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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 1


FLETCHER


The doctor said quietly: “Since you insist … there’s no doubt.”


“How long have I got?”


“I’m sorry, Mr Fletcher, I can’t possibly …”


“How long until it kills me?”


The doctor looked shrewdly at him, made up his mind, and said bluntly: “Eight months. Probably only five. Possibly three.”


Fletcher laughed as he had not done for years, with real enjoyment. The doctor was puzzled; he could recognize hysteria, and this was not hysteria.


“It can be beaten, doctor,” said Fletcher at last.


The doctor started to shake his head. He had not wanted to pass sentence on this tall, gaunt spider of a man whom he scarcely knew, whose lean face bore the marks of loneliness. But truth was truth. Having insisted on it, Fletcher should not be allowed to deceive himself. The doctor in such circumstances allowed, indeed encouraged, most people to deceive themselves. This man was different.


“It will be beaten,” said Fletcher. He laughed again, but this time there was no amusement in his laughter. “Don’t you recognize the pall of death on me, doctor? Others do. Not everybody sees it yet. Not young people, or happy people, or strong, confident people. But those who are close to death see Death sitting on my shoulder, and shrink back as I pass.”


The doctor, who had until then had no doubt of Fletcher’s sanity, started to say something calm and reassuring.


But Fletcher went on: “It will be beaten, doctor. I’m going to beat it by dying; not in eight months, or five months, or three months, but in a matter of days. No, don’t look at me like that. It won’t be suicide. Never mind. Forget all about me, doctor. When I die, the world won’t know the difference. I was never really here anyway.”


Out in the street he was ashamed of his outburst. It was only the genuinely amusing irony of one death sentence being frustrated by a prior death sentence which had made him so unusually loquacious. And of course the doctor could not be expected to understand.


Moved by a sudden sense of urgency, he wanted to see Baudaker again, and at once. In his whole life, in all his forty-three years, thirty-nine of which he remembered, he had aroused excitement only in one unprepossessing little laboratory technician; a man who thought he had found in John Fletcher a world-shaking discovery. And even John Fletcher had some urge toward immortality. Although he had slammed the door on Baudaker and his psi tests eighteen months earlier, sickened by the prospect of being proved a freak, he now felt prepared to accept even that dubious distinction. To be a mental freak was better than being nothing at all.


Poor little Baudaker … he wasn’t one of the death people, yet he jumped at his own shadow. It was life Baudaker was scared of, not death. If he had ever been a little more assertive he would surely have become something more than a laboratory office boy.


From a phone booth just outside the surgery room, Fletcher called the university. Mr Baudaker was not available. Could he call back in an hour? Fletcher said that he would.


On the way back to his bed-sitter he stopped at a supermarket and bought a large steak pie. He was not hungry, but the habit of many years was too strong to be broken. In addition to lunch, dinner and supper, he always had a substantial snack in mid-afternoon. Fletcher was not a solitary drinker, he was a solitary eater. He delightedly gorged himself in secret, yet his long, lean body never revealed the secret. Not that it mattered: who would have cared?


Back in his room he put the pie onto the tiny oven hotplate and stretched himself out on the bed. Any activity had become an effort. The tumour deep inside was not yet troubling him except in the vaguest ways, this being one of them. He could still eat, but he could no longer enjoy food. He could walk, even run, but given a choice he remained inactive. And the thought of women, so often a torment in his forty-three lonely, tortured years, no longer bothered him. In that respect he was at peace. No longer was he torn apart by incompatible urges to seek out women and to keep his distance: to never touch them.


He reflected that he was suddenly rich. When he left his last job seven weeks since, he had given himself a maximum of two months to find suitable employment. This had always been difficult for him; not because he lacked skill, intelligence or experience, but because his unlucky temperament made it impossible for him to work easily with others—especially women.


Now, the few pounds in his bank account would not have to keep him for six months, but could keep him in opulent luxury for a few days.


By the time he had wolfed the pie, nearly an hour had elapsed. He had to go out again to phone. There was a telephone in the hall, but he never used it.


He closed the door of his room …


“Mr Fletcher! Are you busy?”


It was Judy, the landlady’s daughter. She stood in the doorway of her bedroom in a shapeless sweater, an incredibly short skirt, and nylons far too large for her which hung loosely about her skinny legs.


“Why aren’t you at school?” he asked.


“I fell yesterday. I’ve got a broken leg and a broken ankle and I’m to stay at home for two weeks, the doctor said. And my radio won’t work. Mr Fletcher, could you fix it?”


“You can’t have a broken leg or a broken ankle, Judy. You wouldn’t be able to stand.”


“Well, my ankle’s big and my knee is sore. Come in and I’ll show you. And will you fix the radio?”


He entered the room rather awkwardly. Until a few months ago he had been able to talk more easily to Judy than to anyone else. She didn’t look and seldom sounded backward. She was a happy, pretty little thing, and it never mattered what anyone said to Judy, for her mind was like a bucket with a hole in it. He had been at his ease with her as with no one else, and she actually liked him, not knowing any better.


But just as death closed its grip on John Fletcher, life began to beckon Judy MacDonald. Her mental age might be about five, but she had lived twelve or thirteen years, and nature decided it was time she became a woman. And Fletcher’s ease with her was shattered.


“I’ll show you my sore leg,” she said like a child, and then turned away from him like a woman. “Don’t look!” Turning away wasn’t enough, however, and she skipped behind the massive old wardrobe to take off her stockings.


The radio was an ancient floor standing model. In moving it nearer the bed on which she had been lying, Judy had pulled one of the leads from the plug. He restored it, using his pocketknife as a screwdriver.


She came skipping back. For the moment she was so like the gay child of last year that he was able to examine the swollen ankle, only slightly sprained, and make the appropriate sympathetic remarks. But then she flung her skirt right up and put her bare leg along the back of a chair so that he could inspect it, and he started back uneasily.


“It’s all right, there’s no blood,” she reassured him. “In fact, I can’t see anything wrong, but maybe you can.”


Her new modesty went with her new bra and borrowed nylons. He was not supposed to look as she took off her stockings, but once they were off, all was well and she could hold her skimpy skirt high for him to examine her knee and thigh closely. Fletcher, compelled to make a thorough examination because she would not be satisfied with less, reported that he couldn’t see anything wrong either.


“Well, it’s sore,” she complained, dropping her leg and casually shrugging her skirt down. “Worse than my ankle.”


“Probably a pulled muscle. That wouldn’t necessarily show.”


“I’m supposed to rest, but walk about, and not go out. So I need the radio, Will you be able to fix it?”


Fletcher switched it on, and the pilot light glowed.


“Oh, you’ve done it already! I knew you could fix it, Mr Fletcher. You can do anything, can’t you?”


“Not really,” he said. “It’s astonishing how little I can do.”


“Oh, you’re making fun of me. You can fix radios and put my doll’s head back on, and speak French and German.”


“Life demands more than such talents sometimes,” he said drily.


“Mummy’s out working, and I’m supposed to rest most of the time, and not go out. Could you stay for a while, and speak French to me?”


“I have to go out, but I might be back soon. I don’t know. If I am, I’ll come and see you.”


“Oh, please do, Mr Fletcher!”


He closed her door behind him and went downstairs. You can do anything, can’t you? Only Judy would say such a thing.


He could do nothing. That was the story of his life. He had never succeeded in anything. He had a magnificently consistent record of total failure. You always knew where you were with John Fletcher … nowhere.


After a long wait, he got Baudaker on the phone.


“This is Fletcher,” he said. “John Fletcher. Perhaps you remember me. You said if ever I agreed to …”


“Fletcher!” The little technician squeaked with delight. “You’re prepared to come back? You’ll let me do more tests?”


“If you still want to.”


“If I want to! When, Mr Fletcher?”


“Now, if you like.”


There was a pause. Then Baudaker said: “I’d love to have you, Mr Fletcher. But I’m not free … could you come tonight?”


“Tonight will be fine. Where?”


“Here at the university. In the lab where you were before, you remember? I’ll need helpers, but I’ll easily get half-dozen student volunteers. Could you come about seven?”


“Certainly. How long do you want me to stay?”


Another pause. Fletcher could guess that the timid little technician was trying to screw up his nerve—two hours, four hours—if he asked for too much of Fletcher’s time, he might change his mind and not come at all.


“Could you,” said Baudaker tentatively, “stay all night?”


For the first time in months, Fletcher laughed. The little man’s enthusiasm had made him bold. “All right,” he said, “if you give me coffee at frequent intervals.”


“Oh, we’ll do that, Mr Fletcher! We’ll do that!”


Fletcher left the kiosk. A middle-aged woman with a shopping bag was waiting impatiently, looking at her watch. She looked up, irritation in every line of her face. Instead of avoiding her eye, he caught it and held it.


They stared at each other, three feet apart. The woman cringed, half raised her free hand as if to ward off a blow, turned and walked away rapidly, not looking back.


That was needed, Fletcher thought bleakly, to restore the status quo. The warm admiration of Judy and Baudaker’s enthusiasm were usual. He had felt almost happy and strangely secure—it was only a matter of time until something or someone came along to cancel out the hint of success he vaguely sensed and allow failure and loneliness to reassert their primary places in John Fletcher’s life.


Fletcher walked aimlessly for quite a while and ended up at the beach. He needed solitude and with Judy around, it would be impossible to find it at the house.


Reaching the whins that hid the sand dunes from the road, he went straight through them and burst out on a little knoll above the river. In front of him sand fell sharply to the slow moving river. Two hundred yards farther on it reached the sea.


It was hot here, the dunes affording shelter from the slight breeze. Sparsely scattered along the banks were a few early bathers and sunbathers. He sank down to crouch among the whins.


Along the shore came a boy and a girl. They were not much older than Judy, sixteen or seventeen. The boy wore bathing trunks and a loose blue sweater. The girl wore a dazzlingly white dress. Barefoot, they waded in about six inches of water, laughing.


Then the boy, on the shore side, started to edge the girl farther into the water. She protested. They came level with Fletcher, and went no farther on. He could hear them, not clearly, but missing only the words, not the sense. The youth pushed the girl out until the water was up to her knees, nudging her, not letting her get past to the shore.


They weren’t laughing any more. Something nasty and brutal had got into the youth. He was drunk with male power. He didn’t hit the girl and he checked her only with his body. But he was stronger and heavier than she was. She was his prisoner, his plaything, his slave.


A light breeze wafted a few words to Fletcher.


“… my new dress, Gerry!”


“All right then.” The youth turned to wade to the shore.


“Anyway, I knew you wouldn’t dare!”


The youth turned and went back.


It was not, then, as simple as it seemed. It was a game of the sexes, the kind of game that Fletcher knew nothing about. The girl wasn’t just a poor kid being bullied by a young hooligan. When he abandoned the game she had to tease him into starting it again. Something compelled her to do this.


Now she was holding up her white dress clear of the water. Several times she recovered surprisingly, staggering as the youth nudged her, but not quite falling down. Then as he bumped her hard she let her dress go and threw out both arms to balance herself. She didn’t fall, but the skirt of her dress was soaked almost to the waist.


She was crying now. But Gerry was not satisfied. Three times he body-checked her, and each time she recovered nimbly. Then he barged into her and she toppled flat on her back, the water closing over her head.


She came up, wailing like a child. The boy, apparently satisfied now that she was soaked through, turned and waded back toward the bank. But when she followed, he turned and barged into her again, and once more the water closed over her.


Fletcher stood up.


The youth’s game now was to turn as if to go ashore, and every time the girl tried to get past him, nudge her and make her fall again. As he turned for the fourth time he saw Fletcher striding down the sandbank straight toward him.


He hesitated. Their eyes met. The boy waded ashore, making a detour to avoid Fletcher. Fletcher moved a few steps to meet him. The youth caught his eye again.


Defiantly the boy made a rude gesture and strode away.


Fletcher waited for the girl to wade in. Her white dress was dull grey now, limp and bedraggled. She was crying and shivering.


He started to unzip his anorak. “Put this on,” he said. “You’ll …”


She looked at him and the incident at the telephone box was repeated. The girl shielded her eyes, stepped back into the water to avoid him, twisted, ran, stumbled in the water and nearly fell again, then reached the sand and rushed away without looking back.


Fletcher winced. He had been angry at the senseless cruelty of the youth Gerry, but his feelings toward the girl were entirely protective and sympathetic. It hurt that she ran from him as if from the devil.


It hurt most because she was the first young person to run from him. Was he to end up as a leper shunned even by children? Would even Judy cower away from him in time?


No longer taking any pleasure in the day or his surroundings, suddenly tired, he turned for home. Well, hardly home. Had he ever really had a home?


Of course he had lived for many years in a Home. It was one of the ironies of the English language that when a thing was called what it clearly was not, it was given a capital letter.


Suddenly he thought it would be very pleasant to talk to Judy. Judy liked him. He even suspected, incredulously, that she adored him. Undoubtedly Mrs MacDonald, who did not fear but was uneasy with him, had told her to keep out of his way. But this, like the millions of other things the harassed widow had told Judy in the last thirteen years, had dropped into the bottomless well that was Judy’s mind, never to emerge again.


Judy was delighted to see him. She proved it by switching off the blaring radio, remembering by some miracle that he hated pop music.


She loved to hear him reciting French poetry. She even understood, in a vague general way, what some of the poems were about.


She sat on the bed, clutching her sore leg, as he recited. She had not put on the ripped nylons again, and as she rocked gently in time with the meter, he was able for a while, to rest his eyes on her with pleasure as if she were still the lovely, sexless child she had been last year.


Once when he reached the end of a Verlaine poem she said: “Why is it you talk French so much better than you speak English?”


“I don’t really, Judy.”


“Yes, you do. When you talk French your voice goes all warm and deep and exciting. Did you ever live in France?”


“For a few months.”


“Why didn’t you stay there?”


It was a key question, but he couldn’t answer it because he didn’t know the answer. He should have stayed in France, or in Germany. Returning to England was one of the many mistakes he had made in life, the mistakes he was compelled to make. John Fletcher could never do anything right; it was obligatory for him to make a mess of everything.


He had been happy, even reasonably successful, for him, on the Continent. So of course he had returned to England.


The psychology department was one of the new buildings at the university, a block standing alone among trees and grassland in the extensive grounds. As Fletcher approached it a youth came out of the main door and hurried away along one of the avenues. Fletcher paid no attention to him at first, but after a slow double-take stared after him. The youth obliged by glancing back over his shoulder, at the building, not at Fletcher, and Fletcher got a good look at him.


It was Gerry, the youth who had pushed the girl in the white dress into the water.


Fletcher sighed. He was not surprised. The coincidence, to him, was unremarkable. Such things were always happening. No doubt he would meet the girl in the white dress again, too.


Then he remembered: he was not going to be meeting many more people. Many of the things he was doing, perhaps most of them, were being done for the last time. He had very little time left.


Baudaker met him in the hall, impatient, eager, yet hesitant and nervous. Putting out a cigarette as Fletcher appeared, he lit another.


“Mr Fletcher!” he said, pumping his hand. “I’m so glad you came.”


Since surprise and relief seemed to be implicit, Fletcher said: “I told you I was coming, didn’t I?”


“Yes, but … Well, never mind. I’ve got half a dozen volunteers to help me, students who are interested … well, I’d better have a word with you about them first. In here.”


Fletcher followed him into a tiny room full of filing cabinets.


“That young fellow who just left,” said Fletcher. “Name of Gerry. You don’t know him, by any chance?”


“Not very well,” said Baudaker quietly. “I should know him much better. I wish I did. He’s my son.”


“I saw him with a girl today.”


“That would be Sheila.”


There was restraint in Baudaker’s manner. He didn’t want to talk about Gerry. At another time Fletcher would have been curious. However, he was there for one purpose only, to find out if he really did have special talents, as Baudaker so strongly believed.


“You wanted to tell me about the students,” he said.


“Yes. I’ve told them to regard you merely as a subject, and I’d like you to treat them as … well, machines. I don’t want any personal factors to intrude, so I won’t introduce you and the students will work mainly in shadow.”


“Are there any girls?”


“Two. And four men.”


“You don’t even want me to look at them?”


“Not any more than you can help. Naturally, you know who I am, and I know you, and because of that I’ll take no part in the tests. Another thing—any factor which disturbs you, let me know about. If you find it too light, too dark, too warm, too cool …”


“All that disturbs me,” said Fletcher, “is your chain-smoking, Baudaker. I don’t smoke. I never have. I’m choking already.”


“Oh.” Baudaker stubbed out his cigarette. “I’ll try not to. When I want a cigarette I’ll go out. The students …”


“I don’t mind ordinary smokers,” said Fletcher. “You smoke all the time. I’d forgotten that, but I remember now. What sort of tests do you want to make? Umpteen different kinds, I suppose?”


“No, on the contrary, what I’d like to obtain is statistical proof of a certain theory. Therefore I want to concentrate on one type of test. I want to run a long series of tests with the ESP cards. Five symbols, twenty-five cards in a pack: a rather old device, but it was in the tests we did with those cards before that the most interesting …”


He shut himself off. “You must understand, Mr Fletcher, I mustn’t tell you what I expect to find. In fact, I’d better not say any more. It might invalidate everything.”


“I remember the cards. Not very exciting. No inkblots, word association, clairvoyance tests, telepathy?”


“The ESP cards can be a test of both clairvoyance and telepathy … but please, Mr Fletcher, don’t make me say any more just now. Shall we get started?”


He led Fletcher to a large, rather poorly lit room in which the six students were arguing about something. They ceased abruptly as Baudaker and Fletcher entered. Evidently Baudaker’s instructions were going to be followed precisely, for they scarcely looked at Fletcher and went woodenly to various stations, some to sit at tables, some behind screens, one to a tape-recorder.


They were all in shadow if not behind screens, and Fletcher saw he was going to have no difficulty in regarding them as machines, even the girls.


First Baudaker showed Fletcher one of the ESP card packs, twenty-five cards showing a star, cross, square, triangle or wavy lines, five of each.


“I remember,” Fletcher said.


Behind a screen, the top of her blonde head just visible, one of the girls looked at the twenty-five cards of a pack in turn, and Fletcher said what he thought the card she was looking at was. Then one of the men students silently held up each of the cards of another pack so that Fletcher could see only the back and no one could see the symbol.


For Fletcher the whole thing was very tedious. He was never allowed to know if he was right or not. The other seven found plenty to do. They wrote copiously, used calculating machines, checked each other’s work. They replaced each other systematically as Fletcher’s partner in the test. Sometimes two or more of them stared at the same card the symbol of which Fletcher was to guess. Once all six students ran tests simultaneously, and he was asked to name the cards in turn.


They stopped frequently for coffee. Fletcher was amused; this had been his one condition when he agreed to come, and Baudaker was painstakingly literal in such matters. Baudaker also took care to go out when he wanted a smoke, taking his notes with him to the little office. Of the students, three apparently did not smoke, including both girls, and of the three who did, two smoked pipes.


When they stopped, the students withdrew to a screened corner where they had coffee and sandwiches. Baudaker remained with Fletcher. Fletcher drank a good deal of coffee, but refused sandwiches.


“How am I doing?” he asked Baudaker.


Baudaker was shocked. “I can’t tell you that.”


“I thought as much. Baudaker, I’m tired and I’m beginning to get a headache. Couldn’t we have even a Rorschach for a change?”


“Please, Mr Fletcher …” The little man was agitated, terrified that Fletcher would refuse further tests and walk out, as he had done once before.


Fletcher smiled faintly. “Oh, all right. But is this any good? Are you sure it isn’t a waste of time?”


Baudaker hesitated, torn between the necessities of his test plan and keeping his subject cooperative; even, perhaps, keeping his subject.


Then, his voice trembling with excitement, he said: “Mr Fletcher, the results so far are sensational.”


Fletcher was startled. “Sensational” was not a word Fletcher had thought he would use at all.


Something was happening in the darkened lab that night, something remarkable in the unremarkable life of John Fletcher, (F for failure). Could it be a late, last breath of achievement? Fletcher, who had always lacked ambition, was surprised to find himself hoping fiercely that in the end—before the end—he would be proved not entirely useless, and that his lonely unhappy life would turn out not to be entirely pointless.


Hour after hour the tests went on, always with the ESP cards. No doubt by intent, there was no clock in the lab, and none of the students seemed to have watches. If Baudaker or any of the others ever consulted a watch, it was done covertly.


The students worked conscientiously and remarkably quietly. Once or twice, when he had a spare moment, Fletcher did try to differentiate between them, get a good look at them, catch them staring at him. But they remained deliberately impersonal. They acted like masked surgeons in an operating theatre. Even Baudaker, who talked to Fletcher frequently, was abstracted. Fletcher felt like an animal specimen being observed coldly by beings of a different species.


He did not complain again as the hours went by and his headache grew steadily worse. He wanted to know. Many times he stopped himself on the point of asking what time it was. He had, after all, agreed to stay all night if necessary.


Now that was a strange thing. Here were four young men and two girls of twenty-one or less, and a university technician, all prepared to give up a night’s rest to work on him. Some of them, perhaps all, would be expected to be active the next day. And Baudaker, after all, was only a glorified office-boy, not a professor who might have compelled these youngsters to help in this routine investigation.


They were all amateurs. They showed no sign of excitement or even interest, but they worked steadily and carefully on their chores, most of which were routine.


At last Baudaker, who no longer seemed quite so helpless a little man, turned on more lights and said: “It’s five o’clock.”


It had gone on for ten hours. At a rough estimate, they had consumed among them four gallons of coffee. The students had had sandwiches as well; Fletcher and Baudaker had eaten nothing.


Fletcher started to rise. “You’re finished?”


“No, we want to try something different now,” said Baudaker. “Another two or three hours, that’s all …”


Fletcher groaned. “My head is splitting.”


“I’m not surprised. We know nothing about the kind of energy you’ve been using up, but the strain must be immense.” Baudaker’s enthusiasm burst through again. “It’s all tremendously worthwhile, though. What we’ve been doing tonight may be one of history’s turning points. We’re all tired, but none of us would give up if we had to carry on here for a week.”


“It’s been worthwhile, then?”


Baudaker started to say something and checked himself.


Now that the lights were up Fletcher saw the students properly for the first time. A tall, thin youth in tight jeans and a floppy shirt grinned at him. One of the girls smiled too. He wondered if at last Baudaker was going to introduce them.


But no; at least, he was introduced only to one.


“Anita would like to try a little experiment on her own,” said Baudaker. “Meantime, the rest of us will have plenty to do sorting out these results. She’ll tell you herself what she wants to do.”


One of the girls was pretty, one was not. It was the pretty one, a small, neat brunette in a white coat, who smiled at him and led him to a waiting room, a small room carpeted in red, containing comfortable armchairs, a sofa, and nothing else.


She laid her papers and boxes on the sofa, smiled at him again, and took off her white coat. She was disturbingly attractive in a sleeveless red dress, short but of a more modest length than was fashionable, nylons of a shade so natural he could not be sure her legs were not bare, and high-heeled shoes of an uncommon style, open-toed like the shoes pretty girls used to wear twenty years earlier. She was not at all like the graceless, present day dollies wearing boots and recklessly short skirts, with eyes so blackened they always looked tired, sad and surprised. Also, her lips were unfashionably red.


She held out her hand. “I’m Anita Somerset.”


He managed to turn and sit down as if he had merely failed to see her outstretched hand. He did not want to touch her.


In less than twenty-four hours fate had thrown three pretty girls in his path. Fate was not usually so generous—or ungenerous. He liked, he had always liked, looking at pretty girls, but they disturbed him deeply. And for many years he had been careful never to touch any woman if he could help it. Judy, careless, trusting and quite unsophisticated, had several times that day brushed past him and she had certainly expected him to probe her ankle and her thigh. Probably she was unaware that he had managed to avoid touching her or being touched.


Anita didn’t seem to notice either. She pushed her papers aside, sat on the sofa and swung her legs up carelessly.


“I’m nineteen,” she said, “and I’m reading psychology. Actually, I’m the only psychology student among the six of us—pure psychology, that is. Mr Baudaker asked me to round up some helpers, and I did.”


So that was how it was done.


“One,” she said with a frown, “I didn’t want, but he got wind of it and insisted on coming along … but that needn’t concern you. About me—most people consider me rather quiet and studious—but I really fancy myself as a sort of Mata Hari.”


She laughed, an infectious crow of high spirits. “Of course I’m not. Really, I’m a bit of a drag. I can’t dance, can’t swim, don’t like pop music, hate alcohol, drink and drugs, and I haven’t a steady boyfriend.”
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