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Dirk Gently's Holistic Detective Agency
Dougl as Adans (1987)

to ny nother,
who |iked the bit about the horse

[::: AUTHOR S NOTE :::::crcoorroorronoonrronyonnyrnnronnronnrrnnronnt]

The physical descriptions of St Cedd’'s College in this book, in so
far as they are specific at all, owe alittle to ny nenories of St
John’ s Col | ege, Canbridge, although I’ve also borrowed indiscrimnately
fromother colleges as well. Sir Isaac Newton was at Trinity College in
real life, and Sanuel Taylor Col eridge was at Jesus.

The point is that St Cedd's College is a completely fictitious
assenbl age, and no correspondence is intended between any institutions
or characters in this book and any real institutions or people, living,
dead, or wandering the night in ghostly tornent.

This book was witten and typeset on an Apple Macintosh Plus
computer and LaserWiter Plus printer using MacAuthor word-processing
sof t war e

The conpl eted docunent was then printed using a Linotron 100 at The
G aphi cs Factory, London SWB, to produce a final high-resolution imge
of the text. My thanks to Mke dover of Icon Technology for his help
with this process.

Finally, nmy very special thanks are due to Sue Freestone for all her
hel p in nursing this book into existence.

Dougl as Adans
London, 1987

[::: CHAPTER 1 ::::::occorcororooroyrorororornynrorrnnrnrrnrnnrnnt]

This time there woul d be no w tnesses.

This time there was just the dead earth, a runble of thunder, and
the onset of that interminable Ilight drizzle fromthe north-east by
which so nmany of the world s npbst nonmentous events seem to be
acconpani ed.

The storns of the day before, and of the day before that, and the
floods of the previous week, had now abated. The skies still bul ged
with rain, but all that actually fell 1in the gathering evening gl oom
was a dreary kind of prickle.

Sone wi nd whi pped across the darkening plain, blundered through the
low hills and gusted across a shallow valley where stood a structure, a
kind of tower, alone in a nightmare of nud, and | eaning.

It was a blackened stunp of a tower. It stood |ike an extrusion of
magnma fromone of the nore pestilential pits of hell, and it |eaned at
a peculiar angle, as if oppressed by sonething altogether nore terrible
than its own considerable weight. It seenmed a dead thing, |ong ages
dead.

The only novenent was that of a river of nud that noved sl uggishly
al ong the bottomof the valley past the tower. A mile or so further on,
the river ran down a ravine and di sappear ed under ground.

But as the evening darkened it becane apparent that the tower was

not entirely without I|ife. There was a single dimred |ight guttering
deep within it.
The light was only just visible -- except of course that there was

no one to see, no witnesses, not this tine, but it was nevertheless a
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light. Every few mnutes it grew a little stronger and a little
brighter and then faded slowy away alnbst to nothing. At the sane tine
a |l ow keening noise drifted out on the wind, built up to a kind of
wai ling climax, and then it too faded, abjectly, away.

Time passed, and then another |ight appeared, a snaller, nobile
light. It energed at ground |level and noved in a single bobbing circuit
of the tower, pausing occasionally on its way around. Then it, and the
shadowy figure that could just be discerned carrying it, disappeared
i nsi de once nore

An hour passed, and by the end of it the darkness was total. The
wor | d seenmed dead, the night a bl ankness.

And then the glow appeared again near the tower’s peak, this time
growing in power nore purposefully. It quickly reached the peak of
brightness it had previously attained, and then kept going, increasing,
i ncreasing. The keening sound that acconpanied it rose in pitch and
stridency until it became a wailing scream The scream screaned on and
on till it became a blinding noise and the |ight a deafening redness.

And then, abruptly, both ceased.

There was a nmillisecond of silent darkness.

An astonishing pale new light bill owed and bul ged from deep within
the nmud beneath the tower. The sky clenched, a nountain of mnud
convul sed, earth and sky bellowed at each other, there was a horrible
pi nkness, a sudden greenness, a |lingering orangeness that stained the
clouds, and then the Ilight sank and the night at |ast was deeply,
hi deously dark. There was no further sound other than the soft tinkle
of water.

But in the morning the sun rose wth an unaccustonmed sparkle on a
day that was, or seened to be, or at least would have seened to be if
there had been anybody there to whomit could seem to be anything at

all, warner, clearer and brighter -- an altogether livelier day than
any yet known. A clear river ran through the shattered remains of the
val | ey.

And tinme began seriously to pass.

I © = T\ o 1 = = A

H gh on a rocky pronmontory sat an Electric Monk on a bored horse.
From wunder its rough woven cow the Monk gazed unblinkingly down into
anot her valley, with which it was having a problem

The day was hot, the sun stood in an enmpty hazy sky and beat down
upon the grey rocks and the scrubby, parched grass. Nothing noved, not

even the Monk. The horse’s tail noved a little, swishing slightly to
try and move a little air, but that was all. O herw se, nothing noved.
The El ectric Mnk was a | abour-saving device, like a dishwasher or a

vi deo recorder. Di shwashers washed tedi ous dishes for you, thus saving
you the bother of washing them vyourself, video recorders watched
tedious television for you, thus saving you the bother of |ooking at it
yoursel f; Electric Mnks believed things for you, thus saving you what
was becoming an increasingly onerous task, that of believing all the
things the world expected you to believe.

Unfortunately this Electric Monk had developed a fault, and had
started to believe all kinds of things, nore or less at random It was
even beginning to believe things they’'d have difficulty believing in
Salt Lake City. It had never heard of Salt Lake City, of course. Nor
had it ever heard of a quingigillion, which was roughly the nunber of
mles between this valley and the Geat Salt Lake of Ut ah.

The problemwith the valley was this. The Mk currently believed
that the valley and everything in the valley and around it, including
the Monk itself and the Monk’s horse, was a uniform shade of pal e pink
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This made for a certain difficulty in distinguishing any one thing from
any other thing, and therefore made doing anything or going anywhere
i mpossible, or at least difficult and dangerous. Hence the immbility
of the Monk and the boredom of the horse, which had had to put up with
alot of silly things inits time but was secretly of the opinion that
this was one of the silliest.

How |l ong did the Monk believe these things?

Wll, as far as the Monk was concerned, forever. The faith which
nmoves nountains, or at |east believes them against all the avail able
evidence to be pink, was a solid and abiding faith, a great rock
agai nst which the world could hurl whatever it would, yet it would not
be shaken. In practice, the horse knew, twenty-four hours was wusually
about its |ot.

So what of this horse, then, that actually held opinions, and was
sceptical about things? Unusual behaviour for a horse, wasn't it? An
unusual horse perhaps?

No. Although it was certainly a handsone and well-built exanple of
its species, it was none the less a perfectly ordinary horse, such as
convergent evolution has produced in nany of the places that life is to
be found. They have always understood a great deal nore than they |et
on. It is difficult to be sat on all day, every day, by sone other
creature, wthout formng an opinion about them

On the other hand, it is perfectly possible to sit all day, every
day, on top of another <creature and not have the slightest thought
about them what soever.

When the early nodels of these Monks were built, it was felt to be
important that they be instantly recognisable as artificial objects.
There nust be no danger of their looking at all Iike real people. You
woul dn’t want your video recorder |ounging around on the sofa all day
while it was watching TV. You wouldn’t want it picking its nose,
dri nki ng beer and sending out for pizzas.

So the Monks were built with an eye for originality of design and
also for practical horse-riding ability. This was inportant. People,
and indeed things, |ooked nore sincere on a horse. So tw |egs were
held to be both nore suitable and cheaper than the nore nornmal prines
of seventeen, nineteen or twenty-three; the skin the Mnks were given
was pinkish-1ooking instead of purple, soft and snooth instead of
crenellated. They were also restricted to just one nouth and nose, but
were given instead an additional eye, nmaking for a grand total of two.
A strange-looking creature indeed. But truly excellent at believing the
nost prepost erous things.

This Monk had first gone wong when it was sinply given too nuch to
believe in one day. It was, by nistake, cross-connected to a video
recorder that was watching el even TV channels sinmultaneously, and this

caused it to blow a bank of illogic circuits. The video recorder only
had to watch them of course. It didn’t have to believe them all as
well. This is why instruction manuals are so inportant.

So after a hectic week of believing that war was peace, that good
was bad, that the noon was nade of blue cheese, and that God needed a
| ot of nbney sent to a certain box nunber, the Monk started to believe
that thirty-five percent of all tables were hernmaphrodites, and then
broke down. The man fromthe Monk shop said that it needed a whol e new
not herboard, but then pointed out that the new inproved Mnk Plus
nmodels were twice as powerful, had an entirely new nulti-tasking
Negative Capability feature that allowed them to hold up to sixteen
entirely different and contradictory ideas in nmenory sinmultaneously
wi t hout generating any irritating systemerrors, were twce as fast and
at least three tines as glib, and you could have a whole new one for
| ess than the cost of replacing the notherboard of the ol d nodel.

That was it. Done.

The faulty Monk was turned out into the desert where it could
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believe what it liked, including the idea that it had been hard done
by. It was allowed to keep its horse, since horses were so cheap to
make.

For a nunber of days and nights, which it variously believed to be
three, forty-three, and five hundred and ninety-eight thousand seven

hundred and three, it roaned the desert, putting its sinple Electric
trust in rocks, birds, clouds and a form of non-existent el ephant-
asparagus, until at last it fetched up here, on this high rock,

overlooking a valley that was not, despite the deep fervour of the
Monk’ s belief, pink. Not even a little bit.
Ti me passed.

R @ = T\ o N =1 2 S A

Ti me passed.

Susan wai t ed.

The nore Susan waited, the nore the doorbell didn't ring. O the
phone. She | ooked at her watch. She felt that now was about the tine
that she could legitimately begin to feel cross. She was cross already,
of course, but that had been in her own tine, so to speak. They were
well and truly into his tinme now, and even allowing for traffic,
m shaps, and general vagueness and dilatoriness, it was now well over
half an hour past the tine that he had insisted was the latest tine
they could possibly afford to | eave, so she' d better be ready.

She tried to worry that something terrible had happened to him but
didn't believe it for a nonment. Nothing terrible ever happened to him
though she was beginning to think that it was tinme it dam well did. If
nothing terrible happened to himsoon maybe she’d do it herself. Now
there was an idea

She threw herself crossly into the arncthair and watched the news on
tel evision. The news nmade her <cross. She flipped the renpte control and
wat ched sonet hing on anot her channel for a bit. She didn't know what it
was, but it also nmde her cross. Perhaps she should phone. She was
dammed if she was going to phone. Perhaps if she phoned he woul d phone
her at the sane nonent and not be able to get through

She refused to admt that she had even thought that.

Dam him where was he? Wio cared where he was anyway? She didn't,
that was for sure.

Three times in a rowhe'd done this. Three times in a row was
enough. She angrily flipped channels one nore tinme. There was a
programe about conputers and sone interesting new developnments in the
field of things you could do with conputers and nusic.

That was it. That was really it. She knew that she had told herself
that that was it only seconds earlier, but this was now the final rea
ultimate it.

She junped to her feet and went to the phone, gripping an angry
Fil ofax. She flipped briskly through it and dial ed a nunber.

‘Hell o, Mchael? Yes, it’'s Susan. Susan Way. You said | should cal
you if | was free this evening and | said |'d rather be dead in a
ditch, renenber? Well, | suddenly discover that | amfree, absolutely,
completely and wutterly free, and there isn't a decent ditch for niles
around. Make your nove while you've got vyour chance is ny advice to
you. I'Il be at the Tangiers Club in half an hour.

She pull ed on her shoes and coat, paused when she remenbered that it
was Thursday and that she should put a fresh, extra-long tape on the
answering nmachine, and tw mnutes later was out of the front door.
When at |ast the phone did ring the answering machi ne said sweetly that
Susan Way could not conme to the phone just at the nonent, but that if
the caller would like to | eave a nessage, she would get back to them as
soon as possi bl e. Maybe.
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[::: CHAPTER 4 ooy
It was a chill Novenber evening of the ol d-fashioned type.
The noon | ooked pale and wan, as if it shouldn’t be up on a night
like this. It rose unwi | 1ingly and hung like an ill spectre.

Sil houetted against it, dimand hazy through the danpness which rose
fromthe unwhol esome fens, stood the assorted towers and turrets of St
Cedd’ s, Canbridge, a ghostly profusion of buildings throwmm up over
centuries, medieval next to Victorian, Odeon next to Tudor. Only rising
through the nmist did they seemrenptely to belong to one anot her

Between them scurried figures, hurrying fromone dimpool of light
to anot her, shivering, |eaving waiths of breath which folded
thensel ves into the cold night behind them

It was seven o' clock. Many of the figures were heading for the
college dining hall which divided First Court from Second Court, and
fromwhich warmlight, reluctantly, streamed. Two figures in particular

seened ill-mtched. One, a young man, was tall, thin and angul ar; even
muf fled inside a heavy dark coat he walked a little |Iike an affronted
her on.

The other was small, roundi sh, and moved with an ungainly
restl essness, like a nunber of elderly squirrels trying to escape from
a sack. H's own age was on the older side of conpletely indeterninate.
If you picked a nunber at random he was probably a little ol der than
that, but -- well, it was inpossible to tell. Certainly his face was

heavily lined, and the small anount of hair that escaped from under his
red wooll en skiing hat was thin, white, and had very nuch its own ideas
about how it wished to arrange itself. He too was nmuffled inside a
heavy coat, but over it he wore a billowing gown with very faded purple
trim the badge of his unique and peculiar acadenic office.

As they walked the older nman was doing all the talking. He was
pointing at itens of interest along the way, despite the fact that it
was too dark to see any of them The younger nan was sayi ng ‘ Ah yes,’

and ‘Really? How interesting...’” and ‘WVell, well, well,” and ‘CGood
heavens.’ H's head bobbed seriously.

They entered, not through the nain entrance to the hall, but through
a smal|l doorway on the east side of the court. This led to the Senior

Conbi nati on Room and a dark-panell ed anteroom where the Fellows of the
coll ege assenbled to slap their hands and make ‘brrrrrr’ noises before
maki ng their way through their own entrance to the Hi gh Tabl e.

They were Jlate and shook off their coats hurriedly. This was
conplicated for the older man by the necessity first of taking off his
professorial gown, and then of putting it back on again once his coat
was of f, then of stuffing his hat in his coat pocket, then of wondering
where he’'d put his scarf, and then of realising that he hadn’'t brought
it, then of fishing in his coat pocket for his handkerchief, then of
fishing in his other coat pocket for his spectacles, and finally of
finding them quite unexpectedly wapped in his scarf, which it turned
out he had brought after all but hadn’t been wearing despite the danp
and bitter wind blowing inlike a witch's breath fromacross the fens.

He bustled the younger man into the hall ahead of him and they took
the last two vacant seats at the H gh Table, braving a flurry of frowns
and rai sed eyebrows for interrupting the Latin grace to do so.

Hall was full tonight. It was always nore popular with the
undergraduates in the colder nonths. Mre wunusually, the hall was
candlelit, as it was now only on very few special occasions. Two | ong,
crowded tables stretched of f into the glimering darkness. By
candl el i ght, people’'s faces were nore alive, the hushed sounds of their
voices, the clink of cutlery and gl asses, seenmed npore exciting, and in
the dark recesses of the great hall, all the centuries for which it had
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exi sted seened present at once. High Table itself formed a crosspiece
at the top, and was raised about a foot above the rest. Since it was a
guest night, the table was set on both sides to accommpdate the extra
nunbers, and many diners therefore sat wth their backs to the rest of
the hall.

‘So, young MacDhuff,’” said the Professor once he was seated and
flapping his napkin open, ‘pleasure to see you again, ny dear fellow
G ad you could conme. No idea what all this is about,’” he added, peering
round the hall in consternation. ‘Al the candles and silver and
busi ness. CGenerally nmeans a special dinner in honour of soneone or
sonmething no one can renenber anything about except that it neans
better food for a night.’

He paused and thought for a noment, and then said, ‘It seens odd,
don’t you think, that the quality of the food should vary inversely
with the brightness of the lighting. Makes you wonder what culinary
heights the kitchen staff could rise to if you confined them to
per petual darkness. Could be worth a try, | think. Got sone good vaults
in the college that could be turned over to the purpose. | think
showed you round them once, hmm® Ni ce brickwork.’

Al this came as sonething of a relief to his guest. It was the
first indication his host had given that he had the fai nt est
recollection who he was. Professor Urban Chronotis, the Regius
Prof essor of Chronol ogy, or ‘Reg’ as he insisted on being called had a
menory that he hinself had once conpared to the Queen Al exandra
Birdwing Butterfly, in that it was colourful, flitted prettily hither
and thither, and was now, alas, alnost conpletely extinct.

Wien he had tel ephoned with the invitation a few days previously, he
had seemed extrenely keen to see his former pupil, and yet when Richard
had arrived this evening, a little on the late side, adnmittedly, the
Prof essor had thrown open the door apparently in anger, had started in
surprise on seeing Richard, denanded to know if he was having enotiona
probl enms, reacted in annoyance to being rem nded gently that it was now
ten years since he had been Richard s college tutor, and finally agreed
that Richard had i ndeed cone for dinner, whereupon he, the Professor,
had started talking rapidly and at length about the history of the
coll ege architecture, a sure sign that his nmind was el sewhere entirely.

‘Reg’ had never actually taught Richard, he had only been his
college tutor, which neant in short that he had had charge of his
general welfare, told him when the exans were and not to take drugs,
and so on. Indeed, it was not entirely clear if Reg had ever taught
anybody at all and what, if anything, he would have taught them His
prof essorship was an obscure one, to say the least, and since he
di spensed with his lecturing duties by the sinple and tine-honoured
techni que of presenting all his potential students with an exhaustive
list of books that he knew for a fact had been out of print for thirty
years, then flying intoa tantrumif they failed to find them no one
had ever discovered the precise nature of his academic discipline. He
had, of <course, 1long ago taken the precaution of renmoving the only
extant copies of the books on his reading list fromthe university and
college libraries, as a result of which he had plenty of time to, well,
to do whatever it was he did.

Since Richard had al ways managed to get on reasonably well with the
old fruitcake, he had one day plucked up courage to ask himwhat,
exactly, the Regius Professorship of Chronol ogy was. It had been one of
those light sumrery days when the world seens about to burst with
pl easure at sinply being itself, and Reg had been in an
uncharacteristically forthcomng mod as they had walked over the
bri dge where the River Cam divided the older parts of the college from
t he newer.

‘Sinecure, ny dear fellow an absolute sinecure,’ he had beaned. ‘A
smal | amount of noney for a very small, or shall we say non-existent,
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anmount of work. That puts ne permanently just ahead of the ganme, which

is a confortable if frugal place to spend your life. | recomend it.
He |leaned over the edge of the bridge and started to point out a
particular brick that he found interesting. ‘But what sort of study is
it supposed to be? Richard had pursued. ‘Is it history? Physics?
Phi | osophy? What ?’

‘Wll,” said Reg, slowy, ‘since you're interested, the chair was
originally instituted by King George |11, who, as you know, entertained

a nunber of anusing notions, including the belief that one of the trees
in Wndsor Geat Park was in fact Frederick the Geat.

‘It was his own appointnent, hence “Regius”. H's own idea as well,
whi ch i s somewhat nore unusual .

Sunl i ght played along the River Cam People in punts happily shouted
at each other to fuck off. Thin natural scientists who had spent nonths
| ocked away in their roons growing white and fishlike, energed blinking

into the Ilight. Couples wal king al ong the bank got so excited about the
general wonderfulness of it all that they had to pop inside for an
hour .

‘ The poor bel eaguered fellow,” Reg continued, ‘George Ill, | nean,

was, as Yyou may know, obsessed with time. Filled the palace wth
cl ocks. Wound themincessantly. Sonetines would get up in the mddle of
the night and prow round the palace in his nightshirt w nding clocks.
He was very concerned that tine continued to go forward, you see. So
many terrible things had occurred in hislife that he was terrified
that any of them m ght happen again if time were ever allowed to slip
backwards even for a nonent. A very understandable fear, especially if
you're barking mad, as I'm afraid to say, wth the very greatest
synpathy for the poor fellow, he undoubtedly was. He appointed ne, or
rather | should say, nmy office, this professorship, you understand, the
post that I am now privileged to hold to -- where was 1? Ch yes. He
instituted this, er, Chair of Chronology to see if there was any
particul ar reason why one thing happened after another and if there was
any way of stopping it. Since the answers to the three questions were,
I knew i mediately, vyes, no, and maybe, | realised | could then take
the rest of ny career off.’

‘ And your predecessors?

“Er, were nmuch of the same m nd.

‘But who were they?

‘“Who were they? Well, splendid fellows of course, splendid to a man.
Remind ne to tell you about them sonme day. See that brick? Wrdsworth
was once sick on that brick. Geat man.’

Al that had been about ten years ago.

Ri chard glanced around the great dining hall to see what had changed
inthe tine, and the answer was, of course, absolutely nothing. In the
dark heights, dimy seen by the flickering candlelight, were the
ghostly portraits of prime mnisters, archbishops, political reforners
and poets, any of whommght, in their day, have been sick on that sane
bri ck.

“well,’ sai d Reg, in a loudly confidential whisper, as if
i ntroduci ng the subject of nipple-piercing in a nunnery, ‘Il hear you ve
suddenly done very well for yourself, at |ast, hnm?’

“Er, well, yes, in fact,” said Richard, who was as surprised at the
fact as anybody el se, ‘yes, | have.’

Around the table several gazes stiffened on him

‘Conputers,’ he heard sonebody whisper dismssively to a neighbour
further down the table. The stiff gazes relaxed again, and turned
away.

‘Excellent,’” said Reg. ‘I'mso pleased for you, so pleased.’

‘Tell me,” he went on, and it was a nonent before Richard realised
that the Professor wasn't talking to him any nore, but had turned to
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the right to address his other neighbour, ‘what’s all this about,
this,” he flourished a vague hand over the candl es and coll ege silver,
“LL.stuff?

Hi s nei ghbour, an elderly wi zened figure, turned very slowy and
| ooked at himas if he was rather annoyed at being raised fromthe dead
l'ike this.

‘Coleridge,’” he said in athinrasp, ‘it’'s the Coleridge D nner you
old fool.” He turned very slowy back until he was facing the front
again. Hys name was Caw ey, he was a Professor of Archaeol ogy and
Ant hropol ogy, and it was frequently said of him behind his back, that
he regarded it not so nmuch as a serious acadenmic study, nore as a
chance to relive his chil dhood

“Ah, isit,” murnured Reg, ‘is it? and turned back to Richard.
‘It’s the Coleridge Dinner,’” he said know edgeably. ‘Coleridge was a
menber of the college, you know,” he added after a nonent. ‘Col eridge.

Sanuel Taylor. Poet. | expect you' ve heard of him This is his Dinner
Wll, not literally, of course. It would be cold by now’' Silence.
‘Here, have sone salt.

“Er, thank vyou, | think I'll wait,’” said Richard, surprised. There
was no food on the table yet.

‘CGo on, take it,’ insisted the Professor, proffering him the heavy

silver salt cellar.

Ri chard blinked in benmusenent but with an interior shrug he reached
to take it. In the nmoment that he blinked, however, the salt cellar had
conpl et el y vani shed.

He started back in surprise.

‘Good one, eh? said Reg as he retrieved the missing cruet from
behind the ear of his deathly right-hand neighbour, provoking a
surprisingly girlish giggle from sonmewhere else at the table. Reg
smiled inpishly. ‘Very irritating habit, | know. It’s next on ny |list
for giving up after snoking and | eeches.

Well, that was another thing that hadn’t changed. Sone peopl e pick
their noses, others habitually beat up old ladies on the streets. Reg's

vice was a harmess if peculiar one -- an addiction to childish
conjuring tricks. Richard remenbered the first tine he had been to see
Reg with a problem-- it was only the normal /Angst/ that periodically

takes undergraduates into its grip, particularly when they have essays
to wite, but it had seened a dark and savage weight at the tinme. Reg
had sat and listened to his outpourings with a deep frown of
concentration, and when at l|ast Richard had finished, he pondered
seriously, stroked his chin a |lot, and at last |leaned forward and
| ooked himin the eye.

‘I suspect that your problem’ he said, ‘is that you have too nany
paper clips up your nose.

Ri chard stared at him

“Allow ne to denobnstrate,’ said Reg, and |eaning across the desk he
pulled fromRichard's nose a chain of eleven paper clips and a snall
rubber swan.

“Ah, the real culprit,’” he said, holding up the swan. *‘They cone in
cereal packets, you know, and cause no end of trouble. Wll, |I'"mglad
we've had this little chat, ny dear fellow Please feel free to disturb
me again if you have any nore such probl ens.’

Needl ess to say, Richard didn't.

Ri chard gl anced around the table to see if there was anybody el se he
recogni sed fromhis tine at the college

Two places away to the left was the don who had been Richard's
Director of Studies in English, who showed no signs of recognising him
at all. This was hardly surprising since R chard had spent his three
years here assiduously avoiding him often to the extent of growing a
beard and pretending to be soneone el se.

Next to himwas a man whom Richard had never nanaged to identify.
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Neither, in fact, had anyone else. He was thin and vole-like and had
the nost extraordinarily long bony nose -- it really was very, very
long and bony indeed. |In fact it looked a lot |ike the controversia
keel which had helped the Australians win the Anerica’ s Cup in 1983,
and this resenbl ance had been nuch renmarked wupon at the time, though
not of course to his face. No one had said anything to his face at all

No one.

Ever.

Anyone neeting him for the first time was too startled and
enbarrassed by his nose to speak, and the second tine was worse because
of the first time, and so on. Years had gone by now, seventeen in all
In all that tinme he had been cocooned in silence. 1In hall it had |Iong
been the habit of the college servants to position a separate set of
salt, pepper and nustard on either side of him since no one could ask
himto pass them and to ask sonmeone sitting on the other side of him
was not only rude but conpletely inpossible because of his nose being
in the way.

The other odd thing about him was a series of gestures he made and
repeated regularly throughout every evening. They consisted of tapping
each of the fingers of his left hand in order, and then one of the
fingers of his right hand. He would then occasionally tap sone other
part of his body, a knuckle, an el bow or a knee. Wenever he was forced
to stop this by the requirenents of eating he would start blinking each
of his eyes instead, and occasionally nodding. No one, of course, had
ever dared to ask him why he did this, though all were consuned with
curiosity.

Ri chard couldn’'t see who was sitting beyond him

In the other direction, beyond Reg' s deathly nei ghbour, was Watkin,
the Classics Professor, a man of terrifying dryness and oddity. His
heavy rin ess gl asses were al nbost solid cubes of glass wthin which his
eyes appeared to |lead i ndependent existences |ike goldfish. H's nose
was strai ght enough and ordinary, but beneath it he wore the sanme beard
as dint Eastwood. H's eyes gazed swimmngly around the table as he
sel ected who was going to be spoken at tonight. He had thought that his
prey mght be one of the guests, the newy appointed Head of Radio
Three, who was sitting opposite -- but wunfortunately he had already
been ensnared by the Music Director of the college and a Professor of
Phi | osophy. These two were busy explaining to the harassed man that the
phrase ‘too nmuch Mbzart’ was, given any reasonable definition of those
three words, an inherently self-contradictory expression, and that any
sentence which contained such a phrase would be thereby rendered
meani ngl ess and could not, consequently, be advanced as part of an
argunent in favour of any given programe-scheduling strategy. The poor
man was already beginning to grip his cutlery too tightly. H's eyes
darted about desperately looking for rescue, and nmade the m stake of
l'ighting on those of Watkin.

‘Good evening,’ said Watkin wth snmling charm nodding in the nost
friendly way, and then Iletting his gaze settle glassily on to his bow
of newy arrived soup, fromwhich position it would not allowitself to
be noved. Yet. Let the bugger suffer a little. He wanted the rescue to
be worth at | east a good half dozen radio talk fees.

Beyond Watkin, Richard suddenly discovered the source of the little
girlish giggle that had greeted Reg's conjuring trick. Astonishingly
enough it was a little girl. She was about eight years old wth bl onde
hair and a glumlook. She was sitting occasionally kicking pettishly at
the table |eg.

‘“Who's that?' Richard asked Reg in surprise.

‘“Who's what?’ Reg asked Richard in surprise.

Richard inclined a finger surreptitiously in her direction. ‘The
girl,” he whispered, ‘the very, very little girl. Is it sone new naths
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pr of essor ?’

Reg peered round at her. ‘Do you know,’ he said in astonishment, ‘I
haven’ t the faintest idea. Never known anyt hi ng like it. How
extraordi nary.’

At that nonment the problemwas solved by the man from the BBC, who
suddenly wrenched hinself out of the |ogical half-nelson into which his
nei ghbours had got him and told the girl off for kicking the table.
She stopped kicking the table, and instead kicked the air wth
redoubl ed vigour. He told her to try and enjoy herself, so she kicked
him This did sonething to bring a brief glinrer of pleasure into her
glumevening, but it didn't last. Her father briefly shared with the
table at large his feelings about baby-sitters who | et people down, but
nobody felt able to run with the topic.

“A maj or season of Buxtehude,’ resumed the Director of Miusic, ‘is of
course clearly long overdue. |I'msure you'll be looking forward to
remedying this situation at the first opportunity.

“Ch, er, yes,” replied the girl’'s father, spilling his soup,
that is... he’s not the same one as duck, is he?

The little girl kicked the table |eg again. Wien her father |ooked
sternly at her, she put her head on one side and nout hed a question at
hi m

‘Not now,’ he insisted at her as quietly as he coul d.

er,

‘When, then?

‘Later. Maybe. Later, we'll see.

She hunched grunpily back in her seat. ‘You always say later,’ she
nmout hed at him

‘Poor child,” nurmured Reg. ‘There isn’t a don at this table who
doesn’t behave exactly |like that inside. Ah, thank you.’ Their soup

arrived, distracting his attention, and Richard’s.

‘So tell nme,’ said Reg, after they had both had a couple of
spoonsful and arrived independently at the sane conclusion, that it was
not a taste explosion, ‘what you ve been up to, nmy dear chap. Sonething

to do with conputers, | understand, and also to do wth nusic.
t hought you read English when you were here -- though only, | realise,
in your spare time.’ He | ooked at Richard significantly over the rim of
his soup spoon. ‘Now wait,’ he interrupted before Richard even had a
chance to start, ‘don’t | vaguely renenber that you had sone sort of
conmput er when you were here? Wen was it? 19777

‘“Wll, what we called a conputer in 1977 was really a kind of
el ectric abacus, but...

“Ch, now, don’t underestinmate the abacus,’ said Reg. ‘In skilled

hands it's a very sophisticated calculating device. Furthernore it
requires no power, can be nmade with any materials you have to hand, and
never goes bing in the niddle of an inportant piece of work.’

‘So an electric one would be particularly pointless,’” said Richard.

‘True enough,’ conceded Reg.

‘There really wasn’'t a lot this machine could do that you couldn’t
do yourself in half the tine with a lot less trouble,’ said R chard,
‘“but it was, on the other hand, very good at being a slow and dim
witted pupil.’

Reg | ooked at hi m quizzically.

‘I had no idea they were supposed to be in short supply,’ he said.
“l could hit a dozen with a bread roll fromwhere I'’msitting.

‘I"'msure. But look at it this way. Wiat really is the point of
trying to teach anything to anybody?’

This question seened to provoke a nmurnur of synpathetic approva
fromup and down the table.

Richard continued, ‘Wat | nmean is that if you really want to
under stand somet hing, the best way is to try and explain it to soneone
else. That forces you to sort it out in your own mind. And the nore
slow and dimwitted your pupil, the nore you have to break things down
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into nore and nore sinple ideas. And that's really the essence of
programming. By the tinme you ve sorted out a conplicated idea into
little steps that even a stupid nmachine can deal with, you' ve certainly
| earned sonething about it yourself. The teacher usually |earns nore

than the pupil. Isn't that true?

‘It would be hard to learn nuch less than ny pupils,” came a |ow
grow from sonewhere on the table, ‘wthout undergoing a pre-fronta
| obot ony.”’

“So | used to spend days struggling to wite essays on this 16K

machi ne that woul d have taken a couple of hours on a typewiter, but
what was fascinating to ne was the process of trying to explain to the
machine what it was | wanted it to do. | virtually wote ny own word
processor in BASIC. A sinple search and replace routine would take
about three hours.’

‘I forget, did you ever get any essays done at all?

‘“Well, not as such. No actual essays, but the reasons why not were
absol utely fascinating. For instance, | discovered that...’

He broke off, laughing at hinself.

‘I was al so playing keyboards in a rock group, of course,’ he added.
‘That didn't help.’

‘“Now, that |I didn't know,’ said Reg. ‘Your past has nurkier things

init than | dreamed possible. A quality, | might add, that it shares
with this soup.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin very carefully. *
must go and have a word with the kitchen staff one day. | would like to
be sure that they are keeping the right bits and throw ng the proper
bits away. So. A rock group, you say. Wll, well, well. Good heavens.’
‘Yes,” said Richard. ‘W called oursel ves The Reasonably Good Band,

but in fact we weren't. Qur intention was to be the Beatles of the
early eighties, but we got much better financial and | egal advice than
the Beatles ever did, which was basically ‘Don’t bother’, so we didn't.
I left Canbridge and starved for three years.’

‘But didn’t | bunp into you during that period,’” said Reg, ‘and you
said you were doing very well?

‘As a road sweeper, yes. There was an awful lot of mess on the
roads. More than enough, | felt, to support an entire career. However,
I got the sack for sweeping the mess on to another sweeper’s patch.

Reg shook his head. ‘The wong career for you, |'m sure. There are
pl enty of vocations where such behavi our would ensure rapid
preferment.’

‘I tried a few -- none of them much grander, though. And | kept none

of themvery long, because | was always too tired to do them properly.
I"d be found asl eep slunped over the chicken sheds or filing cabinets -
- depending on what the job was. Been wup all night with the conputer

you see, teaching it to play “Three Blind Mce”. It was an inportant
goal for ne.’
‘I"msure,’” agreed Reg. ‘Thank you,’” he said to the college servant

who took his half-finished plate of soup fromhim ‘thank you very
much. “Three Blind Mce”, eh? Good. Good. So no doubt you succeeded
eventual ly, and this accounts for your present celebrated status. Yes?

‘“Well, there's a bit nore to it than that.

‘I feared there might be. Pity you didn't bring it with you though
It mght have cheered up the poor young lady who is currently having
our dull and crusty conpany forced upon her. A swift burst of “Three
Blind Mce” would probably do nuch to revive her spirits.’ He |eaned
forward to | ook past his two right-hand nei ghbours at the girl, who was
still sitting sagging in her chair.

‘Hello,” he said.

She | ooked up in surprise, and then dropped her eyes shyly, sw nging
her | egs again.

‘“Which do you think is worse,” enquired Reg, ‘the soup or the
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company?’

She gave a tiny, reluctant |augh and shrugged, still | ooking down.

‘I think you're wise not to conmit yourself at this stage,’
continued Reg. ‘Myself, I'm waiting to see the carrots before | nake
any judgenments. They’ ve been boiling them since the weekend, but | fear
it may not be enough. The only thing that could possibly be worse than
the carrots is Watkin. He's the man with the silly glasses sitting
between us. My nane’s Reg, by the way. Conme over and kick nme when you

have a nonment.’ The girl giggled and glanced up at Watkin, who
stiffened and made an appallingly unsuccessful attenpt to smle good-
nat ur edl y.

“fwell/, little girl,” he said to her awkwardly, and she had

desperately to suppress a hoot of laughter at his glasses. Little
conversation therefore ensued, but the girl had an ally, and began to
enjoy herself atiny little bit. Her father gave her a relieved snile.

Reg turned back to Richard, who said, suddenly, ‘Do you have any

fam | y?

“Er... no,’ said Reg, quietly. ‘But tell nme. After “Three Blind
M ce”, what then?

‘Wll, to cut along story short, Reg, | ended up working for

WayForward Technol ogi es. . .

‘Ah, yes, the fambus M Way. Tell me, what’'s he like?

Richard was always faintly annoyed by this question, probably
because he was asked it so often

‘Both better and worse than he's represented in the press. | like
him a |lot, actually. Like any driven man he can be a bit trying at
times, but |I’'ve known himsince the very early days of the conpany when
neither he nor | had a bean to our nanes. He's fine. [It's just that
it’s a good idea not to I|et himhave your phone nunber unless you
possess an industrial -grade answeri ng nachi ne.

‘“What ? Why's that?’

‘“Wll, he’'s one of those people who can only think when he’'s
tal king. When he has ideas, he has to talk themout to whoever will
listen. O, if the people thenmselves are not available, which is
increasingly the case, their answering nachines will do just as well.
He just phones themup and talks at them He has one secretary whose
sole job is to collect tapes from people he nmight have phoned,
transcribe them sort themand give himthe edited text the next day in
a blue folder.’

“A bl ue one, eh?

‘“Ask me why he doesn’t sinply use a tape recorder,’” said Richard
with a shrug.
Reg considered this. ‘I expect he doesn't wuse a tape recorder

because he doesn't like talking to hinself,” he said. ‘There is a logic
there. O a kind.’

He took a mouthful of his newy arrived /porc au poivre/ and
ruminated on it for a while before gently laying his knife and fork
asi de again for the nonent.

“So what,’ he said at last, ‘is the role of young MacDuff in all
t hi s?’

‘“Well, Gordon assigned ne to wite a najor piece of software for the
Appl e Maci ntosh. Financial spreadsheet, accounting, that sort of thing,
powerful, easy to use, lots of graphics. | asked himexactly what he
wanted in it, and he just said, “Everything. | want the top piece of

all -singing, all-dancing business software for that nachine.” And being
of a slightly whinsical turn of mind | took himliterally.

‘“You see, a pattern of nunbers can represent anything vyou like, can
be used to map any surface, or nodulate any dynanmic process -- and so
on. And any set of conpany accounts are, in the end, just a pattern of
nunbers. So | sat down and wote a programthat’ll take those nunbers
and do what you like wth them I|f you just want a bar graph it'll do
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them as a bar graph, if you want themas a pie chart or scatter graph
it’ll do themas a pie chart or scatter graph. |[If you want dancing
girls jumping out of the pie chart in order to distract attention from
the figures the pie chart actually represents, then the programwll do

that as well. O you can turn your figures into, for instance, a flock
of seagulls, and the formation they fly in and the way in which the
wi ngs of each gull beat will be deternmned by the perfornance of each

division of your conpany. Geat for producing ani nated corporate | ogos
that actually /nmean/ sonething.

‘But the silliest feature of all was that if you wanted your conpany
accounts represented as a piece of nusic, it could do that as well.
Well, | thought it was silly. The corporate world went bananas over

it.’

Reg regarded him solemmly from over a piece of carrot poised
delicately on his fork in front of him but did not interrupt.

‘You see, any aspect of a piece of nusic can be expressed as a

sequence or pattern of nunbers,’” enthused Richard. ‘Nunbers can express
the pitch of notes, the Ilength of notes, patterns of pitches and
| engt hs.’

‘You nmean tunes,’ said Reg. The carrot had not noved yet.
Ri chard gri nned.

‘Tunes would be a very good word for it. | nust renenber that.
‘It would help you speak nore easily.” Reg returned the carrot to
his plate, untasted. ‘And this software did well, then? he asked.

‘Not so much here. The vyearly accounts of nost British conpanies
energed sounding like the Dead March from /Saul/, but in Japan they
went for it like a pack of rats. It produced |ots of cheery conpany
anthens that started well, but if you were going to criticise youd
probably say that they tended to get a bit | oud and squeaky at the end.
Did spectacular business in the States, which was the main thing,
commercially. Though the thing that's interesting ne nobst now is what
happens if you |l eave the accounts out of it. Turn the nunbers that
represent the way a swallows wngs beat directly into nusic. Wat
woul d you hear? Not the sound of cash registers, according to Gordon.’

‘Fascinating,” said Reg, ‘quite fascinating,’ and popped the carrot
at last into his nouth. He turned and | eaned forward to speak to his
new girlfriend.

‘Watkin | oses,’” he pronounced. ‘The carrots have achieved a new all -
time low. Sorry, Watkin, but awful as you are, the carrots, |I'mafraid,
are worl d-beaters.’

The girl giggled nore easily than last tine and she sniled at him
Watkin was trying to take all this good-naturedly, but it was clear as
his eyes swamat Reg that he was nore used to disconfiting than being
di sconfited

‘ Pl ease, Daddy, can | now?’ Wth her newfound, if slight,
confidence, the girl had also found a voice.

‘Later,’ insisted her father

‘This is already later. |I've been timng it.’

‘“Well...” He hesitated, and was | ost.

‘W’ ve been to Geece,’” announced the girl in a smll but awed
Voi ce.

“Ah, have you indeed,’ said Watkin, with a little nod. ‘Well, well.
Anywhere in particular, or just Geece generally?

‘Patnos,’ she said decisively. ‘It was beautiful. | think Patnbs is
the nost beautiful place in the whole world. Except the ferry never
cane when it said it would. Never, wever. | timedit. W mssed our
flight but | didn’t mnd.’

‘“Ah, Patnpbs, | see,’ said Watkin, who was clearly roused by the
news. ‘Well, what you have to understand, young lady, 1is that the

Greeks, not content with dominating the culture of the dassical world,
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are al so responsible for the greatest, sonme would say the only, work of

true creative inmagination produced this century as well. | refer of
course to the Geek ferry tinmetables. A work of the sublinest fiction
Anyone who has travelled in the Aegean will confirmthis. Hmm yes.
think so.’

She frowned at him

‘I found a pot,’ she said.

‘Probably nothing,” interrupted her father hastily. ‘You know the
way it is. Everyone who goes to Geece for the first tinme thinks
they’'ve found a pot, don't they? Ha, ha.’

There were general nods. This was true. Irritating, but true.

‘I found it in the harbour,’ she said, ‘in the water. Wile we were
waiting for the dam ferry.’

‘Sarah! 1’ve told you...’

‘It’s just what you called it. And worse. You called it words |
didn’t think you knew Anyway, | thought that if everyone here was
meant to be so clever, then soneone would be able to tell ne if it was
a proper ancient Greek thing or not. | think it's /very/ old. WII you
pl ease let themsee it, Daddy?

Her father shrugged hopelessly and started to fish about under his
chair.

‘Did you know, vyoung lady,’ said Watkin to her, ‘that the Book of
Revel ation was witten on Patnps? It was indeed. By Saint John the
Divine, as you know. To nme it shows very clear signs of having been

witten while waiting for a ferry. On, yes, | think so. It starts off,
doesn’t it, wth that kind of dreamnmi ness you get when you're Killing
time, getting bored, you know, just naking things up, and then
gradually grows to a sort of climax of hallucinatory despair. | find
that very suggestive. Perhaps you should wite a paper on it.’ He

nodded at her.

She | ooked at himas if he were nad.

‘“Wll, here it is,’” said her father, plonking the thing down on the
table. ‘Just a pot, as you see. She's only six,” he added with a grim
smle, ‘aren’'t you, dear?

‘Seven,’ said Sarah.

The pot was quite snall, about five inches high and four inches
across at its widest point. The body was al nost spherical, with a very
narrow neck extending about an inch above the body. The neck and about
half of the surface area were encrusted wth hard-caked earth, but the
parts of the pot that could be seen were of a rough, ruddy texture.

Sarah took it and thrust it into the hands of the don sitting on her
right.

“You | ook clever,’” she said. ‘Tell ne what you think.

The don took it, and turned it over with a slightly supercilious
air. ‘I'm sure if you scraped away the nud from the bottom’' he
remarked wittily, ‘it would probably say “Made in Birninghani.’

‘That old, eh?” said Sarah’s father with a forced |augh. ‘Long tine
si nce anythi ng was made there.’

“Anyway,’ said the don, ‘not ny field, |1'm a nolecular biologist.
Anyone el se want to have a | ook?

This question was not greeted with wild vyelps of enthusiasm but
neverthel ess the pot was passed fromhand to hand around the far end of
the table in a desultory fashion. It was goggled at through pebble
gl asses, peered at through horn-rims, gazed at over half-noons, and
squinted at by soneone who had left his glasses in his other suit,
whi ch he very nuch feared had now gone to the cleaner’s. No one seened
to know how old it was, or to care very nuch. The young girl’'s face
began to grow downhearted again.

“Sour lot,” said Reg to Richard. He picked up a silver salt cellar
again and held it up

‘“Young | ady,’ he said, leaning forward to address her
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‘Ch, not again, you old fool,” nuttered the aged archaeol ogi st
Cawl ey, sitting back and putting his hands over his ears.
‘“Young lady,’ repeated Reg, ‘regard this sinple silver salt cellar.

Regard this sinple hat.’
‘You haven't got a hat,’ said the girl sulkily.

‘Ch,” said Reg, ‘a nmonent please,’” and he went and fetched his
wool Iy red one.

‘Regard,” he said again, ‘this sinple silver salt cellar. Regard
this sinple woolly hat. | put the salt <cellar in the hat, thus, and
pass the hat to you. The next part of the trick, dear lady... is up to
you.'’

He handed the hat to her, past their two intervening neighbours,
Cawl ey and Watkin. She took the hat and | ooked inside it.

‘“Where's it gone?’ she asked, staring into the hat.

‘It’s wherever you put it,’ said Reg

‘Ch,’ said Sarah, ‘I see. Wll... that wasn't very good.’

Reg shrugged. ‘A hunble trick, but it gives nme pleasure,’” he said,
and turned back to Richard. ‘Now, what were we tal king about?

Ri chard | ooked at himwth a slight sense of shock. He knew that the
Pr of essor had al ways been prone to sudden and erratic nood sw ngs, but
it was as if all the warnmth had drained out of himin an instant. He
now wore the sane distracted expression Richard had seen on his face
when first he had arrived at his door that evening, apparently
conpl etely unexpected. Reg seened then to sense that R chard was taken
aback and quickly reassenbled a snile.

‘My dear chap!’ he said. ‘M dear chap! My dear, dear chap! What was

| saying?
“Er, you were saying “My dear chap”.
‘Yes, but | feel sure it was a prelude to sonething. A sort of short

toccata on the theme of what a splendid fellow you are prior to
introducing the main subject of ny discourse, the nature of which
currently forget. You have no idea what | was about to say?

“No.’

“Ch. Well, | suppose | should be pleased. If everyone knew exactly
what | was going to say, then there would be no point in ny sayingit,
woul d there? Now, how s our young guest’s pot doi ng?

In fact it had reached Watkin, who pronounced hinself no expert on
what the ancients had nmade for thenselves to drink out of, only on what
they had witten as a result. He said that Cawl ey was the one to whose
know edge and experience they should all bow, and attenpted to give the
pot to him

‘I said,’” he repeated, ‘yours was the know edge and experience to
which we should bow. On, for heaven’s sake, take your hands off your
ears and have a | ook at the thing.

Gently, but firmy, he drew Cawley's right hand fromhis ear,
explained the situation to himonce again, and handed him the pot.
Cawl ey gave it a cursory but clearly expert exam nation

‘Yes,’” he said, ‘about two hundred years old, | would think. Very
rough. Very crude exanple of its type. Uterly without value, of
course.’

He put it down perenptorily and gazed off into the old nminstre
gal l ery, which appeared to anger himfor sone reason

The effect on Sarah was imediate. Already discouraged, she was
thoroughly downcast by this. She bit her 1lip and threw herself back
against her chair, feeling once again thoroughly out of place and
childish. Her father gave her a warning |ook about m sbehaving, and
t hen apol ogi sed for her again.

‘Wl |, Buxtehude,’” he hurried on to say, ‘yes, good old Buxtehude.
W' Il have to see what we can do. Tell ne...’
‘“Young lady,’” interrupted a voice, hoarse with astonishnent, ‘you
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are clearly a nmagician and enchantress of prodigi ous powers!’

Al eyes turned to Reg, the old showoff. He was gripping the pot
and staring at it with manic fascination. He turned his eyes slowy to
the little girl, as if for the first tinme assessing the power of a
feared adversary.

‘I bowto you,’” he whispered. ‘I, unworthy though | amto speak in
the presence of such a power as yours, beg |eave to congratulate you on
one of the finest feats of the conjurer’s art it has been ny privilege
to wtness!’

Sarah stared at himw th w deni ng eyes.

‘“May | show these people what you have wought?’ he asked earnestly.

Very faintly she nodded, and he fetched her fornmerly precious, but
now sadly discredited, pot a sharp rap on the table.

It split into two irregular parts, the caked clay with which it was
surrounded falling in jagged shards on the table. One side of the pot
fell away, |eaving the rest standing.

Sarah’s eyes goggled at the stained and tarnished but clearly
recogni sable silver college salt cellar, standing janed in the renains
of the pot.

“Stupid old fool,” nuttered Caw ey.

After the general disparagenent and condemmation of this cheap
parlour trick had died down -- none of which could dim the awe in
Sarah’s eyes -- Reg turned to Richard and said, idly:

‘“Wo was that friend of yours when you were here, do you ever see
hinf Chap with an odd East European nane. Svliad sonething. Svlad

Gelli. Renenber the fell ow?

Ri chard | ooked at himblankly for a nonent.

‘Svlad?” he said. ‘Ch, you nean Dirk. Dirk Gelli. No. | never
stayed in touch. |1've bunped into hima couple of tinmes in the street
but that's all. | think he changes his name from tine to tinme. Wy do
you ask?’

[::: CHAPTER 5 ooy

H gh on his rocky promontory the Electric Mnk continued to sit on a
horse which was going quietly and unconpl ai ni ngly spare. Fromunder its
rough woven cowl the Mnk gazed unblinkingly down into the valley, with
which it was having a problem but the problemwas a new and hi deous
one to the Mnk, for it was this -- Doubt.

He never suffered it for long, but when he did, it gnawed at the
very root of his being.

The day was hot; the sun stood in an enpty hazy sky and beat down
upon the grey rocks and the scrubby, parched grass. Nothing noved, not
even the Monk. But strange things were beginning to fizz in its brain,
as they did from time to time when a piece of data becanme ni saddressed
as it passed through its input buffer.

But then the Monk began to believe, fitfully and nervously at first,
but then with a great searing white flane of belief which overturned
all previous beliefs, including the stupid one about the valley being
pi nk, that somewhere down in the valley, about a mile fromwhere he was
sitting, there would shortly open up a nysterious doorway into a
strange and distant world, a doorway through which he might enter. An
ast oundi ng i dea.

Ast oundi ngly enough, however, on this one occasion he was perfectly
right.

The horse sensed that sonething was up.

It pricked up its ears and gently shook its head. It had gone into a
sort of trance looking at the sane clunp of rocks for so |ong, and was
on the verge of imagining them to be pink itself. It shook its head a
little harder.
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A slight twitch on the reins, and a prod fromthe Mnk’s heels and
they were off, picking their way carefully down the rocky incline. The

way was difficult. Much of it was |oose shale -- |oose brown and grey
shale, with the occasional brown and green plant clinging to a
precari ous exi st ence on it. The Monk noti ced this wi t hout

enbarrassment. It was an ol der, wiser Monk now, and had put childish
things behind it. Pink valleys, hermaphrodite tables, these were all
natural stages through which one had to pass on the path to true
enl i ght ennent .

The sun beat hard on them The Mk wi ped the sweat and dust off its
face and paused, leaning forward on the horse’'s neck. It peered down
t hrough the shinmering heat haze at a large outcrop of rock which stood
out on to the floor of the wvalley. There, behind that outcrop, was
where the Monk thought, or rather passionately believed to the core of
its being, the door would appear. It tried to focus nore closely, but
the details of the view swam confusingly in the hot rising air.

As it sat back in its saddle, and was about to prod the horse
onward, it suddenly noticed a rather odd thing.

On a flattish wall of rock nearby, in fact so nearby that the Mnk
was surprised not to have noticed it before, was a large painting. The
painting was crudely drawn, though not without a certain stylish sweep
of Iline, and seened very old, possibly very, very old indeed. The paint
was faded, chipped and patchy, and it was difficult to discern with any
clarity what the picture was. The Mk approached the picture nore
closely. It looked like a primtive hunting scene.

The group of purple, nmulti-linbed creatures were clearly early
hunters. They carried rough spears, and were in hot pursuit of a |large
horned and arnoured creature, which appeared to have been wounded in
the hunt already. The <colours were now so dim as to be al nbost non-
existent. In fact, all that could be clearly seen was the white of the
hunters’ teeth, which seenmed to shine with a whiteness whose lustre was
undi mred by the passage of what nmust have been nmany thousands of years.
In fact they even put the Monk’s owmn teeth to shane, and he had cl eaned
themonly that norning.

The Monk had seen paintings like this before, but only in pictures
or on the TV, never in real life. They were usually to be found in
caves where they were protected from the elenents, otherw se they woul d
not have survived

The Monk | ooked nore carefully at the imredi ate environs of the rock
wal | and noticed that, though not exactly in a cave, it was
neverthel ess protected by a |arge overhang and was well sheltered from
the wind and rain. Qdd, though, that it should have nmanaged to |ast so
|l ong. Odder still that it should appear not to have been discovered.
Such cave paintings as there were were all famous and faniliar inages,
but this was not one that he had ever seen before.

Perhaps this was a dramatic and historic find he had made. Perhaps
if he were toreturnto the city and announce this discovery he would
be wel conmed back, given a new notherboard after all and allowed to
believe -- to believe -- believe what? He paused, blinked, and shook
his head to clear a nonentary systemerror

He pulled hinself up short.

He believed in a door. He nust find that door. The door was the way
to... to...

The Door was The \Vay.

Good.

Capital letters were always the best way of dealing with things you
didn't have a good answer to.

Brusquel y he tugged the horse’'s head round and wurged it onward and
downward. Wthin a few mnutes nore of tricky manoeuvring they had
reached the wvalley floor, and he was nonentarily disconcerted to
discover that the fine top |layer of dust that had settled on the brown
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parched earth was indeed a very pale brownish pink, particularly on the
banks of the sluggish trickle of nud which was all that renmained, in
the hot season, of the river that flowed through the valley when the
rains cane. He disnounted and bent down to feel the pink dust and run
it through his fingers. It was very fine and soft and felt pleasant as

he rubbed it on his skin. 1t was about the sane colour, perhaps a
little paler.
The horse was looking at him He realised, a little belatedly

perhaps, that the horse nust be extrenely thirsty. He was extrenely
thirsty hinself, but had tried to keep his mnd off it. He unbuckled
the water flask from the saddle. It was pathetically light. He
unscrewed the top and took one single swig. Then he poured a little
into his cupped hand and offered it to the horse, who slurped at it
greedily and briefly.

The horse | ooked at hi m agai n.

The Monk shook his head sadly, resealed the bottle and replaced it.
He knew, in that small part of his mnd where he kept factual and
| ogical information, that it would not Iast nuch |onger, and that,
without it, neither would they. It was only his Belief that kept him
going, currently his Belief in The Door

He brushed the pink dust fromhis rough habit, and then stood
| ooking at the rocky outcrop, a nere hundred yards distant. He | ooked
at it not without a slight, tiny trepidation. Although the mgjor part
of his mnd was firmin its eternal and unshakeable Belief that there
woul d be a Door behind the outcrop, and that the Door would be The Wy,
yet the tiny part of his brain that wunderstood about the water bottle
could not help but recall past disappointnments and sounded a very tiny
but jarring note of caution

If he elected not to go and see The Door for hinself, then he could
continue to believe in it forever. It would be the [|odestone of his
life (what little was left of it, said the part of his brain that knew
about the water bottle).

If on the other hand he went to pay his respects to the Door and it
wasn’'t there... what then?

The horse whinnied inpatiently.

The answer, of course, was very sinple. He had a whole board of
circuits for dealing with exactly this problem in fact this was the
very heart of his function. He would continue to believe in it whatever
the facts turned out to be, what el se was the neaning of Belief?

The Door would still be there, even if the door was not.

He pulled hinmself together. The Door would be there, and he nust now
go to it, because The Door was The \Way.

I nstead of renpbunting his horse, he led it. The Way was but a short
way, and he should enter the presence of the Door in humlity.

He wal ked, brave and erect, with sol emm sl owness. He approached the
rocky outcrop. He reached it. He turned the corner. He | ooked.

The Door was there.

The horse, it nust be said, was quite surprised.

The Monk fell to his knees in awe and bew |l derment. So braced was he
for dealing with the disappointnment that was habitually his lot that,
t hough he would never know to admt it, he was conpletely unprepared
for this. He stared at The Door in sheer, blank system error

It was a door such as he had never seen before. Al the doors he
knew were great steel-reinforced things, because of all the video
recorders and di shwashers that were kept behind them plus of course
all the expensive Electric Monks that were needed to believe in it all
This one was sinple, wooden and small, about his own size. A Mnk-size
door, painted white, with a single, slightly dented brass knob slightly
| ess than hal fway up one side. It was set sinply in the rock face, with
no explanation as to its origin or purpose.
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Hardly knowi ng how he dared, the poor startled Monk staggered to his
feet and, leading his horse, walked nervously forward towards it. He
reached out and touched it. He was so startled when no alarns went off
that he junped back. He touched it again, nore firmy this tine.

He let his hand drop slowy to the handle -- again, no alarns. He
waited to be sure, and then he turned it, very, very gently. He felt a
mechanism release. He held his breath. Nothing. He drew the door
towards him and it canme easily. He | ooked inside, but the interior was
so dim in contrast with the desert sun outside that he could see
nothing. At last, alnbst dead w th wonder, he entered, pulling the
horse in after him

A fewnmnutes later, a figure that had been sitting out of sight
around the next outcrop of rock finished rubbing dust on his face,
stood wup, stretched his linbs and made his way back towards the door,
patting his clothes as he did so.

I © = T\ o I = S A

‘I n Xanadu di d Kubl a Khan
A stately pl easure-done decree:

The reader clearly belonged to the school of thought which holds
that a sense of the seriousness or greatness of a poemis best inparted
by reading it in asilly voice. He soared and swooped at the words
until they seenmed to duck and run for cover

‘Where Al ph, the sacred river ran
Through caverns neasurel ess to man
Down to a sunless sea.’

Richard relaxed back into his seat. The words were very, very
famliar to him as they could not help but be to any English graduate
of St Cedd’ s College, and they settled easily into his m nd.

The association of the college with Coleridge was taken very
seriously indeed, despite the man’s well-known predilection for certain
recreational pharmaceuticals under the influence of which this, his
greatest work, was conposed, in a dream

The entire manuscript was | odged in the safe-keeping of the college
library, and it was from this itself, on the regular occasion of the
Col eri dge Dinner, that the poem was read.

‘So twice five mles of fertile ground

Wth walls and towers were girdled round:

And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills,
Wher e bl ossoned nmany an incense-bearing tree;

And here were forests ancient as the hills,
Enf ol di ng sunny spots of greenery.’

Ri chard wondered how long it took. He glanced sideways at his fornmer
Director of Studies and was disturbed by the sturdy purposeful ness of
his reading posture. The singsong voice irritated himat first, but
after a while it began to lull himinstead, and he watched a rivulet of
wax seeping over the edge of a candle that was burning | ow now and
throwing a guttering light over the carnage of dinner.

‘But oh! that deep romantic chasm which sl anted
Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!

A savage pl ace! as holy and enchant ed

As e’ er beneath a wani ng moon was haunt ed

By woman wailing for her denon-|over!’
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The small quantities of claret that he had allowed hinmself during
the course of the neal seeped warmy through his veins, and soon his
own nmind began to wander, and provoked by Reg’s question earlier in the
meal , he wondered what had | ately beconme of his former... was friend
the word? He seened nore like a succession of extraordinary events than
a person. The idea of him actually having friends as such seemed not so

much unlikely, nore a sort of msmatching of concepts, |like the idea of
the Suez crisis popping out for a bun
Svlad Gelli. Popularly known as Dirk, though, again, ‘popular’ was

hardly right. Notorious, «certainly; sought after, endlessly specul ated
about, those too were true. But popular? Only in the sense that a

serious accident on the notorway mght be popular -- everyone slows
down to have a good | ook, but no one will get too close to the fl anes.
I nfamous was nore like it. Svlad Gelli, infamusly known as Dirk.

He was rounder than the average undergraduate and wore nore hats.
That is to say, there was just the one hat which he habitually wore,
but he wore it with a passion that was rare in one so young. The hat
was dark red and round, with a very flat brim and it appeared to nove
as if balanced on ginbals, which ensured its perfect horizontality at
all times, however its owner noved his head. As a hat it was a
remar kabl e rat her t han entirely successful piece of personal
decoration. It would make an el egant adornment, stylish, shapely and
flattering, if the wearer were a small bedside | anp, but not otherw se.

Peopl e gravitated around him drawn in by the stories he denied
about hinsel f, but what the source of these stories mght be, if not
hi s own deni als, was never entirely clear.

The tales had to do wth the psychic powers that he’d supposedly
inherited fromhis nother’'s side of the famly who he claimed, had
lived at the smarter end of Transylvania. That is to say, he didn't
make any such claimat all, and said it was the nost absurd nonsense.
He strenuously denied that there were bats of any kind at all in his
famly and threatened to sue anybody who put about such nalicious
fabrications, but he affected nevertheless to wear a |large and flappy
| eather coat, and had one of those machines in his roomwhich are
supposed to help cure bad backs if you hang upside down fromthem He
would allow people to discover himhanging fromthis nachine at al
kinds of odd hours of the day, and nore particularly of the night,
expressly so that he could vigorously deny that it had any significance
what soever.

By nmeans of an ingenious series of strategically depl oyed denials of
the nost exciting and exotic things, he was able to create the nyth
t hat he was a psychic, nystic, telepathic, fey, clairvoyant,
psychosassi ¢ vanpire bat.

What did ‘ psychosassic’ nean?

It was his own word and he vigorously denied that it neant anything
at all.

“And fromthis chasm with ceaseless turnmoil seething,
As if this earth in fast thick pants were breat hing,
A mghty fountain nonently was forced
Am d whose swift half-intermtted burst
Huge fragnments vaul ted...

Dirk had al so been perpetually broke. This would change.

It was his roommate who started it, a credulous fellow called
Mander, who, if the truth were known, had probably been specially
selected by Dirk for his credulity.

Steve Mander noticed that if ever Dirk went to bed drunk he would
talk in his sleep. Not only that, but the sort of things he would say
in his sleep would be things like, ‘The opening up of trade routes to
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the munble nunble burble was the turning point for the gromh of enpire
in the snore footle nunble. Discuss.

‘...like reboundi ng hail
O chaffy grain beneath the thresher’s flail:’

The first time this happened Steve WMander sat bolt upright in bed.
This was shortly before prelim exans in the second year, and what Dirk
had just said, or judiciously nunbled, sounded renarkably like a very
likely question in the Econom ¢ History paper

Mander quietly got up, crossed over to Dirk’s bed and |listened very
hard, but other than a few conpletely disconnected nunblings about
Schl eswi g-Hol stein and the Franco-Prussian war, the latter being
largely directed by Dirk into his pillow, he |earned nothing nore.

News, however, spread -- quietly, discreetly, and like wildfire.

“And ‘mid these dancing rocks at once and ever
It flung up nmonently the sacred river.

For the next nonth Dirk found hinself being constantly w ned and
dined in the hope that he would sleep very soundly that night and
dream speak a few nore exam questions. Remarkably, it seened that the
better he was fed, and the finer the vintage of the wne he was given
to drink, the less he would tend to sleep facing directly into his
pillow

Hi s schene, therefore, was to exploit his alleged gifts w thout ever
actually claimng to have them In fact he would react to stories about
hi s supposed powers with open incredulity, even hostility.

‘Five miles neandering with a mazy notion
Thr ough wood and dal e the sacred river ran,
Then reached the caverns neasurel ess to nman,
And sank in tumult to a |ifel ess ocean:

And ‘md this tumult Kubla heard fromfar
Ancestral voices prophesying war!’

Dirk was also, he denied, a clairaudient. He would sonetimes hum
tunes in his sleep that two weeks later would turn out to be a hit for
soneone. Not too difficult to organise, really.

In fact, he had always done the bare mininum of research necessary
to support these nyths. He was lazy, and essentially what he did was
al | ow people’s enthusiastic credulity to do the work for him The
| azi ness was essential -- if his supposed feats of the paranornal had
been detailed and accurate, then people m ght have been suspicious and
| ooked for other explanations. On the other hand, the nore vague and

anmbi guous his ‘predictions’ the nore other people’s own w shful
thinking woul d close the credibility gap
Dirk never made much out of it -- at |east, he appeared not to. In

fact, the benefit to hinself, as a student, of being continually w ned
and dined at other people’s expense was nore considerable than anyone
woul d expect unless they sat down and worked out the figures.

And, of course, he never claimed -- in fact, he actively denied --
that any of it was even remotely true.

He was therefore well placed to execute a very nice and tasty little
scam come the tinme of finals.

‘ The shadow of the dome of pleasure
Fl oated ni dway on the waves;
VWhere was heard the mngl ed neasure
Fromthe fountain and the caves.
It was a miracle of rare device,
A sunny pl easure-done with caves of icel’
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‘God heavens...!’ Reg suddenly seemed to awake wth a start from
the light doze into which he had gently slipped under the influence of
the wine and the reading, and glanced about hinself wth blank
surprise, but nothing had changed. Coleridge’'s words sang through a
warm and contented silence that had settled on the great hall. After
anot her quick frown, Reg settled back into another doze, but this time
a slightly nore attentive one.

‘A dansel with a dul cinmer

In a vision once | saw

It was an Abyssini an maid,

And on her dul ciner she played,
Si ngi ng of Mount Abora.’

Dirk allowed hinself to be persuaded to nmake, under hypnosis, a firm
prediction about what questions would be set for examination that
sumrer .

He hinself first planted the idea by explaining exactly the sort of
thing that he would never, under any circunstances, be prepared to do,
though in many ways he would like to, just to have the chance to
di sprove his alleged and strongly disavowed abilities.

And it was on these grounds, carefully prepared, that he eventually
agreed -- only because it would once and for all scotch the whole silly
-- i mensely, tediously silly -- business. He would nmake hi s
predi ctions by neans of automatic witing under proper supervision, and
they would then be sealed in an envelope and deposited at the bank
until after the exans.

Then they woul d be opened to see how accurate they had been /after/
t he exans.

He was, not surprisingly, offered sonme pretty hefty bribes from a
pretty hefty nunber of people to |et themsee the predictions he had
witten down, but he was absolutely shocked by the idea. That, he said,
woul d be /dishonest/...

‘“Could | revive within ne
Her symphony and song,
To such a deep delight ‘twould win ne,
That with rmusic |oud and | ong,
| would build that dome in air,
That sunny done! Those caves of icel’

Then, a short tine later, Dirk allowed hinmself to be seen around
town wearing sonething of a vexed and solem expression. At first he
waved aside enquiries as to what it was that was bothering him but
eventually he let slip that his nother was going to have to undergo
sonme extrenely expensive dental work which, for reasons that he refused
to discuss, would have to be done privately, only there wasn't the
noney.

From here, the path downward to accepting donations for his nother’'s
supposed nedical expenses in return for quick glances at his witten
exam predictions proved to be sufficiently steep and well-oiled for him
to be able to slip down it with a m ni nrum of fuss.

Then it further transpired that the only dentist who could perform
this nysterious dental operation was an East European surgeon now
living in Malibu, and it was in consequence necessary to increase the
| evel of donations rather sharply.

He still denied, of course, that his abilities were all that they
were cracked wup to be, in fact he denied that they existed at all, and
insisted that he woul d never have enbarked on the exercise at all if it
wasn't to disprove the whole thing -- and also, since other people
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seenmed, at their own risk, to have a faith in his abilities that he
hinself did not, he was happy to indulge them to the extent of letting
them pay for his sainted nother’s operation

He could only energe well fromthis situation

O so he thought.

“And all who heard should see themthere,
And all should cry, Beware! Beware
Hi s flashing eyes, his floating hair!’

The exam papers Dirk produced under hypnosis, by neans of autonmatic
witing, he had, in fact, pieced together sinply by doing the sane
m nimum research that any student taking exans would do, studying
previ ous exam papers, and seeing what, if any, patterns energed, and
maki ng intelligent guesses about what mght come up. He was pretty sure
of getting (as anyone would be) a strike rate that was sufficiently
high to satisfy the credulous, and sufficiently low for the whole
exercise to | ook perfectly innocent.

As indeed it was.

What conpletely blew himout of the water, and caused a furore which
ended with him being driven out of Canbridge in the back of a Black
Maria, was the fact that all the exam papers he sold turned out to be
the sane as the papers that were actually set.

Exactly. Word for word. To the very comm.

‘“Wave a circle round himthrice,

And cl ose your eyes with holy dread,
For he on honey-dew hath fed,

And drunk the m |k of Paradise...’

And that, apart froma flurry of sensational newspaper reports which
exposed him as a fraud, then trunpeted himas the real thing so that
they could have another round of exposing himas a fraud again and then
trunpeting him as the real thing again, until they got bored and found
a nice juicy snooker player to harass instead, was that.

In the years since then, Richard had run into Dirk fromtime to tinme
and had usually been greeted with that kind of guarded half smle that
wants to know if you think it owes vyou noney before it blossons into
one that hopes you wll Jlend it some. Dirk’s regular nane changes
suggested to Richard that he wasn’'t alone in being treated Iike this.

He felt a tug of sadness that someone who had seemed so shiningly
alive within the small confines of a university comunity should have
seemred to fade so much in the light of conmmn day. And he wondered at
Reg’s asking after him I|ike that, suddenly and out of the blue, in what
seened altogether too airy and casual a nmanner.

He gl anced around him again, at his lightly snoring nei ghbour, Reg;
at little Sarah rapt in silent attention; at the deep hall swathed in
darkly glimrering light; at the portraits of old prine ninisters and
poets hung high in the darkness with just the odd glint of candlelight
gleaning off their teeth; at the Director of English Studies standing
reading in his poetry-reading voice; at the book of ‘Kubla Khan' that
the Director of English Studies held in his hand; and finally,
surreptitiously, at his watch. He settled back again.

The voice continued, reading the second, and altogether stranger
part of the poem..

I © = T\ o I = = S A
This was the evening of the last day of Gordon Way's life, and he

was wondering if the rain would hold off for the weekend. The forecast
had said changeable -- a misty night tonight followed by bright but
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chilly days on Friday and Saturday wi th maybe a few scattered showers
towards the end of Sunday when everyone would be heading back into
t own.

Everyone, that is, other than Gordon Vay.

The weather forecast hadn’'t mentioned that, of course, that wasn't
the job of the weather forecast, but then his horoscope had been pretty
m sleading as well. It had nentioned an unusual anmount of planetary
activity in his sign and had urged himto differentiate between what he
t hought he wanted and what he actually needed, and suggested that he
should tackle enotional or work problems with deternination and
conplete honesty, but had inexplicably failed to nention that he woul d
be dead before the day was out.

He turned off the notorway near Canbridge and stopped at a snall

filling station for some petrol, where he sat for a noment, finishing
off a call on his car phone.

‘0K, look, I'll call you tonorrow,” he said, ‘or maybe Ilater
tonight. O call ne. | should be at the cottage in half an hour. Yes,
know how inmportant the project is to you. Al right, | know how
important it is, full stop. You want it, | want it. O course | do. And
I"mnot saying that we won't continue to support it. |I'm just saying

it’s expensive and we should | ook at the whole thing with determ nation
and conpl ete honesty. Look, why don’t you cone out to the cottage, and
we can talk it through. oK, vyeah, yes, | know. | understand. Well
think about it, Kate. Talk to you later. Bye.’

He hung up and continued to sit in his car for a nonent.

It was a large car. It was a large silver-grey Mercedes of the sort
that they wuse in advertisenents, and not just advertisenments for
Mercedes. Gordon Way, brother of Susan, enployer of Richard WMcDuff,
was a rich man, the founder and owner of WayForward Technologies 11.
WayForward Technol ogies itself had of course gone bust, for the usua
reason, taking his entire first fortune with it.

Luckily, he had nanaged to make anot her one.

The ‘usual reason’ was that he had been in the business of conputer
hardware when every twelve-year-old in the country had suddenly got
bored with boxes that went bing. His second fortune had been made in
software instead. As a result of two major pieces of software, one of
which was /Anthemi (the other, nore profitable one had never seen the
light of day), WFT-11 was the only British software conmpany that coul d
be nentioned in the sane sentence as such mpjor U.S. conpanies as
M crosoft or Lotus. The sentence would probably run along the lines of
‘WayForward Technol ogi es, unlike such mgjor U S. conpanies as M crosoft
or Lotus...’ but it was a start. WayForward was in there. And he owned
it.

He pushed a tape into the slot on the stereo console. It accepted it
with a soft and decorous «click, and a monent or two later Ravel’s
/Bol éro/ floated out of eight perfectly matched speakers with fine-
meshed matte-black grilles. The stereo was so snmpoth and spaci ous you
could alnost sense the whole ice-rink. He tapped his fingers lightly on
the padded rim of the steering wheel. He gazed at the dashboard.
Tasteful illumnated figures and tiny, inmaculate |ights gazed dinmy
back at him After a while he suddenly realised this was a self service
station and got out to fill the tank

This took a mnute or two. He stood gripping the filler nozzle,
stanping his feet in the cold night air, then wal ked over to the snall
grubby kiosk, paid for the petrol, renenbered to buy a couple of |oca
maps, and then stood chatting enthusiastically to the cashier for a few
m nutes about the directions the conputer industry was likely to take
in the followi ng year, suggesting that parallel processing was going to
be the key to really intuitive productivity software, but also strongly
doubt i ng whet her artificial intelligence research / per sel,
particularly artificial intelligence research based on the ProlLog
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| anguage, was really going to produce any serious commercially viable
products in the foreseeable future, at |east as far as the office desk
top environnent was concerned, a topic that fascinated the cashier not
at all.

‘The man just liked to talk,” he would later tell the police. ‘Man,
I could have wal ked awnay to the toilet for ten minutes and he woul d ve

told it all tothe till. If I'd been fifteen minutes the till would
have wal ked away too. Yeah, |I'm sure that’'s him’ he would add when
shown a picture of Gordon Way. ‘I only wasn't sure at first because in

the picture he's got his nmouth closed.’

* And you're absolutely certain you didn't see anything else
suspi ci ous?’ the policenman insisted. ‘Nothing that struck you as odd in
any way at all?

‘No, like | said, it was just an ordinary custoner on an ordinary
night, just |ike any other night.

The policeman stared at him blankly. *Just for the sake of
argunent,’ he went on to say, ‘if | were suddenly to do this...’” -- he
made hinself go cross-eyed, stuck his tongue out of the corner of his
mout h and danced up and down twisting his fingers in his ears -- ‘would
anything strike you about that?

‘Well, er, yeah,’ said the cashier, backing away nervously. ‘I'd
think you d gone stark raving nad.’

‘Good,” said the policeman, putting his notebook away. ‘It’s just
that different people sonetines have a different idea of what “odd”
means, you see, sir. |If last night was an ordinary night just like any
other night, then | am a pinple on the bottom of the Mrquess of
Queensbury’s aunt. W shall be requiring a statenent later, sir. Thank

you for your tine.’

That was all yet to cone.

Toni ght, Gordon pushed the naps in his pocket and strolled back
towards his car. Standing under the lights in the mst it had gathered

a finely beaded coat of matte noisture on it, and |looked like -- well,
it looked l|ike an extrenely expensive Mercedes-Benz. Gordon caught
hinself, just for a nmllisecond, wishing that he had sonething |ike

that, but he was now quite adept at fending off that particular line of
thought, which only led off in circles and left himfeeling depressed
and conf used.

He patted it in a proprietorial nanner, then, walking around it,
noticed that the boot wasn't closed properly and pushed it shut. It
closed with a good healthy clunk. Well, that made it all worth it,
didn't it? Good healthy clunk like that. 4 d-fashioned values of
qual ity and workmanshi p. He thought of a dozen things he had to talk to
Susan about and clinbed back into the car, pushing the auto-dial code
on his phone as soon as the car was prow i ng back on to the road.

‘...soif youd Ilike to leave a nessage, |'Il get back to you as
soon as possi bl e. Maybe.

/ Beep. /

‘Ch, Susan, hi, it's Gordon,’ he said, cradling the phone awkwardly
on his shoulder. ‘Just on ny way to the cottage. It’'s er, Thursday
night, and it's, er... 8.47. Bit nmsty on the roads. Listen, | have

those people fromthe States coming over this weekend to thrash out the
distribution on /Antheml Version 2.00, handling the pronotion, all that
stuff, and look you know | don't like to ask you this sort of thing,
but you know | always do anyway, so here it is.

‘I just need to know that Richard is on the case. | nmean /really/ on
the case. | can ask him and he says, Ch sure, it’'s fine, but half the
time -- shit, that lorry had bright lights, none of these bastard lorry
drivers ever dips themproperly, it’s a wonder I don't end up dead in
the ditch, that would be sonething, wouldn't it, |eaving your fanous
| ast words on sonebody’s answering machine, there’s no reason why these
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lorries shouldn’t have automatic |ight-activated di pper switches. Look,
can you neke a note for ne to tell Susan -- not vyou, of course,
secretary Susan at the office -- to tell her to send a letter fromne
to that fellowat the Department of the Environment saying we can
provide the technology if he can provide the legislation? It's for the
public good, and anyway he owes nme a favour plus what's the point in

having a CBE if you can't kick alittle ass? You can tell |’ve been
talking to Americans all week.

‘That reminds nme, God, | hope | remenbered to pack the shotguns.
What is it with these Anericans that they're always so mad to shoot ny
rabbits? | bought them sone maps in the hope that | can persuade them
to go on long healthy wal ks and take their mnds off shooting rabbits.
I really feel quite sorry for the creatures. | think | should put one
of those signs on ny |lawn when the Americans are coming, you know, |ike

they have in Beverly Hlls, saying ~“Armed Response’

‘Make a note to Susan, would you please, to get an " Arned Response
sign nmade up with a sharp spike on the bottomat the right height for
rabbits to see. That's secretary Susan at the office not you, of
course.

‘“Where was |7?

‘Ch yes. Richard and /Anthem 2.00. Susan, that thing has got to be
in beta testing in two weeks. He tells neit’s fine. But every time |
see him he’'s got a picture of a sofa spinning on his conputer screen
He says it's an inportant concept, but all | see is furniture. People
who want their conpany accounts to sing to themdo not want to buy a
revolving sofa. Nor do | think he should be turning the erosion
patterns of the H malayas into a flute quintet at this tine.

“And as for what Kate's up to, Susan, well, | can’t hide the fact
that | get anxious at the salaries and conputer tine it’s eating up
Important long-term research and devel opnent it night be, but there is
also the possibility, only a possibility, |I'msaying, but nevertheless
a possibility which I think we owe it to ourselves fully to evaluate
and explore, which is that it’'s a lenmon. That’'s odd, there’s a noise
comng fromthe boot, | thought |I’'d just closed it properly.

“Anyway, the main thing’'s Richard. And the point is that there's
only one person who's really in a position to knowif he' s getting the
i mportant work done, or if he's just dream ng, and that one person is,
I"mafraid, Susan

‘That’s you, | nean, of course, not secretary Susan at the office.

‘So can you, | don't like to ask you this, | really don't, can you
really get on his case? Make him see how inportant it is? Just make
sure he realises that WiyForward Technologies is neant to be an
expandi ng conmer ci al busi ness, not an adventure playground for crunch-
heads. That's the problemw th crunch-heads -- they have one great idea
that actually works and then they expect you to carry on funding them
for years while they sit and calculate the topographies of their
navels. |I'm sorry, |I'm going to have to stop and close the boot
properly. Wn't be a nonent.’

He put the tel ephone down on the seat beside him pulled over on to
the grass verge, and got out. As he went to the boot, it opened, a
figure rose out of it, shot him through the chest with both barrels of
a shotgun and then went about its business.

CGordon Way's astoni shnent at being suddenly shot dead was nothing to
hi s astoni shment at what happened next.

[::: CHAPTER 8 ooy
‘Cone in, dear fellow, come in.’

The door to Reg's set of roons in college was up a winding set of
wooden stairs in the corner of Second Court, and was not well lit, or
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rather it was perfectly well 1it when the light was working, but the
light was not working, so the door was not well [lit and was,
furthernore, |ocked. Reg was having difficulty in finding the key from

a collection which | ooked Iike sonething that a fit Ninja warrior could
hurl through the trunk of a tree.

Roonms in the older parts of the college have double doors, like
airlocks, and like airlocks they are fiddly to open. The outer door is
a sturdy slab of grey painted oak, with no features other than a very
narrow slit for letters, and a Yale |lock, to which suddenly Reg at |ast
found the key.

He unlocked it and pulled it open. Behind it lay an ordinary white-
panel | ed door with an ordinary brass doorknob

‘Conme in, cone in,’ repeated Reg, opening this and funbling for the
light switch. For a nonent only the dying enbers of a fire in the stone
grate threw ghostly red shadows dancing around the room but then
electric light flooded it and extinguished the magic. Reg hesitated on
the threshold for a nonment, oddly tense, as if wishing to be sure of
sonmething before he entered, then bustled in wth at |east the
appear ance of cheeri ness.

It was a large panelled room which a collection of gently shabby
furniture contrived to fill quite confortably. Against the far wal
stood a large and battered old nmahogany table with fat ugly |egs, which
was laden with books, files, folders and teetering piles of papers.
Standing in its own space on the desk, Richard was anused to note, was
actually a battered ol d abacus.

There was a small Regency witing desk standing nearby which mght
have been quite valuable had it not been knocked about so nuch, also a
coupl e of elegant Georgian chairs, a portentous Victorian bookcase, and
soon. It was, in short, a don"s room It had a don’'s framed maps and
prints on the walls a threadbare and faded don’s carpet on the floor,
and it looked as if |little had changed in it for decades, which was
probably the case because a don lived init.

Two doors led out fromeither end of the opposite wall, and R chard
knew from previous visits that one led to a study which | ooked nmuch
like a smaller and nore intense version of this room-- larger clunps
of books, taller piles of paper in nore inmnent danger of actually
falling, furniture which, however old and val uable, was heavily marked
with nyriad rings of hot tea or coffee cups, on nmany of which the
original cups thensel ves were probably still standing.

The other door led to a small and rather basically equipped kitchen,
and a twisty internal staircase at the top of which lay the Professor’s
bedroom and bat hr oom

‘Try and neke vyourself confortable on the sofa,” invited Reg,
fussing around hospitably. ‘I don’'t knowif you |l nanage it. It always
feels to me as if it’'s been stuffed with cabbage | eaves and cutlery.’
He peered at Richard seriously. ‘Do you have a good sofa?’ he enquired.

‘“Well, yes.” Richard |aughed. He was cheered by the silliness of the
quest i on.

‘Ch,’ said Reg solemly. ‘Well, | wish you'd tell ne where you got
it. I have endless trouble wth them quite endless. Never found a
confortable one in all ny life. How do you find yours? He encountered,
with a slight air of surprise, a small silver tray he had left out with
a decanter of port and three gl asses.

‘“Wll, it’s odd you should ask that,’ said Richard. ‘I've never sat
onit.’

‘Very wise,” insisted Reg earnestly, ‘very, very wse.’ He went
through a palaver sinmilar to his previous one with his coat and hat.

‘“Not that | wouldn't like to,” said Richard. ‘It’s just that it’'s
stuck halfway up a long flight of stairs which leads up into ny flat.
As far as | can nmeke it out, the delivery men got it part way up the

stairs, got it stuck, turned it around any way they could, couldn’'t get

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/Dirk%20Gently's%20Holistic%20Detective%20Agency.txt (27 of 127) [1/14/03 11:43:45 PM]



file:///F)/rah/New%20Fol der/Dirk%20Gently's%20Holi stic%20D etective¥20A gency.txt

it any further, and then found, curiously enough, that they couldn’t
get it back down again. Now, that should be inpossible.

‘Qdd,’ agr eed Reg. ‘I’ve certainly never cone acr oss any
irreversible mathematics involving sofas. Could be a newfield. Have
you spoken to any spatial geonetricians?

‘I did better than that. | called in a neighbour’s kid who wused to
be able to solve Rubik’'s cube in seventeen seconds. He sat on a step
and stared at it for over an hour before pronouncing it irrevocably
stuck. Admittedly he's a few years older now and has found out about
girls, but it’s got me puzzl ed.

‘“Carry on talking, nmny dear fellow, |I'mnobst interested, but let ne
know first if there’ s anything | can get you. Port perhaps? O brandy?
The port | think is the better bet, laid down by the college in 1934,
one of the finest vintages | think you'll find, and on the other hand
don’t actually have any brandy. O coffee? Sonme nore w ne perhaps?
There's an excellent Margaux |1've been |ooking for an excuse to open,
though it should of course be allowed to stand open for an hour or two,
which is not to say that | <couldn't... no,’” he said hurriedly,
‘probably best not to go for the Margaux tonight.

‘Tea is what | would really like,” said Richard, ‘if you have sone.’

Reg raised his eyebrows. ‘Are you sure?

‘l have to drive hone.’

‘I ndeed. Then | shall be a nonent or two in the kitchen. Please
carry on, | shall still be able to hear you. Continue to tell ne of
your sofa, and do feel free in the nmeantine to sit on mne. Has it been
stuck there for |ong?

‘Ch, only about three weeks,” said Richard, sitting down. ‘1 could
just saw it up and throwit away, but | can't believe that there isn't
a logical answer. And it also made ne think -- it would be really

useful to know before you buy a piece of furniture whether it’s
actually going to fit up the stairs or around the corner. So |’'ve

nodel | ed the problemin three dinensions on ny conputer -- and so far
it just says no way.'’
‘It says what?' called Reg, over the noise of filling the kettle.
‘That it can’t be done. | told it to conpute the noves necessary to
get the sofa out, and it said there aren't any. | said “Wat?” and it
said there arent any. | then asked it, and this is the really

mysterious thing, to conpute the noves necessary to get the sofa into
its present position in the first place, and it said that it couldn't
have got there. Not without fundanmental restructuring of the walls. So,
either there’s sonething wong wth the fundanental structure of the
matter in ny walls or,” he added with a sigh, ‘there’s sonething wong
with the program Which would you guess?

“And are you married? called Reg.

‘“What? Ch, | see what you nean. A sofa stuck on the stairs for a
month. Well, no, not married as such, but yes, there is a specific girl
that 1"'mnot married to.’

‘“What’' s she |ike? What does she do?

‘She’s a professional cellist. | have to admt that the sofa has
been a bit of a talking point. In fact she’'s noved back to her own flat
until | get it sorted out. She, well...’

He was suddenly sad, and he stood up and wandered around the roomin
a desultory sort of way and ended up in front of the dying fire. He
gave it a bit of a poke and threw on a couple of extra logs to try and
ward off the chill of the room

‘She’s Gordon's sister, in fact,” he added at last. ‘But they are
very different. |I'mnot sure she really approves of conputers very
much. And she doesn’'t much like his attitude to noney. | don't think I

entirely blame her, actually, and she doesn’t know the half of it.’
‘“Which is the half she doesn't know?’
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Ri chard si ghed.

‘“Wll,” he said, ‘it’s to do wth the project which first made the
software incarnation of the conpany profitable. It was called /Reason/,
and inits own way it was sensational.’

“What was it?

‘“Well, it was a kind of back-to-front program It's funny how nany
of the best ideas are just an old idea back-to-front. You see there
have already been several programs witten that help you to arrive at
deci sions by properly ordering and analysing all the relevant facts so
that they then point naturally towards the right decision. The drawback
with these is that the decision which all the properly ordered and
anal ysed facts point to is not necessarily the one you want.’

‘Yeeeess...' said Reg's voice fromthe kitchen

‘“Well, Gordon's great insight was to design a programwhich all owed
you to specify in advance what decision you wshed it to reach, and
only then to give it all the facts. The progranis task, which it was

able to acconplish with consutmmate ease, was sinply to construct a
pl ausi bl e series of |ogical-sounding steps to connect the prem ses with
t he concl usi on.

“And | have to say that it worked brilliantly. Gordon was able to
buy hinmself a Porsche alnost inmediately despite being conpletely broke
and a hopel ess driver. Even his bank manager was unable to find fault
with his reasoning. Even when Gordon wrote it off three weeks later.’

‘Heavens. And did the programsell very well?

‘“No. We never sold a single copy.

“You astonish nme. It sounds |ike a real winner to ne.’

‘It was,” said Richard hesitantly. ‘The entire project was bought
up, lock, stock and barrel, by the Pentagon. The deal put WayForward on
a very sound financial foundation. Its noral foundation, on the other
hand, is not sonmething | wuld want to trust my weight to. |I've
recently been analysing a |ot of the argunents put forward in favour of
the Star Wars project, and if you know what you're looking for, the
pattern of the algorithns is very clear

“So much so, in fact, that looking at Pentagon policies over the
last couple of years | think | can be fairly sure that the US Navy is
using version 2.00 of the program while the Air Force for some reason
only has the beta-test version of 1.5. Qdd, that.

‘Do you have a copy?

‘“Certainly not,’ said Richard, ‘I wouldn’'t have anything to do with
it. Anyway, when the Pent agon bought everything, they bought
everything. Every scrap of code, every disk, every notebook. | was gl ad
to see the back of it. |If indeed we have. | just busy nyself with ny

own projects.’

He poked at the fire again and wondered what he was doi ng here when
he had so nuch work on. Gordon was on at himcontinually about getting
the new, super version of /Anthenl ready for taking advantage of the
Maci ntosh I'l, and he was well behind with it. And as for the proposed
modul e for converting incom ng Dow Jones stock-narket information into
M DI data in real tinme, he’d only neant that as a joke, but Gordon, of
course, had flipped over the idea and insisted on its being
i npl emented. That too was neant to be ready but wasn’'t. He suddenly
knew exactly why it was he was here.

Well, it had been a pleasant evening, even if he couldn't see why
Reg had been quite so keen to see him He picked up a couple of books
fromthe table. The table obviously doubled as a dining table, because
al though the piles looked as if they had been there for weeks, the
absence of dust inmediately around them showed that they had been noved
recently.

Maybe, he thought, the need for am able chit-chat wth soneone
different can beconme as urgent as any other need when you live in a
community as enclosed as a Canbridge coll ege was, even nowadays. He was
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a likeable old fellow, but it was clear fromdinner that many of his
col l eagues found his eccentricities forned rather a rich sustained diet
-- particularly when they had so many of their own to contend with. A
t hought about Susan nagged him but he was used to that. He flipped
through the two books he’d picked up

One of them an elderly one, was an account of the hauntings of
Borley Rectory, the nobst haunted house in England. Its spine was
getting raggedy, and the photographic plates were so grey and blurry as
to be virtually indistinguishable. A picture he thought nmust be a very
lucky (or faked) shot of a ghostly apparition turned out, when he
exam ned the caption, to be a portrait of the author

The other book was nore recent, and by an odd coincidence was a
guide to the Geek islands. He thunbed through it idly and a piece of
paper fell out.

‘Earl Grey or Lapsang Souchong?’ called out Reg. ‘'Or Darjeeling? O
PG Tips? It’s all tea bags anyway, |I'm afraid. And none of themvery
fresh.’

‘Darjeeling wll do fine,” replied Richard, stooping to pick up the
pi ece of paper.

‘M1k? called Reg.

‘Er, please.’

‘One lunp or two?

‘One, please.’

Ri chard slipped the paper back into the book, noticing as he did so
that it had a hurriedly scribbled note on it. The note said, oddly
enough, ‘Regard this sinple silver salt cellar. Regard this sinple
hat .’

‘ Sugar ?’

‘“Er, what?' said Richard, startled. He put the book hurriedly back
on the pile.

‘Just a tiny joke of mne,’ said Reg cheerily, ‘to see if people are
listening.” He energed beamng fromthe kitchen carrying a small tray
with two cups on it, which he hurled suddenly to the floor. The tea
spl ashed over the carpet. One of the cups shattered and the other
bounced under the table. Reg | eaned against the door frane, white-faced
and staring.

A frozen instant of tine slid silently by while Richard was too
startled to react, then he |eaped awkwardly forward to help. But the
old nman was al ready apol ogising and offering to nmake him another cup
Ri chard hel ped himto the sofa.

‘“Are you all right?? asked Richard helplessly. ‘“Shall | get a
doctor?’

Reg waved himdown. ‘It’s all right,” he insisted, ‘I'm perfectly
well. Thought | heard, well, a noise that startled nme. But it was
not hing. Just overcone with the tea funes, | expect. Let ne just catch
my breath. | think alittle, er, port wll revive ne excellently. So
sorry, | didn't nmean to startle you.” He waved in the general direction

of the port decanter. Richard hurriedly poured a small glass and gave
it to him

‘What kind of noise? he asked, wondering what on earth could shock
hi m so much.

At that nonent cane the sound of novenment upstairs and an
extraordi nary kind of heavy breathing noise.

‘That...’ whispered Reg. The glass of port lay shattered at his
feet. Upstairs sonmeone seened to be stanping. ‘Did you hear it?

‘“Well, yes.’

This seened to relieve the old man.

Richard |ooked nervously up at the ceiling. ‘Is there soneone up

there?’” he asked, feeling this was a |ame question, but one that had to
be asked.
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‘No,’” said Reg in a |low voice that shocked Richard with the fear it
carried, ‘no one. Nobody that should be there.’

‘Then. ..’

Reg was struggling shakily to his feet, but there was suddenly a
fierce determination about him

‘I nmust go up there,’” he said quietly. ‘I nust. Please wait for ne
here.’

‘Look, what is this? demanded Richard, standing between Reg and the
doorway. ‘What is it, a burglar? Look, I'Il go. I'msure it’s nothing,
it’s just the wind or something.” Richard didn’t know why he was saying
this. It clearly wasn't the wnd, or even anything like the wnd,
because though the wi nd mght conceivably nake heavy breathi ng noi ses,
it rarely stanped its feet in that way.

‘“No,” the old man said, politely but firmy noving himaside, ‘it is
for me to do.’

Ri chard followed himhelplessly through the door into the snall
hal | way, beyond which lay the tiny kitchen. A dark wooden staircase |ed
up fromhere; the steps seenmed danaged and scuffed.

Reg turned on a light. It was a dimone that hung naked at the top
of the stairwell, and he |ooked up it with grimapprehension
‘Wait here,’” he said, and wal ked up two steps. He then turned and

faced Richard with a |ook of the nobst profound seriousness on his face.

‘I amsorry,’ he said, ‘that you have becone involved in what is..
the nore difficult side of nmy life. But you are involved now,
regrettable though that nay be, and there is sonething | nust ask you
| do not know what awaits nme up there, do not know exactly. | do not
know if it is sonething which | have foolishly brought upon nyself wth
my... my hobbies, or if it is sonething to which | have fallen an
innocent victim If it is the former, then | have only nyself to bl aneg,
for | amlike a doctor who cannot give up snoking, or perhaps worse
still, like an ecol ogist who cannot give up his car -- if the latter
then | hope it may not happen to you

“What | nust ask you is this. Wien | come back down these stairs,
al ways supposing of course that | do, then if my behaviour strikes you
as being in any way odd, if | appear not to be nyself, then you nust
leap on ne and westle ne to the ground. Do you understand? You nust
prevent nme from doing anything | may try to do.’

‘But howwill | know?” asked an incredulous Richard. ‘Sorry | don't
mean it to sound like that, but | don’t know what...?

“You will know,’ said Reg. ‘Now please wait for me in the main room
And cl ose the door.

Shaking his head in bew |l dernent, Ri chard stepped back and did as he
was asked. Frominside the large untidy roomhe |istened to the sound
of the Professor’s tread nounting the stairs one at a tine.

He mounted themwith a heavy deliberation, Ilike the ticking of a
great, slow clock.

Ri chard heard himreach the top | anding. There he paused in silence.
Seconds went by, five, maybe ten, nmaybe twenty. Then canme again the
heavy novenent and breath that had first so harrowed the Professor

Ri chard noved quickly to the door but did not open it. The chill of
the room oppressed and disturbed him He shook his head to try and
shake off the feeling, and then held his breath as the footsteps
started once again slowy to traverse the two yards of the landing and
to pause there again.

After only a few seconds, this time Richard heard the |ong slow
squeak of a door being opened inch by inch, inch by cautious inch,
until it nust surely now at |ast be standing w de agape.

Not hi ng further seemed to happen for a long, long tine.

Then at |ast the door closed once again, slowy.

The footsteps crossed the | anding and paused again. Richard backed a
few slight paces from the door, staring fixedly at it. Once nore the
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footsteps started to descend the stairs, slowy, deliberately and
quietly, wuntil at last they reached the bottom Then after a few
seconds nore the door handle began to rotate. The door opened and Reg
wal ked calmy in.

‘It’s all right, it's just a horse in the bathroom’ he said
qui etly.

Ri chard | eaped on himand westled himto the ground.

‘No,” gasped Reg, ‘no, get off nme, let nme go, I'm perfectly al
right, damm it. It’s just a horse, a perfectly ordinary horse.” He

shook Richard off wth no great difficulty and sat up, puffing and
bl owi ng and pushing his hands through his limted hair. Richard stood
over himwarily, but wth great and nounting enbarrassnent. He edged
back, and let Reg stand up and sit on a chair.

‘Just a horse,’ said Reg, ‘but, er, thank you for taking me at ny
word.’ He brushed hinsel f down.

“A horse,’ repeated Richard.

‘Yes,’' said Reg.

Ri chard went out and | ooked up the stairs and then cane back in.

“A /horse/? he said again.

‘Yes, it is,” said the Professor. ‘Wit --' he notioned to R chard,
who was about to go out again and investigate -- ‘let it be. It won't
be long.’

Richard stared in disbelief. ‘You say there’'s a horse in your

bat hroom and all you can do is stand there nam ng Beatl es songs?
The Professor | ooked blankly at him

‘Listen,” he said, ‘I'msorry if I... alarned you earlier, it was
just a slight turn. These things happen, ny dear fellow, don't upset
yoursel f about it. Dear ne, |’'ve known odder things in ny tinme. Mny of
them Far odder. She’'s only a horse, for heaven's sake. |I’'Il go and |et

her out later. Please don’t concern yourself. Let us revive our spirits
with sone port.’

‘But... howdid it get in there?

‘Wll, the bathroomw ndow s open. | expect she cane in through
that.’

Ri chard | ooked at him not for the first and certainly not for the
|last tine, through eyes that were narrowed with suspicion

‘You're doing it deliberately, aren’t you? he said.

‘Doi ng what, mny dear fellow?

‘I don’t believe there’'s a horse in your bathroom’® said Richard
suddenly. ‘I don’t know what is there, | don't know what you’'re doing,
I don't know what any of this evening neans, but | don't believe
there’s a horse in your bathroom’ And brushing aside Reg’s further
protestations he went up to | ook

The bat hroom was not | arge

The walls were panelled in old oak |linenfold which, given the age
and nature of the building, was quite probably pricel ess, but otherw se
the fittings were stark and institutional

There was old, scuffed, black-and-white checked 1linoleum on the
floor, a small basic bath, well cleaned but wth very elderly stains
and chips in the enanel, and also a snall basic basin with a toothbrush
and toothpaste in a Dural ex beaker standing next to the taps. Screwed
into the probably priceless panelling above the basin was a tin nirror-
fronted bathroomcabinet. It looked as if it had been repainted many
times, and the mirror was stained round the edges with condensation
The Jlavatory had an ol d-fashioned cast-iron chain-pull cistern. There
was an ol d cream pai nted wooden cupboard standing in the corner, wth
an old brown bentwood chair next to it, on which lay sonme neatly fol ded
but threadbare small towels. There was also a large horse in the room
taking up nost of it.

Richard stared at it, and it stared at Richard in an appraising kind
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of way. Richard swayed slightly. The horse stood quite still. After a
while it |ooked at the cupboard instead. It seened, if not content,
then at |east perfectly resigned to being where it was until it was put
sonewhere else. It also seemed... what was it?

It was bathed in the glow of the noonlight that streamed in through
the window. The w ndow was open but small and was, besides, on the
second floor, so the notion that the horse had entered by that route
was entirely fanciful.

There was sonet hing odd about the horse, but he couldn’t say what.
Well, there was one thing that was clearly very odd about it indeed,
which was that it was standing in a college bathroom Mybe that was
all.

He reached out, rather tentatively, to pat the creature on its neck
It felt normal -- firm glossy, it was in good condition. The effect of
the nmoonlight on its coat was a little mazy, but everything | ooks a
little odd by noonlight. The horse shook its nane a little when he
touched it, but didn’t seemto mnd too much.

After the success of patting it, Richard stroked it a few tinmes and
scratched it gently wunder the jaw. Then he noticed that there was
anot her door into the bathroom in the far corner. He noved cautiously
around the horse and approached the other door. He backed up against it
and pushed it open tentatively.

It just opened into the Professor’s bedroom a small room cluttered
with books and shoes and a small single bed. This room too, had
anot her door, which opened out on to the | anding again.

Ri chard noticed that the floor of the landing was newwy scuffed and
scratched as the stairs had been, and these nmarks were consistent wth
the idea that the horse had sonmehow been pushed up the stairs. He
woul dn't have liked to have had to do it hinmself, and he would have
liked to have been the horse having it done to him even less, but it
was just about possi bl e.

But why? He had one last |ook at the horse, which had one | ast | ook
back at him and then he returned downstairs.

‘l agree,’ he said. ‘You have a horse in your bathroomand 1| wll,
after all, have a little port.’

He poured sonme for hinself, and then sone for Reg, who was quietly
contenplating the fire and was in need of a refill.

‘Just as well | did put out three glasses after all,’ said Reg
chattily. ‘I wondered why earlier, and now | renenber.

‘You asked if you could bring a friend, but appear not to have done
so. On account of the sofa no doubt. Never mind, these things happen
Whoa, not too nmuch, you'll spill it.’

Al'l horse-related questions left Richard' s mnd abruptly.

‘1 did?" he said.

‘Ch yes. | renenber now. You rang ne back to ask ne if it would be
all right, as | recall. | said | would be charned, and fully intended
to be. 1'd saw the thing up if | were you. Don’'t want to sacrifice your
happi ness to a sofa. O maybe she decided that an evening with your old
tutor would be blisteringly dull and opted for the nore exhilarating
course of washing her hair instead. Dear me, | know what | would have

done. It’'s only lack of hair that forces me to pursue such a hectic
soci al round these days.’

It was Richard's turn to be white-faced and staring.

Yes, he had assunmed that Susan would not want to cone.

Yes, he had said to her it would be terribly dull. But she had
insisted that she wanted to cone because it would be the only way she’'d
get to see his face for a few nminutes not bathed in the light of a
conputer screen, so he had agreed and arranged that he would bring her
after all.

Only he had conpletely forgotten this. He had not picked her up
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He said, ‘Can | use your phone, please?

[::: CHAPTER 9 ooy

CGordon Way lay on the ground, unclear about what to do.

He was dead. There seenmed little doubt about that. There was a
horrific hole in his chest, but the blood that was gobbing out of it
had slowed to a trickle. O herw se there was no novenent from his chest
at all, or, indeed, fromany other part of him

He | ooked up, and fromside to side, and it becanme clear to himthat
what ever part of him it was that was nmoving, it wasn't any part of his
body.

The nmist rolled slowy over him and explained nothing. At a few
feet distant fromhimhis shotgun |ay snoking quietly in the grass.

He continued to lie there, |ike soneone |lying awake at four o’ clock
in the morning, wunable to put their mind to rest, but unable to find
anything to do wth it. He realised that he had just had sonething of a
shock, which mght account for his inability to think clearly, but
didn’t account for his ability actually to think at all

In the great debate that has raged for centuries about what, if
anyt hi ng, happens to you after death, be it heaven, hell, purgatory or
extinction, one thing has never been in doubt -- that you would at

| east know t he answer when you were dead.

CGordon Way was dead, but he sinply hadn’'t the slightest idea what he
was meant to do about it. It wasn't a situation he had encountered
bef ore.

He sat up. The body that sat up seened as real to himas the body
that still lay slowy cooling on the ground, giving up its blood heat
in waiths of steamthat mngled with the mist of the chill night air.

Experi menting a bit further, he tried standing up, slowy,
wonderingly and wobblingly. The ground seened to give him support, it
took his weight. But then of course he appeared to have no wei ght that
needed to be taken. Wien he bent to touch the ground he could fee
nothing save a kind of distant rubbery resistance like the sensation
you get if you try and pick something up when your armhas gone dead.
H's arm had gone dead. His legs too, and his other arm and all his
torso and his head.

H s body was dead. He could not say why his nmind was not.

He stood in a kind of frozen, sleepless horror while the mst curled
slowy through him

He | ooked back down at the him the ghastly, astonished-I|ooking him
thing lying still and mangled on the ground, and his flesh wanted to
creep. O rather, he wanted flesh that could creep. He wanted flesh. He
want ed body. He had none.

A sudden cry of horror escaped fromhis nouth but was nothing and
went nowhere. He shook and felt nothing.

Musi ¢ and a pool of light seeped fromhis car. He wal ked towards it.
He tried to walk sturdily, but it was a faint and feeble kind of

wal ki ng, wuncertain and, well, insubstantial. The ground felt frai
beneath his feet.
The door of the car was still open on the driver’s side, as he had

left it when he had | eaped out to deal with the boot |id, thinking he'd
only be two seconds.

That was all of two minutes ago now, when he'd been alive. Wen he'd
been a person. When he'd thought he was going to be |eaping straight
back in and driving off. Two nminutes and a lifetinme ago.

This was insane, wasn’'t it? he thought suddenly.

He wal ked around the door and bent down to peer into the externa
rear-view nmirror.

He |ooked exactly like hinself, albeit like himself after he’'d had a
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terrible fright, which was to be expected, but that was him that was
normal . This must be sonmething he was inagining, sonme horrible kind of
waki ng dream He had a sudden thought and tried breathing on the rear-
View mrror.

Not hing. Not a single droplet formed. That would satisfy a doctor,
that’'s what they always did on television -- if no mnist formed on the
mrror, there was no breath. Perhaps, he thought anxiously to hinself,
perhaps it was sonething to do with having heated wing mrrors. Didn't
this car have heated w ng mirrors? Hadn't the sal esnman gone on and on
about heated this, electric that, and servo-assisted the other? Maybe
they were digital wing mirrors. That was it. Digital, heated, servo-
assi sted, conputer-controlled, breath-resistant wing mrrors..

He was, he realised, thinking conplete nonsense. He turned slowy
and gazed again in apprehension at the body Iying on the ground behind
him with half its chest blow away. That would certainly satisfy a
doctor. The sight would be appalling enough if it was sonebody else’'s
body, but his own..

He was dead. Dead... dead... He tried to make the word tol
dramatically in his mnd, but it wouldn't. Ho was not a film sound
track, he was just dead.

Peering at his body in appalled fascination, he gradually becane
di stressed by the expression of asinine stupidity on its face.

It was perfectly understandable, of course. It was just such an
expression as sonebody who is in the niddle of being shot with his own
shot gun by sonebody who had been hiding in the boot of his car might be
expected to wear, but he nevertheless disliked the idea that anyone
m ght find himlooking Iike that.

He knelt down beside it in the hope of being able to rearrange his
features into sone senbl ance of dignity, or at | east basic
intelligence.

It proved to be alnmpbst inpossibly difficult. He tried to knead the
skin, the sickeningly familiar skin, but somehow he couldn't seemto

get a proper grip onit, or on anything. It was like trying to nodel
pl asticine when your arm has gone to sleep, except that instead of his
grip slipping off the nodel, it would slip through it. In this case,

hi s hand slipped through his face.

Nauseated horror and rage swept through himat his sheer bl oody
bl asted inpotence, and he was suddenly startled to find hinself
throttling and shaking his own dead body with a firmand furious grinp.
He staggered back in amazed shock. Al he had managed to do was to add
to the inanely stupefied | ook of the corpse a twi sted-up nouth and a
squi nt. And bruises flowering on its neck

He started to sob, and this tinme sound seenmed to cone, a strange
howing from deep within whatever this thing he had becone was.
Clutching his hands to his face, he staggered backwards, retreated to
his car and flung hinmself into the seat. The seat received himin a
| oose and distant kind of way, |ike an aunt who di sapproves of the |ast
fifteen years of your life and wll therefore furnish you with a basic
sherry, but refuses to catch your eye

Coul d he get hinself to a doctor?

To avoid facing the absurdity of the idea he grappled violently with
the steering wheel, but his hands slipped through it. He tried to
westle with the automatic transmi ssion shift and ended up thunping it
in rage, but not being able properly to grasp or push it.

The stereo was still playing light orchestral nusic into the
tel ephone, which had been Iying on the passenger seat |istening
patiently all this tinme. He stared at it and realised with a grow ng
fever of excitenent that he was still connected to Susan's tel ephone-
answering machine. It was the type that would sinply run and run unti
he hung up. He was still in contact with the world.

He tried desperately to pick up the receiver, funbled, let it slip,
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and was in the end reduced to bending hinself down over its nouthpiece.

‘Susan!’ he cried into it, his voice a hoarse and distant wail on the
wi nd. ‘Susan, help ne! Help ne for God’s sake. Susan, |I'm dead... I'm
dead... |I'm dead and... | don’t know what to do...’” He broke down

agai n, sobbing in desperation, and tried to cling to the phone like a
baby clinging to its blanket for confort.

‘Hel p me, Susan...’ he cried again.

‘/Beep/,’ said the phone.

He | ooked down at it again where he was cuddling it. He had managed
to push sonmething after all. He had nmanaged to push the button which
di sconnected the call. Feverishly he attenpted to grapple the thing
again, but it constantly slipped through his fingers and eventually |ay
imobile on the seat. He could not touch it. He could not push the

buttons. In rage he flung it at the windscreen. It responded to that,
all right. It hit the windscreen, careered straight back though him
bounced off the seat and then lay still on the transmssion tunnel,
inmpervious to all his further attenpts to touch it.

For several nminutes still he sat there, his head nodding slowy as
terror began to recede into bl ank desol ation

A couple of cars passed by, but would have noticed nothing odd -- a

car stopped by the wayside. Passing swiftly in the night their
headl i ghts woul d probably not have picked out the body Iying in the
grass behind the car. They certainly would not have noticed a ghost
sitting inside it crying to hinself.

He didn’t know how long he sat there. He was hardly aware of tine
passing, only that it didn't seemto pass quickly. There was little
external stimulus to nmark its passage. He didn't feel cold. In fact he
could al nost not renmenber what cold neant or felt like, he just Kknew
that it was sonething he woul d have expected to feel at this nonent.

Eventually he stirred fromhis pathetic huddle. He would have to do
sonet hing, though he didn’'t know what. Perhaps he should try and reach
his cottage, though he didn't know what he would do when he got there.
He just needed sonething to try for. He needed to make it through the
ni ght.

Pulling hinself together he slipped out of the <car, his foot and
knee grazing easily through part of the door frane. He went to | ook
again at his body, but it wasn't there.

As if the night hadn’t produced enough shocks already. He started,
and stared at the danp depression in the grass.

H s body was not there.

[::: CHAPTER 10 :::::cocorcororoiroororoororrrornyororrronrnrrnrnnnt]

Ri chard nade the hastiest departure that politeness would all ow.

He said thank you very much and what a splendid evening it had been
and that any time Reg was coming up to London he nust let him Richard,
know and was there anything he could do to help about the horse. No?
well, all right then, if you' re sure, and thank you again, so nuch.

He stood there for a nonment or tw after the door finally closed,
ponderi ng t hings.

He had noticed during the short tinme that the light fromReg' s room
fl ooded out on to the landing of the nmamin staircase, that there were no

marks on the floorboards there at all. It seenmed odd that the horse
shoul d only have scuffed the floorboards inside Reg’s room
well, it all seemed very odd, full stop, but here was yet another

curious fact to add to the growing pile. This was supposed to have been
a rel axi ng eveni ng away from worKk.

On an inpul se he knocked on the door opposite to Reg’s. It took such
along tine to be answered that Richard had given up and was turning to
go when at |last he heard the door creak open
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He had a slight shock when he sawthat staring sharply wup at him
like a small and suspicious bird was the don with the racing-yacht kee
for a nose.

‘“Er, sorry,’” said Richard, abruptly, ‘but, er, have you seen or
heard a horse coming up this staircase tonight?

The man stopped his obsessive twitching of his fingers. He cocked
his head slightly on one side and then seenmed to need to go on a long
journey inside hinself to find a voice, which when found turned out to
be a thin and soft little one.

He said, ‘That is the first thing anybody has said to ne for
seventeen years, three nonths and tw days, five hours, nineteen
m nutes and twenty seconds. |’ve been counting.’

He cl osed the door softly again.

Richard virtually ran through Second Court.

Wien he reached First Court he steadied hinmself and slowed down to a
wal ki ng pace.

The chill night air was rasping in his lungs and there was no point
in running. He hadn't nanaged to talk to Susan because Reg’'s phone
wasn’t  wor ki ng, and this was another thing that he had been

mysteriously coy about. That at |east was susceptible of a rationa
expl anation. He probably hadn’'t paid his phone bill

Ri chard was about to energe out on to the street when instead he
decided to pay a quick visit to the porter’s |odge, which was tucked
away inside the great archway entrance into the college. It was a snall
hutchli ke place filled with keys, nessages and a single electric bar
heater. A radio nattered to itself in the background.

‘Excuse me,’ he said to the |arge black-suited man standing behind
the counter with his arns folded. ‘I...’

‘Yes, M MacDuff, what can | do for you?

In his present state of mind R chard woul d have been hard-pressed
hinmself to remenber his own name and was startled for a nonent.
However, <college porters are |legendary for their ability to perform
such feats of nmenory, and for their tendency to show them off at the
sl i ghtest provocation.

‘I's there,’” said Richard, ‘a horse anywhere in the college -- that
you know of? | nean, you would know if there was a horse in the
coll ege, wouldn't you?

The porter didn't blink.

‘No, sir, and yes, sir. Anything else | can help you with, M
MacDuf f, sir?

‘“Er, no,’ said Richard and tapped his fingers a couple of tines on
the counter. ‘No. Thank you. Thank you very much for your help. Nice to

see you again, er... Bob,’ he hazarded. ‘Good-night, then.

He left.

The porter remained perfectly still wth his arns folded, but
shaking his head a very, very little bit.

‘Here’s some coffee for you, Bill,” said another porter, a short
wiry one, emerging froman inner sanctum wth a steam ng cup. ‘GCetting
a bit colder tonight?

‘I think it is, Fred, thanks,’ said Bill, taking the cup

He took a sip. ‘You can say what you |ike about people, they don't
get any less peculiar. Fellowin here just now asking if there was a
horse in the coll ege.

‘Ch yes?' Fred sipped at his own coffee, and l|et the steamsmart his
eyes. ‘| had a chap in here earlier. Sort of strange foreign priest.
Couldn’t understand a word he said at first. But he seemed happy just
to stand by the fire and listen to the news on the radio.’

‘ For ei gners, eh.

‘Inthe end I told him to shoot off. Standing in front of ny fire
like that. Suddenly he says is that really what he nust do? Shoot off?
| said, in my best Bogart voice, “You better believe it, buddy.”’
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‘Real | y? Sounded nore like Jimy Cagney to ne.’

‘No, that’s ny Bogart voice. This is ny Jimy Cagney voice -- “You
better believe it, buddy.”’

Bill frowmmed at him ‘Is that your Jimry Cagney voice? | always
t hought that was your Kenneth MKellar voice.’

‘“You don't listen properly, Bill, you haven't got the ear. This is
Kenneth MKellar. “Ch, you take the high road and I’'Il take the |ow
road...”’

‘“Ch, | see. | was thinking of the Scottish Kenneth MKellar. So what
did this priest fellow say then, Fred?

‘Ch, he just | ooked ne straight in the eyes, Bill, and said in this
strange sort of...’

‘Skip the accent, Fred, just tell nme what he said, if it’s worth
hearing.’

‘He just said he did believe ne.’

‘So. Not a very interesting story then, Fred.’

‘Wll, maybe not. | only nention it because he also said that he'd
|l eft his horse in a washroom and would | see that it was all right.

[::: CHAPTER 11 ::::::ccoocororoororrororrorornynrorrnornrrnrnnrnnt]

Gordon Way drifted mserably along the dark road, or rather, tried
to drift.

He felt that as a ghost -- which is what he had to adnmit to hinself
he had beconme -- he should be able to drift. He knew little enough
about ghosts, but he felt that if you were going to be one then there
ought to be certain conpensations for not having a physical body to |ug
around, and that anong themought to be the ability sinply to drift.
But no, it seened he was going to have to wal k every step of the way.

Hs aimwas to try and make it to his house. He didn't know what he
would do when he got there, but even ghosts have to spend the night
somewhere, and he felt that being in famliar surroundings m ght help.
Hel p what, he didn't know. At |east the journey gave himan objective,
and he woul d just have to think of another one when he arrived.

He trudged despondently from |anppost to |anppost, stopping at each
one to look at bits of hinself.

He was definitely getting a bit waithlike.

At tinmes he would fade alnbst to nothing, and would seem to be
little nore than a shadow playing in the mst, a dreamof hinself that
could just evaporate and be gone. At other tines he seened to be al nost
solid and real again. Once or twice he would try |eaning against a
| anppost, and would fall straight through it if he wasn't careful

At last, and with great reluctance, he actually began to turn his
mnd to what it was that had happened. Odd, that reluctance. He really
didn't want to think about it. Psychologists say that the nmnd wll
often try to suppress the nmenory of traunmatic events, and this, he
t hought, was probably the answer. After all, if having a strange figure
junp out of the boot of your own car and shoot you dead didn't count as
a traumatic experience, he'd like to know what did.

He trudged on wearily.

He tried torecall the figure to his mind s eye, but it was |ike
probing a hurting tooth, and he thought of other things.

Like, was his wll up-to-date? He couldn’'t renenber, and nade a
mental note to call his |awer tonorrow, and then made anot her nental
note that he would have to stop making nmental notes |ike that.

How woul d his conpany survive without hin? He didn't |ike either of
the possible answers to that very nuch.

What about his obituary? There was a thought that chilled himto his
bones, wherever they'd got to. Wuld he be able to get hold of a copy?
VWhat would it say? They'd better give him a good wite-up, the
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bastards. Look at what he’ d done. Single-handedly saved the British
software industry: huge exports, charitable <contributions, research
schol arships, crossing the Atlantic in a solar-powered submari ne
(failed, but a good try) -- all sorts of things. They' d better not go
digging up that Pentagon stuff again or he’'d get his lawer on to them
He made a nental note to call himin the nor...

No.

Anyway, can a dead person sue for libel? Only his | awer would know,
and he was not going to be able to call himin the norning. He knew
with a sense of creeping dread that of all the things he had |eft

behind in the land of the living it was the tel ephone that he was going
to mss the nost, and then he turned his nind determnedly back to
where it didn’t want to go

The figure.

It seenmed to himthat the figure had been alnpst like a figure of
Death itself; or was that his imagination playing tricks with hinf? Was
he dreaming that it was a cow ed figure? What would any figure, whether
cow ed or just casually dressed, be doing in the boot of his car?

At that nonment a car zipped past himon the road and di sappeared off
into the night, taking its oasis of |light with it. He thought with
I onging of the warm |eather-uphol stered, climate-controlled confort of
his own car abandoned on the road behind him and then a sudden
extraordi nary thought struck him

Was there any way he could hitch alift? Could anyone actually see
hi n? How woul d anyone react if they coul d? Wl I, there was only one way
to find out.

He heard another car coming up in the distance behind himand turned
to face it. The twin pools of hazy lights approached through the m st
and Gordon gritted his phantomteeth and stuck his thunb out at them

The car swept by regardl ess.

Not hi ng.

Angrily he nade an indistinct V sign at the receding red rear
lights, and realised, |ooking straight through his own upraised arm
that he wasn’'t at his npst visible at the nonent. WAas there perhaps
sone effort of will he could make to render hinself nore visible when
he wanted to? He screwed up his eyes in concentration, then realised
that he would need to have his eyes open in order to judge the results.
He tried again, forcing his nind as hard as he could, but the results
were unsati sfactory.

Though it did seem to make some kind of rudinmentary, glow ng
difference, he couldn’t sustain it, and it faded al nost inmrediately,
however nmuch he piled on the nental pressure. He woul d have to judge
the timng very carefully if he was going to make his presence felt, or
at | east seen.

Anot her car approached from behind, travelling fast. He turned
again, stuck his thunb out, waited till the noment was right and willed
hi nsel f vi si bl e.

The car swerved slightly, and then carried onits way, only alittle
more slowy. Well, that was sonething. Wat else could he do? He woul d
go and stand under a |anppost for a start, and he would practise. The
next car he would get for sure.

[::: CHAPTER 12 ooy
‘...soif wyoudlike to leave a nessage, |'ll get back to you as
soon as possible. Mybe.
/ Beep. /
“Shit. Dam. Hold on a minute. Blast. Look... er...
/dick./

Ri chard pushed the phone back into its cradle and slanmed his car
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into reverse for twenty yards to have another | ook at the sign-post by
the road junction he'd just sped past in the mst. He had extracted
hinself from the Canbridge one-way system by the usual nethod, which
i nvol ved going round and round it faster and faster until he achieved a
sort of escape velocity and flew off at a tangent in a random
direction, which he was now trying to identify and correct for

Arriving back at the junction he tried to correlate the information
on the signpost with the information on the map. But it couldn't be
done. The road junction was quite deliberately sitting on a page divide
on the map, and the signpost was revolving naliciously in the w nd.
Instinct told himthat he was heading in the wong direction, but he
didn't want to go back the way he’'d cone for fear of getting sucked
back into the gravitational whirlpool of Canbridge s traffic system

He turned left, therefore, in the hope of finding better fortune in
that direction, but after a while lost his nerve and turned a
specul ative right, and then chanced another exploratory left and after
a few nore such manoeuvres was thoroughly | ost.

He swore to hinmself and turned up the heating in the car. If he had
been concentrating on where he was going rather than trying to navigate
and tel ephone at the sane tinme, he told hinself, he would at |east know
where he was now He didn't actually like having a telephone in his
car, he found it a bother and an intrusion. But Gordon had insisted and
i ndeed had paid for it.

He sighed in exasperation, backed up the black Saab and turned
around again. As he did so he nearly ran into soneone |lugging a body
intoa field. At least that was what it |ooked like for a second to his
overw ought brain, but in fact it was probably a local farmer with a
sackful of sonething nutritious, though what he was doing with it on a
night like this was anyone’'s guess. As his headlights swing around
agai n, they caught for a nonment a silhouette of the figure trudging off
across the field with the sack on his back.

‘Rather himthan ne,’ thought Richard grinly, and drove off again.

After a few mnutes he reached a junction with what |ooked a little
more like a main road, nearly turned right down it, but then turned
| eft instead. There was no signpost.

He poked at the buttons on his phone again.

‘...get back to you as soon as possible. Mybe.’

/ Beep. /

‘Susan, it’'s Richard. Wiere do | start? What a mess. Look |I’'m sorry,
sorry, sorry. | screwed up very badly, and it's all ny fault. And | ook,
whatever it takes to nmake up for it, I'll do it, solemm pronise...’

He had a slight feeling that this wasn't the right tone to adopt
with an answering machi ne, but he carried strai ght on.

‘Honestly, we can go away, take a holiday for a week, or even just
this weekend if you like. Really, this weekend. W Il go sonewhere
sunny. Doesn’'t matter how nuch pressure Gordon tries to put on ne, and
you know the sort of pressure he can nuster, he is your brother, after
all. I'Il just... er, actually, it mght have to be next weekend. Damn,
damm, dam. It’'s just that | really have promised to get, no, |look, it
doesn’'t nmatter. W'IIl just do it. |I don't care about getting /Anthen
finished for Condex. It’'s not the end of the world. W' Il just go.
Gordon will just have to take a running junp -- Gaaar ghhhh!’

Ri chard swerved wildly to avoid the spectre of Gordon WAy which
suddenly loonmed in his headlights and took a running junp at him

He slanmed on the brakes, started to skid, tried to remenber what it
was Yyou were supposed to do when you found yoursel f skidding, he knew
he’d seen it on sone television programme about driving he'd seen ages
ago, what was the programme? God, he couldn't even renenber the title
of the programme, |et alone -- oh yes, they'd said you nmnustn't slamon
the brakes. That was it. The world swung sickeningly around him wth
slow and appalling force as the car slewed across the road, spun,
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t hudded agai nst the grass verge, then slithered and rocked itself to a
halt, facing the wong way. He collapsed, panting, against the steering
wheel

He picked up the phone fromwhere he’d dropped it.

‘Susan,’ he gasped, ‘I'll get back to you,’ and hung up
He raised his eyes.
Standing full in the glare of his headlights was the spectral figure

of Gordon Way staring straight in through the windscreen with ghastly
horror inits eyes, slowy raising its hand and pointing at him

He wasn’t sure how long he just sat there. The apparition had nelted
fromview in a few seconds, but Richard sinply sat, shaking, probably
for not nore than a mnute, wuntil a sudden squeal of brakes and glare
of lights roused him

He shook his head. He was, he realised, stopped in the road facing
the wong way. The car that had just screeched to an abrupt halt al nost
bunper to bunper with himwas a police car. He took two or three deep
breaths and then, stiff and trenbling, he clinbed out and stood up to
face the officer who was wal king slowy towards him silhouetted in the
police car’s headlights.

The officer | ooked himup and down.

“Er, I'msorry, officer,’” said Richard, with as much cal mess as he
could wench into his wvoice. ‘I, er, skidded. The roads are slippery
and |, er... skidded. | spun round. As you see, |, I'mfacing the wong
way.’' He gestured at his car to indicate the way it was facing.

‘Like to tell nme why it was you skidded then, exactly, sir? The
police officer was |ooking himstraight in the eye while pulling out a
not ebook.

‘“Well, as | said,” explained Richard, ‘the roads are slippery
because of the mist, and, well, to be perfectly honest,’ he suddenly
found hinself saying, in spite of all his attenpts to stop hinself, ‘I
was just driving along and | suddenly imagined that | saw ny enpl oyer

throwing hinself in front of ny car.’

The of ficer gazed at himlevelly.

‘@uilt conplex, officer,” added Richard with a twitch of a snile
‘“you know how it is. | was contenplating taking the weekend off.

The police officer seemed to hesitate, balanced on a knife edge
bet ween synpathy and suspicion. His eyes narrowed a little but didn't
waver .

‘Been drinking, sir?

‘Yes,” said Richard, wth a quick sigh, ‘but very Ilittle. Two

gl asses of wine max. Er... and a small glass of port. Absolute nax. It
was really just a lapse of concentration. |I'mfine now '’
‘ Nanme?’

Ri chard gave him his nane and address. The policeman wote it all
down carefully and neatly in his book, then peered at the car
regi stration nunber and wote that down too.

“And who is your enployer then, sir?

‘His nane is Way. Gordon Way.

‘Ch,” said the policeman raising his eyebrows, ‘the conputer
gentl eman.’

‘“Er, vyes, that's right. I design software for the conpany.
WayForward Technol ogies I1.

‘W’'ve got one of your conputers down the station,’” said the

policeman. ‘Buggered if | can get it to work.’
‘Ch,’ said Richard wearily, ‘which nodel do you have?
‘I think it’s called a Quark I1.

‘“Ch, well that's sinple,” said Richard with relief. ‘It doesn't
wor k. Never has done. The thing is a heap of shit.
‘Funny thing, sir, that's what 1’'ve always said,” said the

pol i ceman. ‘ Some of the other |ads don’t agree.’
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‘“Wll, you're absolutely right, officer. The thing is hopeless. It’'s
the major reason the original conpany went bust. | suggest you wuse it
as a bhig paperweight.’

‘“Wll, | wuldn't like to do that, sir,’” the policenman persisted.

‘ The door woul d keep bl owi ng open.’

‘What do you nean, officer? asked Richard.

‘I use it to keep the door «closed, sir. Nasty draughts down our
station this time of year. In the sumer, of course, we beat suspects
round the head with it.’

He flipped his book closed and prodded it into his pocket.

‘My advice to you, sir, is to go nice and easy on the way back. Lock
up the car and spend the weekend getting conpletely pissed. | find it’'s
the only way. M nd how you go now.’

He returned to his car, wound down the wi ndow, and watched Richard
manoeuvre his car around and drive off into the night before heading
of f hinsel f.

Ri chard took a deep breath, drove calmy back to London, |et hinself
calmy into his flat, clanbered calmy over the sofa, sat down, poured
hinself a stiff brandy and began seriously to shake.

There were three things he was shaki ng about.

There was the sinple physical shock of his near-accident, which is
the sort of thing that always churns you up a |lot nore than you expect.
The body floods itself with adrenaline, which then hangs around your
system turni ng sour

Then there was the cause of the skid -- the extraordinary apparition
of Gordon throwing hinself in front of his car at that nonent. Boy oh
boy. Richard took a nouthful of brandy and gargled with it. He put the
gl ass down.

It was well known that CGordon was one of the world s richest natura
resources of guilt pressure, and that he could deliver a ton on your
doorstep fresh every norning, but Richard hadn't realised he had let it
get to himto such an unholy degree.

He took up his glass again, went upstairs and pushed open the door
to his workroom which involved shifting a stack of BYTE nagazi nes that
had toppled against it. He pushed themaway with his foot and wal ked to
the end of the large room A lot of glass at this end let in view over
a large part of north London, fromwhich the nmist was now clearing. St
Paul s glowed in the dark distance and he stared at it for a nonent or
two but it didn't do anything special. After the events of the evening
he found this canme as a pl easant surprise.

At the other end of the roomwere a couple of long tables snothered
in, at the last count, six Macintosh conputers. In the niddle was the

Mac Il on which a red wre-frane nodel of his sofa was lazily revol ving
within a blue wire-frane nodel of his narrow staircase, conplete with
banister rail, radiator and fuse-box details, and of course the awkward
turn hal fway up.

The sofa would start out spinning in one direction, hit an
obstruction, twist itself in another plane, hit another obstruction,
revolve round a third axis wuntil it was stopped again, then cycle

through the noves again in a different order. You didn't have to watch
the sequence for very long before you saw it repeat itself.

The sofa was clearly stuck.

Three other Macs were connected up via long tangles of cable to an
untidy aggloneration of synthesisers -- an Emulator |1+ HD sanpler, a
rack of TX nodules, a Prophet VS, a Roland JX 10, a Korg DW000, an
Cctapad, a left-handed Synth-Axe MDI guitar controller, and even an
ol d drum nachi ne stacked up and gathering dust in the corner -- pretty
much the works. There was also a snall and rarely used cassette tape
recorder: all the nmusic was stored in sequencer files on the conputers
rat her than on tape.
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He dunped hinself into a seat in front of one of the Macs to see
what, if anything, it was doing. It was displaying an ‘Untitled
| Excel /| spreadsheet and he wondered why.

He saved it and looked to see if he'd left hinself any notes and
qui ckly discovered that the spreadsheet contained sone of the data he
had previously downl oaded after searching the /Wrld Reporter/ and
/ Knowl edge/ on-1line databases for facts about swall ows.

He now had figures which detailed their mgratory habits, their wng
shapes, their aerodynamic profile and turbulence characteristics, and
some sort of rudinentary figures concerning the patterns that a flock
woul d adopt in flight, but as yet he had only the faintest idea as to
how he was going to synthesise themall together

Because he was too tired to think particularly constructively
toni ght he savagely selected and copied a whole swathe of figures from
the spreadsheet at random pasted theminto his own conversion program
whi ch scaled and filtered and mani pulated the figures according to his
own experi nment al al gorit hms, | oaded the converted file into
[Performer/, a powerful sequencer program and played the result
through random M DI channels to whichever synthesisers happened to be
on at the nonent.

The result was a short burst of the nost hideous cacophony, and he
stopped it.

He ran the conversion program again, this time instructing it to
force-map the pitch values into G mnor. This was a utility he was
determined in the end to get rid of because he regarded it as cheating.
If there was any basis to his firmy held belief that the rhythnms and
har noni es of nusic which he found nost satisfying could be found in, or
at least derived from the rhythns and harnonies of naturally occurring
phenonena, then satisfying forns of nodality and intonation should
energe naturally as well, rather than being forced.

For the nonent, though, he forced it.

The result was a short burst of the nmost hideous cacophony in G
nm nor.

So much for random shortcuts.

The first task was a relatively sinple one, which would be sinply to
pl ot the waveform described by the tip of a swallow s wing as it flies,
then synthesise that waveform That way he would end up with a single
note, which would be a good start, and it shouldn’t take nore than the
weekend to do.

Except, of course, that he didn't have a weekend available to do it
in because he had sonehow to get Version 2 of /Anthenml out of the door
sonmetine during the course of the next year, or ‘nonth’ as Gordon
called it.

Whi ch  brought Richard inexorably to the third thing he was shaking
about .

There was absolutely no way that he could take the tinme off this
weekend or next to fulfil the pronise he had made to Susan’s tel ephone-
answering machine. And that, if this evening' s débacle had not already
done so, would surely spell the final end.

But that was it. The thing was done. There is nothing you can do
about a nessage on sonmeone else’'s answering nmachine other than |et
events take their course. It was done. It was irrevocabl e.

An odd thought suddenly struck him

It took him by considerable surprise, but he couldn't really see
what was wong with it.

[::: CHAPTER 13 ooy

A pair of binoculars scanning the London night skyline, idly,
curious, snooping. Alittle look here, a little |ook there, just seeing

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/Dirk%20Gently's%20Holistic%20Detective%20Agency.txt (43 of 127) [1/14/03 11:43:45 PM]



file:///F)/rah/New%20Fol der/Dirk%20Gently's%20Holi stic%20D etective¥20A gency.txt

what’s going on, anything interesting, anything useful.

The binoculars settle on the back of one particul ar house, attracted
by a slight novenent. One of those large late-Victorian villas,
probably flats now Lots of black iron drainpipes. Geen rubber
dust bins. But dark. No, nothing.

The binoculars are just noving onwards when another slight novenent
catches in the noonlight. The binoculars refocus very slightly, trying
to find a detail, a hard edge, a slight contrast in the darkness. The
m st has lifted now, and the darkness glistens. They refocus a very,
very little nore

There it is. Something, definitely. Only this time alittle higher
up, maybe a foot or so, maybe a yard. The binoculars settle and relax -
- steady, trying for the wedge, trying for the detail. There. The

bi nocul ars settle again -- they have found their mark, straddled
between a windowsill and a drainpipe.

It is a dark figure, splayed against the wall, |ooking down, | ooking
for a new foothold, |ooking upwards, | ooking for a |edge. The
bi nocul ars peer intently.

The figure is that of atall, thin nman. His clothes are right for
the job, dark trousers, dark sweater, but his novenents are awkward and
angular. Nervous. Interesting. The binoculars wait and consider,

consi der and j udge.

The man is clearly a rank anateur.

Look at his funmbling. Look at his ineptitude. His feet slip on the
drai npi pe, his hands can't reach the ledge. He nearly falls. He waits
to catch his breath. For a nonment he starts to clinb back down again,
but seens to find that even tougher going.

He lunges again for the ledge and this tine catches it. Hs foot
shoots out to steady hinself and nearly mnisses the pipe. Could have
been very nasty, very nasty indeed.

But now the way is easier and progress is better. He crosses to
anot her pipe, reaches a third-floor window I|edge, flirts briefly with
death as he crawls painfully on to it, and nmakes the cardinal error and
| ooks down. He sways briefly and sits back heavily. He shades his eyes
and peers inside to check that the roomis dark, and sets about getting
t he wi ndow open

One of the things that distinguish the amateur from the professiona
is that this is the point when the amateur thinks it would have been a
good idea to bring along sonething to prise the w ndow open wth.
Luckily for this amateur the householder is an amateur too, and the
sash wi ndow slides grudgingly up. The clinber craws, with some relief,
i nsi de.

He shoul d be | ocked up for his own protection, think the binoculars.
A hand starts to reach for the phone. At the window a face | ooks back
out and for a nonment is caught in the noonlight, then it ducks back
inside to carry on with its business.

The hand stays hovering over the phone for a nonent or two, while
the binoculars wait and consider, consider and judge. The hand reaches
instead for the A-Z street map of London.

There is a long studious pause, a little nore intent binocular work,
and then the hand reaches for the phone again, lifts it and dials.

[::: CHAPTER 14 ooy

Susan’s flat was small but spacious, which was a trick, reflected
Richard tensely as he turned on the light, that only wonmen seened able

to pull off.
It wasn’t that observation which made hi mtense, of course -- he'd
thought it before, many tinmes. Every tinme he'd been in her flat, in

fact. It always struck him usually because he had just cone fromhis
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own flat, which was four tines the size and cranped. He’'d just cone
fromhis own flat this time, only via a rather eccentric route, and it
was this that nmade his usual observation unusually tense.

Despite the chill of the night he was sweating.

He | ooked back out of the window, turned and tiptoed across the room
towards where the tel ephone and the answering machine stood on their
own snmall table.

There was no point, he told hinself, in tiptoeing. Susan wasn't in.
He woul d be extrenmely interested to know where she was, in fact -- just
as she, he told hinself, had probably been extrenely interested in
knowi ng where he had been at the begi nning of the evening.

He realised he was still tiptoeing. He hit his Ieg to nake hinself
stop doing it, but carried on doing it none the |ess.

Clinbing up the outside wall had been terrifying.

He wiped his forehead with the arm of his oldest and greasiest
sweater. There had been a nasty nonent when his |ife had flashed before
his eyes but he had been too preoccupied with falling and had nissed
all the good bits. Mst of the good bits had involved Susan, he
realised. Susan or conmputers. Never Susan and conputers -- those had
|argely been the bad bits. Wich was why he was here, he told hinself.
He seened to need convincing, and told hinself again.

He | ooked at his watch. Eleven forty-five.

It occurred to himhe had better go and wash his wet and dirty hands
before he touched anything. It wasn't the police he was worried about,
but Susan’s terrifying cleaner. She would know.

He went into the bathroom turned on the light switch, wiped it, and
then stared at his own startled face in the bright neon-lit mrror as
he ran the water over his hands. For a nonent he thought of the
danci ng, warm candl elight of the Col eridge Dinner, and the inages of it
wel l ed up out of the dimand distant past of the earlier part of the
evening. Life had seemed easy then, and carefree. The wne, the
conversation, sinple conjuring tricks. He pictured the round pale face
of Sarah, pop-eyed with wonder. He washed his own face.

He thought:

‘...Beware! Beware!
Hi s flashing eyes, his floating hair!’

He brushed his own hair. He thought, too, of the pictures hanging
high in the darkness above their heads. He cleaned his teeth. The | ow
buzz of the neon Iight snapped him back to the present and he suddenly
renenbered with appalled shock that he was here in his capacity as
burgl ar.

Sonething nmade himl ook hinmself directly in the face in the mnirror,
then he shook his head, trying to clear it.

When woul d Susan be back? That, of course, would depend on what she
was doing. He quickly w ped his hands and nade his way back to the
answering nmachine. He prodded at the buttons and his conscience prodded
back at him The tape wound back for what seened to be an intern nable
time, and he realised with ajolt that it was probably because Gordon
had been in full fl ood.

He had forgotten, of <course, that there would be nessages on the
tape other than his own, and listening to other people’s phone nessages
was tantanmount to opening their nmail.

He explained to hinself once again that all he was trying to do was
to undo a nmistake he had nade before it caused any irrevocabl e danmage.
He woul d just play the tiniest snippets till he found his own voice.

That wouldn’t be too bad, he wouldn't even be able to distinguish what
was bei ng said.

He groaned inwardly, gritted his teeth and stabbed at the Play
button so roughly that he mssed it and ejected the cassette by
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m stake. He put it back in and pushed the Play button nore carefully.
/ Beep. /

‘Ch, Susan, hi, it’'s Gordon,’ said the answering nmachine. ‘Il’mjust
on nmy way to the cottage. It’'s, er...” He wound on for a couple of
seconds. ‘...need to know that Richard is on the case. | nean /really/
on...” Richard set his nouth grimy and stabbed at the Fast Forward

again. He really hated the fact that Gordon tried to put pressure on
hi mvia Susan, which Gordon always stoutly denied he did. Richard
couldn’t blanme Susan for getting exasperated about his work sonetines
if this sort of thing was going on.

/dick./

‘...Response. Make a note to Susan would you please, to get an
“Armed Response” sign nade up with a sharp spike on the bottomat the
right height for rabbits to see.

‘“/What?/’ muttered Richard to hinmself, and his finger hesitated for
a second over the Fast Forward button. He had a feeling that Gordon
desperately wanted to be |Iike Howard Hughes, and if he could never hope
to be remptely as rich, he could at least try to be twice as eccentric.
An act. A pal pable act.

‘That’'s secretary Susan at the office, not you, of course,’
continued Gordon’s voice on the answering nachine. ‘Wiere was 17? Ch
yes. Richard and /Anthenl 2.00. Susan, that thing has got to be in beta
testing in two...’ Richard stabbed at the Fast Forward, tight-Iipped

‘...point is that there's only one person who's really in a position
to know if he's getting the inmportant work done, or if he's just

dreaning, and that one person...’ He stabbed angrily again. He had
prom sed hinself he wouldn’'t listen to any of it and now here he was
getting angry at what he was hearing. He should really just stop this.
Well, just one nore try.

Wien he listened again he just got nusic. Gdd. He wound forward
again, and still got nusic. Wiy would soneone be phoning to play nusic

to an answeri ng nmachi ne? he wonder ed.

The phone rang. He stopped the tape and answered it, then al nost
dropped the phone like an electric eel as he realised what he was
doing. Hardly daring to breathe, he held the tel ephone to his ear

‘Rule One in housebreaking,” said a voice. ‘Never answer the
tel ephone when you're in the middle of a job. Wwo are you supposed to
be, for heaven' s sake?’

Ri chard froze. It was a nonment or two before he could find where he
had put his voice

“Who is this? he demanded at |ast in a whisper

‘Rule Two,’ continued the voice. ‘Preparation. Bring the right
tools. Bring gloves. Try to have the faintest glimmering of an idea of
what you're about before you start dangling from w ndow | edges in the
nm ddl e of the night.

‘Rule Three. /Never/ forget Rule Two.’

“Who is this? exclainmed R chard again.

The voice was unperturbed. ‘Neighbourhood Watch,” it said. ‘If you
just |l ook out of the back wi ndow you'll see...

Trailing the phone, Richard hurried over to the wi ndow and | ooked
out. A distant flash startled him

‘“Rul e Four. Never stand where you can be phot ographed.

‘Rule Five... Are you listening to ne, McDuff?

‘“What? Yes...’ said Richard in bew | dernent. ‘How do you know ne?’

‘Rule Five. /Never/ admit to your nane.’

Ri chard stood silent, breathing hard.

‘I run alittle course,’” said the voice, ‘if you' re interested...

Ri chard sai d not hi ng.

‘“You're learning,’ continued the voice, ‘slowy, but you're
learning. |If you were learning fast you would have put the phone down
by now, of course. But you're curious -- and inconpetent -- and so you
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don’t. | don't run a course for novice burglars as it happens, tenpting
though the idea is. I'm sure there would be grants available. If we
have to have themthey may as well be trained

‘However, if | did run such a course | would allow you to enrol for
free, because | too amcurious. Curious to know why M Richard MacDuff

who, | amgiven to understand, is now a wealthy young man, sonething in
the conputer industry, | believe, should suddenly be needing to resort
to house- breaking.’

‘“Who -- ?

‘So | do alittle research, phone Directory Enquiries and discover

that the flat into which heis breaking is that of a Mss S. Vay.
know that M Richard MacDuff’'s enployer is the fanbus M G Wy and
wonder if they can by any chance be related.’

‘“Who -- ?

‘You are speaking with Svliad, comonly known as “Dirk” (Celli,
currently trading under the nane of Gently for reasons which it would
be otiose, at this nonent, to rehearse. | bid you good evening. |If you
wish to know nore | will be at the Pizza Express in Upper Street in ten
m nutes. Bring sone noney.’

‘Dirk? exclained Richard. ‘You... Are you trying to blackmail ne?
‘No, you fool, for the pizzas.’” There was a click and Dirk Gently
rang off.

Ri chard stood transfixed for a nonent or two, w ped his forehead
again, and gently replaced the phone as if it were an injured hanster.
H's brain began to buzz gently and suck its thunmb. Lots of Ilittle
synapses deep inside his cerebral cortex all joined hands and started
danci ng around and singing nursery rhynes. He shook his head to try and
make them stop, and quickly sat down at the answering nachi ne again.

He fought with hinself over whether or not he was going to push the
Play button again, and then did so anyway before he had nade up his
mnd. Hardly four seconds of light orchestral nusic had oozed
soothingly past when there cane the sound of a key scratching in the
| ock out in the hallway.

In panic Richard thunped the E ect button, popped the cassette out,
ranmed it into his jeans pocket and replaced it fromthe pile of fresh
cassettes that lay next to the machine. There was a simlar pile next
to his own nachine at hone. Susan at the office provided them-- poor,
|l ong-suffering Susan at the office. He nmust renenber to feel synpathy
for her in the norning, when he had the tine and concentration for it.

Suddenly, without even noticing hinself doing it, he changed his
mnd. In a flash he popped the substitute cassette out of the nmachine
again, replaced the one he had stolen, rammed down the rew nd button
and nade a lunge for the sofa where, with two seconds to go before the
door opened, he tried to arrange hinmself into a nonchal ant and w nni ng
posture. On an inpulse he stuck his |eft hand up behind his back where
it mght cone in useful

He was just trying to arrange his features into an expression
conposed in equal parts of contrition, cheerfulness and sexua
al | urenment when the door opened and in wal ked M chael Wenton-Wakes.

Everyt hi ng stopped.

Qutside, the wnd ceased. OmMs halted in md-flight. Well, nmaybe
they did, maybe they didn't, certainly the central heating chose that
monent to shut down, unable perhaps to cope with the supernatural chil
that suddenly whi pped through the room

‘What are you doing here, Wdnesday?' denanded Richard. He rose from
the sofa as if levitated with anger

M chael Wenton-Wakes was a | arge sad-faced man known by sone peopl e
as M chael Wednesday-Wek, because that was when he usually pronised to
have things done by. He was dressed in a suit that had been superbly
wel|l tailored when his father, the late Lord Magna, had bought it forty
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years previously.

M chael Wenton-Wakes canme very high on the small but select list of
peopl e whom Ri chard t horoughly di sliked.

He disliked himbecause he found the idea of someone who was not
only privileged, but was also sorry for hinmself because he thought the
world didn't really wunderstand the problens of privileged people,
deeply obnoxious. Mchael, on the other hand, disliked Richard for the
fairly sinmple reason that Richard disliked him and made no secret of
it.

M chael gave a slow and |ugubrious | ook back out into the hallway as
Susan wal ked through. She stopped when she saw Richard. She put down
her handbag, unwound her scarf, unbuttoned her coat, slipped it off,
handed it to Mchael, walked over to R chard and snacked himin the
face.

‘I"ve been saving that wup all evening,” she said furiously. ‘And
don't try and pretend that’s a bunch of flowers you ve forgotten to
bring which you re hiding behind your back. You tried that gag |ast
time.’ She turned and stal ked off.

‘It’s a box of chocolates | forgot this tinme,” said R chard glumy
and held out his enpty hand to her retreating back. ‘I clinbed up the
entire outside wall without them Did | feel a fool when | got in.’

‘Not very funny,’ said Susan. She swept into the kitchen and sounded
as if she was grinding coffee wth her bare hands. For soneone who
al ways | ooked so neat and sweet and delicate she packed a hell of a

t enper.
‘It’s true,” said Richard, ignoring Mchael conpletely. ‘I nearly
killed nyself.’

‘“I’"'mnot going to rise to that,’ said Susan fromw  thin the kitchen
“I'f you want sonething big and sharp throwmn at you why don't you cone
in here and be funny?

‘I suppose it would be pointless saying |'’msorry at this point,’
Ri chard cal |l ed out.

‘You bet,’ said Susan, sweeping back out of the kitchen again. She
| ooked at himwith her eyes flashing, and actually stanped her foot.

‘Honestly, Richard,’” she said, ‘I suppose you're going to say you
forgot again. How can you have the gall to stand there with two arns,
two legs and a head as if you're a human being? This is behaviour that
a bout of anpebic dysentery would be ashaned of. | bet that even the
very |lowest formof dysentery anpeba shows up to take its girlfriend
out for a quick trot around the stomach lining once in a while. Well, |
hope you had a | ousy eveni ng.

‘I did,” said Richard. ‘You wouldn’t have liked it. There was a
horse in the bathroom and you know how you hate that sort of thing.
‘Ch, Mchael,’” said Susan brusquely, ‘don't just stand there like a

sinking pudding. Thank you very nuch for dinner and the concert, you
were very sweet and | did enjoy listening to your troubles all evening
because they were such a nice change frommnmine. But | think it would be
best if | just found your book and pushed you out. |'ve got sone
serious junping up and down and ranting to do, and | know how it upsets
your delicate sensibilities.’

She retrieved her coat from him and hung it up. Wiile he had been
holding it he had seened entirely taken up with this task and obli vi ous
to anything else. Wthout it he seenmed a little |ost and naked and was

forced to stir hinmself back into life. He turned his big heavy eyes
back on Richard.

‘Richard,” he said, ‘I, er, read your piece in... in /Fathom. On
Musi ¢ and, er...

‘Fractal Landscapes,’ said Richard shortly. He didn't want to talk
to Mchael, and he certainly didn't want to get drawmn into a

conversation about Mchael’s wetched magazine. O rather, the magazi ne
that used to be M chael’s.
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That was the precise aspect of the conversation that Richard didn't
want to get drawn into.

‘“Er, yes. Very interesting, of <course,’” said Mchael in his silky,
over-rounded voice. ‘Mountain shapes and tree shapes and all sorts of
things. Recycl ed al gae.

‘Recursive algorithns.’

‘Yes, of course. Very interesting. But so wong, so terribly wong.
For the magazine, | nean. It is, after all, an /arts/ review. | would
never have all owed such a thing, of course. Ross has utterly ruined it.
Uterly. He'll have to go. /Have/ to. He has no sensibilities and he's
a thief.’

‘He's not a thief, Wdnesday, that's absolutely absurd,’ snapped
Ri chard, instantly getting drawn into it in spite of his resolution not
to. ‘He had nothing to do wth your getting the push whatsoever. That
was your own silly fault, and you...

There was a sharp intake of breath.

‘Richard,’” said Mchael in his softest, quietest voice -- arguing
with himwas |like getting tangled in parachute silk -- ‘1 think you do
not understand how inportant. ..

‘M chael,’” said Susan gently but firmy, holding open the door
M chael Went on- Weakes nodded faintly and seened to defl ate.

‘Your book,’ Susan added, holding out to hima small and elderly

vol ume on the ecclesiastical architecture of Kent. He took it, murnured
sonme slight thanks, |ooked about himfor a nonent as if he’'d suddenly
realised sonething rather odd, then gathered hinself together, nodded
farewel | and left.

Richard didn't appreciate quite how tense he had becone till M chae
left and he was suddenly able to relax. He'd always resented the
i ndul gent soft spot that Susan had for Mchael even if she did try to
disguise it by being terribly rude to himall the tinme. Perhaps even
because of that.

‘Susan, what can | say...? he started | anely.

‘“You could say “Quch” for a start. You didn't even give ne that
satisfaction when | hit you, and | thought | did it rather hard. Cod,
it’s freezing in here. Wat’'s that w ndow doi ng wi de open?

She went over to shut it.

‘I told you. That's how | got in,’ said Richard.

He sounded sufficiently as if he neant it to nake her | ook round at
himin surprise

‘Really,” he said. ‘Like in the chocolate ads, only | forgot the box
of chocol ates...’ He shrugged sheepishly.

She stared at himin amazenent.

‘What on earth possessed you to do that? she said. She stuck her
head out of the wi ndow and |ooked down. ‘You could have got killed,’
she said, turning back to him

‘“Well, er, yes...” he said. ‘It just seened the only way to... |
don’t know.’ He rallied hinself. ‘You took your key back renenber?
‘“Yes. | got fed wup with you coming and raiding ny |arder when you

couldn’t be bothered to do your own shopping. Richard, you really
clinmbed up this wall?

‘“Wll, | wanted to be here when you got in.’

She shook her head in bewi ldernent. ‘It would have been a great dea
better if you' d been here when | went out. Is that why you re wearing
those filthy old clothes?

‘Yes. You don’t think | went to dinner at St Cedd s |like this?

‘“Wll, | no longer know what you consider to be rational behaviour.’
She sighed and fished about in a small drawer. ‘Here,’ she said, ‘if
it’s going to save your life,” and handed hima couple of keys on a
ring. ‘I'mtoo tired to be angry anynore. An evening of being | obbied
by M chael has taken it out of ne.’
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‘“Well, 1'Il never understand why you put up with him’ said Richard,
going to fetch the coffee

‘I  know you don't like him but he's very sweet and can be charmn ng
in his sad kind of way. Usually it’'s very relaxing to be wth soneone
who's so self-absorbed, because it doesn’'t make any denmands on you. But
he’ s obsessed with the idea that | can do sonething about his magazine.

I can't, of <course. Life doesn't work like that. | do feel sorry for
hi m though.’
‘I don't. He's had it very, very easy all his life. He still has it

very, very easy. He's just had his toy taken away fromhimthat's all
It’s hardly unjust, is it?

‘“It’s not a matter of whether it’s just or not. | feel sorry for him
because he’s unhappy.

‘“Well, of course he’s wunhappy. Al Ross has turned /Fathonl into a
really sharp, intelligent nmmgazine that everyone suddenly wants to
read. It was just a bunbling shanbles before. |Its only real function
was to let Mchael have lunch and toady about w th whoever he |liked on
the pretext that maybe they might like to wite a little sonething. He

hardly ever got an actual issue out. The whole thing was a sham He
panpered hinself wth it. | really don't find that charmng or
engaging. I'msorry, |’mgoing on about it and | didn't nean to.

Susan shrugged uneasily.

‘I think you overreact,’ she said, ‘though | think | will have to
steer clear of him if he’s going to keep on at ne to do sonething
simply can’t do. |It’'s too exhausting. Anyway, listen, |I'mglad you had
a lousy evening. | want to talk about what we were going to do this
weekend.’

“Ah,’ said Richard, ‘well...’

“Ch, 1'd better just check the nmessages first.’

She wal ked past himto the tel ephone-answering nachine, played the
first few seconds of CGordon’s nessage and then suddenly ejected the
cassette.

‘I can’t be bothered,’ she said, giving it to him ‘Could you just
give this straight to Susan at the office tonorrow? Save her a trip. If
there’'s anything inportant on it she can tell ne.’

Ri chard blinked, said, ‘Er, yes,’” and pocketed the tape, tingling
with the shock of the reprieve.

“ Anyway, the weekend --' said Susan, sitting down on the sofa.

Ri chard wi ped his hand over his brow ‘Susan, I|...’

‘I"'mafraid |'"ve got to work. Nicola's sick and 1'm going to have to
dep for her at the Wgnore on Friday week. There's sonme Vivaldi and

some Mzart | don’t knowtoo well, sothat neans a lot of extra
practice this weekend, |I'mafraid. Sorry.’

‘“Well, in fact,’” said Richard, ‘I have to work as well.’ He sat down
by her.

‘I know. Gordon keeps on at ne to nag you. | wish he wouldn't. It’'s
none of mny business and it puts ne in an invidious position. I'mtired

of being pressurised by people, R chard. At |least you don't do that.

She took a sip of her coffee.

‘But I'm sure,’” she added, ‘that there’'s sone kind of grey area
bet ween bei ng pressurised and being conpletely forgotten about that |'d
quite like to explore. Gve nme a hug.

He hugged her, feeling that he was nonstrously and unworthily | ucky.
An hour later he let hinself out and discovered that the Pizza Express
was cl osed.

Meanwhi | e, M chael Wenton-\Wakes nade his way back to his hone in
Chel sea. As he sat in the back of the taxi he watched the streets with
a blank stare and tapped his fingers lightly against the window in a
sl ow t hought ful rhythm

/Rap tap tap a rap tap a rap a tap./
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He was one of those dangerous people who are soft, squidgy and
cow i ke provided they have what they want. And because he had al ways
had what he wanted, and had seened easily pleased with it, it had never
occurred to anybody that he was anything other than soft, squidgy and
cow i ke. You would have to push through a lot of soft squidgy bits in
order to find a bit that didn't give when you pushed it. That was the
bit that all the soft squidgy bits were there to protect.

M chael Wenton-Wakes was the younger son of Lord Magna, publisher,
newspaper owner and over-indulgent father, wunder whose protective
unbrella it had pleased Mchael to run his own |little nmagazine at a
magni ficent | oss. Lord Magna had presided over the gradual but
dignified and wel | -respect ed decline of the publishing enpire
originally founded by his father, the first Lord Magna.

M chael continued to tap his knuckles lightly on the gl ass.

/A rap tap a rap a tap./

He renenbered the appalling, terrible day when his father had
el ectrocuted hinmself changing a plug, and his nother, his /nother/,
took over the business. Not only took it over but started running it
with conpletely unexpected verve and determination. She exanmined the
conmpany with a very sharp eye as to how it was being run, or wal ked, as
she put it, and eventually even got around to |ooking at the accounts
of M chael ' s magazi ne.

[ Tap tap tap./

Now M chael knew just enough about the business side of things to
know what the figures ought to be, and he had sinply assured his father
that that was i ndeed what they were.

‘Can’t allowthis job just to be a sinecure, you nust see that, old
fellow, you have to pay your way or how would it |ook, how would it
be?" his father used to say, and M chael would nod seriously, and start
thinking up the figures for next nmonth, or whenever it was he would
next manage to get an issue out.

Hs nother, on the other hand, was not so indulgent. Not by a
| orryl oad.

M chael usually referred to his nother as an old battleaxe, but if
she was fairly to be conpared to a battleaxe it would only be to an
exquisitely crafted, beautifully balanced battleaxe, wth an elegant
m ni mum of fine engraving which stopped just short of its gleanng
razored edge. One swipe from such an instrunent and you wouldn’'t even
know you' d been hit until you tried to ook at your watch a bit |ater
and di scovered that your armwasn’'t on.

She had been waiting patiently -- or at |east with the appearance of
patience -- in the wings all this tine, being the devoted wife, the
doting but strict mother. Now soneone had taken her -- to switch
met aphors for a nonent -- out of her scabbard and everyone was running
for cover.

I ncl udi ng M chael

It was her firmbelief that Mchael, whom she quietly adored, had
been spoiled in the fullest and worst sense of the word, and she was
determined, at this late stage, to stop it

It didn't take her nmore than a few minutes to see that he had been
sinply making up the figures every nonth, and that the magazine was
haenmorrhaging noney as Mchael toyed with it, all the tine running up
huge lunch bills, taxi accounts and staff costs that he would playfully
set against fictitious taxes. The whole thing had sinmply got |ost
sonmewhere in the gargantuan accounts of Magna House

She had then sunmoned M chael to see her

[ Tap tap a rap a tappa./

‘How do you want ne to treat you,” she said, ‘as my son or as the
editor of one of ny magazines? |’ mhappy to do either.

‘ Your magazines? Well, | amyour son, but | don't see...’

‘Right. Mchael, | want you to |look at these figures,’” she said

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/Dirk%20Gently's%20Holistic%20Detective%20Agency.txt (51 of 127) [1/14/03 11:43:46 PM]



file:///F)/rah/New%20Fol der/Dirk%20Gently's%20Holi stic%20D etective¥20A gency.txt

briskly, handing over a sheet of conputer printout. ‘The ones on the

| eft show the actual incom ngs and outgoings of /Fathom, the ones on
the right are your own figures. Does anything strike you about then®
‘Mother, | can explain, | --’
‘Good,’ said Lady Magna sweetly, ‘I'mvery glad of that.’

She took the piece of paper back. ‘Now. Do you have any views on how
the magazi ne shoul d best be run in the future?
‘Yes, absolutely. Very strong ones. | --’

‘Good,” said Lady Magna, with a bright smle. *‘Wll, that's all
perfectly satisfactory, then.’

‘Don’t you want to hear -- 7

‘No, that's all right, dear. |I'’mjust happy to know that you do have
sonmething to say on the matter to clear it all up. I’"’msure the new
owner of /Fathomi will be glad to listen to whatever it is.’

‘What?’ said a stunned Mchael. ‘You nean you're actually selling
/ Fat hont ?’

‘No. | nmean |’'ve already sold it. Didn't get nuch for it, [|I'm

afraid. One pound plus a pronise that you would be retained as editor
for the next three issues, and after that it's at the new owner’s
di scretion.’

M chael stared, pop-eyed.

‘Wll, come now,’ said his nother reasonably, ‘we could hardly
continue wunder the present arrangenent, could we? You always agreed
with your father that the job should not be a sinecure for you. And
since | would have a great deal of difficulty in either believing or
resisting your stories, | thought | would hand the problemon to
sonmeone with whom you could have a nore objective relationship. Now, I
have anot her appoi ntnment, M chael.

‘“Well, but... who have you sold it to? spluttered M chael

‘ Gordon Way.'’

‘ Gordon Way! But for heaven's sake, Modther, he's --’

‘He's very anxious to be seen to patronise the arts. And | think I
do nmean patronise. I'msure you'll get on splendidly, dear. Now, if you
don't mnd --’

M chael stood his ground.

‘“1"ve never heard of anything so outrageous! | --’

‘Do you know, that’'s exactly what M Way said when | showed him
these figures and then demanded that you be kept on as editor for three
i ssues.’

M chael huffed and puffed and went red and wagged his finger, but
could think of nothing nore to say. Except, ‘Wat difference would it

have made to all this if 1'd said treat nme as the editor of one of your
magazi nes?’

Wiy, dear,’ said Lady Magna with her sweetest smile, ‘I would have
called you M Wenton-Wakes, of course. And | wouldn’'t now be telling
you straighten your tie,” she added, with a tiny little gesture under
her chin.

/Rap tap tap rap tap tap./

‘Nunber seventeen, was it, guv?

‘“Er... what?' said Mchael, shaking his head.

‘It was seventeen you said, was it? said the cab driver, ‘‘Cause
we're ‘ere.’

‘Ch. Oh, yes, thank you,’” said Mchael. He clinbed out and funbled
in his pocket for sone noney.

‘Tap tap tap, eh?

‘What ?’ said M chael handing over the fare.

‘Tap tap tap,’” said the cab driver, ‘all the bloody way here. GCot
sonet hing on your mind, eh, mate?

‘M nd your own bl oody business,’ snapped M chael savagely.

‘If you say so, nmate. Just thought you mght be going nmad or
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sonet hing,’ said the cabbie and drove off.

M chael let hinmself into his house and wal ked t hrough the cold hal
to the dining room turned on the overhead Iight and poured hinself a
brandy fromthe decanter. He took off his coat, threw it across the
| arge mahogany dining table and pulled a chair over to the w ndow where
he sat nursing his drink and his grievances.

[ Tap tap tap/, he went on the w ndow.

He had sullenly remained as editor for the stipulated three issues

and was then, with Ilittle cerenony, let go. A new editor was found, a
certain A, K Ross, who was young, hungry and anbitious, and he quickly
turned the nmagazine into a resounding success. Mchael, in the

meanti me, had been | ost and naked. There was nothing else for him

He tapped on the w ndow again and | ooked, as he frequently did, at
the small table lanp that stood on the sill. It was a rather ugly,
ordinary little lanmp, and the only thing about it that regularly
transfixed his attention was that this was the lanp that had
el ectrocuted his father, and this was where he had been sitting.

The old boy was such a fool with anything technical. M chael could
just see himpeering wth profound concentration through his half noons
and sucking his moustache as he tried to unravel the arcane
complexities of a thirteen-anmp plug. He had, it seened, plugged it back
inthe wall without first screwing the cover back on and then tried to
change the fuse /in situ/. Fromthis he received the shock which had
stilled his already dicky heart.

Such a sinple, sinple error, thought M chael, such as anyone could
have nmmde, anyone, but the consequences of it were catastrophic.
Utterly catastrophic. His father’'s death, his own loss, the rise of the
appal i ng Ross and his disastrously successful magazi ne and..

[ Tap tap tap./

He | ooked at the window, at his own reflection, and at the dark
shadows of the bushes on the other side of it. He | ooked again at the
| anp. This was the very object, this the very place, and the error was
such a sinple one. Sinple to nmake, sinple to prevent.

The only thing that separated himfromthat sinple nonment was the
invisible barrier of the nonths that had passed in between.

A sudden, odd calm descended on him as if sonething inside himhad
suddenl y been resol ved.

[ Tap tap tap./

/[ Fathoml was his. It wasn't neant to be a success, it was his life.
Hs life had been taken fromhim and that demanded a response.

[ Tap tap tap crack./

He surprised hinmself by suddenly punching his hand through the
wi ndow and cutting hinself quite badly.

[::: CHAPTER 15 ooy

Sone of the |less pleasant aspects of being dead were beginning to
creep up on Gordon Way as he stood in front of his ‘cottage’

It was in fact a rather large house by anybody el se’s standards but
he had al ways wanted to have a cottage in the country and so when the
time came for himfinally to buy one and he discovered that he had
rather more noney available than he had ever seriously believed he
m ght own, he bought a large old rectory and called it a cottage in
spite of its seven bedroons and its four acres of dank Canbridgeshire
land. This did little to endear himto people who only had cottages,
but then if Gordon Wy had allowed his actions to be governed by what
endeared himto people he woul dn’t have been Gordon Wy.

He wasn’t, of course, Gordon Way any longer. He was the ghost of
Gordon Way.

In his pocket he had the ghosts of Gordon Way's keys.
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It was this realisation that had stopped him for a nmonent in his
invisible tracks. The idea of walking through walls frankly revolted
him It was sonmething he had been trying strenuously to avoid al
night. He had instead been fighting to grip and grapple wth every
object he touched in order to render it, and thereby hinself,
substantial. To enter his house, his own house, by any means other than
that of opening the front door and striding in in a proprietoria
manner filled himwith a hurtling sense of |oss.

He wished, as he stared at it, that the house was not such an
extreme exanmple of Victorian Gothic, and that the moonlight didn't play
so coldly on its narrow gabled w ndows and its forbidding turrets. He
had j oked, stupidly, when he bought it that it |ooked as if it ought to

be haunted, not realising that one day it would be -- or by whom
A chill of the spirit gripped himas he nade his way silently up the
driveway, lined by the | oom ng shapes of yewtrees that were far ol der

than the rectory itself. It was a disturbing thought that anybody el se
m ght be scared wal king up such a driveway on such a night for fear of
meeti ng sonething such as him

Behind a screen of yew trees off to his left stood the gloony bulk
of the old church, decaying now, only used in rotation wth others in
nei ghbouring villages and presided over by a vicar who was al ways
breathless from bicycling there and dispirited by the few who were
waiting for himwhen he arrived. Behind the steeple of the church hung
the cold eye of the noon.

A glinpse of novenent seemed suddenly to catch his eye, as if a
figure had noved in the bushes near the house, but it was, he told
hi nsel f, only his imagination, overwought by the strain of being dead.
What was there here that he could possibly be afraid of?

He continued onwards, around the angle of the wing of the rectory,
towards the front door set deep wthin its gloonmy porch weathed in
ivy. He was suddenly startled to realise that there was light comng
fromwithin the house. Electric light and also the dimflicker of
firelight.

It was a nmoment or two before he realised that he was, of course,
expected that night, though hardly in his present form Ms Bennett,
the el derly housekeeper, would have been in to make the bed, |ight the
fire and | eave out a |ight supper for him

The television, too, would be on, especially so that he could turn
it off inmpatiently upon entering.

H's footsteps failed to crunch on the gravel as he approached.
Though he knew that he nmust fail at the door, he nevertheless could not
but go there first, totry if he could open it, and only then, hidden
within the shadows of the porch, would he close his eyes and |et
hinself slip ashanedly through it. He stepped up to the door and
st opped.

It was open.

Just half an inch, but it was open. H s spirit fluttered in fearfu
surprise. How could it be open? Ms Bennett was always so conscientious
about such things. He stood uncertainly for a nonment and then wth
difficulty exerted hinsel f against the door. Under the little pressure
he could bring to bear on it, it swng slowy and unwillingly open, its
hi nges groaning in protest. He stepped through and slipped along the
stone-flagged hallway. A wide staircase led up into the darkness, but
the doors that led off fromthe hallway all stood cl osed.

The nearest door led into the drawing room in which the fire was
burning, and from which he could hear the nmuted car chases of the late
nmovie. He struggled futilely for a mnute or two with its shiny brass
door knob, but was forced in the end to adnmit a hunmiliating defeat, and
with a sudden rage flung hinself straight at the door -- and through
it.

The room inside was a picture of pleasant donmestic warnth. He
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staggered violently into it, and was unable to stop hinself floating on
through a small occasional table set with thick sandwiches and a
Thernos flask of hot coffee, through a |arge overstuffed arnthair, into
the fire, through the thick hot brickwork and into the cold dark dining
room beyond.

The connecting door back into the sitting room was al so closed.
Gordon fingered it nunbly and then, submtting hinself to the
inevitable, braced hinself, and slid back through it, calmy, gently,
noticing for the first tine the rich internal grain of the wood.

The coziness of the roomwas alnost too much for Gordon, and he
wandered distractedly around it, unable to settle, letting the warm
liveliness of the firelight play through him Hmit couldn’t warm

What, he wondered, were ghosts supposed to do all night?

He sat, uneasily, and watched the tel evision. Soon, however, the car
chases drifted peacefully to a close and there was nothing |eft but
grey snow and white noise, which he was unable to turn off.

He found he’d sunk too far into the chair and confused hinself with
bits of it as he pushed and pulled hinself wup. He tried to amuse
hinself by standing in the mddle of a table, but it did little to
alleviate a nmood that was sliding inexorably from despondency
downwar ds

Per haps he woul d sl eep.

Per haps.

He felt no tiredness or drowsiness, but just a deadly craving for
oblivion. He passed back through the closed door and into the dark
hal | way, fromwhich the wde heavy stairs led to the large gloony
bedr ooms above.

Up these, enptily, he trod.

It was for nothing, he knew If you cannot open the door to a
bedroom you cannot sleep in its bed. He slid hinself through the door
and lifted hinself on to the bed which he knew to be cold though he
could not feel it. The mbon seened unable to |eave himal one and shone
full on himas he lay there wi de-eyed and enpty, unable now to renmenber
what sleep was or howto do it.

The horror of hollowness lay on him the horror of |ying ceasel essly
and forever awake at four o’'clock in the norning.

He had nowhere to go, nothing to do when he got there, and no one he
could go and wake up who wouldn't be utterly horrified to see him

The worst nmonment had been when he had seen Richard on the road,
Richard’s face frozen white in the windscreen. He saw again his face,
and that of the pale figure next to him

That had been the thing which had shaken out of him the lingering
shred of warnth at the back of his mind which said that this was just a
temporary problem It seened terrible in the night hours, but would be
all right in the norning when he could see people and sort things out.
He fingered the menory of the nonent in his mind and could not let it
go.

He had seen Richard and Richard, he knew, had seen him

It was not going to be all right.

Usual |y when he felt this bad at night he popped downstairs to see
what was in the fridge, so he went now. It would be nore cheerful than
this noonlit bedroom He would hang around the kitchen going bunp in
t he ni ght.

He slid down -- and partially through -- the banisters, wafted
through the kitchen door w thout a second thought and then devoted all
his concentration and energy for about five minutes to getting the
Iight switch on.

That gave hima real sense of achievenent and he determined to
celebrate with a beer.

After a mnute or two of repeatedly juggling and dropping a can of
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Fosters he gave it up. He had not the slightest conception of how he
could nanage to open a ring pull, and besides the stuff was all shaken
up by now -- and what was he going to do with the stuff even if he did
get it open?

He didn’t have a body to keep it in. He hurled the can away from hi m
and it scuttled off under a cupboard.

He began to notice sonething about hinself, which was the way in
which his ability to grasp things seened to grow and fade in a slow
rhythm as did his visibility.

There was an irregularity in the rhythm though, or perhaps it was
just that sonetinmes the effects of it would be nmuch nore pronounced
than at others. That, too, seenmed to vary according to a slower rhythm
Just at that nonent it seened to him that his strength was on the
i ncrease.

In a sudden fever of activity he tried to see how nany things in the
kitchen he could nove or use or sonmehow get to work

He pull ed open cupboards, he yanked out drawers, scattering cutlery
on the floor. He got a brief whirr out of the food processor, he
knocked over the electric coffee grinder without getting it to work, he
turned on the gas on the cooker hob but then couldn’t light it, he
savaged a |oaf of bread with a carving knife. He tried stuffing |unps
of bread into his mouth, but they sinply fell through his nmouth to the
floor. A nouse appeared, but scurried fromthe room its coat electric
with fear.

Eventually he stopped and sat at the kitchen table, enotionally
exhaust ed but physically nunb.

How, he wondered, woul d people react to his death?

Who woul d be nost sorry to know that he had gone?

For a while there would be shock, then sadness, then they would
adj ust, and he would be a fading nenory as people got on with their own
lives wthout him thinking that he had gone on to wherever people go.
That was a thought that filled himwith the nost icy dread.

He had not gone. He was still here.

He sat facing one cupboard that he hadn't nmanaged to open yet
because its handle was too stiff, and that annoyed him He grappled
awkwardly with a tin of tomatoes, then went over again to the large
cupboard and attacked the handle with the tin. The door flew open and
hi s own nissing bl oodstai ned body fell horribly forward out of it.

CGordon hadn’'t realised up till this point that it was possible for a
ghost to faint.

He realised it now and did it.

He was woken a couple of hours later by the sound of his gas cooker
expl odi ng.

[::: CHAPTER 16 ooy

The foll owi ng norning R chard woke up twi ce.

The first time he assumed he had nade a mistake and turned over for
a fitful few mnutes nore. The second tine he sat up with a jolt as the
events of the previous night insisted thensel ves upon him

He went downstairs and had a noody and wunsettled breakfast, during
whi ch nothing went right. He burned the toast, spilled the coffee, and
realised that though he'd neant to buy sonme nore narnal ade yesterday,
he hadn't. He surveyed his feeble attenpt at feeding hinself and
thought that maybe he could at least allow hinself the time to take
Susan out for an amazing neal tonight, to make up for |ast night.

If he could persuade her to cone.

There was a restaurant that Gordon had been enthusing about at great
length and recomending that they try. Gordon was pretty good on
restaurants -- he certainly seemed to spend enough tine in them He sat
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and tapped his teeth wth a pencil for a couple of minutes, and then
went up to his workroomand |ugged a tel ephone directory out from under
a pile of conputer nagazi nes.

L' Esprit d’ Escalier.

He phoned the restaurant and tried to book a table, but when he said
when he wanted it for this seemed to cause a little anusenent.

“Ah, non, nisieur,’” said the nmaitre d, ‘I regret that it is
i npossible. At this noment it is necessary to make reservations at
| east three weeks in advance. Pardon, nisieur.

Richard nmarvelled at the idea that there were people who actually
knew what they wanted to do three weeks in advance, thanked the maitre
d and rang off. Well, naybe a pizza again instead. This thought
connected back to the appointnent he had failed to keep |ast night, and
after a nonent curiosity overcame himand he reached for the phone book
agai n.

Gent | eman. ..

Gentl es. .

Gentry.

There was no Gently at all. Not a single one. He found the other
directories, except for the S-Z book which hi s cleaning | ady
continually threw away for reasons he had never yet fathoned.

There was certainly no Celli, or anything like it. There was no
Jently, no Dgently, no Dently, no Dzently, nor anything renotely
simlar. He wondered about Tjently, Tsentli or Tzentli and tried

Directory Enquiries, but they were out. He sat and tapped his teeth
with a pencil again and watched his sofa slowy revolving on the screen
of his conputer.

How very peculiar it had been that it had only been hours earlier
that Reg had asked after Dirk with such urgency.

If you really wanted to find soneone, how woul d you set about it,
what woul d you do?

He tried phoning the police, but they were out too. Well, that was
that. He had done all he could do for the nonment short of hiring a
private detective, and he had better ways of wasting his tinme and
money. He would run into Dirk again, as he did every few years or so.

He found it hard to believe there were really such people, anyway,
as private detectives.

What sort of people were they? What did they |ook Iike, where did
t hey work?

What sort of tie would you wear if you were a private detective?
Presumably it would have to be exactly the sort of tie that people
woul dn’t expect private detectives to wear. |nmagine having to sort out
a problemlike that when you' d just got up

Just out of curiosity as nuch as anything el se, and because the only
alternative was settling down to Anthem coding, he found hinself
| eafing through the Yell ow Pages.

Private Detectives -- see Detective Agencies.

The words |ooked alnobst odd in such a solid and businesslike
context. He flipped back through the book. Dry Ceaners, Dog Breeders,
Dental Technicians, Detective Agencies..

At that nonment the phone rang and he answered it, alittle curtly.
He didn’t |ike being interrupted.

‘ Sonet hi ng wong, Richard?

“Ch, hi, Kate, sorry, no. | was... ny mnd was el sewhere.’

Kate Ansel mwas another star progranmer at WayForward Technol ogi es.
She was working on a long-termArtificial Intelligence project, the
sort of thing that sounded 1|ike an absurd pipe dreamuntil you heard
her tal king about it. Gordon needed to hear her talking about it quite
regularly, partly because he was nervous about the noney it was costing
and partly because, well, there was little doubt that GCordon liked to
hear Kate tal ki ng anyway.
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‘I didn't want to disturb you,’ she said. ‘It’s just | was trying to
contact Gordon and can't. There's no reply from London or the cottage,
or his car or his bleeper. It’'s just that for someone as obsessively in
contact as Gordon it's a bit odd. You heard he's had a phone put in his
i solation tank? True.’

‘I haven't spoken to himsince yesterday,’ said Richard. He suddenly
renenbered the tape he had taken from Susan’s answering nachi ne, and
hoped to God there wasn't anything nore inportant in Gordon’'s nessage

than ravings about rabbits. He said, ‘I know he was going to the
cottage. Er, | don't know where he is. Have you tried --' Richard
couldn’t think of anywhere else to try -- ‘...er. Good Cod.

‘Ri chard?

‘ How extraordinary...
‘Richard, what’s the matter?

‘Not hing, Kate. Er, |I've just read the npbst astounding thing.’
‘Real |y, what are you readi ng?
‘“Well, the tel ephone directory, in fact...

‘Real ly? | nmust rush out and buy one. Have the filmrights gone?

‘Look, sorry, Kate, can | get back to you? | don’t know where Gordon
is at the monment and --’

‘Don’t worry. | know how it is when you can’t wait to turn the next
page. They al ways keep vyou guessing till the end, don’t they? It nust
have been Zbigniew that did it. Have a good weekend.’' She hung up

Ri chard hung up too, and sat staring at the box advertisenment |ying
open in front of himin the Yell ow Pages.

DI RK GENTLY' S
HOLI STI C DETECTI VE AGENCY
W solve the /whole/ crine
We find the /whole/ person
Phone today for the /whole/ solution to your problem
(M ssing cats and nmessy divorces a speciality)
33a Peckender St., London N1 01-354 9112

Peckender Street was only a few mnutes’ wal k away. Richard
scribbled down the address, pulled on his coat and trotted downstairs,
stopping to make another quick inspection of the sofa. There nust, he
thought, be sonething terribly obvious that he was overlooking. The
sofa was jamed on a slight turn in the long narrow stairway. At this
point the stairs were interrupted for a couple of yards of flat
| andi ng, which corresponded with the position of the flat directly
beneath Richard’s. However, his inspection produced no new insights,
and he eventually cl anbered on over it and out of the front door.

In Islington you <can hardly hurl a brick without hitting three
anti que shops, an estate agent and a bookshop

Even if you didn't actually hit themyou would certainly set off
their burglar alarms, which wouldn’t be turned off again till after the
weekend. A police car played its regular ganme of dodgems down Upper
Street and squealed to a halt just past him Richard crossed the road
behind it.

The day was cold and bright, which he liked. He wal ked across the
top of Islington Green, where w nos get beaten up, past the site of the
old Collins Miusic Hall which had got burnt down, and through Canden
Passage where Anerican tourists get ripped off. He browsed anong the
antiques for a while and | ooked at a pair of earrings that he thought
Susan would |ike, but he wasn’t sure. Then he wasn't sure that he I|iked
them got confused and gave up. He |l ooked in at a bookshop, and on an
i mpul se bought an anthol ogy of Coleridge’s poens since it was just

|l ying there.
From here he threaded his way through the w nding back streets, over
the canal, past the council estates that lined the canal, through a
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nunber of smaller and smal l er squares, till finally he reached
Peckender Street, which had turned out to be a good deal farther than
he’ d t hought.

It was the sort of street where property developers in |arge Jaguars

drive around at the weekend salivating. It was full of end-of-Iease
shops, Victorian industrial architecture and a short, decaying |late-
Georgian terrace, all just itching to be pulled down so that sturdy

young concrete boxes could sprout in their places. Estate agents roaned
the area in hungry packs, eyeing each other warily, their clipboards on
a hair trigger.

Nunber 33, when he eventually found it neatly sandw ched between 37
and 45, was in a poorish state of repair, but no worse than nost of the
rest.

The ground floor was a dusty travel agent’s whose w ndow was cracked
and whose faded BOAC posters were probably now quite valuable. The
doorway next to the shop had been painted bright red, not well, but at
| east recently. A push button next to the door said, in neatly
pencilled lettering, ‘Domnique, French | essons, 3nme Floor’

The nost striking feature of the door, however, was the bold and
shiny brass plague fixed in the dead centre of it, on which was
engraved the legend ‘Dirk Gently's Holistic Detective Agency’.

Nothing else. It |ooked brand new -- even the screws that held it in
pl ace were still shiny.

The door opened to Richard' s push and he peered inside.

He saw a short and nusty hallway which contained little but the
stairway that led up fromit. A door at the back of the hall showed
little sign of having been opened in recent years, and had stacks of
old netal shelving, a fish tank and the carcass of a bike piled up
against it. Everything else, the walls, the floor, the stairs
t hensel ves, and as nuch of the rear door as could be got at, had been
painted grey in an attenpt to smarten it up cheaply, but it was all now
badly scuffed, and little cups of fungus were peeking froma danp stain
near the ceiling.

The sounds of angry voices reached him and as he started up the
stairs he was able to disentangle the noises of two entirely separate
but heated argunents that were going on sonewhere above him

One ended abruptly -- or at least half of it did -- as an angry
overweight nman cane clattering down the stairs pulling his raincoat
collar straight. The other half of the argunent continued in a torrent
of aggrieved French from high above them The man pushed past Richard,
said, ‘Save your npney, mate, it's a conplete washout,’ and di sappeared
out into the chilly norning.

The other argument was nore nuffled. As Richard reached the first
corridor a door slamed sonmewhere and brought that too to an end. He
| ooked into the nearest open doorway.

It led into a small ante-office. The other, inner door |eading from
it was firmy closed. A youngish plunp-faced girl in a cheap blue coat
was pulling sticks of make-up and boxes of Kleenex out of her desk
drawer and thrusting theminto her bag.

‘I's this the detective agency?’ Richard asked her tentatively.

The girl nodded, biting her lip and keeping her head down.

“And is M Gently in?

‘He may be,’ she said, throw ng back her hair, which was too curly
for throwing back properly, ‘and then again he may not be. | amnot in
a positionto tell. It is not my business to know of his whereabouts.
H s whereabouts are, as of now, entirely his own business.’

She retrieved her last pot of nail wvarnish and tried to slamthe
drawer shut. A fat book sitting upright in the drawer prevented it from
closing. She tried to slamthe drawer again, wthout success. She
pi cked up the book, ripped out a clunmp of pages and replaced it. This
time she was able to slamthe drawer with ease.
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‘Are you his secretary?’ asked Richard.

‘I amhis ex-secretary and | intend to stay that way,’ she said,
firmy snapping her bag shut. ‘If he intends to spend his nobney on
stupi d expensive brass plaques rather than on paying nme, then et him
But | won't stay to stand for it, thank you very nuch. Good for
busi ness, ny foot. Answering the phones properly is good for business
and 1'd like to see his fancy brass plaque do that. If you'll excuse ne

I"d like to stormout, please.’

Ri chard stood aside, and out she storned.

“ And good riddance!’ shouted a voice fromthe inner office. A phone
rang and was picked up i mediately.

‘Yes? answered the voice fromthe inner office, testly. The girl
popped back for her scarf, but quietly, so her ex-enployer wouldn't
hear. Then she was finally gone.

‘Yes, Dirk Gently's Holistic Detective Agency. How can we be of help
to you?

The torrent of French fromupstairs had ceased. A kind of tense calm
descended.

Inside, the voice said, ‘That’s right, Ms Sunderland, nessy
divorces are our particular speciality.’

There was a pause.

‘Yes, thank you, Ms Sunderland, not quite that nessy.’ Down went
the phone again, to be replaced instantly by the ringing of another
one.

Ri chard | ooked around the grimlittle office. There was very little
init. A battered chipboard veneer desk, an old grey filing cabinet and
a dark green tin wastepaper bin. On the wall was a Duran Duran poster

on which soneone had scrawied in fat red felt tip, ‘Take this down
pl ease’ .

Beneat h that another hand had scraw ed, ‘ No’

Beneath that again the first hand had witten, ‘Il insist that you

take it down’
Beneath that the second hand had witten, ‘Wn't!’
Beneath that -- ‘You're fired
Beneath that -- ‘ Good!’
And there the matter appeared to have rested.
He knocked on the inner door, but was not answered. Instead the

voice continued, ‘I'mvery glad you asked ne that, Ms Raw inson. The
term“holistic” refers to ny conviction that what we are concerned with
here is the fundanental interconnectedness of all things. | do not
concern nyself with such petty things as fingerprint powder, telltale
pi eces of pocket fluff and inane footprints. | see the solution to each

problem as being detectable in the pattern and web of the whole. The
connecti ons between causes and effects are often much nore subtle and
conplex than we with our rough and ready understandi ng of the physica
world might naturally suppose, Ms Raw i nson.

‘Let me give you an exanple. If you go to an acupuncturist wth
toot hache he sticks a needle instead into your thigh. Do you know why
he does that, Ms Raw inson?

‘No, neither do I, Ms Rawinson, but we intend to find out. A
pl easure talking to you, Ms Raw inson. Goodbye.’

Anot her phone was ringing as he put this one down.

Ri chard eased the door open and | ooked in.

It was the sane Svlad, or Dirk, Celli. Looking a Ilittle rounder
about the mddle, alittle |ooser and redder about the eyes and the
neck, but it was still essentially the sane face that he renenbered

nmost vividly smling a grim smle as its owner clinbed into the back of
one of the Black Marias of the Canbridgeshire constabul ary, eight years
previously.

He wore a heavy old light brown suit which |ooked as if it has been
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worn extensively for branble hacking expeditions in sonme distant and
better past, a red checked shirt which failed entirely to harnonise
with the suit, and a green striped tie which refused to speak to either
of them He also wore thick netal-rimred spectacles, which probably
accounted at least in part for his dress sense.

‘“Ah, Ms Bluthall, how thoroughly uplifting to hear fromyou,’ he
was saying. ‘I was so distressed to learn that Mss Tiddl es has passed
over. This is desperate news indeed. And yet, and yet... Should we

all ow bl ack despair to hide from us the fairer light in which vyour
bl essed noggy now forever dwells?

‘I think not. Hark. |I think I hear Mss Tiddl es m aowi ng even now.
She calls to you, Ms Bluthall. She says she is content, she is at
peace. She says she’ll be even nore at peace when you've paid sonme bil
or other. Does that ring a bell with you at all, Ms Bluthall? Conme to
think of it | think | sent you one nyself not three nonths ago.

wonder if it can be that which is disturbing her eternal rest.’

Dirk beckoned Richard in with a brisk wave and then notioned himto
pass the crunpled pack of French cigarettes that was sitting just out
of his reach.

‘Sunday night, then, Ms Bluthall, Sunday night at eight-thirty. You

know the address. Yes, |I'msure Mss Tiddles will appear, as |'msure
wi || your cheque book. Till then, Ms Bluthall, till then.’

Anot her phone was already ringing as he got rid of Ms Bluthall. He
grabbed at it, lighting his crunpled cigarette at the sane tine.

‘“Ah, Ms Sauskind,’” he said in answer to the caller, ‘ny ol dest and
may | say nost valued client. Good day to you, Ms Sauskind, good day.
Sadly, no sign as yet of young Roderick, I|'mafraid, but the search is
intensifying as it nmoves into what | amconfident are its closing
stages, and | am sanguine that within nere days fromtoday's date we
will have the young rascal permanently restored to your arnms and new ng
prettily, ah yes the bill, | was wondering if you had received it.’

Dirk’s crunpled cigarette turned out to be too crunpled to snoke, so
he hooked the phone on his shoul der and poked around in the packet for
anot her, but it was enpty.

He rummaged on his desk for a piece of paper and a stub of penci
and wrote a note which he passed to Richard.

‘Yes, Ms Sauskind,’ he assured the telephone, ‘I am Ilistening with
the utnost attention.’

The note said ‘Tell secretary get cigs’

‘Yes,’ continued Dirk into the phone, ‘but as | have endeavoured to
explain to you, Ms Sauskind, over the seven years of our acquai ntance,
Il incline to the quantum nmechanical viewin this natter. My theory is
that your <cat is not lost, but that his waveform has tenporarily
col | apsed and nust be restored. Schrddinger. Planck. And so on.’

Ri chard wote on the note ‘ You haven't got secretary’ and pushed it
back.

Dirk considered this for a while, then wote ‘Damm and blast’ on the
paper and pushed it to Richard again.

“l grant you, Ms Sauskind,’” continued Dirk blithely, ‘that nineteen
years is, shall we say, a distinguished age for a cat to reach, yet can
we allow ourselves to believe that a cat such as Roderick has not
reached it?

“And should we now in the auturmm of his years abandon himto his
fate? This surely is the tine that he npst needs the support of our
continuing investigations. This is the tine that we should redoubl e our
efforts, and with your permission, Ms Sauskind, that is what | intend
to do. Imagine, Ms Sauskind, howyou would face himif you had not
done this sinple thing for him’

Ri chard fidgeted with the note, shrugged to hinself, and wote “1'1]I
get them on it and passed it back once nore.

Dirk shook his head in adnonition, then wote ‘I couldn't possibly
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that would be nmost kind'. As soon as Richard had read this, D rk took
the note back and added ‘ Get npbney from secretary’ to it.

Ri chard | ooked at the paper thoughtfully, took the pencil and put a
tick next to where he had previously witten ‘You haven't got
secretary’. He pushed the paper back across the table to Dirk, who

merely glanced at it and ticked ‘1 couldn’'t possibly that would be nost
ki nd .

‘Wl l, perhaps,’” continued Dirk to Ms Sauskind, ‘you could just run
over any of the areas in the bill that cause you difficulty. Just the

br oader areas.’

Ri chard |l et hinmself out.

Runni ng down the stairs, he passed a young hopeful in a denimjacket
and cl ose-cropped hair peering anxiously up the stairwell.

‘Any 