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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.








AUTHOR’S NOTE



While researching this novel I received a great deal of helpful information from Dr Louis Hughes of Harley Street, London, to whom I am consequently much obliged.


–JKHB





PART ONE



‘Little Johnny may, like the sons of Belial, love evil for its own sake; he may hate being nice to others, but recognise it as a cost he has to incur if he is the more effectively to do them in later, and he may very accurately calculate the optimal concessions he must make to niceness for the sake of nastiness.’


– From ‘What’s Good for Us’ by
Alan Ryan (New Society 30 Jan 87)







The swimming-pool was empty save for wind-blown litter. Most private pools in Silicon Valley were out of use this year, despite the heat of the Californian summer. Too many industrial solvents had leaked into the local water-table, and the price of purifiers capable of removing them had tripled in the past three months.


Nonetheless – perhaps because they had arrived from Britain too recently not to treasure every sunny day as though tomorrow it might snow – Harry and Alice Shay had received their boring old cank of a visitor beside the pool, in canvas chairs with their names stencilled on the back.


From the refuge of his private wing of the house David, who was nearly fourteen, spied on them between the slats of a Venetian blind. At this distance he could hear nothing, but he could make plenty of informed guesses about the conversation. Shaytronix Inc. was undergoing what was politely called a ‘liquidity crisis’ and the caller was Herman Goldfarb the firm’s accountant, a portly bespectacled man in his mid-fifties and an absolutely archetypal whenzie, forever saying, ‘I can remember when –’


For at least two reasons he was looking extremely uncomfortable. His dark suit was doubtless okay in an office with the air-conditioning turned up high, but it was absurd for out-of-doors, even though he had been accorded a tall, cold drink and the shade of a striped umbrella. So fax he hadn’t even doffed his jacket. And what was more…


The long-standing West Coast cult of the body beautiful was yielding to the risk from the ever-strengthening radiation passed by Earth’s damaged ozone layer. Nonetheless both Shays still adhered to it enthusiastically. Though he was about the same age as Goldfarb, and going grey even to the hair on his chest, Harry kept in excellent shape and didn’t mind who knew it. He was wearing exiguous French briefs and a pair of dark glasses. So was Alice – plus a gleaming coat of sun-cream. Harry liked her to be admired. He was inordinately proud of having married her when he was forty and she was barely twenty.


He tended to skate lightly over the fact that he had abandoned his first wife and two teenage children in order to do so.


For a while it amused David – who was wearing nothing at all – to watch Goldfarb pretending not to stare at his mother’s bosom. But that soon palled, and he went back to his computer. Coupled to a modem that accessed an international datanet, it was running a. program of his own devising from which he hoped for interesting results.


This large, cool, low-ceilinged room, built on at right angles to the older main part of the house, was his private kingdom. A curtain across an alcove concealed his bed and the door to the adjacent bathroom. Shelves on all sides were crammed with books and tapes, barely leaving space for his stereo and his TV set, the latter murmuring to itself with the sound turned low. In the centre of the floor stood a desk with his computer on it, its half-open drawers full of untidy papers. Most of the rest was taken up with memorials to past and current interests: along one wall a comprehensive home laboratory, including a second-hand electron microscope and a rig for genalysis and enzyme and ribozyme tailoring; elsewhere a bench with a rack of woodworking tools below it; at another place a broken-down domestic robot he was partway through repairing and’ modifying; in the furthest corner an easel bearing an abandoned portrait, jars nearby holding brushes on which the paint had dried six months ago…


The air was full of gentle music. On a whim he had set his auto-composer to generate a fugue on a theme of his own using the traditional instrumentation of a Dixieland jazz band. The effect, he thought, was rather striking.


The computer program still seemed to be quite a distance from the end of its run. When the TV said something barely distinguishable about riots in half a dozen big cities, David glanced incuriously at the screen A mob, mainly composed of young blacks, was hurling rocks at store windows. Turning up the sound with the remote control he caught the name of a soft drink, and curled his lip. So they were protesting about the FDA’s ban on CrusAde! Foolishness on a grand scale, that! Something about the way the stuff was promoted had made him wary, and it wasn’t just the claim that by buying it you would be serving the cause of the godly – half the profits, it was said, would go to some fundamentalist church already worth as much as a minor-league multinational. So he had bought a can not to drink but to analyse, and several weeks before the FDA clampdown had found out about the trace of a designer drug that it contained, not so much an additive as an addictive.


He had had no trouble identifying it. It was one of his own inventions, and particularly popular with the dealers he supplied it to because it hooked its users nearly as fast as crack – nearly as fast, indeed, as the legendary (but in David’s opinion also mythical) Big L.


How the makers of CrusAde had ever expected to get away with it, heaven knew. Maybe they had just hoped to take advantage of people’s increasing distrust – and dislike-of government.


And/or the increasing immunity churches enjoyed from the enforcement of the law.


The computer beeped. He turned back to it.


And tugged in annoyance at his dark hair. Either there was a glitch in his program, which he doubted, or the data he was searching for were totally shellbacked. Or, of course, they simply were not available on-line. The last seemed all too likely, given their confidential nature.


Well, that settled it. Harry Shay was going to have to move his family back to Britain for as long as necessary, whether or not Shaytronix Inc. went belly-up in consequence. In fact, in David’s view, it would serve the puky cank right if he lost control of the firm he had founded. He would still be a very wealthy man, for he was good at providing – well – safety nets. What he would say if he ever found out that for the past eighteen months David had been imitating him by siphoning the proceeds of his drug-designing to a bank in the Bahamas, it was impossible to guess. But if the need arose the revelation would provide leverage; being a minor, he’d had to deposit the money in his parents’ name, with credit references furnished unwittingly by members of the Shaytronix board, and what he had done was so barely legal, relying as it did on gene-tailoring to make yeasts secrete his new drugs rather than synthesising them, that news of it would instantly draw FBI and maybe SEC attention to the corporation. Indeed, the former had already taken notice of David, although not the company – but there would be no further trouble from that quarter, or at any rate from those particular agents… Faced with such a threat, Harry would have no alternative but to sell up and agree to return to England.


It probably wouldn’t be necessary, though. David had considerable confidence in his powers of persuasion, especially after his brush with the FBI. Nonetheless, if push came to shove he would have no qualms about exerting that kind of pressure on his father.


He tilted back his chair and heaved a sigh, thinking: Father – son…


He had suspected since he was ten and known since he was twelve that Harry was not in fact his father At any rate, given his and his parents’ respective blood-groups the odds were entirely against it. Harry was fond of saying that biotechnology was going to recover from its current setbacks, and would indeed become the next boom industry once fifth-generation computers had been digested. Accordingly he had been delighted when David requested a biology kit for his twelfth birthday – one the boy had carefully selected because blood-typing was among the experiments listed in the instruction manual He had, though, drawn the line at providing an actual blood-sample, and David had had to sneak a tissue out of the bathroom waste-bin one morning when he had cut himself shaving. A tampon used by his mother had been easy to obtain, though somewhat harder to dispose of discreetly afterwards.


And more than once, when he had glimpsed his father naked, he had noticed what appeared suspiciously like a vasectomy scar…


He was a very cool, very reasonable child. He would have been quite content if Harry and Alice had levelled with him from the start, or at least from the age at which he could be expected to understand answers to the relevant questions. What made him deeply, icily angry with his parents was the fact that they had lied to him Worse-they had gone to great lengths to reinforce their lie not only directly but indirectly. For instance, his mother even now, was given to asking people, ‘Don’t you think David looks like his father?’


Maybe I do. If I knew who my father was, I could say.


There came a shy tap at the door. Aware what it portended, he strode noiselessly to the window again His parents were still arguing with Goldfarb, who had finally removed his jacket, and it looked as though the discussion was growing as heated as he was. They should be at it for another half-hour, at least.


So he waited, his face twisting into a feral grin.


After a pause the “door opened and Bethsaida entered circumspectly, come to make his bed and change his towels. She was the Shays’ Filipina cook and housekeeper: pretty, plump, married to a steward working on a cruise liner, a respectable Catholic mother of three – and desperately hoping her employers’ son wasn’t in here.


On realising he was, and naked, she gasped and made to flee, but he was too quick. Darting past her, he pushed the door shut with his foot as he embraced her from behind, cupping her breasts in his small pale hands and nuzzling the nape of her neck. She made to resist for a moment, and then the magic took over. He unzipped her skirt and let it fall, followed by her panties, and drew her half-clad towards the rumpled bed. She moaned a little while he gratified himself, but she could not stop herself from giving in.


It had been a good two years since anyone had failed to do as David wanted when he wanted it.


Now what he wanted most in all the world was to find out why.







You’re watching TV Plus. Now for News frame.


A child had died in Scoutwood, County Durham, and thirteen people are in hospital, after eating, vegetables grown in the garden of a house sited on a former rubbish tip. Arthur Smalley, 31, unemployed, who grew and sold them but is said to have been afraid to eat any himself has been charged with failing to declare the income they brought in and will appear in court tomorrow.


General Sir Hampton Thrower, who resigned as deputy C-in-C of NATO in protest against the withdrawal of medium-range nuclear missiles, told a cheering crowd at Salisbury that patriotic Britons should declare their views and…


Freelance science writer Peter Levin returned to his three-roomed top-floor flat in London’s Islington behind schedule and in a foul temper.


He had spent the day covering a conference on computer security. It sounded newsworthy. Two months ago a logic bomb had burst in a computer at British Gas planted no doubt by an employee disgruntled about the performance of his or her shares, which resulted in each of its customers in the London area being sent the bill intended for the next person on the list – whereupon all record of the sums due had been erased. Consequently such matters were in the forefront of the public attention.


However, Peter was much afraid that the editor of the Comet, from whom he had pried the assignment, wasn’t going to be happy with the outcome. The paper, founded two years ago, was in effect a news digest, aimed at people with intellectual pretensions but whose attention span was conditioned by the brevity of radio and TV bulletins, and what the guy wanted was a string of sensational snippets about his readers’ privacy being infringed, bent programmers blackmailing famous corporations, saboteurs worming their way into GCHQ and the Ministry of Defence… But most of what Peter had brought home consisted of a series of dry mathematical analyses, because the proceedings had been dominated by cryptographers. Worse yet, the most interesting session had been closed to the press and everyone else bar members of the sponsoring society.


Then, to add the final straw, he’d found that yet another unrepaired sewer had burst, putting his local underground line out of action, so he’d had to come back by bus, and while he was waiting at the stop it had begun to rain.


Cursing aloud, he dumped his briefcase with its load of conference documents and commercial handouts on a chair, draped his damp jacket over its back to await cleaning, and kicked off his shoes, soaked because he had trodden in one of the storm’s first puddles. In socks he padded towards the doorless closet that passed for his kitchen, found a half-full bottle of whisky, and poured a lot of it on a little ice.


After the second gulp he calmed down. There was an angle he could exploit, although it was far from ideal. One of the speakers – the only one with any sense of humour – had devoted part of his talk to the lack of comprehension still shown by lay computer users when faced with the need to invent secure passwords. Most of his listeners were serious-faced young men and women (an unexpected number of the latter, which was also a point worth mentioning) more concerned with the mathematical implications of their work than its value to companies trying to keep industrial spies from penetrating their research records, but some of his examples had made even them break into derisive laughter In particular, his account of how that managing director –


But it was time to stop thinking and start writing! The clock on his computer showed half-past seven, and he had been sternly warned that he must file, via modem before nine if his copy was to make the Scottish and West Country editions. Despite the fact that the Comet’s management boasted of possessing the most advanced technology of any newspaper in Britain, its outlying offices still wouldn’t accept text direct from London without plenty of time to sub-edit it for the local readership. Maybe that explained why the paper had never achieved its target circulation, and was rumoured to be on the verge of bankruptcy.


Hating to think what corruption might be introduced by scientifically illiterate meddling, Peter retrieved his pocket organiser from his jacket, downloaded its contents to the computer and set about converting rough notes into a usable story. Rain battering the roof-slates provided a dismal counterpoint to the tapping of the keys.


In the upshot he beat his deadline by a comfortable margin. He was even tolerably pleased with the way he had highlighted the joky speech and played down the mathematical side without actually ignoring it. He celebrated by pouring another drink, then paced back and forth to stretch his legs. He was stiff not only from his stint at the keyboard but also from spending so much of the day on plastic chairs apparently designed for Australopithecus. But there was bound to be a phone-call once the editor had had a chance to read his text so despite increasing hunger pangs he did not yet dare to go out for a bite to eat.


The wait, though, was a long one, and during it his previous mood of depression and frustration returned. In his late thirties now, he felt he deserved something better than this apartment. The politest term one could apply to such accommodation was ‘compact’: this room that he worked in, with the computer and his reference library; a bedroom so much reduced by shoehorning in a shower and toilet that he had to walk sideways around the bed when he needed to change the sheets; and what he termed his ‘if-you-can-call-it-living’ room which despite its electronic wall with TV, stereo/CD and radio tuner was scarcely calculated to overawe his visitors, especially female ones.


No, that was untrue – the result of a bad day and bad weather. In fact, he rarely lacked for presentable girlfriends, even though he was by no stretch of the imagination handsome. He was of average height, reasonably slim, in reasonably good health, with dark hair and brown eyes. Nothing about him was out of the ordinary, even his voice. Indeed, every time he heard himself on tape, he was struck by how much it resembled any and every British male voice on radio or TV, a common denominator, as it were…


Thinking of the TV, remembering it was time for a news bulletin, he switched on, and found the lead story was a subject he himself had written about a score of times, to the point where he was getting bored with it. Yet another group of famine-desperate black refugees had penetrated the cordon sanitaire the South Africans maintained along their northern border, and duly been shot down on the grounds that they were ‘biological warfare vectors’… There was no doubt who was going to win this particular war of attrition: the Afrikaners, like other wealthy advanced nations, had the AIDS vaccine while their opponents just had AIDS. Nowadays the incidence of ‘slim’ in Kenya, Uganda, Angola, was estimated at fifty per cent. What army could prevail against so subtle and vicious an enemy?


And the next item concerned a food colorant that had been shown to reduce intelligence in children – about ten years too late to save its millions of victims. To this one he paid serious attention, even making notes.


Stories with a medical slant were the chief kind that editors called on him to handle, because of the way he had drifted into his highly-specialised field. In his early twenties he had been a student at a London teaching hospital, hoping to enter general practice. When he was at the midpoint of his course, however, and not making much headway, he met by chance a researcher for TV Plus, the maverick among Britain’s television services, rarely attracting as much as ten per cent of the audience yet constantly breaking major stories the competition was afraid to touch. The producer of the science series Continuum was planning a documentary on recent advances in medicine. Peter was able to supply useful information and prevent one gross mistake from reaching the screen – for which he received due acknowledgement in the credits.


Much to the annoyance of his professor, who did not approve of extramural activities by his students.


There followed a stand-up row and a not-too-polite suggestion that he might consider studying elsewhere When he rang TV Plus to complain about what happened he met with a surprising response: the producer said he had been impressed by the lucid way Peter could talk about abstruse subjects, and the researcher he had met was quitting, so there was a vacancy. What about coming for an interview?


He got. the job, and spent the next eight years with the team t4at every week for twenty-six weeks out of the fifty-two put Continuum together, graduating from researcher to writer to co-presenter. During his stint the series won two prestigious award. Then the producer emigrated, tempted by a higher salary, and the show was cancelled.


But by then Peter Levin had a reputation and plenty of contacts in the press as well as in broadcasting. He decided to set up as a freelance, and so far he had managed to stay afloat. Acting as a consultant here writing a script or two there, occasionally helping to design and  edit a coffee-table science book, he had in fact done very nicely to begin with. In particular he had had the chance to travel to places he could never have afforded to visit except at a publisher’s or TV company’s expense.


Lately, though…


He sighed. It wasn’t simply his problem. So long as computer-generated panics kept driving the stock-markets crazy, so long as Britain was excluded from the Japanese economic sphere – which meant in effect as long as this damned stupid government remained in power – things could only get worse.


The phone rang. Startled, he realised he had paid no attention whatever to the rest of the news. Hastily cutting the volume with one hand, he snatched up the instrument with the other.


‘Jake Lafarge for you,’ the phone said. That was the editor who had sent him to cover today’s conference.


‘Well, what did you think of my piece?’ he demanded with feigned heartiness.


‘It’ll do,’ Lafarge grunted. ‘It’ll have to.’


‘That’s all? I thought it was rather featly, considering. Some of the jokes –’


‘Peter, this paper is the Comet, not the Comic!’ Lafarge interrupted. ‘Wasn’t there supposed to be a closed session this afternoon?’


‘Of course’ Peter blinked. ‘You saw the programme.’


‘And you weren’t at it?’


‘How would you expect me to manage that? Sneak in with a forged membership card? Jake, this was a conference on security, for heaven’s sake!’


‘You didn’t pick the brains of the people who had been at it? You didn’t grab hold of even one and pour him full of booze to loosen his tongue?’


‘I talked to everyone I could!’ Peter flared. ‘In fact I spent so long picking brains I didn’t get home until –’


But it was obvious Lafarge was in no mood to listen to excuses. He was carrying on as though Peter hadn’t spoken.


‘What I wouldn’t give for a decent beat on a major scandal! What the hell is the use of having the best equipment in the business if I can’t afford to hire the best staff? Day after day, week after week, I see stories we ought to have broken turning up in the Guardian or Observer – the blunt end of the market for God’s sake, when we’re supposed to be the sharp one! We’re neck-deep in bocky computers and we still can’t use them to dig up the kind of dirt I’m sure must be accessible if you know how. At least I’ve finally managed to – ,


He broke off in mid-sentence. Silently Peter wondered how long Lafarge was going to keep his job. By the sound of it the guy was bending his elbow rather too often After a long pause, he said maliciously, ‘You were saying?’


‘Forget it!’ Lafarge snapped. ‘And I mean that!’


Yes, baas! But Peter kept that’ to himself. Instead he reverted to the most important matter in hand ‘Have you authorized my fee?’


‘Yes, of course. It’ll be in your account tomorrow. And’ – effortfully – ‘I’m sorry I snapped your head off. Not your fault. Just bear in mind, will you, that I’m quite serious about needing a major break? I… Well we do pay competitive rates.’


There speaks the voice of desperation. Maybe those rumours about the paper going under are true!


With half his mind Peter wondered where he could peddle that particular snippet of information; with the other, he uttered comforting noises and gloomily cradled the phone. The Comet wasn’t his best market but it was a useful standby, and without it…


But he was ravenous, and the rain had let up Time to go in search of food.







Thirteen-year-old Dymphna Clancy paused outside the Mother Superior’s office whither she had been bidden at the unlikely hour of bedtime. She wished there were a mirror nearby, but there were very few within the precincts of the convent school, it being held that to contemplate one’s own reflection was to cultivate the sin of vanity. But there was an uncurtained window, at least, in which she could catch a glimpse of herself. So far as she could judge her uniform was acceptably neat and her dark hair acceptably tidy. If she were at fault in either regard, of course, she could expect to be told, and in no uncertain terms.


Not that it made – not that it could make – very much difference. Not nowadays. But having to face up to, then outface, the kind of tongue-lashing the nuns bring to bear on a pupil was at best uncomfortable, making her palms sweat and her heart pound hammerwise, and all too often it was downright exhausting. Dymphna found it best to conform, at least on the surface.


She wished she were not so afraid that one of the offences she was now accustomed to committing as it were below the surface might have come to light. But how else to account for this late summons to the Presence?


Steeling herself for a lengthy and unwelcome ordeal, she tapped on the office door. Mother Aloysia called at once, ‘Come in, child!’


Child? What on earth makes her say that?


More puzzled than ever, though a fraction less anxious, Dymphna opened the door.


Mother Aloysia was not alone. Present also were Sister Ursula, the nun who had general oversight of Dymphna’s age-group among the pupils, Father Rogan, the school’s chaplain and confessor, and a stranger in a dark suit: a ruddy-faced man with a walrus moustache, balancing a black Homburg hat awkwardly on his knee.


There was a vacant chair in the middle of the floor.


‘Sit down, child,’ Dymphna heard. She complied, wondering at the unfamiliar expression on Mother Aloysia’s face. Seldom before had she seen it otherwise than as if carved in stone, the eyes narrowed, the cheeks sucked in, the mouth a compressed slit. Nor had she ever heard the least hint of tenderness in her reedy but authoritative voice.


There was a pause. Then the Mother Superior resumed.


‘I am going to have to ask you to be strong, Dymphna. We – well, we have bad news. This is Mr Corkran, a partner in the law-firm that administers the estate of your late father. He has kindly come to inform you in person, rather than simply telephoning.’


So I’m not here to be hauled over the coal!.’


Dymphna relaxed, trying not to make the response too visible, and taking care to press her knees together in the prescribed fashion.


She scarcely recalled her father, and indeed had never been told much about him directly. But malicious gossip abounded in the school, among the teaching nuns as well as the pupils, and from hints and insults she had pieced together the most crucial truth concerning Brendan Clancy. He had killed himself. Though it had been in a fit of drunken misery, he had indubitably committed a mortal sin.


At first she had been terrified; were not the sins of the fathers visited upon the children, even to the third and fourth generation?


Oddly, though, within a relatively short time, she had begun to feel quite otherwise. Now she had come to picture her background as rather romantic, and to look down on her more respectable schoolmates as unenterprising and conformist. Little by little she had taken to exploring the limits of her potential for misbehaviour, commencing with minor acts of defiance, graduating a year or so ago to offences that in the normal way – committed, that was to say, by any other of the girls – would have resulted in punishment on the grand scale. For instance, had any of them been caught by a monitor in possession of photographs showing men and women embracing in the nude…


But Dymphna had lots of them, that she had bribed from the baker’s delivery-boy with kisses and occasional permission to grope inside her blouse, which she circulated among the older pupils – for a consideration. Within the past few months, moreover, she had started to earn some real money. The supplier of the material was the delivery-boy’s older brother, a long-distance lorry-driver, able to smuggle in the very latest magazines from France and Italy. Having nearly been caught once by the Gardai, he had needed a secure place to hide his stocks, and was willing to pay handsomely for one. Dymphna obliged. Who would think of searching a convent school for pornographic magazines? Not to mention condoms, sold at a markup of several hundred per cent!


Was there no limit to what she could get away with?


I think I must take after my mother!


Of whom, equally, she knew little, for they met only once a month, on a Saturday afternoon, when a nurse brought Mrs Imelda Clancy to the school in a taxi: a frail, vague woman looking far older than her age, with a drawn face and untidy grey hair, saying little and seeming to understand less. For years the other girls had been accustomed to poke fun at Dymphna after each visit, though lately they had given up, perhaps because in some remote incomprehensible sense they were envious of the difference between her background – redolent of sensational newspaper stories – and their own futures as predictable as they were humdrum.


It had been explained, in roundabout terms, that when her father ran away her mother had suffered a nervous breakdown, which was why the nuns had taken her into care. Yet that could only be part of the story. Further clues garnered from general gossip found their way to her ears, and she pieced them together. Allegedly her ‘father’ was not indeed her father (though she lacked perfect understanding of biological parenthood despite her store of contraceptives and the pictures she possessed). In other words, her mother had been unfaithful to him with another man, and Dymphna was the fruit of an adulterous union.


More romantic than ever! She must be a love-child! And thought there was no more beautiful word in the language.


When she prayed – which she did at the times ordained, though without conviction, for she was far from satisfied about the Creator’s continuing interest in His handiwork – she begged not for salvation, nor for a vocation to the Order, but for something the nuns would have had conniptions about. She pleaded to be reunited with her real father, who must surely have other children. She wanted to meet her half-sisters and above all her half-brothers. She wanted to meet boys with whom she could… But at that point even her fevered imagination faltered. And in any case, this was not the moment to think about such matters.


Carefully composing her small face into a- mask that mingled puzzlement and apprehension – since that was obviously what they were expecting of her – she turned to Mr Corkran and looked a mute question.


He tugged a handkerchief from the breast-pocket of his jacket and mopped his forehead before answering.


‘I won’t beat about the bush, Miss Clancy. It is my sad duty to report that your mother won’t be coming to visit you any more.’


‘You mean…?’ Dymphna whispered with a show of anxiety worthy of a professional actress.


Mr Corkran gave a solemn nod. ‘I do indeed. She passed away earlier this evening, after a heart-attack. All that could be done was done, I promise you. And the doctor who was called said she must have suffered very little pain.’


There was silence for a while. They were all gazing at her expectantly. But what sort of reaction were they looking for? Should she break down in tears? Mother Aloysia had instructed her to be brave, so that could scarcely be it – Ah! Of course!


As though repressing sobs, she forced out, ‘Was there time for her to see a priest?’


They relaxed. She had guessed correctly. In a tone of unprecedented gentleness Sister Ursula – normally the fiercest disciplinarian at the school – replied.


‘I’m afraid, my dear, that by the time he arrived your mother was already unconscious. But we are assured that she had made confession very recently, and there can have been but little burden of sin on her poor weak mind.’


‘Besides,’ rumbled Father Rogan, ‘God is merciful to those who have spent long in expiating youthful faults.’


He crossed himself; so did the others, and Dymphna made haste to copy them. Then silence fell again.


What was she supposed to do now? Several possibilities sprang to mind, and she settled on the one that struck her as most likely to be approved by Sister Ursula. Mother Aloysia was a comparatively remote figure, which was why the girls referred to visiting her office as ‘being summoned into the Presence’. Leaning forward, she ventured, ‘May I please not go straight back to the dormitory? I’ – she introduced a convincing break into her voice – ‘I would like to spend a while by myself. In the chapel.’


Sister Ursula glanced at the Mother Superior. After a moment the latter gave a nod.


‘I think in the circumstances that would be appropriate. Shall we say – ah – half an hour? We can talk about the rest in the morning: arrangements for the funeral, and the other sad necessities. Sister Ursula, please escort Dymphna to the chapel, then return to the dormitory and inform the girls of what has happened, to prevent any silly rumours breaking out. Tell them they must be especially kind to their friend during this period of trial.’


‘Yes, Mother Superior,’ said Sister Ursula, rising ‘Come along, child’


On the threshold Dymphna turned back. Almost inaudibly she said, ‘Thank you, Mr Corkran. For taking the trouble to come and tell me in person. I appreciate it.’


When the door swung closed, the lawyer said heartily, ‘She seems to be taking it amazingly well. I was rather afraid she might… And she’s most polite, too. Your standards must be very high’


Had that too not been a manifestation of pride Mother Aloysia might almost have been said to preen at the compliment. However, she said only, ‘We do our best. And I think we may count Dymphna among our successes, especially in view of her background. For quite some time she was – well – troublesome, but over the past year or two I don’t believe I’ve heard a single complaint about her. None, at least, that can’t be ascribed to youthful high spirits.’


She reached for a notepad and pen. ‘Now’ – briskening – ‘what arrangements must we make for her to attend the funeral? Where and when is it to be held?’


The chapel was almost completely in darkness. Thanking Sister Ursula, Dymphna glanced at her watch, which had been her mother’s. It was old-fashioned, pre-digital and tended to gain, but it did have luminous hands As soon as Sister Ursula’s clumping footsteps had faded out of earshot, she made for the corner where there was least light of all and sat down, shaking her head.


Had they really expected her to weep and moan and scream on being told that that near-strange, her mother, could no longer be brought here for those strained, boring hour-long encounters? Whatever Imelda Clancy had been like when she bore her only child, she must subsequently have altered out of recognition. It was impossible to imagine such a feeble, nearly mindless person conducting a passionate affair with a man she wasn’t married to.


And that affair was the only thing about her mother that Dymphna Clancy had ever admired. Just as his suicide was all she could find to admire about her father.


She consulted her watch again. Five minutes had passed. Sister Ursula might possibly return five minutes before the promised half-hour was up, but until then…


She must make the most of the next twenty minutes, for such a chance might not occur again. The evening being mild, she would have liked to strip off completely, but that was far too risky; she could well become too lost in her own delight to notice Sister Ursula’s thumping tread in time to dress again. She must content herself with thrusting her ugly, bulky knickers down around her ankles, sliding her left hand up inside her blouse and vest to stroke her nipples, probing with her right middle finger among the tuft of silky curls that since ‘the onset of her menses had sprouted at the base of her belly, locating that special spot she had been taught about by ‘wicked’ Caitlin, the monitor to whom, strictly speaking, she owed a considerable apology, as well as a debt of gratitude for enlightening her about the pleasure hidden in her body. In a phrase learned from her illicit reading, though: what the hell? Caitlin had been bright, popular, much approved; nonetheless she had been expelled last year on the day she turned sixteen, because a pornographic picture had come to light when Sister Ursula searched under her mattress, and it was far easier to believe that pretty, sexy Caitlin had sneaked it in than a mere thirteen-year-old – especially one who could lie so convincingly, and cared not a hoot for anybody’s reputation save her own…


When Dymphna had come, she picked the lock of the aumbry with one of her hairclips – something she had done before – took out the communion chalice and peed in it. Since, as usual, she had already relieved herself in expectation of bedtime, she passed only a few drops but it was enough to make her quiver with unbearable excitement at her blasphemy. She poured the urine out of a window that stood ajar, and such was the thrill that she was able to make herself come a second time, and then a third.


Sister Ursula was calling. Pale and exhausted, Dymphna emerged into the light. Her clothing was in neat array again.


‘Poor child,’ said Sister Ursula, laying a bony arm around her shoulders. ‘I heard you moaning, didn’t I? Be comforted! Surely your mother has been called to join the company in heaven.’


Dymphna made no reply. But it was hard for her not to chuckle as she fell asleep.







You’re watching TV Plus. It’s time for Newsframe.


Reports of intensely acid’ rain over much of North-West Europe during the afternoon led to sharp rises on the Stock Exchange, particularly in respect of wool, cotton and linen futures and shares in companies producing synthetic fibres also showed a marked gain. However, forestry and agricultural shares fell by several points.


General Thrower’s views have been condemned by a number of opposition MP’s, one of whom accused him of attempting to revive the Blackshirts of the 1930’s…


By the time Peter had bought and eaten a doner kebab, washed down with a can of lager, it was after ten, but he felt restless rather than tired. He considered phoning a girl who lived nearby, to ask if he might drop in, but decided his day had taken too much out of him. Besides, though she had shown him her AIDS certificate, he wasn’t sure it was valid According to the grapevine, several of last year’s batches of vaccine had proved faulty.


The television was still on, so he decided to play channel roulette. Even as he punched the first button on the remote control, however, he remembered he had checked neither his answering machine nor his email though he should have done so by calling in from the conference hall, or at the latest when he arrived home.


Annoyed with himself, for there was always a chance that a new assignment might be in the offing and currently he needed all the work he could get, he played back the phone-messages first. Someone wanted him at the launch party for a new book; he made a note of that because there would be free food and booze and possibly some useful contacts. Someone else had invited him (and who could guess how many colleagues?) to a meeting of physicists at The Hague next month, but made no reference to expenses, let alone a fee – assuming, obviously that he would find a paper or magazine to pay his way It – might be worth sussing out, but it didn’t sound especially hopeful. And that was it.


Maybe email would be more interesting. His modem still being up, he entered his net-code and dumped the contents of his mailbox into local memory. Reviewing what appeared on screen, though, he found nothing but routine odds and ends: a friend promising to answer an inquiry when she’d done some research (blast! If he didn’t get that story out quickly someone else would beat him to it); a call from a woman called Lesley Walters .saying it had been too long since they interfaced (who in hell was she? Had they interfaced, as it were in bed and if so would it be worth renewing the acquaintance?; and –


Nuts!


The rest was junk mail. Thank goodness they’d been forced to abandon the idea of billing email users for incoming messages! Victorian values be damned – that was reverting to the past with a vengeance! There was that story in Walter Scott’s memoirs about paying for a parcel containing the manuscript of a romance about Indian lovers by a woman who had never set foot outside the English town where she was born, and then as much again for another copy that she’d sent for fear the first might go astray…


Some day he was going to buy one of those new gadgets that wiped junk automatically unless countermanded. But demand for them was so great that the price was staying up in the stratosphere, like the cost of water-purifiers in California this year.


Thinking of California: he might perhaps log on some time with Harry Shay, who was also on this net. Living in the old Silicon Valley area, he was no doubt suffering the effects of the poisoned water there. There might even be a short feature in what he had to say, provided the TV and newspaper editors weren’t yet sick of being fed the same old disaster stories over and over.


I know I’m sick of writing them.


There still wasn’t anything worth looking at on TV: a bunch of idiot quiz-shows, darts and snooker, a series of re-runs some of which were also quiz-shows, darts and snooker… A Scandinavian satellite channel was carrying one of the new interactives, hailed as the latest greatest manifestation of the medium, but it had apparently been commandeered by randy adolescent males greedy for tits and bums. Lord! Among the reasons he – and other tenants – had bought a flat in this building, formerly a nurses’ hostel, was that the owners promised a satellite dish on the roof. How could he or anyone have been naive enough to imagine that extra quantity guaranteed extra quality?


Dispirited, he considered finishing his whisky, but better sense prevailed and he made a cup of tea instead. He had another job tomorrow, no more promising than today’s, but better than nothing, so he must not risk a hangover. Yet after the tea he was still not ready to turn in. Some of the tantalising hints he had picked up at the computer conference, those he would never have dared to include in his story, were itching at the back of his mind. Meeting people who were permanently high on enthusiasm for their speciality always had that effect on him. What he chiefly wanted to do was access a mathematical data-base and study up on the theory of prime numbers –


Access a data-base!


Of course. That was the best way to exploit this vacant slot in his life. It had been nearly a week since he last consulted the various bulletin boards he subscribed to. What was the point of letting money leak out of his bank-account like blood from a wound if he didn’t utilise the services he was paying for?


Admittedly, it would be a lot more fun to log on to Minitel – he understood French pretty well – and spend a while with AMY or AMANDINE or one of the other erotica services, the like of which had never been permitted in Britain although they thrived’ across the Channel. Some people admired the common sense of the French authorities; by encouraging masturbation AIDS might be held in check until there was enough vaccine to send it the way of smallpox. He had even written a story along those lines, but it had been rejected. Offensive to the religious minority…


He began to feel a little less contemptuous about the interactive he had just switched off. He wondered how the alleged objectors would feel if they tuned into that.


But – automatically his fingers were tapping out the code that interrogated his bank, and for a moment he felt alarmed until he remembered that what Jake Lafarge was due to pay him would put him handsomely in credit for another week or two – but at this moment what he needed was a lead. He needed to find and file a story at top price, and Jake was in the market.


Well, then: back to basics. There was an American board called BIOSOC where he had often spotted profitable clues. Now if he could only remember how to retrieve its access code…


Oh, yes. Something that speaker said today, the one who told amusing stories. Never let anyone second-guess your thinking, even if you are afraid of forgetting what you chose for a password. Pick something you will never forget and no one else will ever guess and hide all your passwords behind it. And don’t write it down in clear!


All old stuff, but no less valid for being tried and true Here was the proof. Being reminded meant he didn’t actually have to invoke his master code, which was the name of a woman he had dreamed of in his teens, fallen in love with never having met her or anybody in the slightest like her, but which was engraved in his memory – a name he never spoke nor wrote. Were he one day to meet a person with that name.


He never had. It didn’t matter. He had recalled how to access BIOSOC, which specialised in three areas of great concern to him: medical drugs, biology and genetics, and the connection of both with human behaviour. He keyed in his fourteen-letter password, which since this was an American database was THEBEERSTOOCOLD, and waited for the screen to light.


He was not, of course, expecting to find any messages addressed to him personally. He logged on to BIOSOC only intermittently, and in any case journalists were not overly welcome on such boards. Essentially what they provided was a means of swapping data between specialists in adjacent fields in the hope of sorting out problems that were hanging them up. Now and then, however, adding two and one-and-a-half together out of hints and scraps had led him to an interesting story.


Of course, that had mainly been while he was working for Continuum, and could pass on what he spotted to someone else rather than strive to trace all the ramifications by himself. He did miss – he was obliged more and more to admit the fact – he did miss the support, the interaction, that he had enjoyed during those eight delirious years, especially after the programme evolved into a co-production with German, American and Australian networks, so that one never knew who was liable to dredge up what fascinating unsuspected facts at the weekly planning conferences held over a satellite link…


For a while he had even imagined that rationality might overcome the world-wide spread of blind religious fanaticism. Well, the chance of that seemed slimmer all the time – but he still felt doomed to carry on the fight.


Sometimes at this late hour, especially if he had had a disappointing day, he tended to grow maudlin. He forced his attention back to the screen. Having dumped into memory in less than a heartbeat everything the board had to offer, his computer was now scrolling though the data at a leisurely pace. So far none of the keywords he had chosen for this particular configuration had made it beep and freeze. But, even as he was reaching for the wipe command because the sequence had cycled to personal messages, it did precisely that.


He blinked. What in the world –? Oh! All of a sudden there among a gaggle of pseudonyms was a name that the machine had recognised. And so did he.


Vaguely, at any rate. For a moment ‘Claudia Morris’ was as strange as the handle of the woman who wanted to interface with him again, and he was at a loss to know why he had posted it on his email list. Then recollection dawned.


Yes, of course. That conference in New York when I was still with Continuum. I chatted with her in the bar for a bit No doubt I picked up a lead that made me want to keep track of her. But why?


He was on the point of punching for access to Who’s Who in American Science, as the likeliest stimulus to memory, when he slumped back in his chair and snapped his fingers. Lord above! How could he have forgotten that Dr Claudia Morris was the author of Our Greatest Nuclear Danger: Crime and the Traditional Family? She had even signed his copy!


It had caused a scandal: how long ago – three years? No, more like four. It had appeared just before Continuum became, as the sour joke went among its contributors, ‘Discontinue ‘em’. Had the programme still been running, an hour slot would certainly have been devoted to Dr Morris and her radical, but extensively-documented, views. Boiling her argument down to fundamentals, she maintained that the runaway crime rate in the Western world was primarily due to an attempt to keep in being the structure of the nuclear family a system for the bearing and raising of children that no longer accorded with the needs of society. Raise a generation with ten, twenty, fifty ‘parents’ to all of whom they owed equal loyalty, she proposed, and young people would no longer feel the need to strike out randomly at an impersonal mass of anonymous authoritarian strangers.


Well, even in this age when a ‘sensation’ is out of date within a day and forgotten after three…


He re-read the message she had posted:


CLAUMOR /CLAUDIA MORRIS/ WILL BE IN LONDON ENGLAND UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE ON SABBATICAL TO RESEARCH A THESIS. CHECK BIOSOC FOR UK ADDRESS AND CODE. POSTED THIS BOARD ONLY!


And the date of her arrival was appended: today.


Well, well, well!


The chances were excellent he was the first science journalist in Britain to spot this announcement. One of the few things he remembered about Dr Morris was that she was disdainful of publicity; she had spent half their time together mocking the ignorance of those who had reviewed her book so generously that for at least one week it made the New York Times best-seller list.


So her publisher would be the likeliest lead to her. And he knew several people working in the same field that she was almost bound to contact. He set about collating their numbers right away.


But it took until well after midnight, despite his array of state-of-the-art-two-years-ago equipment, before he felt he could relax and turn in, satisfied that wherever in the city Claudia Morris decided to put lip, the moment her name was mentioned over a phone-line belonging to her publisher or any friend of hers he had a number for, he or one of the machines he paid for access to would be alerted.


Such facilities, of course, did not come cheap. As soon as possible, he must, he warned himself, find somebody to underwrite his costs.







‘Wilson, Whitfield House!’ barked the head prefect of Hopstanton School. Tall, suave, fair, eighteen, he was due to leave for university in three months. At the moment, however, his duty was to marshal thirteen- and fourteen- year-old new boys in a drab Victorian corridor.


These so-called ‘squits’, waiting to meet their respective housemasters, shifted from foot to foot. The school’s main intake was in September, at the beginning of the scholastic year, so those who came to it in May at the start of the summer term typically arrived with some blot on their copybooks from the preparatory boarding schools they had attended since they were eight or nine.


But none of the newcomers stepped forward in response.


‘Wilson!’ the head prefect barked again.


A slender boy with dark hair and brown eyes seeming more at ease than his companion, glanced up.


‘Do you by any chance mean Cray Wilson?’ he offered in a clear voice that had obviously already broken.


Taken aback, the prefect looked at the list in his hand He said after a moment, ‘Wilson R.C.!’


‘Ah. That must be me. I’m sorry, but it should read “Gray Wilson, R.” R for Roger. That’s why I din’t answer at once. I do hope the error will not be repeated.’


While the prefect was still hunting for words, Roger walked past him with impeccable aplomb. The prefect called out, ‘Third on the right – Mr Brock!’


‘Thank you. I took notice of the signs on the doors as I came in.’


And was already knocking, and being told to enter.


Later, the head prefect, who came from Tolland’s House, told Flitchwood, prefect of Whitfield House, ‘You’re going to have to watch out for that Wilson – I mean, Gray Wilson! He smells like trouble!’


‘Funny!’ – with a frown. ‘I’d have said he was settling in a sight faster than any other squit we’ve had this year. What makes you so concerned about him?’


‘I… I don’t know. Except he’s awfully cocky!’


‘We’ll soon sort that out of him,’ Flitchwood promised.


In the meantime: ‘So you’re Wilson, are you?’


‘No, sir.’


‘What?’


‘My surname is actually Gray Wilson, sir. I just had to explain the mistake to the prefect on duty outside.’


‘Hmm! All right, then: I’ll get it sorted out… Well, take a pew!’


The boy complied, studying his new housemaster. Fat and greying, he sat behind a table rather than a desk. It was obvious that these rooms must have been assigned and reassigned to scores of new purposes since they were built a century or more ago. There were bookshelves and filing cabinets, even a computer terminal, but none of them fitted the space allotted. In the boy’s view, it was high time the whole edifice was demolished to make room for something functional.


If anything in a school of this type could be honoured with that epithet.


Mr Brock was not alone. Sitting at his left was a thin fortyish woman in a green dress with blue eyes and brown hair and an inexpert smear of lipstick. The boy smiled at her, and his immediate guess was confirmed. She smiled back, whereby her face was transformed and became almost pretty. Since – well, it had to be – her husband was still riffling through a file of papers, she risked leaning forward and speaking.


‘Welcome to Whitfield House, Roger! I’m Mrs Brock Do remember, won’t you, that if you ever have any problems –’


‘Not yet, please, Margaret!’ Mr Brock cut in. She subsided, blushing, while he leaned back in his chair and surveyed Roger beneath untidy grey eyebrows.


‘The first thing I have to say to you, young man is this. According to a letter I have in front of me from the headmaster of your prep school, while your examination marks were excellent in a wide range of subjects, the moral effect you had on your fellow pupils was not what might have been wished! What do you have to say to that?’


Ah. I was wondering what line the old bastard was going to take. He could scarcely say, could he, that most of his staff were customers for the sexual services we kids provided? Especially when his bee-lov-ed daughter joined in so enthusiastically! He wouldn’t wish it to be noised abroad that she adored a gang-bang!


It had been an enjoyable and highly profitable undertaking, especially after the teachers started bringing in clients from the town. Roger was only sorry that it had been cut short. However, one of his friends’ parents had discovered, during the holidays and out of reach of Roger’s powers of persuasion, that his son had contracted rectal gonorrhea. So the cat had finally been let out of the bag.


Of course, the scandal had been efficiently hushed up, and money had changed hands, and his old school was back to normal – though several of the staff had vanished overnight and had to be replaced. Moreover he had wrought a suitable revenge on the bastard who shopped him. Having found out that the family was due to go abroad, since they lived not far away he had cycled over with a reel of extension cable on the back of his bike, located an electric fire, plugged it into the reel without unwinding it, and switched on. The resulting blaze had caused a gratifying amount of damage…


It was time, though, to react. Composing his features into the strictest possible mask of disbelief, Roger said, ‘I do assure you, sir, that no matter what allegations have been made against me, I can either explain or rebut them.’


He borrowed both words and tone from his father Julian. For two or three years he had been aware that there was little physical resemblance between them, so he was at pains to ensure that he adopted the same mannerisms. Now and then he salted his behaviour pattern with a phrase or look copied from his mother, Susan, so she would not feel neglected. Given the way Julian ignored her, she deserved no less –


But Mr Brock was staring at him.


‘You think,’ he said slowly – ‘you dare to imagine that you can contradict the judgment of your prep headmaster?’


Stupid arse! Borderline sadist! You ought to talk to Sarah about the way her father treats her and her brother! No wonder she was desperate for a bit of outside affection! And I don’t suppose he gave me any credit for knowing that Coca-Cola is an efficient spermicide, and making sure she always douched with it afterwards.


Or, come to that, for insisting that all our customers produce an AIDS certificate.!


This, however, was no time for reasoned argument. What was called for was an exercise of charm… Roger donned his most winning smile, and felt the familiar, welcome, sense of cold command pervade his mind.


‘Sir, it is an offence to libel an adult, is it not? How much more so, then, to libel a child my age, who cannot afford legal assistance to defend himself? If it had been in my power I would certainly have sued my old headmaster!’


He waited. Little by little, he saw uncertainty invade Mr Brock’s expression Eventually he shut his file and gave a shrug.


‘Fair comment, I suppose,’ he grunted. ‘I hadn’t. thought of it that way, but – well, you have a point I hope you’ll enjoy your time in my house. Off to bed with you.’


In the doorway Roger glanced back, smiling. Just as he had expected, Mrs Brock clasped her hands on her breast and whispered, ‘Sweet dreams!’


Very good. Yes, very good indeed!


Climbing worn stone stairs on his way to a predictably uncomfortable bed, Roger had to struggle not to laugh These were people he could twist around his little finger… or maybe another organ.


‘Wilson!’ snapped the dormitory monitor, who was sixteen and very conscious of his responsibilities. ‘You’re late!’


‘That’s Gray Wilson, if you don’t mind,’ Roger said with a friendly pat on the older boy’s hand. ‘And it was Mr and Mrs Brock who had delayed me, so you’ll have to take the matter up with them. Good night. Sweet dreams!’


And made for his assigned cubicle, wondering how long it would be before he wound up in bed with Mrs Brock.


Or the dormitory monitor. So long as he was adequately paid, he had no special preference.


Though he definitely didn’t fancy Mr Brock.







You’re watching TV Plus. Time now for Newsframe


As the summer draws to a close, more and more holiday-makers are threatening to sue manufacturers of sun-screen lotions. Perhaps we in Britain should count ourselves lucky, says a spokesman for the British Medical Association. Given that so few of us can afford to travel to the Riviera or North Africa any longer, we’re escaping the worst effects of powerful ultraviolet radiation leaking in through the diminished ozone layer. More in a moment.


Response to General Thrower’s appeal continues to gather momentum. In London this afternoon, a thousand people…


Peter struck paydirt sooner than he had dared to hope. Having spent the following morning with an affable flack for an expensive alternative-therapy clinic, and agreed to ghost half a dozen articles emphasising the side-effects of orthodox drugs – not his usual line, and not reflecting his personal’ convictions, but the pay was generous and there was no shortage of material to draw on – he called his home phone from the pub where he had eaten lunch to check for message. What he heard was better than just a message.


Click: ‘No, she’s still asleep. Jet-lag, you know.’


So the machines had picked up ‘Claudaa Morris!’


The answer had been in a woman’s voice. Peter didn’t recognise it, but the accent was upper-crust English.


‘Tell her I rang, then. I’m on the staff of her London publishers. And say I’ll try tomorrow at the same time.’ That was a man, a youthful baritone.


‘Yes, okay. Thank you.’


The circuit broke. Peter waited. A hum ensued Then the number that had been called appeared on the display screen of the pay-phone. Hastily he noted it on his pocket organiser. Someone else was waiting, and growing impatient, but Peter ignored him. Setting the organiser down, he tapped out an access code for British Telecom’s street-by-street customer listing No one apart from BT employees was authorised to possess such codes; in fact, of course, thousands of people did not only journalists but market researchers telephone salespeople, credit agencies, private security firms… He followed it with the called number, and in moments a recorded voice relayed the name and address of the subscriber.


Perfect. It was in The Wansdyke, a riot-proofed high-security apartment complex near the Angel- only a short walk from his home.


He was whistling as he left the phone-booth and to the scowl with which the other would-be callers favoured him he returned a sunny and infuriating smile.


There were days like yesterday when he felt the universe was conspiring against him, and days like today when everything seemed to fall patly into place. It wasn’t even raining when he arrived opposite The Wansdyke just after seven, by which time, he estimated Dr Morris would have slept off her jet-lag. He felt so cheerful he literally did not notice the gang of sore-exhibiting beggars whining around the bus-stop where he got off, but passed between them like a boat dividing scum on stagnant water.


Well they were so commonplace in London now, one had to ignore them unless they turned violent…


And even as he started to cross the road towards his destination, debating what to say if challenged by one of its guards, the building’s gas-proof revolving door uttered the very person he had come in search of. The instant he set eyes on her memory came flooding back Yes, of course! She’d been that one! Rather stocky, only an inch shorter than himself, with a square face framed by dark-blonde hair cut in a pageboy style that she still affected, she had reminded him of Signe Hasso in L’Éternel Retour.


As a matter of fact, did now, in spite of the sweater and jeans she was wearing.


Half a dozen alternative strategies chased across his mind. He settled for trying to look as though he was on his way somewhere else entirely, glancing around, glancing again, checking in mid-stride and calling out.


‘Dr Morris? Dr Claudia Morris?’


For a second he feared she was going to deny her name and march off. But faint recognition flickered, and he seized his advantage, closing the gap between them.


‘I can’t believe it! It is! I wish I’d known you were in London – I’d have been in touch before… Oh, you probably don’t remember me. My name is Peter Levin. We met at a conference at Columbia a few years ago. I used to be with Continuum – you know, the TV science programme they called Quasar in America’
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