.


Pablo bent down and carefully detached the tiny barbed dart from the mackerel’s flank, then I reeled the slender nylon line and attached dart back into the muzzle of the gun. He took the lid from the bucket and dropped the mackerel inside, where its flapping caused the other fish to twitch reflexively. He replaced the lid and grinned at me.


“That’s what I call good shooting. I didn’t realise you felt insecure in the presence of women.”


“Neither did I.” Sometimes Pablo’s swift changes of subject could be baffling, even though I had known him for years.


“The gun is a substitute, of course. No, don’t make excuses. I know.” He regarded me with spurious sympathy in his tired eyes. I knew now what was coming: one of his ancedotes of homespun psychology. “I have the same problem,” he said. “And recently it’s been getting worse. I felt inferior. I couldn’t look a girl in the face. So I bought a camera, a Minolta. F 1.4 lens, automatic this, automatic that, every man’s dream of perfection. But was I satisfied?”


“Were you?”


“No, I wasn’t. It didn’t fulfil my sense of the virile. A child could have operated it—or worse, a woman. It looked effeminate—particularly when I detached the lens from the body, leaving just a hole where the F 1.4 used to be.”


He sighed and watched the sea for a moment. Faint laughter came from inside the cabin: the party was going well. The cliffs glided by. Far astern I saw the white triangle of a small yacht beating towards Falcombe against the offshore breeze.


Pablo continued. “But interchangeable lenses are wonderful things. I went back to the store and bought a 300 mm telephoto—a great long tube—and attached that to the camera body instead. I carried the whole thing with a strap around my neck so that the camera rested somewhere around my midriff with the telephoto lens jutting out in front. Then I walked up and down the seafront at Wixmouth, eyeing the girls.”


“Did it do any good?”


“No,” he said sadly. “They just thought I was some kind of photographer.”


Dick Orchard joined us at the after rail: I had completely forgotten he was aboard. He had that knack of self-effacing quietness which, in the rough game of life, is not always an advantage. Small, grey and elderly, he was a qualified Master Mariner. He had been hired by Pablo to bring the houseyachts round from Wixmouth and was staying on for a while to make sure there were no hitches.


He lifted the lid of the bucket and regarded the fish, then relieved me silently of the fishing pistol and examined it. He looked at me shyly and spoke.


“It might be an idea if you or I took the wheel in a minute, John.” He glanced significantly through the window. Mellors and his wife were on their feet now; Jean Longhurst was getting up. Copwright still sat at the auxiliary wheel but his attention had wandered and he was obviously in no condition to steer. He was watching Jean, his features slack and drowsy.


“Slip round to the front, Dick,” Pablo suggested. “Stand by the main controls and I’ll pass the word inside.” He opened the door and entered the cabin; I saw him speak to Copwright who grinned and stood, trying to look alert. There was a general movement towards the door and soon the whole party with the exception of Dick was standing on the afterdeck, watching the wide wake recede astern. A few gulls, sensing fish, swooped towards us with sad cries.


“Of course,” Mellors was saying in his aggressive tones, “the engine is throttled right back, now.” His arm was lightly around Jean Longhurst’s waist. Next to me, Dorinda Mellors was watching the sea impassively. I looked along the rail at their faces: Dorinda, Wallace Mellors, Jean, Alan Copwright, Pablo. It may have been the time of evening—there’s something about the slow onset of twilight which stimulates the imagination—but I thought I detected an atmosphere of suppressed violence in the sum total of those faces. Individually they were ordinary people watching the sea, but together … I don’t know. A sudden gust of wind blew a mist of spray over us and the moment was gone. I had imagined it. In any case, one is always conscious of an atmosphere of suppressed violence when Mellors is around.


Wallace Mellors is around fifty years old, barrel-chested and black-haired, noisy, opinionated, and very successful. He also possesses a rough charm and is able to project an image of uncomplicated, forthright honesty which, I have sometimes felt, is the secret of his success. I liked him and I felt he liked me—but as I had got to know him better over the weeks, I had become less certain of his trustworthiness. A while back I had been talking to his wife in the bar and the subject of my employment came up. She said: “Have you got anything in writing yet, John?” and from the way she spoke I knew she was warning me, if gently …


“She’ll do well over fifty, flat out. What do you think of that, eh, Alan?”


It was one of Mellors’ unanswerable questions with which he put people on the defensive. Copwright looked at him calmly enough, although slightly unfocused. Copwright wore steel-rimmed spectacles and a beard which sprouted from under his chin, the front of the chin being clean-shaven. This gave him the appearance of an erudite goat. “Pretty good, I reckon, Wal,” he replied.


“But of course you scientists think in terms of the speed of light, eh, Jean?”


“Sometimes.” If Alan Copwright resembled a goat, Jean Longhurst had the look of a horse—or at least, the look of a girl who rode horses, which can be much the same thing.


“Ah, come now, Jean. We all know what goes on at the Station. No need to be so careful. Temporal research, I heard someone say once. Now what’s that, eh? To me it sounds like time travel.” He laughed shortly, almost derisively, but the glance he gave Copwright was searching. “Straight out of H. G. Wells, eh? You ever read Wells, Alan?”


Almost imperceptibly, Alan sighed. His eyes had cleared: the sea breeze on the afterdeck had freshened him up. “God, yes, I’ve read Wells, Wal. The man had quite an imagination, in his day. The War of the Worlds. The First Men on the Moon. It was good stuff, once. Reads a bit slow now, though.”


“The Time Machine …” murmured Mellors, almost to himself. “Now there’s an idea …”


“You can forget it, Wal.” Copwright was amused at the man’s transparent attempts to pump him. “Time travel isn’t possible. You know why, just as well as I do. There are too many paradoxes, like killing your own grandfather, and why aren’t the time travellers from the future with us now, and all that sort of stuff. You’ve got to face it, Wal—the future hasn’t happened yet, and the past is dead and gone. So time travel is out.”


“It would be worth a lot of money just to step, say, a day or two into the future. Think of how you could plan your actions.” Mellors’ expression was faraway; there was greed in his eyes, too.


“You do pretty well already, Mr. Mellors,” laughed Jean, edging away from his light grip of her waist and eventually detaching herself. She walked to the side rail and gazed at the shore. We were reaching the place known as Starfish Bay, a small inlet where a declivity in the cliffs affords a view of the fields, grass, bracken and gorse, rising into the tree-capped distance. Two large trees stood in the hollow just behind the little bay. A few clouds were passing overhead but mainly the sky was pale blue with early evening. In the far distance, however, hung the low blackness of an approaching storm. It would be several hours reaching us.


“Let me put your mind at rest, Wal,” said Copwright suddenly. “It’s true that we’ve investigated the possibility of time travel at the Research Station. It happens to fall within our sphere of operations as a matter of academic interest—but not a thing to waste public money on. We’ve investigated briefly the possibilities of getting around these paradoxes. And we’ve found there’s no way. So we’ve dismissed the subject. It’s finished.” From the way he said this it was apparent he felt Mellors ought to drop the subject too.


“Pity …” Mellors dragged out a Newspocket and scanned the current market prices automatically. Even at sea, with the water mysterious with evening and the gulls mewling among their cliff-top nests, he could not forget the rest of the world. He was still a businessman. I suppose that was one of the secrets of his success but I wondered if it was worth it. The little pocket screen glowed blue in the twilight, the figures flickering. He switched it off and slipped it away, looking satisfied. Apparently his empire had not collapsed.


He pointed in the direction of Starfish Bay. “See that,” he said, addressing himself to me but including, as was his habit, the whole company. “Pretty little bay, that. Quiet and secluded. You hardly ever get anyone there. No roads, you see, just a track from inland. But the best way is to walk right along the cliff from Falcombe.” His face was somehow restful, almost sad, as he showed us another facet of his character—Mellors the Romantic Dreamer. “When I was a kid I used to walk there, and have a swim. The water’s deep and clean; there isn’t a sewage outfall for miles. The view from the cliffs is fantastic … Nobody will ever be able to build along there. It’s public land, protected. Listed as an area of outstanding natural beauty.”


Jean Longhurst was standing in front of me as I regarded the bay. Her hands were squeezed white as she gripped the rail. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Copwright stiffen.


“The other day I happened to be in the Council offices,” continued Mellors musingly. “I may have been checking on the copy of the lease of my land to the Research Station … You knew the Station’s built on my land, didn’t you, Alan? Of course, I’ve told you before. Anyway, imagine my surprise when I found that Falcombe Research Station had acquired some sort of rights over land at Starfish Bay. Funny sort of rights, too … Because it’s public land, you see. It doesn’t belong to any one body. It belongs to all of us, I’d have said. Wouldn’t you say that, John?”


Now he was trying to drag me into some private beef. I said nothing.


He continued. “It seems the Station has recently got exclusive rights to some of that public land. As I see it, they might even be able to fence it off, if they want to. Do you happen to know anything about it, Alan?”


We never knew Alan’s reply, because at that moment something happened so weird, so dreamlike that for an instant I doubted my sanity. But afterwards, looking around, I realised that the others saw it too …


The clouds had passed. In the far distance the stormy blackness was still there, but no nearer. The sky above was almost clear; wispy high cirrus yellow-red in the late sun. I saw the cattle cropping quietly on the green hillsides; further away the smoke from a cottage rose lazily, vertically.


But the two tall trees in Starfish Bay seemed to be caught in the middle of a hurricane as they tossed and sprayed leaves and sparkling wetness, while all around them the air was still and quiet …


There was an exclamation from Copwright, quickly cut off. Jean turned to look at him and something passed between them; the horse-faced girl’s eyes were bright and her lips parted in excitement. Mellors was frowning: Pablo caught my eye. In the expression there was bewilderment and, I think, fear.


Then we all looked back beyond the water where the two trees were swaying and dancing as though brandished by a giant hand …









CHAPTER TWO


It was growing dark as we headed up the final reach of the narrow estuary which joins Falcombe harbour with the sea. The water was mottled golden with the reflected lights of the hotels rising up the hillside on our left; the other side was darkness apart from the occasional gleam of a lonely window. Dick steered a slow zigzag course, avoiding from memory the jutting rocks with which the water hereabouts is strewn. He stood in the forward cabin: the rest of us sat drinking in the main saloon. Nobody was saying much.


Soon the estuary widened into the harbour and Dick made straight for the quay; at this time of year most of the boats had been laid up and there was plenty of space. We passed a string of houseyachts moored bow to stern below the Falcombe Hotel. The tide was low and a stretch of ochre mud gleamed between us and the shore. Dim white shapes scuttled about, seagulls having a final scavenge before retiring for the night. The turbine whined louder as Dick increased the lift, then the houseyacht skimmed over the mud and sank to a halt about eight feet from the stone wall of the quay. Dick left the wheel and threw the forward anchor into the mud; beside me, Pablo secured the stern in similar fashion. By midnight there would be ten feet of water under the boat.


Pablo ran out the gangplank, securing it to the boat then walking bouncily across and making the other end fast to a bollard on the quay. I saw Dorinda Mellors eyeing the narrow plank doubtfully, but Pablo was taking no chances of damaging the houseyacht against those ancient stones of the quay—hence the unorthodox mooring procedure.


I think we were all slightly drunk as we picked our way carefully across the dark quay, avoiding mantraps in the guise of lobster pots and scattered nets. Soon we reached Falcombe’s main street; at this time of year the narrow sidewalks were almost deserted. A few store windows were hopefully illuminated; cats squatted in dark doorways. Further on, the street rose up the hillside past the Waterman’s Arms towards the Falcombe Hotel.


Somehow Mellors and I had lagged behind the others. He took my arm. “John,” he said quietly, “it might be worth taking a look at Starfish Bay tomorrow. Why don’t you go for a walk over the cliffs?”


Alan and Jean were a few paces ahead, engaged in animated conversation with Dorinda Mellors and Pablo. Further up the Street, Dick strode on silently. There was a hum of talk and muffled laughter from the Waterman’s Arms as we passed.


The liquor had emboldened me. “I can’t see the point,” I said.


“Does there have to be a point? I’m just interested, that’s all. I don’t think I’m exaggerating if I say that I’m a pretty important figure around here, eh? I feel I have a responsibility to the people.”


“Oh, yes?”


“And I don’t like bureaucracy riding roughshod over them, fencing off public land. It’s the thin end of the wedge. Next thing they’ll be closing the paths and putting up Keep Out signs and all that sort of damned nonsense, if they haven’t done so already. Allbright was telling me there was an outbreak of myxomatosis, dead rabbits all over the place, rotting away and upsetting the tourists. It wouldn’t surprise me if that was something to do with the Station, as well.”


This was a bit too much for me to swallow. “Oh, come on, Wal. Allbright farms up there. I expect he introduced the disease himself. I wouldn’t put it past him.”


We were turning into the opulent entrance of the Falcombe Hotel; Carter the doorman was smiling and nodding respectfully. Mellors and his wife greeted him effusively; they always make a point of being friendly with the staff. I glanced at Carter coldly as I passed. I suspected him of being involved in the theft of provisions from the kitchen: for some time now there had been losses, and the stuff had to pass him on the way out—unless it went by boat.


Mellors took my arm once more before we reached the bar. “Take a look at Starfish Bay tomorrow, John, eh? I’d look on it as a favour.”


I knew what that meant.


I busied myself in my tiny office for a while. It was only early evening but I was already experiencing that numbness around the cheeks which, I know from many years’ practice, is the first sign of getting stoned. The hotel was about halffull—pretty good for the time of year. Everything seemed to be going smoothly: the kitchen staff were preparing dinner, the waiters were asleep in the staff quarters, the receptionist was dealing capably with a difficult customer, and the accountant was making up the next day’s banking—minus, I imagined gloomily, his cut. I examined the chart, found an empty room, took the key and went to have a shower.


I rejoined the party after dinner, finding them in the cocktail lounge surrounded by coffee and liqueurs. I pulled up a chair and sat down. They were all so far gone by this time that I didn’t think they noticed my arrival. I felt a little out of place as the conversation had become fragmented. Alan was deep in discussion with Jean, Mellors and his wife were engaged in the latest instalment of some marriage-long feud, snarling at each other in virulent undertones, while Dick and Pablo were discussing sailing, looking comparatively sober but gesticulating dangerously. I moved the coffeepot and tuned in on Alan and Jean.


“Listen,” Alan was saying indistinctly. “I haven’t had a chance to speak to Susanna lately, I tell you.”


Slightly embarrassed at having intruded on something private, I was nevertheless curious. Jean was wearing an expression of equine concern. “So we don’t know what the hell’s going on,” she said. “Sometimes I wonder if Stratton knows. Have you ever thought that our experiments might be paralleled?”


This was fascinating stuff and I moved unobtrusively closer. They seemed unaware of my presence. “Do you mean,” said Alan, “that there could be some sort of …” He hesitated, goatlike face screwed up in thought, “collision?”


Jean was thoughtful too. “Coincidence would be a more accurate description—although God knows what it would mean. Those trees though … They were at the point of focus.”


I would have liked to hear more but Mellors interrupted the conversation at this juncture, throwing a thick arm around Jean’s waist. “Come on, you two. We can’t have you muttering away like this, can we? This is supposed to be a party.”


As Mellors commenced his banter, Pablo had turned to me. “Want a word with you,” he said abruptly.


“Go ahead.”


He glanced around. “Not here. In the Gents’.”


“Right.” I stood. “Excuse us, will you.”


We stood over the washbasins. Pablo was swaying slightly. He took hold of my sleeve. “A word of advice.”


Now this is a conversational opening for which I do not care. In all my life I have never been offered advice—when described as such—which has been other than utterly worthless and frequently insulting, too. “Go ahead,” I said resignedly.


“Watch out for that bastard Mellors.”


“I always do,” I answered with assumed confidence, but was aware of a sinking feeling.


“He’s taking you for a ride. Could be he’s taking me for a ride as well.” Pablo stared fixedly out of the window at the point where a broken pane of frosted glass had been replaced, to my constant annoyance, by clear glass. Every time the hotel inspectors come around they comment on it: apparently a small clear window in a gents’ washroom will draw perverts like moths to a candle, so they imply. I cannot understand their reasoning. As I told them: if a pervert is going to get a thrill from peering inside, through that little window, then how much greater will his thrill be in actually entering the washroom and thus savouring its interior with all his senses. The smell of deodorant, the sound of rushing water, the sight of white walls and pristine chrome fittings, the cold smoothness of tile. I told them all this, but they merely looked at me strangely.


I looked out of the window too; beyond the small area where the garbage is put I could see the floodlit lawn by the estuary, the tables and chairs desolate and empty, some askew and overturned. I made a mental note to put that right in the morning. At present, it looked as though all had fled from an imminent tidal wave. Beyond the lawn, dimly visible on the dark water, was a string of rectangular white shapes: Pablo’s houseyachts.


“Why do you think he’s taking us for a ride?” I asked.


“Has he signed anything yet? Of course he hasn’t, the cunning bastard. I could have sold those damned boats elsewhere, you realise that? I had customers lined up. But because you persuaded me that Mellors was coming through with the deal, I put them off. I told them there were production delays, that the boats wouldn’t be ready for another six months. I’ve lost goodwill. I’ve lost interest on my money.”


“Look, we know all that. I’m working on it.”


“I’ll tell you something you don’t know.” Pablo turned to face me, eyes red-rimmed with drink and worry. “He’s trying to pull a fast one on you. Do you know what he did during dinner? He tried to make a direct deal with me. Your commission’s ten per cent, right? He offered me cash down, five per cent discount on the total price—direct from him to me. Cutting out the middleman. Cutting out you.”


I said slowly, “You’d have saved yourself five per cent on that deal, Pablo.”


“So would he.” He smiled bitterly. “But I wouldn’t pull a stunt like that, John. We’ve known each other a long time. We made our deal before we ever met Mellors, and to me a deal is a deal. You get your ten per cent, or there’s no sale. Right?”


There was not much I could say to that. I muttered my thanks and we went back to join the others. There was a cold rage at the pit of my stomach but, on seeing the condition of Mellors, I knew this was no time for a showdown. He wouldn’t know what the hell I was talking about—or he would pretend not to know. I sat down.


Mellors glanced at me seemingly without recognition, then addressed Jean. “Have a drink. And you, Alan. Waiter!” Heads turned as he bellowed for service.


“I’ll get the drinks,” I said, seeing the waiter was busy. “What would you like?”


Mellors grinned expansively. “Now there’s an efficient manager for you, Jean. A bright boy, that. He’s got a great future. And next season I’m taking him into partnership in our little houseyacht chartering business, right, John?”


I mumbled some sort of agreement and got the drinks, hating him. As soon as possible after that I made my apologies and left them. I arranged for the receptionist and accountant to shut the place up at midnight, collected my coat and made for the door, thankful that I didn’t live on the premises.


I was awakened at about two a.m. by strange noises. The boat was rocking considerably even in the sheltered anchorage of Falcombe, so I judged that the threatened storm had at last arrived …


To the uninitiated the very notion of sleeping on board a small boat is romantic. A glass of beer in the twilit calm of the evening, the fairy lights of the other boats reflected in the still waters; then into the snug cabin for a final scotch and a cigarette. Later, into the berth, drawing the blankets high, imagining the water lapping a few inches away, on the far side of the protective, womblike hull. Soon, dreamless healthy sleep.


The reality is, of course, different by far. Admittedly everything goes fine until the sailor is tucked up in his berth. It is only then, when he is at his most vulnerable, that he hears the noises. The drawn-out, grumbling rumble accompanied by the metallic tapping.


This tells him that the anchor is dragging.


He sits bolt upright, smashing his head against the underside of the bunk above, and tries to make sense out of what he sees through the tiny porthole beside him. Two hours ago he could see a converted trawler, a trot of small dinghies, the red-and-blue reassurance of the lifeboat, and the light outside the Gents’ at the end of the quay.


Now he can see nothing. Except, of course, water, dim and cold and menacing in the fitful light of the moon as the rising wind chases ragged clouds across the sky.


He has drifted out to sea on the falling tide. As his eyes become accustomed to the dark he can see the shore, black and sinister as the waves pound against the rocks which will shortly reduce his puny craft to so much kindling. It seems he is moving that way; indeed, a few seconds’ terrified observation confirm this. The bulking darkness of the shore is looming up.


I have learned my lesson now. I merely resign myself to the possibility of death and go back to sleep. Years ago it was different: I used to panic with the best of them, dragging on my pants and stumbling on deck.


To find that all the boats had wheeled round with the turn of the tide, presenting an entirely different view of the harbour …


I heard the noise again—a heavy thumping against the hull. For a while I lay there wondering whether to do anything about it. I could hear the wind whining and from time to time a gust of heavy rain rattled against the roof like buckshot. I tried to go back to sleep but failed; the drifting object, whatever it was, seemed to be striking the hull approximately six inches from my pillow.


So eventually I got dressed, had a cigarette and a scotch while I thought about it, pulled on my oilskins and opened the door to the afterdeck. The rain hit me like a wall. I hunched up, clasped the rail and leaned over the side. A cylindrical object the size of a one-man submarine was there, smashing against the hull with each wave. It looked heavy enough to do a lot of damage. I went inside and got the flashlight, thumbed the switch and took another look. The thing looked even more menacing, barnacle-encrusted and alien, like an unrecovered space capsule.


It was in fact, I realised as uneasiness began to grip me, the conical buoy from further up the harbour, which must have broken adrift in the gale. It seemed that the weird aspect of those tossing trees earlier had inflamed my imagination. I managed to get a line through the mooring ring and passed it around the foredeck winch. Then, with considerable effort, I wound the buoy forward, wrestled it past the blunt bows, and allowed the wind to take it towards the shore. As it receded into the darkness I trained the flashlight on it; it looked as though it would miss the quay and bring up on the small slipway nearby.


Satisfied—in fact feeling almost virtuous—I was turning to enter the cabin once more when, through the mist of rain, I saw a large white bulk away to starboard where no boat had been before. I switched on the flashlight but the driving rain soaked up the beam in slanting stars of reflection, decreasing my range of vision still further. I made my way aft along the narrow side deck, hung on to the rail and peered into the darkness. This time I was quite certain: what I saw was one of Pablo’s houseyachts, adrift.


I ran across the bouncing gangplank, stumbled through the obstructions on the quay and hurried up the street. A few minutes later I was in the hotel, knocking urgently at Pablo’s door.


“Who the hell’s that?”


“It’s me, John. Open the door, for God’s sake.”


There was a pause and a muttered grumbling, then Pablo appeared with tousled hair, zipping his pants. “For Christ’s sake, John. Don’t you know what time it is?”


I explained the situation. He ran to the window and looked out at the night. The floodlight on the lawn below had been turned off and we could see nothing. “We need a launch,” I said. “A hoverboat won’t do. Something manoeuvrable with a deep keel.”


“Mellors’ boat.” The Old Man had a small but powerful fishing boat tied up below, at the hotel’s private quay. “We’ll have to get the key,” Pablo added uncertainly.


We hammered on Mellors’ door for some time before we heard irate shouts from within. Eventually Dorinda opened the door, looking frightened and younger without her make-up, but even mousier. “What is it?” she asked, looking from Pablo to me and back again, clutching an opulent nightgown around her thin frame.


I explained and asked for the ignition key to the launch. In the midst of my rambling Mellors started to shout from the bed. “Is that you, Maine? What the hell do you want? What’s going on? Come on in, man.”


I edged past Dorinda, Pablo followed me and I recommenced the explanation. Mellors looked obscene; red eyes in bloated face, the top of his pyjamas gaping to reveal a pink freckled chest sprinkled with grey hairs. As he listened he became more alert and began to draw clothes over his pyjamas.


“Come on, then,” he said briskly. “What the hell are we waiting for?” He crammed his bare feet into shoes and led the way from the room.


We ran down the stairs; I paused to pick up the rear entrance keys from the dozing night porter and to switch on the lawn floodlights. We hurried through the corridors and let ourselves out, flinching at the brilliant light and driving rain. Pablo stopped suddenly, pointing. “Oh, my God,” he muttered. “Look.”


I looked. I saw nothing except the rain and a few bushes at the water’s edge, and beyond that the black estuary itself. At intervals on the water, bobbing pink and luminous, were the spherical plastic buoys to which the houseyachts had been moored.


But the boats themselves—all ten of them—were gone.


Pablo’s voice was an incredulous groan of despair. “It’s impossible,” he kept saying, over and over, as we boarded Mellors’ launch, started her up, and cast off. “It’s just impossible, for Christ’s sake. They couldn’t all have broken adrift. Could they, John? I mean, could they, now?” He stumbled forward as Mellors made a tight circle and stood on the foredeck, head snapping this way and that as he stared into the darkness.


Suddenly a tight, bright beam of light sprang from forward of the half-cabin as Mellors thumbed the searchlight switch. It cut through the rain to the far shore, illuminating sparkling wet trees and a small group of dinghies tossing at a landing stage. Then the light swung upstream and Mellors gunned the motor, roaring over the following waves one minute; the next, wallowing in the trough. “It’s a good job the wind’s in this direction,” he shouted above the scream of the turbine, “otherwise they’d have drifted out to sea and been smashed up against the cliffs.”


Pablo said to me, his face old with worry, “There are plenty of rocks a mile away, at the back of the harbour.” He had left the foredeck now and was crouching with Mellors and me in the partial shelter of the half-cabin. His face glowed and dulled redly and rhythmically as he drew nervously at a cigarette cupped in his hands. “The wind’ll take them straight on to that outcrop—you know the one I mean?”


“I don’t think they’ll go that way.” I was trying to work it out. The wind was blowing from the south, directly up the estuary from the sea. The tide was rising and around Falcombe there is a considerable flow. The incoming tide has to travel about a mile up the estuary from the narrow entrance before the broad reach of Falcombe harbour. Then, after the harbour, the estuary becomes narrow again, weaving inland among hills for a distance of almost twelve miles. It seemed to me likely that the houseyachts would have been swept up this mud-banked channel by a combination of wind and tide, missing the rocky outcrop to which Pablo referred by at least a quarter mile. I turned to Mellors. “Starboard a little and head upstream, I think. Forget the harbour. The damned things’ll be halfway to Boniton by now.” Boniton is a small town at the head of the estuary, where a narrow, fast-flowing stream tumbling down from the distant moors broadens into the navigable, tidal water.


We raced upstream, even at this speed barely keeping pace with the rain driving gustily behind. From time to time the engine would race and the whole boat shudder as we slid down a wave and the propeller came clear of the water. The searchlight beam danced ahead, lighting glittering trees, water misty with raindrops, tarpaulined boats deserted and dead.


“There’s one!” shouted Pablo, as a broad white hull was illuminated. Mellors throttled back and swung in a wide arc; the launch rolling sickeningly as she came broadside on. The houseyacht had apparently become entangled in the anchor chain of a huge black vessel, possibly an old tugboat in the throes of conversion. The waves were grinding the boats together; the tug, pitching and rearing its black bows, threatened to slice the houseyacht in half. It was an eerie sight.


I hesitated. “You go,” said Mellors, and there was a note of command in his voice. I went forward, waited as Mellors edged the launch alongside, then jumped, grabbing the rail of the houseyacht. I got my feet on the edge of the deck, winced as the launch smashed into the hull a few inches below my ankles, and swung myself over the rail on to the foredeck. Above me, the knife-edged bows of the tug plunged like a giant guillotine, swooping towards me and biting into the port-side hull of the houseyacht with an explosive screech. I staggered, recovered and snatched the rope which Pablo flung snaking across the gap, and made it fast. The engine of the launch roared, the houseyacht lurched, there was a rending of metal as the starboard rail tore free from the tug’s whipping anchor chain, and we were clear.


I stood in the houseyacht’s forward cabin as we headed steadily downstream into the wind. At one point I tried to start up the engine, but as I had expected it wouldn’t fire. Pablo had emptied the fuel tanks on all the boats except the one on which I slept, to guard against off-season vandalism. He hadn’t reckoned on anyone setting the whole fleet adrift …


It took us almost an hour to get the first houseyacht back to its mooring outside the Falcombe Hotel. Pablo suggested that Mellors went to bed at that point, but he insisted on setting off upstream with us again.


We did not bring all the other houseyachts back. We located them, one by one, caught up among trees at the banks of the estuary and apparently undamaged. We towed them off and anchored them in deep water near where we found them, intending to return in daylight. Then, at about six o’clock and just as dawn was tinting the eastern sky, we finally tied up at the Falcombe Hotel and went ashore.


One or two members of the hotel staff had arrived and a few other early risers, scenting interesting activity, were there to meet us on the hotel lawn. I wanted to get to bed and so did Pablo, but Mellors insisted on relating the events of the night in full detail to the bystanders and, out of gratitude for his help, we had to stay and back him up, and help him out over little details.


It was seven o’clock before I got back to the houseyacht, fixed myself some bacon and eggs and coffee, had a cigarette and, at last, went to bed. I was aching and exhausted. The hotel, I thought, could go to hell for the rest of the day …
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