Of the Track
a short story by David Garnett

They drove on down the road. Stretching ahead to the horizon, it was

straight and enpty. An hour had passed since they' d seen anot her
vehi cl e;

an hour before that, they'd taken the wong road.

M chael had realised his mstake al nbst at once but had said not hing.

woul d make little real difference.

He kept his speed down. If they went any faster, the cracks and
pot hol es

in the road shook the car too nmuch. Not that he cared about the hired
car,

but there was no hurry. They were on holiday -- or supposed to be.

"There's nothing," said Angela, as she turned the radio dial
" Not hi ng. "

M chael heard all kinds of different sounds fading in and out between
t he

crackles of interference -- news reports, advertising and sports

commentary; a string quartet, a choir singing hymtmms and a swi ng band --

but Angela switched the radio off and | eaned back in her seat.

He watched fromthe corner of his eye as she | ooked down at the book in

her lap and turned the page. M chael couldn't believe Angel a was as
bor ed

as she pretended. She kept conpl ai ni ng about the heat, saying they
shoul d

have hired a car with air conditioning; but he knew she woul dn't have

conpl ai ned about the heat if she'd been stretched out on a beach. Her

wi ndow was wound down, and the hot desert wi nd bl ew her hair back.

Angel a could be on the beach again in a few days when they went back
but

this was his part of the holiday, something he'd always wanted to do.

He had not been di sappoi nted. The desol ate | andscape and the di stant
rock

formati ons were even nore spectacul ar than he'd i magi ned. He |iked

everyt hing about the place; he even liked the potholed road.

Driving was neant to be like this, w thout |ong queues, w thout being

jamred solid in a city street. Back in Britain, there was nowhere he
coul d

have driven as far without having to stop. The same was true wherever
he' d

travel l ed i n Europe.

They had driven through Holland and Germany, France and Spain and

Portugal , but always in their own car. This was the first time M chael
had

driven a left-hand drive vehicle, and he was surprised how soon he got

used to it. Angela had refused to drive, another denpnstration of her

feelings about this part of the holiday.

"Town coming up,"” said Mchael, as he saw the signpost at the side of
t he

road. He gl anced at the fuel gauge. It was still half full, but it was

best to keep the tank filled up. "Maybe we should get sone petrol."

Angel a sai d not hi ng.

"Coul d do sone shopping," he added.

Angel a turned her head. He couldn't see her eyes because of her dark

gl asses.

" Shoppi ng?" she sai d. "Shopping!"

Then she smiled and swi ped at his shoul der

"You Inglish? | make you a deal!" said Mchael, and Angel a | aughed.



"How big's this town?" she asked. "Two houses or three?"

"Horses, did you say, or houses?"

Angel a kept | ooking at him "You' re enjoying yourself, aren't you?"

He nodded. "But you're not?"

She shrugged, then studied the silver bracelet around her wist,
lightly

rubbing at the turquoi se stone with her thunb.

"Some of it is alright,” she said. "I suppose.”

Even after so long together, M chael was al ways amazed how nuch Angel a

could say in a few words. Al npost as nuch as she could say with a single

| ook.

As far as she was concerned, they could have returned an hour after

crossing the border. By then she'd bought everything she wanted from
t he

handf ul of tourist shops clustered on the northern side of the
frontier.

M chael had to admit that it all seemed good quality stuff, and of
cour se

the prices were ridiculously cheap. Tourists had only been allowed in
very

recently, and they'd had to buy their visas before they left Britain.

When it canme to shopping, Angela was an expert; she could find what she

want ed al nost i mmedi ately. She had bought hand-crafted jewellery and
woven

rugs to take back as gifts. Mchael had restricted her to the nunber of

rugs they could fit in a large suitcase, but told her to buy as nuch

jewel lery as she wished -- and not to forget herself. Angela had tried
to

persuade himto buy a pair of fancy |eather boots, but M chael knew he

woul d never wear them To keep her happy, he bought a snakeskin belt.

woul d never wear that, either, but at least it was |ess bulky and a | ot
cheaper.
That had been yesterday norning, and they had spent the night in an
approved hotel. Mchael had filled the fuel tank before they crossed
t he
border, and agai n where the Vol kswagen had been garaged for the night.
"I'f nothing else," said Angela, "perhaps we can get some |lunch. Even if
they don't have petrol, they've got to eat."
"You want to risk it?"
"It can't be worse than sonme of the food we've eaten abroad, and it
will
be a | ot cheaper. W've got to try the local cuisine while we're here."
They had enough food, a packed | unch prepared at the hotel; but maybe
Angel a was finally coming to terms with this trip.
"Just don't drink the water," said Mchael, as one of them always did
wherever they went. "I wouldn't even put it in the radiator."
Angel a nodded, then gl anced back at M chael. "Air-cool ed engine,
ri ght?"
she said. "I just wish this air would cool ne.

She fanned her face
with
her book, then gazed out of the wi ndscreen as they neared the town.
They had driven through several simlar small towns, and conpared to
t hose
in Europe the roads were all very wi de, even the side streets, and the
bui | di ngs were set far apart. None of themwere very tall, many of them
only single storey. There was no need to build up when it was easier to
build out. If there was one thing in surplus here, it was |and.
M chael wondered what possible reason there could be for a town out
here



in the wilderness. Wiy had it ever been settled? Wich came first, the
road or the town? Al nost every building was built of wood. Nothing

| ooked
new, nothing | ooked old. A decade or a century, it made little

di fference.
A swirl of dust blew across the street ahead of them a rem nder that

t he
desert was waiting to reclaimthe whol e area.
It only took a minute to reach the centre of town, and the road was

l'i ned
with shops on either side. At least half of them were boarded up or
derelict. Mchael saw two other vehicles going by in the opposite
direction, one of thema pickup truck, the other a battered old sal oon
The driver of the first stared, the driver of the second raised a hand

greeting. Mchael started to wave back, but he was too |ate.

He noticed two petrol punps on the other side of the road, and he took
hi s

foot off the accelerator.

"I's that garage open?" he asked.

"It | ooks deserted."

"That m ght not nean anything. They won't get many custoners.”

As he drove past, he saw the open door of what m ght have been a
wor kshop.

"There!" said Angel a. "Someone's inside."

"We'll give it atry."

He checked the mirror. There was not hing behind. There had been not hing
behi nd since the border. He did a U-turn and pulled into the forecourt.

huge bl ack and white dog was lying in the shade on one side of the
petro

punps. It didn't nove when M chael halted on the other side.

"CGot any petrol ?" Mchael said to the dog

It opened its eyes, then cl osed them again.

"Maybe it's self-service," said Angel a.

"I"'mnot going to risk it. Are you?"

He stretched back in his seat, trying to see into the workshop. One

vehicle was up on a ranp inside. There were a nunber of others near by,

but
all of themwere on flat tyres or without wheels. In such a climate, it
would take a long time for themto rust.
He heard a chatter of voices and | eaned back. There were three or four
children at Angela's door, their hands thrust in through the w ndow.
Two

nmor e appeared next to him beggi ng.

"Ignore them" he said.

Angel a opened her purse and started handi ng out coins.

"Alright, ignore me," muttered M chael, as the two children at his
wi ndow

ran around to join the others.

He straightened his tie, opened the door and stepped out of the car
Then

he noticed a shadow on the ground, and he turned around quickly, taking
a

step back when he saw the man only two yards away from hi m

"Petrol ?" he said. "Have you any petrol ?"

The man was tall and | ean, wearing an oily vest and stained denim

trousers. He stared at M chael, then | ooked at the car. He touched the

shiny new nmetal with his griny fingers. Wien he drew back, there were



greasy fingerprints on the wheel arch. He bent down and started to w pe

the paintwork with the rag he was holding. H's hand becane still when
he

noti ced Angela in the passenger seat. He stared at her for a few
seconds,

then finished cleaning the dirt and stood up. He wal ked around car

studying it, then | ooked at the nunmber plate at the front.

M chael wondered if the nman had understood him Carefully, he repeated:

"Have you any petrol ?"

"Gas," Angela told him

"Have you any gasoline?"

"Ni ce car," said the man.

"It's hired," M chael said quickly.

"Where you fol ks fronP"

"Engl and. "

The man nodded slowy, then spat on the w ndscreen

M chael took a deep breath and wondered how fast he could get back into

the car and drive away.

Then the nman | eaned towards the bucket by the punps and picked up the

wash

rag. He began to clean the w ndscreen -- and M chael slowy exhal ed.

He seemed quite old; but his face was so |lined and weat herbeaten, it
was

hard to be sure of his true age. His hair was still thick, although
al nost

totally grey.

"Qut of here!l" he yelled at the children, flicking water at them

They ran off, |aughing, and Angela clinmbed out of the Vol kswagen. The

man's eyes foll owed as she wal ked over towards the dog. M chael wanted
to

tell her not to touch the animal, but he knew it woul d make no
di f f erence.

She stroked the dog's head, and its tail began to beat |azily agai nst

t he

ground, sending up clouds of dust.

"What's his name?" she asked.

"Dunno, " said the man.

Angel a gl anced up at him

"But | call himDuke," he added, and he sm | ed.

"Dook? Ch, Duke!" She |aughed and rubbed at the dog's ears. "Are you a

good boy, Duke? Are you? Aren't you handsone? Yes, you are. Yes, you
are."

Angel a was crazy about dogs. M chael had married her five years ago,
and

her boxer had been the dowy. It had taken a long time for Mchael to

persuade her to | eave the animal in kennels so they could go away for

forei gn holidays. These three weeks were the |l ongest time she had ever

been separated fromher dog -- and this would probably be the last tine

M chael and Angela woul d be al one together for a very long tine. Their

first child was due in six nonths.

The dog rolled over onto its back, its legs in the air. The man | ooked
at

M chael, then back at Angel a.

"Yessir," he said, as he finished washing the screen, "I've got gas.
Even

got an electric punp. You got vouchers?"

M chael nodded and reached for his wallet, pulling out several petro
vouchers. They had been overprinted in red: Tourist |Issue Only Federa
Penalty For Illegal Use. He'd had to buy them at the border, paying in



advance for any fuel he would use. He had tried to cal cul ate how many

gal l ons they might need, converting inperial gallons and estinmating
f uel

consunption, only to discover that he had to buy a m ni mum nunber of

vouchers.

The sane was true of the currency; both of them had exchanged
travellers

cheques for the mninumof twenty thousand dollars in cash. Once they

returned to the frontier, they would have to surrender any dollars and

fuel vouchers they had left. There were no refunds.

M chael found it strange how all Anerican banknotes were exactly the
same

size and col our, whatever the denomi nation. Inflation was finally down
to

under a hundred percent a year, however, and before too |ong the
currency

must surely be revalued to reflect its relative stability.

"Ckay," said the man. "You want it full?"

"Pl ease. "

He unscrewed the fuel cap, unhooked the hose from one of the punps and

slid the nozzle into the filler. Setting the trigger onto automatic, he

wal ked to the rear of the car

"Engl and, huh?" he said. "I spent an hour in Scotland once. The pl ane
was

refuelling."” He opened the back of the Vol kswagen. "But | spent nuch

longer in Gernmany." He pulled out the dipstick, wiped it with a cloth,

slid it back, pulled it out again, nodded.

"They make these in Mexico now, " said M chael

"1 know. "

"That's where we hired this."

"I know." He closed up the engine. "They're beginning to build cars in

Anerican again, | hear."

He turned to face Mchael, looking himdirectly in the eye for the
first

time.

M chael felt he had to say sonething. "Wre you on holiday in Germany?"
he

asked.

“In the arny. | was conscripted in 'fifty-eight. Korea was over, and
t he

only war they had was the cold one. Ten years later, and |'d probably
be

dead. "

This time Mchael could think of nothing to say.

The man shrugged. "It's all over now, | guess. W should never have
been

there, should never have done what we did. But what happened to us
shoul d

never have happened, either."

The fuel nozzle switched off, and the man pulled it part way out. He

gently squeezed the trigger, rounding off the figures on the punp dial

then replaced the nozzle in its slot.

"How nmuch?" M chael asked.

"Twel ve hundred bucks."

M chael counted out twelve vouchers and handed them over. He ought to
pay

nore, as a tip, but he felt guilty about doing so. If he added anot her

voucher, it would be as if he were trying to make up for what had
happened

-- as though it were his personal responsibility. He wondered if he



shoul d

give the man a hundred dollars for washing the w ndscreen, and he
opened

the other part of his wallet.

The man realised what M chael was doing, and he shook his head. "That's

okay," he said, and he turned to | ook at Angela. The dog was |icking
t he

back of her hand.

"Angel a," said Mchael, "we'd better |eave."

"We've got to go now, Duke," she told the dog, and she stood up. "Is
there

anywhere we can get a cup of tea?" she asked the man. "A proper cup
Hot ,

with mlk and sugar."

"A cup of tea?" He smled. "No, ma'am | doubt it. But |'ve just made
some

coffee, and you're welconme to a cup."

"We'd better |eave,” M chael reninded her

"That's very kind of you," she said. "W'd |ove a cup of coffee.”

"Come on through into the house.” The man turned and wal ked away.

"Angel a," said M chael, waving her towards the car

"M chael ," said Angel a, and she gestured towards the service station
She

began followi ng the man.

M chael drummed his fingers on the roof of the car for a few seconds,

wound up the wi ndows and | ocked the doors. He quickly conmbed his hair,

then foll owed Angel a. They went around the back of the garage. A one

storey cl apboard house stood there, surrounded by even nore derelict
cars

and trucks.

"Cone on in," said the man. "You'll have to excuse the nmess, but |I'm

packing up. I'Il soon be gone."

"Where are you goi ng?" asked Angela, as she followed himthrough to the

kitchen. A pot of coffee was simering on the stove.

"Tennessee. Always said |'d go back there sone day. Now s as good a
tine

as any."

"Were you born there?"

"No, born in Mssissippi. My fol ks noved to Tennessee when | was
thirteen.

Here, take a seat.'
Angel a

sat down.

Despite his annoyance, M chael found hinmself fascinated by what little

He lifted a pile of magazines froma chair, and

t he

man had said. Tennessee. M ssissippi. They had al ways seened to be
nanes

fromsonme ancient nyth, but meeting soneone who had |lived there was
al nost

I'i ke becomng part of the | egend.

"Ever since | was a child," said Mchael, "I've always wanted to visit
t he

US A"

"Uh- huh."

M chael ' s abidi ng i rages of Anerica had been of Wsterns, the exotic

| andscapes of prairies and deserts, of mesas and buttes -- which was

exactly what he'd discovered in Arizona.

"How | ong have you been here?"

"About ten years. After the armny, | noved to Texas to work in the oi
i ndustry." He laughed for a noment, but there was no humour in his



Vvoi ce.

Lucky,

"When we had an oil industry.”

Texas, thought M chael, another evocative nane.

"But you weren't there when...when..."

"No. | was up in Colorado on a fishing vacation with sone buddi es.
| guess."” He was standing by the sink, washing out tin rmugs. "You fol ks
got any kids?"

Angel a and M chael gl anced at each other, both know ng what the man

nmust
have been remenberi ng.
"Not yet," said Angela. She licked her lips. "You?"
"Two, a boy and a girl. Their nmomma and nme, we split up. She took them
with her to California." He paused. "Los Angeles.”
VWen there was a Los Angel es, thought M chael, but he remained silent.
So
did Angel a. The man poured them both a cup of coffee, boiling hot and
very
strong.
“I'"'mworking on nmy truck right now," he said. "Soon as everything's
r eady,
Duke and | are gone."
"WIl you be able to carry all your bel ongi ngs?" asked Angel a.
"Al'l I need. What | can't carry, |I'Il leave or try to sell. You
i nterested

i n buyi ng anyt hi ng?"

The man was smiling, but he neant what he said.

"Thank you, but | don't think so," said M chael

"What have you got?" said Angel a.

"Al'l kinds of junk," said the man.

"Aut hentic Anmerican souvenirs, you nean," she told him

"Exactly. You're welcome to take a | ook around."

Angel a' s eyes wi dened. "What's for sal e?" she asked.

"Everyt hing. Even Duke."

She | ooked at hi m sharply.

"Except Duke," he amended.

M chael knew he couldn't win. He sipped at his coffee -- and he didn't
like that, either.

Angel a gazed around the kitchen, at the old crockery and the dented

pot s,
but M chael was certain there was nothing here that she wanted. Even if
there were, he would throw it out as soon as she wasn't |ooking. He
didn't
want any of this stuff in his house, and Angela certainly couldn't give
any of it as presents.
"W can't take anything bulky," he told her. "It's only a small car
renmenber. And we have to think of our |uggage allowance on the flight."
"Take your tinme." Sonmehow the man had managed to finish his scal ding
coffee. "I'Il be out front if there's anything you find." He left the
ki t chen.
"Angel a," said Mchael, "you can't be serious. There's nothing here you
can possibly want."
"Probably not, but | want to | ook around. Gve nme your wallet."
M chael did as he was asked. "Hurry up," he said.
He poured his coffee down the sink and picked up one of the mamgazi nes
from
the stack on the floor. It was a notoring nmagazi ne, quarter of a
century

t oo

old. He wondered if they were worth nuch. Even if they were, they were



heavy to take back to Britain.

It was too hot to remain in the room and M chael |et the magazine fal

back, then left the kitchen. He turned right into the hallway. There
was

anot her door at the end, and he pushed it open

The roomwas filled with junk, real junk, all kinds of obsolete
househol d

el ectrical equipment, nost of it dusty and dismantled. There was a pile

of

ol d paperbacks on top of a doorless refrigerator. M chael picked up a
few

and gl anced at the covers. They were all Wsterns. He put them back
but

the top one fell to the floor. Bending down to retrieve it, he saw
somet hi ng narrow wedged between a vacuum cl eaner and the bl ade of a

br oken
fan. He didn't recognise the object, so he pulled it free. It was only

an
old record, he realised, as he brushed the dust from his sleeve.
There couldn't have been anything of value in the house. House? It was
nore |ike a shack. If there were anything, the man woul dn't have |eft
t hem

alone in the place. O naybe that was the whole idea. Wiat if he
cl ai ned
M chael and Angela were trying to rob hin? He probably had a gun
somewhere. All Americans had guns. He m ght have gone for it now so he
could threaten them It was tinme to get out of here.
"Angel a!" he yelled, and turned to | eave the room "Angelal"
The man was standing in the hallway.
"What you got there?" he asked.

"Not hi ng," said Mchael, then he noticed he was still holding the
record.

"I's that what you want?"

"Er...yes."

"What is it?"

M chael studied it for the first tinme. The | abel was visible through a
circular hole in the paper cover
"Rock around the Cock," he read. "Bill Haley and his Conets."

"Rock around the C ock!" laughed the man. "Nunber one in the hit
par ade!
Didn't know | still had that. Renenmber buying it in Menphis. Shit, nust
have been nearly forty years ago! Look, | even wote ny nane on the
sl eeve. "
"You should keep it." Mchael tried to hand the record back
The man hesitated, then shook his head. "It's no good to nme. | can't
pl ay

it. But it's a real piece of American history, believe you ne."

"I's it? One of those, er, long-playing records, is it?"

"No, it's a seventy-eight."

"Sevent y- ei ght what ?"

"Revs per minute. Forty-fives came in soon after, if | remenber right."

"Ah, yes." Wien M chael was younger, a couple of his friends used to
buy

records.

"Rock and roll! God, what that neant to us when we were young. It was
our

symbol of rebellion, you know what |'m sayi ng?"

M chael said not hi ng.

"No," said the nman, |ooking himup and down, "maybe you don't. CQur
parents



hated rock and roll, and radio stations banned it. But it was our
nmusi c,

and it was going to be our world. We felt everything would be different
fromthen on." He shrugged. "But it wasn't. | guess it never is."
He gazed at the record but his eyes were unfocused, and he was

obvi ously
renenbering the past.
"How nmuch?" asked M chael, to break the silence.
"It's priceless -- and it's worthless. So take it. It's a gift."
"No, we'll pay," said Angela, suddenly appearing behind the man. "And

I'd

like this, and this, and this, if they're for sale.”

She'd found a snall |acquered box with tiny drawers, an oval nmirror with
a

wi cker frame and handl e, and a crystal perfunme spray.

"I'f you want them ma'am they're for sale.™

"Fi ve thousand dol | ars?"

The man stared at Angela in amazenent.

"Not enough?"

"No. Yes, | nean. More than enough. Too much. They ain't worth anywhere

near as nuch."

"They are to ne."

Angel a counted the notes from M chael's wallet, handing themto the
nman.

He tried to refuse, but M chael knew how difficult Angela was to
di ssuade.

"I's there anything el se you want?" he asked, shaking his head in
bewi | dernent. "Take anything." He | ooked at the nobney, and he sml ed.
"Take everything."
"W nust be going," Angela told him "Thank you for the coffee.”
"You're wel comre, ma'am'
He hel d out his hand, and Angel a shook it. M chael backed away out of
reach.
"Cone on, M chael."
They left the house and began making their way back to the Vol kswagen
"Five thousand dol | ars?" whi spered M chael
"You know the rate of exchange. You earn that in a day. Cone on

qui ckly."

"What's the rush?"
"I don't want himto find those petrol vouchers until we've gone."
M chael halted. "The what! How many did you | eave?"

She tugged at his arm "We've still got plenty. W don't need them
all.”

"But he won't be able to use them They're only for tourists.”

"He'll find a way if he has to," said Angela. She paused to stroke the

dog, which was still lying in the sane place. "Gve ne the keys, |'ll

drive."

She unl ocked her door and carefully put the things she had bought on
t he

back seat, then clinbed into the car and opened the passenger door. It
was

roasting inside. Mchael swung his door backwards and forwards, trying
to

force sone cooler air into the vehicle. Angela slid the key into the
ignition and started the engine. Mchael sat down, closed his door and
opened the w ndow.

By then, the nan was standing next to the driver's door.

"Where you heading for?" he asked.



Angel a gl anced at M chael

"The Grand Canyon," he answered.

"You won't be disappointed." The man nodded.
"I't's Tennessee for you?" said Angel a.

"And M ssissippi. | reckon it's tine | visited ny brother's grave
again. "

"He died when...er..?" Angela's voice tailed away.

"Died at birth."

M chael noticed his wife's right hand | eave the steering wheel and
t ouch

her stomach.

"He was my twin brother." The man w ped his forehead with the back of
hi s

arm He seened to study the town, but his gaze enconpassed far nore.

"Sometines | think he was the |ucky one."

He and Angel a | ooked at each other for a monent, and he said: "Have a
good

vacation, you hear?"

"W will," she said, nodding. "Goodbye."

The man waved as the car drove off into the street.

"This is Anerica," said Mchael. "They drive on the right."

The Vol kswagen swerved to the other side of the road.

Angel a gl anced at M chael, then she grinned.

"Are you angry?" she asked.

"At giving away five thousand dollars to a conplete stranger? Wy shoul d

be?"
But his anger was al ready ebbing away. For the first time Angela no
| onger
seenmed to resent them being here, which was all that mattered
They had only driven a few hundred yards when she suddenly braked and
pul led the car into the side. She pointed across the road to the war
menor i al
It stood in a small plot, surrounded by flowers. There was a fountain

one corner, a flagpole in another. There were still fifty stars on the
Ameri can fl ag.

"It's like a tonbstone," said Angela, softly.

In the centre was a sinple slab of white marble, with carved lettering
hi ghl i ghted in bl ack

In Menory of the One MIlion

VWen the casualty list reached that high, official figures were no
| onger

i ssued. Sone said the total was one and a half mllion Amreri can dead,
others two mllion
Two nmillion dead in Vietnam but that was nothing conpared to the

nunber
who had di ed when the war suddenly reached the U S. A. There was no
menorial to them and the death toll was even nore specul ative. Perhaps
thirty mllion on the day the missiles |anded, perhaps twice as many in
the years that followed. And there nust have been at |east as nany
fatalities in the Soviet Union.
"Why did they go when they knew they'd be killed?" asked Angel a.
"Orders. It was their duty."”
"But it was all so stupid. What were they fighting for? What were they
dying for? Wiy didn't anyone protest, try to stop the war?"
M chael didn't really know what she neant.
"They did try to stop the war," he said. "They dropped nucl ear bonbs on



Hanoi . "
"And | ook what happened! They were warned not to, but they went ahead.

The

whol e worl d coul d have been destroyed. A lot of it was. And for what?
For

what ?"

She turned towards M chael, and there were tears in her eyes.

"Let's get out of here," he told her. "Are you alright to drive?"

"Yes." Angela nodded. "It's just...just..."

She gl anced at the nmenorial again, shook her head, then drove off.

"What are you going to do with that stuff?" he asked, hoping to change
t he

subject. "Gve it to soneone you don't |ike?"

"What ?"

"The stuff you got fromJesse G Presley."

"How do you know his nane?"

M chael was still holding the record, and he showed Angel a the nane

witten on the cover.

"I"'mgoing to keep it all,"” Angela said. "But what are you going to do

with that?"

"Not hi ng. What can we do with it? Do we know anyone with a granophone?"
He

gl anced at the title again. "Rock around the C ock."

"What does that nean?"

"Who knows? Who cares?"

M chael turned and threw the record onto the back seat, watching the
t own

recede in the distance. He wi shed they had stayed on the right road,

wi shed they hadn't stopped. Everything had been fine until then; but
now

it was alnost as if there was sonething m ssing, and he had no idea
what

it could have been.

In silence, they drove on down the road.

Conpletely off the Track

an afterword by David Garnett

VWhen ny first novel Mrror in the Sky was published, | gazed at it in

admration: it was just wonderful. 1'mtalking about the physica

appear ance of the book, of course: never in the whole history of

publ i shing had there been such a handsone paperback. | was totally

thrilled, absolutely delighted. The book | ooked so good, felt just
right,

it was a magnificent object.

I flicked through the pages, all those words, hundreds and hundreds to

each page, thousands and thousands throughout the novel. And all of
t hem

nmy wor ds!

There was no need to read themall, of course, because | knew the story

they told. Wy read a book when you know what happens?

After a while, | decided to take a look at the fictional content from
an

obj ective position. Wen you read a novel, you start with the first

chapter. So | started reading the first chapter of Mrror in the Sky.

As a science fiction novel, it wasn't too unusual that the opening
chapt er

"shop"

was set on board a spaceship. But | have to adnmit to feeling a bit
di sappoi nted when after a few pages the word "shi p" was printed as



Every aut hor has found typographical errors in their work. Every reader
has found glitches in books and stories. Mt of these are obvious, but
others are harder to detect and can pass unnoticed during a fast
r eadi ng.
Witers have even been known to nmake mistakes of their own, and when
t hese
remain uncorrected and are imortalised in print, the witer has no one
el se to blanme except for himself/herself -- apart fromthe editor who
shoul d have noticed, the copy editor who shoul d have noticed, and the
proof reader who should have noticed. (The job descriptions "copy
editor"”
and "proof reader" are becoming as rare as blacksmith and wheel wight.)
There is another category of m stake: the "inprovenents" and
"corrections”
made by editors which are in fact worse or incorrect -- but for which
t he
aut hor is blaned, because whose nane appears on the text?

A story or novel is never completely finished. An author can keep on
revi sing al nost forever, taking a word out one day, putting it back the
next, changing it the next, then changing the change...all in the
endl ess
quest for perfection.
Even when it has been published, that doesn't mean the story is over.
The
words are not sacred text, carved into tablets of stone. Wen a story

printed, there will inevitably be errors of some kind. A reprint offers
the chance to correct those errors -- and also to give the story
anot her
pol i sh.
But, of course, another reprint also neans the chance of introducing
di fferent m stakes..

For exanple: | once had a story published in Interzone called "The Only
One" and when it was to be reprinted in Interzone -- The Third
Ant hol ogy,
| corrected the errors in the text (very few and very mnor, such as
t he

word "red" which should have been "end") and al so took the opportunity
to

run the text through ny word processor again.

VWen t he ant hol ogy was published, nmy contribution contained a variety
of

new errors introduced by the typesetter. The story was a Victorian

scientific romance (in the style which | ater become known as
"st eanpunk")

and one of the lines was "I satiated nmy base lusts el sewhere”. In the

ant hol ogy version, this becane "I satiated nmy base lusts everywhere"!

This was the hardback edition of the book. For the paperback, I
corrected

all the new nmistakes -- and while | was at it, | also took the
opportunity

to run the text through ny word processor yet again.

This means that there are three versions of "The Only One" in print,
al |

slightly different: nagazi ne, hardback and paperback

The third version of "The Only One" is the definitive one. For now.
There



t oo

was anot her new error which was added in the paperback edition, however
and | hope to get that corrected next tinel
| wote Mrror in the Sky when | was 19 and sold it to Berkley in the

Then | wanted to try a British publisher, but all | had was a very poor
carbon copy of the manuscript. The ink was blurred and faded, covered

the pencilled-in corrections |I'd nade on the top copy. Because | was

impatient to wait until the Anerican edition appeared, | typed out the
whol e novel again so | could submt a legible copy to a British

publ i sher.

draft
noney
not

quid

D d

t he

In these days of "disposable manuscripts”, where the cost of postage is
nore than that of producing the text, it's hard to realise how val uabl e

typed script used to be. Before word processors, every page of every
had to be | aboriously typed out. Photocopiers did exist, but in rea

it cost a shilling per page. A shilling was the price of a pint (no,
mlk: beer!). Using that as comparison, it would now cost a coupl e of
per page -- the equival ent of £400 to photocopy a 200 page manuscri pt.
(This was back when nost sf novels were around 60, 000 words.)

Mrror in the Sky ended up with far nore than just a retype, of course:
produced a conplete new draft. By then | was 20 or 21, and a far better
witer than when | was a nere |ad of 19..

| told Berkley that | had a new, inproved version of the manuscript.
they want it? They sent a telegramto say: Yes, | should i mediately
airmail the new manuscript to them that they would pay the cost.

So | mailed the revised manuscript -- and they published the first
ver si on.

VWen a British publisher finally made ne an offer for the book, they
realised they could save costs by printing fromthe Berkley edition.
VWi ch is what they did. The final, revised, inmproved version of Mrror
the Sky exists only in manuscript. But at least in the British reprint

word "shop" was corrected to "ship".

And so, finally, to "Of the Track" which was first published in

I nt erzone

lived.

#63, then reprinted in The Best of Interzone (1997) -- and now appears
here in infinity plus.

It's an alternate world story, which has three characters: the tourists
Angel a and M chael, who are fictional; and the American they neet, who

real -- or was real, or would have been if he hadn't died at birth..
In our reality, however, it was this character's twi n brother who

As in the story, the twin also served part of his mlitary service in
Germany, during which time he passed through Britain.

The Interzone version is: "I spent an hour or two in Scotland once,
changi ng pl anes. "



t hat

an

on

made

Wil e

After publication, |I discovered there had been no change of planes,

the aircraft had | anded to take on nore fuel before flying across the
Atl anti c.
Therefore, in The Best of Interzone, the line was altered to: "I spent

hour in Scotland once. The plane was refuelling.”

The place was Prestwi ck. The date was March 2nd, 1960, but this was too
much information to include in the story.

VWi |l e researching the story, | found sonething that was inpossible to

i ncl ude, but which deserves bringing to w der attention

The full title of "Rock around the Oock" is "(W're Gonna) Rock Around
The C ock" by Bill Haley and his Conets, which was recorded in New York

April 12, 1954. First rel eased on May 10, 1954 (Decca 29124), 75,000
copies of the original pressing were sold -- and, on the |abel, "Rock
around the C ock" was described as a "foxtrot"...

Correcting "changi ng planes"” to "refuelling” wasn't the only change

to the story between magazi ne publication and ant hol ogy appearance.

| had the chance, | took the opportunity to give "Of the Track"

anot her

fine tuning.

Now the story is making its on-1line debut.
And you know what ?

I haven't changed a word of it!

© David Garnett 1992, 1998
"OFf the Track' first appeared in Interzone 63.



