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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.





CONTENTS

Title Page

Gateway Introduction

Contents

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Website

Also by D. G. Compton

About the Author

Copyright




ONE

Gryphon turned on the high-frequency jammer. Before being taken over by the university, his office had been used by an insurance company, and therefore had been fully wired. Gryphon had ripped out the equipment as soon as he’d moved in, and bought himself a bug jammer. It stood on his desk now, neither obtrusive nor in any way concealed. Matthew recognized it from the advertisements, and also because it was the model recommended in the previous month’s bulletin from the Civil Liberties Committee. Matthew wasn’t himself a member of the C.L.C., but he was on their mailing list on account of his work.

‘Were you followed on your way here?’ Matthew nodded. ‘So?’

‘So I did what you said.’ Matthew felt grubby. He’d never had a tail before. He was a sociologist, an ethnologist, not an alienee. Not that he had anything against alienees – some of his best friends were … But if working at the Colindale meant that he was no longer to be trusted, then he’d refuse the job while there was still time.

‘It worked?’

‘Not at first. I didn’t believe in your radio homer, so I did a lot of running up and down stairs and hiding in doorways. I might have saved my energy.’

‘Where was it?’

‘In my coat collar. Silly little thing on a pin. I expect it was stuck there while I was in the washroom at the Ministry.’

‘They must have thought you very innocent, Matthew. They have much craftier ways with the old hands.’

‘Innocent? Don’t you mean naïve?’

Of course he was naïve. He needed naïveté in his work; it helped him to remain outside, separate from the problems he studied. Abigail didn’t agree with him, of course – her tutor had preached total commitment, the discovery of truths-from-within: far truer truths, Abigail said, than his overall ones. Abigail … even to remember her name comforted him. He wished she were with him at that moment. He functioned so much better with her around.

‘And this pin,’ Gryphon was saying. ‘When you found it, did you do what I suggested?’

‘I did not. What about the feelings of the next man – being followed all across London for no reason at all?’

‘He’d probably be used to it. Most people are.’

‘It’s all wrong, Gryphon. The very fact of being followed – it made me feel guilty at once.’

‘Isn’t that one of the points? Besides, with my letter in your pocket they’d have said you were guilty.’

‘That’s what I mean. I’d rather you left me out.’

Gryphon’s room was cool, with reversible wall panels in green and black, white bookshelves and racks for microfilm. The picture on the back wall was responding to the harsh city sunlight with a range of metallic yellows and grays. The window overlooked St Paul’s, the dome below them sharply striped with the shadow of the narrow Senate House. The University had come there as part of the European Save-the-Cities campaign, populating the voided towers with thirty thousand undergraduates. Matthew looked down at them, not ant-like, too still, too controlled by their fear and by an awareness of its potential. He wondered irrelevantly if Paul, Abigail’s brother, was among them. He remembered his own College years, his and Gryphon’s, in the days before the students had really tried their strength. Even then he had avoided the tear gas and the batons, and so had Gryphon. They had pretended to be apolitical, too absorbed in their studies. Perhaps they had been wise beyond their age after all.

‘Well?’ said Gryphon. ‘What did you do with it then?’

‘The pin? I’d gone into a gents to search for it, so I flushed it down the pan.’ Matthew shivered. ‘There you are. Being watched. Scuttling. Hiding in lavatories. Looking for electronic pins. It’s ridiculous – and slightly disgusting.’

‘I wonder what its range was. Amusing if your tail is running after it along the course of some sewer.’

Gryphon wasn’t answering him. Matthew turned back from the window.

‘You’re not answering me.’

‘Don’t let’s be too naïve. You’re here, therefore –’

‘I’m here to tell you I’ve decided to turn down the job at the Colindale Institute.’

‘You made that decision thirty seconds ago. I watched you make it.’

Always so right. Always the harder, clearer mind. So why stil a junior lecturer? Matthew, on the other hand, had been consultant on half a dozen major resettlements, was author of as many books, retained by three of the nine industrial giants … It seemed an impressive record.

‘And I hope to watch you unmake it.’ Gryphon pinched the bridge of his nose as if he still wore glasses. ‘Why did you come, Matthew? And why did you throw your tail as I asked you to?’

‘It’s the moral duty of’ – Gryphon was laughing at him but he battled on – ‘of everybody to make tailing as difficult as possible. Or we’d be back where evasion on its own was proof of guilt. And you know how the Public Prosecutor –’

‘That battle’s been won, Matthew. We can thank the student body for that, if not much else.’ He sorted through his papers and found a booklet which Matthew recognized: Physical Surveillance and the Free Citizen, issued by the C.L.C. ‘There’s another one coming out next week on Audio Surveillance,’ Gryphon said, ‘and there’s nothing the Public Prosecutor can do about it. The citizen has a right to protect himself. I want you to become a spy, Matthew.’

No pause, no change of tone. Was it a compliment, considering him too intelligent to be softened up first? Or an insult, knowing him too stupid to need any finesse at all …? Gryphon wasn’t smiling.

‘Matthew, I want you to accept the job at the Colindale Institute, and I want you to tell me what work is really being done there.’

‘You want me in jail for life?’

‘Reformative custody … and it might be worth it’ – Gryphon sounded tired – ‘if you got the information out to me first.’

Matthew wondered what Gryphon’s first name was. Five years at University, twelve years since, and he was still Gryphon. Matthew decided it was a mannerism, and became irritated.

‘Your paranoia shows, Gryphon. That’s why you’re still a junior lecturer.’

‘Your wife, Matthew, is a remarkable woman.’

It was a remark that Matthew couldn’t resent, for its implication was correct. He had never spoken like that to Gryphon before in his life, and he should have. Abigail was making him grow up.

‘She’ll agree with me about the Colindale. Surveillance, distrust, secrecy … there’s plenty of useful work I can do without all that. If being head of the Social Study Department means being watched and having my letters monitored, then I don’t want it.’

‘You could write in code. There are plenty of good coders on the market.’

Gryphon wasn’t missing his point. Indeed, he was making it even more forcibly.

‘I don’t need the money.’

‘None of us does. We’re vocationalists – sorry, dirty word.’

‘And I’m not interested in the status.’

‘You are, but not very. Probably not enough.’

‘So I shall find another job. Take some time off even. Cultivate my own garden. Abigail would like that.’

They had a cottage in Wales. Abigail would like that. Their chance to discover if their better life was no more than a Thoreau fantasy. Gryphon sighed.

‘When I heard they’d offered you a job at the Colindale I thought they’d made a mistake. I still do.’ He was rolling a microfilm to and fro on his desk, watching it closely. ‘Their first, their only mistake in a very long time. Which is why we must, must, must take advantage of it.’

‘We?’

‘You and I. This isn’t a C.L.C. matter. Far too indefinite. I need first-hand evidence before I can put it to the Committee.’

‘I’m not a member.’

‘Nobody ever is.’

‘But I’m really not.’

Matthew knew he was being willed to involve himself, to ask the question. Once he did so he was past halfway to accepting the answer, accepting its intellectual necessity. Gryphon wouldn’t be bothering otherwise. A cloud covered the sun, and the picture on the back wall shifted to orange and blue.

‘You’ll have to tell me what’s going on.’ Done for. ‘After all, what possible erosion could come from the Colindale? It’s one of the most enlightened projects ever thought of.’

‘I look for pattern, Matthew, and when I don’t find one I get suspicious. You believe in pattern, and so do I. It’s possible, of course, that my sample just isn’t big enough.’

‘Computers?’

‘I’ve tried, of course. Not even remote associations emerge. Nothing. Just a list of isolated facts.’

‘Tell me.’ Putting himself up to his neck, and beyond.

Gryphon clipped the microfilm into his desk viewer. It contained a list of names, with symbols beside each. He spun the reel, letters flicking shapelessly by. The striking of the Cathedral clock passed unnoticed.

‘Ten thousand students over the last four years’, Gryphon said, ‘analyzed by age, sex, race, income, political, religious and integrative criteria. The four years of the Colindale Institute. Ten thousand examination results, ten thousand theses, ten thousand decisions on further education, ten thousand first year grant appropriations, ten thousand second year appropriations. And no pattern.’ He spun the reel back again. ‘Examination results, thesis subject, social relevance, political bias, even sex – nothing makes a discernible pattern.’ He stopped the reel, enlarged a single name, translated the code for Matthew. ‘Danderson, female, twenty-three, unmarried, Nordic, fifth degree affluent, Communist, Buddhist, integrative index 01. Examination results, par for her year, disappointing on previous record. Thesis subject, virus caging in the S.17 group. Rating, 90 – that’s very good. Further education, naturally. First year appropriation, five hundred marks. Second year appropriation, nil.’ He sat back. ‘Which makes Miss. Danderson an excellent example of what is worrying me.’

Matthew stared at the row of Astran coordinates. In view of the rating, five hundred a year was niggardly. And why the sudden cutoff?

‘Any explanation given? Subject duplication?’

‘I expect so. It’s a usual one. No way of checking, of course.’

‘What makes you think the decision came from the Colindale? Why not the Appropriations Board?’

‘The Board exists on a political basis. A sample as big as this ought to reflect that fact, even allowing for overcompensations.’

‘So you want me to find out why Miss Danderson was discouraged.’

‘And four thousand like her, Matthew. A forty percent cutoff, and no pattern.’

Matthew frowned. To make the issue one of academic freedom was unfair, attacking him where he was least protected.

‘I gather your figures deal only with the physical sciences.’

‘Three months’ work. Not possible to include Arts or Social Sciences, even if the information were available to me. But I’m confident from what members of the staff have told me that there’s the same lack of pattern.’

Of course there was a pattern. There must be. Group decisions threw up patterns. A lot depended on the subtlety of the scanning.

‘I’ve been using the Friedmann 5000,’ Gryphon said. ‘Loops, parallel scanning, the lot.’

‘I still don’t see why you think the decisions are originating in the Colindale.’

‘Perhaps they don’t. Perhaps it’s just coincidence that the pre-Colindale appropriations were quite childishly predictable … Somebody has to make the decisions, Matthew. Whether they are right or wrong depends on the criteria.’

‘And you want me to find out the criteria as well.’

‘You’ll probably be working on them.’

Gryphon was a member of the central C.L.C. – Matthew knew this and had always tried not to know it. Not to act upon such knowledge was an explicit admission of approval. And Matthew neither approved nor disapproved. He was a sociologist. He hunched his shoulders against the choices being forced on him.

‘If we decide to use anything you tell us, Matthew, the leak will immediately become obvious. You’ll be the first one to come under suspicion.’

‘You’re only saying that to make the whole thing a point of honor to me.’

‘Intellectual honor.’

At first Matthew had been keen to go to the Colindale. It was a considerable honor to have been invited there. The computer resources of the Institute had been set up to coordinate and interrelate research findings throughout the whole European Community. By pooling the scientific resources of the member nations it minimized waste and moved competition out onto the larger, inter-powerbloc scale. Also it made its data stores and cross-referencing capability available to thousands of universities, research groups, and individual scientists. In the terms of its charter it was not a decision-making organization. If it was being used as such, then people should be told. Centers of power needed watching.

‘I must talk it over with Abigail.’

‘I wouldn’t. She’ll only push you even further than you want to go.’ Gryphon paused. ‘One other thing. I hear there are other people interested in the Colindale. People even less constitutional than we. I should like us to get in first, simply as a matter of saving lives.’

‘Other people?’

‘A group. Bombs, guns, the usual paraphernalia of militancy. So don’t dawdle, there’s a good fellow.’

Abigail was in the garden. A city garden, a Kensington garden, not a very large garden, not even very beautiful. Nevertheless, only money brought such things. The garden was money. Claiming to be uninterested in money, Matthew stood at the top of the iron steps down to the lawn and watched his wife playing with the cat. The sunlight made her dress very yellow against the green grass. The room behind him was high and cool, with elegant plaster work and old-fashioned calm. Had the day-long leisure of the pre-industrial rich really been as desperate as people said today, perhaps in order to excuse their present desperation?

Abigail existed to disprove them all. She was not in the least afraid of inactivity, of the small preoccupation, and she felt no moral qualms. She was filled by whatever she did. Now, playing with the cat, she shared its rightness, its energy, its precise adjustments … He went down the staircase to her, his hand trailing in the honeysuckle that had grown up around the cast-iron supports of the rail.

‘Tell me what you think of Gryphon,’ he said.

‘Come and sit down and get grass stains on your trousers.’

The cat crouched, glaring at Matthew’s feet as they approached, then was off through the bushes and over the wall.

‘You’re very beautiful this evening.’

‘So are you.’

She looked up at him and he kissed her, stooping, his hands on her breasts.

‘No –’

‘Whyever not?’

Her bright brown eyes looked up over his shoulder, at the upstairs windows of the house next door, just showing above the garden wall. He moved his hands up and held the curves of her skull in them, containing her thoughts in them, her mind.

‘You once said you’d gladly keep house for me in a bus shelter even.’

‘So I would.’

‘Fat lot of cuddling we’d get in a bus shelter.’

But he loved her unfashionable modesty.

She was silent. He knew, not through his fingers, that her thoughts were on the material wealth surrounding them. She disliked it, used it, disliked herself for using it, enjoyed it, feared it so that sometimes it almost stood between them. They’d never come anywhere near to the bus shelter, the shack that she obscurely felt would have ennobled them, and she blamed him for this easy success, this cheerful failure to be poor. A Roman Catholic, her attitudes were strangely puritanical. Yet she knew about poverty. All her life till she had met him she had been poor. He moved his fingers through her hair, close against the hard white bone.

‘I love you more than yesterday,’ he said.

They lay on the grass, just their hands touching. The sun was lowering, and Matthew half-dosed his eyes against its brilliance on the white stucco of the house behind them. There was a recent cherry tree, its stippled, shining bark exuding reddish anemones of resin. The garden itself was old and tired, with dusty figs growing against the south wall, nectarines, and a pear tree long barren. The woodwork of the greenhouse sagged: if Matthew repaired it technology would dictate extruded aluminum and anti-filter sheeting. So he left the dulled white paint to gather mold, and the glass to cloud over. The garden might have been claustrophobic, preserved falsely, feeding on itself. Instead it formed a starting point and a safe return.

‘I’m taking the Colindale job. It’ll mean moving house in a few days.’

‘Is that all it’ll mean?’ She leaned up on one elbow. ‘The work sounds so abstract. Your hold on reality is flimsy enough at the best of times.’

‘Plenty of studies have been done on closed academic communities. I’m sure they’ll be watching out.’

‘I feel uneasy, Matthew. That’s all.’

‘Besides, it looks as if I shall be having a strong outside interest.’ He stood up. ‘Let’s go indoors so that I can kiss you.’

They went up the curving staircase and in at the French windows. He kissed her. They stood together for so long that their shadow had time to move on the soft carpet within the room. He told her about what Gryphon had asked him to do. He repeated the question he had asked earlier.

‘Tell me what you think of Gryphon.’

‘I’d rather tell him to his face. He’s a bore.’ She smiled. ‘I suppose what I have most against him are the short cuts in his conversation. The more right they are, the more insulting. People should be allowed to progress at their own tempo.’

‘That’s funny. I find his assumptions of my intelligence flattering.’

‘They’re not meant to be. He only makes them to prove how even more intelligent he himself must be.’

‘That’s very uncharitable of you, love.’

‘He’s arrogant, Matthew. I can’t stand arrogance.’ She turned away from him. He thought how small she looked. ‘But you must do what he wants you to.’

‘If I’m found out it’ll finish me.’

‘Good.’ She turned back to him. ‘Finish you for what? For all this?’ She indicated the room, the garden, the town car, the long-haul car, the holidays, the space. ‘For all this?’

‘It might mean jail.’

‘I’d wait for you.’

‘You romanticize.’

‘God loves me. We’re never tested beyond our strength.’

Matthew thought of the millions in mental hospitals. God loved them too. Unfathomably.

‘I’ll take you out to see our new house in the morning,’ he said.

She walked away, went downstairs to prepare his dinner. It wasn’t that he needed to guard her faith. Years ago he’d lost the conceit that it depended on his protection, on the things he said or left unsaid. It existed in spite of, or perhaps because of … The front doorbell rang and he went to see who was there.

‘Police.’ Two men in slacks and bright shirts. ‘We’re looking for a Dr Oliver. Matthew Oliver.’

Matthew was wary. ‘I am he,’ he said.

‘Will you hear that?’ said the fatter of the two men. ‘The verb to be governing the dear old nominative after all these years.’

‘You wanted to speak to me?’

‘Detective Inspector Kahn, that’s I. Sergeant Wilson, that’s he too. I reckon.’

Matthew had obviously started badly. The guilt he already felt had made for a bad beginning. He tried to do better.

‘Please come in, Inspector.’

‘That’s nice. If you don’t ask, we push – so where are you?’

The two policemen entered. They stared at the staircase curving up under a glass cupola. Matthew knew he should ask them for their identification warrants. He wanted to avoid being difficult.

‘They tell me you write books. Get all this writing books?’

‘It helps.’ He refused to sound apologetic. ‘I also work for a government planning agency. And for one or two business corporations.’

‘The man, Sergeant Wilson, is a vocationalist. Holy, holy …’

‘Perhaps he can’t help it.’

They walked, trailing Matthew, through into the living room. Kahn lit a cigarette and threw the match on the carpet.

‘Name of Edmund Gryphon mean anything to you?’

‘I know him very well. We were at College together.’

‘You were at College with ten thousand, but you know Edmund Gryphon.’

‘We shared a room. We had a lot in common.’

‘Had …?’

‘Have. We still have a lot in common.’

‘You said had.’

‘He’s a physicist. We work in different fields. I haven’t seen so much of him latety.’

‘Then have you a lot in common or haven’t you?’

‘We think with similar techniques.’ He was pleased to have avoided saying they thought in similar ways. Words could be dangerous. ‘It’s a question of minds, Inspector.’

‘Which I wouldn’t know about.’

Matthew decided he was wasting his time. ‘What’s Dr Gryphon supposed to have done?’

The police sergeant had been looking along the bookshelves. He flipped out a C.L.C. pamphlet, Aspects of Censorship, and held it up for Kahn to see. The inspector sat down, made himself offensively comfortable.

‘And you haven’t seen so much of him lately.’

‘Not for a month or two. I was with him this afternoon, though.’

‘Wise man. University porter, half a dozen students, they all saw you.’

‘I’m not surprised. My visit wasn’t secret in any way.’

‘Yet you threw your tail.’

‘Of course.’

‘He knows his rights, Sergeant. You and me must watch ourselves.’

Naturally the interview was being recorded, probably from the sergeant’s shirt pocket. The balance between legality and intimidation was very nice. Matthew asked for the policemen’s warrant cards and was shown them. His wife came up from the ground floor.

‘Visitors, Matthew? I thought I heard the doorbell.’ He made the introductions,

‘Shall I go or stay?’

‘You can please yourself.’ Kahn had not risen. Abigail led Matthew over to the couch and sat him down beside her. The sergeant was still prowling, looking now in the music chest beside the harpsichord.

‘I asked you what Dr Gryphon was supposed to have done,’ Matthew said.

‘Illegal, you mean? Nothing, as far as I know. Perhaps you know better.’ Kahn tossed cigarette ash in the direction of the fireplace. In that room his shirt was the greater offense. ‘This visit of yours – tell us why you made it.’

‘I’m leaving Central London in a few days …’ Matthew had had time to work this one out. ‘Taking up a new job out in Colindale. I thought I’d have a chat with him before I went.’

‘A chat … What about?’

‘Nothing in particular.’ He saw he’d never get away with just that. ‘We talked about’ – improvising – ‘some of his students’ results. They were sociologically interesting.’

‘Tell me.’

‘It’s the relation of background to performance, Inspector. Plus variants such as leisure activities, ethical positions, integration/alienation quotients, and so on. There seems to be a clear connection between these and –’

‘You could keep that up all day, Dr Oliver.’

‘I don’t understand you.’

‘True or not, you could keep that spiel up all day. It’s your field. You could keep it up all day.’

Abigail’s hand tightened on his, her anger like an electric current. He felt none himself, only an intense depression. For her sake he defended himself.

‘You asked me a question, Inspector Kahn. I was doing my best to answer it.’

‘So you talked about whatever it is you vocationalists talk about.’

‘There’s no need to sneer. Isn’t the police force classed as a vocation, in view of the hours you work?’

‘The police force, Dr Oliver, provides a legitimate outlet for men with a warped or immoderate need to excercise power. Warped or immoderate, the words were.’

Matthew’s words, the words he had written. A tag like that would have gone the rounds. Theory at the time of writing: now observable fact. ‘You don’t like the police force, Dr Oliver.’

‘Would you want to be liked?’

Inspector Kahn was amused. He showed his amusement loudly, for a long time, longer than was credible. At last he subsided.

‘So you talked about students’ records. On a visit to tell him goodbye.’

‘We have a common interest in techniques of statistical analysis.’

‘And then you shot him.’

Even Sergeant Wilson was still, caught at the window, etched into by the sun behind him. Matthew could hear the sound of the house around him. His perception altered, narrowed to a policeman’s colored shirt collar, driving Abigail away, denying her hand in his, leaving him alone with Gryphon’s death.

‘Shot Gryphon?’

‘Records show you with a license for a laser pistol, Dr Oliver.’

‘That’s right. I … In case there was any more civil unrest I thought –’

‘No bullet, no ballistics. No ballistics, no proof. And you the last person to see Dr Gryphon alive.’

‘Except the murderer.’ Abigail was on her feet. ‘I shall issue a formal complaint. You have no right to interrogate my husband without –’

‘Emergency regulations have a way of lingering on, Mrs Oliver. If parliaments are frightened enough.’

She faltered, looked back at Matthew. Her vulnerability restored him. The policeman had spoken the truth; for her sake if for nothing else he wished it were not so.

‘Don’t worry, love. They still need to be able to prove more than just the opportunity … I have a laser, Inspector, because they can be tuned down till they only burn. I’m not good with guns and I didn’t want to kill anybody.’

‘They can also be tuned up till they go straight through and take a piece out of the chair behind.’

‘I know that.’

Matthew wouldn’t be shocked again, refused the picture of Gryphon held up in his seat by flesh welded to the chairback.

‘But not by me.’

He and Abigail stood in the open doorway and watched the police car till it turned the corner at the end of the tall street. Shadow from the low sun lay in a precise roofline across the houses opposite. There were plane trees with heavy, summer-dark leaves. And aching pavements. The rich were very silent, and kept safely within walls.

‘Do you still want me to go to the Colindale?’

Abigail didn’t answer. He felt that, without outward sign, she was crying. Her grief was always like this, an inward bleeding. He put one arm around her and let her rest her head on his chest. He looked out above her at the street.

‘That was a silly question. I’m sorry.’ He pressed his chin down into her hair. ‘There have always been bullying policemen, and suspicion, and hiding around corners. I suppose they’re necessary. We’ve just got spoiled, and let our sensitivities become unbalanced.’

He heard himself trying to sound wise. But she didn’t move away from him in disgust. Perhaps she didn’t mind. Or hadn’t been listening. Or had even found what he said true … If his protection was to be worth anything she needed to respect him. But to retain that respect he must now expose her to the Kahn and the Wilson, and expose her again. For they were what Gryphon’s job for him at the Colindale was about. He drew her gently into the house and closed the front door.

‘Poor old Gryphon.’ He did not grieve for Gryphon, only for the idea of someone dying. ‘I wonder what he did to get himself killed.’

‘Been right on one level and wrong on every possible other.’

So casual?

‘It’s funny how you never liked him.’

‘I’m sorry he’s dead. Desperately, desperately sorry. I feel –’

‘You’ll ask for prayers to be said for him at Mass?’ He looked at her, sensed something he did not understand, perhaps anger. ‘That’s not sarcasm, Abigail. I just wasn’t sure that prayers could be said for non-Catholics. Officially, I mean.’

‘I expect the truth is that he was killed for his moderation?’ She smiled brightly. ‘It’s the usual reason nowadays. I doubt if the authorities would want him dead.’

She was describing the entire failure of the C.L.C. Its sanity had made it acceptable, had made its reactions able to be predicted, able to be absorbed. Matthew walked away, back into the living room. Society evolved. Perhaps man was too multifold ever to control its direction.

‘We’d better eat,’ he said.

Inspector Kahn had never seriously suspected him of killing Gryphon. The visit had been purely routine, to be cheered up in the only way Kahn knew. If he’d needed a target, the space of Matthew’s life supplied him with one. He earned five hundred a month; he had never known to the slightest degree what had once been called hardship; above the basic twenty he only worked the hours he cared to work. But he felt deprived. Possibly he bucked social pressures and worked forty hours or even fifty. Possibly his wife thought he was crazy. Possibly his flat was forty up. Possibly there was no Wide Open Door Group working in his housing unit. Possibly there was and he hated it, being a born recluse … Whatever the causes, he could never win. Matthew went over to the harpsichord and sat down at it, sliding his knees under the keyboard.

He struggled with Scarlatti while Abigail finished getting the dinner ready. He wondered if he liked the music, or only his own dexterity. Whichever it was, it overlaid the evening’s unpleasantness, made him excited and happy. He chose the stamping, more rowdy sonatas, torrents that he tried to catch at as they flowed past him. When Abigail came up with the food he was wide open.

‘Abigail love, what can I ever do to deserve you?’

‘Just love me.’

Such replies were hard to credit. It would be easy to attribute them to fear, or fake naïveté. But her presence took away from him his nagging need to analyze. He put his arms around her thighs as she stood beside him holding plates.

‘I do.’

‘Then we’re all right.’

But as he hugged her he knew perfectly well that things were never as simple as that.

During the meal they talked about the Colindale, and the people Matthew would be working with. He knew most of them only from the work they had done, always of particular distinction. Even his future assistant, Margaret Pelham, had been unavailable on his previous visits. But he knew her work very well, and admired the habits of mind it showed. He had met the principal, of course, a psychiatrist called Chester Billon. The interviews had been long and detailed and very tiring.

‘It’s an odd name, Matthew. Is he American? And what’s a psychiatrist doing in charge of the Colindale?’

‘I’m not quite sure. He’s one of these physiological psychiatrists. Got there via chemistry and microbiology. And I doubt if he’s American. He doesn’t sound like one.’

‘I don’t like physiological psychiatrists. They use large hammers for very small nails.’

‘They get more done than the analysts.’

‘Perhaps that’s why I don’t like them.’

They laughed, spinning a shield around themselves, secure in the love they would make later.


TWO

For Abigail the police car was unimportant, and the policemen – but for the news they brought – hardly real. Edmund was dead. Incomplete, years too soon. The moment she had recognized the nature of Kahn’s bullying it had ceased to bother her. The questions had gone on and on, around and around, offering no threat in the face of Matthew’s innocence. Now they had stopped. She stood beside Matthew and watched the car out of sight. She had loved Edmund. Not as she had loved him once – not any more in love with him – but with a sad love, as for a cripple. It was through him that she had met Matthew, in the years when Edmund was coldly denying her everything but hope. Loving her from behind bars, chopping at her hands if she put them through, but never sending her away. And through him she had met Matthew.

‘Do you still want me to go to the Colindale?’

She found it hard to connect Matthew’s words and discover their meaning. Edmund was dead, his soul already judged. Over the last few years she had seen him infrequently – at University functions when she had gone with her brother, a few dinner parties, a sailing weekend arranged by Matthew among the Greek Islands. On these occasions the echoing coldness in him had repelled her remembering how it had once hurt. He shouldn’t have died so. He should have been given time.

‘That was a silly question. I’m sorry.’

Long ago she had told Matthew what she had once felt for Edmund. He couldn’t have forgotten. It must be that he didn’t know what to say, was embarrassed, jealous even. She couldn’t go on listening. Edmund, whom she had failed to get through to, was dead. And God was merciful … Then the front door was closed and she was alone in the hall with Matthew.

‘Poor old Gryphon. I wonder what he did, to get himself killed.’

‘Been right on one level and wrong on every possible other.’

‘It’s funny how you never liked him.’

She had been willing to discuss the subject in a way that Matthew found easiest. But not at the price of denying the past, denying her responsibility.

‘I’m sorry he’s dead, Matthew. Desperately, desperately sorry. I feel –’

‘You’ll ask for prayers to be said for him at Mass?’ So he didn’t want to know. He always moved off into the mechanics of her faith when he needed distance. ‘That’s not sarcasm, Abigail. I just wasn’t sure that prayers could be said for non-Catholics. Officially, I mean.’

Sarcasm? Perhaps there was something she hadn’t heard … She felt so far from Matthew that it frightened her. If he was jealous without cause he must battle with it by himself. They knew too much about each other: reassurances would be insulting. She chose a remark completely neutral.

‘I expect the truth is that he was killed for his moderation. It’s the usual reason nowadays. I doubt if the authorities would want him dead.’

She turned away in the direction of the staircase down to the kitchen: Behind her Matthew said, ‘We’d better eat,’ not having noticed.

She went downstairs and chopped onions angrily. Above her Matthew began to play Scarlatti, also with anger. His clatter made the ceiling buzz. She concentrated on what she was doing, the texture of the onions, the way the rings separated, the rim of each circle sharp against the next, each crisp squeak of her knife. The bitter, milky vapor stung her eyes. Actuality. There, at that moment, physical actuality. The onions browned, and the pizza dough rose among olives and peppers and slivers of anchovy. And Matthew’s body, folded over the harpsichord when she took plates up, lived and breathed and moved. She loved him. It was so lucid, so simple. And through him she experienced the other half, the man-ness of God.

As she stood beside him where he sat at the harpsichord he asked her what he could do to deserve her, offered her phrases, formal thought.

‘Just love me.’ She said the words, feeling their inadequacy to be their strength. He put his arm around her thighs. Mind stopped getting in the way between spirit and body. And the love they made after the evening had shaped to it, was a unification.


Dear Saint Joseph and Saint Anne,

Find me a husband as quick as you can.



It was a childish prayer, but she was grateful to have had it answered in Matthew.

The coffee bar was austere yet vivid, Vasarely out of Bauhaus. She had walked there, even run a little, humming with the excitement of sunshine and coming change. Always she climbed out of sleep slowly, not really in the day till ten thirty or eleven. Matthew had long been up and away, snatching moments, submerging them, she thought, with devoted activity. Even when she was dressed and out of the house the streets came to her only gradually, the bookstalls, the exhibitions, the students, the occasional town cars. The thrill of living could only be accommodated bit by bit. And now the smoky coffee bar, eleven fifteen.

‘Abby, you’re early. Come and sit down.’

‘I ran.’

‘Ran? It’s the over-forties who run. What the hell are you proving?’

Her brother pushed back a chair with his foot and she sat down. He was soberly dressed, carefully shaved, pale as if from sleeplessness. He wouldn’t welcome being fussed.

‘Give us a cigarette.’ He offered the packet. ‘Thrown any good bombs lately?’

‘That was in your day. Students don’t throw bombs any more. They’re too intelligent, too afraid of chaos.’

‘Oh Paul, not one of your gloom mornings. What’s wrong with being afraid of chaos?’

‘Nothing.’ He lit her cigarette, then poured coffee for both of them while the machine checked his student’s card against the account ‘I thought we might talk about the summer vac,’ he said.

‘Matthew’s just taking up this new appointment. I don’t expect we’ll be having one.’

‘Don’t vocationalists ever rest?’

Abigail wondered what was wrong, why he wanted to spoil her morning.

‘You’re not stupid, Paul. That sort of sneering doesn’t suit you.’

‘I mean it. A man should exist in himself, not only through his work.’

‘I’m not going to justify Matthew to you.
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