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It was a Thursday and once again there was rancour in our back parlour.

| never cared for Thursdays, because | cared nothing for rancour. | liked things quiet. Quiet and
peaceful. Wednesdays | loved, because my father went out, and Sundays because they were Sundays.
But Thursdays, they were noisy and filled with rowdy rancour. Because on Thursdays my Uncle Jon
cametovist.

Uncle Jon was lean and long and loud and looked alot like alizard. There' sabit of an animd in each of
us. Or areptile, or abird, or aninsect. Or even atree or aturnip. None of us are one hundred per cent
human; it's something to do with partia re-incarnation, according to abook | once read. But, whether
it strue or not, I’ m sure that Uncle Jon had much of thelizard in him. He could, for insgtance, turn hiseyes
in different directions at the same time. Chameleons do that. People don’t. Mind you, Uncle Jon’s eyes
were made of glass. | never looked too much at histongue, but | bet it was long and black and pointy at
the end.

Uncle Jon was dl curled up, dl lizard—like, inthevistors chair, which stood to the east of the
chaky-drawn line that bisected our back parlour. The line was an attempt, upon the part of my father, to
maintain some sort of order. Vistors were required to remain to the east of the line, whilst residents kept
to thewest. On this particular Thursday, Uncle Jon was holding forth from his side of the line about
pilgrims and parsons and things of areligious nature, which were mostly unintdligibleto my ears. Me
being so young and ignorant and dl.

My father, or ‘the Daddy’, as| knew and loved him then, chewed upon sweet cheese and spat the rinds
into the fire that lick-lick-licked away in the small, but adequate, hearth.

| perched upon the coal-box, beside the brass companion set that 1acked for the tongs, which had been

broken in afight between my father and my Uncle Jon following some long-past piece of rancour. | was
attentive. Listening. My pose wasthat of a Notre Dame gargoyle. It was astudied pose. | had studied it.

‘Thousands of them,” rancoured my Uncle Jon, voice dl high and hoarse and glasseyesrolling in their



fleshy sockets.

‘Thousands of parsons, with their lych gates and their pine pews and their cloth-bound hymnals and their
pulpits for el bow-leaning and their embroidered mats that you are obliged to put your knees upon whilst
praying. And what do any of them redlly know? | ask you. What?

The Daddy didn’t reply. | didn’t reply. My mother, who lathered sproutsin the stone pot by the sink in
our kitchen, didn’t reply either.

Nobody replied.
Therewasn't time.

‘Nothing,” my Uncle Jon rancoured on. ‘ Charlieis gone, and to where? There was no pause. No space
for reply. ‘I'll tell you to where. To none knows where. Wherever that is. And none knows.

My father, the Daddy, glared a Uncle Jon.
‘Don't glareat me,” said the Uncle.
My father opened his mouth to speak. But pushed further cheeseinto it instead.

‘And don't talk to me with your mouth full. They don’t know. None of them. Clerics, parsons, bishops,
archbishops, pilgrims and popes. Pilgrims know nothing anyway, but popes know alot. But eventhey
don’t know. None of them. None. None. None. Doyou know? Do you?

| knew that! didn’t know. But then the question probably hadn’t been addressed to me. Uncle Jon had
been looking a me, sort of, with one of his glass eyes, but that didn’t mean he was actualy spesking to
me. He' d probably been speaking to the Daddy. | looked towards that man. If anybody knew an answer
to the Uncle squestion, it would probably be the Daddy. He knew about al sorts of interesting things.
He knew how to defuse a Vi flying bomb. He d done that for aliving in thewar. And he knew al about
religion and poetry. He hated both. And he knew how to concentrate hiswill upon the cat whileit dept
and makeit wee-weeitsdf

| never quite understood the worth of that particular piece of knowledge. But it always made me laugh
when hedid it. So, if there were anyone to answer Uncle Jon' s question, that person would, in my limited
opinion, be the Daddy.

| looked towards him.

The Daddy looked towards Uncle Jon.

Uncle Jon looked towards the both of us.

| redlly wanted the Daddy to speak.

But hedidn’t. Hejust chewed upon cheese.

My daddy hated Uncle Jon. | knew that he did. | knew that he knew that | knew that he did. And Uncle

Jon knew that he did. And | suppose Uncle Jon knew that | knew that he did and probably knew that |
knew that he knew that | did. So to speak.



“Youdon't know,” said my Uncle Jon.

| looked quite hard at my uncle. Ashard as | possibly could look. | wasyoung and | hadn’t learned how
to hate properly asyet. But asbest as| possibly could hate, | hated Uncle Jon.

It wasn't just hiseyesthat | hated. Although they were quite enough. They were horrible, those eyes.
They didn’t even match. Not that it was Uncle Jon' sfault. It wasn't. My daddy had explained the
Stuation to me. Hetold me al about glass eyes and how opto-something-ists (the fellows who dedlt with
this sort of thing) matched up eyes. They matched up a glass replacement eyeto itsliving counterpart.
Both of Uncle Jon’s eyes had |eft his head when abomb from Hitler had blown up in hisback yard. My
daddy hadn’t had a chance to defuse that one. He' d been down at the pub fighting with American
servicemen. These opto-something-ist fellows had bunged my uncle a couple of odd eyes, because they
knew he wouldn't notice. They looked horrible, those odd glass eyes. | hated them.

Being blind didn’t bother Uncle Jon, though. He' d learned how to see with hisears. He could ride his
bike without bump-ing into people and do al the things he’ d done before that needed eyes to do them.
Therewas aspecid name, at that time, for being able to see without having eyes, as my Uncle Jon was
ableto do. Derma-optical perception, it was. There used to be alot of it about, back in the days when
people believed in that sort of thing. Back then in the nineteen fifties. People don’t believe in that sort of
thing nowadays, so blind people have to go without seeing.

Uncle Jon travelled alot with the circus, where he did aknife-throwing act that involved several midgets
and alarge stetson hat. The crowdsloved him.

The Daddy and | didn’t.

The Daddy worried at the medas on his chest with cheese-free fingers and finally stirred some words
from his mouth. ‘ Cease the rancour, were these words. ‘Y ou' re frightening weeGary .’

‘I'm brave enough,” said |, for | was. ‘ But who isthis Charlie of whom my uncle speaks?

‘Yes,’ said my daddy, ‘whois this Charlie? | know not of any dead Charlies’

‘Charlie Penrose, you craven buffoon.” My uncle rolled his mis-matched peepers and rapped hiswhite
gtick — which he carried to get himsdlf first in bus queues— smartly on the floor, raising little chalky
clouds from the carpet and frightening me dightly.

‘Charlie Penroseisdead?” My father stiffened, asif struck between the shoulder blades by aZulu
chieftain’ s spear. Y oung Charlie dead and never caled me mother.

‘And never cdledme sweetheart, said my Uncle Jon. ‘And | have written to the Pope regarding the
meatter.’

My daddy opened his mouth once more to speak. But he didn’t ask ‘why? as many would. Uncle Jon
was aways writing to the Pope about one thing or another.

‘| am shocked,” said my father, the Daddy. ‘1 am deeply shocked by thisreveation. | wasfighting with
Charlieonly the last week.’

‘1 wasfighting with him only the last yesterday and now heisno more.



‘Sol’ cried the Daddy.* You murdered him! Hand me the poker from the brass companion set that lacks
for the tongs, son. And | will set about your uncle something fierce’

| hastened to comply with this request.

‘Hold hard,” said my uncle, raising hisblind—man’sgtick. ‘1 am innocent of this outlandish charge.

Charlie died in a bizarre vacuum-cleaning accident. Hewas dl done at thetime. | wasin the Royal
Borough of Orton Goldhay, performing with Count Otto Black’s Circus Fantastique. To rapturous
applause and astanding ovation, even from those who had to remain sitting, dueto lack of legs’

‘Charliewas my closest friend,” said the Daddy. ‘| loved him like the brother | never had.’

‘I never had that brother too,” said my uncle. ‘I only had your-sdlf, which is no compensation.’
‘Do you still require the poker, Daddy? | asked.

‘Not yet, son, but keep it handy.’

‘That | will,” said I, keeping it handy.

‘| am gppalled,” my daddy said. * Appaled, dismayed and distraught.’

‘And s0 you should be.” Uncle Jon turned his glassy eyesto heaven. ‘ And so should we al be. And |
have had enough of it. Charlieis dead and there will be afunera and aburying and words will be spoken
over him and what for and why? Nobody knows where he’ s bound for. Whether to asun-kissed redm
above, or just to the bellies of the worms benegth. No one, not even the Pope. And | think it' sa
disgrace. The Government spends our tax money putting up Belisha beacons and painting telephone
boxes the colour of blood, but do they put a penny into things that redly matter? Like finding out what
happensto people after they die, and if it’ s bad, then doing something about it? Do they? 1 think not!’

‘Daddy,” saidl. This Charlie Penrose, who you claim was your closest friend. Why did he never come
round here?

‘Too busy,” said my father. ‘He was a great sporting man. Sportsmanship was everything to him. And
when hewasn't engaged in some piece of sportsmanship, then he was busy writing. Hewas avery
famouswriter. A writer of many, many books.’

‘Poetry books? | enquired.

My father smote mein passing. ‘Not poetry!” he shouted. ‘ Never use that word in this house. He was
the writer of great novels. He was the best best-selling author of this century so far. He was the man who
wrote the Lazlo Woodbine thrillers. And aso the Adam Earth science-fiction novels. Although they were,
in my opinion, rubbish, and it'sWoodbine he' Il be remembered for.’

‘Surely thet isP. P. Penrose,” said | with difficulty, clicking my jawbone back into place. *P. P. Penrose.
But thisisterrible. Mr Penrose is my favourite author. Are you certain that this Charlieisredly the same
dead fellow?

‘Same chap,’ said Daddy. ‘He changed his name from Charlie to P.P. because it gave him more class’



“We have more class at my school, when no one's off sick with diphtheria,’ | said.

‘Same sort of thing,’” said my daddy.

‘No, it'snot,” sad my Uncle. ‘Don't just humour the boy, tdl him al of the truth.’

My daddy nodded. ‘It'snothing like that at all, son,’” he said, smiting me once again.

| considered the poker. A boy at our school had done for his daddy with a poker. He'd done for his
mummy too. And al because he wanted to go to the orphans’ picnic inGunnersbury Park. | wouldn't

have dreamed of doing anything as horrid asthat. But it did occur to methat if | smote the Daddy just the
once, buthard, it might put him off smiting me further in the future. It would be the work of amoment, but

would take quite alot of nerve. It was worth thinking about, though.
‘There'll beawake,’ said my Uncle Jon, derailing my train of thought. ‘ There saways awake.’

‘What'sawake? | asked, pretending that | didn’t know, and edging myself beyond my daddy’ s smiting
range.

‘It sakind of party,” said my Uncle Jon, lizarding al around and about in thevisitors' chair. ‘Folk like
your daddy drink avery great deal of beer at such functions at the expense of the dead man’sfamily and
rattle on and on about how the dead man wastheir bestest friend.’

‘Istherejelly and balloons? | asked, because | gresatly favoured both.

‘Go and play intheyard,” said the Daddy.

‘Wedon't haveayard,’ | informed him.

“Then go and help your mummy lather sprouts.”

‘That’swomen'swork,” | said. ‘If | do women’swork | might well grow up to be ahomo.’

‘True enough,” said my uncle. ‘I’ ve seen that happen time and again. Show me awindow-dresser and
I’1l show you aboy who lathered sprouts.’

My father made a grunting noise with histrick knee. ‘Much as| hate your uncle,” he said, ‘he might well
have a point on this occasion. He knows more than most about homos.’

‘I’ll take that asa compliment,” said my uncle, ‘dthough it wasn't meant as one. But let the lad stay. He
should be told about these things. He' Il never learn to walk upon cellings, just by stand-ing on hishands.’

‘There struth in that too,” said my daddy.
‘What? sadl.
‘What indeed!” said my daddy. ‘But tell me, youngGary, what do you know about death?

‘Wdl,” said I, toying with the poker, ‘I’ ve heard that good boys go to heaven and that brutal fathers
burn for ever in thefiresof hl.’



My uncle laughed. ‘I’ ve heard that too,” said he. * But what do you actually know about desth?

| shook my head in answer to the question. ‘Nothing,’ | said. In truth | knew quite alot about desth. It
was aparticular interest of mine. But | had learned early onin my childhood that adults responded
favourably to ignorancein children. They thrived onit. It made them fedl superior.

‘Whatis death, Uncle Jonny? | asked.

Uncle*Jonny’ pursed hislizard lips. ‘Now thatis aquestion,” he said. * And it's one to which no
satisfactory answer redly exigts. You seg, it’sdl down to definitions. It is generally agreed amongst
members of the medical profession that a subject is dead when they have suffered “ brain-stem death”.
Whichisto say, when dl cerebra activity — that is, brain activity — has ceased. Thisisreferred to as
clinical death. Although, | am reliably informed, certain techniques exist that are capable of keeping the
body of adead person “dive’ in ahospital by eectronicaly manipulating the heart muscle and pumping
arintothelungs’

“Why would anyone want to do that? asked my father.

‘I don’t know,” said my uncle. ‘ For use in spare-part surgery, | suppose, or possibly for the recreationa
activities of some deviant doctor.’

‘Go and lather sprouts!” my father told me. *I’ll risk you becom-ing ahomo.’
‘| want to listen,” | said. *Or I'll never learn how to walk upon the ceiling.’
“You know enough,” said my father.

‘I don't,” | said. “When isthiswake, Uncle Jonny? Can | cometo it?

‘No, you can't, said my daddy.

‘It'snot redly for children,” said my uncle. ‘ The body will bein an open casket. Have you ever seena
dead corpse, youngGary?

| had infact seen severd, but | was't going to let on. ‘Never,” saidl.'But I'd like to pay my respects.
I’ve read most of Mr Penrose’ s novels.’

‘Haveyou? asked my father. ‘1 didn’t know you could read.’

“Yes, and writetoo. And do sums.

‘That infant school isteaching you wdl.’

‘I'm at thejuniors now — I’'m ten years of age— but P. P. Penrose is my favourite author.’
‘Was,’ said my father.

‘Sl is’ sadl.*And I'd like to pay my last respectsto him.’

‘That' stheticket, said my uncle.



‘No, it'snot,” said my daddy. ‘' You'reachild. Death isn’t your business. It's something for adults. Like
‘Cunnilingus? my uncle suggested.

‘Likewhat?' | asked.

‘Go to your room!’

‘I don't have aroom!’

‘Then go to your cupboard.’

‘l don’t want to go to my cupboard,” | said. ‘1 want to know things. | want to know about all sorts of
things. Every sort of thing. | want to know all about desth and what happens after you die...’

‘Sodo|, said Uncle Jon.

‘Shut up, you,” said my daddy.

‘We haveto know,” said my uncle. ‘ It'simportant. Wehave to know.’

‘It snot important!” My father’ svoice waswell and truly raised. ‘1t happens. Everybody dies. We're
born, welive, wedie. That’show it is. The boy’ saboy. Let him be aboy. He Il be aman soon enough
and he can think on these things then. Get out of my house now, Jon. Let me be lonewith my grief.’

“Your grief for Charlie? Y ou old fraud, what do you care?

‘| care enough. | do care. He was my bestest friend.’

“Y ou never had abestest friend in your life’

‘I didand I did. You cur, you low, driven cur.’

“Y ou foul and filthy fiend!’

“Y ou wretch!’

“You cretin!’

And there was further rancour.

| never cared for rancour at al.

So | dipped away to play in the yard.

2

| would have played inour yard. If we' d had one. But aswe have one, | didn'’t.



| went to play in the graveyard instead.

The graveyard wasredly big back then. Before the council divided it up and sold dl the best bits. All the
best bitswere the Victorian bits, with their wonderful tombs and memorids. All those weather-worn
angels shrouded by ivy and all those vaultsthat, if you werelittle enough and possessed of sufficient
bravery, you could crawl into.

Iwas little enough and had plenty of bravery. | could worm my way in under the rusted grillesand view
the coffins of the Victorian dead a my pleasure.

Y ou might consider me to have been amorbid little soul. But that was not how | considered mysdif. |
consdered mysdlf to be an explorer. An adventurer. An archaeologist. If it was acceptable for adultsto
excavate the long-buried corpses of the Pharaohs, then why shouldn't it have been dl right for meto
have alittle peep at the bodies of my own forefathers?

Onthisparticular Thursday, | didn’t worm my way under any of theiron grilles. | just lay in the sunshine
upon my favourite tomb. It was atruly monumenta affair. A great fat opulent Victorian fusspot of atomb,
wrought into the semblance of agigantic four-poster bed, mounted upon a complicated network of
remarkable cogs. The whole fashioned from the finestCarraramarble.

It was the tomb of one David Aloysius Doveston, purveyor of steam conveyancesto the gentry. ‘Born
27thduly 1802, died27thJuly 1902." A good inningsfor aVictorian; agrand century, in fact.

I’ d taken the trouble to look up Mr Doveston in the Memoriad Library. I'd wondered why it wasthat a
purveyor of steam con-veyances had chosen to have histomb constructed in the manner of afantastic
bed.

In amongst the parish records, housed in the restricted section, | located abig fat file on Mr Doveston,
who, it gppeared, had been something of an inventor. | uncovered a pamphlet advertis-ing what
appeared to be hismost marvellous cregtion: ‘ the Doveston patent steam-driven homeopathic
wonder-bed’. Thisincredible boon to mankind had been displayed at the Great Exhibition and was
presented as being * the universal panaceaand most excellent restorer to hedlth, efficaciousin the cures of
many ills, pestilences and dreadful aguesthat do torment mankind to mortification’. Theseincluded
‘milliner’ ssniffle, ploughman’ s hunch, blains which pain the privy member, rat pox, cacky ear, trouser
mite, the curly wormsthat worry from within” and sundry other terrible afflictions.

I must suppose that the homeopathic wonder-bed proved equal to the claims of itsinventor, for not only
had he lived to be one hundred years of age but dso, asfar as| knew, ploughman’s hunch and the curly
wormsthat worried from within no longer plagued the generd public.

Infact, as| could find no trace of any of these ghastly maadieslisted in any medicd dictionary, | remain
of thefirm conviction that Mr Doveston’ sinva uable invention effected their compl ete eradication.

| was surprised, therefore, that he hadn't, at the very least, had alocal street named after him.

| lay upon the marble replicaof Mr Doveston’s beneficia bed, al curly-wormless and thinking alot
about the death of P. P. Penrose and al my uncl€’ srancour.

Although | hadn't let on to my father, or to Uncle Jon, | felt very bad about the passing of the Penrose.
Very bad indeed. | loved that man’sbooks. | was a member of the now officia P. P. Penrose fan club.
I’d saved up, sent away for and received the special enamel badge and everything. | had the Lazlo



Woodbine, private-eye secret codebook, the pen with theinvisbleink, the unique plastic replicaof Laz's
trusty Smith & Wesson (that wasnot atoy, but a collectable) and the complete set of Death Wears a
Turquoise Homburg* trading cards. | was saving up for theManhattanScenes of Woodbinediorama
playset, a scaled-down section of New Y ork City, where you couldbe Woodbine (if you were very, very
grdl).

L azlo Woodbine was the classic 1950s genre detective. He wore atrenchcoat and a fedora and worked
only in thefirst person. And, no matter how tricky the case might be, he only ever needed four locations
to get the job done. His office, where women-who-would-do-him-wrong cameto call, abar where he
talked alot of old toot with hisbest friend, Fangio, the fat boy barman, an alleyway where he got into
gicky Stuations, and arooftop, where he had hisfina confrontation with the bad guy. According to Laz,
no great genre detective ever needed more than these four locations. And | was saving up for the
complete set. And it dl camein a cardboard foot-locker.

None of thiswill mean very much to anyone who hasn't read aLazlo Woodbine thriller. But as most of
you will redlize, thiswas specia stuff, whichiif it was ill extant and found itsway into an auction room
today would command incredible prices.

| wasafan. | admit it. A big fan. Still am. | loved and il love those books. All those stylish dayings, all
the Woodbine catch-phrases. All the toot he talked in bars, the women who did him wrong, the
bottomless pits of whirling oblivion that he alwaysfell into a the end of the second chapter when he got
bopped on the

* A Lazlo Woodbinethriller.

TRemember those? No? Well, please yoursdlf, then.

head. The whole kit and genre caboodle and the Holy Guardian Sprout insde his head.
| loved the stuff | did and do. | loved it.
Whichiswhy | mentionit here.

Iwas miffed. I'm telling you. | felt well and truly cheated. My favourite author dead and never called my
father mother. And my father had actually known him. And | never knew that he did. | could have met
the man. Had him autograph my books. Taked to him. But no. He was dead. Defunct. Gone and would
write no more.

That seemed redly unfair. Redlly stupid. Redlly pointless. | felt redlly bad.

| mean, and give me aminute herewhile | get deep, | mean, what isthe point of death? Does anybody
know? Being alive hasapoint, it hasapurpose. If people weren't alive, weren't aware, then what would
be the point of the universe? It might exist, but if therewasno onein it to know it existed, it might aswell
not exist. Y ou had to have peoplein the universe to be aware that there was auniverse. You didn’t
actualy need God, who it was claimed crested the universe, He was completely unnecessary. Y ou could



just assume that the universe had aways been there, dways would be there, for ever. But without people
to seeit wasthere, what was the point of it being there? No point! That’san origina concept, you know:
| thought of that. That waswhat being aive was about.

But dying, what was the point of that? Y ou spent your life being aware, taking in information, cresting
things, like P. P. Penrose created Woodbine, or Mr Doveston hiswonderful bed. And then you died.
And that was it. No more awareness, no more cregtivity, no more anything. What on Earth, or off it, was

the point of dying?
It' sabig question, you know. A really big question.

| won't labour it too much here, because | don’t want you get-ting bored and closing the book,
especidly asit does get redly exciting asit goesaong. But it' simportant that | do address the issues that
led meto take the course of action that | took.

Y ou see, even though | was young, | did have this thing about death. It bothered me, it upset me, it
annoyed me. And even way back then, when | was so young and al, | felt that there had to be apoint to
it. It couldn’t be that you just appeared out of nowhere, into the universe, lived for a short while, then
were just snuffed out and were gone for ever more. That seemed utterly absurd. Utterly wasteful. Utterly
pointless. There had to be something more. Something beyond life. Something we weren’t being told
about.

But then, of course, wewere being told about it. We were being told about it al thetime. | wasbeing
brought up in a Christian society. | was being told what would happen to mewhen | died. If | was good,
I’d go to heaven; if not, then down below to the bad place. For ever.

Nowthat didn’t make any senseto me. The proportionswere al wrong. Y ou only got sixty, seventy,
eighty yearsdive, then your creator decided your eternd future. That certainly wasn't fair. That was
ludicrous. So whatdid happen after you died? Did anyone know? My conclusion was, no, they didn't.
They were only guessing.

People bdlieved that they knew. But that was dl it amounted to, belief No one redlly knew for sure. It
wasdl very wdl having faith in areligious heresfter, but having faith in abeief didn’t mean it was correct.
I’'m sorry if I’'m going on about this, but it isimportant. | persondly believe that the whole God thing was
invented by some clever blighter, because he knew that it was the best way to keep society behaving ina
decent fashion. And, more than that, he redlized that without some belief in the hereafter, with rewards
for the good people and punishment for the bad, society would go al to pieces.

| think that whoever that person was, he (or she) was probably right. | mean, imagineif it was proved
conclusively that there was no life beyond death. Imagineif al those Christians and Mudims and Hindus
and Jews suddenly found out for certain that the whole thing was ahoax. I'll bet they’ d bereally upset.
I'1l bet alot of them would go down to the nearest pub, get commode-hugging drunk and then go looking
for avicar or apriest to punch.

They would, they redly would.

I”’d been brought up as a Chrigtian, but at that timein my lifel didn’'t believe in aheregfter. It didn’t
make any senseto me. | remember my Uncle Tony dying. He' d had Alzheimer’ s, athough they hadn’t
had aname for it back then. All thatwas Uncle Tony had died before his body did. His persondlity, aong
with hisunderstanding, his memories, hisrecognition, gone. Sowhat of Uncle Tony was going to the
afterlife? In my opinion, nothing. Theway | saw it, when you were dead, you were dead. Gone, finished,



goodbye.

But | wastorn, you see, because | could understand the point of being alive (I thought) but | couldn’t
understand the point of being dead. And | felt sure that there had to be apoint. That’ s been my problem
al dong, | suppose, thinking that therehas to be a point. It's been tricky for me.

Difficult.
Difficult times. Difficult thoughts.

But | wasyoung then, so | can forgive myself

‘“Wotchadoin'?

| opened my eyes and beheld my bestest friend. His name was David Rodway. Answering to Dave.
Dave was short and dark and dodgy. A born crimind. | know there are lots of arguments, the
nature-versus-nurture stuff | know al that and | don’t know the answer. But Dave was dodgy, dodgy
from young, from the very first day | met him back in the infant school. But dodgy is compelling, dodgy is
glamorous— don’'t ask mewhy, butitis. | liked Dave, liked him alot. | was his bestest friend.

‘Hello, Dave,’ sad .

‘I’ ve just been round your house,” said Dave. 'Y our daddy was fighting with your Uncle Jon.’
‘Washewinning? | asked.

‘No. Y our uncle had him down and was bel aouring him with his blind—man’'sstick.’
‘Good,” saidl.My daddy clicked my jaw out once again.’

‘Never mind,” said Dave. ‘ One day you will be big and your daddy will be old and frail and then you
can bash him about at your leisure. Y ou could even lock himin atrunk in the cdllar, feeding him dead

mice through ahole and giving him no toilet paper at dl.’
‘That’sacomforting thought,” saidl.* And offers some happy prospectsfor the future.”

‘Glad to be of assistance.” Dave climbed onto the Doveston marble bed and lay down next to me. ‘I
figured you' d be here” he said. * Y ou being so morbid and everything. Y ou dways come here when
there sfighting in your house’

‘There' susudly fightinginmy house,” | said. ‘If it'snot my dad and my uncle, thenit’ smy dad and my
mum.

“What about your brother?
‘He sgoneto prison again.’

‘For fighting?



‘Yes,' | sad.
‘I never fight,” said Dave. ‘Don't seethefuninit. Y ou know my funny uncle?

‘Unclelvor? The onewho'sahomo?

‘That’shim. | said to Unclelvor, “Do you like al-in wrestling?” And do you know what he said?

| shook my head.

‘Hesad, “If it'sdl in, why wrestle?”’

| shook my head once more. ‘P. P. Penroseisdead,’ | said.

‘No? said Dave. ‘You'rejoking. It's not true.’

‘Itis’

‘But he'smy favourite writer.’

‘Minetoo.

‘1 know, you introduced meto his books.’

‘He sthe greatest.’

‘Wasthe greatest, now.

‘Still isand dwayswill be’

‘Thisisredly bad news,’ said Dave, taking out his hankie and burying hisfaceinit.
‘I’'ve seen that trick before,” | said. * Give me one of those humbugs.’
‘“What humbugs? said Dave, with one cheek bulging.

“You just dipped ahumbug in your mouth. Give me one.

‘Itwasmy last.

‘Youaresoaliar.’

‘Theré€ |l be no more Adam Earth books, athough they were rubbish. But there' Il be no more Lazlo
Woodbine books.” Dave rooted in histrouser pocket and brought out a fluffy-looking humbug. ‘ Imagine

that, no more Lazlo Woodbinethrillers.

| took the fluffy-looking humbug, spat upon in and cleaned it on my jersey deeve. ‘ Theré sgoing to bea
wake,’ | said. ‘For P. P. Penrose. And my daddy and my unclewill be going to it. They knew him.’

‘They never.



‘They did. My daddy said that Mr Penrose was a great portsman. That he thought sportsmanship was
everything. Or something likethat.’

‘I’ve never cared much for sportsmanship,” said Dave, chewing ruefully upon his humbug. ‘But we
should go to thiswake. Do you think the coffin will be open and the dead corpse on display?

| popped the till rather fluffy humbug into my mouth and nodded.

‘We could get something,” said Dave.

‘ Get something? What do you mean?

Dave grinned me atoothy smile. * Something to remember him by.

“We have his books to remember him by.’

‘No, | mean something more persona than that. Something of his. Some personal possession.’

‘ Steal something from adead man? That’ snot nice’

“You'vedoneit before.’

‘Only coffin handles and stuff Not from someone newly dead.’

‘Relics,’ said Dave. ‘We could tekerdics. After dl, that man was asaint amongst writers and there's
nothing wrong with owning therelics of asaint. It's something you do out of respect. It'snot realy
Seding.’

‘What sort of relics? | asked.

‘| don’'t know. Hislittle finger or something.’

‘We can't dothat!” *‘Why not?

‘Because we' d get caught. Someone would see us.

‘All right,” said Dave. * Then we go to the funeral, see where they bury him, come back the same night
and dig him up. We could choose the bits we want at our leisure.” Dave liked doing things at hisleisure.

‘Now you'retalking sense’ saidl./Infact...” And | set to thinking.
‘What have you set to thinking about? Dave asked.

‘Something big,” saidl.' Somethingvery big.’

‘Do you want to tell mewhat it is?

‘No, | don't,” said I, rising from the marble bed of the Doveston. ‘| have areally bigidea, but it will
need work. | haveto go to the library and do a bit of research.’

‘l wasjugt going that way mysdlf’



‘No, youweren't. But I’ll meet you later and tell you dl about it. Thisbig ideaof minewill take at least
thetwo of usto bring it to fruition.’

‘Speak English,” said Dave.

‘I'll meet you atsix o' clockat the launderette’

‘Now you' re speaking my language. | love that launderette’
‘I know, | said. ‘* Goodbye.’

‘Goodbye, then,” said Dave.

| Ieft Dave and the graveyard behind and took mysdlf off to thelibrary. | often visited thelibrary on
Thursday afternoons. | did thisfor two reasons. Firgly, to get away from al theinevitable rancour in our
house, and, secondly, because the library was closed on Thursday afternoons. Y ou might have wondered
how it was that aten—year—old child could gain accessto the library’ s restricted section in order to
look up information on Mr

Doveston. The answer is, of course, that under normal circum-stances, he wouldn't be allowed to.
Whichiswhy | aways visted the place when it was closed. Me being so dim and scrawny and all that |
was cgpable of dipping under theiron grillesthat pro-tected the Victorian mausoleumsin the graveyard, |
was a0 sufficiently dim and scrawny and al to dip in through the cat flgp in the caretaker’ slodge,
borrow hiskeysand let mysdlf into thelibrary. | do not consider that thiswas acrimind activity. | was
only engaged in research. Where could be the harm in that?

However, the way fate cast the dice, therewas harm in that.
But how was| to know it then?

| thought | was engaging in research. And research to bring to fruition abig ideathat I’ d had. Becauseiit
was avery good idea. One that could benefit everyone. Well, at |east everyone who enjoyed reading P.
P. Penrose. Which was an awful lot of people.

I’ let you into my big ideanow, because | can't see any reason to keep it a secret. It was Dave who
inspired the idea. With his one about digging up Penrose to take afew relics. My ideawasthat if we
were going to dig up Mr Penrose, then why not go one better than smply taking afew relics? Why not
takeall of Mr Penrose? Why not take Mr Penrose’ s body and do something use-ful with it? Something
that | had read abit about in the restricted section of the library one Thursday afternoon. In abook called
Magic Idand written by acertain Mr William Seabrook.* The book was all about Mr Seabrook’s
experiencesinHaitiduring the early years of the twentieth century. Mr Seabrook had met voodoo
priestesses. He had a so seen real zombies.

My reasoning, youthful asit was, wasthis. If wewere going to go to al the trouble of digging up Mr
Penrose, why not try to bring him back to life?

To my young mind it was ablinder of anideaand | couldn’'t seewhy any adult would find it lessthan
admirable and



*This book ishard to come by, but if you can find acopy it'swell worth aread. Seabrook was a
pioneer of rubber fetishism back in the 1920s and also achum of Aleister Crowley. Credentials enough, |
think.

enterprisng. Therethey were, the adults, willing to consgn this great writer with hisgreat mind to the
worms, when, if he was reanimated, he might have years and years|eft in him to write more and more
wonderful best-sdlling books. Who could possibly find anything wrong with my reasoning? In my opinion,
no one.

So | went off to thelibrary.

Captain Runstone was drunk. He was always drunk on

Thursday afternoons. After he locked up the library atone o' clockhe took himsdf off to the Flying Swan
and got himsdlf dl drunk. He left the Flying Swan at three-fifteen, purchased a bottle of Balthazar’'s
Barnett Cream sherry from the off-licence, returned to his Lodge, hung his keys upon the hook beside
the door, removed himsdlf to his bedroom, consumed the cream sherry and by six o’ clock was
thoroughly stupefied.

| never knew exactly why it was that Captain Runstone drunk himself into oblivion every Thursday
afternoon. | was very glad that he did, of course, because it dlowed me accessto thelibrary. But | never
knew why. It was probably something to do with the war. Most things were, back in the nineteen fifties.
Most things that were bad were blamed upon the war. Which was agood thing in away, because people
never liketo blame themselvesfor the trouble they’rein. And if they don’t have something redly big to
blame, like awar, or adepression, or arecession, or abad government, they only start blaming each
other.

Captain Runstone had bits missing — hisleft hand and aso, I’ d been told, hisleft foot, which accounted
for his curious gait. Which is not to be confused with a curious gate. Like the one belonging to my Aunty
May. Which had hinges on both sides and so had to open in the middle.

My Uncle Jon told me that Captain Runstone had been tortured by the JapsinSingapore. And, in fact,
went into great detail regarding the specifics. And | knew that the captain cried out in aforeign tonguein
his drunken deep, because I’d heard him at it. But | didn’t know for sure what the truth wasand | didn’t
caretoo much. Hewasn't ardative, and as| didn’t even care too much about my own relatives| could
think of no good reason to care at al about Captain Runstone.



| dipped in through the cat flap and nicked hiskeys, dipped out again and let mysdlf in through the rear
and secluded door of the Memoria Library.

| loved that library.
| did. | redly did.

| loved the smell of it. And the utter silence. Libraries are dways quiet, but they’rerarely silent. You
haveto bedl donein them to experience ther slence. And when you'redl doneinalibrary, you
experience so much more,

And | do mean when you'rereally aone. Just you and the library. Just you and al those books and
those millions and millions of words. Those words that were the thoughts of their authors. The lives of
their authors. It’'s specid, redlly specid. The restricted section held some most remarkable tomes. Books
of Victorian pornography. Books on forbidden subjects. The inevitableNecronomicon, which every
library has and every librarian is obliged, by law, to deny al knowledge of. Books upon fresks and evil
medica experiments. And guidebooksto lead you on the left-hand path. Which isto say, Black Magic.
Most people don't redly believein Black Magic. It' sthe stuff of horror films and the occasiond psycho.
It snotreal. It slikefariesand Bigfoot. It makes for an entertaining read, it’ sabit naughty, but it’s not
real.

Thisruns somewhat contrary to the beliefs of those who wrote about the subject and knew of what they
wrote. Those whose books are only to be found in the restricted sections of libraries. The restricted
sectionsthatyou can't get into.

You cantry if youlike. Y ou can gpply for access. Y ou canfill in formsand you might get into ‘&
restricted section. But you won't get into the real one. The real one downgtairs. In the base-ment. The
onewith thetriple locks on the door. They won't let you in there. Only government officidswith high
security clearance can get into those.

And do you know why?
No, you don't.

I"ll tell you. But later, not now. Now I'm telling you al about thisbit. And this particular bit is particularly
pertinent to thetelling of thistale, because it contains one of those specid life-changing kind of moments.

| never told Dave about me getting into the restricted section. Dave didn’t even know that the library
closed on Thursday after-noons. Librarieswere of no interest to Dave. If Dave wanted a book, such as
an lan Allen train-spotters’ book for instance, he smply stole it from W. H. Smith’s. Dave had no need
for libraries.

| undid the triple locks, swung open theiron door, switched on the lights, closed the door behind me and
descended into the restricted section.

It smelled bad. It dways did. These booksweren't like the ones upstairs. Some of these books were
deathly cold to the touch. Some of them had to be forcibly dragged from the bookshelves and prised
open. They actually resisted you reading them. It was hard to concentrate upon a single sentence. Y our
thoughts kept wandering. There was onetiny green book with alumpy binding that | never managed to
get down from the shelf | always wondered just what might bein that one.



Onthis particular Thursday afternoon | didn’t bother with my usua assault upon it. | hastened to the
voodoo section. Mr Seabrook had referred in his book to atome calledVoodoo in Theory and
Practice, which had gpparently contained the complete ingtructions for reanimating the dead, and | felt
certain that a copy of thiswould be found somewhere here.

It was.

A greasy little black book with complicated symbolswrought in silver upon its spine. It gaveitself up to
me without afight. It ssemed amost eager to fdl into my hands.

| leafed through it. The actua ceremony involved seemed straightforward enough. But, and therewas a
big but, it required a great many herbs and difficult-to-acquire items al being stewed up in ahuman skull
and fed to the corpse. This, | considered, might be problematic. Thiswas Brentford, after al, notHati.
Where, for instance, was | going to find powdered Mandragora? Not at the chemist in the high Street.
But, and this reduced the big but to asmaller but, | was the bestest friend of Dave and if anything could
be found and nicked, then Dave would be the boy to find and nick it.

It would have taken me agesto copy out thelist of ingredients and dl the details of the ceremony, so |
dipped the copy of Voodoo in Theory and Practice into my pocket and prepared to take my leave.

| was dmost at the top of the stairswhen | heard the noise. It was the noise of the rear and secluded
door being unlocked.

The noise caught me somewhat off-guard, because | was sure that the captain dept. So, who might this
be? Well, whoever it was, | wouldn't let them find me. | would wait, very quietly, until they had passed
by theiron door and then | would dip out and be avay smartly on my toes.

‘The restricted section isjust down there,’ | heard avoice say.

| fled back down the stairs and ducked under them, bunched mysdlf up in a corner and waited.

‘The door’ sunlocked,” | heard another voice say. * Security around hereisajoke. And look, thelight’s
ontoo.

‘Hello,” thefirgt voice called down the gairs. * Is someone down there? Captain Runstone, isthat you?

‘Of courseitisn't him,” said the other voice. *He sdrunk in hisbed. He' salways drunk in his bed at this
time on aThursday. I’ ve done my research.’

‘Hello, cdled thefirst voice again. ‘Hello, down there’

‘Stop dl that. Come on, follow me.’

‘I'll wait here. Y ou go down.’

‘Don’'t besuch asissy.’

| heard a scuffle and the first voice saying, ‘Al right, I’ m going. There’ sno need to push.’

Down the stairs the two of them came. | saw the hedls of their shoes through a crack. Shiny and black,



those shoes. Then the trousers. They were black aswell. And then, when they were both at the foot of
the stairs and standing under the light, | could see dl of them. Two young men in black suits, with
short-cropped hair and pasty pale faces. They looked rather ill and | wondered whether perchance they
were suffering from the curly wormsthat worried fromwithin. | certainly fet asif | was.

‘It smdlshorrible down here’ said the owner of thefirst voice, thetaller — and a so the thinner — of
the two young men.

The other man said, * Shut up, Ralph.” The thinner man’s name was Ralph.
‘Don’'t tell meto shut up, Nigd .’

The other man’s namewas Nigel.

‘Smellslike something' sdied in here,” said Ralph.

‘It sthe smdl of magic,” said Nigd. ‘Magic dwayssmdlslikethis. It smellsalot worsewhenit' sbeing
worked; thisstuffsonly idling.’

‘| should never have taken thisjob,” said Ralph. ‘1 should have stayed in the drawing office.’
“Y ou wanted action and adventure and now you' ve got it.’

Nigel was nosing about the bookshelves. * There' s some grest stuff here. | think | might take one or two
of these hometo add to my private collection.’

‘Mr Boothy would know if you did. He knows everything, you know that.’
‘It stempting, though, is't it?

‘It doesn’'t tempt meat dl.’

‘Well, let’ sjust get what we ve come here for and then we' ll leave.’

‘Yes, please, let’ sdo that. What have we come here for any-way?

Nigel rooted about in hisjacket pockets and brought out adip of paper.’ Alondriel's Trajectories,” he
sad, ‘Arkham, 1705,

‘Bound, no doubt, in human skin.’
‘Just red cloth. I'm sorry to disappoint you.

‘I’'m not disappointed at al. So what isto befound inAlondriel's Trajectories and what doesthe old
man want it for?

*Old man Boothy doesn't confide in me. Perhapsiit’ s something to do with the communications project.’
‘Oh,that,” said Raph, scuffing his hedls and hunching hisshoulders. ‘1 don’'t think | believein al that.’

‘No? Nigel asked, as he ran hisfingers over book spines and peeped and peered and poked. ‘Y ou



know better, do you? Y ou know better than the experts? All the boffins? All the ministers? All the brains
behind these projects? Y ou know better than dl of them?

‘I'm not saying that | knowbetter. | just said that | don’t think | believeinit.’

‘It sonly atheory so far, but | think it makesalot of sense,’ said Nigd, il peering and prodding and
poking. ‘And if it'strue, then it answersawholelot of big questions and opens up alot of opportunities’

‘Receivers, said Raph, with contempt in hisvoice. ‘ That we' re al just, what? Radio receivers?

Nige turned upon him. * Receivers and communicators,’ he said. ‘But what weredly areisnot up here’
Hetapped at histemple. ‘It s out there somewhere.” He pointed towards out there generaly. ‘It works
through us, but it’ sbigger than us’

‘All right,” said Ralph. ‘Now, correct meif I’'m wrong, but thisisthe theory in essence. Thetheory is
that human beings— that’ s you and me and everybody else— are not redlly thinking, sentient life forms.
Weare alive— we eat, we breathe, we reproduce — but we don’t actualy think.’

‘Inessence,” said Nigd. ‘It sabit like television sets. Y ou Sit and watch them, you see the pictures, you
hear the sounds, but they’ re being broadcast from somewhere else. The TVsare only recelversthat pass
oninformation.

‘ And the theory isthat human beings are like that. Our brains don’t actualy do our thinking. Our thinking
is done somewhere e se, by something other than us, then broadcast to our brains.

“ And the brains send messages to our muscles and make our bodies function. Move our eyes about,
make our voices work, make our willies get atiffy when we want ashag.’

‘SoI’'m not actudlyme,” said Ralph. ‘I’'m asort of puppet being moved by invisible strings by something
that | have no knowledge of ?

‘That’' sthe theory.’

‘Wdll, it' saduff theory. If it weretrue, then I’d know, wouldn’t 1? The“I” that is pulling theinvisible
srings, I'd be awarethat | was doing it. I'd know where| really was.’

‘Thetheory isjust atheory, so far. That something that is nonhuman is experiencing life on Earth through
us. How can you actualy prove that the thinking you do really goes on in your head and not somewhere
ese?

‘Oh, don't talk daft. Hit yoursdlf on the head with a hammer, you'll fed the pain.’

‘The sensory apparatus housed in my body will fed the pain. Look, Ralph, you can't actualy fed with
your brain, can you? Y ou see through your eyes, but where isthe actua image you' re seeing? Theimage
isbeing projected through the lenses of your eyesinto your head and processed in your brainsomehow.
And it's somewhere in your head. 1sit? Can you be sure? How would you know if it wasn’'t? And the
sounds you hear through your ears, where are those sounds? Inside your head somewhere? They could
be in your armpit — you wouldn’t know any different, you'd just register that you're“hearing” sounds. If
infact what you're hearing isactually what’ s realy there to be heard. Human ears have a somewhat
limited range. There' salot more noise going around us than we can actually hear.’



‘I don’t know what you' re talking about,’” said Ralph.* Actually! And | don't think you know either. My
thoughts are my thoughts. They’reingdemy head. They’ re not somewhere esein the universe being
beamed to me. | can fed mysdf’

‘Pleasedon’t doit in front of me!’

“You know what | mean. I’'mme. | don't beieve dl thisstuff. It smad. And if my thoughts are coming
from elsewhere, and your thoughts are coming from e sewhere, then the thoughts of the expert who came
up with thistheory are coming from else-where too. So, if whatever it isthat’ s pulling theseinvisble
gringsisredly pulling theseinvisble strings, it wouldn't let him have those thoughts. If it didn’t want to be
found out, it wouldn't, would it?

‘Perhaps it does want to be found out. Or perhapsit thinksthat it can’t be found out. We don’t know,
do we? What isthe point of the communications project? To find out. And if it’sthere, to find out what it
is, why it'sdoing what it' sdoing, what it intends for the future. Everything.’

‘Thetheory’ sfull of holes,” said Raph.

‘Ralph, you and | only know abit of thetheory. A hint. What we' ve overheard when we shouldn’t have
been listening. What we' ve been told, which isbound to be not al of the truth. What we d liketo believe;
what we don’'t want to believe. If it’ strue and the communications project works, then we' |l be onthe
ingde of something redly incredible. Something that will change everything on Earth. Certainly the way
we “think” about everything. Y ou joined the team because you wanted action and adventure. Y ou
wanted to get out of the office’

‘I thought it would be like spying. Or undercover work.’

‘Itis undercover work. It doesn’t come much more undercover than this’

‘| thought it would be like, you know, likehim.’

‘Like Lazlo Woodbine? Y ou fancied yourself as a private eye?

‘“Who doesn't? said Raph.

‘Help mefind the book,” said Nigd. ‘ Let’ sfind the book and get out of here and then we' | go down the
pub.’

‘| didn’t think it would be stedling, either.’

‘The book will be returned. The books are dways returned.’

‘Yes,’ said Raph. ‘But what | don't understand isthis, the department is a branch of the Government,
right? A secret branch that even the Prime Minister doesn’t know about, but it’ s redlly big and powerful.
So how come, if the department has so much clout, it doesn’t have its own copies of these books? Why
do we have to keep creeping into public libraries to borrow them?

Nigel sighed. ‘How many books do you think there are down here? he asked.

‘Thousands,” said Raph, looking al around and about.



‘Thousands. And there sfurther thousandsin every other library. And that adds up to millions. They're
safer herein these little suburban libraries, where no one would ever think of look-ing for them, than dl
together in some top-secret library at the Ministry, where some Russian spy would be bound to find
them.’

“How could hefind them if the library was top-secret?

‘Because it would be such a huge top-secret library that it would take up half of London. Y ou are such a
twonk, Ralph. Perhaps you should just go back to the drawing office’

‘It'sdull in the drawing office.

‘Then just help me find the book.’

‘What' s this book about, then?

“How should | know? Help mefind it and we || have alook inside’

Ralph shrugged and scuffed his heelsabit more. And then he helped Nigel to search for the book. And
gfter awhile, which seemed along timeto me, as| cowered in the shadows under the stairs, they ‘found
It

‘There said Nigdl. ‘Wehaveit.

‘S0 go on, openit up.

| ducked my head. | had learned from the occasional bitter experience that certain of these books were
better opened with care.

Nigel gpparently hadn’t, so Nigel swung open the book with aflourish.

| couldn’t quite see what happened from where | was cower-ing, but | registered a sort of bang and a
flash and there was a very bad smédll, far worse than the one there already was. And Nigel took to
coughing and Ralph took to gagging into his hands. And Nigel dropped the book and there was another
sort of bang. And then Nigel gathered up the book and tucked it under his arm and the two of them
scuttled up the stairs and hurried away on their toes.

| crept out from my hiding place and stretched and clicked my shoulders. | knew that | had just heard
and seen something that | wasn't supposed to have heard and seen. Something secret.

Something big.
Bigger than the something big | was up to.
Somethingreally big.

| didn’t quite understand what I’ d heard. But then it was clear that Ralph and Nigel didn’t quite
understand it either. But look-ing back on it now, from where | am now and after al that happened to
me, | supposethat | am quite impressed by mysdlf By the mysdlf that was me back then. Because |
seemed to know ingtinctively that what | had heard wasin some way going to shape my future. | had a
sort of afuture aready planned for mysdif



— | hoped to enter the undertaking trade — but | knew that the conversation between Nigel and
Ralph meant something to me persondly. It wasdmost asif it was meant for my ears. Asif it had been

no coincidence that | wasthereto hesr it.
And now, dl these years|ater, knowing what | know and having done al the things | have done, | know

that it wasn't.

So, with my purloined book in my pocket, | climbed the stairs, switched off the light and |eft the
restricted section, locking it behind me. Then | left the library, locking that behind me, returned the keys

to Captain Runstone' slodge and headed home for my tea.

Teaat my house was sombre and quiet. | liked that in atea. My mother said grace and served up the
sprouts. My father sat soberly, though he was bloody and bruised.

“Uncle Jon gone, then? | asked, when my mother was done with the grace and we had said our amens.

‘Quiet, you,” said my father. ‘ Just eat up your sprouts.’

‘I am no lover of sprouts,” saidl.' They make my poo-poo green.

‘Don't talk toilet a thetable,” said my mother.

‘Nor anywhere e se, for that matter,” said my father.

‘Sprouts are full of vitamins,” my mother said.

“They will put hairson your chest,” said my father.
‘| don’t want hairson my chest,” saidl.’l| am only ten years of age. Hairs upon my chest would be an

embarrassment.’
‘I'mtoo tired to smite him,” said my daddy. ‘Y ou do it, Mother. Use the sprout server. Clock him one

inthegob.’
My mother, harassed creature that she was, ignored my father’ s command. ‘ Have you done your

homework,Gary? she asked.
‘I’'m going over to Dave' s after tea. It sa project we re working on together.’

‘That’snice, said my mother. ‘Y ou work hard at your studies and then you' |l pass your eleven-plusand
go to the grammar schoal like your brother.’

‘My brother didn’t go to grammar school, Mother,” saidl.* My brother went off to prison.’

My daddy glared at me pointy knives. My mother took up her napkin and snivelled softly intoit.



“You'll bethe death of your mother, son,” said my father. ‘It' swisethat | am to keep her so well
insured.

‘Daddy,” saidl.“Y ou know alot about most things, don't you?

‘Morethan alot, my daddy said, stuffing hisface with his sprouts. ‘ But you' reright that it’ smost things
| know.’

“We re doing a project about sacred herbs.” | toyed with my dinner and diddled at spuds with my fork.
‘I have to collect anumber of different ones, and | waswondering if you might know where they might
be found.’

‘Herbs? said my father, thoughtfully. * There' s pardey and sage, Rosemary Clooney andTime
magazine”

‘These are atad more exotic.’

‘Rosemary Clooneyis exatic, or am | thinking of Carmen Miranda?

My mother ceased with her snivelling. *What sort of herbs do you need? she asked.

‘Mandragora,’ saidl.' And Bilewort and Gashflower.’

‘Gripes,’ said my father. ‘If itisn't toilet talk, it' s sexud deviation.’

‘They'reherbs’ | said. ‘ Surely you' ve heard of them?

‘Ohyes,’ said my father. *Of course | have, yes’

My mother, dways polite, smiled thinly at my father. *Y our father hasalot on hismind,” she said. ‘What
with hisbestest friend dying so tragicaly and everything. If you want to know about herbs Gary, then go
and see Mother Demdike in Moby Dick Terrace.’

‘I’'ve heard folk say that Mother Demdike isawitch,” | said.

‘Wisewoman,” said my mother.

‘Surdly that' saeuphemiam,” said |.

‘No, carrot,” said my father; ‘ no, motorbike. Am | close?

‘Sorry? said .

‘Oh, excuseme,” said my father. ‘1 thought it was one of those word—association tests.’

‘One of thosewhat?’

‘| did thesetests,” said my father. * A psychologist chap came down to our GPO works and wanted
volunteersto do these tests. Y ou got paid five poundsif you took part, so | took part.’



“Y our father will do dmost anything for science and aflyer,” said my mother.

‘Yes,' sad my father. * So this psychologist showed methis series of inkblots and he said, “Tell me what
each onelookslike.” He showed methefirst oneand | said it looked like two people having sex. Then
he showed me another and | said it looked like a man having sex with adonkey. And then he showed me
another oneand | said that it looked like alady having sex with atractor. And so on and so forth. And
do you know what the psychologist said?

| shook my head.

‘He said that | was obsessed with sex.’

| shook my head again.

‘And do you know what | said to him?

| shook my head once again.

‘| said,” Me obsessed with sex?'Y ou’ re the one who' s got dl thefilthy pictures!™
The sun went behind a cloud and adog howled in the distance.

‘I havetogonow, | said. ‘I'll cal in on Mother Demdike. If I'm not home by midnight, direct the
policemen to her hut and tell them to look in her cauldron for body parts.’

‘“Won't you stay for pudding? asked my mother. ‘It's sprouts and custard.’

| declined politely and once more took my |eave.

| had an hour to waste before | met up with Dave, so | decided not to wasteit at dl and instead
wandered over to Moby Dick Terrace and the hut of Mother Demdike.

Now, it hasto be said that Mother Demdike had something of areputation in our neighbourhood. She
lived dl donein alittle hut at the end of the terrace. She was said to eke out aliving by casting
horoscopes and sdlling gloves that she knitted from spaniel hair. She smelled dreadful and looked
gopdling. Shewasredly ugly.

Now, I"ve never seen the point of ugly people. | suppose | was born with a heightened sense of
aesthetics. | enjoy beauty and abhor ugliness. Mother Demdike was undoubtedly ugly; in fact, shewas
probably the rankest hag that had ever troubled daylight. It pained me grestly to gaze upon her, but the
Seeker after truth must endure hardships and, if | was to reanimate Mr Penrose, | required the necessary
herbs. So if Mother Demdike could furnish me with those herbs, having to look at her ugly gob for haf an
hour was a smdl enough priceto pay.

| had never actudly spoken to Mother Demdike. I’ d seen her out and about. A tiny ragged creature, all
in dirty black, befouling the streetswith her ugliness, trailing aferret on astring. She cursed dl and
sundry, puffed on ashort clay pipe and spat copioudy into the kerb. Children feared her and adults
crossed the street, and aso themselves, at her gpproach. People, it seemed, really feared this old wretch.
She could put the evil eye on you, they said. She could turn milk sour and wither your willy with asingle



glance. | have no ideawho actualy ever went round to her place to have their horoscopes cast or to
purchase apair of her spaniel-hair gloves.

For mysdf | couldn’t seewhat all the fusswas about. Asfar as| was concerned, Mother Demdike was
just an ugly old woman who fancied hersdf asabit of acharacter. A studied eccentric. | mean, aferret
on astring? Come on!

Around her hut was alow black Neuburg fence, of atypethat you just don’t see any more. The
gateposts were of the Hirsg design, possibly the very last pair of such gatepostsin the district or indeed
anywhere e se outside theVictoriaand AlbertMuseum. Although they were common enough in their day.
Which was a day when Hansom cabs rattled cobblestones and Jack the Ripper had it down upon
‘hooers . The gate that hung between these posts was a Regardie, with aMudd cantilever catch and a
Miramardouble coil spring. The path that led to the hut was of Cefalu stone dabs pointed with a
three-to-one cement and silver-sand mix. These details may appear irrelevant. And perhapsthey are.

The hut wasadank little, dark little, horrid little hove, with sulphurous smoke curling up from asingle
chimney. Bottle-glass windows showed the wan light of ameagrefire. | hesitated for just amoment
before knocking with the goat’ s-head knocker. Not for fear or for any such whimsy, but to rebutton my
fly, which had come undone.

Knock, knock, knock, went | with the knocker.

‘Enter,’” called an old voice from within.

| pushed upon the door and entered. Sniffed the air and marvelled at the pong.

‘Gary Cheese,” said Mother Demdike.

‘Mother Demdike,” | replied. ‘ Good evening.’

The hag sat at her firesde. The hut boasted a single room, which served her as everything it should and
could. Therewas aniron firgplace. A rocking chair in which the crone sat. A lot of herby-looking things
dangled down from dl over the low ceiling. A ragged rag rug sprawled upon the packed-earth floor and
agreat ded of magical parapherndialay dl around and about.

| cast my eye around and about. | viewed the parapherndia. It dl fitted so well. If you were going to
adopt the persona of awitch woman you had to do the job properly. Y ou’ d need the scrimble stone and
the alhambric and the mandragles and the postuleniums and a so the fractible buckets.

Mother Demdike had the lot. She also had a great many ancient-looking tomes, several of which
appeared to have the stamp of the Memoria Library’ s Restricted Section upon their spines. | raised my
eyebrows a this. This dishonest woman was helping hersdf to my reading materid.

‘Come closer, my dear,” said Mother Demdike.

‘If | comeany closer,” | said, ‘I'll be behind you. Which, con-sidering your pong, isno placel wishto
m.,

“You'rearather rude little boy. Do you know what | do with rude little boys?



‘Cook them up in your cauldron? | asked, tifling ayawn.

‘Cook ‘em up for my dinner.” And the hag cackled. Cak-cak-cak-cak-cackle, she went.
‘That’sahorrid cough you havethere,’ | observed. 'Y ou should take some linctus.’

‘Come and sit beside me.” The crone extended awrinkled claw and beckoned to me withit.

‘Do you mind if | just stand here with the door open? | asked. ‘| mean, | understand about the
;alr;ub;(ert]wo?;@d atmosphere and everything and | respect your right to behave like an old weirdo, but, well,

‘Bugger off,” said Mother Demdike. * Bugger off or I’ll cast ahex on you.

| scratched at my head. I”d got off on the wrong foot here. | should be polite. ‘I'm sorry,” | said. ‘I'ma
bit nervous.’

‘And s0 you should be. Don't you know I'm awitch?

‘Wisewoman, | said.

‘That’sjust aeuphemism,” said Mother Demdike. ‘I’ m ablack-hearted witch who' s kissed the Devil’s
arse and suckles her familiars at her supernumerary nipples.” She stroked something bundled up inrags

upon her lap. Her ferret, | presumed.

‘Do you know anything about herbs? | enquired. ‘ Only, we' re doing this project a school and | need
some specid herbs!’

‘Comealittle closer,” said Mother Demdike. ‘L et me have asniff a your aura.

‘My aura? | said.

‘Indulge me,” said the ancient.

| took asmal step forward. * Sniff away,’ | told her. *But | think your pong will overwhelm mine.
Mother Demdike sniffed. *Oh dear, oh dear,’ she said.

| lifted an arm and sniffed my armpit. ‘| had abath last week,” | told her. * And | used soap and
everything.

‘I think I’ ve been waiting for you,” said Mother Demdike. ‘ Tell me about these herbs that you need.’
So | told her.

Mother Demdike looked me up and down. ‘You'reabad'n,” she said.

‘I’'m not so bad. | get most of my homework in ontime.’

“Y ou have bad intentions.’



‘I have only good intentions. Do you know where | can get these herbs?
‘I havedl of them.’

‘Oh, good,” | said. ‘“Now, asI’m doing this as a school project I'm sure you won’'t want to charge me
any money for them, so— ‘I won’t,” said Mother Demdike.

“Y ou won't? Oh, good.’

‘All I want to doisto read your palm.’

‘That’ sfair enough.’

“So gtick your hand out and let me take a peep.’

‘Could I have the herbsfirst, before you do? ‘Why would you want to do that?
‘Wdll," | said, ‘can | be completely honest with you?

The hag cocked her head on one side, whereupon a spider ran out of her right ear-hole. She snatched it
from her cheek, popped it into her mouth and munched uponit. *Go on,” she said, spitting out a couple

of legs

‘It sarather funny thing,’ | began. Y ou see, .| woke up today ... Or, rather, | think | did. But perhaps|
didn't.

‘“You didn't? said Mother Demdike.

‘Well, I'm beginning to wonder. Because everything today has been so absurd. My father clamsthat his
bestest friend hasjust died. This bestest friend turns out to be my favourite author. I’ m sure my father
never knew thisman at dl. | went to the library and overheard these two men talking about a secret
project. About how human beings are just receivers of menta waves sent from somewhere elseinthe
universe. And now I’'min awitch’shouse. Oh, and I’ ve been thinking about reanimating this famous
author. Bringing him back to life through voodoo, which iswhy | need the herbs. Now, you tell me, does
this sound like normality to you, or is something redlly weird going on?

Mother Demdike looked me up and down once more. ‘Ohyes,” she said. ‘Y ou're going to be trouble.
Y ou' re going to be big trouble’

‘Big trouble? What do you mean?

‘People deepwalk,” said the ancient. * People drift through their lives, rarely paying attention to the fact
that they aredive. Rardly, if ever, marvelling at their very existence. At the miracle of life, of awareness.
That for abrief moment in time and space they exist.’

‘I was only thinking that mysdf earlier,’ | said.

‘Lifeisincredible; said Mother Demdike. * It’ sunbelievable. It' s beyond belief In auniverse otherwise

dead, welive. And what do people do with their lives? Waste them on everyday trividities. On being
part of asociety. A little cog in agreat big impersona engine. But once in awhile someone appears, out



of nowhere, or s0 it seems, someone who' s different. These specia someones add something to society.
They give it something specia. And this takes humanity forward. Towardswhat, | don’t know. Towards
something, though, towards finding something out about itsalf and its ultimate purpose. Because
everything must have a purpose. It wouldn’t, couldn’t, exist if it didn’t. It may well be that you are one of
these specid someones, Gary. That you have something very specid to give to humankind. If thisistrue
youwill beaware. Andif you areaware, you will experiencelife differently from the rest of humankind.
Toyouit will seem unred, asif you arein adream. How could it be any other way for someonewho is
different from therest?

| sood there in the doorway of thelittle hut and | didn’t know what to say.

‘Look at me,” said Mother Demdike. * Look a me and look at thislittle hut of mine. It' s an anachronism,
ahangover from another time. Another century. I’'m apiece of history. Y ou will grow up and tell your
children that, some time in the past, when you were young, an old witch woman used to live down the
road from you. And you' |l point to the place where my hut once stood and there' || be ablock of flats or
something here. And your children won't believe you and even you will begin to doubt your memories,
because how could you have redlly met an old witch woman in the nineteen fifties? That doesn't fit with
redity. Infact, you'll begin to question alot of your childhood memories. You'll do what every grown-up
does, you'll reinvent your past, based on thelogic of your present. You'll say, “No, | didn't redly see
that. | must have dreamed it.

‘Dreamed it? saidl.'Likel fed that I’'m dreaming thisnow, in away.

“You'll never know what'sreal and what isn't,” said Mother Demdike. ‘ Because no one hasthetimeto
find out. Lifeistoo short. We dl seealittle bit of the whole picture. We dl takein alittle snatch of
history, the bit we' re born into. Then after we re gone, someone writesit down inaccurately. Whatreally
happened in history thereisno one dive to know for sure’

‘Golly,’ I said, as| couldn’t think of anything elseto say.

‘You,” said Mother Demdike, ‘may be poised upon the brink of something big. Tell methat list of herbs
once again. Infact, show me the book you got the list from. It’ sthere in your pocket, | believe’

| took out my copy of Voodoo in Theory and Practice and handed it to her.

Y ou golethat from thelibrary,” said Mother Demdike.

‘1did,’ | said. ‘| seeyou've nicked afew yourself.’

Mother Demdike chuckled. *All in agood cause,’ she said.

‘Of course,” said .

‘Then read metheligt.’

She returned the book to me. | thumbed through the pages and read her thelist.

Mother Demdike busied herself about the place. She delved into jars and drawers and when she had
found everything that | sought she packaged al in abrown paper bag and handed it to me.

‘Thank you, | said.



“Your hand,” said Mother Demdike. *Y our part of the bargain. Y ou must let me read your hand.’

‘Certanly, sadl.' That'sfair.” | stuck my hand out and she took it between her own.

‘Ohyes,’ shesaid. ‘Ohyes’

‘Ohyes? | asked.

‘Ohyes. It'sdl here, written right through you. Y ou will per-form great deeds. Y ou will do specid
things. But society will hate you for the specid things you will do. Y ou will become ahated person. A
socid pariah. But you will advance humankind, you will be remembered, as| will be forgotten.”

‘I'll remember you,’ | said.

‘No, youwon't.” ‘I will.’

“Youwon't’

‘Check my pdmagain.’

Mother Demdike checked my palm again. ‘Ohyes,’ shesaid. ‘| will be remembered. That' snice,
athough | take exception to being called “the rankest hag that ever troubled daylight”.’

‘But a least you get amention.’

‘Do me one favour,Gary,” said Mother Demdike.

‘Il try,’ | said. ‘What isit?

‘Put ablue plague up. On the site of my hut. If you can. If you have the power.

‘And will I have the power? Check my hand again and tell me.” Mother Demdike checked my hand
again. ‘Yes,’' shesad and shesmiled a me. ‘Y ouwill have the power. Youwill.’

“Then I'll make sure the blue plague goes up.

‘Thank you,” said the old one and she kissed the pam of my hand.

| took my leave of Mother Demdike. She' d given me not only the herbs | required, but dso awholelot
more. | don’'t know how to explain it, but when | |eft her little hut | felt redl. Asif | could do thingsthat
mattered, redly do them. That | would make my mark upon mankind. Do something big.

| have alot to thank that old woman for. She didn’t say much to me, but she said the right things.
And the day eventually came when | did have the power to get that blue plague up. Her little hut had

gone by then, she had gone and the memories of her werefading. A new block of flatswas up and new
thoughts and ways were on the go.



| didn’t bother to get the blue plague put up, though. I mean, ugly old cow. | could never see the point of
ugly people.

5

Davewas dready at the launderette. He loved that launderette, did Dave.

He' d been introduced to the joys of launderettes by afriend of his calledChico, who lived in Brentford's
Puerto Rican quarter. Chicohad explained to Dave about the pleasures of watching the washing go round
and round in the big new washers. These pleasures are redlly subtle; they have to be explained. They
have to be understood and they have to be mastered.

That doesn’t sound altogether right, doesit? Mastering pleasure. But it’ strue. To gppreciate anything
fully and completely, you have to beits master. Y ou can have moments of exquisite pleasure, drinking,
drugging or sexing it away. But if you are not the master of the pleasure, you will eventudly beitsdave.

| never mastered the pleasures of watching the washing go round and round in the washers. But | never
fet daveto them, either. | just thought the whole thing was stupid. | just didn't get it.

Dave was sested on the bench, his eyes fixed upon awhite wash. A look of ecstasy upon hisface, his
knees held tightly together. He was entranced.

‘Oh, wow, went Dave. ‘Oh, bliss’
‘Enjoying yourself? | asked, as| sat down beside him.

‘Immensdly,” said Dave. ‘ Do you know, | foresee atime when dmost every household in the country
will own awashing machine’

‘Ownawashing machine? | laughed out loud. ‘What? People will have washing machinesin their
homes? Instead of here in launderettes?

‘Mark my words,” said Dave. ‘ And televisonstoo.’
‘What isatdevison? | asked.

‘It sawirdesswith pictures.’

‘What? Pictures of awireless?

‘Moving pictures, likein acinema. It'sa sort of miniature cinemafor the home. There soneon display in
the window of Kay’s Electricd inthe High Street.’

‘I'm not allowed to go near the High Street,’ | told Dave. ‘My dad says that homos hang around the
High Street.’

‘Do youactually know what ahomo is? Dave asked, athough his eyes never |eft the washing white



wash.

‘Of course,’ | said, though | didn’t. * But you' re mad, Dave. A washing machinein your house. Where
would you put it?

‘I"d put minein my bedroom,” said Dave. ‘And I’d haveit on while | was having it off with Betty Page’

| stared hard at the washing machine. | could see the white wash going on behind the glass door pandl. It
reminded me a bit of the octopusin the movie20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, being viewed through a
porthole in Captain Nemo’ sNautilus. But with-out the tentacles or the suckers. Or even the octopus. Or
even, now | cometo think of it, the movie, for that was made severd yearslater. But pleasure, eh?1t'sa
funny old game.

‘Mad, | said. ‘Quite mad.’

‘Hold on,” said Dave. ‘Don’t speak. There' sagood bit coming up.
| held my counsel and also held my bregth.

‘Wow, went Dave once again. ‘Brilliant.’

‘It scompletely lost on me.

‘Speak English,” said Dave.

‘| don’'t understand it. But, listen, you know | told you that | had abig idea?

Dave nodded, but he wasn't redlly listening.

‘I went down tothelibrary,’ | continued, speaking clearly and loudly, in the hope that some of it might
get through. ‘| went to the library and while | wasthere | heard two men talking about something really
strange. But I’ll tell you about that later. | got the book | needed and | aso got some other stuff | needed,
which I’ ve hidden away in asecret place. Y ou'regoing to lovethis’

‘lam loving this” Dave was dl misty-eyed.

‘I'vegot abigidea,’ | told Dave.

‘I've got abig bulgein my trousers’

‘What?

‘What? said Dave. ‘What are you talking about? Can't thiswait till later?

‘All right,’” | said. ‘I'll be having afag. Come and talk to me when you' refinished.’

‘I can't finish properly. | haven't reached puberty yet.’

‘Completely lost on me.

| went outside and had afag.



Naturaly | smoked Woodbine. Well, | would, wouldn’t 1?1 mean, LazloWoodbine? What elsewas |
likely to smoke? All children smoked in those days. But then in those days cigarettes were good for you.
Like nuclear radiation and lead soldiers. In fact, dmost everything was good for you in those days. a
good smacked-bottom; a good dose of castor ail; agood helping of National Service; agood stretch
behind bars. They were good timesdl round, redlly.

| was finishing off my fag when Dave came out of the launderette. ‘ Give usapuff,” said Dave.

And | gave Dave a puff.

‘My bigidea,’ | said to Dave. ‘It'sabout P. P. Penrose’

‘Goon, then,” said Dave, taking another puff a my fag.

“Y ou know what you said about taking relics? | think we can go one better than that. Take hiswhole
body and bring him back to life’

Davetook afind puff from my fag and stamped the tiny butt end out upon the pavement. * Y ou’ re having
alaugh, aren't you? hesaid.

‘No. I'm serious. I" ve got this book about how to make zombies. And it needs specid herbsand I've
got the herbs and everything. Including ahuman skull to mix themupin. | cando dl that part in my
deeping cupboard.’

‘Cool,” sad Dave. ‘Will it redly work, do you think?

‘If it' sdone properly, | think it will.’

* And do you know how to do it properly?

‘I think so. It'sdl in my book. Y ou do aritua with the herbs, then you feed the herbs to the dead
corpse and it comes back to life’

‘It sgot to be aload of twonk, hasn’'t it? said Dave, which surprised me somewhat. ‘1 mean, well, if it
did work, then every-one would be doing it and people wouldn’t die any more,

Dave had agood point there.

“Y ou have agood point there,” | said to Dave. ‘But the reason everyone doesn’'t do it isbecauseit'sa
secret. Thisbook isa secret book; the formulafor the herbsis a secret formula. Only very few people
know the secret, so only avery few people ever get brought back to life. Probably very rich people like
theroya family. I'll bet the Queen Mum will liveto be at least a hundred years old. Because each time
shedies, they’ll bring .her back to life with voodoo magic.’ *

“You'vewon meover, said Dave. *So when dowedo it?

‘| thought we' d follow the funera and see where they bury Mr Penrose. Then come back at night and
dighimup.

‘Too much trouble,” said Dave. * All that digging. Why not do it at hiswake? When dl hisfriendsare



there. They’ll be dead pleased to see him up and about again.” Dave tittered.
‘“Why do youtitter? | asked.

‘Deadpleased,’ said Dave.

‘Thatisn't very funny,” | said.

‘No,” said Dave. ‘You'reright. But | heard thisredly funny joke. Would you careto hear it?

*| might not have been able to foresee awashing machine in dmost every homein the country. But at
least | wasright about that one.

‘I would,” | said.
‘OK,’ said Dave. ‘It' sthe one about the man with the huge green head. Have you heard it? *
‘No,” | said.

‘OK,’” said Dave again. * So this bloke is standing at a bus stop and he' s got this huge green head, and |
meanhuge. It'senormous. And this other bloke comes up and keepslooking at it; he' sfascinated, he
can't take hiseyes of thisfirg bloke' s huge green head. Findly the bloke with the huge green head says,
“OK, goon, ask me.” And the other bloke says, “What?’ And the bloke with the green head says, “Ask
me how | got this huge green head. Y ou want to, | know.” So the other bloke says, “How did you get
that huge green head?’ So the bloke with the huge green head says, “Wadll, it'saredly funny story. | was
walking dongBrightonbeach and | found thisold brasslamp and | rubbed it and this genie came out and
sad, 'Y ou' ve freed me from the lamp and so you can have threewishes.” So |l said, ‘Al right! Then for
my first wish | want to be incredibly wedlthy with this huge mansion with secret roomswith soldiersin
and kitchensfull of cakes and sweets and suitcases with diamonds and emeraldsin them.” And there'sa
big puff of smoke and I’'m in this huge manson with dl the things I’ d asked for. And the genie says,
‘“What do you want for your second wish? And | say, ‘Right, | want the most beautiful woman in the
world to be my wife and she hasto want to sex me dl the time, with brief breaks while she cooks me
sausages and cuts me pieces of cake and pours me Tizer and stuff likethat.” And there' s another puff
and she appears. Just like how | wanted. Incredible.”

‘* And the bloke with the huge green head pauses and the other bloke looks a him and says, “OK, go on.
What did you wish for with your last wish?’

‘ And the bloke with the huge green head says—'

“1 wished for ahuge green head, of course,” saidl.'| have heard it

*1f you have heard it, just flick on. If not, enjoy.



‘Andisn’tit ablinder?

‘| think it’s probably the funniest joke in the wholewideworld,” | said. ‘| can’'t imaginethere being a
funnier one’

‘ only wish | understood it,” said Dave.

‘Don’'t worry,” | said. *Y ou understand the pleasures of the launderette. That's something in itself So,
areyou up for this? We go to Mr Penrose’ swake and bring him back to life. Thisisagood plan, yes?

‘It sagreat plan,’ said Dave. ‘We | probably get ameda from the Pope and aspecia certificate from
Her Mgesty the Queen for this. If it works!’

‘It will work,” | said. ‘ Trust me. It will work.’

Over the next few days| kept pressing the Daddy regarding the matter of Mr Penrose’ s wake and how
it would be such agood ideafor meto cometo it too. How it would be so educationd for me and
everything. But the Daddy wasn't having any of that. He was adamant. | was not going. It was by
invitation only and it wasn't for children.

| kept an eye on the doormat for incoming invitations. | was up every day in timefor the postman. No
invitations dipped by me and the days were dipping away.

The next Wednesday came round and | feigned acold so | could stay off school. I d arranged with
Davethat he should feign acold dso. But Dave fdlt that feigning a cold was for homos and so he feigned
the Black Death, was given agood smacked-bottom by his mum and sent to school.

Dave bunked off schoal at lunchtime and came round to my house. | dipped quietly out of my bed of
feigned pain and joined him across the Street.

‘The Daddy is getting all dressed up,’ | said to Dave. *He' s getting ready for the wake.’
‘Then well follow him, commando-fashion.’

‘“What is commando-fashion? | asked.

‘Mostly camouflage,’ said Dave. * Green isthe new black thisyear.

We hid behind adustbin.

At alittle after two, the Daddy left our house and swaggered up the street wearing his Sunday suit. My
mother was't with him. *Wakes are men’ sbusiness,” my father had said.

The Daddy swaggered up our street, turned left intoAlbany Road, right into Moby Dick Terrace,
swaggered past the hut of Mother Demdike, then past the Memoria Park, turned right at the Memorial
Library and eventually swaggered into the Butts Estate, where al the posh people of Brentford lived.
Dave and | occasondly went into the Butts to throw stones &t rich people’ swindows and get chased
away by their manservants, but we didn’t really know much about the place.



It had been built in Regency timeswith the money earned from the dave trade and the importation of tea
and carpets and strange drugs. The houseswere big and well dug in. There was that fedling of
permanence that only comes with wealth. The poor might appear to be settled right where they are. But
they’ re only waiting to be moved on.

The Daddy swaggered up to a particularly fine-looking house, one with a Grimshaw-style front door and
Fotheringay window stanchions, and knocked heartily upon the Basilicanesque knocker.

| was very impressed when the door was opened and he was actualy let insde. It confirmed, | suppose,
that he actudlyhad known Mr Penrose.

‘What now, then? | asked Dave.

‘Why are you asking me?

“How do you think we' re going to get in?

‘We'renot,” said Dave. ‘Well, not yet at least.’

‘Not yet?

Dave shook hishead. ‘It sawake. Which isto say, as you know, a party. For adead man. But a party.
Peoplewill drink lots of booze. And then they’ Il get drunk and then they’ll come and go. And they’ll
leave the front door open and we can sneak in.’

‘“Youarewise,' | said to Dave. ‘We Il wait, then.

So we waited.

And wewaited.

And then we waited some more.

‘I'm getting fed up with dl thiswaiting,” said Dave. ‘ Hang on, Someone s coming out.

But they weren't.

So we waited some more, some more.

‘Do you think they’re drunk by now? | asked.

‘Must be,” said Dave.

‘Then let’sjust knock. They'll let usin.

‘Yes, of coursethey will.’

We knocked.

A pinch-faced woman opened the door. *What do you want? she asked.



‘My daddy’singde,’ said Dave. ‘ At thewake. I've amessage for him from my mummy.
‘Tel it to me,’ said the pinch-faced woman. ‘I’ll passit on.’

‘It'sin Dutch,” said Dave. 'Y ou wouldn't be able to pronounceit properly.’

‘Wah!" went the pinch-faced woman.

‘Not even close,” said Dave.

‘No! Wah!" The pinch-faced woman turned away and the dis-tinctive sound of a hand smacking aface
was to be heard.

‘That’sabit harsh,” said aman’svoice. ‘| didn’t mean to touch your bum — | tripped on the door mat.’
‘Rapigt!” screamed the pinch-faced woman, leaving the door gar.

‘Let’'sdipin,’ said Dave. And so the two of usdipped in.

It was avery big house. Much bigger on the ingde than on the outside. But so many houses are. The big
ones anyway. Estate agents refer to the phenomenon as * deceptively spacious . But | don't think that it's
fully scientifically understood.

‘Thisisavery big hdl,” said Dave. ‘It siretches away right into the distance.

‘Well, a least asfar asthat door a theend,” | said. ‘Which isthe door where dl the noiseis coming
from.

‘There’ squite alot of noise here, Dave obsessed. ‘ And quite alot of violence too.” The pinch-faced
woman struggled on the floor, punching at afat man who lay on hisback. Hewasn't putting up much of a
fight. Infact, he seemed to be amiling.

‘Comeon,” said Dave. ‘ Follow me.

We went along the hall, then stuck our heads round the door at the end of it. And then we viewed the
wake that was going on beyond.

Having never seen awake before | didn’t know what to expect, so | supposethat | was neither
surprised nor disappointed. Nor even bewildered nor bemused. Nor was | amazed.

But | wasinterested.

The room that lay beyond the door was awithdrawing room. The room to which rich men of yesteryear
withdrew after the completion of their feasting at the dining table, where they |eft the womenfolk to chat
about things that womenfolk love to chat about. Particularly fashion. Such as, what particular colour
commandos would be wearing that year.

The rich men withdrew to the drawing room and talked about manly things. Like port and cigarsand



football and shagging servant women and stuff like that. They probably talked about commandos too, but
only about what colour their gunswould be. It seemed pretty clear to methat if we were having good
times now, and we were, those rich men of yesteryear had had better.

The room wastadl and square with frescoed walls in the Copulanion style. There were over-stuffed sofas
all around and about and these were crowded with red-faced men who held glasses, and all, it seemed,
talked together. They talked, asfar as| could hear them, mostly of P. P. Penrose. Of what a great
sports-man he'd been. And of hislove of sportsmanship. And of hisskillsasawriter. And of how
amazing his Lazlo Woodbine thrillers were. And of what rubbish the Adam Earth science-fiction series
was.

Although | understood their words, the manner in which they spoke them was queer to my ears. They all
talked in up-and-down ways. Beginning a sentence softly, then getting louder, then dl fading away once
more.

‘They'redl drunk,” said Dave. ‘They'll dl besinging shortly.’

‘“How does“shortly” go? | asked. Which | thought was funny, but Dave did not.

‘Look there,” Dave said and he pointed.

| followed the direction of Dave s pointing. ‘ The coffin,’ 1 said.

In the middle of the room, with the over-stuffed sofas and the men sat upon them with the glassesin thelr
hands, talking queerly and on the verge of singing, lay the coffin.

Up upon apair of wooden trestles, it was a handsome casket affair, constructed of Abarti pinein the
Margrave design with Humbilian brass coffin furniture and rilled moul dings of the Hampton-Stanbrick
persuasion. And it was open and from where we were standing we could see the nose of the dead Mr
Penroserisng fromit like apink shark’ sfin or an isoscelestriangle of flesh, or in fact numerous other
things of approximately the same shape.

But it was definitely anose.

‘Cool,” went Dave. ‘| can see his dead hooter.’

‘Here' stheplan,’ | said to Dave. ‘Y ou create adiverson, while | perform the complicated ritud and
feed him the magic herbs’

Dave turned towards me and the expression on hisface was onethat | still feel unable adequately to
describe. Expressing, asit did, so many mixed emotions.

| smiled encouragingly at Dave. Dave didn’t smile back at dl.
‘Not a happening thing, then? | asked.

‘Speak English,’ said Dave.

‘I mean, you don't think you can do it?

‘No,” said Dave. ‘| don't. Why don’'t we just try to mingle amongst the drunken men — bide our time,



asthey say, await the moment.

‘Well put,” saidl."Yougofirdt, then.

‘Not me,” said Dave. ‘Thisisyour bigidea’

‘No, it'snot. My big ideawasto dig him up later.’

‘All right, said Dave, pushing openthedoor. ‘Let' srisk it.

Let'smingle’ And he strode right into the withdrawing room.

| followed cautioudy, trying to avoid the eyes of my father. They were rather red-rimmed and starey
eyes, but theywere hisnonetheless. | could see my Uncle Jonny sitting over by one of the windows and
| didn’t want to look at hishorrible eyes.

“Afternoon,” said Dave, to no onein particular. ‘ Hello there, hi.’

We made our way acrossthe richly carpeted floor towards the coffin. I’ s funny how certain things stick
inyour mind and even now, dl these many yearslater, | can remember that moment so very, very clearly.
What happened next. And what was said. And what it meant.

| can recdl the way my feet fdt, inside my shoes, asthey trod over the thick pile of that carpet. And the
amell of the cigarette smoke and the way it coloured thelight that fell in long shafts through the tall
Georgian casement windows. And the dreamlike quality of it al. We weren't supposed to bein this

room, Dave and | it waswrong, al wrong. But wewere there. And itwas redl.

‘Stop,’ said avoice and abig hand fell on my shoulder. | turned my head round and up and found mysglf
garing into thelong, thin face of Caradoc Timms, Brentford' s leading funera director.

Caradoc Timmsleaned low hislong, thin face and gave me a penetrating stare with his dark and hooded
eyes. ‘You, boy,” hesaid in anasa tone. ‘Can't stay away from the dead, can you?

| made sickly laughing sounds of the nervous variety. ‘I’ ve just cometo pay my respects,’ | said. ‘Mr
Penroseis my favourite author.’

Mr Timms shook hishead. ‘ And al those times you’ ve come round to my funera parlour, asking to be
taken on as an apprentice?

‘| just wanted an after—school job, to earn money for sweeties,” | whispered.

‘And dl the funerdsyou follow, when you duck down behind the tombstones and watch?
‘Research? | suggested. ‘I'd il like ajob, if you have one going.’

‘Unhedthy boy,” said Mr Timms. * Unspeskable boy.’

‘Isthatmy boy? | heard the Daddy’ svoice. ‘ Isthat my Garyyou have there?

‘Dave,’ | said. ‘Let’srun.’



But Dave was suddenly nowhere to be seen.

‘Gary? My father rose unsteedily from his seet upon an over-stuffed sofa. ‘ Itis myGary. Smite him for
me, Timms.” And my daddy sat down again, rather heavily, and took out his pipe.

‘Shdl | smiteyou? Mr Timms asked.

‘I"d rather you didn’t.’ | prepared mysdlf to run.

‘So what should | do, then? Throw you out on your ear?

‘I"d rather you just let me stay, Sir. | won’'t be any trouble to anyone. I'll just Sit quietly in acorner.
Mr Timms nodded hislong, thin head. ‘1 hope| livelong enough to seeit,” he said.

‘What, me stting quietly?1’m sureyou will.’

‘Not that,” sald Mr Timms. ‘ But you at the end of a hangman’ srope.

‘What? said |, rather sartled by this statement.

‘“You'reabad' n,” said Mr Timms. ‘A bad' n from birth. | see€ m come and | se€ m go. The good' nsand
the bad. I’ll tuck you into your coffin when your time comes, you seeif | don't.’

‘I’ ve done nothing wrong,” | said, in the voice of onewho felt he truly hadn’t.

‘If you haven't yet, then you will.” Mr Timms stared deeper Hill into my eyes. Right through my eyes it
seemed, and into my very brain.

| got the uncanny fedling that this man could somehow, not read, butsee my thoughts. And not just my
thoughts at this moment, but the thoughtsthat | would have at sometimein the future. Seethingsthat |
would do in the future. But how could anybody do that? It wasimpossible, surely? But it seemed to me
that thisman was doing it. That heredlydid know. Well, that’ s how if felt. It was not just an uncanny
feding, it wasaterriblefeding. A feding of inner violation. It put the wind up me some-thing terrible. And
Iwas avery brave boy.

‘“You'll hang,” said Mr Timms. ‘I know it
‘No, | won't,” | said. ‘I won't.’

Mr Timms gazed down at me with his penetrating eyes. Hislong head went nod, nod, nod, and hisvoice
sad, ‘Yes youwill.

I held my ground and stared right back at him and then, because | felt so absolutely sure that he could
see my thoughts through my eyebdls, | turned those eyeballs down to the floor and studied the pattern on
the carpet.

A number of options lay open to me and | pondered on which oneto take,

| could run straight out of the door. That one was obvious, but that one would be to accept defedt.



| could burst into tears and tell my daddy what Mr Timms had said to me, in the hope that my daddy
would smite him on the nose. But my daddy might well teke Mr Timms s Sde and smite me insteed.

Or | could burgt into tears and shout, * Get off me, you homo.” I’ d seen Dave do this once to the owner
of the sweetie shop who had caught him nicking Black Jacks. A crowd of young men had closed in about
the shopkeeper and Dave had managed to make good his escape, taking the Black Jacks and aMars
Bar aswdll.

So | burgt into tears, kicked Mr Timmsin the ankle, shouted, ‘ Get your hands off me, you homo. Help
me, Daddy, please,’ and ran straight out of the door.
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Dave wasin hiding across the street, behind a hedge in some-one' sfront garden. As| ran out of the
front door he called me over and | joined him there.

‘“You'recrying, said Dave.

So | told him what happened.

Dave put hisarm around my shoulder. ‘ Y ou did brilliantly,” he said. ‘I’'m sorry | wasn't thereto seeit.’
“Y ou ran off and left me behind, you coward.’

‘| wasn't scared,” said Dave. ‘But | have agyppy tummy and had to come outside to usethetoilet. It's
thistouch of Black Degth I've got.’

‘Don’'t breathe on me, then,’ | said. ‘I don’t want to catch it.” Dave did hisarm from my shoulder and
took to picking hisnose.

‘I suppose we might aswell go home,” | said. “We re not going to get back insde now, arewe? This
has adl been awaste of time.’

‘Seemsashame,” said Dave. ‘It would be so much easier to bring Mr Penrose back to life now, rather
than go to dl thetrouble of digging him up later.’

| shrugged. * So you think we should wait some more? | asked.

‘It would be good practice,” said Dave.

‘Practice for what?

‘For the future. It seemsto me that adults spend most of their

time waiting for something or other. A bus or atrain or, for those who have atelephone, atelephone
cdl. Or waiting for the post-man or the milkman or the man to fix the broken pipe or their girlfriend to

arrive. Or.

'Stopit,” | said. * There must be more to being an adult than that. Y ou can get into pubs and drink beer.’



‘Waiting at the bar to get served,” said Dave. ‘Waiting for the cubicd in the gentsto be free so you can
besckinit. Wating—

‘Stop!” | put my hands over my ears.

‘ Adults spend mogt of their timewaiting,” said Dave, in avoice that was loud enough for meto hear.
‘Because dl they’reredly waiting for is death.’

“You paint arosy picture of thefuture.’ | took my hands away from my ears and took to picking my
own nose. ‘ According to Mr Timms, my desth waits for me at the end of the hangman’ srope.

‘| hate adults,” said Dave. * And adults secretly hate children. Because children have morelifeleft to
them than they do. Adults are jealous. And they think they know more about everything than children
do.

‘That’ s because theydo,” | observed.

‘There' ssometruth in that, | suppose,’ said Dave. ‘And | get well peeved because there are so many
thingsthat | don’t under-stand yet. But | would be able to understand them if adults answered my
questions. But they don’t. The reason children don’t understand as much as adultsis because adults
don't tell them everything they know. They keep secrets from children. Adults complicate the world to

death, but children seetheworld asit redly is. They seeit assmple. For some reason, adultsdon’t like
“dmple’, they like“complicated”. So adults screw up the world and children suffer for it

“You redlyare wise beyond your years,” said .

‘How dareyou,” said Dave. ‘I’'m wise because I'm wise. Right now, as| am. And you' rewisetoo. You
know how to raise the dead. How many adults know that?

‘It was an adult who thought up the formulaand the rituas and everything.’

‘Only because stuff like that takes yearsto work out. If you started from scratch now, it might take you
twenty years before you got it right. But once you had got it right, you could pass the information straight
to your ten-year-old son and he’ d know it too. Or you could keep it a secret to yoursdlf. Which iswhat
adults do about practicaly everything. They'redl alot of homos, adults’

All?1 puzzled over this. | felt that one day | was bound to find out what ahomo was, but it probably
wouldn't be before | was an adult. And then it might betoo late: | might actualybe ahomo mysdf. The
thought didn’t bear thinking about, so | didn’t think any more abot it.

‘| havethistheory, said Dave. ‘ About Life, the Universe and Everything.’

‘Sounds like agood title for abook,” | said.

‘Don't talk slly,” said Dave. *But I" ve thought hard about thistheory. It sin the form of aparable. Do
you know what a parableis?

‘Of coursel do,” | said. ‘It'sabird that apirate has on his shoulder.’

Dave shook his head.



‘| wasonly joking,” | said.

‘Oh,” said Dave. ‘| till haven't worked out the one about the man with the huge green head. But a
parableisamora story, likein the Bible. Would you like to hear mine?

‘Arethere any spaceshipsinit? | asked, for | greatly loved spaceships. Although not al spaceships. |
didn’t, for instance, like the spaceshipsin P. P. Penrose's Adam Earth books. They were rubbish, those

spaceships.

‘Of course there are spaceshipsinit. | only know parables that have spaceshipsin them.’
‘Goon, then, | said.

‘All right, said Dave. ‘ This parableis caled “ The Parable of the Spaceships.”’

‘Good title | sad. ‘1—

‘Shut up,” said Dave. And | shut up. And thisishow it went.

THE PARABLE OF THE SPACESHIPS

Once upon atime there was a planet called Earth. And it was the future and people had carsthat flew in
the air and tele-phonesthat didn’t need wires and wore televisons on their wrists and had futuristic
haircuts and big wing shoulders on their plagtic jackets and lived in huge tower blocks that reached up
into the clouds.

And they had spaceships. But the spaceships could only go fast enough for people to commute between
the planetsin this solar system, which they did al thetime, for going to work and stuff like that. Mostly
mining emerads on Saturn.

Everybody was not doing OK in the future. Because there were so many people and al the planetsin
the solar system were getting completely overcrowded. So the scientists worked really hard on
developing this spaceship that could travel at the speed of light and they built aspecia chamber iniit
wherethe pilot could be frozen up and stay in suspended animation until he got to hisfina degtination,
which would be the nearest planet capable of sustaining human life. They programmed the computer in
the space-ship to search out the nearest planet that would comfortably support human life and then they
looked for avolunteer. They wanted someone a bit specia, because he would be the first man ever to set
foot on this planet, which would mean that his name would go down in history and everyone would
remember him for ever more (after his mission had been successful, of course, and later people had gone
out to colonize this new world).

Eventualy they settled on this chap whose name was Adam. Well, he had the perfect name, didn’t he?
And he had anice family with three sons and was an al-round nice fellow. And avery good spaceship
pilot who flew flightsto Uranus. And so Adam said that he would be pleased to go, even though it meant
that he might never see hisfamily again, but he felt certain that he would, because it was such agood
gpaceship and the scientists were so clever and everything.

So, there were alot of broadcasts on everyone' swrist tele-visions and a big parade and Adam got into



the spaceship and waved goodbye and was frozen up and the rocket blasted off into space.
And that was the last that anyone on Earth ever saw of Adam.

Hetravelled across the universe a the speed of light, covering unimaginable distances, and his spaceship
went on and on and on, searching for the perfect planet.

And then one day — it must have been thousands of yearslater — his spaceship eventudly found the
perfect planet and landed and Adam unfroze and opened the door and stepped out of the spaceship.

And found that he was back on Earth.
Wall, at least it looked just like Earth.

And not just because of the trees and flowers. But because of the buildings and flying carsand all the
people who were gathered around looking up at his spaceship.

And then out of the crowd appeared this chap who looked just like Adam. Just like him. And this chap
said, ‘Hello, Dad,” and another chap said, *Hello, Granddad,” then another appeared and said, ‘Hello,
Great-Granddad,” and another who said, ‘Hello, Great-Great-Granddad.’

And they dl looked like Adam.
And Adam got alittle confused.

And so the onewho had said, ‘Hello, Dad,” explained the Situation to him. He said, ‘Wdll, Dad, after
you' d gone, time passed and | grew up, and | became a scientist and | looked at the plans for your
gpaceship and | said, “1 canimprove on that. | can make a spaceship that will travel twice the speed of
light.” Sol didand | gotinitand | got herein half thetimeit took you to get here. But when | did, |
found that my own son was adready here, because while I’ d been gone he’ d grown up and become a
scientist and looked at the plans of my spaceship and said, “1 can improve on that,” and built a spaceship
that could go four times the speed of light and he'd got herein haf the time it had taken meto get here.
But when he' d got here, he' d found that his own son was aready here, because he' d grown up and
improved the spaceship even more and got here in haf the time again. But when he got here, he found
thathis son was aready here because—’

‘Stop, Sop,” said Adam. ‘ Thisisdriving meinsane. How many generations of me are there here?

‘Thousands and thousands and thousands,” said the son, *and not just here, but on every other habitable
planet in the universe. The universeisnow al completely overcrowded by generations and generations of
you.’

Adam went back into his spaceship, and if he' d had arevolver to hand he would have shot hisbrains
out. But he didn’t. Although he might well have done. But he was avery nice man and none of thiswas
redly hisfault, so heleft his spaceship and went down to the crowd and was carried shoulder-high by the
crowd, for being such a pioneer and everything, and finaly he had ameal out at a nice restaurant that had
about three thousand tablesin it, so that afew of his descendants could dine with him too.

And it was over the medl that his son put a proposition to him.

‘Dad,” said hisson. ‘Asthe universeisal full up now, mankind islooking for new placesto livein and



your grest (to the power of2 3,000,000)-grandson has come up with this new spaceship drive system
that will take apilot into an dternative universe in another dimension. And we re look-ing for someoneto
pilot the ship.’

And Adam, who was frankly pretty much off hisrocker by now, said, ‘I'll doit. Can | doit now, or at
least as soon as 1’ ve finished my dinner?

And hisson said, * Surething, Dad. First thing in the morning. The ship’sdl fudled up and waiting. We
knew you' d want to volunteer.’

So the very next morning there was this big procession and a broadcast on wrist televisions that went out
to planets dl over the universe and Adam got into the specia new interdimensiona spaceship and got
frozen up in the very modern cryogenic capsule. And his son pressed the launch button and the spaceship
vanished into an dternative universe.

And you'll never guess what happened when the spaceship landed on the first habitable planet it cameto
in the dternative universein another dimension.

THEEND

‘What did happen? | asked Dave, after hehad said, ‘THE END.’

Daverolled hiseyes. * Samething,” he said. ‘ Except that now it was far more complicated, with more
millions of descendantsinvolved. And one of them had invented another spaceship that could travel into
an dternative dternative universe. | had to end the parable somewhere, so | ended it there. | did toy with
theideathat on hisfina voyagein aninfinitely aternative universe Adam took awoman with him for
company. And, asit turned out, when he reached the next habitable planet in auniverse so many times
dternative from thefirst onethat it didn’t have anumber to cover it, hefinally found himself on aplanet
that no descendant of his had got to before him. Because the spaceships they’ d designed had finally
reached the point where they could no longer be improved upon. So there was only him and hiswoman
al aone on this new planet that was just like Earth but no one had ever been to before. Thewoman's
name was Eve, by the way.

‘That’ safar better ending,” | said.
‘Nah,’ said Dave. ‘ That's a stupid ending. Too far-fetched.’

| removed my finger from my nose and scratched at my head with it. ‘1 dways thought that parables
were supposed to have amord to them,’ | said.

‘They are,’ said Dave.
‘*So what’ sthe mord to yours?
‘It sobvious,” said Dave. ‘ Think about it

| thought about it. ‘Ohyes;’ | said. ‘| get themoral. | under-stand it.’



Dave nodded thoughtfully. ‘1 knew youwould,” hesaid. ‘1 only wishthat | did.’
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| lay behind the hedge with Dave and thought about his parable. It was apretty good parable, as
parables go, because it did have spaceshipsin it. But the more | thought about the sub-stance of that
parable, themore| redized that it redly didn’t work at all.

The space pioneer Adam could never have met his own son on that far-away world. He d have died
there thousands of years before. And how could there be al those generations of desc-endants dl il

alive? Had they discovered the secret of immortality? But al the same it was agood parable and |
thought that if thetime ever cameto tell it I’ d tidy it up somewhat and put my interesting ending at the

end.
But thetime never camefor metotdl it, so| didn't.

‘I'm growing impatient with al thislying around in wait,” | said to Dave. ‘We should do something to
precipitate some action.’

‘Do speak English,” said my bestest friend.
“Go and knock on the door, or something.’
‘Just be patient,’” said Daveto me. ‘ Pretend you' re an adult: wait.’
And so we waited alittle while more and findly our patience was rewarded.
‘A police car,’ said Dave. ‘I’ ve been expecting that.’
“You have?
‘I have. When | |eft the wake house before you, | telephoned the police.”
‘Why? | asked, which seemed areasonable question.
‘So we could have time done with Mr Penrose’
‘1 don’t understand,’ | said, and | didn’t.
‘Just watch,” said Dave. * Just watch and learn.’

And so | watched and | learned.

The police car, al glossy black, an Armstrong Smedley, one-point-five-litre, with running boards and the
big bell on thetop, dewed to ahalt outside the wake house. Four coppers, as we knew them then,
before they were known as ‘the Filth’, jumped out of the car and took to beating upon the front door.

And shouting very loudly.



‘I'mimpressed,’ | said to Dave. ‘But surely they’ re beating upon the wrong front door? That’ sthe one
next door to the wake house.’

‘Just watch,” said Dave, ‘and be ready to run inside the wake house, as soon as| givethe signal.’

‘What will thesignal be? | asked.

‘I'll hoot likean owl.’

‘It sthewrong time of day for that, surely? Why not moo like acow?

‘A cow?In Brentford?

‘Bark like adog, then.’

‘ don’'t do dogs,’ said Dave. ‘ Doing dogs is common.

“You could whinny, likeahorse.’

‘That’ stoo posh,” said Dave. ‘ Only girls who go to posh private schools can do that properly.’

‘Isthat true? | asked.

Dave nodded knowingly. ‘When the day comes, and it will, that you find yourself in the company of a
posh woman who once went to a posh private school, you just ask her whether she and her friends used
to whinny like ponies’

‘And?

‘And | bet you she'll say shedid.’

‘All right, then, | saidto Dave. ‘I'll bear that in mind for the future. It ismy intention to marry avery
posh woman oneday. I’ll ask her on our wedding night.’

‘Ask her earlier,;” said Dave. * Then you'll know for sure whether she' sredly posh or not. Y ou ask her
thefirgt time you take her out. Before you' ve queued up for the pictures or bought her aportion of chips,
or anything. No, on second thoughts, wait until after you' ve had a bunk-up with her. Until you' ve had
that, it does't really matter whether she' s posh or not.’

‘I'll beer al that inmind,’ | said. ‘ So whatwill thesigna be, then?

‘It will bean owl,” said Dave. ‘Let’ s speak no more about it.’

| shrugged beneath the hedge and viewed the doings across the road. The front door of the house next
to the wake was now open and aman in pyjamas was remonstrating with the policemen. Hewas
shouting things a them. Thingslike: ‘I’'mnot ahomao!’

| glanced & Dave. Dave was grinning wickedly.

‘I know that man in the pyjamas,” | whispered.



‘Of courseyou do,” said Dave. ‘It's Mr Purdow, the maths teacher. Didn’t you know he lived there?

| shook my head.

‘I did,' said Dave. ‘He' s off sck with diphtheria' ‘Helooks very angry.

‘He sawaysangry. | hate Mr Purdow.’

‘Oh, look,” | said. ‘He's punched that copper.’

‘1 knew hewould,” said Dave.

And now other front doors were starting to open, as front doors dways do at the arrival of a police car.
Folk were issuing from them and into the Butts Estate. Posh folk, some of them, folk who looked asiif
they surely must have daughters who were good at impersonating ponies.

And then the front door of the wake house opened and a num-ber of drunken men, who looked for the
mogt part asif whatever offgoring they might have had would al be rubbish a whinnying, came

ablundering out with greetly raised voices of their own.

Amongst these were the Daddy, who, to my surprise, and also my satisfaction, was accompanied by Mr
Timmsthe undertaker, whose head he held firmly underneath hisarm.

‘It seemsthat your daddy took your side,” Dave observed. ‘ They must have been fighting for quite some
time. It lookslike your daddy iswinning.’

A policeman turned upon my father and asked what he thought he was doing with the undertaker’s
heed.

My daddy told him and | heard theword *homo’ once more being used.

| shall get to the bottom of this homo-business, | told mysalf Which might have been funny if it had meant
anythingtome.

| heard one of the coppers saying something about the Butts Estate being ‘aden of vice . But asthe only
vice | knew wasin the woodwork room at school this didn’t mean anything to me either.

‘Wooo-eee,” went Dave.
‘Yeah, it sgood this, isn't it?
‘No, wooo-eee, woo-€e.
‘Eh? sad|l.

‘I'm hooting.’

‘Inyour pants?

‘Likeanowl. It'sthesgnd.’



‘Oh, | said. ‘Right.’

‘Follow me,” said Dave. And | followed him.

Thingswere warming up nicely intheroad, if you like that sort of thing. Fists were beginning to fly and
truncheons to be drawn. Those were the days before riot sticks, CS gas, electric prods, stun-canes and
phase-plasmarifles with aforty-watt range. These were the days when villains put their hands up when
caught and said thingslike * It'safair cop, guvnor’. There was respect for the law in those days.

A congtable struck down Mr Purd ow with his truncheon.

My Uncle Jonny, who played dartswith Mr Purdow, struck down the copper with hisblind-man’s
cane.

We skirted around the growing chaos and dipped back into the wake house.

Dave shut the front door quietly behind us and put on the security chain. ‘ Mr Penrose awaitsyou,” he
said to me, aswe stood by oursdvesin the hal.

| hesitated for just amoment. Well, itwas abig ded. | was about to reanimate adead man. | wasin
uncharted territory, so to spesk.

‘Areyou scared? asked Dave.

‘Of coursel’m not.’

‘Then, getonand doit.’

‘All right, I will.’

| strode down the hall to the wake-room door and pushed it right open. Before me the room lay in
dlence. Shafts of smoky sunlight il fell through the tall casement windows, onto the coffin of the great
author, lighting up hisnose,

| hesitated once more.

‘Goon, said Dave. ‘Goon.’

But | was now having second thoughts. | don’t know why thiswas. Well, perhaps| do. | think it must
have been the sllence and the sense of peace. The repose of death, if you like. Death isfirst of all about
dtillness. Of everything becoming gtill. The senses themsdlves. The organs of the body, the blood, the
cdls. All thethingsthat were chugging away — the lungs going up and down and the heart going pump,
pump, pump, and the bits and bobsin the brain going think, think, think — all have become Hill. All are
glent. Still.

Well, for abrief whileat least. Until the putrefaction begins. Then there' slots of activity.

The nose of Mr Penrose looked terribly, terribly still.



‘What are you waiting for? Dave asked. * Get on with the reanimating.’

‘I don’t know if it'sright,’ | said.

‘What? Dave stared a me. * Are you bottling out?

‘Don’'t say that. I'mnot. It'sjust . .

‘Givemetheherbs’ said Dave. ‘I'll stick them into hisgob.’

“You can't just stick them into hisgob. Y ou haveto do theritua. Say the words.’

‘Go on, then, if you redlly are as brave as you' re always saying.” | crept dowly forward, reached the
coffin and peeped in at the face of Mr Penrose.

And didn't it look peaceful. So at rest. So in repose.
‘Helooks happy asheis,’ | said to Dave.

‘| don’t believethis’ Dave said to me. ‘ After al thetrouble I’ ve gone to, telephoning the police and
everything, and now you re bottling out.’

‘I'm not. | don’'t know. It doesn’t seemright.’

‘But he' syour favourite author. He wrote the Lazlo Woodbine books, the best books in theworld. And
if you bring him back to life he can write us some more.

‘Yes, but...

‘And don't you think he'll thank you? He' s bound to be happier being dive again rather than being
dead, isn't he? And everyone e se will be happy too. And the Queen will give you aspeciad badge. And
P. P. Penrose might even make you a character in one of his new books. Maybe a baddie who will be
shot dead by Laz with histrusty Smith & Wesson during the final rooftop confrontation.

| shook my head.

‘And there’ ssomething else,” said Dave.

‘What'sthat? | asked.

‘If youdon't doit, I'll punch your head in.’

‘Oh,’ | said.

Dave made afist. ‘Sorry,” he said, ‘ but we' ve come too far to go back.’

| considered Dave sfigt. It wasafiercefigt. I'd seenitinaction. ‘I'm sorry too,” | said. ‘I’ m just being
slly. I came here to bring Mr Penrose back from the dead. And that’ sjust what I'll do.’

‘Good man.” Dave hugged my shoulder. * Then, please hurry up.



| took out the book I’ d borrowed from the library and the specid herbs that M other Demdike had given
me

‘Taketheherbs, | said to Dave. ‘ And when | tell you, and not before, you put them into his mouth.’

Dave looked down at Mr Penrose and | saw alook of doubt appear on hisface. ‘I’m not doing that,’
he said. ‘ That' s your job, putting the herbsin.’

‘But you just said—

‘I’ve changed my mind,” said Dave. ‘Y ou should take dl theglory.’

‘You'rescared.’

‘No, I’'mnot.’

“You'reafraid to touch hisface’

“Y ou can catch the syph from touching a dead man’ sface.’

‘What' sthe syph?

‘It saterrible disease.’

‘All right, let’ sforget thewholething.’

Davedithered, but only for amoment. * All right,” hesaid. ‘I’ll prise his mouth open with my penknife’

| shook my head. | redlydid have my doubts.

‘All right,’ | saidtoo. ‘Let’sdo this” And | opened the book and began to read out the ritual.

| knew that there was more that should be done than just read-ing out theritua. | knew there was
supposed to be beating drums and frenzied dancing about by half-naked brown ladiesand even a
cockerel getting its head chopped off But it seemed to me that in theory the words and the herbs should
be enough.

Intheory.

Now, onething that | didn’t know then was that when you perform amagic ritua you haveto do it very
loudly. Y ou have to shout the words right out. Magic isavery noisy business, whichiswhy its
practitioners have aways chosen out-of-the-way places like blasted heaths and distant forest gladesto
perform their rituas. Theline that dividesthe world of man from theworld of spiritisnot athinling, it'sa
chunky solid affair that takes some breaking through. If you want to be heard on the other side of i,
you' re going to have to shout very loudly indeed. | pass on thisin-formation to you in the interests of
science. And because | know that passing on little titbits like this, as| will throughout this book, redlly
gets up the noses of ritual magicians, who love to keep things like this secret.

‘Speak up,” said Dave. ‘| can't hear you.

| spoke up abit, then abit more.



Dave rocked back and forwards on his heels and clicked hisfingers and popped his thumbs. * Go on, my
son,” hesad. *Giveitritud.’

| gaveit ritual and shouted the words.
‘Goon,’ | shouted at Dave. ‘ Feed Mr Penrose the herbs.’

Davetook out his penknife and | averted my eyes as he prised the author’ s teeth apart and emptied in
the herbs.

| shouted away the rest of theritual.

And then | was done.

Dave stepped back from the coffin. “What happens next? he whispered. ‘Will he come alive?

| shook my head. ‘1 don’'t know,” | said. ‘| suppose so. And we waited.

The sunlight fell in shorter shafts now; the room was becom-ing darker. Outside, in what seemed now a
distant realm, the bell-sounds of other gpproaching police cars could be heard. Here in thisold room, this
peaceful room, we stood shoulder to shoulder, Dave and |, wondering what would happen next, each
aoneinsde our heads with thoughts that were persond to us.

| don’t know what Dave was thinking, but | knew what was going onin my brain.

It hasn’t worked, my brain was saying.It was all rubbish and you will now be for ever afool in
Dave's eyes.

‘Areyou sureyou did it right? Dave asked, and his voice seemed now very loud indeed in that room.

‘I'msure’ | whispered. * Although the herbs might not be right. Mother Demdike might have given me
the wrong stuff” That seemed avery good excuseto me.

‘Gay,” sad Dave, and hetook out his cigarettes.

‘Dave? sad |, and | eyed them eagerly.

‘Gary, | just want to say this. We are bestest friends, aren’t we? Dave took out two cigarettes.
‘We are bestest friends that there can be,’ | said.

Dave handed me acigarette. ‘Whatever we do,” he said, *in the future— like, when we' re grown-up
and everything— we' ll dtill be bestest friends, won't we?

‘Yes’ | sad. ‘Wewill.

‘| want you to know,” said Dave, ‘that | never thought this would work. Not redlly. | hoped it would,
becauseif it had it would have been redly specid. Something wonderful that both of us had done
together. It would have been incredible. And we could have talked about it one day, when we were very
old men, sitting on a park bench or somewhere. We would have said, “Remember the timewe raised P.



P. Penrose from the dead?” And that would have been something, wouldn't it?
| nodded. ‘1t would,’ | said.

‘But it hasn't worked.’

‘No, | said. ‘It hasn't’

‘But what | want to say,” said Dave, ‘isthat it doesn’'t matter. In case you re thinking you would look a
bit of afool or something.’

| nodded and then shook my head. ‘1 wasn't thinking that,” | said.

‘“Youwere,’ said Dave. ‘Butit'sal right. Y ou went to alot of trouble. Borrowing the book and getting
the herbs and the skull from Mother Demdike. That took bottle. | wouldn't go into her stinking hut. But
it sOK. Thiswas abrave thing. We re herein this room with this dead man, this great man, and we did
try. That'ssomething.’

‘Itis’ | sad. ‘Wetried.

‘So, inaway, we'll be ableto look back on this. We' Il even laugh about it. WeE Il say, “Remember when
we were kids and wetried to raise P. P. Penrose from the dead? We' Il laugh, we'll chuckle.. Wel

have smoker’ s cough and tweed suits and we' Il smell of wee-wee like old people do and we' Il laugh
together.’

‘I likethat idea,’ | said. ‘ That sounds nice. Although | don't fancy smelling of wee-wee.

‘Sowe mugt promise,” said Dave, ‘you and me, we must promise that no one will ever know about this.
It will be our secret. Just the two of us. Wetried to do agreat thing, and we failed. But the magic, the
meagic which isour friendship, isin that wedid try.’

“You areso wise,' | said to Dave. *With awisdom of your age, of course. But you arewiseand | am
proud to cal you my bestest friend.” | put my arm around Dave' s shoulder. ‘We did abravething,” said
Dave. ‘We did anoble thing. And now, as| can hear the front door being opened and the security chain
being bashed about, | suggest that we climb out of the window and have it away on our toes’

‘| so agree,’ | said, and Dave upped the nearest window.

| took afinal look at Mr Penrose. He remained in silence. In repose. His eyes were closed and his nose
shonein the sunlight. His mouth looked somewhat wonky though. ‘ Goodbye, Mr Penrose,’ | said. ‘I'm
sorry that | couldn’t raise you from the dead. Dave and | tried. Goodbye.’

Mr Penrose had nothing to say and Dave and | took our leave.

The funerd of Mr P. P. Penrose, sporting man, best-selling author of the Lazlo Woodbine thrillers and
Brentford’ s most famous son, was held the very next day.

Daveand | didn't need to bunk off school: a public holiday had been declared by the Brentford Town
Council and the school was closed.



We followed the horse-drawn hearse, with its plumed black horses and its wonderful etched-glass
windows and polished coach lamps, led by the dow-gtriding mutesin their velled top hats and ceremonial
coats.

Behind walked figures of renown. The Prime Minister was there and the heads of State from severd
countries of theBritish Empire.

Crowds lined every inch of the funerd route, casting roses over the road before the funerd carriage. It
was avery moving affair and | wasvery moved by it al.

Mr Penrose had sportingly written in hiswill that if his coffin should be preceded to the graveside by
twenty proven virgins of the parish, then one thousand pounds would be given to the Mayor of Brentford
to be used at hisdiscretion.

As| wasyoung and ignorant and dl, | didn’t understand &t that time the concept of virginity, and
therefore | had no ideaat al about the lather the Mayor got himsdf into regarding how he could get his
hands on (so to speak) twenty proven virgins.

| learned later that he consulted an aged mystic, a certain Professor Slocombe, resident of Brentford,
who was considered by many to be the borough’ s patriarch.

Professor Slocombe whispered words into the Mayor’ s ear and Mr Penrose’ s coffin was preceded to
the graveside by twenty five-year-old girls from the infant school.

The Mayor, apparently, took the thousand pounds and absconded with it. A thousand poundswas alot
of money in those days.

Daveand | got ahead of the procession and dug ourselves in beneath another hedge of the borough
cemetery. We got a pretty good view of the burying.

‘Itwasavery good do,” said Daveto me. ‘Very dignified. And I’ ve heard that there' sto be an obelisk
put up on his grave and also a specia bench with abrass plaque on beforethe Memoria Library. That's
nice. Someone famous might one day st on that bench and muse about things. It snice. All nice’

| agreed that it was nice. Mr Penrose was resting in peace. With the respect of al those many people
who had loved his books and thought that he was a great man. It was agood thing that we hadn't
managed to raise him from the dead. He was better at rest and at peace.

When the funeral service and the burying was over and the crowds had all gone away, Daveand | lazed
upon the marble bed of Mr Doveston, smoked cigarettes and looked up at the sky and all the passing
clouds.

‘Nice said Dave. ‘All nice’

‘A pity there won't be any more Lazlo Woodbine books, though,’ | said.

‘Yes,’ said Dave. ‘A pity, but al good things must cometo an end.’

‘Youaresowise | sadto Dave. ‘ So very, very wise!’



Asit happened, there was just one more Lazlo Woodbine book. And aredly good one at that. Death
Wears aGrey School Jacket, it was called. It would never have been published at dl if it hadn’t been for
Mr Penrose swife.

Apparently the manuscript had been buried with Mr Penrose at his request. Unknown to Dave and me,
when we had been try-ing to raise him from the dead that manuscript had been gitting therein the coffin
under hisbum. If Dave had known that, he would certainly have nicked it.

Mr Penrose’ swidow contested her husband’ swill, had his body exhumed and the manuscript retrieved
and published.

It made the papers at the time. But not because of the manuscript.
It was because of something ese entirdly.

Apparently, when they opened his coffin to take out the manuscript, the cemetery workers got a bit of a
shock.

The body was all twisted up. The face was contorted, the hands crooked into claws with broken,
bloody fingernails. The under-side of the coffin lid was covered in terrible scratches. It appeared that Mr
Penrose had awoken in his coffin only hours after he' d been buried and he d tried to fight hisway out.
Mr Timmsthe undertaker gave evidence in court. He swore that Mr Penrose was definitely dead when
he was buried, that he had been drained of blood and embamed and that there was no way on Earth that
he could possibly have been buried dive.

Mr Timms said that it must have been post-mortem spasms and gaseous expansion and al kinds of stuff
like that which had caused the semblance of reanimation. And he was acquitted of all charges of

negligence.

Dave and | never got to Sit on that bench in our old age and chat about our past. So we never got to
discuss the time when, as children, we had tried to reanimate a dead man, not realizing when we
performed theritua how long it would take to work itsterrible magic. In fact, we never spoke about that
subject ever again.

Some things are better not spoken of

Nor even thought about.

8

Everything changes. And the present soon becomes the past and is gone.

| awoke to find that there was silence in our house. It was Thursday, yet there was silence. | was
Seventeen years of age.

Uncle Jonny came no moreto visit. My father had died the previous year. A trapdoor he was standing
on gave way beneath hisfeet. Few men can predict with accuracy the day and the hour of their passing.



My father did. He knew the exact minute when hewould die.
Thejudge had told him.

| did not attend the Daddy’ strid. There were no spare seatsin the public galery. My mother had
reserved them dl for hersdf and her personal friends. They dl had banners with them and specidly
printed badges that they wore. These appedled for justice to be done.

No clemency,they said. AndHang the blackguard high.

Whether the Daddy wasredly guilty of dl the chargeslaid against him, | cannot say. Certainly he
murdered the ice—cream man, but that fellow had it coming. The Daddy had warned him on numerous
occasions not to park outside our door and ring his damnable bells. He had told him what he could do
with his chocolate nut sundaes and where he could stick his Cadbury’ s Flakes, and what would happen if
he didn’t move hisvan to placesfar away. But the fellow pergsted. It was afree country, he said. He
had a specid licence, he said. He could park wherever he pleased, he said. Move or die, the Daddy
said. Theice-cream man Stayed put.

In the months leading up to his murderous assault upon the vendor of iced sweseteries, the Daddy had, as
they say, lived on his nerves. He was a troubled daddy. He eschewed good food and dined on drink
aone. He developed strange compulsions. He would spend hour upon end sniffing swatches of tweed in
the gents’ outfitters. He became prone to outbursts of uncontrollable laughter. He bethought himsdlf a
Zulu king and dressed in robes befitting. He became obsessed with the idea that an invisible Chinaman
called Frank was broadcasting lines fromMiltondirectly into hisbrain.

His pleaof insanity wasignored by the court. And rightly too, in my opinion. | did not consider the
Daddy to be mad. Perhaps atad eccentric — but then, who isn't?

Upon that fateful night, the ice-cream man was smply in the wrong place at the wrong time. Thisisthe
story of most of our lives. My daddy had just too many thingsdl preying on hismind. Theice-cream
man’s bells pushed him over the edge. And if the bellsweren’t bad enough, the fact that my daddy
caught theice-cream man sexing my mummy was.

The French have aspecia term for thiskind of crime. And the perpetrator often gets off scot-freein
their courts. But that' s just typical of the French. We're far more civilized here.

So, | suppose, fair do’s, the Daddy got what he deserved. And I, for one, was glad to see the back of
him. | redlly enjoyed the Street party that was held to celebrate hishanging. But | do fed that the court
should haveleft it at that. Punished him for the crime he had committed, without bringing in al that other
stuff which seemed to me to be done for no good reason other than spite.

The counsd for the prosecution called a specid witness. aresearch scientist who worked for a
government department, which didn’t have aname, or did, but it was a secret. This special witness gave
evidence that my daddy had been directly respon-siblefor al manner of terrible crimes against mankind
and the planet in general. Climate changes, the extinction of abreed of rare miniature sheep; Third World
famine. He even blamed my daddy for therise of rock-"n’-roll.

| heard thisdl from Dave, who, having recently become very close with my mother, had got agood seat
inthepublic gdlery.



When | expressed my doubtsto Dave regarding the scientist’ s claims, Dave had shaken his head and
no-no-no’d meinto silence. The scientist had brought in ablackboard, Dave said. He had drawn
equations on it. Dave said he had explained in terms that even the layman could understand how dl the
equations pointed to my father being the culprit and there was no room for error. So said Dave.

‘It sanew science,” Dave said to me. ‘ Based upon the discovery that we human beings do not actualy
think with our brains. Our brains are, apparently, receivers and transmitters, which receive information
from our surroundings and tranamit it to adistant point in the universe; then ingtructionsto proceed in this
or that endeavour are transmitted back, or some such, in so much and so on and suchlike. And things of
that nature generdly.

‘And half of the rubbish that’ sgoing on in theworld isal your daddy’ sfault, said Dave.
| pricked up my earsat this, which got acheap laugh from Dave. But what he said rang a distant bell
with me. | thought back to that time when I’ d been hiding in the restricted section of the library (asection

that had recently been removed to an unknown location) and had overheard those two young men talking
about thisvery thing.

Curioudy, there was no mention of this scientist’ s evidence in the newspaper coverage of my father’s
trid. The pressjust stuck with the business of the ice-cream man being run through the backside with my

daddy’ s Zuluasagi.

The editor of theBrentford Mercury excdled himsalf.

ICE CREAM, | SCREAM, EYES STREAM

| had that front page stuck up on my bedroom wall for years.

So, as | say, it was now very quiet in our house.

| didn’'t missthe Daddy. I'd loved him, for he was my daddy, but I’ d never liked him very much. |
blamed him for dl the bad traits | now possessed. Whatever you learn in your childhood stays with you
for life. It colours your opinions: it structures your thinking. Y ou are programmed when young. Y ou can
never dter your basic programming.

| can’'t blame the Daddy for al the mistakes I’ ve madein my life. That would be absurd and
irresponsible. But | blame him for most and that is enough for me.

So, asl say, and I'll say once more: it was now very quiet in our house. And as|’d awaysloved
quietness, | was grateful for it.

And, as| said, everything changes. The present soon becomes the past and is gone.

The borough was changing. The old streets were coming down and new blocks of flatswererising to



takether place.

Thiswas now the nineteen sixties. Change was fashionable. And | was fashionable too. | was amod.

And | was ahomo.

That might come asabit of asurpriseto you. It did to me, when | finally found out what the word
meant. | was rather dis-appointed about that, | can tell you. I"d thought that it must mean something
redly, redly bad. | didn’t expect it just to meanthat. I’ d been doingthat for years. | went to an al-boys
school and everybody didthat. We didthat whenever we got the oppor-tunity. Doingthat took our
minds off the fact that there weren't any girls around for usto dothat to. And when you didthat to boys,
you couldn’t get them pregnant, so you didn’t have to marry them. So | quite liked being ahomo.

Ultimately | didn’t stick with it, though.
Y ou could say that | tried to be ahomosexual, but | was only haf in Earnest.*
But thingswere definitely changing.

| wandered down Moby Dick Terrace one day, wearing-in my new Ivy Shop loafers with the gilt bar
and low-level Cuban hedls, to discover that Mother Demdike' s hut had gone. Workmen were laying the
foundations for anew three-up, two-down, with an indoor lavvy. | asked one of the workmen what had
happened to the witch’s hut and indeed to the witch hersalf But the workman told me that he knew
nothing about any old witch, hewasjust laying themain drains.

He was a nice-looking workman, with tight jeans that flattered a pert little bum. | asked whether he'd
like to come out to the pictures some time. The workman took umbrage at this and called me a poof to
my face. And he said that he’ d give meakicking if | didn’t clear off pretty sharpish.

| have dways found homophobia offensive and | don't take kindly to threats of violence. | took the
workman quietly aside and discussed the matter with him. And then | hurried on about my business.

But | wondered over Mother Demdike and her hut. | recalled the hag telling me that one day she and her
kind would be gone and forgotten. Gone, asif in adream that vanishes upon waking.

And indeed she was gone.

Davewas dso gone for awhile. To ayoung offendersingti-tution. They say that if you want to learn how
to beared crimind, then prison isthe placeto go. If you' re not acrim when you go in, you'll certainly be
one by thetimethey let you out again.

Itisn't utterly true. Crimindsin prison can't redly teach you very much. Because, let’ sfaceit, if they
were any good at being crimind, they’ d not have ended up in prison, would they? Their advice and their
crimina knowledge redly isn't worth much at al. The only criminaswhaose adviceisworth teking if you
wishto

* Humour Courtesy of IvorBiggun .



pursue alife of crime are those who have never been caught. And those criminaswill never give you any
advice a dl. Because they will deny to their dying breath that theyare criminas.

Because howcan they be classified as criminas? They’ ve never been convicted of acrime!

Dave came out of the young offendersingtitution full of al kinds of rubbish. Theories on how you could
commit the perfect crime. | argued with him that there was no such thing asthe perfect crime. Silly, |
know, but | was ateenager.

Actudly, if you d like to commit the perfect crimejust oncein your lifetime, I'll tell you how todoiit. It's
asecret, so you'll have to promise me that you won't passit on to anyone else. Do you promise?

All right, I'll tell you whet to do.

Wheat you need to haveis abank account that’ sin credit to more than one hundred pounds, a
hole-in-the-wall cash card and a sombrero. If you have these, then thisiswhat you do.

Put on your sombrero,* go to the hole-in-the-wall when there’ sno one around, insert your cash card and
order up one hundred pounds. When the money appears through the little dot, very carefully ease out the
middle twenty-pound note, leaving the rest where they are. Then wait. After a couple of minutesthe cash
machine will take back the money. It will credit one hundred pounds back to your bank account. Leaving
you with twenty poundsin your hand. Thisisof courseillega, so | would be committing acrimeif |
encouraged you to do it. Or in fact even told you about it. So | won't.

Instead I’ [ continue with my tale. The Daddy was dead, | was an uncommitted homo (because now I'd
left the dl-boys school to seek employment). Mother Demdike was gone and al but for-gotten and Dave
was back from the young offendersingtitution.

It was Thursday. And it wasseven o' clock.

*Hole-in-the-wall cash dispensers have CCTV cameras, so keep your head well down and you won'’t
be recognized. If thereisany trouble, you can aways say that your cash card was nicked by a Mexican
and it wasn't you that did this

| met up with Dave a the launderette.

‘I can't believethat you still get afeed out of this,” | said to Dave, as| watched him watching the
washing going round and around.

‘A feed? said Dave. * Speak English.’
“You gtill enjoy thisstuff’ | said. ‘It dill excitesyou.

‘Oneday, said Dave, ‘you'll appreciateit for yourself. Oh God, there sa pin cycle coming up. Don’t
talk tometill it' sover.



| kept silent and left him to his pleasure. | went outside and lit up aPassing Cloud.*

They don't have Passing Cloud cigarettes any more. Few folk remember them now. Wills made them. In
aflip-top pink packet, in two rows of ten. Oval, untipped cigarettes, with Big Chief Passing Cloud on the
front, smoking aclay pipe. | never under-stood about that. But we had some redlly classy fags back in
those days. Bakan Sobranie, Spanish Shawl, aperfumed cigarette, ThreeCastles, Capstan Full Strength.
Those were the days.

And, frankly, | miss‘em.

Presently Dave emerged from the launderette with apale, young face and a bit of a swest on.

‘That wasnice, hesaid. ‘| missed that in the nick.’

‘Didn’t they have alaunderette in there? | asked.

‘No,’ said Dave. ‘Y ou had to wash out your undiesin the dop bucket.’

‘Wereyou “the Daddy” in there? | asked. ‘ Did you have “bitches’?

‘| think you're in the wrong decade,” said Dave, shaking his shaven head. *We had snout and screws
and vicarswith long hair who taught us how to turn dolly pegson alathe’

‘Will you be going back, do you think? Or, having paid your debt to society, will you henceforth bea
mode citizen?

*| know that | mentioned that | smoked Woodbines, but they did give me aterrible heaving cough, so |
switched to Passing Cloud. Just in case you were wondering.

‘| liked thefood,” said Dave. ‘I think | will become arepeat offender.’
‘Eachto hisown,” saidl.*What shdl we do tonight?
“We could break into the sweet shop and steal humbugs.’

‘Not keen,” | said. ‘ There sadance on at the Blue Triangle Club. Pat Lyons and the Second Thoughts
aeplaying’

‘Is it booga-boogamusic?
‘It sBlue Beat, | think.’

‘Let’sgo, then. I'll nick some parkas from the cloakroom.’



We went to the Blue Triangle Club.

Every other day of the week, the Blue Triangle Club wasa' Y MCA sportsand socid hall. But Thursdays
were different. On Thursdays there were bands— red bands with guitars and amplifiers. Most of the
bands had Jeff Beck in them. Y ou couldn’t redlly have aband back then if Jeff Beck wasn't init. Hewas
‘paying hisdues', which waswhat you did in those daysif you wanted to become famous asamusician.
You didn’t go along to auditions that were being shown asa TV series, you learned your craft. You paid
your dues. And you ultimately became Jeff Beck.

Jeff Beck played lead guitar with Pat Lyons and the Second Thoughts on Thursdays. | don’t know what
ever happened to Pat Lyons. Obvioudy he never paid enough dues. Because he never became Jeff
Beck. | heard that he became a butcher, as did Reg Predey from the Troggs, before he gained a
temporary reprieve when some nineties band took one of his songsto the top of the charts again and he
got some royatiesin. Spent it researching crop circles, | understand.

But Jeff Beck did become Jeff Beck and he played some blind-ing guitar that Thursday night at the Blue
Triangle Club.

Somewhere, amongst my personal effects, exists my Blue Triangle Club member’s card. It' sblueand
it sgot my name on and it’ striangular in shape. My membership number was 666, which meant alot to
me at thetime.

‘Got any pills? asked the bouncer, barring our way into the club. ‘I’ [l have to search you.” The
bouncers were so very big in those days. And they werebouncers then, notdoor supervisors. Harry was

huge.

‘Turnitin, Harry,’ | said. *Wedon't have any pills’
‘Would you like to buy some, then? asked Harry.

‘Now you'retaking,” said Dave. ‘ Got any purple hearts?
*Shilling each,” said Harry.

‘I'll takeaquid’ sworth,” said Dave.

| sighed alittle for my bestest friend. ‘Y ou’ re on probation,’ | said. *You'll beintroubleif you' re caught
popping purple hearts.’

‘ Are you going to grass me up?

‘Of coursenot,’ | said.

‘Then, aquid’ sworth for my friend too.’

‘Nice’ | said, trying to look like | meant it.

Intruth I’d never taken any drugs. When people offered them to me, | accepted gratefully and
pretended to pop them into my mouth. But redlly | pocketed them, took them home, sorted them out,

packaged them up and generoudy handed them around when the time was right. So my friends thought |
was pretty ‘right on’. Butin truth | was afraid of drugs.



I’ve never cared for being out of control — which isto say, not being in control of mysdf. | like what
thinking | do to be of my own valition. | like to be the master of my own sdlf. | took the quid' s worth of
purple hearts and appeared to toss them down my throat.

Dave made short work of his.

We paid our entrance fees; had our hands stamped with ultra-violet paint for our pass-outs and entered
the Blue Triangle.

Thejoint was not exactly ajumping. A few embarrassed-looking girlsin droopy dresses haf-heartedly

dopped about the dance floor, circumnavigating their handbags. A few young blokesin full mod rigout
lounged at the bar, too young to get served, too cool to admit that they couldn’t.

Dave made for the bar, ordered drinks, was turned away and returned without them.

‘In prison,” he said, ‘we drank piss and got right out of our faces.’

‘What? saidl."Y ou drank your own piss?

‘Certainly not,” said Dave. ‘Do | look like a pervert?

| shook my head, for in truth Dave didn’t.

‘We drank the piss of Goldstein the shaman.’

‘“Why would you want to do that?

‘ Goldstein the shaman grew Peyote cactusin hiscell. If you eat Peyote buttons the drug comes out in
your piss stronger than when it went in. 1t's something to do with the acidsin the human digestive
sysem.

‘That can’t betrue,’ | said.

‘Itis’ said Dave.* ‘| wonder if it workswith lager.’

‘Don’'t even think abouit it

‘No,” said Dave. 'Y ou're probably right. So, shall we chat up some girls? What do you think?

| cast an eye over thewomenfolk. Therewas aparticularly pretty blonde girl chatting with abig fat
friend.

‘There sacouple over there’ | said. ‘But | don't like the ook of your one much.’

‘They al look the sameinthedark, said Dave, wise asever for hisyears. ‘| think these purple hearts
arekicking in. How do my pupilslook?

| stared into hiseyes. ‘“Well,;’ | said, ‘that’ sinteresting.’

‘Havethey dilated?



‘Not exactly,” | said. ‘But it would appear that both of your pupils are now located in your right eye.’
‘No? Dave covered hisleft eyewith hishand. ‘Damnme,” hesaid, ‘you'reright.’
‘“Thismight affect your chances of chatting up that big fat girl.’

‘No probs,’ said Dave, reaching into his pocket and bringing out apair of sunglasses. ‘| wasgoing to
put these on anyway. They make melook like Roy Orbison.’

“Who's Roy Orbison?

‘He sthe lead snger with aband inActon. Jeff Beck plays bassfor them on Tuesdays.” Dave put on his
sunglasses. ‘How do | look? he asked.

* Anditis. Although | wouldn’t fancy it.

‘A bit of andly. Those are women’ s sunglasses. Does Roy Orbison wear women' s sunglasses?

‘l don’'t know,” said Dave. ‘I’ ve never seen him.” Drinkless, feckless, young, dumb and full of
commercia enter-prise, Dave and | set out to pull.

Dave, the uncrowned king of the chat-up line, marched straight over to thefat girl and introduced himsdlf
‘Black’ sthe names said Dave. ‘ Count Otto Black, swordsman and adventurer, and you, | believe, |
have seeninthe movies’

‘Me? saidthefat girl. ‘Meinthe movies?

‘Comeon, said Dave. ‘Don’'t be shy. I've seenyou in afilm, haven't 17

‘No,” saidthefat girl. ‘Y ou haven't’

‘Oh,” said Dave. ‘1 could have sworn you were Robert Mitchum. **

Thefat girl tittered foolishly, which meant that Dave wasin ther€ . The blonde girl, however, maintained
agony slence.

‘Don’'t mind him,” | said to her. ‘He' s soned out of hisface. We both are. We' rewild ones. Livefadt,
dieyoung, that'sus.’

‘Then don’'t let me keep you,” said the blonde girl. ‘ Fed freeto die whenever you want.’
‘My name sGary,’ | said. ‘What' syours?
‘Mine€ saginandtonic’

‘Areyou aRed Indian, then?



‘What? said the blondegirl.

‘“Well, when they christen Red Indian babies, they baptize them in theriver, hold them up and then name
them after the first thing the mother sees. Like Standing Bear, or Sitting Bull, or Passing Cloud, or Two
Dogs Sexing.’

‘What are you blathering about?

“You said your namewas A Gin and Tonic. Perhaps your mum didn’t live near ariver, so you were
christened in acocktail bar. That would explain it.’

* Later inlife Daverevised thislineto: ‘1 could have sworn you were Jabbathe Hut.” But | dways
preferred the original.

‘Fugg off!" said the blonde girl, upon whom the subtle nuances of my sophisticated humour were
obvioudy log.

‘| suppose sex would be out of the question, then? | said.

‘Fugg off or I'll cal the bouncer.’

‘Harry’safriend of mine;’ | said.

‘Harry’ smy brother,” said the blonde girl.

‘Look,’ | said, because| wasrarely put off Knowing, as most teenage boys have always known, that
nine times out of ten per-sistence will eventualy wear down ateenage girl. ‘1 think we' ve got off on the
wrong foot here’

“Take both your feet and walk.’

Having a secret wegpon in my bird-pulling arsena, | chose now to employ it. ‘| love your perfume;’ |
sad.

‘Yeah, right.’

‘It s Fragrant Night, by Fabergé, isn't it?

‘It might be’

‘And your lipstick. | lovethat too. That's Rose Carmethine, by Yardley.’
‘It might be’

‘And your frock isaMary Quant. And your shoes...



“Y ou know an awful lot about women'sfashion.’

| leaned close to the blonde girl’ sleft ear and whispered the words: *I’'m ahomosexua.” Then stepped
back to let them take effect.

Theblonde girl stared mefull intheeyes. *Oh,” shesaid. ‘I, er ... do you redly like my frock?

‘It sbeautiful,’ | said. ‘ The colour redly flatters your com-plexion. Y ou have beautiful skin, if | might say
0. Hawless’

‘Thank you. My name's Sandra, by theway.” And she put out her hand for me to shake.
So | shook it.

| know what you'rethinking. Y ou'rethinking, dirty trickster. Y eah, dl right, OK. But Iwas ahomo;
well, I'had been ahomo. | wasal for having ago at heterosexudity. But it' s actually agreat chat-up line.
When you confide your homosexudity, the woman no longer feel sthreatened. She viewsyou differently.
And if shefindsyou attractive, she wonders, just wonders, whether she could ‘ straighten you out’.
Women won't admit to this, of course, but then there are so many things that women won't admit to,
par-ticularly when it comesto sex. And asthis particular ploy had proved effective on severa previous
occasions, | had no reason to believe that it would fail upon this one.

Sandra bought me agin and tonic. Well,she looked eighteen. Then she led meto one of the tables at the
end of the hall away from the stage and talked to me about fashion and boyfriends. | listened toit all,
offering sendtive comment when | felt the need arose, but basicdly Ietting her do dl the talking. WWomen,
| havelearned, likethisalot. They like aman who listens, rather than just rabbits on about himsalf So
listened and | waited, waited for the question that | knew would eventually come.

“Have you ever been with agirl? Sandraasked.

Result!

‘No,’ | said. ‘Never.’

“Y ou must have thought about it, though.’

| shrugged strategicaly. It was not adirect question — adirect answer could blow the whole thing. ‘ The
band’ sstarting up,’ | said. “Would you like to dance?

Sandra nodded. And so we danced.

Jeff Beck played a stormer that Thursday night. He was joined on stage by Alan Price, Eric Clapton,
Jmmy Page and Bill Wyman, who were al paying their dues.

Sandragot theroundsin al evening, athough | did pay for at least half of them. By checking-out time |
was rather drunk and she was rather drunk and very stoned.

| know it isan evil thing to dip purple heartsinto ayoung woman' sgin and tonic every time she goes off
to thetoilet, but | was a teenage boy and few teenage boys have a conscience.

We left the Blue Triangle and while Sandra was throwing up in adustbin around the back | spied Dave



in congress with thefat girl up againgt thefire door. He gave me the thumbs-up and | returned it to him.
Then | took Sandra off to show her Mr Doveston’s marble tomb by moonlight. It was afavourite place

of mineto bring my lovers. | even had a deeping bag stashed nearby in one of the above-ground crypts,
for those who felt the marble rather cold upon their backs.

| think that Sandrawas rather pleased with hersdf afterwards. She had, after al, ‘cured” me of my
homosexudity.

I might just have notched her up as one more easy conquest, but there was something about Sandra that
| redly liked. It wasn't her perfume, or her lipstick, or her frock, or her shoes. | deter-mined that I'd
changedl of them soon enough. But it was something abouther. The person that washer. She seemed
gpecid. | couldn’t put my finger on quite how shewas specid. She certainly wasn't very clever. But she
hed a certain something. And, as| had dways seen mysdf marrying a posh woman and the whinnying
noises she made whilst | was sexing her led me to believe that she was indeed very posh, | decided to
See her again.

And agan.

And again.
And again.
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And then | awoke once more. And my teenage years were behind me and | was twenty-two.

And | was married.

To Sandra.

| was gitting in adingy kitchenettein aground-floor flat in aroad caledMafeking Avenuein Brentford. |
looked out of the window towards adismd little yard and the back wall of apublic house and | thought,
Whatever am | doing here?

| thought back to my teenage years, but they were dl out of focus. A snatch of detail here, alittle
incident there. Thiswasthered and for now and | was here and it was dl rather dull.

Infact, it was very dull indeed.

| stubbed out my cigarette. The ashtray overflowed onto apink gingham tablecloth of grubby vinyl.
From upstairs came the sounds of arguing voices.

‘Mike! | hate you, Mike.’
Mike had flown Spitfiresin the war. Mike, | knew, was dying of TB.

‘Shut up, woman. Y ou're drunk!’



The woman’s name was Viv. She drank abottle of dry Martini aday and went to Weight Watchers on
aThursday evening. At the Y MCA hal that no longer housed the Blue Triangle Club. There weren’t any
clubslikethat any more.

The council had tightened up on the licenaing laws. * Go out to work, Mike. Get yoursdlf ajob.’
‘I'mretired. | have adisability alowance’

‘You'realazy skiver.” ‘I’'mdying of TB.’

‘Liar! You'realiar’

But hewasn't and in six months he would be dead. | stared al around and about my dire surroundings.
How had | cometo this? What was | doing here? Wasthis my life? Wasthismy life?

| took out another cigarette and lit it up. It was a Players Number 10. Cheapest fags that ever there
were. | couldn't afford Passing Cloud any more. | didn’t even know whether they made Passing Cloud
any more.

| was out of work. Again. Work and | didn’t get on. My face never fitted and | could not subscribe to
the *company ethic’. | kept on getting sacked. Which was OK in those days. Y ou could draw the dole
immediately even if you were sacked. They knew me well enough at the dole office.

‘Wotcha, Garyboy,” they would say. ‘How did you screw up thistime? And they would tell meto get
my hair cut. Get my hair cut? Get real!

But the thing was, these were the early nineteen seventies and there was plenty of work about. Loads of
it. Therewasn't any un-employment. The blokes at the dole office kept finding me more work. They said
that | was the only officialy unemployed person in Brentford and it looked bad on their recordsand I'd
have to start work again on the following Monday. And so here | was, Sitting at thistable, and Sandra
had gone off to work at the new nylons company on theGreat West Roadand | had an interview at
ten-thirty. And it was nearly ten now and | didn’t want to go.

| was surethat I’ d had some aspirations when | was young. I’ m sure that | wanted to be amortician. Or
acoroner, or an embalmer, but I'm sure that | never wanted to bethis.

| turned the piece of paper between my fingers. A tele-communications engineer. What was one of those
anyway? Telephone man. Rooting amongst wires. | wondered whether they’ d let me empty the coin
boxesin telephone booths. | knew how to do that anyway. Dave had shown me.

I missed Dave. He wasin proper grown-up prison now. For breaking and entering, thistime. His brief
had asked for over two hundred similar offencesto be taken into consideration and Dave was away on a
five-year siretch.

The locd authorities were never happier than when | was employed and Dave was banged up. It meant
that not only wasthere no officid unemployment in the area, but there was no crime either.

| gazed once more at the piece of paper. Telecommunications engineer. Whatwas that all about? How
dull was that? What could you do? There wasn't much to telephones. Y ou spoke in one end, words
went down wires and came out the other. If the wires got broken you joined them up again. Fascinating?

Chdllenging?



| didn’t think so.

| won't go, | told myself. I'll make some excuse. I'll be sick.

A shadow fell acrossthe piece of paper. | looked up to see Harry peering in through the window. Harry
was now employed by the dole office to escort unenthus astic would-be employeesto interviews at their

new definitely soon—to-be places of employment.

One of the reasons that there was full employment in those dayswas that by law companieswere
obliged to employ thefirst person who arrived for an interview when avacancy came up.

Actudly it was ablinder of asystem. How many times have you seen some big fat blackguard on TV

who was the head of some huge multinationa consortium, wining and dining it, living high off the hog,
burning the candle at both ends and indulging in numerous other clichés, and said to yourself, ‘I could do
that job!”? But you know that you’ d never get the opportunity to do so. Becauseit' salways ‘jobsfor the
boys or the Masonic handshake, or nepotism, or some such thing.

Wi, back in the early nineteen seventiesit wasn't like that. If ajob asamanaging director came up,
folk who fancied being a managing director would rush dong and apply for it and thefirgt in the queue
would get it. You don't believe me, | can tell. But ask yoursdlf this: what has Richard Branson got that
you haven't got? A beard, atoothy smile and ajumper? And that’sit, right? Richard Branson answered
anad intheearly 1970s. Y oung man wanted to run soon-to-be multimillion-pound music empire’ . He
won't own up to it now, of course. HE |l tell you he worked hisway up from nothing.

But then, he would, wouldn’'t he?

No, in truth, that' s the way the seventies did business. It was a seventies tradition, or anew charter, or
something.

And it worked.

It did.

It redly did.

And I’ d been offered the job of telecommunications engineer. Not *Y oung man wanted to start off
multimillion-dollar computer industry. Name of Bill would be abenefit.” Some other specky twonk got

that one. | got telecommunications engineer. | didn’t want to. But | did.

‘Upandatit, caled Harry through the now open window. All now open because he' d put hisbig
elbow throughiit.

‘I'mnot well,” | said. ‘I’ve got Bright’ s disease.’
‘Takeit up with Bright,” said Harry. * Y ou’re off to an inter-view. I’ ve acar waiting outside.’
‘IsitaMini Metro? | asked.

‘No,’ said Harry. ‘ They haven't been invented yet.’



‘I hateyou, Harry,’ | said.

‘And | respect you for it said Harry. *But up and at it, or — and thisis not apersona thing, but merely
intheline of duty — I will comein there and smash your facein.’

| got up from the table.

‘Put your tieon,” said Harry.

| put my tieon.

‘And your trousers.

| put my trousers on too.

‘Put them on the right way round.’

| took them off again and did so.

‘There, said Harry. “ Y ou look very smart. Y ou redly should get your hair cut, though.’
‘I’vetucked it into my trousers, haven't 1?7

‘“You'reaweirdo,” said Harry. * Although, don’t get me wrong, weirdo hasits place in the overal
scheme of things.

Y ou have aheart of gold,” | said.

‘Let’'sgo, sad Harry.

| had never seen theinside of atelephone exchange. And | can’t say that | liked thelook of it. | did like
the smdll, though. A kind of dectricd burning smel of the type that you only get now in the carriages of
intercity trains. The smell is called ozone, gppar-ently. I’ d aways thought that ozone wasthe smell you
got at the seaside when you sniffed near the sea. But gpparently that’s some-thing else entirely. That's
sewerage. Ozoneisdifferent. It smelsever so nice, though. | wasredly taken with it. Mr Holland
showed me around. He' d been in telecommunications dl hislife so far. His dad had known Alexander
Graham Bdll and Faraday.

‘Let metell you something about the history of tele-communications,” said Mr Holland.
‘Must you? | said.

‘I must.’

‘Goon, then.’

‘It dl began with Adam and Eve’

‘Thiswould be quite along history, then. Could we move on abit?



* And then the 83102 superseded the 83101 and the coil-exchanger redly cameinto itsown.’
‘Fascinating,” | said. ‘I never knew there was so much toit.’

“Y ou start on Monday, then.’

‘But what do | haveto do?

‘Ah,” saild Mr Holland, and he led meto atiny booth. It was even smadler than my kitchenette. And it
didn’t have any windows at al, athough it did have adoor and atable.

‘St there’ said Mr Holland.
And achair.
| sat onthechair.

‘Now, said Mr Holland. ‘Do you seethis? He pointed to abulb that was attached to a Bakelite fitting
that wasin turn attached to the table.

‘| seeit,’ | said. ‘It sabulb.’

‘It san attached bulb. From thefitting, wires extend through the table and down into the floor.

| peered beneath thetable. “You'reright,” | said. ‘ They do. Bravo for those wires!’

*And do you see this switch? He pointed to the switch in question. It was aso attached to the table and
certain other wires ran from it, through the table (which to me seemed a pretty sad table, what with all
these holes cut through it and everything), and smilarly vanished into the floor.

‘| spy thisswitch,” | said. ‘Thereitis: | haveit.’

‘Good,” said Mr Halland. ‘1 can see that you're anaturd for thisjob.’

‘Hm!” said I, thoughtfully.

‘The nature of thejob isthis,” said Mr Holland, whom | noted wore abow tie— adwaysabad sign, in
my opinion. ‘At certain timesthe light bulb will come on and it will be your duty to pressthe switch and
turnit off’

‘Why? | asked.

‘Because it has come on.

‘Oh, | said. ‘But why?

‘But why what?

“Why doesit need to be switched off?



Mr Holland laughed. ‘ Because it has come on, of course’
‘I see’ | said, but | didn’t. “No,’ | continued, ‘I don’t see. Why does the bulb come on?

Mr Holland stared a me queerly. And it wasn' tthat kind of queerly at dl. * Y ou have gpplied for the
post of telecommuni-cations engineer, haven't you? he asked.

‘Yes, | sad.

‘So | am assuming that you do know how to switch alight bulb off’

‘Of course,’ | said. ‘ Everybody knows how to do that.’

“You'd be surprised,” said Mr Holland. * Y ou'd be surprised.’

‘So thisiswhat atelecommunications engineer does: switch off alight bulb?

‘Switchit offwhen it comes on. And not before. Y ou didn’t think it was going to be dl glamour, did
you? Out joining broken wires together? Mr Holland laughed again.

‘Perish the thought,” | said. ‘My congtitution would not survive such constant excitement.
‘Areyou taking the piddle? asked Mr Holland.
‘Definitely. Yes’

‘Wl it’ snot a necessary requirement for the job. But it’s not prohibited, aslong asyou do it in your
own time. Do you have your own gloves?

| shook my head.
“You'll need your own gloves.
‘Why? | asked.

‘For whenit' swinter,” said Mr Holland. * When you' re coming to work, if it's cold you' Il want to wear
gloves. | can't lend you mine. | only have one pair.’

‘I'll get some from Woolworth's, | said.

‘False economy,” said Mr Holland. ‘ Buy aleather pair from Rowse sin Eding Broadway. You'll pay
theextra, but they’ll last you alifetime’

‘I'll bear that inmind,’ | said.

‘1 think you' re the right man for thisjob,” said Mr Halland. * Do you want me to run through your duties
onceagain?

‘It sswitch off thebulb if it comeson, in't it?

‘Areyou sure?



‘Sure,” said |, nodding my head.

‘You'reanatura. | think we can say that the job isyours. Any questions?
“Why does the bulb go on? | asked.

Mr Holland laughed once again. ‘Y ou young blokes,” he said.

‘ Alwaystrying to run before you can wak. Always wanting to know more, more, more. Y ou tickle me,
you redly do. Wherewill it dl end, eh?

‘In the heat death of the universe, or soI'veread.’

‘Well, let’ s hope that doesn’t happen before | go on my holidays. I’ ve booked a caravan at Camber
Sands, one of the most beautiful spotsin the country. Ever been there?

‘Only in my worst nightmare,’ | said.

Mr Holland laughed once again. And then he stopped laughing for ever. ‘ Enough of humour,” he said.
‘Telecommunicationsis aserious business. Y ou do your job, young Barry, and I’ [l do mine, and
everyone will be happy for it and able to make phone cals asthey like’

‘Praisebetothat, | said. ‘Andit'sGary.’

‘Il just bet it is. See you on Monday morning, then, Barry. Sharp a seven.

‘Seven? | said. ‘What, seven in the morning?

‘Telecommunications never deep. An unmanned bulb station is an accident waiting to happen. Seventill
seven. Weekends off Who could ask for more?

‘“Would you like meto makealist?
‘It was arhetorical question. See you on Monday. Sharp at seven.
‘In your dreams, you will.’
The bulb booth door opened and in came Harry. ‘ Everything hunky-dory? he asked.
‘No,” sad .
‘Yes,’ said Mr Halland.
‘Good,” said Harry. ‘I'll getGaryhere sharp at seven on Monday.’
‘Whatever,” said Mr Holland. ‘I’'m so glad that the vacancy isfilled. We Il missold Mr Hurgt. Thirty-five
years, man and boy, and woman in hislater years, he boyed, manned and womanned that bulb switch.

Thingswill never be the same without him, but we livein changing timesand I’ m sure young Barry will
follow the example of his predecessor.’



‘Inapig sear, | will,” | said.

‘Hecertainly will,; said Harry.

‘Seven on Monday,” said Mr Holland. ‘' Look forward to it. Goodbye.’
‘Goodbye, | said. ‘For ever.” *You'll be here said Harry.

‘I bloody won't,” | said. But | would. Oh yes.

| would. | realy would.
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| was rudely awakened a six of the morning clock. It was the following Monday and my awakening,
though rude, was pleasurable.

‘I love the way you alwayswake me up likethat,” | said to Sandra.

‘Asawife, my dutiesliein pleasuring my husband,” replied my loving spouse. * Such isthe way with us
women, we are never happier than when we are serving our masters.

Theaarm clock jingle-jangled and | was rudely andreally awakened.

‘Sandral Make my breskfast!’ | said, in my sternest tone.

‘Makeit yoursdlf,” said Sandra. * And when you' re doing so, make somefor me.’
‘Let’sdo some sexing fird, then.’

‘Inyour dreams,” said my loveless spouse, and | went off downgtairs.

Then, recdling that we lived in aground-floor flat, | came up from the cellar and dragged my feet into the
kitchen. It was still rather dark, but looking on the bright side it would soon be Saturday .

‘| wasn't born for the grind of nineto five,' | told the cat. ‘1I’m not like the rest of these walking dead.
I’'m made of more superior stuff | deserve better. | do. | redlly do.’

The cat yawned then rubbed itsdf againgt my legslike aslken pervert.

“You want food, don't you? | asked it. ‘“Well, you can damn well wait for it. I'm aworking man and |
don’t have time to pamper pussies.’

| brewed coffee, munched upon cornflakes and prepared mysdlf for the day ahead. ‘ Now then, what
will | need to take with me? | asked mysdlf. For the cat had |eft the kitchen in ahuff (which wasthe

height of feline fashion at thetime).

| wandered into the Sitting room and ran my finger al aong abookshelf. ‘Let’ s see. Death Wears a



Hoodless Cagoule ?* Babe in a Body Bag?1Bleed on Me Gently?+fWerewol f inManhattan? 8So
many to choose from. Tricky decision.

Wi, | mean, what do you want from me? | was supposed to spend my days sitting in adirelittle
windowless cdl, waiting for alight bulb to flash on, so | could switch it off again. | was going to need
something to passthetime, wasn't I? And what better than the entire genre detective works of P. P.
Penrose? Eighty-five Lazlo Woodbine thrillers?

Yes, well, OK, | know. I'd read them | before. Read each of themm many times before. But | loved
these books and the more you read and reread them, the more you seemed to learn about them. Y ou
noticed al these little details, these cross— correspondences, references to other novels, recurring
characters, running gags. Not to mention al the trenchcoat humour and the toot that Laz talked in bars
with Fangio thefat boy.

‘I'll dipforit,’ | said. ‘Ip, dip, sky blue, who'sit? Not you.” And dl aong the shelf | went, until | was
down to one. One book aday would be sufficient. And | could do what | lways did when | read one:

imagine mysdf as aHollywooddirector making the film verson. Cast with stars of my own choosing, even
adding afew scenes of my own, which would involve famous

* A Lazlo Woodhinethriller.
1Ditto.
HDitto.

8And ditto once again.

Hollywoodactresses getting their kit off in the cause of high art.

| had dipped upThe Toytown Murders, which was handy asit was one of my favourites. It' sabit of a
weird one, The Toytown Murders. The entire book isadream that Laz haswhile he'slying in acoma,
having been shot in the back by a murderous dame. In the dream Laz is ateddy bear — Eddie Bear,
private eye— and he' scaled in to solve a series of murdersin Toytown, where nursery-rhyme
characters, dl rich and famous from the royalties on their nursery rhymes, are being bumped off one after
another. In case you haven't read it, | won't give away the ingenioustrick ending. But it’ struly ablinder.

| dressed up for the coming day, being careful to tuck myFair Idedipover into my trousers, so | could
hide the book init. Just in case | was body-searched by Harry.

Atsix forty-fivethe front-door bell rang and | went off to meet my fate.
“You aren't going to be difficult about this, are you? Harry asked, as he drove me through the dl but
empty streets of Brentford. ‘| mean, it will save us both an unnecessary amount of fuss and bother and

blowsto your skull, if you just keep thisjob for a couple of months.’

‘A couple of months!” | shook my head.



‘It seight weeks,” said Harry. ‘ Long enough for you to read dl your stupid Lilo Windborne novels’

‘The name sWoodbine,’ | said. ‘Lazlo Woodbine. Some call him Laz. And how did you know | was
planning to do that anyway?

‘| watched you through your sitting-room window wandering about in your Y -fronts and dipping for a
book to read today. And it’sall you ever do when you’ re supposed to be working. How many times
have you been sacked for doing it?

‘I’'velost count,’ | said. ‘Who cares?

‘I don't,” said Harry. ‘ The council employ meto seethat you stay employed. If you didn’t keep fouling
up, I’d be out of ajob. And I can’t have that. I’m saving up for amotorbike.’

‘“What do you want amotorbikefor? | asked. ‘You' vegot acar.
‘1 want to run the most famous night club in theworld,” said Harry, swerving to run over aginger tom.
*And you need amotorbike for that?

Harry sighed. * Y ou' re not too bright, areyou? he said. ‘ If ajob comes up to run the most famous night
clubintheworld, it will go to thefirst gpplicant for thejob, won't it?

| nodded.

‘So thefirgt gpplicant will be the man who getsto the interview first — which isto say, faster than
anyoneese— won'tit?

| nodded again.

‘Y ou don’'t even have a pushbike, do you? Harry asked.

| shook my head.

‘Whichiswhy you will be switching alight bulb off dl day.’

| mulled over this. And | cast asdelong glance a Harry. ‘It redly isassimple asthat, isn'tit? | sad.

‘I"d save up for amotorbike too, if | wereyou,” said Harry. ‘ But don't even think about racing meto
the night-club job. I'll runyou off theroad.’

‘| wouldn’t dream of it,’ | said. ‘But | am impressed. Troubleis, I'min abit of a Catch 22 stuation. |
can't be bothered to stay in the duff jobslong enough to earn sufficient money to buy the motorbike so |
can befird at theinterview for the good jobs.’

“You could just top yoursdlf,” said Harry, helpfully. * But not before I’ ve bought my motorbike. Or I'll
beat the poo-poo out of you.’

‘That’smorelikeit,’ | said. Y ou had me going therefor awhile. | redlydid think that you were
inteligent.



‘April fool,” said Harry.

‘I’ snot April,’ | said.

‘Had you again,” said Harry. ‘ Could you just open the door on your Sde?

‘Why?

‘Just open it, please.’

| opened it and Harry pushed me out. * See you tomorrow,” he caled, as he sped away.

| picked mysdlf up from the road and dusted down myFair Ide, then | plodded, as the doomed must
plod, acrossthe car park and into the telephone exchange.

A receptionist sat at adesk in the reception area. Her desk had alittle sign with the word RECEPTION
printed on it. The sign matched the badge that she wore upon her breast. And aso the one that she wore

upon her jaunty-looking cap.
‘ Areyou the receptionist? | enquired, putting on the face known as brave and smiling out of it bravely.

The receptionist viewed me down the length of her nose. * Are you the new bulb boy? she asked, inthe
tone known as contemptuous.

‘“Telecommunications engineer,’ | corrected her.

The receptionist, visbly unimpressed, leaned forward and produced from beneath her desk alight bulb.
‘And what will | need that for? | asked.

‘In case your present light bulb burns out. It'syour initiad replacement. All subsequent replacement bulbs
must be ordered by you with agreen requisition docket. | am not authorized to issue you with agreen

docket. Y ou must request that from Stores Requisition Documentation on the fourth floor.”

| took the bulb from her hand and examined it with more care than it truly deserved. ‘ Is my present bulb
likely to burn out? | enquired.

Thereceptionist laughed. Loudly and longly.

‘Why areyou laughing? | asked. ‘ And why so loud and long?
‘Because you are so thick,” shereplied.

‘| beg your pardon? | said.

‘What doesthis badge say? asked the receptionist, pointing to her breast badge. ‘ Doesit say “electrica
supervisor”? Well, doesit?

‘No," | said. ‘It says“receptionist”. Which must be an anagram for stupid tart.



The receptionist stared me pointy daggers. ‘ It says* receptionist”. Which meansthat | ded with matters
gppertaining to reception. If you wish to know the likelihood of your bulb burning out, you must address
your enquiry to an electrica supervisor.’

‘I e’ | said. *And wheremight | find him? Up on the fourth floor?

‘Fourth floor? Thereceptionist laughed again. * Y ou redly are thick, aren’t you? Fourth floor is Stores
Requisition Documentation, Stationery Outgoing and Sdes Divison. You' |l want first floor annexe,
Electricd Supervisor Services!'

| shrugged my shoulders. ‘I think I’ll just mooch up there now, then,” | said. ‘ Get acrate of bulbsin, in
cae | have aredly high burn-out day.’

‘Bulbs have to be requisitioned singly.” The receptionist rolled her eyes heavenward. * God, you areso
thick.’

‘“Then why areyou cdling me God?

‘You'll haveto signthis,’ said the receptionist, producing a clip-board with a bright white document
clipped to it. And awee biro dangling down on astring.

‘And what isthis? | asked.
‘The Officid SecretsAct.’
‘Whoa!’ | said. ‘I’ ve never seen one of those before. Let’ shave alook at it.’

‘“Youcan'tlook at it, said the receptionist. *Y ou just haveto signit. At the bottom, whereit says
“dgnaure’.

‘I think I'd liketo read it first.

‘Areyou an anarchist? asked the receptioni<t.

‘Why? Isthere ajob going in the Anarchy department?
‘Jugt sgntheform,” said the receptioni<t.

‘And what will happeniif | don't?

The receptionist laughed once more.

‘No, don't tell me,’ | said. * Y ou can’'t answer that question. If | want an answer to that question, I'll
have put it in writing, possibly on apink docket, to your legd divison on Floor 32.

‘Correct,’ said thereceptionist. * So please sign theform.’
| really should have read that form. | should have, | redly should have. Becausein afuture that was not

too far distant, only afew short hoursdistant, in fact, the fact that | had signed the Officid Secrets Act
was going to cost me very dearly indeed. But you know what it' slike. When aformis put in front of you,



especidly onewith lots of smal print, you just can't resst Signing it, can you? It' saforbidden-fruit kind
of thing, igT't it? The temp-tation to get yoursdf into al sorts of redly big trouble just by flourishing a
snglesgnature. | didn’t really want to read it any-way. It looked very boring. Although it would have
wasted abit of time, which wouldn’t have been all that bad. But | did have abulb to switch off Especidly
if I was going to earn enough money to save some up and buy a motorbike. Which | had now definitely
decided to do.

‘Thereyou go,’ | said, Sgning the document with the wee biro on the string and handing the clipboard
back. ‘In for apenny, eh?

The receptionist peered at my signature. ‘ Cheese,’ she said. ‘ Gary Cheese. That' s a pretty stupid name,
i'tit?

“You'veredly blown any chance you had of having sex withme,” | told her.

Mr Holland came out of his office to welcome me. He escorted me to my little booth the next door
along, reacquainted me with my duties, in case | had forgotten some of them, patted me upon my
shoulder as| sat down upon my chair, wished mewell and departed, shutting the door behind him.

| looked at my wristwatch. It was now seven-thirty of the early-day clock. | redlly should have been
homein my cosy bed. But here | was. Herein this— | sniffed —smdlly little room. It smelled of
wee-wee, not ozone. Waiting for alight bulb to go on. Oh wdll, it wasaliving.

| leaned back, put my feet up on the table, took out my book and settled down to chapter one.
Ateght forty-fivemy light bulb went on. So | switched it off again.

It came on once more a e even-fifteen. Again attwelve twenty, and atone o' clock| went for lunch.

At one-o-five | was back at my table.

‘Have you goneinsane? cried Mr Holland, who had collared mein the corridor. ‘ Leaving the bulb
booth unattended!” Veins stood out on his neck. His face had an unheslthy glow.

‘ was going off for my lunch,” | told him. * One o clockis lunchtime. Everyone knowsthat.’
“Y ou brought sandwiches, surely?

‘Do you mean to say that | don’t get a proper lunch hour?

‘Aaagh!” went Mr Holland. * The bulb’sgone on. Switch it off! Switchiit off!’

| reached out alanguid hand and dowly switched it off.

‘Phew,” said Mr Holland. ‘ That was a close thing. Now, donot leave thisbooth again until it’ stime for
you to clock off’

‘I never clocked on,’ | said. *No one told me about clocking on.



Mr Holland shook his head sadly. ‘ Then, that’ s cost you half aday’ s pay, hasn't it? Asthisisyour first
day, | will break protocol and clock you on now mysdf Although it’smore than my job’sworth to doit.’

‘I'll befor ever inyour debt,” | said bitterly. ‘But actudly | need thetoilet, so I’ ll have to pop out
ayway.

‘Didn’'t you bring abag? asked Mr Holland.

‘A bag?What are you talking about?

“Y our predecessor, Mr Hurst, was so dedicated to his profession that he had a colostomy bag fitted.
Paid for the operation out of his own money. Orher money at the end. It was confusing. But you should
think about doing the same. It can be agony holding it in until hometime.’

‘I have no intention of “holding it in” until hometime,’ | said. ‘1 need apeeand | need it now.

‘But you can't leave the bulb booth unattended.’

‘Thenyou st inuntil | comeback.’

‘| can’t do that. It snotmy job.’

‘Well, I’'m going to the bog, whether you likeit or not.’

“You'drisk fiveyearsfor apee. Good God!” Mr Holland threw up his hands.

‘Fiveyearsfor apee? What are you talking about? | crossed my legs. | was getting desperate.

Y ou sgned the Officid SecretsAct, didn’t you?

‘With aflourish,” saidl.'Why do you ask?

‘Becauseit states quite clearly in the “ Terms of Employment” section that, should you leave the bulb
booth unattended during your duty period, you will have committed acrime againgt the Sate. The
punishment isaminimum of fiveyears imprisonment. Although upon al previous occasionsthe court has
dedlt out far sterner sentences than that. Mr Trubshaw got forty yearsin solitary. That was during the
war, of course. | think he served as agood example, which is probably why Mr Hurst had the bag
fitted.

‘What? | said.*What?’

‘Hold it in, boy, if you vaue your freedom.’

‘No,” | said. ‘Hang about, this can’t beright.’

‘“Who' sto say what' sright? I’ m not a philosopher, I'm atech-nical manager.

‘No,” | said. ‘Thisisridiculous. Absurd. And what about when | need a replacement bulb? I’ d haveto
leave the booth then.’

‘You'd call out to me. | would then initiate atemporary over-ride procedure.’



‘Wdll, initiate one now, while | go and have apee.

‘Good God,” cried Mr Holland. Y ou’ d take me down with you. Have you no morasat all? Areyou a
totdl degenerate?

‘Inaword, yes. | quit thisstupid job.’
“You can't quit.
“Then, fireme.’

“You can't befired. You signed the Official Secrets Act. And you can't take any days off sick, elther.
You'vetakenthejob for life’

‘I'vewhat? |’ vewhat?’

‘Don’'t shout,” shouted Mr Holland. ‘| have very sensitive hear-ing. Had my aurd cavities surgically
enhanced so that | could hear arequest for replacement bulbs being made through the partition wall. You
only haveto whisper, redly.’

‘I"'m not whispering. And I'm going to wet mysdlf inaminute’

‘I"'m very sorry about that. I’'m sureit will be very uncomfort-able for you. But there’ snothing | can do
about it

‘Bring me abucket, or something.’

‘Sorry,” said Mr Holland. * A bucket is out of the question. There is no procedure for buckets. Y ou
can’t get adocket for abucket. It's unheard of’

‘So | haveto wet my pants and go without lunch and if | leave this booth for even acouple of minutesor
dareto take the day off, | can be dragged away to prison? Isthat what you' re saying?

‘Inaword. And to save usdl alot of time and heartbreak, yes.’
‘ Aaaaasaaagh!’ | went.
And not without good cause.

And then| wet myself.
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There was something in the way that Sandralaughed that redlly got on my nerves. It had taken me nearly
an hour to walk home, ducking in and out of alleywaysto avoid being seen. What with the big wet patch
down my trouser front and everything. And | was ravenoudy hungry and she said that it was my turn to
make dinner.



And everything.

‘Stop laughing!” | shouted. ‘ Thisisn’t funny. Thisisdire. Terrible. Catastrophic. I’'min big trouble here’
‘It will teach you to read documents before you sign them in future.’

‘l don’'t have afuture!’ | stormed up and down the Sitting room.

“You'redripping on the carpet.” Sandralaughed some more.

‘I'll writetomy MP," | said. * Thisisinhuman. It' s nothing short of davery. Thisisthe nineteen seventies.
Isthiswhat al our student protests have brought usto?

‘What student protests? Y ou never were astudent and you never protested against anything.

‘I marched for Gay Rights,’ | told her, as| plucked at my damp trouser legs.

“Y ou just went dong hoping to get shagged.”

“Yeah, wel, dl right. That’swhy most of uswent. But that’s not the point. | can’t be treated like this’
‘So what do you propose to do?

‘Have abath,” | said. * And have something to eat. And go down the pub and think about what to do.’

‘Still, look on the bright Side,” said Sandra: *at least you'll be on aregular wage now. Do you get paid
holidays? We could go somewhere nice.

‘Holidays? | never asked about holidays. Perhaps| don’t even get any holidays.’

‘I don’t know what you' re complaining about,” Sandra said. She gave me an encouraging smile. “You
have ajob for lifeand it’ s not exactly taxing, isit? Y ou can read your silly detective books, do an Open
University course, learn asecond language. Y our days are pretty much your own to do with asyou
please. Aslong asyou don't leave your bulb booth, of course.” And then Sandrasniggered abit and then
shelaughed alot more.

‘I'mgoing for abath,” | told her.

“You do that, said Sandra. ‘And, darling...’

‘Yes?

‘It'sahit dark in the bathroom. Y ou can switch the bulbon, if you like. A changeisasgood asarest,
eh?

And then she laughed alot more.

| bathed and | dried and | dressed in clean clothes and | stuffed my face with food. And then | went to



the pub done in avery bad mood indeed.

| went to the Shrunken Head. They have music there on aMonday, and every other night too. The
Graham Bond Orgar+ization were playing that evening. Jeff Beck was on lead guitar.*

Harry was on the door, wearing a smart tuxedo.
“You dirty rotten swine!’ | greeted him. ‘Y ou got meinto thismess.

‘No, | didn’'t,” said Harry. ‘ And what mess are you talking about?

* |t wasareunion gig.Jeff had paid his dues by now, earned the nation’slove with *Hi Ho Silver Lining’
and done a couple of solo abums that no one remembers now.

‘Forgetit,’ | said, making my way inside.

The Shrunken Head was a horrible dump. But then, al music pubsare. It' satradition, or an old charter,
or something. Thefurnishings are dways rubbish, the beer isaways rubbishand overpriced. And there's
aways trouble and people shooting up in the toilets and an overal sordidness of atypethat you just
don’t get anywheredse.

| loved the place.

| elbowed my way through the crowd of youths and edged towards the bar. These were the days before
black T-shirts had become an acceptable form of gig wear. These were still the days of the cheesecloth
shirt. Y ou don't see cheesecloth shirts any more
— whichisashame, because | redly liked them. No shirt fits like a cheesecloth shirt. Redlly tight across
the shoulders and under the armpits, where they soon get abig stain going. And the way they pulled at
the buttons, leaving those vertical eye-shaped dits o your chest and belly showed through. And those
huge floppy collars.

And everything.

I’ll say thisfor the seventies. People really knew how to dress back then. I’ d looked hot asamod. And
later asahippie, but | looked my best as a seventies groover. My platform soles were three layers high.
And would have made methetallest bloke in the pub if everyone else hadn’t been wearing platformstoo.
Thelandlord in those days was Kimberlin Makuth the Fourth,

Lord of a Thousand Suns. His given name was Eric Blame, but

Eric Blame possessed a certain gift. It was agift that was his own.

The gift of the True Name Knower.

According to Eric, the names we are given at birth— the surnames we inherit from our parents and the



Christian names they choose for us— are not ourreal names. Ourtrue names. The names that we should
be caled.

It didn't make alot of senseto me at thetime, but it did to Eric, or, rather, to Kimberlin Makuth, Lord
of aThousand Suns, as he was known, having changed his name by deed poll. Because Eric had had a
revelation (possbly involving the use of hallucinogenic drugs back in the sixties) whereby he became
aware of histrue name and the fact that he had the ability to recognize thetrue names of others, just by
looking at them. It could be argued thét, as the landlord of a pub, this might have put him in a certain peil
with more truculent patrons, who might well have taken exception to him renaming them. But it didn’t.

Thiswas, and s, after al, Brentford. Where toleranceis legendary and minds are asopen asa
supermarket on a Sunday .

And aso, and thismay well have been thebig aso, the names the enlightened landlord bestowed upon
his oft-times bewildered patrons were so noble and exotic that few were ever heard to complain and
most, indeed, revelled in their new and worthy nomenclatures.

‘Lord Kimberlin,” | hailed him. ‘ Pint of fizzy rubbish over here, when you have amoment free.

“Ponmy word, said the landlord, casting an eyein my direction. ‘If it isn’'t the Honourable Vadec
Firesword, Archduke of Alpha Centuri.’

‘That'sme,’ | said. ‘ Any chance of apint, al-knowing one?

‘Coming right up.” Lord Kimberlin did the business and presented me with my pint. ‘ Haven't seen you
for awhile, Archduke,’ he said to me. ‘But you' ve come on agood night. Not only is Quilten Bathazar,
Viceroy to the High Grandee of Neptune, playing here tonight but Zagger To Mega Therion, the master
bladesman of Aiphanor inthe Rigd Concourseison lead guitar.’

* Should be a show worth watching, then,” said |, accepting my pint and paying up promptly.

“You're not kidding there,’” said the landlord. ‘ And what a crowd in to watch, eh? See there the Baron
Fidelius, dayer of Krang the Crud?

| followed the direction of the landlord’ s pointing and spied Nigel Kesting the postman.
‘And with him the Great Mazurka’

| spiedNormanfrom the corner shop.

‘And thereisthe legendary Count Otto Black.’

| glanced over my shoulder and there was Count Otto Black.

‘But...” | said.

‘The exception that provestherule,” explained the barlord.

| took up my pint and pushed my way back through the crowd to chat with Count Otto, whom I'd
known sincealad.



The count’ sfamily had been émigrés during the Second World War. They came from some place or

other in thewilds of Europethat had ‘vania ontheend of it, but | could never pronounce it properly,
having been poorly educated and always having a note that excused me from geography on religious
grounds. The count’ s father had been the other Count Otto Black — the one who ran the Circus
Fantastique, with which my Uncle Jon used to perform.

The count worked as apacker at Brentford Nylons. In fact, it was he who' d derted Sandrathat there
was avacancy coming up there. She' d been first in the queue and now was the employment officer &t the
factory. In charge of future hirings. A sudden thought regarding my present circumstances entered my
head. But the bar was noisy and the thought left as quickly asit had entered.

‘Count Otto,” saidl.'Hdlo.

The count stared down upon me. Hewas very tal, the count. Always had been. Even when hewas
small, hewastdl. Tdl people o often are.

‘Gary,” said Count Otto. ‘| hear that you’ ve taken employment once more. Tough luck, old fellow. Y ou
have my sympathy.’

‘1 need it more than you know,” | said.

‘| think not,” said Count Otto. * Eve heard that you’ ve taken the bulb man’sjob at the telephone
exchange. You redly need dl the sympathy | have. It syours; teke it with my blessngs’

‘I'min the dog muck,’” | said. ‘1 don’t know what to do.’
“Y ou should look on the bright Side,” said the count. * It will soon be Saturday.’
‘I think 1 need abit more than that. How am | going to get out of this?

Count Otto shrugged. ‘I'venoideaat dl,” said he. ‘If you paid alittle more attention to what goes on
around you, you' d have noticed that you were the only gpplicant for that job.’

‘Thedoleofficesent me,’ | said.

‘But you should haveknown. Everyonein Brentford knows aboutthat job. Y ou don’t inhabit the redl
world, do you,Gary?Y ou dream your way through life. It'snot quite red to you, isit?

‘It suddenly seemsvery red,’ | said. And suddenly it did.
‘That’ sthe way with life. It has ahabit of catching up with you.
‘So, tell me, what should | do?

‘Learn,’ said the count. ‘ That would be my advice. Knowledge is power, asthe old cliché goes. The
more you learn, the more you know. The more you know, the more options will open up for you.’

‘So | should take an Open University course, or something?

‘Or learn asecond language.’



‘Sandrasaid that.’

‘Well, shewould. We were talking about you today at the factory. | was saying what tough luck it was
that you' d taken the job. She just kept laughing.’

‘I think I’ [l smack her when | get home.

‘Can | come and watch? | lovethat sort of thing. Back in the old country, you could smack servants
whenever you wanted. And torture them, of course, and pull al their clothes off and put them out in the
snow.’

‘Why? | asked.

‘Because youcould,” said the count. * And if youcan, then youwill. That’saso the way with life. But only
with thelife of the very privileged.’

‘Buy meadrink,’ | said. ‘I’vefinished mineand I’ m redly short of money. I'll pay you back at the
weekend.’

‘Certainly,” said the count and he went up and bought me adrink.

‘I'll tell you this,” he said, on hisreturn. Y ou want to have agood old think about this job of yours.
What it' sal about and thingslike that.’

‘| don't understand what you mean,’ | said.

‘Well,” said the count, ‘it seemslike avery strange job to me. Switching abulb off whenever it comes
on.

‘Itsastupidjob,” | said.

‘Ohyes,’ sad the count, nodding. ‘ But most jobs are ultimately stupid. There are certain jobs — say,
butcher, or baker — that make sense. They’ re necessary jobs. People need butchers and bakers. But
what about all those other jobs, like quantity surveyors, say. Doesthe world redly need quantity
surveyors? What does a quantity surveyor do anyway? Does he look at things and say, “Oh, thereé salot
ofthat. But ther€ snot too much ofthat.””’

| shrugged my shoulders.

‘There sthousands of jobslikethat,” said the count. * They havetitles but they don't redly have meaning.
If they didn’t exist, the world wouldn't be any different, except that the people who did those jobs would
now be out of work. All these jobs just exist to keep people employed. They’ re not redl jobs. Y our job
isntared job.

| looked up at Count Otto. ‘ Thanksalot,” | said.

‘My pleasure,” said the count.

‘No,” saidl.'| wasbeing sarcagtic. Do you think that | don’'t know that? Do you think that everyone on

Earth doesn’'t know that? People are given jobs so that they can earn money, which they thenspend. That
isthe point of giving people jobs, so they can earn money that they can thenspend ... onthings ... on



things that have to be manufactured. Thereby giving work to people in manufacturing industries. | could
go on and on about this. But we both know how it works. Everyone redlly knows how it works, athough
they won't ownuptoit.’

‘So your job isastupid job, but it hasto be done. Therefore accept it and make the best of it and stop
complaining.’

‘No,’ saidl.No.’

‘Wdll, there’ s nothing you can do about it.’

‘Do you want a bet?

‘I'macount,” said the count. ‘ Counts never bet. We just win by default.’

‘Well, lam going to do something about this,” | said. * All right, 1do know what I'm like. Well, | think |
do. Ido dream my way through life and never redlly pay much attention to redity. But OK, I’'m stuck in
thisone, but | mean to get out. And | mean to change things. | don’t know how I'll do it, but | will. This
has been aspecia day for me. | didn’'t know that it was going to be special. But it is. It has determined
me upon amission. Yes, it has. By gally, yes.

‘And what exactly isthismisson? asked the count.

‘Tochangethings,’ | said. ‘To change everything.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Count Otto. ‘ And you having drunk but a pint and ahaf Chaps are usudly at least seven
pintsin before they start talking nonsense like this. Back in the old country, talk like thiswould go on into
the night. And they’ d dways end up with someone saying, “I’ m going to change everything. I’ve had
enough of al this™

‘And did anyone? | asked. ‘ Change things?

‘No,” said the count. * Of course not. They’ d end up Sitting in the courtyard outside the alehouse waiting
for the sun to come up and we' d dl be hiding insde in the shadows. And up would come the sun and
whoosh-woof-zap and flash: another vampire gone.’

‘Eh? | said. ‘What?

‘Only joking,” said the count. ‘Oram |7

I chewed upon my upper lip.‘I'll changethings,’ | said. ‘Y ou wait and see.

‘I'll wait,” said the count. * But indoors in the shadows, if you don’'t mind.’

| let the count buy me further drinks and | enjoyed the band.

Quilten Balthazar was great. And what can you say about Zagger To Mega Therion? That master
bladesman had paid his dues. But | was thinking. Thinking and plotting and planning.

All right. I know how thisworks. Y ou don’t have to tell me. People only struggle against oppression
when .they actudlyare oppressed. If they’ re not actually oppressed themsalves, then they only pay lip



sarvice to the struggle againgt other peopl€ s oppression. They liketo think of themselves as caring
individuds

But they don't actually redlydo anything. They might contribute alittle money to some worthy cause or
other, but they don’t actudlydo.

Funny thing is, now I’'m looking back at al thisand telling thistae, what | didn’t know wasthat my
struggle against oppression was actudly going to further the cause of My Struggle, Mein Kampf, asit
were. | suppose that, somewhere down theline, | had actualy lost myself I’ d been fascinated by death
and the whole idea of death and what might be beyond it. And | had tried to reanimate Mr Penrose, my
al-time, then and now, favourite writer, but where had my youthful ideas and interests gone? Into nothing
and nowhere. I’d lost mytrue self But this business at the tel ephone exchange had actualy woken me up
from my dumber. Life had hit meright in theface. And life and death being brothersand dl that, it dl fell
together.

But | didn’t know that then. | didn’t know that thiswas synchronicity. That | wasin theright place at the
right time and that my struggle against oppression was going to bucket meinto the position thet it did. In
fact, that it would prove that my life had a specific purpose. And that the purpose it had was linked to
what | was as achild, which had led — the child being the father of the man, and dl that kind of guff—
into what | would become as an adullt.

Phew! Areyou getting any of this?

Perhaps | have become drunk. | was certainly drunk when | |ft the Shrunken Head and stumbled home

with only the prospect of the good hiding | meant to give Sandraas adistant light to steer my stumblings
towards.

But | had redly, truly, actudly, if drunkenly, found a purposein lifefor myself And | would begin on my
quest the very next day.

And | would triumph.
And not just for mysdlf
But for the good of al.
I’d change thingsfor ever.
| would.

| redly would.
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| suppose | must have dozed off. Although not on the job. | never once dozed off on thejob.

It would have been more than my job was worth to ever doze off on the job. An unmanned bulb isan
accident waiting to happen, as Mr Holland used to say. And he knew what he was talking about. That
man knew his businesswhen it cameto bulbs.



But perhaps | had dozed off at sometime or other. Because the next time | wastruly, fully aware, | was
drinking again with Count Otto, and he was asking me how things were going at the telephone exchange.

“How are things going at the telephone exchange? he asked. * So, s0,’ | said. ‘| had fourteen flash-ups
today. | have my re-action time down to point-three of a second. Point-two-two ismy fastest ever, but
that wasin the first summer when there was a double flash. That' s quite ararity, two flash-upsin lessthan
an hour. | kind of sensed it that time: | knew the second one was coming. A good bulbsman hasasixth
sense. You develop it. Only last week 1—'

‘Excuse me,’” said Count Otto. ‘| need to go and count sometilesin the men’sroom.” And then he
departed and was gone.

‘He'saweirdo,’ | said to Sandra, because she had come out with me for adrink. For some specific
reason that quite escaped me at thetime. * He' saways going off to the bog when I’ m having achat.’

‘Perhapsit’s because you' re so boring nowadays,” said Sandra.

‘Yeah, right,” | replied.

‘l am,” said Sandra. ‘Y our jobisdl you ever tak about. That exciting double flash in the summer of
‘saventy-one. How you' ve ingtalled your own bulb tester and how through yoga you can hold your
bladder for atwelve-hour stretch without even adribble coming out of your winkie’

‘Don’'t be crude,” | said to Sandra.

‘You'velost your edge,” said my spouse. Y ou' re no fun any more.

‘I"'mno fun?How dare you! If you took alittle more interest in my work...’

‘Ha,’ went Sandra. ‘Hahaha. Switching afugging bulb off dl day long! How interesting can that be?

‘Seewhat | mean? | said to her. ‘ That’ salyou know about the job. | don't switch it offall day long.
Only at the specific moment when it flashes. Not before and not afterwards. Well, obvioudy afterwards,
but you can hardly tell, my timing is so precise’

‘Just listen to yourself.” Sandrawas drinking a Cuba Library, which was the popular drink of the day. It
was a cocktall — some-thing to do with cigars and library books. Or it might have been gazellesand
bicycle pumps, for dl | cared. Sandra supped at it and went right on talking at me. *When you came
home after that first day at the exchange you were dripping with piss and ranting like aloon. Then you
went off for adrink and came back pissed and ranting like adrunken loon, saying how you were going to
srike ablow for the workers and change everything. Do you remem-ber that?

‘Of course| remember that,’ | said, for | vaguely remembered that.

‘Now it’ sfive yearslater, Sandraemptied her drink down her throat and handed me the glass, ‘and
have you struck ablow for the workers?

‘Well," | said.

‘No,” said Sandra. ‘Y ou haven't. The second day in, you took sandwiches and a bucket and another



book to read.’

‘God, | said. ‘Don't tell me about it.’

‘Why? asked Sandra.

‘It'sso embarrassing,’ | said. ‘How could | have been so irresponsible? Taking a book into the bulb
booth? | could have been so engrossed in the book that | mightn't have noticed the bulb go on. Imagine
that! It doesn’t bear thinking about.’

‘It certainly doesn't,’ said Sandra, pointing pointedly towards her empty glass. * So | shan't think about it
aal’

‘Good,’ | told her. ‘Don’t.’

‘Drink,” said Sandra.

So | drank.

‘No,’ said Sandra. ‘| meant drink for me.’

‘Toyou, then,” | said, raisng my glassand drinking again.

‘No!" said Sandra. * Not drinkto me. Buy me another fugging drink, you stupid twonk!”
‘Language!’ | told her. ‘ Language, please.’

‘Fiveyears,’ said Sandra, spitting somewhat as she spoke. ‘ Five fugging years. What happened to you?
Where did your spirit go?

‘I would have thought you’ d have been pleased that | was now in full-time regular employment. A job
for life. Y ou wanted security, didn’t you? Wasn't that why your brother so diligently made surethat | got
thereinthefirgt place?

‘Ohvyes,’ said Sandra. ‘| wanted security. There' s nothing wrong with security. But I'd dso likea
holiday oncein awhile. Y ou know, aweek away at acaravan park in Camber Sands. That’ s not much
to ask, isit?

‘A bulbsman isawayson thejob,’ | said to Sandra. ‘ A bulbs-man has no time for holidays.’

‘Unbelievable,’ said Sandra, shaking her head in what looked for dl the world to be dismay. ‘Y ou are
unbelievable’

‘Thank you very much,” | said and | made my way to the bar.

Therewasn't any pushing and shoving to get served in this bar. But then, thiswasn’t the Shrunken Heed.
Eric had sold the

Shrunken Head to an entrepreneur calledSandyand had moved himself away to aquieter bar.

Thisquieter bar. The Golden Dawn, on the corner of Abbadon Street. It was mostly afogeys hangouit.



Old boyswho played in the bowls |eague. Regular, dependable fellows, many of whom had worked in
the telephone exchange. And put in years of sterling service. Although none of them agppeared to be
ex-bulbsmen.

| liked the Golden Dawn. It was agood place to come and relax after astressful day in the booth. Like
the one I’ d had the Thursday before last when there were twenty-two flashes. Four within asingle hour,
which was dmost an dl-time record. The record being six, back in the autumn of ‘ seventy-four, on the
tenth of September, a Tuesday. Three-fifteen to four-fifteen. | keep arecord, you see. Study it in the
evenings, actudly, just to check the patterns. They crop up at occasiond intervas. Y ou can beright on
the dert then. Not that | could redly be much more on the dert than | am now. That would be

impossible

‘Wdl, wdl, wedl, wdl, wdl,’ said Eric Blame ak.a. Kimberlin Makuth, Lord of a Thousand Suns. ‘If it
isn't my old comrade the Honourable VVadec Firesword of Alpha Centuri.

‘Yes’ | said to him. * Asit was ten minutes ago, when | came up for thelast round.’

‘Exactly, sad Eric. *“Which meansthat thistimeit's Count Otto’s round. But he’ s hiding out in the toilets
agan,isn't he?

‘He' scounting tiles,” | said. * That’ swhat counts do, | suppose: count things.

The landlord rolled his eyes. Which | found most unappealing. And then he shook hishead from sdeto
gde. ‘| seethe Lady Fairflower of theRainbowMountainsislooking particularly radiant tonight,” he
observed, casting one of hisralling eyesin his shaking head towards my Sandra.

‘Nifty eye-work,” | said, for | appreciatetaent. ‘ But, frankly, the Lady Fairflower has been getting right

up my nose of late. | labour away at my place of employment, drag my weary body home and what do |
oet?

‘A blowjob? asked the landlord.

‘No,” | said. ‘Not even ablow-dry. Not that | have long hair any more. | keep minewell trimmed
behind the ears and especidly across the forehead. A flopping fringeisabulbsman ‘5 enemy. | tried
keeping it long and wearing a cap, but | felt that it detracted from the dignity of the job. Hey, by the way,
what do you think of these? | raised my armsto the landlord.

The landlord stared hard and then he said. Y ou appear to havetiny roller skates strapped onto your
elbows.’

‘Yes' | said. ‘But they’re not tiny roller skates, they’ re elbow trolleys. | designed them mysdlf’
‘Very nice’ saidthelandlord, in atonethat | felt lacked for sincerity. ‘What exactly do they do?

‘Give me added speed, of course.” | placed my elbows on the bar counter. * Take that empty cocktall
glass’

‘Thisone? said thelandlord.

‘That one. Hold it up.’



Thelandlord held it up.

‘Now dropit.’

‘No,” said thelandlord. ‘It will break on the counter.’

‘No, it won't. Go on, do it. Whenever you want. Don't give me any warning.’
‘You pay if it breaks, then.’

‘No problem. |—

But the sneaky barman dropped it as| spoke.

AndShatch!

‘Impressed? | asked.

And thelandlord clearly was. Y ou snatched it right out of the air dmost before it had left my hand,” he
sad.

‘I'mabulbsman,’ | said. * Speed ismy middle name.
Thelandlord pulled me apint of Large and knocked up another cocktail for Sandra
‘What isthisone called? | asked.

“In your posh bars up west, thiswould be called a“Horse sNeck”,” said thelandlord. ‘But asthisisa
poor neighbourhood, | cdl it ahaf of lager—top.’

‘Wow,” | said. ‘Very exatic.’

‘And expengvetoo. That will be four pounds, seventeen and six. | parted with afive-pound note.
The landlord parted with the change.

‘I'm sixpence short,’ | said to him.

And then he parted with the missing sixpence.

‘Welivein strange days,Gary,’ the landlord said to me.

‘Gary? | sad. “Why areyou caling methat? ‘1 think | might be losing my powers.

‘What, your powers of True-Naming? Never, surely.’

‘1 don’t know. But once or twice, lately, anew customer has comein and | haven’t been ableto
perceivetheir true name.

‘More exceptionsto the rule, perhaps? Like Count Otto.’



‘No, Count Otto is a one-off. But it has been odd and | don’t understand it.’
‘ Perhaps they don’t have any true names.
‘Everyone hasatrue name. It'sjust that most people aren’t aware of theirs.’

| shrugged. ‘I’ ve never truly understood the concept,’ | said. ‘Infact, | think you'll find that you are
poss bly the only man on Earth who really understands the concept.’

‘Hardly,” said thelandlord. And he laughed. Not in the way that Sandralaughed. He laughed in alower
key. ‘ Therewas atravelling man in here last week. A tinker looking for old chairsto mend. And | hailed
him as Galaxion Zimmer of the Emerad Light. And he said, “Well met, Kimberlin Makuth, Lord of a
Thousand Suns.™

‘He knewyour True Name?

‘He' d had arevdation, like me, back in the sixties.'

‘Therewasalot of it about,” | said. * Although | didn’t take any of it. Sold abit, but didn’t use. If you
know what | mean and I'm sure that you do.’

‘Wdll, heknew and | knew that he knew. He identified al my regulars correctly. But, as| say, there's
been one or two. In fact there sone over there’

‘Over where? | asked.
‘Over there. Fat bloke. | can't perceive his True Name!’

| followed the direction of thelandlord’ spointing. ‘ That'sNell,’ | said. ‘That'sNell Callins. HE'sin
Developmentd Services!

‘“What the fugg is Developmental Services?

‘ At the exchange. Seventeenth floor, office twenty-three. Developmentd Services!
* And how would you know that, penned up in your little booth al day?

| tapped my nose in the manner known as ‘ conspiratoria’.

‘Sinus problems? asked the landlord.

‘No,’ | sad. ‘Interdepartmenta memorandums, files, technical specifications.’
‘What about them? asked the landlord.

‘They dl gothrough me;’ | said.

“Youeat them?

‘They go through my office. They’ re not meant to, but they do. After I’ d been at the exchange for about
sx months, this new bob poked his head round the door of my booth.’



‘New bob? asked the landlord.

‘Stop asking al these questions,’ | said. ‘New bob, new boy... He said he waslost and he had
confidentia filesfor Mr Holland and where was his office. And | don’t know what got into me—high
spirits| suppose— but | said, “All confidentid files come through me.” And they have ever snce’
‘And you reed this Stuff in the firm’ stime?

| looked aghast a the landlord. ‘ Certainly not!” | said. ‘1 would never be that irresponsible’

‘Oh,” said thelandlord. ‘ Sorry.’

‘| take them home and read them,” | said. * Then | pop them into Mr Holland' sin-tray next morning,
before he getsin. I'm dways early. A good bulbsman is dways ready and eager and in his booth on
time’

‘Unbelievable’ said the landlord.

‘Thank you very much,” | said.

‘So thisNell Callinsisin Developmental Services. And what do they do, then?

| shook my head towardsthe landlord. * Y ou' re expecting me to divulge confidential materia to a
Humburg?

‘I never wear aHomburg,” said the landlord, fedling at his hatless head.

‘Not Homburg: Humburg. It'saterm we use for plebs, non-company people, folk who don't work in
the exchange’

‘Twonk!" said thelandlord.

‘No, Humburg!” | corrected him. *So I’m not likely to divulge that kind of information to a Humburg, am
1?7

Thelandlord grinned a me. Well, hedidn’t so much grin asleer. *Y ou signed the Officid Secrets Act,
didn't you? hesad.

‘Yes, | did, and I’'m proud of it.” And Iwas. Now.

‘Yet you' ve dready given me classfied information by identi-fying Nell Collinsasbeingin
Developmenta Services. If | grassed you up, you' d go to prison.’

A terrible sweet broke out on my brow. *Y ou wouldn’t do that, would you?
‘No,” said thelandlord. ‘ Of course | wouldn’t.’
‘Phew,’ | said. And | meant it.

‘Not aslong asyou tell meall about Developmenta Services’



‘But that’ s more than my job’ sworth.’

‘It sexactly what your job’sworth. Y ou bought into the com-pany ethic, Gary.l don’t know why.
Because you didn't redlly have the stuff in you to rebel againgt it, would be my bet. But you'rea
company man now, and if | grassed you up you' d lose your job and be off to prison.’

‘No,’ | said. ‘Don’'tdoit. If I lost my job, anyone could get it. Thefirst man in the queue. Harry maybe.’

‘I don’t think Harry would fdl forthat. And, anyway, Harry runs aworld—famous night club now.’

‘Redlly? | said. ‘| didn’'t know that. Perhaps he told Sandra, but she didn’t mention it. He got his
motorbike and he got the job. Incredible’

‘He had to lie about his name, though.’
‘Why?

‘They only wanted applicants called Peter. So he said his name was Peter. So he got thejob and now
he runs the world-famous night club.’

‘What'sit caled? | asked.

"*said the landlord.

‘Never heard of it,’ | said. ‘But ligen, don't turn mein. I'll tell you everything you want to know.’
‘Fine, said the landlord. * So, Developmental Services, what do they do?

‘They develop services,” | said.

‘I"'m reaching for the phone,” said thelandlord.

‘No, that’ swhat they do. They work on new projectsto improve facilities.’

‘So what are they working on now? What isthis Neil Collins, who has no True Name, working on?

| shrugged. ‘I don’t know for sure,’ | said. ‘It'ssomething called FLATLINE.

‘In capitd letters,” said the landlord. * It must be something important, then.’

‘I don’t know exactly what it is, but it’'s something pretty big.’

*So how much do you know about it?

| scratched atmy head, which, likethe landlord' s, was also hat-less. I" ve never taken to ahat myself —
you get hat-hair, which isfrankly embarrassng. Hats are for fogeys, in my opinion. Most of the patrons

of the Golden Dawn were hat-wearers. Y ou only redly wear ahat if you' reafogey. Or, of course, if you
have a problem about your baldness. Of course Lazlo Woodbine wasn't bald, and he never had hat-hair.



Hewore afedora, probably with araised crown, athough that was never mentioned in any of the novels.
So, wherewas 1?

‘It s something pretty big,” | said once more, to get my bear-ings.

*So how much do you know about it?

* Obvioudy the answer is Stringfellows. But the essence of really good comedly is never to say the
obvious, ingtead rely on the reader sharing the same culturd references. There san art to thiskind of
thing. So I’'m not going to mention the name.

| shook my hatlesshead. ‘1 know it'scalled FLATLINE, | sad.

“Twonk!” said thelandlord. ‘But I ll say thisto you. I’'m sus-picious, me, and when thingsdon’t smell
right | don't like the smell of them. Y ou find out about this FLATLINE and you tell me about it, or 1will
grassyou up, understand?

| nodded now with my hatless head. ‘| understand,’ | said.

‘Right,” said the landlord. * Now take your drinks and go back to your woman. Y ou’ re supposed to be
celebrating your wedding anniversary.

‘Ohyeah, | said.' That's what | came out with Sandrafor.” | took the drinks back to the table.

‘Didn’'t you get onefor Otto? asked Sandra. ‘No. Stuff him,’ | said.

‘Strong words,” said Sandra, laughing.

‘Shut up,” | told her, ‘and drink your cocktail.’

Sandratook asip. ‘“What isthis one called? she asked.

‘It'sRuby Tuesday.’

‘Very nicetoo. Very fruity.’

| sighed and rolled my own eyesabit. ‘| gettired,” | said. 'Y ou know that? | get tired.’

‘It sal that finger-work.” Sandramimed switch-flicking. And mimed it very badly too. Theré san art to
switch-flicking: you don't just flick aswitch and you certainly don’t do it the way Sandradid it, with
thumb and forefinger making an 0 and the hand going up and down in asort of stabbing motion. Y ou've
got Repstitive Strain Injury!” And she laughed again. * Aninjury that if caused in the workplace, can

enable you to sue the company and get lots of money.

‘Ridiculous,’ | said. ‘Industrid injuries go with thejob. If you can't stand the heat don’t go so near the



hairdryer.’

“Y ou can sneer,’” said Sandra, ‘but inmy new job—

‘New job? | said. New job? What new job?

‘Mynew job. Count Otto got it for me. He sasolicitor now. And I’'m abarrister.’
‘I never knew that. Y ou never told me.’

‘Wedon't talk any more,” said Sandra.

‘Wedo. Wetdk al thetime.’

‘No,’ said Sandra.’ You talk. | am expected to listen.’

‘That’ s how heterosexud relationshipswork,” | explained. ‘ Men talk, women listen. When it’ s the other
way round it endsin divorce.

‘And that’ syour take on marriage, isit?

| shrugged. ‘ Our marriage doesn’t work very well, doesit? | said.
‘No,” said Saendra. ‘It doesn't.’

‘And that’ s because you don’t listen when | talk. Y ou should try harder. It would work far better then.’
‘I’m going on holiday with Otto next week,” said Sandra.

‘What? | said."What?’

‘To Camber Sands. We' ve booked a caravan.

‘But that’ s outrageous. Y ou can't dothat!”’

‘And why not?

‘Because who' s going to make my sandwiches?

‘I'll leave you aweek’ ssupply in the freezer.’

‘Wdll, that’ sdl right, then. Will you send me apostcard?

‘I shouldn’t think so,” said Sandra.

‘Thank God for that,’ | said.

‘What?

‘Wdll, | wouldn’t havetimeto read it. Thisis my golden opportunity to put in some overtime. I'm certain
that Barry who does thesaven p.m. to seven am.shift isn't as quick on the switch as he might be. | can it



with him and give him some pointers’

‘Yes,' said Sandra. *Why don't you do that?

‘Twill; | sad, ‘I will!

Count Otto returned from the toilet.

‘Finished counting? | asked. ‘How many were there thistime?

‘Sameaslast time;” said Otto. ‘Which is comforting, when you think about it.

‘Thatisso true,’ | said. * So very, very true’

Otto took up what was l€eft of his pint and supped uponit.

‘1 wasjudt tellingGarythat you and | are going off on holiday next week,” said Sandra.

Otto choked upon his pint.

‘Easy,’ | said, patting him on the back. * Areyou dl right? Did it go down the wrong way?

‘Just abit,” said the count.

‘| was saying to Sandra,” said I, ‘ not to send me apostcard. | wouldn't have timeto read it.’

‘Oh,” said Count Otto, glancing over a Sandra, who seemed, if | wasn't mistaken, to bewinking in his
direction. ‘“Well, OK, then. I'll keep her entertained. Try and find her something to fill the moments when

she would otherwise have been writing you postcards.” And the count squeezed &t his groin region.

‘Thanksalot,’ | said to the count. ‘Would you care for another pint? Seeing as how you' re being so
kind asto take Sandraon holiday while !’ [l be busy at work.’

‘Yes, please’ said Count Otto. ‘ A whisky chaser would be nicetoo.’
‘Done,” saidl.‘No problem.’
| returned to the bar. * Same again,” saidl.* Although different for Sandraand one for the count.’

‘Phew,” said thelandlord. *Y ou do have money to splash about. I’ ve got fillings from the drip trays here
that will passfor a Tequila Sunrise and set you back nearly three quid.’

‘Infor apenny,” said|.

‘Quite so,” said the landlord, emptying the drip tray into aused glass. ‘Oh and,Gary ...’
‘Yes,' | said.

‘1 need to know. It mattersto me.

‘Need to know what? | asked. For | didn't know what he wanted to know.



‘About FLATLINE in the capitd letters. | need to know what it'sal about.’

‘Well,’ | said, as| accepted the drinks | was given and paid the pricethat | had to pay for them, ‘I’ll do
what | can. But | do have alot on my mind a present. I’ m going to be doing some over-time. I'll be

busy.’

‘I need to know,” said the landlord. ‘I’ m not wrong about the True Names. Even though | thought | was
wrong, that travelling man proved to methat | wasn't. Thisisimportant, if only to me. Whatever you find
out will be between the two of us. Y ou know the old saying, “you scratch my back, | don't stab yours’.
OK? And thelandlord made avery viciousface.

‘OK, | said. ‘It'sadoneded. I'll find out, | promise. But Ido have alot on my mind.’

| did.

And as| took the drinks back to thetable | did alot of think-ing. And | do meana lot. | thought about
mysalf And what I’ d become. And who wasthereal me who was me now. And | thought about Barry
who did the night shift and whether | should make him apair of elbow trolleys.

And | thought about the landlord and his True Names and how he couldn’t divine the True Name of Nell
Collinsand | thought about FLATLINE and whatever FLATLINE might actualy be, it being in capita
lettersand everything.

And | thought about the landlord grassing me up and me being dragged away to prison.

And | thought about Sandra and regretted thatl hadn’t been able to take her on holiday because
holidays weren't written into the Officid Secrets Act.

And | thought about Count Otto. And what a good friend to Sandra and me he had been for years.

And | thought about what a shameit wasthat | would be forced to swoop upon him one night as he lay
adeepin hisbed. Bind him, gag him and dowly torture him to degath.

Becausg, fter dl, he was sexing my wife!
And company man and sdll-out boy and wimp and twonk that Sandra might have thought | was.

| certainly wasn't havingthat!
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It sfunny how thingswork out, isn't it?
If Sandrahadn’t gone off on that caravan holiday with Count

Otto Black, | would never have put in that bit of overtime and found out just how useless Barry was at
the bulb.



It was honestly asif hedidn’t care.

Can you believethat?

| was standing there, talking to him about switch technique and what | called * dert-finger’ and the bulb
flashed. And Barry just reached out across the table, dow as you please, asif he was answering a
telephone, and flapped his hand down on the switch.

| was flabbergasted.

| was stunned.

Stunned, appalled,and flabbergasted.

All & once.

‘That iss0 bad,’ | said to Barry. ‘ That isso bad. | can't believe how so, S0, S0, S0, S0, S0 bad that is!’

‘It'sjust abulb, said Barry. ‘ Just afugging bulb.’

‘Curb that language in thisbooth,” | said to Barry. ‘ Thisisnotjust a bulb.’

‘So, what isit, then,a way of life?’

‘It sajobfor life. And I’ ve worked at it for five long years of mine. And it' sarespongbility. Abig
responsibility. It syour responghbility when you re on your shift.’

‘Get alife; sad Barry. ‘Getred .

‘Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear,’ | said. ‘| spy anarchism here. | spy subversion. | smdll recidivism.’
“You smell wee—wee," said Barry. ‘And it'syours.’

‘Nowee-weeonme,’ | said. ' Sniff my groin if you have any doubts.’

‘Smells of teen spirit,” said Barry. Whateverthat meant.

“You'll haveto apply yoursef moreto thejob,” | told him.

‘Barking,” said Barry. ‘Barking mad.’

‘I’ve never been to Barking,’ | told him. ‘I can get mad about Penge, perhaps. But never Barking.’
‘Fugg off home,” said Barry. ‘| want to read my book.’

“You can't read abook here. Y ou haveto be ever dert.’

‘I haveto switch a stupid bulb off when it comeson. I'll read my book until it does.’

| opened my mouth very wide but no words at al came out of it.



‘I'mreadingPassport to Peril,” said Barry. ‘It'salLazlo Woodbine thriller. Not that you' d know about
that, I'msure.

‘On the contrary, young man,” | said. ‘I’ veread every Lazlo Woodbine thriller at least a dozen times. |
know thelot. By heart, mogt, if not al, of them.’

‘Yeah, right, said Barry.
‘Y eah, right indeed.’
‘Oh, soif | wasto ask you aquestion about Lazlo Woodbine, you' d know the answer, would you?

‘| gpplied to go onMastermind answering questions on the detective novels of P. P. Penrose as my
specialist subject. | didn't get picked, though.’

‘All right, I'll ask you questions.’
‘Not here;’ | said. ‘The bulb might flash.’
‘Fugg thebulb,” said Barry. ‘If it flashes, Il switch it off’

‘I'llswitchit off’ | said. *You' reusdessat it. I'm going to seeif therearedrugs | can take that will alow
me to stay awake twenty-four hoursaday so | can do your shift too.’

‘“What drug did Lazlo Woodbine take inWaiting for Godalming that allowed him to stay awake for
twenty-four hours aday for awhole week?

‘Trick question,’ | said. ‘No drug at al: hedid it by willpower. He had to stay awake because if hefdll
adeep the Holy Guardian Sprout insde his head would have read his mind and given away thetrick
ending of the book to the readers.Waiting for Godalming was a Post-Modernist Lazlo Woodbine
thriller — one of the weskest in my opinion.’

‘Good answer,” said Barry. ‘But it might have been alucky one. All right, I'll ask you another. InDeath
Carriesa Pink Umbrella—

‘SetinBalin,’ | said.
‘Bast or West?

‘Both,” | said. * And asoAntwerp, where Laz identifies Molly Behemoth by her “ distinctive birthmark
and Egyptianwak”...

‘Yes, OK. But who “ae hisway to freedom” and never used the word “nigger” when “ Frenchman”
would do?

‘ Cdllbeck the miner’ s son, who sold his soul to Harrods in abet with a Rasputin Impersonator who
turned out to be one of the Beverley Sisters!’



‘Burger me backwards over my aunty’ s handbag,” said Barry. *Y ou sure know your Lazlo Woodbine
thrillers’

‘Buddy,’ | said, ‘in my business, knowing your Lazlo Woodbine thrillers can mean the difference
between painting the town red and wearing apair of red pants, if you know what | mean and I’'m sure
that you do.” *

‘1 know where you' re coming from,” said Barry. ‘ Although that was a pretty poor imitation.’
‘No onecan doit like Penrose could,” | said.

‘Too true, brother,” said Barry. * Although | never had time for his Adam Earth science-fiction books.
They were rubbish, in my opinion.’

‘True, | said. And | Sighed. ‘Ligten,” | said, continuing. ‘1t sreally wonderful to meet another fan of the
great man, but you

*Thiswill mean absolutely nothing to anyone who has never read aLazlo Woodbine thriller. But who
are these people? Anyone?

redlly are usdless at this job. Perhgps you should just quit and et amore committed individua take
over.

‘There sno quitting, isthere? said Barry. ‘It s off to prison for the quitter. | foolishly signed the Officia
SecretsAct.’

‘Ah, yes;’ | said. ‘| signed that too.’
‘“Whichiswhy you're such atwonk, | suppose. Y ou gave up, sold out and gavein.’

| didn’t liketo talk about this Stuff It was persond. *All right,” | said. ‘1 thought about rebelling. | redlly
did. I came here on my second day with every intention of smashing the bulb or pulling it out and Sitting
here with my armsfolded to see what would happen.’

‘And so why didn’t you?

‘| don't know,’ | said. ‘| wasgoing to do it. | got drunk the night before and determined utterly that I'd
doit. Then | got up dl hung-overed and camein here and sat down in that chair. Which now hasmy
gpecid sprung cushion oniit, you'll notice, and Iwas going to rebd. But | had such ahangover and |
thought I’ d rebel later and the light flashed and | switched it off And | thought, “ Stuff it. I’ll just not switch
it off next time.” But then it flashed on again and | wasal on my own and | thought, “ OK, I’ll just switch
it off the onetime more. But thiswill bethelast time.”

‘And then | thought about my wife Sandra.and how she was redlly ticked off about how | was ways
out of work. And Hany, her brother, who said about saving up for amotorbike so you could befirst at
interviews for redly good jobs, and | thought, “OK, I'll just stick it out for aweek. Or maybe two. Then
find someway of getting out.” But then it sort of grew on me and | started taking pride in my job.



Because| wasinit and Mr Holland kept impressing upon me how important it was. Although I’ ve never
been ableto find out why. But he said it was. And, OK, there was the threat — that was dwaystherein
the back of my mind — foul up and you're off to prison.

‘But somehow it was more than that, so | kept doing it and now, OK, it'sme. It'swhat | am; it'sdl I've
got. There' s some bloke sexing my wife. Thisisdl I'vegot.’

Barry looked up a me. ‘I'm sorry, man,” hesaid. *You're OK. Y ou know that. You' re OK.’
‘I'mnot OK,’ | said. ‘I"'m al messed up. Once upon atime | was OK. | knew who | was. But | don’t
know any more. I’'m an adult. Adults don’t know who they really are. Only children know who they
redly are. And nobody listensto children.’

‘You'resoright, said Barry, ‘you'resoright.’

Then the bulb flashed on and, without even thinking, | switched it off again.

‘| hatethis; said Barry. ‘| want to beamusician, like Jeff Beck. But I’'m stuck hereand I'm redlly
screwed up by it

‘I"d be prepared to put in a couple of extrahoursif it would help you out,’ | said. ‘1 could work up to
eght or eight—thirty.

‘Thanks, man,” said Barry. ‘But it redlly isn't the point, isit? Thisisn't right, isit? We restuck in
something we don’t under-stand. | mean, why does the fugging bulb flash onin thefirst place?

| laughed.
‘You'relaughing,” said Barry. ‘Why are you laughing?
‘Becauseit’sajoke. You're askingme why the bulb flashes on. Do | look like atechnica engineer?

‘And that’sfunny, isit? ‘No,’ | said. ‘| supposeitisn’t.” * So whydoes the bulb flash on? | shrugged.
‘Becauseitcan, | suppose’

‘ And why must we switch it off when it does?

‘Becauseit’ swhat we do, | suppose.

‘It sasad indictment on society, man.’

| nodded thoughtfully. ‘A bloke fromTransylvaniais sexing my wife’
‘Count Otto Black,” said Barry.

“You know him?

‘Well, he' sthe only bloke fromTransylvaniawho lives around here’

‘I'mgoing tokill him,’ | said. ‘ That’ s off the record, by the way. Just between the two of us'’



‘Big kudosto you, then.’
‘Thanks. | dso haveto find out about FLATLINE. Ever heard of that?

‘Bitsand pieces,’ sad Barry. ‘Blokes from Developmenta Services come off shift a eleven. They often
hang about outs de the booth, having afag. | hear them talking.’

‘And what do you hear them talking about?
‘Usual stuff: footbal, women, cars.

‘FLATLINE? | said.

‘Y eah, they talk about it, but it dl soundslike aload of old bol-lardsto me.
‘Goon, | sad. ‘Tdl mewhat they say.

Barry eyed me queerly. But as| was mostly straight nowadays and didn’t fancy him anyway, | said, ‘I
think they’ re up to some-thing dodgy up there on the seventeenth floor.’

‘ Something stone bonkers,” said Barry. ‘1 mean, communicating with beings from outer space. What's
that al about, eh?

‘Eh? | saidinan‘eh’ that waslouder than his.

‘ Something to do with us not doing the thinking with our brains, but our brains being recelvers and
trangmitters. Or some such rubbish. They’ ve supposedly got some kind of direct communications
compuiter, or something, up therethat letsthem talk to diens’

‘That'sincredible,’ | said, and adistant bell began to ring in my head. Something from long, long ago.
And then | remembered: that afternoon in the restricted section of the Memoria Library, the conversation
between the two men from the Ministry that had no name, or, rather, did have but it was a secret.

‘Areyou OK? asked Barry. ‘ You look asif adistant bell isring-ing in your head.’

‘I'mOK,’ | said. ‘But youare sure about this?

‘My ear goesright against the door when they're out there,” said Barry. ‘It passesabit of timeand I'm
nothing if not nosy. But none of them seem to agree about what' s redlly going on up thereand why it is’

‘| wonder,’ | said and | glanced towards the celling.

‘“What do you wonder? Barry asked. ‘ Do you wonder whether the ceiling could do with alick of paint?
Will, it could, and I might even do it myself’

‘Don’'t you even think about it. What if the bulb wasto flash?

‘It wouldn’t,” said Barry.



‘It might. Y ou don’'t know.’

‘1 do know. It wouldn’t.’

‘ And how could you know?

‘Because |’d tekeit out,” said Barry. ‘Like | do when | dip off to thetoilet.’

| clutched at my heart. Wdll, you would! | would. And | did.

“Y ou take the bulbout? My voice was a choking whisper.

‘Sometimes,” said Barry. ‘1 leaveit out if I'm having abit of akip, or something.’
‘You...you..." My voicekind of trailed off

‘Nothing ever happens,’ said Barry. ‘No darms ever go off There aren’t any explosons. No meninriot
gear rushin. Here, I'll show you, I'll take it out now. | was going to take it out any-way, so | could pop
upgtairsto the refectory and phone my girlfriend.’
| began to sway back and forwards and the world began to go dark at the edges.

‘Easy,” said Barry. ‘Areyou dl right? Do you want to St down?

‘Yes, please” And he guided me onto the chair.

‘Do you want aglass of water?| can get you one from the refectory.’

‘No!’ | said. “No. You can't leave the booth.’

‘I’ll take the bulb — no problem.’

‘Ohmy God!"” And | buried my head in my hands.

“You'vegot it bad, man,” said Barry, patting my shoulder to comfort me. * Y ou' ve let the bustards grind
you down. | signed the Official Secrets Act, so the bustards have me by the bollards too. But just
because they have my bollards, it doesn’t mean that | have to let them squeeze them. If you know what |

mean, and I’m sure that you do.” Y ou take the bulb out.” | whispered the words. * Y ou actudly take the
bulb out.’

‘Don’'t tell meyou’ ve never doneit?

‘Never, | sad, franticaly shaking my head.

‘Wadl, you should. It givesyou a sense of power. Try it now. Go on, take it out. See what it feelslike’
‘No,” | said, shaking my head even morefranticaly. ‘I’d never do such adreadful thing.’

| looked up at Barry and he grinned down at me. His hand reached out towards the bulb.

‘Don’'t,’ | told him. ‘Don’t.’



‘OK, sad Barry. ‘| won'tif it upsets you so much and clearly it does. But I'll tell you something about
thisbulb that I’ [l bet you don’t know.

‘That shouldn’t be hard,’ | said. ‘As| don’'t know anything at dl about it, except that it hasto be
switched off’

‘And you' ve sat in this booth for five years and you' ve never wondered?

‘Of course I’ ve wondered. And I’ ve asked, but no one will tell me.

‘And you' ve never thought of finding out for yoursdf? | sighed. * Of course| have. But how could |7
“Y ou could follow the wire and see whereit goes. ‘Don't befunny,’ | said. ‘It goes down into the floor.

It could go anywhere from there’

‘Oh, it does,” said Barry. ‘And yes, | understand, redlly, | suppose: you do the day shift, so you couldn’t
up the floorboards and take alook, then trace the wire up the corridor and into the lift shaft and—

‘What? | said. ‘What?

‘It staken me months,” said Barry. ‘Butl’ ve traced it, ayard at atime. | know where the wire goes.’

Now | haveto confessthat | was shaking al over by now, not just my head. | redly was. Whether it
was anticipation, | don’'t know. Perhaps it was something more than that. Remember | mentionedina
previous chapter what it might be like for abeliever in Chrigtianity if he or she was offered absolute proof
that there was no afterlife? Well, it was something like that. 1 did want to know where the wire went, but
dsoldidn’'t! Life can be such acomplicated business at times. Can't it?

‘It goes up...

‘No!’ | said to Barry. ‘1 don’t want to know.’

“Y ou do, you know, athough you don’t know it yet.’

‘1 don't think that makes sense, but | redlly don’t want to know.’

‘Wdl,” said Barry, ‘1 can understand that too. If the bulb was smply connected to some random number
indicator computer thing and the whole job redlly is a complete waste of time smply to keep employment
figures gable, you' ve wasted five years of your life. Haven't you?

| didn’t want to nod, so | didn’t.

‘Well, itisn'tthat,” said Barry. ‘ The wire goesto adefinite place’

| wiped my hands across my brow, which had afine sweat on. And dowly, very dowly, | said, ‘Al
right, then, where doesit go?

‘Updtairs,’ said Barry. ‘It goes upstairs. Upstairs to the seven-teenth floor.’

‘The seventeenth floor? | said that dowly too.



‘The seventeenth floor,” said Barry. ‘ To Developmental Services.
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The evening after I’ d had that conversation with Barry, | was wide awake and ready for action. And |
waswearing a pretty nifty disguise.

L azlo Woodbine was amaster of disguise. He possessed, amongst other things, atweed jacket, which
when worn without histrademark fedoraand trenchcoat literally transformed him into the very
personification of a newspaper reporter. | did not think that particular disguise would be suitable for what
| had to do, which wasto infiltrate Developmenta Services, so | chose another, which was.

| wore awhite coat.

| confessthat the white coat ideawasn’'t mine. Theidea came origindly from afriend whom I’d known
in my teenage years. A chap caled Mick Strange. Mick came up with thisbrilliant scam for getting into
anywhere. By getting in, | mean getting into events, or into virtualy anywhere that you would otherwise
have to queue up and pay to get into.

The scam was smplicity itself and dthough nowadaysit is attempted (with minima results) by many, he
thought of it first. In order to get in, to virtualy anywhere and everything, al you had to do was put on a
white coat and carry alarge light bulb.

| saw him do it at Batterseafunfair and aso atOlympiawhen Pink Hoyd played there. He smply walked
in, wearing hiswhite coat and carrying hisbig light bulb. He looked officid. Helooked like an eectrician.
Hegot in. QED. End of story.

| arrived back &t the telephone exchange at nine of that evening and clocked on for my | went into the
bulb booth, woke up Barry, who was aready having akip, told him to remain dert, changed into my
white coat, which | had brought in stuffed down my trouser leg, and took up my light bulb, which | had
secreted in my underpants, and which had got me severa admiring glances from young women on the
bus. Barry didn’t ask mewhat | was doing. Barry didn't care. | asked him to wish me luck, though, and,
very kindly, hedid.

‘Good luck,” said Barry.
‘Thank you,” | said. ‘Very kind.’

And then | went off down the corridor and got into the lift.

Now, OK, | confess, | had a sweat on. | had to keep wiping my forehead. And | was upset by this. As
achild | had been brave. A very brave boy indeed. But it seemed that over the years, as Sandra had
sad, I'dlogt it. Lost mysdlf. But | was now determined to get myself back. And definitely do it thistime.
Not likewhen I’d made that drunken promise to change the world and liberate the daves of the system.

And I'll tell you this, when that little bell rang and the light flashed in the number 17 button and the lift
doors opened, | wasalmost brave again.



Almogt.

Nearly dmogt.

| straightened the lapels on my white coat and | held my light bulb high and I marched aong the corridor,
noting that this was a somewhat swisher and better-gppointed corridor than theone seventeenfloors

beneath that led to my bulb booth. But | walked tall and true and | marched, | fairly marched, towards
room 23.

Andwhen| got toit, | didn’t knock. | opened the door and | walked right in. And | didn’'t half get a
urprise.

Room 23 was avery big room. And when | saybig | meanbig. It wasn't so much aroom as an entire
operations centre. It wasvast. And it was high, too. | figured that they must have knocked out the
ceilings and floors of the eghteenth and nineteenth floors too to accommodate al this equipment and all
these walkways and gantries and stairwaysthat al these men in white coats who were carrying light bulbs
were waking aong and up and down and al around and about.

| farly smiled.

And then | joined them.

And then aman with awhite coat who didn’t carry alight bulb but instead carried a clipboard (which
singled him out asa‘technician’) stopped me.

‘ And where do you think you're going? he asked.

‘I'm not quite sure,” | said.

‘| thought s0,” said the technician. ‘Let’shave alook at that bulb.’

| held up my bulb for hisingpection.

‘That'san XP103, he said. ‘North end of the Mother Board, gantry five, level four, row ten.’

| looked at him.

“Hurry, then, hesaid. ‘A missing bulb is an accident waiting to happen.’

‘Indeed,’” | said. ‘North end, you said.’

‘Gantry five, leve four, row ten. Hurry dong.’

So | hurried dong. And it did have to be said that when it came to bulbs, the ladsin Devel opmental
Services had the market cornered. | had never seen so many bulbs all in one place a onetime ever
beforeinmy life.* One entire wall of thisvast depart-ment was al bulbs, so it seemed. Thousands and

thousands of them, dl flashing on and off and somejust flickering in between.

| flt dmost sck at the Sight of them. Having had only the one to deal with myself thiswasdl very much
too much. A bulbs-man’s nightmare. I’ d had dreams like this mysalf



‘Hurry,” said the technician once more, for | had paused in my hurrying.

* Except once, when | went to the Blackpool 1lluminations.

| hurried dong gantries and up stairways until | was out of the sight of that technician and then | stopped
and took stock. What the fuggingHulwas dl this? What was a Mother Board? What did al these bulbs
do?| dmost asked afellow white-coater. AlImost. But not quite. | knew what the answer would be:
‘Don’'t ask me. Do | look like a Grade A bulb supervisor first class? or something smilar. So | didn't
ask. | milled about, looking asif | was busy, and | listened.

| couldn’t understand much of what was being said. It dl sounded terribly complicated and technica, but
then | supposethat it would. Being so complicated and technical.

And everything.

| overheard the word ‘interface’ being used alot. And alot about *‘frequencies’, getting the frequencies
right. And the dialing codes. ‘ Exactitudes regarding the dialling codes. It wasdl amys-tery to me.

And then some oik in awhite coat accosted me and asked whether | was ‘ the new bob who wanted to
speak to hisgranny’.

‘Yes, that'sright,” | said. ‘Is she here, then?

The oik rolled hiseyes. In the way that folks often did when talking to me. “Well, obvioudy she' shere;’
he said. * Do you have your diadling code worked out yet?

‘Not assuch,” | said.

‘“Which means“no”, because you can't do the calculations, am | right?
‘You are,’ | said.

‘Good grief’ said the oik. * Didn't they teach you anything at the Ministry?
| shrugged.

‘Comeon, hesad. ‘I’ll take you to the supervisor.

‘I'mfinehere;’ | said. ‘I’ ve got to get this XP1O3 to the North gantry.
‘So why are you on the East gantry?

‘| was heading north,’ | said.

‘No, you weren’'t. Comewith me.” And herolled hiseyesagain. And | followed him.



‘Mr Baker,” said the oik, tapping a white-coated man upon the shoulder. ‘ Mr Baker, the new bob here,

who wanted to speak to his granny, he hasn't worked out hisdialing codeyet. Isit OK if | show him
how to do it?

Mr Baker turned and stared a me. He was a man of middle years, perhapsin hismiddle thirties, and he
looked strangely familiar to me. | was certain that I” d seen him before somewhere.

And, ohyes, I had.

He was one of those young blokes I’ d seen in the restricted section of the Memorid Library solong
ago. | did have agood memory. Sometimes.

‘Go ahead,” said Mr Baker. ‘ But make it quick. He only has a three-minute window. No longer, do you
understand that?

‘Absolutely,’ said the oik.
‘Absolutdly,’ | said too.

‘Follow me,” said the oik, and | followed him. He led me down a couple of stairways and along as many
gantries. ‘Thiswill redly freak you out,” he said ashedid so.

‘I'm not easily freaked out,’ | said.

‘Yeah, right, said the oik. ‘ Everybody gets freaked out thefirst time.’

‘Why? | asked.

‘Why? The oik turned and looked mein the eyes. ‘ Y ou' re either very brave or very supid,” he said.
‘I'mvery brave,’ | said. ‘“Why?

“Why? Because most peopledo freak out when they speak to a dead relative thefirst time.’

‘Adead relaive,’ | said, sopping al short in my tracks. The oik stared a me. And then began to laugh.
People seem to do alot ofthat too when they talk to me. ‘ Oh, very good,” he said. *Very good indeed.’

‘I'msorry? | said.

‘No,” said the oik. ‘ Thatwas funny. Pretending that you didn’t know what FLATLINE wasall about.
Y ou amost had me going there. Very funny indeed. Good gag.’

‘I'msogladyou liked it,” | said, asmy brain did cartwhedls.

Speak to adead relative? That' swhat he'd said and he'd said it with astraight face. And FLATLINE,
thatwas out of hospitals, wasn't it? When peopleflatline, they die. The line on the electro-cardiograph
goesflat. FLATLINE, phondine? Phoneline to the dead? It made some sort of sense.

‘1 hope she coughs up whatever it is,” said the oik. ‘What do you want to know — where she hid her
savings? It' susudly that. Mind you, | can't sneer becauseit’ sunorigind. | did just the samewhen | had
my turn. | asked my mum whether sheredly told my sster that she could have the radiogram. | redlly



wasted my turn and | won't get another one for five years. So I’m not going to be stupid next time. I'm
going to ask my mum whether she had any pirate€' s gold hidden anywhere. | hope you' ve come up with
something good for your first go. Don't messup likel did.

| didn’'t know what to say, 0| said: ‘Do you think that’ sfair? Just the one go, every five years?

The oik drew me near and he whispered. ‘No, | don’t,” he said. ‘ But when the service goeson lineto
everyone, we' |l be able to make as many calls aswe want. So | suppose we' Il just have to be patient for
now, won't we?

‘| suppose s0,’ | said.

‘Comeon, then. Let’sget it done’

‘Right,” | said and | followed him some more.

Heled meto arather extraordinary thing. Not the sort of thing | was expecting at al. | was expecting
somekind of Frankenstein’ s Laboratory sort of thing. Lots of ectrical lightning flashes and big whedls
turning.

The oik led me to atelephone box.

A classic English big red telephone box. ‘Go on,” he said. ‘Go insde.’

‘Thisisit? | said.

‘Of course,” he said. *What were you expecting, Frankenstein’s Lab? And he laughed again.

‘Of coursenat,’ | said. ‘But about the dialing code?

‘| can’'t see how you can forget something so smple. Y ou did in the full name of the deceased and the
date of their departure.

Then timesthe figure that comes up on the screen by the age of the person when they died and take
away the year they were born and, wallah, you have your dialling code. Do you realy need meto do that
for you or can you figureit out for yoursalf? How hard can that really be?

‘Not hard at dl,’ | said. ‘1 don't know how it dipped my mind.’

‘Probably because you' reatwonk,” said the oik. ‘Now goin, do it. Three minutesisall you get,
understand?

‘Of course,’ | said.

‘And don't think you can go on for longer. Y ou can't go over three minutes. When you reach three
minutes asignal goesto the bulb booth on the ground floor and the bulb-monkey will switch you off.’

‘The bulb-monkey? | said, and | said it very dowly.

‘The retard who mans the bulb booth.’



‘Right,’ | said and | said it through gritted teeth. * Theretard, yes.

*S0, do your stuff have your go and speak to your gran.

‘Right,’ | said. ‘I will. Thanks’

‘Then get that XP1O3in place’

‘I certainly will.” | entered the telephone box and the door swung shut behind me.

It was strangdly quiet in there. Not that it was dl that noisy out-side. But in hereit was quiet. It had a
kind of peace. But there dwaysisakind of peace insde atelephone box. It's probably al to do with
‘shape power’, dl that ‘ power of the pyramids stuff. Certain environmentsare specid and that’sdueto
their shape. | read about that once. About underground burial chambers that resonate certain notes, like

chanting voices and suchlike. The ancients gpparently knew al about this sort of stuff but wein our
educated wisdom have lost the knowledge.

But certain people, it appears, seem to know intuitively al about it — certain designers, like the man

who designed the tele-phone box, Sir Giles Gilbert Scott. He also designed Battersea Power Station and
Banksde Power Station, which is now the home of Tate Modern.

Hewasabit of ageniusredlly.

My hand hovered above the telephone.

Did up my granny?

Now, why would | want to dia up my granny?

I’d never even met my granny — she' d died before | was born

— and | didn’t know the date of her *departure’.

o, redlly, | couldn’t call up my dead granny, could I”? So who could | call? Who did | know who was
dead and | could call?

Stupid kind of question redly. Ridiculous question. The whole thing was pretty ridiculous. Ludicrous, in
fact. Although.. . Well, dthough the oik wasn't taking it asajoke. Thiswasn't ajoke. Thiswas
FLATLINE and thiswaswhat FLATLINE was.

My hand continued to hover.
And then dowly, so dowly, | took up the telephone handset and put it to my ear.

And then dowly, so dowly, and somewhat fateringly, | didled the letters of my father’ s name and the
date of his‘departure’ . Then | multiplied the figure that came up on the screen by the age of my father
when he died and took away the year he was born.

And then, dl atremble and right on the cusp of afreak-out, | listened.
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It was engaged! Can you bdieve that?
Engaged?

| dammed down the phone and | fumed not alittle. Stupid, | said to mysalf Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. I've
been had.

They think I'm anew bob. They’ rewinding me up. They’ll be out there laughing. | peered out through
the glass windows of the phone box.

But no one was out there laughing.
No one.

They were dl out there going about their business, carrying bulbs or clipboards, moving up and down
darways and aong gantries. They weren't looking in my direction.

| took the telephone handset and | didled again. And thistime adistant bell began to ring.
Ring-ring. Ring-ring. Ring-ring. Like old-fashioned phones used to do.

And then therewas aclick and avoice said, ‘Hello. Who'sthat?

And it was the voice of my daddy.

My dead daddy.

It wasredly hisvoice.

My throat was suddenly very dry indeed and my heart began to pound like crazy in my chest.
‘Hello,” said my daddy’ svoice again. ‘Who' sthere? Isthere anybody there?

| gagged and swallowed and | said, ‘ Daddy, isthat you?

‘Who'sthat? said the voice of my father. * Gary, isthat you?

‘Itsme,’ | sad. ‘Isthat realy you?

‘Of courseit'sme. Who did you think it was?

‘But you're, wdll.., youre...

‘I'mdead,” said my father. “We do usethe“D” word here. What are you doing up &t thistime of night?
Y ou should have been in bed by eight.’

‘I'madl grownup,” | said. ‘I'm not alittle boy any more.



‘Yes, well, | knew that. I’'m not stupid. How old are you now? thirteen, fourteen?
‘I’m twenty-seven.’

‘Asold asthat. Time sdifferent here. Because thereisn't any, | suppose.

‘Isthat redlly, redly you?

‘Have you been drinking? asked my daddy.

‘No," | said. ‘No. But | can’'t believe that I' m redly talking to you. Y ou being, you know,dead and
everything.

“Yeah, wel, I'm sure you're thrilled. So what do you want?

‘| don't want anything.’

‘So why are you bloody bothering me? Can't you let merest in peace?

‘I'm spesking toyou,’ | said. ‘I’m dive and you're dead and I’ m actual ly speaking to you.

‘Well, that’sno big dedl. Spiritudigtsdo it dl thetime. Although mostly we just ignore them.Lotof fat
ugly women or nancy-boy men, most of them. Who'd want to spesk to that bunch of losers, eh?

‘Quiteso,’ | said. ‘But, Daddy, thisredly isyou and I’ m speak-ing to you. Thisisincredible. Incredible.
Thisiswonderful. Thisisamazing.’

‘I’'m not impressed,” said my daddy.
‘l am,’ | said.

‘Thenyou're easily impressed, son. But I'll tell you something. If you want to bereally impressed, |
know something absolutely fantastic. Would you liketo hear it?

‘Yes, | would,” | said. ‘I would.’
‘All right,” said the Daddy. ‘ Then listen up good, because—’
Then he got cut off. And then the line went dead.
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“You ballard!” | shouted. ‘Y ou gimping no-nads!’
But | wasn't shouting at my daddy. | was shouting at Barry.
| was back in the bulb booth now and | was shouting at Barry.

Loudly.



And | waswaving my arms about and making fistswith my fingers.

Violently.

“Y ou switched me off! Y ou fugging switched me of f!’

| shouted loudly as | waved my arms and made my figts. ‘ Y ou brusting swabster!’

‘I've never heard such language,” said Barry, ‘and | did nothing of the kind. What are you talking
about?

“The bulb flashed on and you switched it off’

‘ And you' re complaining about that?

‘Of course I’'m complaining. Y ou stupid bulb-monkey. Y ou switched me off’

‘1 dowishyou' d cam down, man,” said Barry. * All this shouting is giving me aheadache.’
| took Barry by the throat and shook him al about.

‘Gggmmmuurgh...” went Barry, eyes popping out and face turning red.

‘Updtairs,’ | shouted. ‘ Upstairs on the seventeenth floor.

There' sthis huge computer room thing and it'sall to do with frequencies and stuff And there' sa
telephone box and...’

‘Mmphgrmm... went Barry, face rather purple now.

‘And you can did up thedead. That'swhat FLATLINE is. A hot lineto the dead. And | wastalking to
my daddy and you switched off the bulb, you stupid... Barry, are you listening to me?

But Barry’ sface had gone rather blue,

| let him sink to thefloor and | nudged him abit in the ribs with the toe of my boot.

Barry took to coughing and gagging and curling into the foetd position.

‘Areyou listening to me? | asked him once again.

‘Yes, yes” And Barry waved alimp-looking hand. * Don't kick me any more.

‘l wasn't kicking, | wasnudging.’

‘Then don't nudge, please’” And Barry was sick on the floor. Of my bulb booth.

My... | prepared to put the boot in some more, but halted my boot in mid swing.My bulb booth. Where

thebulb-monkey sat. Of courseit wasn't Barry’ sfault. What did he and | know? We knew nothing. We
just switched the bulb off But at least | now knew why.



‘I'msorry,” | said and | dragged Barry up and deposited him in the chair. ‘I’m sorry. | got a bit stressed
there. Areyou OK?

‘No,” spluttered Barry, feding at his crumpled windpipe.

‘Well, I’'m sorry. But how would you fed ? Talking to your dead father on the phone and someone cuts
you off’

‘And | didthat?" Barry looked up a mewith eyesdl red and tearful.

‘That’ s what the bulb does. Operatives up there are given three minutes to speak to a dead person of
their choice. Then the bulb flashes here and we switch them off’

‘Why? Barry managed to say.

‘I don't know,’ | said. ‘But | actually talked to my dead father.’
‘Why? went Barry once more.

‘| just said that | don’t know.’

Barry coughed abit more and wiped away some flecks of vomit from his mouth. * The second why
meant: why did you talk to your father?

‘That' sapretty stupid question, isn'tit?
‘Areyou kidding? said Barry, which had me rather confused.
‘What are you talking about? | asked.

‘What I'm talking about’ — Barry coughed abit more— *what I’ m talking about is: you had the chance
to speak to the dead person of your choice and you chose to speak to your father. Why?

‘Eh? | said.

‘I mean, it didn’t cross your mind to spesk to someoneredly specia instead, such as.

‘Aasagh!’ | went, clapping my handsto my face.

‘Such as P. P. Penrose,' said Barry. ‘ That’ swho | would have spoken to.’

‘Aaaagh!’ | went once more and | punched mysdlf right in the face.

‘Nowthat must haveredly hurt,” said Barry, as| struggled to pick mysdlf up from the floor.

“You fel downinthevomit,” Barry continued and he laughed. Or tried to. Then he vomited some more.

‘My God,’ | said. | was up on my knees and rocking somewhat on them. ‘I could have spoken to Mr
Penrose, but | chose to speak to my wretched father. What was| thinking of 7



‘Perhaps you missyour dad,” was Barry’ s suggestion.

‘No, | fugging don't.

Barry shook hishead painfully. ‘But thisisreally true? he said. ‘ That’ swhat they’ re doing up there?
Taking to the dead? | thought it was something to do with extraterrestrid life or some such toot. But it's
redly the dead? Thisisincredible. Thisisunlike anything. Thisisredly truly far-out, man. | mean, the
dead. At the end of aphoneline, the dead.’

‘It sthedead,’ | said. ‘It'sredly the dead.’

‘Then | want ago. Lend me your white coat and your light bulb.’

‘Stuff thet,’ | said. * Y ou'reon duty. You do it in your own time.’

‘What? And haveyou switchme off?

| looked at the bulb and Barry looked at the bulb and then on some metaphysical leve certain thoughts
were exchanged.

‘Areyou thinking what I'm thinking? asked Barry.
‘If it swhat I’'m thinking, then yes,” | said.

‘I'm thinking chats with the dead,” said Barry. ‘Lots of chats with the dead and al alot longer than three
meady minutes’

‘Yes,’ | said, nodding my head. ‘I’m up for that. But how and when?
‘Both easy,” said Barry. ‘ After eleven, when they al go home.’

‘Hold on,” | said. ‘ Theyall go home after eleven? Does that mean that the bulb never flashes after
eeven?

‘Not asfar as| know,” said Barry. ‘1 usualy get my head down for some seep after eleven. | haveto be
up bright and early in the morning. | have another job asamilkman. I’'m saving up to beamillionaire’

| madeafid, but | didn't useit. * So Developmentd Services closes a eleven?

‘It hasaslong as |’ ve been working here. The bulb never flashes after eeven. In fact, there' s hardly
anyoneleft in the building. That's how | traced where the wire went. There sonly the night watchman
and hejust sts at the front desk reading nudie books.’

‘All right,” | said. ‘ After devenitis’

And so we waited until after even. Welistened at the bulb-booth door as the technicians chatted and
smoked before clocking off for the night. And then when dl was still and quiet we left the bulb booth and
took thelift to the seventeenth floor.



‘It will al belocked up, won't it? | asked aswe sidled up the corridor towards room 23.

Barry shrugged ashe sdled. ‘Dunno,” he said. ‘1 traced the wire up to thisfloor, but | never tried any of
the doors. | was going to, but then” — he shrugged again — ‘I couldn’t be arsed. | was just so sure that

it would be aterrible disappointment, so | didn’t bother.’

‘Fair enough,” | said, although | wasn't atogether convinced. We had reached the door to room 23, so |
put my ear againgt it.

‘Hear anything? Barry asked.

| withdrew my ear and shook my head. And then | tried the handle. And the door was locked.
‘Let’skick it open,” said Barry. ‘ Stuff it, who cares?

‘1 do,’ | said. *If we can get away with this without anyone knowing, we can do it every night.’
‘Good point. Which leaves us stuffed. Unless you happen to know how to pick locks!’

| grinned at Barry. * Of course | do,’ | said. ‘My friend Dave, who isacrimina by profession, taught me.
All'l need isacouple of paperclips’

‘No problem,” said Barry, producing them out of thin air.
‘“How did you do that? | asked.

‘My friend the Great Gandini taught me. HE' samagician by profession. Used to do an act in Count
Otto'sdad scircus.

‘Yeah, right,’ | said.
‘Well, it' sas believable as your mate Dave teaching you how to pick locks.’
| took the paperclips and picked the lock.

‘Coincidenceisawonderful thing,” said Barry. ‘Let’ sgo and talk to the dead.’

Thelightswere dill oninroom 23. All the lights. All the bulbs, flashing and flickering, going on and off
‘It saMother Board,” said Barry, staring up in awe.
‘What isaMother Board? | asked him.

‘It sthe centra framework of acomputer.’

‘Oh, | sad. *Wdll, that would explainit. It'savery big computer. Come on, I’ll take you to the phone
box.’

And | took Barry to the phone box.



‘Right,” said Barry, rubbing his handstogether. ‘ So what do | haveto dia?

“You did inthe full name of the deceased person and the date of their death. Then multiply the figure that
comes up on the screen by the age of the person when they died and take away the year they were born
inand, wallah, you have your didling code’

‘And it’'sas Smple asthat?’

‘| suppose the big computer does dl the cal culations and works out the frequencies and stuff’

‘Fair enough.” Barry opened the phone-box door. ‘Let’s go and speak to Mr Penrose.

‘Now, hold on,’ | said. ‘If anyone' sgoing to speak to him, | think that someone should be me.’

‘Why? Barry asked. ‘It wasmy idea. Y ou wanted to speak to your dad. | suggested Mr Penrose.’

‘It should beme, | said.

‘No, it shouldn’t,” said Barry.

‘Should,” | said.

‘Shouldn’t”

And so| hit Barry right in the face.

‘That isso unfair,” said Barry, dabbing at his bloody nodgtrils. * Y ou wouldn’t be up hereif it wasn't for
rre’

‘Thatissoalie’ | told him. ‘But stuff it, | don't care, you go fird, if you want.’

‘Thanks,” said Barry and he went into the phone box, took up the receiver and dialed the name and the
numbers. Then he waited for abit and then he dammed down the receiver and came out and scowled at

me
‘Itdidn't work,” hesaid. ‘It did nothing. Thisisal awind-up, isn'tit?
‘No, it'snot,” | said. ‘1 spoke to my dead dad.’

‘ Areyou sure they weren't just pulling sometrick on you up here?
‘No, | thought of that. It worked. It wasred.’

‘Wl it doesn’t work. | didled him up. It didn’t work.’

‘It must work. What did you dia?

‘| didled up P. P. Penrose and the date he died and dl that other stuff’

“Yeah, well, that’ s because you' re atwonk. Hisreal name wasn't P. P. Penrose. It wasCharles



Penrose. My daddy knew him. | was at hiswake, you know.’
‘Y ou never were?
‘l was, and a hisfunera’

‘ And were you a the exhumation, when they found him al mashed up in the coffin because he' d been
buried dive?

A terrible shiver went down my spine. ‘No,’ | said. ‘| wasn't at that. Terrible, that was. Horrible!’
‘Yeah, said Barry. ' So go on, then, if hisname was Charles. Dia him up.

My hand was on the door, but suddenly | felt rather sick. | was the one who' d done that to Mr Penrose.
Brought him back to lifein his coffin with voodoo. Put him through hideous torment until death had taken
him again. | wasn't so surethat | redlly wanted to spesk to him. What if he knew it was me? There was
no telling what the dead might know about the living. What they could see. Where, exactly, theywere. He
might know I'd done it. He wouldn’t be too pleased to speak to me.

‘Youdoit, | said. ‘Youdia himup again.’

‘“Why not you?

‘Do you want to speak to him ornot?’

‘| do,” sad Barry and hewaited outside, while | did the didling thistime. And it took me a couple of
goesto get it right. Because the real date of Mr Penrose’' s real departure was the day that he died, for

the second time, in his coffin.

At the other end of theline adistant bell began to ring. | opened the door, handed the phone to Barry,
went outside and listened.

‘Hello,’ | heard Barry say. ‘Hello. Mr Penrosg, isthat you?

And something must have been said in reply, because Barry turned to me and gave athumbs-up. | gave
athumbs-up back to him and he turned away once more and went on speaking.

And spesking.
And ligening.
And spesking some more...

And some more. .

| looked at my wristwatch. It was now twelve-thirty. | bashed my fist on the glass of the door. Barry
turned and made sssh-ing Noises.

| dragged open the door.



Barry put his hand over the mouthpiece of the phone. * Go away,” he said. ‘I’ m talking to Mr Penrose.’

‘Wdll, | want ago.

‘Do you want to spesk to him?

‘Er, no,’ | said. ‘Not at this moment.’

‘Then, go away. Come back in half an hour.’

‘No,” | said. ‘l won't.’

‘Well, who doyou want to spesk to, then?

‘| don't know,” | said.

‘Then, go away and think of someone’’

| let the telephone-box door swing shut. | so, S0, so wanted to talk to Mr Penrose. Tell him | was sorry.
Ask him to forgive me. Just to talk to him. But | confess | was scared. | know | should have been scared
anyway. After dl, hewas dead. Thiswas a pretty big number. But it was more than the business of
awakening his corpsein his coffin. It was the matter of speaking tohim. To P. P. Penrose, the greatest
writer of the twentieth century. The crestor of Lazlo Woodbine. Penrose was my hero. | wasafan.

| wastotdly stuffed.

And so | just stood there, outside the phone box, while Barry rabbited on and on, then listened, then
rabbited on some more.

And then, at four-fifteen in the morning, Barry came out of the phone box.

‘Finished, haveyou? | asked in atonethat wasfar from friendly.

‘| haveto go, said Barry. ‘Tothetoilet. I'm bursting for apiss’

| glanced towards the phone. The receiver was down. ‘He' s gone, then, has he?

‘Y eah, he had to go for hislunch. Timeis different there. Everything is different there. Well, not
everything. Actudly, it smostly— No, listen, | redlly do have to go to the toilet. Use the phone now. Call
someone.

‘l don't know,” | said.

‘“You'reacting redly weird,” said Barry. ‘ Go on, call someone.

It'sno problem — they' reredly anxiousto say hdllo. They're dying to talk. Hey, that’sagood'n, isn't
it,dying to talk.’

‘Gotothetoilet, | sad.



Barry went off to thetoilet.

And | just dithered. If Mr Penrose had gone off for hislunch, then | couldn’t speak to him. So who
could | speak to? What famous dead person would | redlly like to speak to? | thought hard about this,
even harder than | had been thinking for the last couple of hours, and my conclusion was the same: quite
afew of them. But | didn’t know the exact dates of their deaths. | was going to have to come back
tomorrow night.

But then | thought of my daddy. | could phone him. And he had said that he had something fantastic that
he wanted to tell me. | could phone my daddy.

Barry returned with asmile on hisface.

‘That wasquick,” | said. ‘Whereisthetoilet?

‘I'venoidea,’ said Barry. ‘| just pissed in someone’ s desk drawer.’

“You stupid sod.’

‘Cadmdown, said Barry. ‘It will bedry inthe morning. Just abit smelly. No one will suspect anything.’
‘Let’sgo,’ | sad.

‘What? Aren’t you going to phone anyone? Mr Penrase will probably have finished his lunch by now.
Timeis different there’

‘| havetothink,’ | said. ‘I don’'t want to waste this. | want to do it properly. To some purpose.

‘Please yoursdlf, man. But if you' re not having ago, then I’ m going to speek to Mr Penrose again.’
‘What did he say? | asked. ‘What ishelike?

‘He sOK, said Barry. ‘A redly nice bloke. Very forthcoming, very open. Taksalot about
sportsmanship. He svery big on that. But he' s so angry. Someone did something to him. Did voodoo on
him or something after he died and—

‘| don’'t want to know,” | said. ‘1I’m going home. Close the door on your way out. I'll see you tomorrow
evening.

‘I’m going to bring atape recorder,’” said Barry. ‘ Get this on tape. Thisisbig news. The world should
know about this’

‘No,” | said. ‘Hold on. You can’t tell anyone about this.’

‘Areyou kidding?

‘No, I’'m not kidding. Thisisbeyond big. Thisisbeyond any-thing. And it'sa secret. A government
secret. If anyone found out that we' re doing this, that we' re unauthorized and doing this, we'd bein redlly

big trouble. Thisis our secret. We can't tell any-one. No one must know.’

‘OK, said Barry. ‘It'sour secret.’



‘Let’'sshakeonthis.’” | put my hand out and Barry shook it. ‘ Fair enough,’ | said. ‘Now, I’'m off Some
of us haveto work inthe morning.”

‘Both of ushave. Stuff it, I’ ll cdll it anight in haf an hour. See you tomorrow evening.’

‘Seeyou.” And so | left Barry and wandered off home.

| dept dl donein my bed, but | didn’t deep very well. There were far too many bits and bobswhirling
about in my head. FLATLINE was something so big that the implications of it al were beyond imagining.
The very concept of definite contact with the dead. That changed everything, didn’t it? All theories of
God and the heregfter. All of recorded history. It would now be possibleto know literadly everything.
About exactly what happened in the past and exactly what happened after you died. Everything would be
known. It was too much to think about. Too much for me, anyway.

The more | thought about it dl, the more messed up | became. There was power here. Those who could
speak with the dead could learn alot. A whole lot. Einstein had probably thought up loads more
important equations since he’ d snuffed it. And al those other scientists and composers and geniuses. And
al the murdered could identify their murderers— well, the ones who' d seen them, anyway. And, oh, the
more | thought, the more messed up | became. Thiswas such abig secret. Thebiggest secret.

And Barry and | were on theinside of it. We were an even bigger secret, because the men who held this
secret didn’t know that we knew about it.

Eventualy | did fall adeep, but, as| say, | did not deep very well and when theadarm rang and | crawled
off to the telephone exchange | wasfeding very sick indeed.

And when | went into the bulb booth to relieve Barry, | was not dtogether thrilled to find that Barry was
fast adeep.

| awoke himwith akick in theribs.

‘“Whoa!” went Barry, lurching into consciousness.

‘Timeto go home, | told him.

‘Ohyeah, man.” Barry yawned and stretched.

‘Have agood night? | asked him. ‘ Chatting with Mr Penrose?

“You're not kidding. What aman. He told me all about the people he’ d met and the things he' d done.
I”’m going to write his biography.’

‘What?

‘Straight from the hearsg smouth,” said Barry, grinning fool-ishly. ‘He ll dictateit to me down the
phone. It' sa secret, though; you can't tell anyone.’

| made fistsonce again. ‘I’m not going to tell anyone, am 1?2 But you can’t do this’



‘Why not? Give me one good reason.’

| couldn’'t. “Thisisridiculous,’ | said.

‘I think it’ s brilliant. And when I’ ve done Mr Penrose I’ Il do some others. Mr Penrose says that the
famous dead are crying out to the living, but the living can’'t hear them. But we can hear them down the
FLATLINE phone and they all want to dictate their life stories. Y ou can do sometoo. We'll berich
authors— there smillionsto be had in this’

| gave my chin astroke. Barry was right of course.

‘I’m going to buy atape recorder today,” said Barry. ‘“We can just set it up at the phone and let Mr
Penrose talk for aslong as he likes each night. Thisisso brilliant.”

| gave my chin another stroke. Thiswas brilliant, there was no doubt about that. ‘We will have to beso
caeful.’

‘I"'m going to cal mysdlf Macgillicudy Va Der Mar.

‘Eh? sadl.

‘My pen name. Mynom deplume. Mr Penrose gaveit to me. I'll keep working here until I've made a
couple of million, then I’ [l just vanish. Of course, by then I'll have about a dozen other “biographies’ on
the tape. So more millions, but far away from here and the Officia Secrets Act. Somewhere that has no
extradition treatieswith theUK .’

“You'vegot dl thisworked out very quickly,” | observed.

‘It'sal down to Mr Penrose.’

‘Thisisdangerous,’ | said. ‘Very dangerous.’

“You're not kidding. But we can both get very rich on this. And we can get out of here. Do you want to
gpend the rest of your lifeflicking this switch, or do you want riches and out?

| gave the matter abit of thought.

‘| want richesand out,” | said.

17

Lifeeh?
Wheat'sit dl about, then?

How many times have we heard that question asked? And how many answers are there to that
question? Hundreds? Thousands? Of al the questions man has ever asked, that one seemsto have the



most answers. And the thing about those answers, which in fact unites those answers, no matter how
diverse and contra-dictory those answers might be, isthat they al come from people who think they
know; are sure they know; but don't redly know &t all.

No one knows.

No oneliving, anyway.

The dead know. But the dead know everything. The dead know so much stuff thet if the living wereto
find it dl out from the dead, the living would be scared to death. And then they’ d know it al for
themsaves anyway.

Thetroubleis, and it isabig trouble, that athough the dead know everything, they are not dways entirely
honest and forth-coming when they passtheir knowledge on to theliving.

TaketheVirgin Mary, for instance. She' s dead and she knows everything. But when she choosesto
manifest in front of some peasant boys and girls on some hillside somewhere, does she ever have
anything interesting to say? Anything profound and earth-shattering? Not abit of it. And thiswoman was
the mother of God.

Mind you, | don’t blame her for not having much to say. She must till be avery confused woman.
Unless someone has got around to explaining to her exactly what her relationship with her sonredly is. |
mean, asfar asl’ve heard it, there is God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Ghost. The Holy
Ghost in-seminated Mary and she gave birth to God the Son. But the Holy Ghost and God the Son are
both aspects of God the Father; they are ultimately one and the same. Which meansthat Jesus was his
own father and Mary was inseminated by her own, asyet unborn, son. Which might mean that Jesus
sends himself acard on Father’ s Day, but can’t send Mary acard on Mother’ s Day, because being also
God the Father he was around long before Mary was even born.

Christmas dinners must be alaugh at God' s house. And athough Jesus, God the Son, has abirthday to
celebrate, His dad, who is dso Himsdlf, doesn't, because He was never born.

So, yeah, Mary manifests and she doesn’t have much to say. But the rest of the dead, and there’ salot
of ‘em, they’ ve dl got some-thing or other they’ d just loveto say to theliving, but they can’t. They can’t
get through because it just doesn’t work like that.

But then, oncein avery long while, one of them does manage to get through and, having madethis
momentous move, do they say something incredible? Do they pass on their profound cosmic wisdom?
Do they heck! They dl screw up. They do, they redlly do. They lie, they deceive, they are frankly
dishonest. Why? Won't someone tell me why? Does anybody know?

A century or more of hard grind on the part of the Society of Psychical Research hasturned up
positively nothing. Nothing that will hold up in court as definite irrefutable contact with the dead. And
why? Not because the dead did not contact the living, but because when they did they came out with a
lot of old toot and confused the issue further.

My heart truly bleedsfor al those mediums sitting at tables try-ing to contact ‘ the other sde’. And those
psychic questerslike Danbury Coallins congtantly being led up blind aleys by spirit guides. And the
channdlers, channelling away and theSpiritualisChurchand al those who receive information from
‘Higher



Sources .
I"'m sorry, it'snot my fault, but the dead cannot be trusted.

S0, yeah, right.Now I’'m asking. Now, at the point in my lifethat I’ ve reached. The point that I’ m writing
about now. Because at this point | didn’t know. But then at this point | wasn't aware that the dead did lie
totheliving. | wasn't redly surethat the dead could talk to theliving. Although | had had that brief
conver-sation with my father. Or thought | had. Or believed | had. Because | had areal problem
convincing mysdlf that what was going on with the FLATLINE programme was actualy redl.

| wanted it to bereal and | really, really wanted to talk to Mr Penrose. If just to say that | was sorry for
reawakening himin his coffin. But | was having difficulties with the concept of thething.

Because, | suppose, | was having difficulties with the concept of life. My life. Everything that happened
to me seemed to happen so fadt. It just came out of nowhere and hit me. 1t woke me up out of my
dreams. Or itwas my dreamsand | didn’t remember the timeswhen | was awake.

Or something.

But | couldn’t seem to keep up. And | certainly couldn’t deep. If degpingwas deeping and being awake
was being awake.

| remember that | did alot of late-night pacing. Up and down in the bedroom. All alone in the bedroom.

| was certain that Sandra had said that she was only going away for aweek. But it was nearly two
weeks now and she still was't back. And | actualy missed her. | know that we didn’t have much of a
marriage. Well, anything of amarriage, redly. We didn’t have sex any more and when she wasn't
laughing a me, or criticizing me, she was away a work and | wasn't seeing her anyway. And now she
was away on holiday with Count Otto and | was miss-ing her like crazy.

Why?WEell, | don’t know why. Because | loved her, | suppose. | know that there wasn't much to love
about her any more. But | could think back to our honeymoon inTenerife, when | loved her and she
loved mein return and that was a happy time. We would make love in the banana plantations and she
would run around afterwards with her clothes off, impersonating ponies. Those were the days. They
were. They redly were.

And | felt certain that those days would return. Because | had the power to make them return. Barry and
| would become millionaires, and Sandrawould like being married to amillionaire. Evenif that millionaire
had to flee theBritish Ides. Perhaps we' d move toTenerife. She would love me again, | knew that she
would, and al would be well and happy again.

The matter seemed smpleto me. My wife no longer loved me because she no longer respected me. So
| would regain her respect and shewould love me again.

Sorted. Shewould respect meif | becameamillionaire, | was certain about that. Which left only the
matter of the opposition, the fly in the marmalade, the sand in the suntan lotion, the boil on the marital
backside, Count Otto Black.

He' d have to go. And go for good.

The count would haveto die.



Now, don’t get mewrong here. | didn’t come to this decision without agreat crisis of conscience. In
fact, it wasthe greatest crisis of consciencethat | had experienced in nearly ten years.

Thelast time | had such acrisis of conscience was et thetria of the Daddy.
When | had given evidence in the witness box.

| know | said earlier that | didn't attend thetrial, and | didn’t,not as a spectator. And | was only there
for half an hour anyway. And thetrid did drag on for weeks. | think it would have dragged on for weeks
and weeks more, and all at the taxpayers expense, if | hadn’t given my evidence. If | hadn’'t got up in the
witness box and had my say.

You seg, it dl hinged on the mother’ s evidence. She' d been there when the butchery took place. But the
counse for the defence said that she was an unrdliable witness.

So | got up and said my piece. And it did involve acrisis of conscience. Because | had to swear on oath
and tell thetruth and everything. So | explained how | knew that Mum was being sexed by the ice-cream
man on Wednesday evenings when Dad was out playing darts a the Legion. And how | saw everything
happen on that terrible evening.

It was my evidence that hanged him.

Crigsof conscience, you see. Y ou can understand that. Should | own up and be honest and tell the
truth, or should I lie?| choseto tell the truth, which hanged my daddy. | could have kept quiet, | could
havelied, but | didn’t.

Wédll, | wouldn't have, would 1?

I’m an honest fellow.

And|’d goneto alot of trouble anyway.

A lot of trouble. But then, it takes alot of trouble to commit the perfect crime. Which | had done.

You seg, | redly hated that ice-cream man for sexing my mother. | wanted him dead. But | didn’t have
the nerveto kill him mysdlf and | was surethat, evenif I’d had the nerve, I’ d have been caught. So |
needed someoneto do it for me. Which waswhy on that fateful night | phoned the Legion and tipped off
my father, in adisguised voice, of course, that the ice-cream man was on hisway over to sex hiswife. |

phoned alittle early, you see, because | needed time to go and hide mysdlf in the wardrobe. So | could

watch the murdering. So | could give evidence. Because | wanted the Daddy dead too, horrible swine
that he was.

It was two perfect crimesin one, redlly. Which is pretty damn good, in my opinion.
So one more perfect crime wasn't going to hurt.

And | had, during the course of dl my pacing and heart-breaking, come up with areally good onetorid
myself of Count Otto. It was such agood one, in fact, that | felt certain that even if Sherlock Holmes



teamed up with Miss Marple, Ironside, Lazlo Woodbine and Inspector Clouseau, my name would never
come up once during the course of the investigation.

It would be the perfect crime.

And it sort of was. Or would have been. I’m not quite sure, redly. Things certainly didn’t turn out the
way I'd planned. But that’ s lifefor you, isn't it? Full of surprises, and none of them, in my opinion,
pleasant.

So let metdl you the story of what happened. I'm sorry if | bored you for abit with dl the talk about life
and death and the dead not telling the truth and me not knowing why and suchlike. But it'sdl relevant
and it did provide the opportunity for me to own up about my dad and the ice-cream man, because I’'m
being honest here: I'm telling you al of the truth, the whole truth, asit happened.

| had come up with athree-phase plan to win Sandraback and | was certain it would work.

Now, | must have been adegp. My facewasin theravioli. I'd cooked it mysdf in the new macrowave
oven the night before last. Y ou probably don’t remember macrowave ovens. They were the Betamax of
the microwave revolution. They never realy caught on. | suppose it wastheir sze. Ours, which was
about the size of aMini Metro, took up most of the kitchen area. But itwas fast. It could reduce an entire
Friesian cow to ashesin about 0.3 seconds. | think the macrowave oven accounted for alot of people
who supposedly went ‘missing’ back in the early seventies. Y ou could definitely commit the perfect crime
with amacrowave oven.

They were soon withdrawn. The macrowaves leaked out, apparently. | know that al my checked suits
became plain suits and the wardrobe was two rooms away. And al the fur fell out of our cat. And it used
to cast my shadow up the kitchen wall when it was on. And yearslater the shadow was till there and
couldn’t be washed off.

It was red hot with ravioli though. It cooked up ravioli so fast that it was done before you even put it in.
So there | was, adegp or something, face down in my plate of ravioli, when suddenly I’'m being struck
around the back of the head by something hard, which | later identify as being the piece of breezeblock
that | was carving into afacsimile of Noddy Holder,* by Sandra, who had made an unexpected return to
the marital home.

“Wake up, you piece of scum,” Sandra shouted, loud enough for me to hear but not appreciate. ‘Wake
up and look at this mess.

| woke up and looked at the mess.
And when I’d got over the shock of being woken, | showed no surprise at the mess whatsoever.

‘| recognizethismess;” | told Sandra. ‘It was here yesterday and aso the day before. Why are you
griking me on the head to draw my attention to it?

‘It syour mess!” shouted Sandra, and she surely shrieked.

‘Ceasethedhrieking!’ | said to her. * There' saman upstairswho flew Spitfires. You'll frighten him.’



‘Hedied years ago. Y ou lazy bastard. | go away for afew days of well-earned rest. .

‘Did you have anicetime? | asked, from beneath the table where | cowered, still ducking from the
blows.

‘No,’” said Sandra. ‘I got thrush.’

‘Giveittothecat, | said. ‘It will be grateful for abit of fresh meat. | haven't fed it for aweek.’

Sandra struck me with renewed vigour.

| crawled out from under the table and now, being fully awake, clopped her one across the nose, which
sent her redling and caused her to relinquish her hold upon the breezebl ock, which she dropped, bresking
Noddy Holder’ s nose.

‘Now look what you've done,’ | said.

‘What!’ ve done,” said Sandra, clutching at her bloodied nose. * Y ou hit me! Y ou hit me!’

‘You started it,’ | said.

‘I'll haveyou for this. I'll sueyou. You'refinished.’

| Sghed sadly. ‘“Welcome home, | said.

“You cdl thishome?

*| liked the Sadein those days. But then, didn’t everyone? | believe Jeff Beck played with them on their
firgt dbum.

‘Let me make you acup of tea,” | said. ‘Did you bring me back a stick of rock?

‘I'm leaving you,” said Sandra. ‘| can't take any more.

| sat mysalf back down in the chair | had so recently been knocked from. *We' ve got off to abit of a
bad start here,’ | said. * So let’ s let bygones be bygones and start again. I’ ve been doing alot of thinking
about our relationship and | think I’ ve come up with asolution. Firstly—'

“Shut up!” shouted Sandra. * Shut up!’

‘Firstly, | think we should go out together more. No, not now, because | have alot on in the evenings,
but soon, then—'

‘Shut up!’

‘And I’ ve bought this book, Bring the Bounce Back into Your Marital Sex Life Through Bestiality.



We'll have your pussy earn itsthrush, eh?
‘Shut up!” Sandratook up dirty plates and threw them in my direction.

‘And counsdlling,” | said. *Marriage counsdlling. | found thisad in theBrentford Mercury. We can go
and see this marriage counsdllor. She' sayoung woman and she'll help us sort things out. It costs quite a
bit, but it will beworth it. We'll bedl right for athreesome and if you' re not too keento do it with me at
firg, | don't mind, I'll just watch.’

Sandratried to throw the macrowave a me. But, come on, it had taken six strong lads to get that thing
inhere.

‘| hateyou!” shouted Sandra.

‘Hateishedlthy,’ | told her. ‘Hateisjust love trapped insde and trying to get out. Y ou can beat meif
you want. And I'll beat you. We can hurt each other until we both cry for mercy. Comeon, let’sdo it
NOW.’

I’ll swear Sandra had that macrowave oven up off the floor by a couple of inches, but then her strength
failed her and she dropped it again. And then she stormed out of the kitchen. And | listened as she broke
thingsin the sitting room, then went into the bedroom and threw her most precious belongings intomy
suitcase, then returned to the kitchen and called me names that were not mine, then marched up the hall
and stormed out of the front door and was gone.

This meant that phase one of my three-phase plan had gone even better than | could have hoped it
would.

Which just left the other two and then she would be putty in my hands.
Ohyes.

Shewould.

Sheredly would.
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| didn’'t makeit to bed that night. I’d meant to go down to the telephone exchange and take some
dictation from Vlad the Impaer. But, frankly, | was sick of listening to him going on and on about the
battles he' d won by superior strategies and how the world had him al wrong about being such a
bad-bottomed black-guard and everything. And so much of what he wastelling me didn’t tie up with my
own researchesinto hislifethat I’ d been doing at the Memoria Library.

Vlad wasn't telling medl of thetruth, and | could see some scholarly script editor going through my
manuscript and rubbish-ing it as grosdy inaccurate. | began to pray very hard at night that someone redlly
famous and loved by everyone would die soon and then | could get straight onto them and come up with
abig fresh biography that everybody would like to read. Marc Bolan, perhaps, or Groucho Marx, or
evenElvis



But | couldn’t see any of them dying in the nineteen seventies. And | began to worry that Jmight not
make the millions | had been hoping for.

Barry’ s hopes, however, were high. For in the fullness of time, which in his casefilled to the brim within
sx months, | found myself attending the launch party for his‘biography’ of P. P.

Penrose: P. P. Penrose: The Man Who Was Lazlo Woodbine.

The launch wasto be held a Mr Penrose' s favouritel.ondonnight club. Which he had written into many
of hisbooks as Fangio’'s bar, Lazlo Woodbin€e s favourite hangout. Where he ate hot pastrami on rye,
drank bottles of Bud and talked toot with Fangio, the fat boy barman. The club had changed its name
now, asit was under new management. But | was il thrilled at the prospect of treading in the footsteps
of the legend. Maybe going up to the bar and ordering a hot pastrami on rye and a bottle of Bud, asLaz
would have done. And talking alot of old toot, as Laz did on so many memorable occasions.

| had been meaning to go to the night club for ages. Not just because of its associationswith P. P.
Penrose, but because the new management it was under was none other than that of Harry, my
brother-in-law, who now answered to the name of Peter. And most successfully too.

Sandratook an age to get changed and made up. She still dressed in black. Even though it was nearly
five months since Count Otto had met with histragic demise. | fdt it right that she should continue to
wear black, black being the colour of mourn-ing aswell asthe name of the one being mourned. It wasa
congtant reminder. | fdt it wasfitting.

Iwaited patiently while Sandradid dl the things that she had to do. | wanted her to look her best for the
book launch. And | knew that getting her to look her best took abit of time.

Sandra required considerable care and attention nowadays.
Consderable maintenance, in fact.

She was no longer the samefiery, feisty, sassy Sandrawho had returned from that holiday in Camber
Sands. Thiswas afar more subdued Sandra. A well-behaved Sandra. A Sandrawho didn’t answer
back any more. A Sandrawho did what shewastold. A Sandrawho never |eft the house without me
and only then by the back door and at night. She had been severely traumatized by the sudden death of
Count Otto, and although she was now in my care | knew that she would never again be the same person
that she had once been.

| mysdlf was bearing up well. It' satragic thing when someone you care deeply about dies. It can redly
mess you up. But you have to muddle through and get on with life, don't you? Life being so full of
surprises and everything.

Not that | missed Otto, you understand.
| didn’t grieve for Count Otto.

Oh no, Otto had got what was coming to him. He had messed about with what was mine and he had
paid the price. According to the note he left behind, it was suicide. And the note was genuine. It was
written in his own hand and handwriting experts attested to this. Thelong and rambling account he had
written confirmed that a madness had come upon him during the fina month of hislife. He became a
creature obsessed. He eschewed good food and dined on drink alone. He devel oped strange



com-pulsions. He would spend hour upon end sniffing swatches of tweed inthe gents outfitters. He
became prone to outbursts of uncontrollable laughter. He bethought himsalf aZulu king and dressed in
robes befitting. He became obsessed with the idea that an invisible Chinaman called Frank was
broadcasting lines of Miltondirectly into hisbrain.

And so Count Otto had taken out hisfather’s Luger and blown off the top of his head withit.
Tragic.

But moretragic wasthe fact that the count had not died done. The voicesin hishead had apparently
decreed that he should make a human sacrifice before he took hisown life.

And thisiswhere, in the previous chapter, | mentioned that things didn’t work out exactly as| had
planned. The voice of Frank definitely ordered the count to sacrifice Eric, the landlord of the Golden
Dawn. | know thisfor afact, because | wasthe voice of Frank. As| had been to my daddy al those
years before. And | know what, through voodoo magic, | said to Count Otto. But obvioudy in his
confused state of mind he misheard what | said and sacrificed someone else entirely.

Which waswhy | had to do some grieving. Whichiswhy | said that it’ satragic thing when someone you
care deeply about dies. Because the person that Count Otto sacrificed meant alot to me.

After dl, that someone was my wife, Sandra.

Which waswhy she required so much maintenance nowadays. Because using the spell | had used upon
P. P. Penrose | had raised Sandrafrom the dead. Being careful that | didn’t make the same mistake as|
had with Mr Penrose. I’ d dug Sandra out of her grave and brought her home before she' d returned to
life

Or at least to a state of reanimation.

Because, in dl honesty, you could hardly say that Sandrawas aive any more. Shewas ‘undead’, that's
about the best you could say. And, frankly, that was flattering her. When | say that she required alot of
maintenance, I’ m not kidding you at al. Bits of Sandrakept faling off and she didn’'t smell like abreath
of spring. But she did what she was told, or commanded, because he who raises the zombie has total
command of it, and there were no more problems with our sex life. Other than for the occasiona maggot,
but I kept her dusted down with Keating's Powder.

| was happy with Sandranow. And | know that had she been able to form entire sentences, shewould
certainly have said that she was happy with me.

I'm sure.

‘How are you doing, darling? | cdled through the bedroom door. Do you need any help with your
legs?

| heard grunting, and adull and uningpired thump.

‘Legfdl off again,’ called Sandra, whose husky tones reminded me of the now legendary Tor Johnson.
‘Need glue’



‘Coming, dearest.” And | went to her assstance. ‘Weredly must hurry alittle— acab is picking us up.
‘Lion cub? said Sandra, as| helped her with her leg.

‘Cab, notcub,” | said. ‘Remind meto poke a pencil inyour ears. | think they’ re clogged up with pus
agan.

‘Thank you, Masser Gary,” said Sandra, as| got her looking presentable. * Sandralove Masser Gary.
Masser Garylove Sandra?

‘Masser Garylove Sandravery much,’ | said. ‘Now get ashift on, or I'll confiscate your head again.’

| do say that by the time we' d finished, Sandralooked pretty good. She' d have passed for living any
day of the week. Except, of course, Tuesdays. And when the cab cameto pick us up and whip us off to
the world-famous night club, | knew that it was going to be a night to remember.

Which, of course, it was.

| don’t know about you, but | love dressing up. I’ ve always been something of adandy and | see
nothing wrong in that. If you've got it, flaunt it. And if you haven’t got it, then at least you can make the
effort, so thefact that you haven’'t got it isn't so glaringly obvious.

Clothes maketh the man, so said the Bard of Brentford. And I'll tell you this, | looked pretty damn fab
dressed in the height of seventies fashion. High stacked shoes with double snood gambol-bars and
trussed tiebacks of the purple persuasion. A triple-breasted suit cut from Boleskine tweed (as favoured
by Mr Penrose, though of course the style was different when he cut a dash asthe Best Dressed Man of
nineteen thirty-three). A kipper tie, made from aread kipper, dipped in aspic and with flounced
modulations on the soft underbelly that glittered against my shirt of quilted fablon. | looked the business
and | did fed surethat one day soon | would actuallybe the business.

If only someone redly famouswould hurry up and die.

Over my dazzling ensemble | wore atrenchcoat and fedora, in homage to Lazlo Woodbine. Sandra
wore atrenchcoat and afedoratoo. All invited guests were required to do so. And of course we wore
our masks.

The masks were Barry’ sidea. He had to maintain anonymity. The book was published under the name
that Mr Penrose had given to him, Macgillicudy Va Der Mar. But Barry didn’t dare to be seen. Sohe'd
come up with the idea that everyone should wear masks. Which suited mefine, as| didn't wantmy
picturein the paper. Nor Sandra’s. questions might be asked if Sandrawas seen again in theflesh. They
might well be asked by Harry, who was Peter now. So Sandraand | and Barry were dl better off in our
masks.

| wore an eegant domino in black-and-white check. Sandrawore arather fetching facsmile of Roy
Rogers Trigger.

Well, shewasn't redlly up to impersonating ponies any more and | thought she looked good init. Both
masks had nice big mouth holes, so that we could talk and drink and stuff our faces with expensive food,
which waswhat you did at such functions.



At alittle after nine of the summery evening clock the cabbie drew usto ahdt outsde ‘ Peter’s night
club.

Now, | don’t know what getsinto cabbies. They seemto livein aworld of their own. They take you
(eventually) to where you want to go, by aroute picturesque and circuitous, and then they charge you
some fabulous sum and expect you to pay up without afuss. And then if youdo make afussthey become
surly and make threats about calling the police.

When our cabbie disclosed to me the extent of his charges, | counselled him that he should driveuson a
little bit and park up aquiet Sderoad, so | could ‘ ded with the matter’.

Which | did.

Peter’ s night club looked smply splendid. It was very posh, with lots of flashing light bulbs on the front.
They were very niceflashing light bulbs. Mostly PRI 77s, dthough | noted several XP7OIsand acouple
of DDIOSs. | redly knew my bulbs by then. | took apridein it. Knowledge being power and al that.

The bouncer looked like aright sissy boy to me. Hewastal and thin and certainly didn’t look asif he
knew how to handle himsdlf. | showed him our gilt-edged invitations.

‘Got any drugs? he asked, as hefrisked me.

‘No,’ | said.

‘Good,” hereplied. ‘Passon, sir.

“Passon, 9r’7? | said. ‘Do you mean to tell me that you' re not going to try and sell me any drugs?

‘Certainly not, gr,” said the skinny boy bouncer. ‘ Thisisnot that kind of night club. Now, passon, S,
while| frisk this spastic with the horse’ s-head mask.’

‘Spadtic? | sad. ‘ That' sno spastic, that’smy, er, sister.’

‘So sorry, dr,” said the skinny boy. ‘But her left leg is— how shdll | put this?— abit funny. The foot
facing backwards and everything.’

‘Ah; said I. And | corrected Sandra s foot.

The sissy boy reached out his handsto frisk Sandra, then thought better of it and waved her on. And so
we entered the night club.

And we were greeted at once by Harry/Peter. * Greetings,” he said. * And welcome”’

‘Good grief,’ | said. ‘Harry, you've changed.” *Who's saying that to me? asked Harry/Peter. | lifted the
chin of my mask.

‘Gay,” said Harry/Peter. * Good to see you. | haven’t seen you since Sandra s funeral. Are you doing
OK?

‘I'mfine’ | said. “Y ou know, bearing up. But look at you. You' red| dim and stylishly dressed and what
about that haircut.”



‘It samullet, said Harry/Peter. ‘ The very acme of style. And as tyle never dates| shal be keeping it
for therest of my life’

‘And all power to your elbow,’ | said.
‘And are you gtill working at the telephone exchange?
‘Jobfor life | said. ‘ And till loving every minute of it

‘Well, good for you. Go in and mingle. | haveto greet guests. Here comes the Sultan of Brunel. Seeyou
later.’

| led Sandrainto the glittering bowels of the world-famous night club.

Barry sat at atable signing copies of hisbook. He wore upon his head a paper bag with two eye-holes
and amouth cut out. Theironic wit of thisdisguisewasn't lost upon me.

| jumped the queue and tipped him the wink. ‘How’ sit going? | asked.

‘Who areyou? asked Barry.

| lifted the chin of my mask. ‘ And who areyou?’ | asked. Oh, how we laughed.

Barry signed me afreebee.

‘| shall treasurethis;’ | said. And then athought suddenly crossed my mind and | leaned towards Barry.
‘Barry,’ | said, ‘athought hasjust crossed my mind. If you' re here, who's manning the bulb booth?
‘My brother Larry. HE' smy twin brother, so no one will know the difference.

‘Fair enough,’ | said. ‘Drinkslater?

‘Surething,” said Barry. ‘ By the way, who' sthe spagtic? Is she with you?

‘Seevyou later at the bar, | said.

Now, | don’t know whether you' ve ever been in Harry’ s/Peter’ s world-famous night club. Probably
not, if you' re poor, or just working class, which accountsfor most of us, but | do haveto tell you that it's
rather swish.

There slots of chrome and marble and black shiny stuff and lots and lots of women. Beautiful women,
and most of those women have hardly any clothes on.

| looked all around and about, at the place and at the women, and | thought to myself thisisfor me. This
isthelife-stylethat isfor me. Thelife-style | was born to. Oscar Wilde once said that every man reaches
histrue sation in life, whether it is above or below the one he was origindly born into. And old Oscar
knew what he was talking about. And not just because he was a homo.



| knew ingtinctively that thiswasfor me. Thiswaswhere | belonged.
‘Masser Garybuy Sandradrink? asked my lady wife, thelate Mrs Cheese.
‘Indeed,’ | said to her. *I’ll get you a cocktall.’

| ordered SandraaHorse's Neck — wll, it went with her horse’shead. | was impressed that thistime
it didn’t come out of the drip tray and it had acherry and a sunshade and a sparkler on the top.

The barman told methe price of it and | laughed politely in hisface. ‘I'mwith Mr Vd Der Mar,’ | told
him. ‘A close persond friend. The drinks are on his publisher tonight.’

‘Fair enough,” said the barman. ‘I was only trying it on. I’m saving up for amotorbike.’
‘Stick to fiddling thetill,” 1 told him. * A bottle of Bud for me and ahot pastrami on rye.

The barman served me with abottle of Bud. ‘ The hot pastrami is off’ he said. ‘ Irani terrorists broke into
the fridge and liberated the last jar we had.’

‘I hateit when that happens,’ | said. ‘| once had apot of fish paste liberated from my kitchen cupboard
by members of Black September.’

‘Horrid,” said the barman. ‘ My mum was shopping in Asda and had her pension book nicked out of her
handbag by Idamic Jhad.’

‘Bad luck,’ | said. ‘Weathermen ate my hamster.’

‘lan't it dwaystheway? said the barman. ‘But you'll have to pardon me, Sir, because much as1’d love
to go on talking toot with you regarding the crimes committed upon you and yours and me and mine by
extreme fundamentalist groups and terrorist organizations and the distress that these crimes have wrought
upon you and yours and me and mine, frankly, | can’'t be arsed. And as | see Mr Jeff Beck up at theend
of the bar calling out to get served, | think I’ [l go and do the business. If you know what | mean, and I’'m
sure that you do.’

‘Fair enough,” | said to him. ‘I hope you die of cancer.’

‘Thank you, sr. And if | might be so bold asto mention it, your girlfriend’ sleft hand isweeping into the
suffed olives. Kindly tell her to removeit, or I'll beforced to call the sissy boy bouncer, who will politely
gect you from the premises.’

‘I hopeit redly hurtswhen you'redying,’ | sad.

‘Thank you, sir. Coming, Mr Beck.’

| lifted Sandra’ s hand from the olive bowl and folded itsfingers around her Horse' s Neck. ‘Enjoy,’ |
told her.

‘Thank you, Masser Gary,” said Sandra.

‘Just cal me“master”,’ | said. ‘Master Gary makes me sound like a schoolboy.’



‘Cheers, masser,” said Sandra, pouring her drink into the vicinity of her mouth.

‘| think we should mingle,” | said to her. ‘ Ther€’ slots of famous people here and as| mean to be very
rich very soon | want to get used to mingling with rich and famous people. | can get in abit of practice
tonight.’

‘Masser,” said Sandra.

‘Sandra? said |.

‘Masser, everyone wear mask tonight, yes?

‘Yes,’ | told her. * Everyone wear mask, yes.’

‘So how come barman recognize Mr Jeff Beck and Harry recognize Sultan of Brunei?
‘Ah; | sad.

‘ And how come youknow lots of rich and famous people be here, if al wear masks?

‘I’ll confiscate your head again if you try to get too smarty-pantsed,’ | said to Sandra. * Rich and famous
people are till recognizable no matter whether they’ re wearing masks or not. 1t'sonly in stupid filmslike
Superman whereClarkKentcan put on apair of glasses and comb his hair differently and not be
recog-nized.’

‘ClarkKentis Superman? said Sandra.
“Shut up and drink your drink,’ | said to Sandra.
‘Drink dl finished. Most of it go down cleavage.’

‘Go and spesk to OliviaNewton John,” | said, pointing towards the instantly recognizable pint-sized
diva ‘I’ll mingleon my own.

And so | mingled. | mingled with the rich and famous. They’d al turned out for the occasion. Because
that’ swhat they do, turn out for occasions. First nights, film premiéres, fashion shows, ‘ audience with'
evenings. All those events are peopled with the rich and famous. Nonentities need not apply. Because,
let’ sfaceit, the rich and famous have to have somewhere to go. Something to do. If they didn’t, then
they’d just haveto stay at home watching the TV likethe rest of us. So therich and famousgoto‘do’'s
where they’re on the guest lid. It' savery smdl world and the same rich and famous meet the other same
rich and famous again and again. In fact, that’ sdl they ever meet. Which iswhy they have effairsand
intermarry and divorceand do it dl again. Inthe samelittlecircle. Andit' satiny littlecircle. Thereare
two hundred and twenty-three of them. Y ou can look them up and count them if you don’t believe me.
Therewill dwaysbe, a any onetimein history, exactly two hundred and twenty-three rich and famous
people aive and al going to the same places at the same time in the world. Why?1 just don’t know, but
thereitis.

Most of them turned up for Barry’ sbook launch that night. And | mingled with asmany as| possibly
could.



But | didn’t have any ideaat the time where this mingling was going to lead me and | certainly wasn't
expecting the evening to end in the way that it did.

Which was hot apleasing way.

Although it was certainly different.
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| redly like therich and famous. In my opinion, the rich and famous proveDawin’ stheory of evolution.
It took millions of years for man to evolve into man. The state of manness that we are today. And no one
has ever found the missing link, or the many missing links, that join the chain of human evolution together.
But if you want to see the entire process played at fast forward asif on avideo machine, then view the
life of asdlf-maderich and famous personality. They start out as nothing

— just another part of the great homogeneous mass of mankind, that greet seething organism. But they
evolve, they take on an identity of their own, an individuality; they rise from the collective primordia mire,
they raise their heads, theybecome. 1t'sa complete evolutionary cycle. They demonstrate the potentia of
mankind. They are an exampleto usal of what is possible.

Not that most of them deserve thair fame and fortune. Do me afavour!

Mogt of them are talentless cretins who just happened to bein the right place at the right time andmade
it.

Do | sound hitter about this? Do |?

Widl, I’'m not. | know that it’ strue. But | do like them. And what | redly like most about them istheir
excess. Theway they waste away millions. | was brought up in a poor household and | was conditioned
to be careful with my money. | spend abit on clothes, but not alot, and | neverwaste money. | was
taught to understand the vaue of money. My daddy wasredly hot on thevalue of money, which was
probably why he never gave me any. ‘Money must be earned and then looked after,” he used to say,
which was another reason that | hated him. It' s hard to break away from that kind of early programming.
Therich and famous are able to do that. They can squander, big time. They haveit, so they spend it and
they enjoy spending it. They don't turn off lights after them, they don’t have to sniff the milk from the
fridgeto seeif it’ sfresh (it dwaysisif you'rerich). They can buy the fluffy toilet rollsthat cost that bit too
much. They don't give adamn for a‘two for one' offer. They don't say, ‘A waich isawatch. I'll have
this cheap one.” They say, ‘ That'sareally nicewatch. | don’t give adamn how muchit codts, I'll haveit.
And the car too, and the house — no, make that two houses. And ayacht.’

| sort of yearned to belike that. But it was different for me. | was programmed. I’ d been conditioned. |
had been taught to be frugal. So | didn’t know whether | had in me that speciad something that would
alow meto squander money if | ever got to be rich and famous.

| thought I’ d go and have aword with Jeff Beck. I'd heard that he' d bought himself someredlly
expensve guitars. Had them handmade to his own specifications. Paid afortune for them. | thought I'd
like to shake the hand that played those exclusive guitars.



But athough | hung around on the periphery of Jeffs group of chatting chums, | didn’t get the opportunity
to say hello and tell him about how I’ d seen him back in the days when he was pay-ing hisdues at the
Blue Triangle Club. So | thought, stuff it, and went off to mingle elsewhere.

And while| wastrying to find someone to mingle with, | found mysdf in the vicinity of the food table,
And what alot of food wason it, and al expensivetoo. It was quite atrouble get-ting into thenear
vicinity of the food table, there were so many rich and famous crowded around and filling their porcelain
plates.* They do like to trencher down free grub, the rich and famous, which is another thing | admire
themfor.

| had to make my presencefelt in order to get near that table. | had to tread on David Bowi€ stoe and
elbow Cat Stevensin theribs, but when | did get mysdlf right up close to the extravagant nosh | spied a
most curious thing. | spied someone dipping siver spoonsinto their pocket.

Now | know that the rich and famous are not averse to thiskind of behaviour. And | know that their
gtatus makes them immune from prosecutions. Like that secret |aw that allows people with expensve
four-whed-drives to park on double yellow lines, when the rest of uswould get nicked for it. But | was
strangely shocked to see it happening right before my eyes. And asthiswas Barry’ s bash and those were
Harry’ §/Peter’ s spoons, | was doubly offended by it.

| leaned over and grasped the wrist of the offender. ‘ Excuse me, air,’ | said, for hewasahe, *but | think
you' veinadvertently dipped aload of silver spoonsinto your pocket. | think we should perhaps go and
discussthis matter outside.”

The offender turned to face me. He wore one of those burglar eye masks, the sort that the L one Ranger
used to wear. He aso wore what appeared to be a prison uniform of the comic-book persuasion that
have the arrowhead (or isit crow’ s-foot?) motifsall over them.

‘Blimey,” said the ma content. ‘Blimey,Gary, it’syou.’

| stared once and then | stared again.

‘Dave,’ | sad. ‘Dave Rodway, it'syou.’

‘It was, thelast time| looked,” said Dave. ‘But | don’'t look often, in case I’ m up to something. If you
know what | mean, and I’'m sure that you do.’

‘| certainly do,’ | said. ‘ But what are you doing here? | thought you were doing afive stretch in
Strangeways.’

‘| absconded,” said Dave. ‘ Stole the governor’ s keys and his motorcar and absconded. 1t was dull in
there and they

*Not paper plates, you note, but porcelain. There' s posh for you.

wouldn’t et me work in the laundry room. ‘“Well, bravo, Dave,’ | said. ‘Let me get you adrink.” ‘Nice,’
said Dave. ‘But let me nick you oneinstead.” ‘| can get the drinksfor freg,” | said.



‘Where sthe sport in that?

| let Dave nick usabottle of bubbly, then we gected a couple of Miracles* from a comfy-looking sofa
and sat down.

‘Cheers,’ said Dave, pouring drinks, and we drank.

‘Thisisbrilliant,’ | said. * Seeing you again. I’ ve missed you, Dave.’

‘No, you haven't, said Dave.

‘I have, abit.’

‘| heard about Sandra. I’'m sorry about that.’

‘She'sover there, chatting with Olivia Newton John,” | said.

‘She'swhat?' said Dave. ‘But she' sdead.’

‘Wasdead,” | said. ‘1 reanimated her, like with Mr Penrose. | dug her up first, though.’

‘Well done’ said Dave. ‘Y ou'redill into al that desth and magic tuff, then? Y ou're still aweirdo. I'm
glad. | thought you' d sold out to the system.

‘Me?Never.

‘So what are you doing? Up to no good? Whedling and dedl-ing? Being your own man?
‘Absolutely,’ | lied. * The nine-to-five will never be me, as Sd Barrett used to sing.’
‘Cool,” said Dave. * And what about Harry? Fell on hisfeet with thisjob, en?

‘Bought amotorbike,” | said, draining my glass. ‘ But what are you doing here?

‘1 happened to be passing by — well,running by. I’ d been perus-ing acivilian suit in aWest Endtailor’'s
and the dlarm went off The sissy boy bouncer saw my mask and thought | was aguest.’

*And s0 we meet up again. What a happy coincidence.’

* Naturaly we wouldn’t have dared to do thisif Smokey Robinson had been about, for we knew his
reputation as abad man to mess with.

‘Yeah,” said Dave. ‘What about that, en?

We got stuck into the bottle of champagne.



‘S0, said Dave, by way of conversation. ‘How is Sandrahold-ing up? Is she— how shall | put this
ddicatdy? — isshe, well, decomposing?

‘Sadly, yes,’ | said. ‘1 have to keep gluing bits back on. But they’ re making al kinds of advancesin the
field of medicine nowadays, grafting and suchlike. | have high hopesfor thefuture’

Dave nodded thoughtfully and the eyes behind the mask followed a particularly ddlicious-looking young
woman in next to no clothing, who was clicking her high-heeled way towardsthe ladies. *Look at the
body on that,” said Dave.

‘Yes,' | said, and | sighed.

‘Sandra had agood body,” said Dave.

‘Very good,” | agreed.

‘Very curvy indl theright places’

‘Very curvy, yes.

‘And that little mole on her bum. And the way she whinnied like a pony when she—'

‘Eh? | said. ‘“What?

‘Oh, nothing,” said Dave. * All women have moles on their bums. And the posh ones aways whinny
when they, you know...’

‘Do they? | asked.

‘So | amrdiably informed.’

‘I quitemissthemole,” | said. ‘It came off last week.’

‘Shame,” said Dave. ‘ Y ou should get Sandraa new one.

‘A new mole? Where do you buy new moles?

‘1 wasn't suggesting that you buy one. | was thinking more that youacquire one.

‘ Acquireone? What are you talking about?

Dave st hisglass asde and put the champagne bottle to hislips. He took abig swig and then wiped his
mouth on his deeve. * She needs spare parts,” said Dave. * She’ syour wife; you care about her. Her
welfare should comefirst,

‘It does,” | said.

‘Then get her some spare parts. If aleg getsropy, get her anew one. Get her two. And abum.’

‘Her navd’scavediin,’ | said.



‘Then get her anew stomach, and tits.’
‘ She could certainly do with new tits” | said.

‘Then go the full Monty: get her an entire new ensemble. A whole new body. It would be greset for her,
like having anew dress. And it would be grest for you. A new body. Afresh new body.’

‘It sathought,” | said. ‘And agood one. | could dig one up for her, | suppose.

‘Useyour brain,” said Dave. ‘“Why dig up adead one? It would already be going mouldy. Get her anew
fresh body. Get her alive one’ He nodded towards the delicious young woman who was now coming
out of the Ladies. ‘ Get herthat one.” And he turned and winked through his eye mask. * Sandrawould
redlly appreci-atethat one.

‘What areyou saying? | asked, but | knew exactly what he was saying.

Y ou know exactly what I’'m saying,” said Dave. ‘ How long have we been bestest friends, Gary?

‘For ever,’ | said. ‘Aslong as| can remember.’

‘And we trust each other, yes?

‘No,’ | said. ‘I wouldn’t trust you asfar as| could poke you with astick.’

‘That’ s not what | mean. | mean that we can trust each other in that what we say to each other will never
go any further. We can trustin each other.’

‘Absolutely,’ | said. ‘How could it be any other way?
‘Exactly,” said Dave. * So we are honest with each other.’
‘Absolutdly,’ | said.

‘So let’ sbe honest,” said Dave. ‘Where are you working,Gary? ‘ At the telephone exchange, | said.
‘I've been therefor fiveyears. ' There,’ said Dave. ‘ That was't difficult, wasit?

‘No, | said. ‘I didn’t likelying to you.
‘Good,’” said Dave. ‘ So, I'll ask you another question and you'll give me an honest answer, yes?
‘Yes | said.

‘OK," said Dave, in alowered tone. * To your knowledge, how many deaths have you been responsible
for,Gary?

| scratched my head. What kind of question wasthat? | mean, what kind of questionswas that?
‘I'mwaiting,” said Dave.

| stared at Dave.



‘How many? said Dave.

‘A few,’ | said. ‘Maybe!’

‘A few,” said Dave. ‘Maybe. And that would account for your daddy, the ice-cream man, and Count
Otto Black and Sandra, by proxy. I might have been in the nick when Count Otto copped it, but | knew
what he was up to with Sandra. And | recognized your hand in histragic demise’

| shrugged and made an innocent face, but as | was wearing a domino mask Dave couldn’t see me
making it.

‘S0, that would befour,” said Dave. ‘Y ou never actualy laid ahand on them, but | know, and you know
that | know, that you were directly responsible. I'm asking you how many others you have actudlykilled
by your own hand.’

‘It'snot so many,’ | said.

‘Howmany? said Dave.

‘ About thirty.’

‘ Aboutthirty?

‘“Thirty-two. No,‘three.’

‘Thirty—three would be the taxi driver | ran past earlier in the quiet street round the corner, I'll bet.’

“Y ou should have seen how much he wanted to charge usfor the fare.’

‘I'mnot judging you,” said Dave. ‘I’'myour friend. Y our bestest friend. The fact that you are a sevia
killer does not affect our friendship.’

‘Nor should it,” | said. ‘It has nothing to do with our friendship. Have | ever condemned you for being a
thief?

Dave shook hishead. ‘ Y ou killed Captain Runstone, didn’t you? said he.

‘1 did.” | Sghed. ‘Hewasthe very first — no, second, actualy. He caught mein the restricted section of
the Memorid Library. He was drunk and hetried to interfere with me.’

‘Sdf-defence,” said Dave. Y ou’ d have got away with that one.’

‘Oh, I didn’t mind him interfering with me,” | said. ‘1 quite liked it. But his breath smelt rotten.’

“You d have gone down,” said Dave. ‘Y ou were wise to keep quiet. But what about dl the rest”?

‘I don’'t know,’ | said. ‘It wasjust here and there. People upset me. They make me angry. | hit them. |
don’'t mean to. Something just comes over me, or in to me, or something, and I'm not mysdif, | just doit.

There was the labourer, once, on abuilding site, where Mother Demdike’ s hut used to be. Hewas a
homo-phobe. Something came over me. | lost my temper. Stuff like that.’



‘Wdll, I’'m your bestest friend and | would never grass you up, asyou know. It’syour thing. It'sthe way
you are.

‘It smy daddy’ sfault,’ | said. ‘I’ ve read alot about this sort of thing. An abused child becomes an
abusing adult. It' sin the programming.’

‘Yeah, right,” said Dave. ‘But I’'m not judging you. All I’'m say-ing, and thisisthe whole point of this
conversation, you love Sandraand so you should put Sandrafirst. And if that means sacrificing afew
young, nubile, attractive women to acquire their bodies as replacements, then you should consider it. You
would be doing it for your Sandra. The benefits for yoursalf would of course be secondary.

‘Yes’ | said and | nodded thoughtfully. *Y ou have agood point there’

‘Of coursel do,” said Dave. * And | took the liberty of placing the dead cabbie in the boot of his cab
and helping mysdlf to the keys. So, if you wish to acquire the nubile young woman later, I’ ll be more than
pleased to give you ahand.’

‘“You'reared friend, Dave,’ | sad, putting out my hand for ashake. ‘I’ ve wanted to talk to people
about the bad things | do, but | know they’ d only freak out and tell the police and then I'd haveto go to
prison and | don’t want to go to prison. I’ m redlly glad we could talk about it. It's good to have afriend
likeyou.

‘Of courseitis’ said Dave, shaking my hand. ‘I’ m your bestest friend.’

And so we drank some more champagne.

And we chatted about the good old days and we buddied up once again and | thought to mysalf what a

wonderful thing redl friendship isand how you canst put aprice on it. Which is prob-ably why therich
and famous, for dl the money they have to squander, never have any red friends.

Dave nicked another bottle of champagne and we took to drink-ing that too.

And, of course, when you drink alot of champagne and you re in the company of your bestest friend
you do tend to talktoo much.

‘| talk to the dead every night,’ | said to Dave.

‘Now, why does't that surprisemeat dl? Dave saidinreply. ‘Y ou’ vefindly taken to drugs, then,
haveyou?

‘No, it'snot drugs. | redlly do talk to the dead. On the telephone.’
‘Yeah, right, said Dave.

‘No, redly.” And | told Dave al about FLATLINE.All about FLATLINE.

‘Bowlsof bleeding bile!” said Dave when at last | was done with my tdlling. ‘ And thisistrue?



‘Alltrue;’ | said. ‘Al of it
‘And you haven't got caught?
‘Barry and | haveit sswnup.’

Dave shook his head and he shook it violently. ‘Y ou arein big trouble” hesaid. ‘And | mean the
biggest”’

‘Eh? saidl."What areyou saying?

‘I'm saying,” said Dave, ‘that I’ ve heard about this. In the nick. | met an old boy inthere— he'd beenin
for years— who told me about the FLATLINE thing and | didn’t know whether to believe him or not.
But if you' ve actualy spoken with the dead, then it must be true’

‘Whoisthisold boy? | asked.
‘Hisnameis Terence Trubshaw.’

‘I've heard the name,” | said. ‘He was abulbsman. Mr Holland told me about him. He took a day off. It
was wartime. They banged him up for forty years’

‘He didn't take aday off He found out about the program. It wasn't called FLATLINE then. It had a
secret operations name. Operation Orpheus. He was a Greek mythical bloke who went into the
underworld.’

‘| knew that,’ | said.

‘Well, it was part of thewar effort. They had al kinds of weird secret operations back then. Because the
Nazis had contacted aliens from outer space who were supplying them with advanced technology so they
could win thewar. Be a puppet world power run by the diens.’

‘Get real,’ | said.

‘It'strue,” said Dave. ‘Wdll, according to Mr Trubshaw, it is. The dlies had to produce something pretty
specid, so some bright spark came up with theidea of contacting the dead by scientific means. The
theory was to interrogate German officers who had been killed in the war. German officers who knew
stuff, like secret information that the alies needed. They had this bloke who could impersonate Hitler's
voice. They managed to tune into the dead by using certain radio frequencies and mathematica
cacu-lations and the impersonator interrogated the dead officersand got al their information and that’s
how the alliesredly won the war.’

‘And Mr Trubshaw told you that?
‘He found out. Memos that he shouldn’t have seen got put on his desk by mistake and he read them.’
‘Oh,” | said. *And how did he get found out about the memos?

‘He said that the entire telephone exchange is bugged. There' s secret cameras and microphones
everywhere. Well, there would be, wouldn’t there, if it was a secret operationsHQ in thewar? And



goparently al this Stuff till goes on secretly. And the British government goes on pulling the same scam.
When someone politicaly important overseas dies, or is nated, they call them up onthis
FLATLINE hot line, impersonating their Prime Minister, or King, or suchlike, and get secret information
out of them, which iswhy Britanniadtill rulesthe waves.

‘But it doesn't rulethewaves,’ | said. * There is noBritish Empireany more.

‘Ohyes, thereis,’ said Dave. ‘ Englandisredlly the ultimate world power, because we aone have the
FLATLINE technology. Englandmight not seem to be the power controlling theworld, but itis. It sdl a
big conspiracy. It sthe biggest secret.’

‘Well," | sad, ‘thanksfor sharing that with me.’

‘Gay,” sad Dave. ‘ Gary, my bestest friend. Don’'t mess around with this stuff any more. Leaveit done
or you are going to turn up missing. Thisisabig ded here and you could beinreally big trouble’

‘Yes,' | said. ‘| appreciate that.’

‘Run,” said Dave. * Run now. Tonight. Don’t go back.’

‘Wherecan | runto? | asked. ‘| don’'t have any money. Where would | go? And anyway, just hold on
here, I’ ve been doing thisfor months and | haven’t got caught yet. Maybe they don't have al the bugs
and cameras any more. After dl, they are abit free and easy with the technology. L etting their operatives
cal up their dead grannies and suchlike.’

‘They’vedl sgned the Officid Secrets Act. They know what the pendtiesare.

‘Yeah, but...

‘Get out,’ said Dave. ‘Run. Thisishig. It doesn’'t come any bigger.’

‘Yes’ | saidto Dave. ‘Y ou'reright about that. It really doesn't come any bigger than this, doesit?

‘No,’ said Dave. ‘It'shuge. It sworld—sized.’

‘Yes | said. ‘Itis. I’ve been going about thisthing dl the wrong way.

Dave made groaning noises.

‘No, redly, listen. Barry and | have been doing “biographies’, dictated by the dead. That’swhat the
launch party heretonight isfor. P. P. Penrose dictated hislife story to Barry.’

Dave laughed. ‘ Not toyou, then? What asurprise’

‘Cutitout, | said. ‘1 admitit, | didn’'t have the nerveto talk to him. But think about it, Dave: if the dead
arewilling to talk, they might be willing to talk aboutanything. We were just thinking biographies, but
that was Barry’ sidea. Y ou’ ve given me a better idea. What about al those dead criminds, like, say,
pirates for instance? They might be prepared to tell us where they buried their treasure. And not just
criminds. Leonardo da Vinci might tell uswhere he hid hislast notebook. Michelangelo might tell us
about the location of afew missng masterworks!’



‘Hitler’ smaob probably had dl thet lot,” said Dave.

‘Yeah,” sadl. And awholelot more. There must be tons of hidden booty that only the dead know
about. | don’'t know why | never thought of thisbefore’

‘ Because you weren't with your bestest friend,” said Dave.
‘“Youaresoright, said|l.

‘ And perhapsyou’re right too,” said Dave. ‘ Perhaps the fact that you haven’t been caught means that
thereisn’t any surveillance. | think that, together, you and | might pull off avery big number here’

‘Thevery biggest,” sad .

‘Mind you,” said Dave, ‘thiswill have to be between you and me. We daren’'t have any loose ends. No
smoking pistols. No one but the two of us must know about this. Are we agreed?

‘Weare,’ | sad. ‘Anyonedse,’ and | drew my finger across my throat, ‘ no matter who they are.
‘Hello’
| looked up and so did Dave. * Enjoying yoursalf?

‘Yesindeed, Barry,’ | said.

Sandradrove Dave and me homein thetaxi. | wasfar too drunk to drive and aso too excited.
Sandradrove very well, considering.

Considering that she had to get used to the nice new nubile body | had rather drunkenly and lopsidedly
attached to her neck. But she did very well and | rewarded her later with as much sex as | could manage,
consdering my condition.

| had to set the darm clock for five and get up to dispose of thetaxi. | didn’t want anyone finding
Sandra s old body in the boot, so | drove out to abombsitein Chiswick and set it onfire.

It burned beautifully and | enjoyed watching it burn. | con-sidered its burning to be akind of phoenix
rising from the ashes of my past. A new beginning. For me. For Sandra. And for Dave. | felt that up until
now | had been going about thingsin al the wrong way. Well, not redlly going about them in any way at
al, whenit camedowntoit. I’d just been drifting dong on alifetide, washed from one situation to the
next, with al my attemptsat finding ared purpose and making ared success of mysdf failing, failing,
faling. Thiswould be anew beginning. This, | felt sure, wasmy fate. And | smiled as| watched that taxi
burn and felt warm and happy insde.

My enjoyment was temporarily spoiled, however, by alot of noisy banging that suddenly came from the
insde of thetaxi s boot.

| knew that it wasn't the cabbie.



And | knew that it wasn't Sandra s headless bits and bobs.

So | suppose that it must have been Barry.

But it soon camed down and stopped.

And the taxi was soon reduced to a charred ruination.

And s0, dthough | had aterrible hangover, | went off to work at the telephone exchange.
With abig fat smile on my face.

20

Priceless, redly, theway thingsturn out.

Dave didn’t have amotorbike, but he was the first person to apply for the vacancy at the telephone
exchange. For the night-shift bulb-booth operator. Which was till referred to as the position of
telecommunications enginesr.

| cdledinon Dave at alittle afterdeven p.m. Y ou look abit shagged out,” said Dave. ‘| am,” saidl.
‘Sandra s new body isablinder.” ‘Can | have ago? Dave asked. ‘ Certainly not. Get your own zombie!’

‘Hm,” said Dave. ‘When you put it likethat, it sort of putsit in perspective. | think I’ll stick with living
girlfriends’

‘S0, what are we doing tonight?

‘Well,’ said Dave, ‘| madealist of possibilities’

‘Yes? | said.

‘Andthen| crossed them dl out.’

‘Why? | asked.

‘Because | used my head,” said Dave. ‘If you want to be aredly great thief, then you have to use your
head. Y ou have to put yourself in the position of the person you' re stealing from. Think, if | wereyou
wherewould I, as you, hide the booty?

‘Goon, | sad.

‘So,” said Dave, ‘it occurred to me that we would not be the

first people to come up with thisidea. After al, FLATLINE, or Operation Orpheus, has been around
sncewartime. Don't you think that others before us would have thought of doing what we intend to do?

‘Yes’ | sad. ‘You'reright.’



‘| am,” said Dave. * So, following the direction of thisthinking, where doesit lead usto?
‘| don’'t know,’ | said. ‘“Where?

‘Tothetop, said Dave. ‘Y ou'd haveto go to thetop.’

‘ToGod? | said.

‘ToWinston Churchill,” said Dave.

‘What? sad .

‘ Churchill would know,” said Dave, ‘where dl the Nazi booty went. He d have got his Hitler
impersonator to find out. So Churchill isthe man to spesk to.

| shook my head. ‘1 don’t know about this,’ | said. ‘We're not just going for Nazi booty here. We're
goingforall booty.’

‘In recent history, the Nazis nicked the most. It s probably al inSwitzerlandin specia bank vaults’
‘I’m getting out of my depth here;’ | said.

‘I'mnot,’” said Dave. ‘Nicking ismy business. Let me have an hour on the phone with Mr Churchill and
we' |l both be rich men. I’ ve looked up his degth date, like you told me you haveto. I'vegot it here. Let's
doit’

‘Well, | can't seeany harminthat. Let’ sgiveit ago. Follow me.
And Dave followed me.

Wetook thelift to the seventeenth floor. | picked the lock of room 23 and led Dave to the telephone
box. ‘ Takeaslong asyou like’ | sad. ‘Did in hisfull name and date of birth,” and | explained to him al
therest, ‘and do your stuff.’

‘Sorted,” said Dave and he entered the tel ephone box.

| dithered about outside. | paced up and down, then | sat and smoked a cigarette. Then | paced, then
sat and smoked another one.

At what seemed avery great length, Dave emerged from the telephone box. And Dave didn’t look very
well.

‘Areyou dl right? | asked him. *Y ou look a bit shaky.’

‘lam abit shaky,” said Dave. ‘1 wasn't expecting to hear dl that | just heard. That Winston Churchill isa
very angry dead man.

‘Oh,’ | said. ‘Why?

‘He saysthat he was betrayed. He says that a secret dliteis plotting to take over the world.’



‘The British government,’ | said. Y ou told methat.’

‘Not them,” said Dave. ‘He saysdiens’

‘Space dliens?

‘ According to Winston Churchill. And who is going to argue withhim?’

‘Did he say anything about the booty?

‘Ohyeah,’ said Dave. ‘He said lots. Apparently there' s a secret underground complex benesth
Mornington Crescenttube station. All the booty isthere. And dl therest of it. The real communications
network centre.’

‘For communications with the dead?

‘No, thediens. Thedienswho are us.

‘I don’t know what you aretalking about,” | said. *But let metdll you this, Dave, and I'm sorry | didn’t
mention it to you earlier. Y ou can’t take everything the dead say as gospel truth. They have atendency to
make stuff up. They tell alot of lies. | wouldn't take this diens stuff too serioudy if | wereyou.

‘I wouldn't have,” said Dave, ‘ except that it tied up with some-thing that you told me years ago, when
we were kids. Remember when you told me that you' d overheard those two blokes talking about human
beings not redlly doing their own thinking? About their thoughts being directed from somewhere dse
outsde their heads? About our brains being receivers and transmitters but not really brainsthat do

thinking? Remember?

‘l do remember,’ | said. * Those two young men in the restricted section of the Memorid Library. One of
them works here now.

‘ And there was something about this at your daddy’ strid, athough it was't reported in the papers.
‘The Daddy must have known something about dl this;’ | said.

‘He did work for the GPO,” said Dave. ‘ And you told me that

he was on bomb disposal in the war. Perhaps he was part of the secret operations network.’

‘Now, hold on,” | said. ‘ Arewe going to get rich here, or not?

‘That sounds like the kind of questionl should be asking.’

‘Well, you asK it, then.’

‘No,” said Dave. ‘But I'll ask you this. What do you thinkwe should do? We could go toMornington
Crescentand if there' s anything valuable there that can be nicked | assure you that | can nick it. Or, and
thisisabig or, we could go toMornington Crescentand try to find out what the truth of dl thisredly is.

What doyou think?

| thought long and | thought hard and it was awhole |ot of thinking.



‘All right,” | said, when finaly | had done dl the thinking that | could do. ‘Let’' sgo.’
‘And do what? asked Dave. ‘One or the other? ‘Let’sdo both,” | said.

‘OK, said Dave. ‘ That'scool.’

Now, thiswasn't going to be easy, because | worked the day shift and Dave worked the night shift and
50 | couldn’t see how we could go together. And even if wedid go together, how we were going to find
what we were looking for, whateverexactly that was. | confided my doubts to Dave and Dave was, as
Dave had aways been, optimistic and up for no good. And, as he dways had been, up to doing things at
hisleisure

‘You leaveit with me,” said Dave. ‘| haveto do abit more research with afew more dead men. I'll get
back to you in afew days.’

‘Don’'t you want meto let you into room 23 each night? | asked. But that was a stupid question. This
was Dave, after dl.

‘I'll let mysdlf in,” said Dave. Y ou go home. Give my best to Sandra, if you know what | mean and I’'m
sure that you do. And if we meet as we change shifts, just nod. Pretend you don’t know me.

‘OK,’ | said and | shook handswith Dave. | felt absolutely confident in Dave. After dl, he was my
bestest friend and he had never, ever, let me down. | trusted him. Hewasthe only one | had ever owned
up to regarding my homicidal tendencies. I’ d never mentioned them to Sandra. Some things you just
don’t say to your wife athough you would say them to your mate. It'saman-thing, | suppose.

So | went home and gave Dave' s best to Sandra.

And for the next week | just nodded to Dave when | changed shifts with him, and he nodded back when
he changed shiftswith me. And then | found a note on the table of the bulb booth telling me to meet him
on Friday evening at eight-thirty at the Golden Dawn.

So on Friday evening | togged up in my very bestest, put Sandra’ s head in the fridge to keep it fresh and
stop her wander-ing about while | was out, and strolled off down the road towards the Golden Dawn.

It was afine Friday evening. It smelled of fish and chips, as Friday evenings so often do, and therewas
il some sun left, asthere generdly ison asummery Brentford evening. And as| strolled dong |
wondered, quietly and al to mysdlf exactly what Dave might have come up with and where it might lead
me and whether it might make me rich. Because | was warming more and more to the prospect of
becoming rich. | felt that it was about timethat | got what | knew | deserved.

It was dl quiet and peaceful in the Golden Dawn. As quiet and peaceful asit had been the last time |
was there. Which was more than six months before: on the night of my wedding anniversary, when
Sandra had told me that she was going off for the caravan-ning holiday with Count Otto Black. | had
Sandrawearing red now, by theway. | felt that she had mourned long enough.

But I'd actualy quite forgotten about Eric the barman’ sthreats to me. About how he said he'd grassme
upif I didn't find out all about what went on in Developmental Services, because he had this thing about



peopl€ s True Names and how some of the folk in Developmenta Services— well, one at least: Nell
Collins—didn’t seem to have a True Name.

When | grolled into the Golden Dawn, and saw him standing there behind the pump, it brought it all
back to meand | redlly cursed Count Otto for fouling up the orders | had sent him through the voodoo
medium of Frank the invisible Chinaman, which caused him to butcher my Sandraiinstead of the
black-mailing landlord.

I only mention dl thisin case you might have forgotten about it.

‘Well, well, well, well,” said Eric. ‘If itisn't my old chum the Archduke of Alpha Centuri.’

‘Well, well, well, well, | replied. ‘If itisn't myvery good friend Kimberlin Makuth, Lord of a Thousand
Suns. A pint of Large, please, and a packet of crisps.’

‘I"'ve been missing you,” said the barlord. ‘ For so many months now. Y ou and | had an understanding, |
remember.’

‘Indeed,’ | said. ‘I’ve not forgotten. But | had adegath in the family. My dear Sandrawas cruelly taken
fromme’

‘Yes,’ sad Eric. ‘I read aout al that in the papers. Tragic busi-ness. Poor Lady Fairflower of the
RainbowMountains. The world is a sadder place without her.’

I nodded and he nodded and then he presented me with my pint. ‘But life goeson,” he said. “We should
be grateful for that.’

‘We should,” | agreed.

‘And the fact that you stand there before me meansthat you are now al grieved out and ready to face
lifewithout the Lady Fairflower. It dso meansthat you have cometo tell medl that | need to know
regarding Developmentd Services’

‘It does,” | said. * Shall we step outside and discuss this matter in private?

The barlord nodded and | smiled at the barlord.

A hand, however, fdl upon my shoulder.

| turned and said, ‘ Dave,” for Dave shand it was that had fallen.

‘Not now,” whispered Davein my ear. ‘Wait until after closing time. Y ou can do for himand | will do
for the cash regigter.’

‘You are, asever, aswiseasyour years,” | whispered back. ‘I'll tell you everything later,” | said to Eric.
‘After dosing, in private’

‘Right,” said Eric. *And you seethat you do. I’ll lock up, then when I’ ve kicked everyone out I'll et you
back in the sde door.’



‘Perfect, | said.
‘Double perfect,” said Dave.
‘A pint for Davetoo,’ | said to Eric.

‘Indeed,” said the barlord. * Always a pleasure to serve apint to Barundi Fandango the Jovian
Cracksman.” And Eric once more did the business.

Dave took me over to a side table and we took sup from our pints.

‘It hasto be thisweekend,” said Dave.

‘What does? | asked.

“Mornington Crescent. We have to go this weekend.’

‘OK, | said. ‘But why?

‘Because I’'m in too much danger of getting nicked and dragged back to prison. I'm working at the
telephone exchange under afake name. I’ m awanted man, remember. | told them that my cards and my
P45 were being sent on by my last employer, but | think they’ re aready becoming suspicious. | shall
have to run this weekend no matter what. So we do it now, or wedon'tdoit at all.’

‘Seemsreasonable,’ saidl.'What isyour plan?

‘Wl I’ ve chatted with alot of dead blokes this week and remembering what you said about them
lying, I’ve been careful to cross-reference everything. | know how to get intoMornington Crescentand |
have a pretty good idea of what kind of booty isin there. And it’ slots. But ther€ s something more.
Something in there that frightens the dead and they don’t want to tell me about.’

‘ Something that frightens the dead?| don’t like the sound of that.’

Dave shook hishead. ‘Y ou’ ve had months and months at this, haven’'t you? he said. ‘Y ou could have
asked loads and loads of questions of the dead. Y ou could have found out amazing stuff. Why didn’t
you?

| shrugged. ‘I’ ve thought about this,” | said. ‘ Death was my mgjor interest when | wasyoung. All | ever
wanted to do wasfind out the point of it. | could never see the point, do you under-stand? | could see
the point of life, but never death.

‘| wanted to find out the truth. But when it actudly cameto it, when | actually found mysdf talking to the
dead, | never had the nerve to ask. The first dead person | spoke to was my dad and he wanted to tell
me something fantastic. But Barry cut me off and | never spoke to him again. | bottled out. | don’t know
why. | think it's because the living aren’ t supposed to know and | didn’t want to know.’

Dave shook hishead again. ‘ Y ou' reareal mess, Gary,” he said. ‘ Other people, given the opportunity
that you were given, would redly have gonefor it. They’ d have found out.’

‘So, have you found out, then? The truth about everything?



‘No,’ said Dave. ‘| haven't. But that’ s because they wouldn’t tell me. But | know enough to know
whereto look. It'sal there atMornington Crescent. And if you have the bottle to go there with me, we'll
find out together.’

‘I havethebottle,” | said. *I'm not scared. I'm brave.’

‘That’sgood,” said Dave. ‘But you aretelling me the truth, aren’t you? There' s no going back. When
we do what | plan that we' re going to do, there will be no going back. It'satotal commitment.’

| Spped at my pint. ‘What exactly are you saying? | asked.

‘I'm saying that thisisthe big one. For you and for me. If we don't do this, if we don’t do the Big One,
doit and get away, it will bedl up for us. They’ll get us,Gary. They’ll catch me and drag me back to
boring Strangeways. And they’ll get you too. It'sonly amatter of time before they get you. Y ou'vekilled
thirty-three people. No, it’ sthirty-four now, isn't it? Counting Sandra s body—donor.

‘It sthirty—five, actudly.’

‘Thirty-five?

‘Therewasthissmdly old tramp yesterday as| waswalking to work. He asked me for money. He was
so ugly. God, I've dways hated ugly people’

‘Then I’'m glad I’'m so damnedly handsome.’
“You'renot dlthat handsome.’

‘But I’'m notugly.’

‘No,” | said, ‘you're not ugly, Dave.

‘Well, thank the Lord for that. So it’ sthirty-five and by the end of thisevening it will probably be
thirty-six.”

‘It willdefinitely bethirty-six.
‘So it'stime to be away. Do the Big One and away toRio. We |l shack up with Ronnie Biggs’
‘I'll have to take Sandra. She can’t manage on her own.’

‘We'll take Sandra. 1t will belike Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid and the woman on the crossbar
of the bike whose name no one can remember.’

“Why should anyone want to remember the name of abike? | asked.
‘Was that some sad attempt at humour?

‘Possibly,” | said and | finished my pint. * So what you' re saying isthat we pull off thishuge Big Onethis
weekend, then haveit away on our toestoRio.’



‘If you'reup for it

‘ am,; | said. ‘I'm absolutely up for it.’

‘Good,” said Dave. ‘I'm so very glad that you said that.’
| shrugged. ‘Fine,’ | said.

‘No,” said Dave. ‘| mean that I’'mvery glad. Because, you see, you can t go back to work at the
telephone exchange, even if you want to. So I’'m glad. All’swell that endswell, or, we hope, will end

well, en?

‘Hold on,’ | said. *Slow down. What are you saying?

‘| was certain that you'd say yes,” said Dave. ‘Whichiswhy I'm here’

‘Yes, | can seethat you' re here.What do you mean?

‘I mean I’'m here. I’'m herenow. At this minute, no one' s manning the bulb booth, nor will do ever again.’
‘“Whatdo you mean? | asked once more, but with adifferent emphasis.

‘Ah,’ said Dave, cupping ahand to hisear. ‘Listen.’
| listened and from the distance | heard the sound of bells. And sirenstoo, aswell asbells.
‘Freengines,’ | said.

‘Yes,' sad Dave. ‘ Thetelephone exchangeisonfire’

‘Itis? | said. ‘How do you know?

Dave looked at me and raised his eyebrows.

‘Oh, | said.

Davegrinned at me. ‘And when | say it sonfire, he continued, ‘| meanit’ sreally on fire.Someone
disabled the sprinkler system and emptied awhole load of petrol al over room 23. And barricaded the
doors before crawling out of aback window. Oh, and redlly vandaized the bulb booth. Redlly badly.
Nicked the bulb and everything.” Dave delved into his pocket and brought out the bulb in question. It

was the XP10O3. * Souvenir for you,” he said.

| took the bulb. It felt really weird in my hands. Like some kind of symbol or something. Something that
meant something, but didn’t, but till did, or something.

| put the bulb down on thetable. * Y ou torched the place,’ | said dowly.
Dave just nodded and grinned some more.

“Y ou torched the tel ephone exchange. But why did you do it? Why?



‘Well,” said Dave, ‘| don’t know about you, butl really don’t want to work there any more.
| looked at Dave.

And Dave looked a me.

And then we both began to laugh.
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I’ve never been a pyromaniac. The wanton destruction of property has always been anathemato me.
But Dave and | did leave the Golden Dawn to wander down and watch the blaze.

And it was avery good blaze. Much better than the taxicab. The telephone exchange redlly went up.

Dave kind of skulked in the shadows. And that was al for the best, because in the midst of the
conflagration, when people were coming and going and fire-fighters were making free with their hoses,
Mr Holland appeared on the scene and came up to me al in tears.

‘Thisisterrible, wept Mr Holland.
‘It sabit of asurprise,’ | said. ‘But that’ slifefor you, awaysfull of surprises’

‘But the bulbsman,” wept Mr Holland, ‘that nice new chap who does the night shift. He must surely have
perished in the flames.’

‘Sad,’ | said. ‘ Thatis sad. Oh, look at that.” Certain explosions came from the seventeenth floor and
policemen told usto get back to a safe distance.

‘Tragedy,” wailed Mr Holland. ‘ Thisisatragedy. Oh God, thisisso terrible’
‘Terrible,’ | agreed. ‘But life must go on, | suppose.

‘My lifeisfinished.” Mr Holland sniff-sniff-sniffed and wiped his nose on hisdeeve. ‘ That exchange was
my life’

‘Thatisvery sad,’ said I.

Tearsran down Mr Holland' sface. ‘| know I’ ve been hard on you,” he snivelled. ‘1 know you must at
times have hated me.’

| listened to him but | didn’t nod, even though he was absolutely right.

‘But the exchange was my life. Workers are just workers— they can dways be replaced. There's
adways more. But the exchangeis everything.’

‘Waseverything,” | corrected him.

‘Tragedy,” wailed Mr Holland some more. ‘My lifeisover. | wish | could depart thisvale of tears’



‘Comewithme,’ | told himkindly. ‘Let’s go somewhere quiet and private and discussthis’

And s0, as one might an old incontinent dog that had been the beloved family pet but was now making
too much mess on the duvet, | put Mr Holland out of his misery.

It wasavery quiet dleyway and when | was done | turned to find Dave grinning a me.
Y ou certainly take pleasurein your work,” he said.

‘He made me pee my pantsthe first day | worked at the exchange,’ | said. ‘I don’t know why | waited
solong.’

‘Because you' re such agreat humanitarian, probably.’
And Daveand | laughed again.

‘I'll hole up at your placetonight if that’sOK,’ said Dave. ‘ Then firgt thing tomorrow we doMornington
Crescent.’

Now, OK, | know what you' re going to think about what happened next. Y ou’ re going to think that it
waswrong and immora and downright wicked. But it was't redlly.

OK, Dave and | went back to my place. We had had afew drinks and then we had afew moreto
celebrate the end of the telephone exchange. And | got Sandra’ s head out of the fridge and put it back
on that nice, nubile, shapely young body that Dave and | had acquired from Harry’ S/Peter’s
world-famous night club. And then we got to joking around abit. And | don’t know who suggested it
firss — I don't think | did, because | love Sandra, so maybe it was Dave — but one of us suggested that
it might be fun to have athreesome. And if it wasn’t me, and | don't think it was, then | was probably
swayed by Dave, who said that it wouldn't really be having a threesome with Sandraper se, because the
body wasn't Sandra sanyway, soif | just stuck to the top end and he stuck to the bottom end, where
would be the harm in it? And we could aways get Sandraanew body if we really messed up thisone.
So wherewas theharmin it?

And | had had afew drinks. And Dave was my bestest friend. And I’ d dways wondered just what it
might belike to do that kind of thing. And I’ d read that therich and famous did it dl thetime.

And sowedidit.

And | redly quite enjoyediit.

And | know that Dave enjoyed it. There was no doubt about that, because he wanted to do it again
quite soon after and | wastoo tired, so he did it on his own. Which wasn’t the same. But as he let me

watch, it sort of was.

| don’t know whether Sandraenjoyed it.



Because| didn't ask her.

Weadl woke up a aroundten o’ clockin the morning. Because of dl the banging on the front door. Dave
went to see what was going on and he came back quite quickly. He only said four wordsto me, but they
were enough.

‘Police,’ said Dave. ‘Back door. Run.’

| got Sandra up off the floor and we headed for the back door. We struggled off down the aleyway and
made our escape.

“We re committed now,’” said Dave, and | knew what he meant.
*So, what are we going to do? | asked him, as he opened up the rear door of awhite trangit van.

“We re going to make tracks sharpish,’” explained my bestest friend. ‘| acquired thisvan yesterday. Get
Sandrainto the back and we're gone.’

| had aterrible hangover. And Dave was aterrible driver.

‘I’ve never had enough timeto practise properly,” he explained. ‘I’ ve never had one vehiclelong
enough.’

We bumped up akerb somewhere and down again.
‘Tel me about your plan,” | said. *But tell me quite quietly because my head hurts.

‘I know how to get intoMornington Crescent,” said Dave. * So in theory | know how to get out again.
But what'singde, that’sabit of agrey area.

‘But it'san underground station.’

‘What we're after is under the underground station.

‘Watch out for that old bloke on the bike,” | said. *No, never mind, it’stoo late.’

“Y ou should have put on your trousers,’ said Dave. ‘Y ou look pretty silly inyour underpants.’

| had Dave stop off at afashionable boutique and steal me some trousers. And then we were off again.
And then Dave and | redlized just how hungry we were. So we stopped at a café, left Sandrato snooze
in the back of the van and went off to get some breakfast. And while we were having our breakfast | got
abit of asurprise. And just like al the other surprises |’ d had, this surprise was an unpleasant one.
Therewas atelevision in the café and some kind of Saturday-morning children’s show wason. I'd never
seen it before, but it seemed to consist mostly of shouting. There were severa presenters, a
young-fellow-me-lad who looked asif he could do with agood smacking and a couple of sexy girls.
They weredl being terribly jolly and shouting good-naturedly and | was quite enjoying the show. But
then the programme was suddenly interrupted by a special newscast.

| watched and | listened and my mouth fell open.



Elvis Predey was dead.

Dave tucked into his sausages and | pointed at the televison and then | pointed at Dave and sort of
croaking sounds came out of my mouth.

“Have you got bacon stuck in your throat? Dave asked.
‘Not..l...you...you...

‘Me?I’'mfine, I’ ve got sausage’

‘You ... Elvis.... you...

‘I'm not Elvis. Elvis has pegged it. Why have you gone dl paelikethat?

| spluttered and coughed and got dl of my voice back. * Y ou manking twonk!” | shouted at Dave. ‘ Look
what you' ve done! Look what you' ve done!’

‘| didn’t doit. He probably died of hamburger poisoning, big fat pig that he was.’
‘But you! You! Y ou burned down the exchange.’

‘Not so loud.” Dave flapped his hands about and nearly took his eye out with hisfork.
‘My passport to riches.’

‘What are you going on about?

‘I’ ve been waiting for someone like Elvisto die. So | could get them to dictate their life story to me
down the FLATLINE phone. I’ d have made millions out of Elvis. But you burned down the exchange.’

‘Sorry,” said Dave. ‘But how was | to know?
‘That’ snot the point. Thisisterrible”

‘No, it'snot,” said Dave.

‘Itis’

‘I snot.’

Is”

‘Not.’

| would have said ‘is' once more, just to get my point across, but Dave was making apoint of hisown.
Not with hismouth, but with hisfinger.

‘Now,that's terrible, hesaid. ‘ That'sredly terrible’



| followed the direction of his pointing and its direction was towards the television screen. And when |
saw what Dave had seen, | had to agree that itwas redly terrible,

The face of Elvis Predey was no longer on the screen.
Instead was another face and it wasmine.

‘Gary Charlton Cheese, the newscaster was saying. ‘ Aged twenty-seven. Wanted in connection with
the arson attack on the Brentford tel ephone exchange, which it is believed resulted in the desth of a
telecommuni cations engineer who was working the night shift and the subsequent murder of Morris
Holland, whose body was found this morning horribly mutilated. Police wish to question Mr Cheese
regarding seventeen other so far unsolved murders, including that of Mr Eric Blame, landlord of the
Golden Dawn, whose body was a so found this morning.’

‘| didn’t know you’'d donehim,” said Dave.
“‘Shut up,” | said to Dave.

‘Chief Inspectre Sherrington Hovis of Scotland Y ard iswith usin the studio. Chief Inspectre, what
information can you give us about Gary Charlton Cheese?

‘Hovis? | said. ‘Who'she?

‘A right shidogee,’” said Dave. ‘ He's sent me down twice. Once he getshisteeth into acase, it's,” and
Dave drew hisfinger across histhroat, ‘for the crim.

‘But how? | spluttered a bit. ‘How? Me? How?

‘Listento theman,” said Dave. And | listened to the man.

The man was an odd-looking cove. Thin as abad wife' s headache excuse, with along and pointed nose
of the style they call aguiline. He wore golden pince-nez and afour-piece suit of tweed. | recognized the
tweed at once.

It was Boleskine tweed.

The very tweed that Lazlo Woodbine used to wear when he impersonated a newspaper reporter. Things
like that mattered to me. Things like that also mattered to Dave.

‘Note the four-piece,’ said Dave. ‘Enough said, | think.’
‘The man knows his businessand hemeans it, said I. The man was now talking to camera.

‘Gary Charlton Cheese,” said Inspectre Hovis, in afussy nasd tone, ‘isavery dangerous man. If you
see thisman, donot approach him. And under no circumstances attempt to make acitizen'sarrest. It is
not my habit to compromise ahomicide investigation by making adirect accusation against a suspect
before he is brought before the due process of the law and standstrid. However, in thiscase | am going
to make an exception, so damning isthe forensic evidence against Mr Cheese — to whit, the new
science of True Name Identification.

‘Eh? sadl.



And‘Eh? sad Dave.

‘— that | have no quamsin identifying Mr Cheese asa sexid killer. This man must be found and brought
tojudtice’

| looked at Dave. And Dave looked at me.

The newscaster looked at Chief Inspectre Sherrington Hovis. ‘1 understand, Chief Inspectre,” he said,
‘that Parliament has passed a specid Act to reinstate the death penalty for Mr Cheese. Isthis correct?

‘Itis’ sad Ingpectre Sherrington Hovis.
| looked at Dave once more. But Dave just shook his head.

‘So great arethisman's crimes againgt society,’ said the chief Inspectre, ‘that he cannot be permitted to
live. Our investigations are ongoing and we expect to be able to tie Mr Cheese into over one hundred

brutd killings’

‘One hundred? | said.

And Dave whigtled.

‘Don’'t whistle,” | told him. ‘1 haven’t murdered one hundred people. Nowhere near that figure.’

‘Thefixisin, said Dave, turning hisfaceto me. ‘Y ou'rein the frame. He meansto clear theL.ondon
murder crime sheetsfor the last five years by stitching you up for dl of them.

‘But I'minnocent,’ | protested.
Dave raised an eyebrow to me.
‘Mostly innocent,” | said.

‘| think we' d better go,” said Dave. * It’ s definitely South Americafor us. I’ d best get on the phoneto Mr
Biggsand tdl him we re coming.’

‘| think we can forget aboutMornington Crescent,’ | said. ‘Let’s head forDover.’

‘Hold on there.” Dave made hold-hard hands-putting-ups. ‘I don’t have any money. Do you have any
money? No, don’t tell me, you don’'t. We can’t get toRiowithout many penniesin our pockets. It's
Mornington Crescentor you might aswell give yourself up. Or let me bring you in. There sbound to bea

big reward.’
“Youwouldn't? | said.

“‘No, of course | wouldn’t — you' re my bestest friend. But we need big bucks and we need them now.
AndMornington Crescentis the last place that anyone' s going to be looking for you. Let’ s do the job,
take the booty and flee these shores for ever. What do you say?

| didn't hesitate. | said yes.



‘That' s sorted, then,” said Dave. * Finish your bregkfast, then I [l pay up and leave.
‘Oh, you're going topay. Thisisnew.’

‘We don't want to call attention to oursalves, do we? We just want to behave asif we're perfectly
norma people. Just like al the other peoplein thiscafé’

| glanced around and about. ‘Dave,’ | said. ‘Dave’
‘What? said Dave.
‘Dave, we suddenly seemto be dl doneinthiscafé’

Dave glanced dl around and about a so. In particular he glanced towards the cash register. ‘ The
proprietor’ sgone,” hesaid. ‘And all the waitresses, and the griddie chef too.’

And then we heard it. It came from outside, from the car park. I’d only heard it before in the movies
and, | cantell you, it'smuch scarier in red life, especidly when it’ s addressed to yourself.

Itwas, if you hadn’t aready guessed. A voice. A policeman svoice. And it was coming through one of
those specid police loud-hailers. Or bullhorns, as Laz used to cdl them. And anyone e se too who lived
in ningteen-fiftiesAmerica, of course.

‘Gary Charlton Cheese,’ came through the police loud-hailer. *We know you'rein there. We have the
place surrounded. Come out with your hands held high.’

‘The format hasn’t changed at al sincethe daysof Laz,” said Dave. ‘It' sgood to know that some things,
a least, never change.’

‘Very comforting,” | said. ‘But how?

‘| suspect that the proprietor recognized you from your face on the TV, called the cops and quietly
ushered out the patrons while we weretalking,” said Dave.

Which explained everything, redly.

“Y ou have one minute,” said the voice from outside, ‘ before we employ the use of a short-rangetactica
missile and destroy the entire café”’

Another voice shouted, ‘ Oi, hang on, that’ sabit drastic.’

Thiswas the voice of the caf€ s proprietor.

‘Serveshimright for grassing you up,” said Dave, who was now underneath the table.
‘What arewe going to do? | asked him.

‘Giveyoursdf up. I'll forget about the reward. I'll even own up that | didn’t die in your arson attack on
the telephone exchange.’



‘That’ svery big of you.’

‘What arefriendsfor? asked Dave, which was probably arhetorica question.

‘We haveto get out of here’

‘I can't seehow.’

‘Well, you wouldn’t, not from down there. Come on, think of something.’

“Y ou havethirty seconds,’” came the police loud—hailer voice.

‘It might not be him,” came the shouting voice of the café proprietor. ‘ In fact, now that | cometo think of
it, it didn't actually look like him at al. The blokein thereisabig fat fellow. And black, with dreadlocks.
And oneeye. That can’'t be him, can it?

‘Twenty seconds.’

‘And awooden leg. With aparrot on his shoulder.’

‘ Fifteen seconds.’

‘It s been nice knowing you,” said Dave to me. ‘Would you have any objectionsif | just ran outsde with
my hands up, before the tactical missile strikes home?

| shrugged. ‘No, | suppose not. I'm just sorry that we didn’t have longer. We could have had one of
those deep and meaningful conversations about the nature of friendship, with flashbacksto our childhood
and stuff like that, like they do in the movies’

‘Ten seconds!’

‘Shame,’ said Dave. * Sorry there’' s no time to shake your hand, buit...’

‘Five seconds!’

‘That was abit quick.’

‘Three.... two.., one...

And then there was thisincredible explosion.

Half the side of the café came down. Chairs and tables rocketed towards us, borne by the force;
pictureswere torn from thewalls; light fittings and fixtures shattered and toppled. There was tomato
sauce everywhere. And mayonnaise, in those little hard-to-open sachets. And amidst al the force and the
dust and the mashing and mayhem a voice caled out to me. And the voice cdled: ‘ Come with meif you
wanttolive’*

| looked up and Sandralooked down, from the cab of the white trangit van.

“Hurry up!’” she shouted. ‘ My head nearly came off driving through that wall.’



Dave and | scrambled from the rubble and scrambled some moreinto the transit. Sandrareversed it out
at the hurry—up.

‘Zerol’ cametheloud-hailer voice.

And then there was areal exploson.

*| know that this has now become alegendary phrase, uttered by the great Arnie Schwarzenegger. But,
for therecord, it wasfirgt uttered in that caféin 1977.
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| was redlly impressed with Sandra. That was genuine loyalty. That was love. That iswhat marriages are
all about. And she drove very well for awoman. Especidly adead one. She managed to mow down at
least three policemen as we left the car park. And acouple of civilianswho were looking on.

Which served them right for being so nosy.

‘I'mredly impressed,’ | said to Sandra, as she put her foot down and we sped away. ‘ That was genuine
loyaty. That waslove. That iswhat marriages are dl about.’

‘Sandranot do it for Masser Gary,” said Sandra. ‘ Sandrado it for Dave. Him great lover. Him has
awaysbeen.’

‘The woman’s overexcited,” said Dave. ‘ Shedid it foryou. Sheredly did. Didn’'t you Sandra? Y ou did

it forGary. Who won't put your head in the fridge any more. Or possibly ripit off and samp on it, if he
thought that you hadn’t doneit for him.’

‘| did it for you, Masser Gary,” said Sandra. * Sandralove Masser Gary.’

‘That’ stheticket,” said Dave.



‘I'm upset by this;” | said to Dave, fishing aL.ondonA—Zfrom the glove compartment. ‘ Now, which way
toMornington Crescent?

And then we heard the police Srens.

‘Best put your foot down, Sandra,” said Dave.

‘Oi!" | said. ‘I'll order the zombie. Foot down, Sandra,now.’

‘Sorry,” said Dave. ‘ No offence meant.’

‘None taken, | assure you.

They came up on usfast. But atrangit isatrangit and apolice car isonly apolice car. We had one of
them off the road at the roundabout and another into arow of parked cars soon after. Which left us only
the helicopter.

‘It sahelicopter!” shouted Dave. ‘WE Il never be ableto losethat.’

‘To the nearest underground gtation,” | said. “We'll take the tube.’

‘But we need avan for the booty.’

“We Il improvise when the time comes. To the nearest tube Station, Sandra, and step onit.’

‘Yes, MasserGary,” said Sandra, bless her little heart. Charred though it was, in aburned-out cab in
Chiswick.

Now happily for us, the nearest tube station wasEarls Court. And since there areloads of different lines
that run throughEarls Court, the police wouldn't know which one we were getting on. So they wouldn’t
know which train to shut down in which tunnel. Which meant we were safe for now.

‘Three snglestoMornington Crescent,” said Dave to the chap in the ticket office.

‘Get redl,” said the chap.

‘Excuse me? said Dave.

‘Three snglestoMornington Crescent. Do | look like a complete twonker?

‘Yes' said Dave. ‘But what hasthat got to do with anything?

‘It has to do with the fact thatMornington Crescentstation is closed for repairs.’

‘Oh,” said Dave. ‘ Since when?

‘Since 1945.



“Y ou blokes on the transport don’t rush yourselves with repairs, do you?

‘We're very thorough. We have the public’ s safety dwaysin the forefront of our minds.’

‘OK, sad Dave, ‘what lineisMornington Crescenton?

‘The Northernline,” said the chap.

‘And what’ sthe nearest setion to it, on that line?

‘Eugton,” said the chap.

‘Three snglesto there, then.’

‘Righty right,’ said the chap. ‘But just onething.’

‘Yes? sad Dave.

‘The woman with you, the one with the wonky head that doesn’t seem to match her bodly...’

‘What about her? asked Dave.

‘“Why is she stark bollard naked? asked the chap. ‘ She' sanaturist,” said Dave. And he paid up for the
tickets. Yes, well, | supposethat | should have had Dave nick some clothes for Sandrawhen he nicked

some trousers for me from the fashionable boutique. But | can’'t be expected to think of everything.

| must confessthat we didn’t exactly blend in with al the other commuters. People kept looking at
Sandra

And, frankly, | found that rather offensve. Blokes eyeing up my missus. | felt that | should take issue
with them. Possibly make an example of one.

‘Don’'t,’ said Dave, who apparently read my mind. ‘We Il change from the Didtrict line at Embankment.
Thenwe ll travel with thedriver.’

‘Do they let you do that? | asked.
‘No,” said Dave. ‘But we'll sortit.’

At Embankment, we changed onto the Northern line. We got into the first carriage and Dave knocked
on thedriver’ sdoor. ‘ Inspector!” called Dave. ‘ Could | have aword?

The driver opened the door. We pushed our way into his cab.

‘Get out!” shouted thedriver. “You'renot allowed in here.’

‘Ded with the driver, Gary,” said Dave.

‘Aaagh!” went the driver. ‘1t's Cheese the psycho killer. | saswyouon TV

| dedlt sternly with that driver. And then | turned to Dave. ‘Herecognized me,” | said.



‘That' shardly surprising,” said Dave.

“Y eah, but no one else on the trains we' ve been on seemed to recognize me. How do you account for
that?

‘| think Sandramight have distracted them.’

‘Oh yeah. So what are we going to do now?

“You're going to drive the train and stop it atMornington Crescent.’

‘But | don’t know how to drive atrain.’

‘Sandraknow,” said Sandra.

“Youdo?' | said.

‘All middie—class girls taught how to drivetrains at prep school,” said Sandra.
‘Eh? sad .

‘In case society collapse. If revolution come. All middle-class girls taught everything. How to drive
trains, run power stations, run government, everything.’

‘| didn't know this,’ | said.

‘That because you working class. Working class know nothing. Get taught nothing at school. Kept
ignorant, kept under control.’

‘Thisisabit of arevelation,’ | said.

‘It doesn't surpriseme,” said Dave. ‘Mr Trubshaw told me al about this conspiracy-theory stuff in
Strangeways. He said nothing in society isactudly what it seems. Thewholething isahbig con.

‘I"d like to hear more,’ | said, * but the commuters will soon be banging on the door demanding to know
why thetrainisn't moving.’

“You don't travel much on the tube, do you,Gary? said Dave.
‘No,” | said, shaking my head, and wiping the driver’ s blood from my hands.

‘Wl trust me, the commuters won't notice any difference. Now, Sandra, drive the train toMornington
Crescent.’

‘I'll tell her,” | said. And | told her.

There was something atogether weird aboutMornington Crescent. As Sandradrew thetrain to a hdlt,
Dave and | stared out at it. The lights were on, but no one was a home. Nor, it seemed, had anyone



been home since the end of the Second World War. There were dl these wartime war-effort posters on
thewadls, and othersfor Bovril and Bisto and Doveston’ s steam-driven wonder beds.

“What about the commuters? | asked Dave. ‘We can't let them all out here.

‘We'll leave through the driver’ sdoor, directly onto the platform,” said Dave. *Why not stick the
driver’ shand down on the deadman’ s handle and send the train on to other parts?

‘But it might crash,’ | said.
Dave raised an eyebrow to me.
‘Sorry,” | said. ‘1 don’'t know what came over methere.’

We got out of the driver’ sdoor, | dumped dl of the driver down on the deadman’ s handle and Sandra
st the train back in motion. And we watched asthe train gathered speed and |eft the station.

‘There,” said Dave. ‘ Job done’’

“You're pretty quick on your feet, aren’t you? | said to Dave.

‘Haveto be’ said Dave. ‘In my business, you always have to be thinking one step ahead.’

‘If you'reso smart,’ | said, * how come you' re alway's getting caught?

‘Because,” said Dave, ‘| may be smart, but there’ s dways some-one smarter. In my caseit’s Inspectre
Hovisof Scotland. And that’ s now in your casetoo. So if we wish to outsmart him, we shouldboth get on
with the business at hand, rather than stand around here making chitchat.’

‘Lead on, Dave,” saidl.' Take usto the booty.’

‘Yeah, well, | don't exactly know theway from here. | sort of knew the way from a secret tunndl that
Churchill told me about, but | don't think it’s anywhere around here. We Il have to work this out
together.’

‘Fair enough,” | said. ‘At least the lightsare on. Let’sgo and explore.’

So we went and explored.

Mornington Crescentdidn’t smell too good. It smelled musty and lifeless, asif no one had bregthed the
air therefor years. Nor was supposed to.

‘It feelsredly odd here,’ said Dave, as we wandered down the big tiled corridors. *Unworldly. Do you
know what | mean?

| nodded. And | remembered too. All this reminded me of something. Something I’ d felt along time
before. ‘It slikethose crypts,’ | said. ‘ The ones| used to crawl into in the graveyard when | was a child.
They fet likethis. Like you weren't supposed to be in them. Which you weren't.’

‘Station dead,’” said Sandra. ‘ All dead here. Sandra know, Sandra dead too.’



‘Don’'t go putting yourself down,” said Dave. ‘Y ou're more dive than half the people | know.’

‘Thank you, Dave,’” said Sandra. ‘ Sandralove Masser Dave!’

‘What was that? | asked.

‘Sandrasay, “ Sandralove Masser Gary,”’ said Sandra.

‘Hm, sad|l.

‘Theré salight up ahead,” said Dave. ‘Big light. Big something, by thelook of it.

‘Sssh,’ said .

‘What? said Dave.

‘| hear people,’ | said. And we crept forward. We emerged from thetiled corridor onto akind of gantry
a thetop of aniron staircase. And we found oursalves |ooking down onto something that was atogether
big.

‘What the Holy big Jackusisthat? whispered Dave as he and | and Sandra stared down together.

It was big, and when | say it wasbig | meanwhat | say. It was like some vast aircraft-hangar sort of
arrangement and there were..

‘Flying saucers,” whispered Dave. ‘ Tell me that those aren't fly-ing saucers.
‘| can't, | said. ‘They are’

And they were. There was an entire squadron of them. Polished chromium craft. The classic Adamski
shape. Discswith araised central area, ringed around with little portholes.

‘Wdll, | don't know what | was expecting,” said Dave, ‘but | don't think it wasthis.’
‘| thought you said that it was the Germans who had the alien technology in the war.

‘Y eah, but the Germanslost thewar. Oh shug! Look at them.” | looked and | saw. Little grey men with
big egg heads moving around the flying saucers.

‘Aliens;’ | said. “Well, | suppose that where you get UFOs you' re bound to get diens.’
‘Sandrano want to see aliens,” said Sandra. * Sandra scared of aliens!’

‘“Why do they scareyou? | asked her.

‘Weleave,’ said Sandra. ‘Leave now. Go back. Take Sandraback, Masser Gary.’
‘We'regtaying,’ | said. ‘I want to find out what’ s going on here’

‘Sandra go. Sandra cannot stay.’



‘Facethewall,” | told Sandra. * Stand till. Dave and | will go and have alook around. Don’t move until
we come back.’

Sandraturned dowly and faced the wall.

Davelooked at meand | didn't liketheway that hedidiit.
‘Problem? | asked.

‘No,” said Dave. ‘Nothing. What do you want to do?

“Y ou'rethe crimina mastermind;you tdlme.’

‘Cregp down, have a shifty around, see what we can see, hear what we can hear, nick what we can
nick.

‘Good plan,’ | said. *Sandra, stay.’
‘Sandrastay,” said Sandra.
‘Good girl,” | said. *Wewon'’t belong. We hope.’

Daveand | crept down theiron taircase. It was avery long staircase and there were alot of stairs, but
presently we found our-salves at the bottom of them.

Dave looked back up the way we had come. ‘We have aprob-lem here,” hesaid. ‘I can't seeusbeing
ableto carry too much booty up dl those steps.’

‘There Il be another way out. Now, let me see, there' s some-thing we need if we're not going to be
noticed.’

‘Cloaksof invisibility? Dave suggested. Y ou are strong with spellstoday?

‘No, Dave. White coats and light bulbs, that’s al we need.’

‘Okey pokey,” said Dave and we set out in search of them.

Now, if therewas onething that | was certain of it wasthat, in places such asthis, thereisawaysa
locker room where you can dip into awhite coat or aradiation suit or something. At least there dwaysis
inJamesBond films
‘Ah,’” said Dave, pointing to adoor. ‘ Thiswill bethekiddie’

| perused the sign upon the door. WHITE COAT AND LIGHT BULB STORE, it read.

‘After you, said Dave.

‘No, after you.

‘No, after you.



‘Oh, please yoursdlf, then.” And | pushed open the door and went inside.

And suddenly, for therewas no warning at dl, | found mysdif falling and faling into a bottomless pit of
whirling oblivion.

Which iswhat Lazlo Woodbine used to fall into at the end of the second chapter of each of histhrillers,
when the dame that done him wrong bopped him over the head.

Which might have been dl right for Laz, but it certainly wasn't for me.

‘ Aasasasaaaaagh!’ | went.
And then things went very black indeed and that was that for me.

23

| awoke with undoubtedly the worst hangover | have ever had in my life. Thereisno mistaking a
hangover. Y ou can't passit off asamigraine. It hurts like the very bejabers and there’ sno oneto blame
but yoursdlf.

| made disma groaning sounds of the ‘| must have had aredlly, redly good time last night’ variety and
felt about for that € usive something-or-other that folk with hangovers dways fed about for when they
awaken in thisterrible Sate.

But then | became awarethat | couldn’t seem to fed about for anything, as my hands wouldn’t move at
al. | opened ableary eye and viewed my immediate surroundings. At first glance they didn’t look too
good. On second glance they looked worse.

It appeared asif | was strapped into some kind of large chair. | tried to move my head, but found that |
couldn’t. | tried to move my feet, but thiswas not, asthey say, ‘ahappening thing'.

| did some more glancing, just to make sure that the con-clusions | had drawn from my previous
glancings were not mistaken. No, it seemed that they were not.

| wasinasmadl, rather surgica-looking room, with wallsto either sde of me and aglass screen in front.
And beyond the glass screen | could see another room, larger than mine and al decked out with rows of
chairs. Upon these chairs | could make out a number of people, some of them strange to my eyes, but
othersmogt familiar.

Amongst the familiar persuasion, | spied out my mother, weep-ing into ahandkerchief And beside her
my brother, whom | hadn’t seen for nearly ten years. And there were severa of my mother’ sfriends.
And therewas along thin man in Boleskine tweed: Chief Inspectre Hovis, he was. And there was Dave
and sitting beside Dave, being comforted by Dave with an arm about the shoulder, was Sandra. Shewas
dressed rather smartly in black and her face was well made up.

| began to struggle, as onewould, and 1 did, but sadly to no avail whatsoever. So | decided that shouting
would be the thing to do. But | couldn’t shout because my mouth was gagged by what felt to be a trip of
adhesive tape.



So | made ferocious grunting noises and struggled and struggled. And then arather brutal-looking

individua in the shape of alarge prison officer gppeared in my line of vison and menaced mewith a
truncheon.

‘Shut it, loony boy,” said thisfellow. ‘Or you'll get onein the ‘nadswith this stick.’

| quietened mysdlf, but with difficulty. | felt truly panicked. How had | ended up here? Wherever here
was, it looked awfully like an execution chamber. And how come | had ahangover? | hadn't been
drinking. I'd been fdling. Ohyes, | remembered that

— fdlinginto adark whirling pit of oblivion. | confessthat | was confused.
‘All risg’ cameavoice. And | tried but failed.  All rise for the Honourable Mr Justice Doveston.’

And achap in full judge srigout mooched past me and moved beyond my line of vison. And now al the
folk who'd risen on hisarrival sat down again.

‘Removethe prisoner’sgag,” came avoice, which | assumed to be that of the Honourable Mr Justice
Doveston. Great-grandson of the wonder-bed' s creator?

The prison officer tore the tape from my mouth.

‘Oooow!” | went.

‘Silencein court,” said someone or other that | couldn’t see.
‘Let meloose,’ | demanded. * Set me free. I've done nothing.’

Now this, | know, was not exactly true. But these were the words that came out of my mouth. | couldn’t
seem to stop them at thetime.

‘Silence,” said the voice once again. ‘ Or you will be sedated.’
‘What' s going on here? Where am |? What are you doing?
‘Silence, for thelast time. Officer, prepare the truncheon.’
The prison officer raised histruncheon.

‘I'mcool,’ | sad. ‘| won't say anything dse’

Thevoicesad, ‘Gary Charlton Cheese, you stand, or, rather,sit, accused of arson — to whit, the

wanton destruction of the Brentford Telephone Exchange. And of multiple homicide— to whit, the
murdersof...

And he began to read out alist. And it read as some litany of the damned. As damned as those on the
list had been, a my hand. But the list went on and on. And name after namethat | didn’t recognize, of

folk that | certainly hadn’t put paid to, came one after another, after another. “. . . And Elvis Aaron
Predey.’

‘Elvis? | choked on the name.‘l didn’t kill Elvis!’



‘How plead you? asked the voice.
‘Innocent,’ | said. * Absolutely, uncontroversidly innocent.’

‘Oh dear,” camethevoice of Mr Justice Doveston. ‘1 hope this doesn’t mean that we'll be here all day.
| have an urgent golfing appointment at three. Who represents the guilty party?

‘Guilty party? | sad. ‘A man isinnocent until proven guilty.’
‘Don't bedlly, said Mr Justice Doveston. * So who represents thisvicious killer?

‘I do.” A lady now stepped into my eyeline. And avery pretty lady too. She had adim yet shapely
figure, hugged by expensive black. And she wore, atop her head of flame-red hair, one of those
barrigter’ slittle white wigs, which look so incredibly sexy when worn by ayoung woman but just plain
stupid when worn by aman.

‘Ah,” saild Mr Justice D, ‘Ms Ferguson. Always a pleasure to see you in court, no matter how lost your
cause.

‘Thank you, Y our Honour. | will represent Mr Cheese and it is my intention to prove to the court that,
athough Mr Cheeseisguilty of multiple homicide, heisavictim of circumstance. A pawvnin agame o
great that it isbeyond his comprehension. That acon-spiracy exists, which, if the truth of it was exposed
to the genera public, would rock society to its very foundation. Y ou spoke of lost causes, Y our Honour.
And indeed | have pursued many. But now | am privy to certain information, which | fed certain will—'

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ said Mr Judtice. ‘ Thisal soundsterribly interest-ing. But do try to makeit brief. Let's
get it over by lunchtime, fry thisvillain and take the afternoon off.’

‘Thank you, Y our Honour. It ismy intention to prove that a secret organization exists, possessed of an
occult knowledge. This organization supplies the government of this country with information gleaned
from certain sourcesthat. .

‘Areyou sure this has any bearing on this case? asked Mr Justice D.
‘Every bearing. | will prove that athough the hands that caused the murders belong to Mr Cheese, the
mind that ordered those hands to commit those horrendous deeds was not the mind of Mr Cheese. The

thinking did not go on in hishead, the thinking came from e sawhere. From adistant point in the universe.

| stared &t M's Ferguson and then | glanced towards Dave. Dave was giving me the thumbs-up. He
mouthed thewords, ‘I’ ve sorted it.’

‘Thisdl soundsvery esoteric,’ said Mr Justice D. * And aless erudite and well-read magistrate than |
would no doubt dismissthisline of evidence out of hand. But | like agood laugh and this nutty stuff hasa
certain gpped to me. Aslong asit’sover by lunchtime, of course, and we can enjoy thefrying. I’ ve never
seen an eectrocution before and I'm realy looking forward to it.’

‘Quite so, Your Honour. | will try to keep thisbrief Might | call the first witness for the defence?

‘Asquickly asyou can, yes.



‘Then please cal Mr Regindd Boothy.’

‘Cdll Mr Reginald Boothy,’ called avoice. And presently Mr Reginald Boothy appeared. They sat him
down in achair facing me, which was decent of them, athough after aglance or two at Mr Boothy |
was't atogether certain. There was something distinctly odd about Mr Boothy. A certain unworldliness.
| felt that here was aman who wasn't what he seemed. And what he seemed, whatever that was, wasn't
whetthat seemed either.

Mr Boothy wastal and oldish-looking, and in hisway was rather handsome. He had gunmeta-grey hair,
decent cheekbones and a clipped gunmeta-grey beard. He looked a bit like a graphic designer. Because
graphic designers alwayslook likethat. It'satradition or an old charter, or something.

Mr Boothy wore a very dashing black suit cut to adesign that | didn’t recognize and was accompanied
by two small and friendly-looking dogs.

The chap whose voice had urged me to be silent was in fact the clerk of the court. He stepped forward
to Mr Boothy and placed aBible into hishands. ‘ Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth and
nothing but the truth? he said.

‘Asmuch of it as| know,” said Mr Boothy. ‘Which is some, but not al.’

‘Good enough,” said Mr Justice D.

‘No, it'snot,” said Ms Ferguson.

‘It will do for me,’ | said. Because | recognized if not Mr Boothy, then at least hisname. I’d come
acrossit only once beforein my life. And I’ d never heard of any other Mr Boothy, for it didn’t seem like
area nameat al. The only Mr Boothy I’ d heard of was the one referred to by Nigel and Ralph, the two
young men I’ d overheard in the restricted section of the Brentford Memorid Library al those years ago
when | wasachild. Wasit thesame Mr Boothy? Who could say? Not me.

“You are Mr Reginald Boothy? asked Ms Ferguson.

‘| am,” said Mr Reginad Boothy. ‘ And these are my two dogs, Wibble and Trolley Bus'’

‘Quite s0,” said MsFerguson. ‘But | will address my questions soldly to you, if you don’'t mind.’

‘I'measy,’” said Mr Boothy.

‘Splendid. So, Mr Boothy, am | right in assuming that you are the head of a secret underground
organization, known asthe Ministry of Serendipity, which suppliesinformation to the government of this
country and in fact influences every mgjor decision made by the government?

‘I’m proud to say S0, yes,’ said Mr Boothy.

‘Er, excuse me,” said Mr Justice Doveston. ‘ But, Mr Boothy, you are aware of what you are saying to
this court, aren’t you? Y ou seem very eager to divulge secrets’

‘I'm easy,” said Mr Boothy once again. ‘1 know that nothing | say will go beyond these walls and, even
if it does, no one beyond these walswill ever believeit. That isthe nature of areal con-spiracy. Even if
you own up to it, even if you can proveit, people, on the whole, will never bdieveit.’



Mr Doveston nodded, dthough | didn’'t seehim doiit. ‘| wonder why that is,’ he said.
‘It sbecause it’ sthe waywe keep it, Y our Honour. It' s the waywe want it to be.’
‘Thiswe being the Ministry of Serendipity?

‘Thiswe being the powers that run not only this country but the entireworld.’

‘How exciting,” said Mr Justice D. ‘But timeis pressing on, so please have your say as speedily as
possible’

‘Mr Boothy,” said Ms Ferguson, ‘will you tdll the court, as briefly and succinctly asyou can, what
exactly the Ministry of Serendipity does.’

‘It co-ordinatesinterdimensional communications. Which isto say, communications with the dead.”
‘Did you say thedead?' asked Mr Justice D.

‘1 did, Your Honour. If I mightbriefly explan?

‘Beasbrief asyou like, Mr Boothy.’

‘Thank you, Y our Honour. Back in Victorian times a scientific genius by the name of Nicoli Teda
invented anumber of remark-able things: dternating current, the Tedacail, for which heisill
remembered today, and wireless communications. He sold out dternating current and wireless
communications to the Thomas Edison organization. He was a genius, but not much of abusi-nessman.
Mr Tedadiscovered, when hefirg perfected wireless communications, that his radio equipment was
receiving al kinds of odd noisesthat he couldn’t account for. He fine-tuned his apparatus and he found
he could hear voices. These were not the voices of his employees testing his equipment. These were
other voices. But as no other radio equipment existed on the planet, Mr Tedawas some-what baffled by
what the source of these voices might be.*

‘Hewasto discover that he was listening to the voices of the dead.

‘But his equipment was crude by today’ s tandards and he could not tuneit precisely. Tedakept quiet
about what he had dis-covered, for fear of ridicule. Before his death he was working upon the wireless
transmission of dectricity. It issaid that he perfected it. His papers on that, however, arelost.

‘His papers on hisradio transmission received from the dead, however, were found shortly before the
Second World War, languishing in the restricted section of the Miskatonic Ingtitute in Arkham, New
England, America. Happily, by an Englishman doing research over there. He brought them back to
England. War broke out and the government enlisted every scientist in the country to help with the war
effort. Our chap, the researcher, showed Teda s papersto Churchill, who gave him the go-ahead.

“Mornington Crescenttube station was closed down. It had extensive storage areas benegth it and they
were commissioned for the war effort. For Operation Orpheus, which was a project to communicate
with the dead viaradio. To interrogate high-ranking German officers who had died in action. To thisend
agentleman named Charlie Farnsbarns, amusic-hall entertainer, who specidized in impersonating Hitler,
was cdled in. Mr Farnsbarns impersonated Hitler down the Operation Orpheus phone line to the dead.
He was convincing enough for the German officers to pass on in-formation that helped the allieswin the



war.
‘Incredible,” said Mr Justice D. ‘ But time marcheson.’

‘Indeed it does,” said Mr Boothy. ‘ And so doesEngland. After

*Thisisabsolutdly true. Y ou can look it up for yourself if you don't believe me. TryTedla: The man
who invented the twentieth century. You'll find it in the restricted section of thelibrary.

the war, Operation Orpheus was not disbanded. It was too good to disband. It was such awinner.
Every successive government pumped money into it. Numerous impersonators did their suff Some
impersonated the Russian Premier, some the President of the United States, etcetera, etcetera, depending
on which par-ticular dead person we wished to glean information from.’

‘Thisis— how shall | put it? — somewhatsneaky,” said Mr Justice D.
‘That’ sthe nature of covert operations, Y our Honour.’
‘Quite so. Please continue.’

“Well, Y our Honour, back in the nineteen fifties, with radio equipment becoming ever more
sophisticated, wavebands were being expanded. We discovered that there were wavebands within
wavebands and others within them. It seemsthat thereis an amost infinite number of wavebands. And
when you tune into each of them, you find something there. Radio-wave tranamissons are somewhat
universd. If intdligent life exists somewherein the uni-verse, it inevitably ssumbles upon radio waves.
They are naturd —part of the running order of the universe.

‘TheMinistry found that it was tuning in to life e sawherein the galaxy. There were rumoursthat the

Nazis had dien tech-nology during the war, but thiswasn't true. No dien has ever set foot on this
planet.

‘That'sadamned lie, | said.

‘Slence,’ said the prison officer, raising his truncheon.

‘But he'slying,’ | protested.

‘No, I'mnot,” said Mr Boothy. ‘When you entered the Ministry complex, you saw what you took to be
aiens. But those weren't diens. Those were underground hive workers. Intraterrestrials. Thereisan
entire civilization living beneeth our feet in the bowels of the Earth. The Ministry of Serendipity
com-municates with them. They sharetheir technology. It dl helps Britanniato go on ruling the waves.

‘“This has now become serioudy wacky,” said Mr Jugtice D. ‘| think we' Il fry the murderer and adjourn
for lunch.’

‘If I might just raise an objection to that,” said Ms Ferguson: ‘I’ d appreciateit if Y our Honour would let
Mr Boothy continue. His evidence is pertinent to this case.



“Oh, go on then. Please continue, Mr Boothy.’

‘Thank you once more, Y our Honour. So, yes, we communi-cate with intraterrestridls and
extraterrestrids, the latter being too far away to offer us much and we have yet to decipher much of their
language. But, during the course of our communications and researches we discovered something quite
mind-boggling. We discovered the human-brain radio frequency.’

‘ And what exactly might that be? asked the judge. * Exactly and briefly.’

‘Wetuned in to the human brain. We discovered the radio frequency of thought. And we discovered
that the thinking we think we do in our headswe don't realy do in our heads at al. The think-ing is done
somewhere esein the universe and beamed into our heads on aradio frequency, unique to each
individua on the planet.’

‘What are you suggesting? asked the judge.

‘I’m not suggesting it, Y our Honour. I'mtdling you it, becauseit’ strue. Human beings don’t actudly
think. Their thinking is done somewhere e se and beamed to their heads, which are, in aword — well,
two words actualy — radio receivers, from adistant planet in the gaaxy. We ve even identified it
through the use of radio telescopes’

‘Soyou and | aren’t actually thinking? said the magigtrate. ‘We re just puppet bodies being worked
from afar?

‘Inaword, yes.’

‘Pricdess, said Mr Jugtice D, bregking down in laughter. ‘ Absolutely priceless. I'm so glad that | was
here today to hear this. My chaps at the golf club will fal about over this one. Thank you very much, Mr
Boothy.’

Mr Boothy grinned at Ms Ferguson. ‘ You see,’ hesaid. ‘1 told you thiswould happen. When you called
me to gppear at this court, | told you that you were wasting your time. That no one would believe aword
| said. Would it be dl right for me to leave the witness stand now? My dogswould like to go walkies!’

‘Not quiteyet,” said Ms Ferguson. ‘ There are one or two matters|’d liketo clear up.’
‘Ohno, therearen't,” said the magistrate. ‘I’ ve heard quite enough.’

‘But, Y our Honour, there are certain matters here that need classification. Such as how, for instance, if
al our thoughts are redlly occurring e sawherein the galaxy, Mr Boothy is capable of eventdling us.

‘Because,’ said Mr Boothy, ‘1 have learned who | redlly am. | know my true name. | amPanay
Cloudrunner, Ninth Earl of Sirius. Thisbody isnot my true body. My true body ismany light years away,
orchestrating the actions of this body you see here before you.

‘And | cantell you al this because Mr Justice Doveston won't believe me. And do you know why he
won't believe me? It’ s because histrue saf on adistant planet is pretending that he doesn't believe me.
Because the secret must and will never come out. And athough you' re having alot of fun with this, you,
Lady Lovestar of the Golden Vale, daughter of King Elfram of Rigd Four, you know the truth of this

anyway.



‘I am human,” said Ms Ferguson. ‘lam not orchestrated from afar.’
‘Then there goes your defence for the defendant.’

‘| mean to say thatl am human. Buthe isapawn, driven by the psychopathic thoughts of adistant dien
lifeforcethat controlshim.’

‘Blumy,” | said. ‘Isthat it?
‘Indeed,” said M's Ferguson.

‘Wdll, dl right, said Mr Boothy. ‘I the honourable magistrate, Mr Justice Doveston, or, as| know him,
or, rather, the entity that controls his corporea form knows him, Damaos Cluterhower, Laird of
Carmegon Quadrant, Star King of Alphanor, would care to own up and confess that everything I’ ve just
sadistrue, | might continue and tell you the redlly nasty bit.’

Mr Justice Doveston laughed some more. * Oh, go on, then,” hesaid. ‘Y ou're area hoot, Panay, giving
al thistruth away to thislot. They’ll al have to be silenced afterwards, the no-marks— you know how it
works.’

‘No marks? said Ms Ferguson.

‘The uncontrollables,” said Mr Boothy. * Those who cannot be controlled from beyond. | fear, Ms
Ferguson, that you are one of those.’

‘But you called me Lady Lovestar.’

‘Because that is the entity who constantly seeksto control you. But she can't very often, can she? You
see, the human brainis controllable. It is capable of receiving radio signds, the frequency of thought. But
notall humans. Some, but not al. There will dways be plenty who cannot be reached and controlled.
Who will remain truly human. They areared annoyanceto us.

‘Ohyes? sad MsFerguson. ‘And isthe defendant one of these?

‘Oh no,” said Mr Boothy. ‘He sjust another puppet. A rather brutal being pulls his strings. Escaped
from an off-world prison colony, a psychopathic megaomaniac Vadec Firesword, Archduke of Alpha
Centuri.’

| took a step back in my seat. That was the True Name that Eric, the late landlord of the Golden Dawn,
had bestowed upon me.

Therewasalot of confirmation here.

“You see” Mr Boothy continued, ‘your defence of your client is quite justified. Absolutely correct.Heis
not responsible for his crimes, which are many. The entity that controls him isrespon-sible. But he can't
be brought to book, because he is 52,000,000 light years from here, beyond the Milky Way by agreat
distance. So Mr Cheese must take the rap. The court must condemn him to death. No doubt Vadec
Firesword will find another brain to beam hisingtructionsinto as soon asthisoneisfried. Or at least until
the gdactic congtabulary catch up with him.



‘It safair cop,” said Mr Justice D. ‘Let’ sfry Mr Cheese and take lunch.’

‘No, hangon, | said. ‘Thisisn't fair.’

‘Why? asked the magidtrate.

‘Because’'mme. I'm Gary Cheese. | know I'm me. | can fed I'm me. But if al the bad thingsaren’t my
fault, they’ ve been caused because something out there somewhere in space has been getting into my
head and making me do them, thenit'snot fair. It snot my fault, so | shouldn’t fry.’

‘Quite s0,” said Ms Ferguson.

‘Yes said Mr Justice Doveston. ‘| do so agree. It sterribly unfair. It isterribly unjust. But it isthe way
thingsare. There are plenty of us, from elsewhere, running you lot by remote control. But we are
outnumbered by those amongst you we cannot control. Some of them even infiltrated their way into the
Brentford Telephone Exchange. Into Developmenta Services. Some who were wholly human, who our
over-talkative operative Eric identified to us, and we dedlt with them. But thestatus quo must be
maintained. We enjoy what we are doing. It isagreat game, playing with humans. It isthe great game.
Our race lovesthe game. Wedon't want it toend.’

“You bastards!’ | said.

“You bastards!’” said M s Ferguson.

‘Soyou must die, Mr Cheese,” said Mr Justice Doveston. ‘We must cut off the line of communication
from the escaped psycho-path Vadec Firesword. We'll try to catch up with him before he finds another
human being to play with.’

‘No, | sad. ‘Thisign'tright. It isn't true. lam me. | know I'm me.

‘And I’'m metoo,” said Ms Ferguson.

‘Andme,’ | heard Dave shout.

‘It' sof no consequence,” said Mr Justice D. ‘I’ve heard al | need to hear. And as| knew it dl anyway,
it doesn’t matter. Timeisdrawing on and dl it needsisfor meto pronounce you guilty. So, guilty itis.

Will someone please pull the switch?

‘Can| doit? asked the prison officer. * Surely you know me, sir? I’m Caracki Madama, honorary
consul of Vega’

‘I knew your father,” said Mr Justice D. * Go on, then. Pull the switch.’
And, what would you know, but what you know, hedid pull the switch.
And he electrocuted me.

Andit didn’t haf hurt.

And | died.
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And
And then | was dead.
Then | remembered.

All those missing piecesfrom my life. All those timesthat it had seemed I'd dept through. Those were
the timeswhen | wastruly me. Not possessed by some dien psychopath orchestrating my movements,
beaming thoughtsinto my brain, making me his puppet, to kill folk as suited hiswhims.

| knew then that it hadn’t been me who' d done those terrible things. It had been him: Vadec Firesword,
Archduke of Alpha Centuri.

It hadn’t been my fault a al. None of it. | was an innocent victim. And, it was quite clear to me, one of
many, many, many others before me. Driven to extreme acts by the voicesin their heads.

And now that | knew all this, it wastoo late. | was dead, and the thoughts of Vadec Firesword were no
longer in my brain. | was dead and he was gone. Off to torment some other innocent victim of cosmic
circumstances.

What an absolute frip shugger.

And oh dear, oh dear, oh dear. How much more of it made sense to me now. How many timesin my
short life had | meant to do something positive? Something big. But hadn’t. And why hadn’t 1? Because
Vadec Firesword had altered my mode of thinking. Stopped me from being me.

| could remember it al now. All those missed opportunities. I'd had a hot line to the dead at my
disposa. To the dead, who know everything. But had | asked them anything? Anything worthwhile? No,
| hadn’t. I’ d wasted my opportunities, because he had made me waste them. He didn’t want me to know
thetruth while | wasdive, because | might have been ableto fight him, if I'd known. To drive him out of
my head and let myself beme.

I’d been used, used, used. | felt soiled, dirty, abused.

And dead.

Dead, me, at my age! Only rock starsdied at my age. And accident victims, of course, and murder
victims. But it wasn't fair, for meto die, when | could have had so many happy years of my life till to
come. Or could have ifhe hadn’t been inside my head. But instead, | was deed, leaving behind me only
an evil memory.

| could just imagine what the papers would be saying: SERIAL KILLER GETS JUST DESSERTS.

Or in the case of theBrentford Mercury: CHEESE ON TOAST.

And of course there would be no mention of what actualy went on and was said a my trid. People
would probably be partying in the streets, burning mein effigy.



Thiswasadl too much. | wasangry, redly, redly angry.
Angry. And dead!

Dead angry!

Now, what you might be wanting to ask meisaquestion that | should have asked the dead when | had
the chance, but never got around to, the question being: ‘ Just what isit like to be dead? And, for that
matter, ‘Whereisit?

Both good questions, and pertinent. And | will answer them now.
What isit like to be dead?Wdll, I'll tell you.
It'sempty.

That' swhat it’' slike to be dead. We never redize it when we re dive, but what we areisfull of life.
That'swhat it is, you see.

We'redl filled up with life. It bubbles through our veins and arteries; it jiggles about in our cells; it'sin
our hair and up our noses; it'sdl over us, insde and out. We refull of life. But when we're dead, we're
al drained of life.

We're empty.

And | wasempty. And wherewas1?Wdll, I'll tell you that. | was Sitting upon the marble tomb bed of
the late Mr Doveston, puffing on a post-life Woodbine and wondering how | would spend the day
ahead.

Y es, that’ swhere | was, or wasn't, depending on your point of view. | wasthere, | knew that; | could
seeitdl around me. But | could tdl ingtinctively that it wasn't the red McDoveston’smarble
wonder-bed. It was akind of approximation, adream landscape, if you will, made up of memories, but
dightly fuzzy a the edgesand al just atad out of focus.

| suppose that we never look at things as closely as we should when we' re dive. But then, we' re not
expecting that we' Il haveto cal upon these memories when we' re dead to establish some kind of
environment for oursavesto exist in.

| must have spent so much time at Mr Doveston’ stomb that it seemed anatura place to recall when |
died, so | supposethat it was the reason | was here.

Of course I’ d spent agreat ded more time in the bulb booth at the tel ephone exchange, but | had no
wishtorevigtthat in the afterlife. And so | was here. And | wasn't done.

| could see them, drifting about, wraith-like, pale and pasty. Other dead folk, and alot of them.

| had no intention of sticking around herefor too long. I’ d finish my fag and take awander home. To my
memory of home. | wondered why thislot were hanging around in the graveyard. Some of them looked



pretty ancient, by their costumes. Victorians, many of them seemed.

But asthey showed no interest in me, | sat and puffed on my fag and pondered upon eternity and
determined that it was going to be very long indeed and hoped that I’ d find plenty of interest-ing and
entertaining thingsto fill it with.

After I’d got the revenge out of theway. Oh yes, | was atogether certain about that.

I”’d had my life taken from me because | had been manipulated into taking other peopl€e slivesfrom
them. And someone, orsomething, or lots of someones and lots of somethings, were going to pay for
that.

| intended to get even.

‘Be careful what you think.’

| looked up and saw her and she was beautiful. An angdl, | supposed, for no Earthly woman ever
looked as good asthat. She conformed to al the average-male stereotypes of

how-a-good-|ooking-woman-shoul d-look.

Tdl and blonde and shapdly. Big blue eyes and tiny nose and mouth so large that you could stick your
figinit.

‘That’snot very nice, Gary,’ said the angdl.

‘“Was| speaking? | asked. ‘Or was | thinking doud? And how do you know my name?

‘1 know who you are and we can hear each other’ s thoughts here,” said the angdl.

‘| can't,’ | said, cocking my palmto my ear.

‘Well, you should be able to. Probably it will comein time and time we have here to spare.

‘But not towaste,” | said. ‘Not for me. | have things that need doing, somehow.’

“You mustn't think likethat,” said theangd. “You'll end up likethese” And she gestured to the wraiths
who drifted amlesdy about and paid her no attention, even though they redly should have. Because she

was an absolute stonker of an angel.

“Y ou will become stuck,” said theangedl. * Y ou must |et go of any thoughts of revenge. Such thoughts will
weigh you down and you' |l be stuck here at your grave, for ever.

‘Mygrave, | said. ‘Here?| thought they’ d probably cremated me and dumped my ashesin adustbin at
the prison, or some-thing.’

‘Whatever made you thinkthat?’

‘Well, it swhat happensin themoviesand in redl life, isn't it? Executed killers end up in unhallowed
ground in the prison boneyard.’

Theangd smiled. Y our friend Dave nicked your body from the prison. Very enterprisng of him, very



brave. He thought you' d like to be buried here. He brought you here at night and dipped you into Mr
Doveston’ stomb.’

‘Niceone, Dave,’ | said. ‘“What abestest friend.’

“You can't buy that kind of friendship,” said the angel. ‘Y ou should dwell on thoughtslike that. And then
you will be ableto fly from here. To wherever and whenever. All the universeis here to be seen. It will
take you for ever to seeit dl.’

‘So,’ said I, and | smiled. | did, | really did. ‘ So that’ s the point of death. | wondered about that when |
wasachild. | could seethe point of being dive, to be aware of the world and everything around us. But |
never could see the point of death. But that’ sit? What you' re saying? When you' re dead you can fly off
and seedl of the universe? sn't that incredible? 1sn't that utterly beautiful ?

And | thought about it and, as | thought, the terrible emptiness seemed momentarily to leave me. Or to
change, asif, perhaps, | wasfilling up with something new: not life, but something even more marvellous
than life. A kind of universdlity of being, that | was part of everything and everything was part of me. It
was utterly wonderful and it made mefed that now nothing €lse mattered — nothing that I’ d done or not
done, nothing that I'd known. | just wanted to fly, to be a one with everything. To be eternd.

‘Sothat isthe purposeof itdl,’ | said.

‘Thereisapurposeto everything.” The angd smiled at me. ‘ Especidly death.’

‘* And these dead people here, these deadsouls? They got stuck, did they? Because they had thoughts of
revenge?

‘Or couldn’'t draw themselves away from their memories. They yearned to be dlive again.’

‘Shame,’ saidl."Y ou might have mentioned thisto them. It does seem abit of apity. Still, | suppose God
r;oi\t/gs his own business best. If He decided they should stay here, then there s probably a good reason
‘God? saidtheangd. ‘What are you talking about?God?’

“Your governor,’ | said. ‘ The big fellow. The bloke who pays your wages.

‘My wages? Theangd looked genuinely baffled.

“You look genuinely baffled,” | told her. “Y ou are an angdl, aren’t you?

And at thisthe angel began to laugh. She laughed right in my face and dl over me generdly. And |
remembered how much I’ d hated people doing that. Especialy Sandra

‘Oh, careful,” said the angel(?). * Bad thoughts, heavy thoughts: wipe those thoughts from your mind.’
‘Is Jupiter nice at thistime of year? | asked, rapidly changing the subject.
‘Don’'t know,” said the angel(?). ‘ Never been there’

‘But you must get around a bit. After dl, you arean ... you know . . . Or aren’t you?



The beautiful being, whatever it was, shook its beautiful head. ‘I’m not an angel,” shesad. ‘ Therearen't
any angels, or, at least, nonethat I’ ve seen. I’ m just another dead person.’

| whigtled. Loudly. The drifting wraiths paid no atention to my whistling. ‘What apity,’ | said. ‘1 anso
sorry.’

‘Why? asked the beautiful being. ‘1 had agood innings.’

‘Good innings? But how old are you? How old were you when you died? Nineteen, twenty?
‘Ninety-eight,” said the beautiful being.

‘Ninety-eight? Y ou're having alaugh, surdly?

‘Here, we look how wetruly look,” said the beauty, ‘ no mat-ter what we looked like when we were
dive’

‘Oh,’ | said and my hands dowly moved up to my face.

‘ Areyou sure you want to? the beauty asked. * Are you sure you want to know what you truly are?

My hands retreated at speed and found their way into my trouser pockets. ‘I’'m sure | look fine, | said.
‘Infact, | must look the same, becauseyou recognized me.’

‘True,’ said the beauty. ‘1 knowwho you are. But it does't mean that you look the same. Y ou must
have noticed that now you' re dead, things are the same, but different.’

“You remy mum,’ | said, alook of enlightenment no doubt appearing upon whatever kind of face| had.
“Your mumisn't deed.’

‘Oh no, | suppose not. I’ ve rather lost touch with my mum. Then who? Sandra, isthat you?

The beautiful being shook her golden head and rolled her eyes of summertime blue.*

“Y ou young dodder,” she said. ‘I'm Mother Demdike!’

Now, | haveto confessthat this caught me by surprise.

It did.

It redlly did.

Butifthat caught me by surprise, then what happened next and what happened afterthat, caught me by
even greater surprise. And, as surprises had never been particularly happy thingsfor mewhilst I'd been

alive, | suppose | should have had no good reason to suppose that they would be any better at al now
that | was dead. So to spesk.

And they weren't.



‘| can’t stay for long,” said Mother Demdike. ‘I have alot of bad memoriesand | don’t want to dwell
upon them here and find mysdlf stuck. | just wanted to tell you that | don’t bear you any malice for what
youdid.

‘And quiteright too,’ | told her. ‘ Because none of it wasmy fault. | was used. | was manipulated.’

‘That istrue up to apoint,” said the hag who now was beauti-ful. Y ou were not responsiblefor al of
your actions|later.’

‘Never,’ | said. ‘None of it was my fault.’
‘I'm afraid that isnot true. The being that chose to use you did not choose you at random. It chose you

because you were a suit-able vehicle. The badness was dready in you. Y ou were dready awrong'n,
Gay. A bad, bad boy.’

*Not to be confused with the Eddie Cochran song.

‘I never was,’ | protested. ‘What makes you say such athing?

‘1 thought you could remember dl of your life, Gary. All the missing pieces. All the piecesthat it seemed
that you dept through.’

‘I can,’ | said.
S0 you' re not, perhaps, blocking one or two of them out?
“Why would | want to do that?

‘Because youdon't want to remember whatyou did. Not what the being that controlled you did. But
whatyou did, when you were young.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘1 know what you' re talking about. Y ou' re talking about Mr Penrose. How | brought him
back from the dead. Wdll, | am sorry about that and if | see him | will gpologize for that.’

Mother Demdike shook her head. ‘Not him,” she said. ‘ Before him. What you did tome.
‘Toyou?
And then | remembered. Oh yes. | remembered what I’ d done to Mother Demdike.

‘Say it,Gary.

‘Goon.’



‘I...killed . ..you..." | sad.

‘Yes,” said Mother Demdike. ‘Y ou did. That night in my hut. Y ou said that | was hideous. Ugly. You
sad that you were doing me afavour. Doing everyone afavour. And you cut my head off and used my
skull to mix up the herbs you needed to reanimate Mr Penrose. Y ou said that at last I’ d be useful for
something.’

‘Oh God, | said. And | wept. | did, and the tears fell down whatever facel had. ‘| diddoit. I'm so
sorry.

“Y ou were psychopathic from childhood. Y ou were just the kind of person Vadec Firesword was
looking for. He entered you moments after you killed me. Y ou opened yoursdlf up for him, Gary, once
you had murdered someone by your own hand.’

And | wept some more. Like achild, like ababy. Because it does make you weep when you find out for
thefirst timeinyour life, or in my casefor thefirgt time after you' ve died, that you' re a psycho.

A thing like that can redly upset you.
‘Oh, | anso sorry,” | said with asob.

And Mother Demdike smiled and patted my shoulder. ‘| know,” she said. ‘| knew that you would be.
Which waswhy | came to see you. And to see thelook on your face, of course.

“When | found out what I’d done? | blubbered.

‘Thattoo.’

‘Thattoo?

‘It was theother ook | wanted to see. And | think I’m about to seeit now. Oh yes, hereit comes.

| stared at her and I’ m sure some strange kind of ook must have come over the face | had. Because
could fed something atogether odd happening to me. Something really uncomfort-able. Painful, in fact.
Redly, redly painful. Something was pulling a me. Pulling in dl directions a the sametime. Asif dl the
little bits of universdity that had been filling up my emptiness were being torn right out of me again. And it
hurt like crazy, it redly, redly did.

‘Oooh,” I went, and ‘Ow,” and ‘Eeeek!” And | clutched at mysalf and writhed from the ghastly pain.
‘That’ sthelook,” | heard Mother Demdike say. ‘ That’ sthe look | wanted to see. But | can’t stay to see
more— I’ [l get stuck. Goodbye, Gary. Enjoy eternity. If you can.” And she laughed. And | saw her rise
up before me and float off into the sky. Then my eyes crossed with al the terrible pain and | blacked out

and tumbled once more down into that whirling pit of oblivion so often tumbled into by Mr Lazlo
Woodbine.

And then | woke up.



| opened my eyes and stared up. At what? Surelythat was my kitchen celling. And | could fedl
something. | felt cold, very cold. And wet. And horrible dl over, redly.

Then | heard thisvoice. And it was avoice | knew.

And thisvoice wasjoined by another voicethat | aso knew. And both these voices shouted asingle
word.

‘Surprise!’

| turned my head and | stared through foggy, bleary eyes. And, yes, it was Dave. And, yes, it was
Sandra. And they both shouted, * Surprise,” once more.

And Sandra blew one of those plastic whistle things. And Dave popped a party popper.
‘What? | went. And | spat out something, lots of something. Dirt. Dirt?Dirt?

‘Surprise’ said Dave. ‘We ve brought you back from the dead.’

25

It must have been a horrible scream, and adreadfully loud onetoo. I'll bet it rattled the chimneypots.
And, had it continued, it would probably have awakened the neighbours from their beds. But it didn't
continue, because Dave rammed his hands across my mouith.

‘Shut up!” he said. Y ou’ll wake the dead. Hey, wake the dead! Eh, that’sagood' n, isn't it, Sandra?
‘That good'n, Dave.’

| fought to disengage Dave, but | didn’t have much strength in me. No muscle tone, what with my heart
not pumping and no blood reaching my muscles and everything.

‘Easy, boy,” said Dave. ‘| know this must have come asabit of asurprise. But just compose yoursdlf
Y ou can thank Sandralater.’

‘Thank Sandra” said Sandra.
Davelifted ahand from my mouth.
‘Thank Sandra? | said dowly, spitting out abit more dirt.

‘Her idea,’ said Dave. ‘Her ideato nick your body from the prison, bury it in Mr Doveston’ s grave, then
reanimate you using that book you borrowed from the library al those years ago. The one you used to
reanimate Sandra. She was returning the favour.’

‘Garybelong to Sandranow,’ said Sandra. * Garycall Sandra” Mistress Sandra’.’

‘I'll do no such thing,” | mumbled. Then | felt the pain and remembered just how the spell worked.
Whoever reanimates a dead person has control over that dead person. As|’d had control over Sandra.



And abused that contral. ‘All right,” I mumbled and spat thistime as| mumbled. ‘1 know how it works.
But it wasn't my fault, Sandra. Y ou wereat my trid. Y ou know it was’ tme who did those awful things’

‘ Garybdong to Sandranow,’ said Sandra once more.

‘No need to repest yoursdlf, you silly cow.

‘ Sandra punishGaryifGarycuss Sandra.’

‘Tel her, Dave,’ | saidto Dave, as| dragged mysdlf painfully into the vertica plane. Becauseit did hurt,
| can tell you, every bit of it hurt. “ Tell her not to mess about with me. Not to order me to do things.
Come on, Dave, mate, bestest friend.’

Dave shrugged and smiled. Rather stupidly, | thought.

‘I'm not her boss,’ he said. ‘Hermasser. She's her own woman now.

‘But, Dave. .

‘Gary, knedl,” said Sandra. ‘Kiss Mistress Sandra s shoe.’

‘No,’ | said. ‘No.” But I didit. | hadto doiit. | was compelled to do it. | was helplessto resist. And |
felt desperate, wretched, doomed and logt. All a one and the same time. Eternity had been snatched
from me. The beauty, the wonder, the magic.

‘Silence,’ said Sandra.

And | shut right up.

‘Oh, comeon,” said Daveto Sandra. * That' sabit harsh. I’ d quite like to hear about this flying around
the universe business. And I’'m sure your shoeis clean by now.’

‘Not underneath,” said Sandra. * Sandra step in dog poo earlier.’

‘That’sgross,” said Dave. *Don’t make him lick dog poo. Please, Sandra. I'll tickle your back later and
pick the maggots out.’

‘Slavecantak again, said Sandra. * Stop licking now. Finish licking when tell you.

| looked up at Sandraand | don't think | had love in my eyes. And then | looked across a Dave.
‘Don’t look at melikethat,” said Dave. ‘Being looked at like that by a dead blokeis quite unsettling.’
“Youwant kickGary’ s arse, Dave? asked Sandra.

‘No, I'mfine’ said Dave. ‘Let’ sgive him anice cup of tea, or something.’

‘A nicecup of tea? | collapsed onto the floor. It was till the samelino and still in need of asweep. |
collapsed and | wept. Once more. Like achild. Like ababy. It was undignified but | was very miserable.

‘Dave, reverse the spell, please. Send me back to my grave. Don’t do thisto me. We were bestest
friends’



‘We're dill bestest friends,” said Dave. * But we need you. That’swhy I’ ve brought you back.’
‘| don’t want to be needed. Please do away with me.
‘| thought you' d be pleased,” said Dave.

‘Pleased to be azombie? Who would be pleased to be azombie? | glanced at Sandra and Sandra
wasn't smiling. ‘Quite so,” | said. ‘I’'m sorry, Sandra. But itreally wasn't me who did that to you.’

‘No matter who,” said Sandra. * Garyback now.Garyget Sandranew body. This one not good any
more.

‘1t is getting somewhat manky,” said Dave. ‘I’ ve got her dl wrapped up in clingfilm under her clothes.
She does need anew body.’

‘Ohno,’ | said, shaking my head violently. ‘I’'m not doing that. I’'m not killing anyone. | don’t do that any
more.

‘Garydo whatGarytold to do,” said Sandra.

‘No, please,’ | said. ‘I spent half my life being told what to do, without even knowing it. I do know it
now. Please don't do thisto me.

“Need new body,” said Sandra. ‘ Dave not want to play with this one any more.

‘Then, let Dave get you anew body.’

‘Noway, said Dave. ‘I'm athief, not amurderer.’

‘Y es, but you don't haveto be athief, Dave. Y ou could fight the dien who controls your thoughts.’

‘Oh,him,;” said Dave. ‘Y ou mean old Barundi Fandango the Jovian Cracksman. He s out of the picture
Now.

‘What? | sat on the floor and stared up a Dave. * Y our thoughts are entirely your own? Are you sure of
this?

‘Sure as sure,' said Dave, helping me up to my feet. ‘1 sorted it.’

‘But how? | was very wobbly; my knees went knock, knock, knock.

“When you walked into that trap atMornington Crescent.

That door marked WHITE COAT AND LIGHT BULB STORE. | thought you were dead, so | legged
it. But | didn't leg it far. All sortsof darmswent off and | hid and | saw them haul you out. Y ou looked
asif you were drunk or drugged or something. Some kind of nerve gas, | don’'t know. But | watched and
| listened and | saw Mr Boothy and his dogs and he did one of those routines that the supervillains
always do when they have the hero captured.’

‘| don't remember,’ | said.



‘No, he said that you wouldn’t. But hetold you the lot and | overheard it. Y ou heard some of it at your
trid, but not al. A few important detailsweremissng.’

‘Goon,’ | sad, trying to remain upright.

‘He thought you were a saboteur. Y ou see, there are people, human beings, with no aiens controlling
their actions, who know about FLATLINE, who'veinfiltrated it.’

‘The oneswith no true names,’ | said. ‘ Eric the barlord, he knew about them. He told me about them. It
got apassing mention at my trid.’

‘Ericwasareferee, said Dave. ‘ Of this particular quadrant. The diens have Earth divided up amongst
themselves, s0 they can play out their games. They’ re not omnipotent: they don’'t know every-thing. Most
of them don’t know who' s who, whether a human is being controlled or not. It kegpsit al sporting. They
fight their wars here,Gary . They do it by controlling some of us. Those whocan be controlled. Those of
uswho have basic flawsin our character. Those of uswho are weak. Who don’t really know who they
are. Peoplelike you and me. They play with us. They make uskill one another. The people you killed,
you “randomly” killed: there was nothing random abouit it. The being who con-trolled you knew who
controlled them. Every killing had a purpose. It was dl part of their game, their sport.’

‘Butthey don't die. When they kill one of us, the being that is controlling the person who getskilled, that
being does't die, right?

‘Right,’” said Dave. ‘Becausethey can't die’
‘They'reimmortal ?

‘No, Gary. They're dready dead.’

‘What? | said. ‘I don't understand thisat al.’

‘All thediens’ said Dave, ‘thewholelot of them, they’re dl dead. They blasted one another out of
existence. Earth isnow the last inhabited planet in the universe. When Operation Orpheus opened up
communicationswith the dead it wasn't to just the human dead. Sometimein the late nineteen fifties, dl
the alien dead al over the universe tuned into Earth. Because the scientists discovered the radio
frequency of the dead. But not just the human brain frequency: it' sauniversd frequency of all the dead,
human or not. And once they’ d turned on their tuned-in apparatus, it was agreat big radio beacon and all
the alien dead from dl over the galaxiestuned right into it. And they found us. And they found that they
could beam their thoughts directly into our brains. They didn’'t waste alot of time doing it

‘Thisisdoingmy headin,’ | said. ‘Thisisal too much.’

‘Think of it asdevil possession,” said Dave. ‘ Except that there aren’t any devils. The devils are dead
aiens messing about with living humans. It' s about asfeasible as anything e se. The diens may be dead,
but they till hate one another. Alien racists are till fighting wars beyond the grave. They wouldn’'t be
ableto do it to usif we hadn’t given them the opportunity.’

‘So it can be stopped? | asked.

‘| thought you' d never ask,” said Dave.



‘Wdll, canit?
‘I don’'t know,” said Dave. ‘What doyou think?

‘I think | want to go back to the graveyard. In fact, I know | want to go back to the graveyard. | belong
dead.’

‘Don’'t beaquitter,” said Dave. ‘ Thisisachance for you to redeem yourself Y ou don’'t want to be
remembered as a murder-ing scumbag, do you? Wouldn't you rather be remembered as the man who
freed humankind from the menace of the deed diens?

‘And you serioudy think that any newspaper would printthat?”

‘TheWeekly World News definitely would,” said Dave. ‘And | think it would be anoble cause’

‘Ohyes,’ | said."You think. Y ou said that you’ d sorted the alien who manipulated you. How did you do
that?

‘Easy,’” said Dave. ‘1 told him to ding his hook. | knew hisname: Eric had told me. | knew hewasin my
head. | knew that from listening to Mr Boothy talking to you. So | said, “Out of my head, mate. | know
you'reinthere. Go and screw up someonedse.”

‘And it was as easy asthat?

‘Not quite, said Dave. ‘ Therewasahit of afuss. | found mysdlf thinking that | should give mysdf up to
Mr Boothy, and lots of other dodgy things. | dmost caved in, most went mad. But | hung on.’

‘Because Sandrasave him,” said Sandra. * Sandra know ‘ cos Sandra dead. Sandra stop Dave, save
Dave’

‘ Sandra thinks you should atone for al your bad behaviour,' said Dave. ‘ Even if it wasn't exactly your
fault. Which iswhy sheis going to despatch you toMornington Crescentto destroy the receiving station.’

‘Therecalving dation? | said. ‘ Thisis new. What isthe recelv-ing station?

‘It' stheline of communication between the dead diensand us. Y ou know about FLATLINE — it
required technology. Y ou can't justtalk to the dead.’

‘“You'redoing it now, | said.

“You know what | mean,” said Dave. ‘To asoul, if you like. | overheard Mr Boothy. The dien dead
communicateto theliving humans, control them, through the recelving station atMornington Crescent.
The one built for Operation Orpheus. Blow that up and you cut the line of communication.

‘Soyou doit,” 1 said. “You're sneaky; you could doit.’

‘It sdangerousin there” said Dave. ‘1 might get killed.’

‘Oh, | see/’ | said, because | did. Y ou’ ve brought me back from the dead so | can get Sandraa new
body and then go and risk, what? nothing, because I’ m aready dead, by blowing upMornington



Crescentand destroying the communications station that alows the dead diensto control living human
beings?

‘Nicely put, said Dave. ‘It'sdl so smplewhen you put it that way.

| punched Dave right in the face. Which probably hurt me more than it hurt him. Which made me aware
of just how much pain Sandramust go through, being azombie. Yes, it wasalot of painthat | felt then.

And aso afterwards, when Sandramade me do certain things to atone for hitting Dave, which were so
humiliating and degrading thet | have no intention of mentioning them here.

‘So you're up for the chalenge, then? said Dave. ‘When you' ve finished doingthat, which, frankly, |
don’t want to watch any more because it makes me fed sick.’

| just nodded my head to Dave.
Because Sandra had told meto nod it.

And becauseit’ s rude to speak with your mouth full.
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OK I know what you' re thinking. Y ou’ re thinking that thisis all reallyfar-fetched. Y ou’ re probably
thinking that it’s ludicrous and foolish and that I’ m just making it up as| go aong. Well, frankly, | don’t
blame you. If anyone had ever told me ataelikethis, | wouldn't have believed them. | would probably
have punched them.

Infact, | might well havekilled them.

But that was then, whenever then was, and thiswas now. And in this now, herewasl, victim of cosmic
circumstance, dragged back from an eternity of bliss and rattling along in the back of aknackered transit
van in the company of avery great dedl of explosve.

It was quite clear to methat a considerable degree of forward planning had gone into this operation. A
lot of work had been done on the part of Dave and Sandra, before they brought me back from the dead.

| confessthat | was dightly baffled. I’ d never had Dave down as anything but dodgy. The thought of him
caring ajam tiddly about mankind and wanting to play apart in ‘saving theworld' didn’'t seemtofit.

But then, love can do strange things to aman. And it seemed obvious to methat Dave wasin love with
my Sandra. | don’t know what it was about that woman that men found so attractive.

Wéll, actudly, | do because | had falen under her spell. She was avery pretty girl, or had been while
aive. And when it came to impersonating ponies, she was definitely in aclass of her own. And | think
that, even given everything— her infidditieswith Count Otto and probably others— she was agood

person.

But, like | say, here | was, rattling dong in the back of another stolen van,en route forMornington
Crescent, thinking to mysdlf that I’ d rather be anywhere ese but here. In fact, everywhere ese but here.



At which point the extremey obvious hit meright in the face. And a plan of my own entered my poor
dead head.

And, asit was an absolute blinder of aplan, it made me smile very much and fed rather happy inside.
A kind of blissful glow.

Which, of course, due to the nature of things, could not be alowed to continue for long.

‘Stop van, Dave,” said Sandra. ‘ She do.’

‘She? said Dave, stopping the van.

‘Sandrawant body,” said Sandra. ‘ That body.” And she pointed out of the window. ‘ She do for body.’
‘Ohno, please,’ | said, cowering down in the back of the van. ‘ Please don’t make me. Please.’

‘Gary, fetch body now,” said Sandra.* Now!’

| will spare you the details and the horror. And asthe horror isadwaysin the details, these two are one
and the same.

‘“Happy now? | said, ten minutes later, as| wiped the blood from my hands.

Dave drove on and he cast an approving eye over the latest Sandra. ‘ It' savery nice body,” he said. ‘It
redly suitsyou, Sandra’

*Sandra know what Dave like,” said Sandra.

| sat and stewed in the back. My wife and my bestest friend. | now redlly hated both of them.
“You OK inthe back there, Gary? cdlled Dave.

‘Ohyeah,’ | said. ‘Never better.’

‘Good lad.’

‘“You'll get yours,” | whispered. And | meant it.

When wefindly reachedM ornington Crescentit was aroundmidnight. The good old witching hour. | sat
in the back of that van, picking loose bitsfrom my fingers and thinking that my life would have been oh so
different if I'd been born someone € se entirely. Someone destined to be rich and famous, perhaps.
Rather than poor and notorious. But Casey Rahserah, or who-ever it is, whatever will bewill probably
be.

‘We' re going down the secret tunnel,” said Dave.



‘Oh, good-oh,” said .
And down the secret tunnd we went.

After aprolonged period of secret-tunnd travelling, Dave brought the trangit to a hdt, got out, came
around and opened up the rear doors.

‘We'rehere hesaid. ‘ Timefor you to do your stuff.’
‘And my stuff would bewhat, exactly? | climbed out of the van.
‘Specid misson,” said Dave. * Sandrawill tell you al about it.’

Sandradanced into view. She looked exceedingly sprightly with her nice fresh body. * Garytake this’
shesaid.

‘And what isthis? | saw whatthis was. ‘No,” | said. ‘| don’t want to take that.’

‘Take gun,” said Sandra, because this (and that) was what this (and that) was (or were).
| took the gun from Sandra.

‘ Garygo shoot Mr Boothy,” said Sandra. * Shoot al intra-terrestrials too. Garydo this’

‘| don't want to do this;” | told Sandra. ‘| wasaserid killer when | was alive. Now you' re asking me to
be one after I'm dead.’

‘Not asking,” said Sandra. * Commanding. Garydo what Garycommanded.’
‘Yes,' | sad. ‘I'll dowhat I'm commanded.’

‘Coal,” said Dave. ‘And whileyou're at it, Sandraand | will set dl this explosive down here. It will put
paid to the entire complex. W€ Il have to synchronize watches’

‘| don't haveawatch,’ | said. ‘1 think it probably got melted when they fried mein the eectric chair.

‘The prison guard nicked it,” said Dave. ‘But | nicked it back off him.” And Dave gave me my
wristwatch. Which was nice, but it didn’'t make me hate him any theless.

‘Thanksalot,” | said.
‘No problem,” said Dave. ‘| havefive past midnight. What do you have?
‘Thesame,” | sad.

‘Well, I'll giveyou until haf-past. Do your stuff, then find your way to the tube station entrance. We'll
pick you up there. I'll set the timer on the bomb for 12.31. OK?

‘Fine,’ | said. ‘No problemsat al.’



‘Thereisaproblem,” said Sandra.

‘Ohyes? | said.
Sandrasmiled. * Sandra know whatGaryplan,” she said.

‘Plan? | said. ‘I don’t know what you mean.
‘Do know,” said Sandra. * Garyplan to let himsdlf get al blown up by exploson. That whatGaryplan. Be
dead again. That whatGaryplan.

‘| was planning no such thing,” | said. But as you no doubt guessed, was.

‘Garynotdo this” said Sandra. * SandracommandGarynot do this.Garyescape before explosion. Gary

understand?

| nodded my head. Dismally. Very dismaly.
‘l understand,’ | said. ‘1 will do asyou command.’” ‘Good,” said Sandra. * Garyhave much aoning for

snsto do for Sandra’

| ground my teeth. One of them fdll out.

‘Then, we'redl set,;” said Dave. * Off you go, then,Gary.” ‘1 order zombie,” said Sandra.

‘Sorry, Sandra,” said Dave.

‘Off go then,Gary,” said Sandra. * Follow Sandracommands.” | nodded one more dismal time and set
off on my way. ‘Notthat way,” called Dave. That way.

And | st offthat way.

Thatway led me back to the gantry and al the steps down into the vast hangar where dl the ranks of
flying saucers were parked. If Sandra had been really smart, she would have ordered meto beredly
careful, to use the utmost stealth, and go undetected. But she wasn'treally smart, so | just strolled down

the stairsand whistled loudly as| strolled.
Y ou’ d have thought | was just asking to get caught and executed again. And you would have been right.

At the bottom of the staircase | encountered my first intrarterrestrial, asmall unassuming kind of fellow.
He stared at me with his great black liquid eyesand | just knew that he' d raise the darm and guards

would appear from somewhere and capture me.

So | amiled a him.

And then | shot him dead.

‘Damn!’ | said, staring at my hand and the pistol. ‘I really didn’t want to do that.” And, believe me, |
didn’t. I'll throw the gun away, | thought. But | couldn’t. | was compelled. | had been commanded. | was

helplessto ress.



It felt redlly horrible, I cantell you. It' simpossibleto explain. | supposeits nearest equivaent would be
hypnosis. And in away that’s sort of what magicis, an atered sate. It' snot ahigher state; it'sjust a
different state. But whenin that state, everything isdifferent.

And | suppose, as| gtrolled across the big hangar, potting off intraterrestriads and not cursing myself for
doing it because | knew they needed potting off, but cursing mysdf for doing it because | had no free will
inthe matter, | redized for thefirgt timein (and after) my lifethat | was anatura magician.

| had, after al, practised magic successfully. Not just by bring-ing Mr Penrose and Sandra back from
the dead, but in other ways aso. There was the matter of my father and of Count Otto — the matter of
what happened to them before they died. The sniffing of swatches of tweed in the gents' outfitters. The
outbursts of uncontrollable laughter. The Zulu king stuff and the dressing in robes befitting. And their
obsession with the idea that an invisible Chinaman called Frank was driving them to distraction.

That was magic, you see. Very basic stuff, asit happens — sym-pathetic magic, voodoo magic, if you
like. Cregting an obsessonin anindividud. | wasvery good at it. | could tell you exactly how | madeit
happen. But | won’'t, because it’s a secret.

‘Stop,” said someone. * Stop now.

My gun was up and ready. But | stopped.

‘Stop!” said Mr Boothy, for it was he. * No more shooting. No morekilling.’

| aimed my gun straight at hishead. * Sorry,” | said.

‘Wait. Mr Boothy raised hishands. ‘ Please wait.’

‘For what? | asked. ‘ There sno waiting left.’

‘“We should talk. Y ou and me. Before you do this!’

| looked very hard at Mr Boothy. He stood before me, al dim and designer-stubbled, with histwo dogs
Wibbleand Trolley Bus.

“You should at least look surprised to seeme,’ | said. ‘1 am, after al, dead.

‘| can seethat,” said Mr Boothy. ‘Do you think I'm stupid?

‘No,” | said, shaking my head. ‘ But you might at least look surprised.’

‘Nothing surprisessme,” said Mr Boothy. ‘ Surprises are for morons. Those in the know just know.’

| cocked my pistal. ‘| have to shoot you dead,” | told him. ‘I have no choicein the matter. | have been
commanded to do so. But youdo have it coming. Y ou and your stupid boffins have been responsible for
ruining my life. And not just mine. Y ou redlly belong deed.’

‘We should talk.” Mr Boothy smiled. And I’ll swear that his dogs smiled too.

‘No,’ | sad. ‘I’ stimefor you to die. But don’t worry about it. Being dead isgreat. You'll loveit. Just
don't get in abig state when you' re dead. Go with the flow. Let yoursdf drift. Y ou can fly al around the



universefor ever. That' sthe point of death, you see.
‘Andyou retdlingme that. Asif | don’t know.’

‘Uh? | said. ‘Y oudo know?

‘Of course | know. Here” Mr Boothy pointed to his chest. ‘ Put a couple of bullets here and then we'll
tak.’

‘Dowhat?’ said|.

‘ Shoot me. That' swhat you came herefor, isn't it?

‘Well, yes, itis, but—'

‘Don’'t but me any buts, boy. Shoot me. Go on, do it. Get it out of the way.

‘All right,’ I said. And | shot him. Twice. Right in the chest. Mr Boothy just ood there. He put his
fingersinto the holes and then helicked those fingers.

‘There, hesaid. ‘Now you’ ve done your duty. Y ou' ve followed your commands and got it out of the
way. Shal wetak now?

‘| am perplexed,’ | said.
‘I'm dead,’ said Mr Boothy. ‘Likeyou.’
‘I'mredly perplexed, | said.

‘It sno big deal.” Mr Boothy shrugged. ‘ Or, rather, | supposeitis. Y ou see, there’ sdead and there's
dead and there' sreally dead. Would you liketo cometo my officeand I'll tell you dl about it?

| looked at my watch. It was twelve-fifteen.

‘OK,’ | saidand | followed him.

Anintraterrestrial or two appeared before me on the way and | shot them when | saw them.
‘Must you do that? asked Mr Boothy.

‘Sorry,’ | sad, ‘but | must.’

‘Never mind. Come on, then.’

Heled meto hisoffice. It wasn't much of an office. Nothing fancy. Just basic. A hat stand and afiling
cabinet, awater cooler and adesk and a couple of chairs. It put mein mind of Lazlo Woodbin€e' s office.
But thisdidn’t cheer me very much.

‘Sit there,” said Mr Boothy. | sat where hetold meto. ‘Drink? he asked.

‘| can't taste anything,’ | said. ‘ But something strong would be nice.



Mr Boothy poured me something strong. | think it was petrol.

‘Bottoms up,” hesaid. And | drank what he had given me and he drank what he’ d poured for himself
Then he sat himself down in the chair behind the desk, which wasn't much to spesk of, so | shdl not

speak of it here.

‘You're perplexed,” said Mr Boothy, patting adog which had climbed up onto hisknee.
‘l am,” | sad, patting his other dog, which was humping my leg.

‘It'sall been aterrible bols-up,” said Mr Boothy. ‘ Operation Orpheus. Everything really went wrong
right from the start. We did get the information we needed that helped usto win thewar. But then later, in
nineteen fifty-nine, al thisaien business kicked in and we didn’t understand what we were dealing with
or what was happening to us. By thetimewe did redize, it was al but too late. We did what we could,
wetried to make reparations, but things got out of hand.’

‘| am il perplexed,’ | said. ‘What do you mean by reparations?

‘Restoring peopleto life,” said Mr Boothy. ‘ Those who the diens had killed in their games. Back in the
nineteen fifties, the depart-ment, the Ministry of Serendipity, weinvestigated the possibilities of restoring
the dead to life. Books existed, you see, in the restricted sections of the libraries. But | assume you know
all about that, or you wouldn’t be here now. Y ou see, whenever someone important to us— a
government official, or someone big in office— waskilled, we used magic to restore them to life. But
you know how chaotic that becomes. They fall to pieces. It saread mess.

‘But reanimation, for those killed in the course of their duties, was written into the standard work
contract for the Ministry of Serendipity. My secretary reanimated me only hours after I’ d been run down.
And quite right too, because I’ m important. But of course everyone involved had loved ones, and when
one of them died they wanted them brought back to life. It dl grew and it got out of control. Did you
know that there are towns in this country where the dead outnumber the living?

| shook my head.

‘Ever heard of Hove? asked Mr Boothy.

| shook my head again.

‘Well, believe me, it'sared problem. And I’'m here heading up this Ministry. And now!’ m dead.’

‘“You'relying,” | said. ‘Y ou gave evidence a my trid. Y ou re being controlled by an dien.’

‘You'resoright, said Mr Boothy. ‘1was being controlled then. But | wasalive then. I’m not now. Y ou
see, aknackered trangit van ran over me outside the prison last week. It was making a speedy getaway.
| understand that the woman who was driving the van had stolen your body from the prison graveyard.’

‘Tough luck,” | said, though | couldn’t disguise asmile. ‘ But about the dead aliens—'

‘Listento me, Gary,” said Mr Boothy. * Forget about those dead diens. Dismiss those dead aliensfrom
your mind. They’re not what you think.’



‘Yeah, right,’ | said. ‘Dead diensiswhat thisisdl about.’

‘P. P. Penroseiswhat thisisdl about,” said Mr Boothy.

| scratched at my head. And bits of my heed fell off.

‘Careful on my carpet,” said Mr Boothy. ‘I’ ve just had it cleaned.’
‘I'mgoing to shoot you again,’ | said. ‘ Try to diethistime, will you?
“You've heard of P. P. Penrose, haven't you? said Mr Boothy.

‘My favouriteauthor,” | said. ‘I’'m hisbiggest fan.’

‘And you like dl those Lazlo Woodbine thrillers?

‘Brilliant. | lovethem.’

‘And what about the Adam Earth series?

‘His science-fiction books? They’ re rubbish. Everyone agrees on that.’

‘Pity,” said Mr Boothy. ‘ Because you' ve been drawn into them. Y ou’ re part of them. Y ou and most of
mankind.’

‘Rubbish,’ | said. ‘Do you mind if | shoot you again?| fed compelled.’

‘Help yoursdlf. But mind the face. Don’t touch the face’

| emptied the gun into Mr Boothy’ s chest.

‘Fed better? hesaid. ‘Did it help?

‘Not much, apparently.’

“Then et me continue. Mr Penrose died innineteen fifty-nine, in a bizarre vacuum-cleaning incident.’
‘I know,” | said. ‘I went to hisfunera.’

‘I know you did,” said Mr Boothy, nodding his head and patting hisdog. ‘ And did you read his
biography that was published this year — P. P. Penrose: The Man Who Was Lazlo Woodbine, by
Macgillicudy Vd Der Mar?

‘Er, no,’ | said. *Although | did attend the launch party.’

‘Yes, | know that too,” said Mr Boothy. Y ou do turn up in the darnedest places. Well, had you read his
biography you would have learned that Mr Penrose got redlly fed up with writing Lazlo Woodbine
thrillers. Heeven tried to kill Laz off a one point.’

‘InThe Final Solution,” | said. ‘He had Laz plunge to his death over theReichenbachFdlswith his
archenemy Montmorency.’



‘That’ sright. But the public wouldn’t haveit. The public demandedmore Woodbine. So he wrote the
“Return” series.

‘Itwasn't asgood,’ | said. ‘But it was il brilliant. And certainly better than that Adam Earth rubbish.’
‘Wdll, had you read the biography, you' d have learned that

P.  P. Penrosedid not want to be remembered for the Lazlo

Woodbine books. He redlly wanted to be remembered for the

Adam Earth series, his science-fiction books.’

‘But they wererubbish,’ | said. ‘ The characters had al these stupid names like Zador Startrouser of the
quilted codpiece, or whatever.’

‘Yes, didn't they,” said Mr Boothy, with agrin. ‘In fact, you'll find many of the so-called True Names
— the names of the dead dienswho control humans— in those books. That's where the names come
from.”

“You'reteling methat red diens adopted fictitious names?

‘No, that' snot what I'm telling you at al. Something happened to P. P. Penrose, happened to him after
he died. It turned him from being a sporting man and a good-natured novelist, who was merely abit
miffed that his science-fiction books weren’t recog-nized as his greatest works, into adeeply embittered
dead man. A dead man, it seems, who violently hatestheliving.’

‘l wonder what might have donethat to him,” | said.

‘Probably being awakened in hisgrave,” said Mr Boothy.

‘Oh, | said.

‘Yes, oh. Hethought it dl up, dl of it. Invented the dead dienswho control theliving. Gave them life
from beyond the grave. HE sresponsiblefor it al. One man, but many now he’ sdead. He' sal of those
dead aliens, such asVVadec Firesword, Archduke of Alpha Centuri, that’syou, and Lady Fairflower of
theRainbowMountains, your wife Sandra: al thought up by P. P. Penrose. All characters from his books.
That dead man has aremarkable imagination. And it’ s even bigger now, beyond the grave.

‘And you'retelling methat dl of thisis down to him? The dien that possessed me and made mekill
people, heinvented thisdien?

‘That’ swhat noveists do: invent characters. Operation Orpheus gave a gifted novelist the opportunity to
make hisimaginary charactersred. To let adead man control live people. Let him project his characters
into the brains of the living. It was an accident waiting to happen. Wejust didn’t know it a thetime.

‘Sohedidittome, | said.

“Youwereafan, said Mr Boothy. ‘Hisgreatest fan, you said. Y ou were therefore susceptible to his
ideas. Don't forget the word fan is short forfanatic. Y ou' ve spent most of your life being acharacter in



one of Mr Penrose' s pogt-life novels’
‘I'm speechless,” | said.
And | was.

And | was made al the more speechless because | redlized that it was al my fault. If | hadn’t reanimated
him in his coffin, he might never have done any of this. He was getting his own back on the living because
of what one of theliving had doneto him after he died. It was al my faullt.

| felt sck inside, | cantdl you. | felt wretched. | wanted to blurt it al out to Mr Boothy; own up to what
I’d done. But | didn’t. Because you don't, do you? When things are dl your fault you never own up. You
deny. And if you can’t deny, you make excuses. Or you smply refuseto believeit.

‘I amply refuseto believethis,’ | said. ‘ There are too many loose ends. Like, for instance, how come
you know this. When did you find it out?

‘I found it out when | died. When the dead alien creation no longer controlled me. Y ou must have
experienced the same thing when you died. | have contacted expertsin thefield of thiskind of thing.
Reanimated experts, of course. WEe ve pooled our knowledge. There’ s no mistake about it. Mr Penrose

isbehind dl this. He' s playing games with humanity. Role-playing games, based on the plots of his
science-fiction books.’

I looked once more at my watch. ‘Not for much longer,’ | said. ‘| haveto go.

‘Oh, don't leavejust yet.” Mr Boothy gave his dog some more patting. ‘Y ou' |l missthe best bit.’
‘Sadly so,’ | said. ‘1 would have loved to stay and be part of it.’

‘The big explosion, do you mean?

‘Well, actudly, yes.

Mr Boothy shook his head.

A knock came at his office door.

‘Enter,’ cdled Mr Boothy.

The door swung open and in walked Dave. And in walked Sandra. Dave |ooked somewhat the worse
for wear. He sported a big black eye. Sandralooked well though. Well, aswell as she could.

Two men followed after Sandraand Dave. Big men, both, and carrying guns.

‘Surprise,” said Mr Boothy.
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Wedll, well, well,; said Mr Boothy. *If it isn’t the woman who ran me over last week.’
‘ Garyshoot Mr Boothy,” said Sandra.

‘Been there, donethat,” saidl. Thegun'sempty.’

‘And who' sthisbruised fellow? Mr Boothy asked.

‘That'sDave,” saidl.'Hi, Dave.’” ‘Hi,” said Dave, looking dismal.

‘ And you were going to blow up this entire complex?

Dave shook his head. ‘“Not me,;” he said.

‘Redly? sad Mr Boothy. ‘ Yet I'm sureit wasyou | saw on the closed circuit television, driving the van
into the secret tunnel. The same van that ran over me.

Dave shook hishead and said, ‘No, it wasn't me.’

‘I once thought of joining the police force,’ said Mr Boothy. ‘ But achum of mine said, no, don't do it,
it' s such adisappoint-ment. Because criminals never own up, like they do in the movies. They never
come clean, even when caught red-handed. They say, “Itwasn't me,” and “I didn’'t doiit,” and “1 was
two— places other a thetime.” So | didn't join the force. | joined the Ministry of Serendipity instead.
Andtheirony of ironiesis |’ ve spent the last thirty years denying everything I’ ve done to anyonewho's
accused me of doing it

‘How very interesting,’ | said. ‘But | have to go now.,

‘Why? asked Mr Boothy.

‘Because | don’'t want to stay.’

‘But | can makeyou stay.’

‘I think not,” | said. * Y ou can shoot meto pieces, if you want. And I'll thank you for it. But other than
that, what? I’ m dead, so what can you do to me?

‘Good point,” said Mr Boothy.
‘Sandrago too,” said Sandra. * Sandra dead, Sandra go.’
‘Why does shetdk likethat? asked Mr Boothy. * All monosyllabic?

‘Because she' sbeen undead for too long,” | said. ‘Her brainismush. You'll be like it soon and so will
I

‘Rubbish,” said Mr Boothy. ‘ The thinking processes remain unaffected.’
‘Ssseh,’ | said and | shushed him with my hands.

‘Oh, | see” said Mr Boothy. ‘You ... ...



‘You ... er... what? asked Dave, staring me pointy daggers.

‘I just quietened her down abit,” | said. * She was somewhat over-feisty when dive.’

‘ Garyatone for snsbig time when Sandra getGaryhome,” said Sandra, which was rather too long a

sentence for my liking.

Mr Boothy sighed. ‘ So what should | do with you? he asked.

“Y ou should shoot Dave,’ | suggested.

‘What? said Dave. ‘I’m your bestest friend.’

“Y ou' ve been sexing my wife’

* She’ snot your wife any more. You're dead.’

‘That’ satechnicality.’

‘It safact!’

‘Butshe's dead too!’

‘ Gentlemen, gentlemen.” Mr Boothy held up calming hands. ‘ Thisisn't heping matters.
‘Stuff you,” | said. *Keep out of it.’

‘I think I have asolution to thisthat will satisfy dl parties, said Mr Boothy.
‘Fair enough,” | said. * Shoot Dave!’

‘No, it'snot that. Y ou see, we at the Ministry would redlly liketo clear up al thisP. P. Penrose
busness’

‘“What businessisthat? asked Dave. ' And please don't shoot me.
‘1 won't shoot you,” said Mr Boothy.

‘Fine,’ said Dave. ‘ Then I'm off Goodbye.’

‘I'll have you shot if you try to leave.’

‘Fine, said Dave. ‘ So whatis this P. P. Penrose business?

‘All thedead dliens,” | said to Dave: ‘they’renot redl. They’re dl theinvention of P. P. Penrose. They

exig in hisdead imagi-nation. They have aredity there and they’ re the oneswho contral theliving.’
‘Oh, that,” said Dave. ‘| know al about that.’

‘“You do?



‘Certainly. | overheard Mr Boothy telling you al about that when he captured you.
‘But you never toldme.’

‘That’ sbecause | don't believeit. It israther fa—fetched.” | Sghed. Deeply.
‘May | continue? asked Mr Boothy. | shrugged. ‘ Please yoursdlf’

‘Thank you. The problem of the late Mr Penrose redly does need afinad solution. | would never have
known thetruth about it if it hadn’t been for Sandra here, running me over and killing me. | can’t mention
my knowledgeto any live members of the Ministry — they’re dl under Mr Penrose' scontral. Thisis
some-thing | must sort out for mysdlf | fed that the best way to sort it out isto have avolunteer sort it out
for me. Deal with the man, one on one, if you know what | mean.’

‘I don't, sadl.
‘Someone hasto stop it,” said Mr Boothy. Someone hasto nate Mr Penrose.

‘ Assassinate him?Why don’t you just shut down the FLATLINE connection? Shut off the power; put
the phone down for good. What could he do? He' d be finished. It would be al over. No need for meto
do any more bad stuff.’

‘We can't afford to do that. Our link with the dead isfar too valuable. We need the information the dead
supply uswith to keep us one step ahead of the rest. TheBritish Empireneedsit. Our government would
beflailing about in the dark if we couldn’t supply it with the dead’ s secrets. It' snot the FLATLINE that’s
the problem, it’sjust that meddling Penrose. He has control of too many people and we just can’t have
him messing around with them and causing havoc any more. If heis eradicated, we will be back on track.
He needsto bekilled. We need him dead.’

‘But he’ saready dead,’ | said.

‘1 mentioned to you earlier that there’ s dead and there’ s dead and there sreally dead.’

“You mentioned it,’ | said. ‘But asit didn’t make too much sense, | ignored it.’

‘He sout there, said Mr Boothy, ‘in the redlm beyond desth, constructing plotlines, inventing fanciful
characters, playing his sporting games, projecting them into the brains of the living. Thisisnot agood
thing. This must be stopped. And the only way it can be stopped is by someone dead seeking him out
and putting paid to him once and for dl.’

‘But you can’t kill adead man.

“You can,’ said Mr Boothy. “ Y ou can with magic. Magic knows no bounds. If magic can restore the
dead to life, then magic can also kill the dead. So, as | say, the Ministry has been looking for avolunteer.
Someone brave who would take on the task.’

‘And no takers, | suppose? said Dave.

‘Not so far,” said Mr Boothy. ‘Y ou see, glorious as being dead is, those we have reanimated are till
keen to stay undead. | think it must be the good wages the Ministry pays and al the fringe benefits. Once



people live again they are eager to keep onliving.’
‘I'mnot,” | said.

And Mr Boothy grinned. A red big toothy grin — dthough he did have a couple of teeth missing and his
tongue was somewhat furry.

‘| rather thought not,” said he. “In fact, | was absolutely sure of it when | watched you on the CCTV,
grolling down the staircase, asif you wanted to get caught and killed again.’

Sandraglared at me. But then she hadn’t stopped glaring since she d learned about her * dumbing
down'.

‘And I'm surel’d beright in thinking,” said Mr Boothy, *that you are anaturd magician. And asit’sdl
your fault anyway, | think you should sort it out.’

‘Allmy fault? | said. “What do you mean?

‘Gary, thisisthe Ministry of Serendipity. It'sasecret ministry, and secret minigtriesthrive on
information, you know, likethe CIA. Information is power. We have files on everyone. When you were
brought to justice—'

‘Itwasn'tjudtice,’ | said. ‘That trid was atravesty of justice’

‘All right, then. When you were brought to travesty of justice, we looked into your file. And we found al
kinds of interesting things: old survelllance footage from the restricted section of Brentford library;
surveillance footage from the home of P. P. Penrose; during hiswake. It'sdl on film, what you did.’

‘What? | said. *Y ou have me on film? Outrageous! What an in-vasion of privacy.’

‘Everyoneisunder surveillance,’ said Mr Boothy. ‘ Everyone. Especidly therich and famouslike Mr
Penrose. Y ou reanimated himin hisgrave. All thisisyour fault. It isextremely fortuitous that you should
have turned up heretoday. Y ou could cal it fate. Y ou are the volunteer that we have been looking for.
Who e se could it be but you?

‘I’'m not an assassin,’ | said.

‘Gay,” said Mr Boothy, ‘likeit or likeit not, you are a psycho-path. With or without Mr Penrose’s
Vadec Firesword, Archduke of Alpha Centuri, in your head, you would have been a psycho-path. It's
not your fault, it' s probably your father’ sfault.’

‘It sdefinitely hisfault,” | said.

‘Which is probably why you did for him.’

‘Let’snot get intothat,” | said.

‘Well, beit here, or beit there — Mr Boothy smiled and patted his dog some more— ‘you are the
ideal man for thejob.’

‘And when, | mean,if | do thisjob, then I’'m free?| can be dead and fly off around the universe for



ever?l’'mout of dl this?|’'m free?

‘Freeasabird,’ said Mr Boothy. *You'll have atoned for al your sins. Eternity will be yoursto do with
asyou please’

‘Then | volunteer,” | said. ‘I'm your man.

‘Garynot your man,” said Sandra. * Gary Sandra' s man.Garystay here, serve Sandra. That what Gary
do.

| looked at Mr Boothy.
And Mr Boothy looked at me.

“ Security guard,” said Mr Boothy, to one of the security guards. ‘ Kindly take Mr Cheese swife down to
the boiler room and toss her into the furnace.’

‘No!" Dave shouted, and raised hisfists. ‘ Hold on. Don’t dothat.’

Mr Boothy looked at me once more. ‘ Do you want me to have the security guard toss your friend Dave
into the furnace too? he asked.

| looked at Dave.
And Dave looked at me.

‘No,” | said. ‘Not redlly. Daveis my bestest friend, even though he' sbeen ... you know ... with my wife.
Don't bung ether of them into the furnace. Let them go.

‘Niceone,” said Dave.

‘Gay...’ sad Sandra

‘Andinreturn, letme go,’ | said to Sandra. ‘Let me do this. Dave will look after you. Dave cares about
you. | was never much of ahusband, athough | did loveyou. But | treated you badly and | should atone

for what I’ ve done. For dl the bad things I’ ve done. Maybe by doing thisit will go some way towards
making thingsright.’

Sandrajust stared at meand | couldn’t read her expression at all.
Dave said, ‘ Good luck, mate,” and put out his hand for a shake.

| shook Dave warmly by the hand. ‘Y ou are my bestest friend,” | said. * Y ou’ re an utter no-mark,
thoroughly dishonest and untrustworthy, but | am proud to cal you my bestest friend.’

‘And you are aconscienceless serid Killer, said Dave. ‘ But you' re my bestest friend too.’

And so we shook hands and got a bit dewy-eyed and trembly -lipped and patted each other on the
shoulder and finally said our farewells. | reached out to give Sandraakiss and a cuddle, but shejust
drew back, folded her arms and stamped whoever’ s feet she had upon the carpet. | think that, deep
down, she till loved me. But women are funny creatures and don't always show their real emotions.



“Bye, then, Sandra,’ | said. ‘I hope you' Il be happy with Dave.’

Dave and Sandra departed the office of Mr Boothy, leaving me behind. Sandra, however, didn’t leave
without a struggle, and one of the security men had to hold her mouth shut to stop her commanding meto
do something unspeakable to Mr Boothy.

‘That was rather touching about you and Dave,” said Mr Boothy. ‘I’ ve never really had a bestest friend.
My dogs are my best friends. But it’ snot quite the same.’

‘S0, | said. ‘| suppose we should presson.” | handed Mr Boothy my gun. Y ou' d best shoot mein the
head. That should get the job done.’

Mr Boothy weighed the gun in hishands. ‘I don’t think thiswould work,” he said. *Y our body must be
utterly destroyed. | think it would be best if you were tossed into the furnace.’

‘Eh? | said. “‘No. That would redlly hurt. That'snot agood idea. That'saredly bad idea. | don't like
thet at al. The gun isthe thing. One quick shot between the eyes. One—’

‘Thegunisempty,” said Mr Boothy. * And we arein ahurry. Security guards—’
‘No!’ | shouted. ‘No. Stop. Hold on.’

‘Escort Mr Cheese to the furnace and—'

‘Nol’

‘Bunghimin.

‘NOY

But damn meif it wasn'tyes.
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Can you believe that?

| mean, can you?

He had me thrown into the furnace.

If frying in the electric chair had been bad, it was a doddle compared with that.

Thatreally hurt.

But it did get the job done and, there was no doubt about it, | was definitely dead again. And for good

and dl thistime, with no Earthly hope for resurrection. Gone, reduced to ashes. No more Gary Chariton
Cheeseintheflesh. Only inthe spirit. | didn’t find myself back at Mr Doveston’ stomb thistime: | found



myself nowherein particular. A bit log, asit happens. Just sort of drifting.

Butitfdtredly nice. | didn't fed empty at dl thistime. Therewas agrest dedl of darkness around and
about, but alight or two in the distance. | moved towards those lights.

As| moved on, the lights moved nearer. Big lights, two lights.
A car ran meover.

| picked mysdlf up and dusted myself down and chewed upon my lip as | surveyed the tyre marks over
my chest. ‘Not agreat start,” said I.

But wherewas |?

It looked abit likeNew Y ork, but as|’d never been toNew Y orkl couldn’t be sure. However, asl’d
seenNew Yorkon TV and in movies, | could be sure. It wasNew Y ork. But whyNew Y ork?

| shambled dong in abumbling kind of fashion, like you do when you'relogt, or drunk, or both. | didn’t
recognize anyNew Y orklandmarks.

But then suddenly | did.

There was abar up ahead — aNew Y orkbar, aManhattanbar. A neon light flashed above it, spdlling out
letters that made up the name: FANGIO'S.

Fangio’'s bar, favourite hangout of Lazlo Woodbine. | bumbled towards Fangio's bar. Of coursel
recognized the cracked glass door. It was exactly as|’d imagined it, exactly asit had been in the books.
And insde, the bar was dll there, al exactly right. A man stood behind the bar counter, and hewas abig
man, abigfat man. Thiswas Fangio, the fat boy barman. And seated upon the customer side of the
counter, upon achromium bar stool, sat the other man. He wore a trenchcoat and afedora. He sipped
on a bottle of Bud and munched upon a hot pastrami on rye.

The other man was none other than Lazlo Woodbine.

Fangio looked over at meas| swung in the door.

‘Lordy, lordy,” said he. ‘It sthe elephant man.’ | chewed upon my bottom lip and redlized that it was a
quite substantia bottom lip. And I remembered my encounter with the late M other Demdike — how
she' d said that, when we died, we each got the form that wasreally us. ‘ Ah, no offence meant, fella;
sad Fangio. ‘Looksan't everything. Did the circus leave town without you? Why not have adrink?
What'Il it be?

‘Anythinga dl,’ | sad. ‘Anything at al.’

‘That’sabit vague,’ said Fangio. ‘Welike to be specific here.’

‘| don't care,’ | said. ‘Giveme abeer. GivemeaBud.’

The guy in the trenchcoat (you notethat | say ‘guy’ here, rather than ‘man’) turned to me.



‘Sit yoursdf down,” he said. ‘ There' s no appearance-code here. We re dways grateful when someone
breezesin to chew thefat. What' s your name, buddy?

‘I'sCheese, | sad. ‘Gary Charlton Cheese. Andyou are...” | couldn’t get the words out.

“The name’ sWoodbine,” said Woodbine. ‘ Lazlo Woodbine, private eye.” And he added, ‘ Some call
melLaz.’

‘I would be proud to call you Laz,” saidl.'I’m your greatest fan. Well, the fan of your author. If you
know what | mean, and I’'m sure that you do.’

‘Don’'t use my catch phrases,” said Mr Woodbine.  And don’t mentionhim. He and | do not see eye to
gyeany more.

‘I'm perplexed,’ | said, as Fangio handed me my bottle of Bud. ‘1 mean, you'rereal. You're here. |

thought—'
‘That | was afictitious character?
‘Wdll, yes.

‘That' s because | was written up as afictitious character. But | was once dive, like you were. So what
areyou doing in this neck of theManhattanwoods?

‘It sabit embarrassing for meto havetotell you, | said, ‘but I've cometo kill P. P. Penrose. That
dead man iswresking havoc on Earth.’

‘It sfinewith me,” said Laz, for | could call him that. ‘| hate the guy. He wrote up my casesthen claimed
al theglory for himsdlf Like| say, | was never afictitious character. | wasareal detective. He just

changed my name.

‘Outrageous!’ | said.

‘And he had mekilled.’

‘“What!” | said.

‘| was going to expose him. He had mekilled. Weirdest thing. Never saw it coming and me being
Woodbine— well, Passing Cloud, actudly; I’'m half Cherokee from my father’ sside. Thisblind guy
killed me. Blind guy from the circus. Count Otto Black’s Circus Fantastique.”

‘Ohno,’ | said. ‘My Uncle Jonny.’

‘Small world, isn'tit? sad Mr Woodbine. ‘ Everything fitstogether, eventualy, doesn't it?

‘Whereishe? | asked. ‘Mr Penrose. Do you know where heis?

‘In my office, doing his stuff pulling strings, playing his sport-ing games”

‘Do you want to come with me? | asked. ‘ Do you want to help?



‘Can’'t, said Laz and he shook hisfedora d head. ‘1I’m stuck here, in this bar. Me and Fangio, we chew
fat and talk toot. Wetried to kill him, because we hated him so much for what he did. But if you hate,
you get stuck. We got stuck here, but we make the best of it. Y ou go get him, kid. And here, take this;
you'll needit.” And Laz pulled out histrusty Smith & Wesson and handed it to me. ‘It staken down a
few bad guysinitstime,” he said. ‘One morewon't hurt. Get the job done, kid, then come back here. I'll
stand you a beer.’

“Y ou can pay for the one he' sjust had, Laz,” said Fangio.

‘We can discussthat,” said Laz to thefat boy.

| took Laz’ strusty Smith & Wesson and stared at it. The trusty Smith & Wesson: what a collector’s
item. | was dtill afan— | had no control over it. Once you' re afan of something or someone, you're
stuck toiit. | thanked Laz and waved farewell to the fat boy.

Andthen | |eft the bar. | passed down the now legendary aley-way, where Laz used to get into sticky
stuations, and found my way to his office. It waswhere | expected it to be, so it was no mystery how |
foundit.

On the partition door the words LAZLO WOODBINE INVESTI-GATIONS were etched into the
glass. | don't know what | felt. Nervous? Y es. Doubtful ? Y es. Guilty? Y es, that too. It was al my fault,
what had happened; what had caused Mr Penrose to behave as he had. But truth istruth istruth. He
obvioudy hadn’t been agood person. Not if he'd had Mr Woodbine, Mr Passing Cloud, killed.

But there was more that troubled me. Could | actualy trust Mr Woodbine/Passing Cloud? | knew that
the dead were notable liars. Perhaps | hadn't been told the truth. But | wasredlly giving up on the truth.
Perhapsthereredly isn't any truth, any ultimate truth. Perhagps the universe consists for the most part of
haf—truthsand just plain lies. Perhgpsthereredly isn't any red truth at dl.

| knocked at the office door.

‘Come,’ cdled avoice.

And | entered.

It was the same office — the same office as that which Mr Boothy had occupied. Exactly the same.
Behind the desk of this one sat an old gentleman clad in asuit of Boleskine tweed.

‘Mr Penrose? | said. ‘Mr Charles Penrose?

The gentleman stared a me, though he did not seem at dl bothered by my obvioudy grotesque
appearance. ‘ So,’” said he. * Someone who knows my real name, my True Name. And you would be?

‘Gary Cheese,;' | said. ‘Gary Charlton Cheese. Y ou would know me as Vadec Firesword, Archduke of
AlphaCenturi.’

‘Ohyes’ said Mr Penrose. ‘ The maniac. But thisisabit of asurprise. | didn’t expect ever to see you
here’

‘It sfate,’ | said. ‘ Everything fitstogether for a purpose. It’' sjust that most of us never get to know what



that purpose might be.” And | looked hard at Mr Penrose. He obvioudy didn’'t know that | was the one
who' d woken him up from the dead and caused him to hate humanity so much. Well, if hedidn’t know, |
wasn't going to tell him.

‘And what is your purpose? asked Mr Penrose.

| pulled out Laz' sgun. ‘I've come heretokill you,’ | said. ‘I’'m sorry, but thereitis. You are my
favourite author and I'm your greatest fan. And | can't tell you just how incredibleit isfor me to meet
you— if not in the flesh, then at least in the spirit. But | haveto kill you, to stop you playing your games
with humanity. All that hasto stop now. But before kill you, and | must, and | am sorry for it, would it
beadl right if | asked you aquestion? Something that I’ ve aways wanted to know.’

‘Ask on,” said Mr Penrose.

‘Thank you,” | said. ‘ The question isthis:.where do you get your ideas from?’

Mr Penrose made a groaning sound, deep in the back of histhroat.

‘So? | sad.

‘Forget it, lad. If | knew wherel got my ideasfrom | wouldn't tell you. And | do know, andit'sa
secret.’

‘Likemagic,’ | said.

‘|deasare magic,” said Mr Penrose. ‘ So let’ s discuss the business of you killing me. What' sthat dll
about, then?

“Y ou know perfectly well what it' sal about,” | said, waggling the gun at the famous author. * All that
beaming of science-fiction charactersinto peopl€ s brains: that hasto stop.

‘Why? asked Mr Penrose.
‘Becauseit’snot right.’

‘Peoplekill one another al the time, with or without my prompting. What'safew less peoplein the
world?

‘That’ sarather caloustitude. | don’t think you' re avery nice man. | thought you were a great
gportsman.’ | cocked the pistol.

‘It snot very sporting to shoot an unarmed man,” said Mr Penrose.
‘ Sportsmanship doesn't enter into this,” | said.

‘Well, it should. I’ ve dways given my characters asporting chance.’
“You didn’'t give me much of one’

‘Ohyes, | did. Youlost the game because you fdl into an obvious trap. Imagine going through a door
marked WHITE COAT AND LIGHT BULB STORE. Ludicrous.’



“Yeah, well,’ | said, ‘| was under stress. It had been adifficult day. And it wasn't me, wasit? It was
Vadec Firesword making me do what | did.’

‘Soif you had another chance, you'’ d do better, would you? Doing your own thinking, you’ d win the
game?

‘What game? | said. ‘What isthe game anyway?

‘It sarole-playing game,” Mr Penrose explained, ‘ based on the plot from one of my Adam Earth sevies.
Andienraceiswiped out in acosmic catastrophe, but their spirits are able to manipulate human beings.
They’ re acomptitive race, the aliens, and some-what cold-blooded. They compete on Earth through
their unknowing human hodts. It'ssurviva of thefittest and the most intelligent. Eventually there will be
only one of them left. That onewinsthe game.’

‘And what’ sthe prize? | asked.

‘Earth, of course,’ said Mr Penrose. ‘ The winner will be the one who ends up controlling the entire
planet.

‘That’ sdaft,’ | said. ‘ Just beam one of your charactersinto the head of the President of theUnited States
and he' sthewinner.

‘“Ungporting,” said Mr Penrose. ‘ Too easy. It hasto be little people who can work their way up to
becomerich and famous. Y ou had alot of chances, you know. Y ou were given the oppor-tunity to
communicate with the dead. That should have given you an edge.’

‘If I'dknown,’ | said. *But Vadec Firesword screwed it up, not me.

‘He never wastoo bright. Which iswhy helost the game.’

‘Who' swinning at the moment? | asked. ‘Not that I'm interested.’

‘I'mnot going to tell youthat,” said Mr Penrose. ‘ That would be redlly unsporting.’

‘Well, it'sneither here nor there. Y ou’re adead dead—man.” And | levelled the pistal at his head.

“You can't doit, you know. Y ou can’t just shoot me here.’

‘And why not?

‘Do you likethis office? Do you redly likeit?

‘ItsOK,’ | said. *It' s nothing much to spesk of
‘So how would you fed about spending al eternity here?

‘| wouldn't betoo keenonthat at dl.’



‘No,” said Mr Penrose. * And, frankly, | hateit. But that’ swhat I'm stuck with. Because I’ m stuck here.
Because of what I’ ve done. You' Il be doing me afavour if you shoot me. I’ll move on to another leve.
But you won't be doing yoursdlf afavour. Y our actionswill cause you to become stuck here, right here,
inthis office, like mine have for me. Bad thoughts and actions weigh down the dead and stop them
moving on.’

‘Hm," | said, scratching my head with the gun barrdl and notic-ing for the first time just whet alot of
head there was to scratch.

‘A dead woman called Mother Demdike explained that to me. Thisisatricky Stuation.’

‘| can’t see any way out of it for either of us,” said Mr Penrose. | stared a him and | scratched at my
head once more. ‘1 think | can,” | said.

‘Ohyes? And what do you havein mind?

‘Wdll," | sad, ‘you consider yoursdlf to be agreat sporting man, yes?

Mr Penrose nodded.

‘Wdl, what if you and | had some sport? One on one and winner takes al?
‘| amintrigued,” said Mr Penrose. * Speak to me of this sport.’

And so | spoketo him.
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And that isthe end of my tae.

"What? | hear you cry. ‘ What?’ What kind of cop-out end-ing isthis? Y ou can’t end your tale here.
Youjust can't’

But | can.

| redlly can.

| could drag it out abit longer. Because, indl truth, it hasn't truly ended yet. But then, it can’t end.
Because it doesn't have an ending. Thereisno end after you die. Thereisonly for ever. A blissful for
ever, with al the universe to explore. Not that I’ ve started my exploring yet.

But | will.

| will, very soon.

Just as soon as | win the game.



| told Mr Penrose what | had in mind for us both.

It was smple and it was sporting. And he does seem to have a big thing about sportsmanship, that Mr
Penrose. He sfirm, but he’ sfair. | suggested that he give me asporting chance, and con-sidering al that
I’d been put through, and being the sporting man that hewas, | knew he' d take me up on it. Hewouldn’'t
be abletoresst. And | felt certain that | would win, because I’ d be cdl-ing my own shotsthistime. |
would bein control of the Stuation. And | felt absolutely sure that ultimately | would triumph.

In essence this was my suggestion. He and | would both play the game. Against each other, and winner
takesal. We had to work out alot of rulesthat we both could agree on and this did take alot of time.
But we had time a-plenty, and when we had worked out the rules, and agreed that they were sporting
and that any cheating would disqudify the player caught at it, we were both ready to play.

The game would be played in thisfashion. Each of uswould beam our thoughtsinto aliving person of
our choice. But it had to be an ordinary person of no particular consequence. No one rich and powerful.
We would choose whoever we fancied, beam in and take control of that person. And it would be our
secret. Neither of uswould know who the other one was possessing, if you follow me. Thenwe' d go
looking for each other and each would try to kill the other.

We both agreed that, asin the Lazlo Woodbine thrillers, it should end in afinal rooftop showdown, with
the loser getting blasted by the winner and taking the big fal into oblivion.

And, as| say, it would be winner takes all.

If I won, then Mr Penrose would be obliged, on hisword of honour, to quit the game, taking al his
created dead-alien characters with him, and for ever leave the world and its people aone.

Andifhe won, | would be obliged to leave Mr Penrose alone to go on playing hisgamesand | would be
obliged to remain on Earth in abody of his choosing, which | suspected would not be a particularly

appeding one.

So, having gone through al the rules to ensure that we both knew exactly how things were to be done
and the game was to be played, and — here comes the clever bit — having persuaded him that he
should remove dl the other players (the dead diens he had created that were mucking about with
peopl€ s brains) temporarily, until we had completed our game, we chose our hosts and beamed our
thoughts down.

And it was game on.

Now, for the afterlife of me, | didn’'t know how he caught me that first time. I’ d beamed myself into the
head of thisyoung black guy in Tooting. He wasinto martia arts and weapons and in my opinion wasa
natural-born assassin. But he got run down by awoman shopper on the top of amulti-storey car park.
Which | was't expecting.

‘A woman shopper!” | said to Mr Penrose. ‘What kind of body was that for you to choose?

‘It worked, didn’t it? Y ou weren’t expecting it. And it was on arooftop.’

‘But how did you know it wasme?’

‘Ahal’ said Mr Penrose, and he tapped his nose.



‘That wasunsporting,’ | said. ‘Y ou forfeit the game.

‘No, | don't. | stuck totherules. It'sjust that | neglected to mention that you can tell who'swho.’
‘How?

Mr Penrose whispered — not that there was anyone around to hear — how.
‘Oh,’ | said. “Yes, | supposethat’sobvious. All right, let’s make it best of three!’
‘But you logt’

“You cheated.’

‘I didn’t cheat. | just neglected to mention an important detail .’

‘That' sthe same as chesting. That should have been written into the rules’

‘All right,” said Mr Penrose, ‘we Il writeitin.’

‘ And there’ s nothing e se that you haven’t mentioned?

‘Nothing,” said Mr Penrose.

But there were one or two other things.
Sowe madeit ‘best of three'.

And then ‘best of five'.

I"vekind of lost count now. | think we' re going for best of thirty-three million, three hundred and
thirty-three thousand, three hundred and thirty-three.

Between us, we' re keeping down the population to areason-ably stable level, which is sound ecology,
0| can't see anything particularly wrong with that.

I’ve had him afew times— afew thousand times, in fact. And | fed absolutely certain that ultimately
I’mgoing towin.

I”’m going to have another go at him tomorrow. But asit’sNew Y ear’ s Eve, we ve both agreed to take
time out from the game to party for the next couple of days. I'm looking forward to seeing in thisNew
Year. | think 3012 will be alucky year for me.

And this evening promisesto beinteresting too. I'm currently inside the head of aquite



remarkable-looking young woman. She’ s awindow-dresser in a posh store here in New Brentford. It
used to be calledRio de Janeiro, before the New British Empire changed it. The New British Empire runs
al of the planet now and maintains world peace. Which isnice. Mr Boothy till runsthe Ministry of
Serendipity. | pop into see him whenever I'm inEngland. He s holding up pretty well, what with dl those
advancesin medica science and everything. He sthe last zombie thereisnow. He had dl therest
humanely despatched to foreverness. Including my Sandra, but it was right that he did. | liketo surprise
Mr Boothy when | see him. He aways gets akick out of seeing what body I'm currently in. I’'m sure

he' d like this one. She' s not rich or famous or anything— Mr Penroseand | till stick with the rules—
but sheredly isabeauty and | know, just know, she'sgoing to get laid later by that handsome waiter
who keeps giving her theeye.

| figurethat it’ sworth experiencing life from every perspective, and over thelast thousand yearsor so |
certainly have. I'd like to say that there’ s nothing that a human being can experiencethat | haven't
experienced. But it wouldn’t be true. And thankfully so. There' s dways something new and that
something new isawayswonderful.

And | redlly am optimistic about the year that lies ahead. And I’ m redly surethat, OK, perhaps| won't
win the game thisyear, because | till have alot of catching up to do.

But if not thisyear, then next year, or the year after that.
Because | have no shortage of time.

Timeisonmy sde.

| have dl thetimein the world.

Inthis world.

Because ultimatdy. And marveloudy.

It'snever, ever,

THEEND



