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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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PROLOGUE

PHILLIP EWELL SUGGESTED it.

He’s dead now, of course; he died happy at the age of seventy physical, although I think that in his last moments he almost regretted the impulse which had caused him to renounce his career as Transfer Surgeon some thirty-four years previously. This slight regret—and I’m sure it was slight—was not for selfish reasons. He did not personally crave immortality. But there was a certain wistfulness in his eyes as he spoke of the future, lying there in the neat grey stone cottage from the window of which he had a clear view across the village to the Moor, and Haytor Rock.

“In twenty years’ time,” he said, his eyes bright despite the debilitating effects of his illness, “civilization as known by the cities will collapse. Compulsory Transfer will become a thing of the past. I know this will happen; the signs are all there. The System is self-destroying; it must be. Thank God…”

“I wouldn’t trouble yourself with it, Phillip,” I said, concerned by the intensity with which he spoke. “When it happens, it happens; there’s no way we can accelerate events.” In fact, it happened much sooner than he had expected…

He continued, ignoring my interruption: “We live a good life here, cut off from the rest of the world. But it’s my belief that we ought to concern ourselves with the cities to a greater extent than we do. They represent people, unhappy people dominated by the System. I’ve always felt that sometime, instead of just hiding out here, we should turn to the offensive. Hit out at the bastards who run things. And now, I don’t think I’m going to be around to help.”

This was where he showed regret; this was Phillip Ewell’s private dilemma. He died fighting the System; had he supported the System, he might have lived forever… He was quieter again, now; his face was calm as he gazed out of the window at the Moor; his hands, pale and skeletal, lay motionless on the bed. The little scars were still there, those tell-tale scars between the fingers which are the mark of the android…

“September twenty-eighth, in the year 2256,” he whispered. “Do you remember that day? Do you, Eric? Christ, was that a day…”

I remembered the day, after his reminiscences of events had struck the chord in my memory. It was the day I first met Ewell; it was also the day when Ewell renounced civilization.

“You were a cocky bastard, Eric,” he said, without offence, because it was true. “I can remember the events of that day pretty clearly, and one thing which stands out in my mind is your utter selfishness and your complete callousness with regard to other people’s misfortunes. That story you told me about … Anstead, wasn’t it?”

“I hope I’ve changed for the better since I came to Bovey,” I said with mock humility.

“You were a product of your environment, I don’t blame you for it. But it surprised me when you turned up here”—he chuckled faintly—”covered with shit and with all the stuffing knocked out of you.”

“A customs offence,” I said with dignity. “They found smuggled whisky on the premises. Can’t think how it got there.”

“No doubt. It’s all in the past, now. As for the future … There’s one last thing I’d like to do, with your help. Bovey is moving forward…” He held up a copy of the Valley Times, our weekly newspaper of local events and personalities. “I’d like to write a history book.”

“About life as a Transfer Surgeon? Or a village doctor?”

“Neither, precisely. Other people will do that sort of thing. In years to come, other people will write factual accounts of the years of Compulsory Transfer, too. That’s not what I’m thinking of. I visualize something more on the lines of an underground novel, I believe they’re called; based on fact. To be printed here, and distributed in the cities. That shouldn’t be much of a problem now, since the Code Card system broke down…”

“We’re already delivering the Valley Times to Axminster. The authorities have made it a punishable offence to be in possession of the thing, which shows a measure of success for us, I suppose.”

“Fine.” Ewell gazed at me thoughtfully, presumably trying to assess my response in advance. “Now, the novel. This is what I visualize. It will be propaganda for our way of life, but not obvious propaganda. By this I mean that the System will not be condemned except where such condemnation might occur naturally in the course of conversation. The story must be told in such a way that the reader will get involved in it from the point of view of the characters; and the characters will be ordinary people; mildly good, mildly bad. No melodramatic blacks and whites. Get me?”

“It’s bound to be like that, if it’s based on fact,” I said.

“Good. I think we speak the same language. So the city dweller, reading the book, will not feel he’s being preached to; mild good may triumph over mild evil or vice versa, but the ultimate evil, the System, will not lose out. The very way in which the characters’ actions are manipulated by the System should be enough, if the reader has any sense at all, to give him a satisfactory sensation of disgust…”

I’m merely an ex-bartender editing a small newspaper. I began to wonder whether what Phillip was suggesting was maybe a little beyond me. I said so.

He reassured me. “Everybody in the city is accustomed to the System,” he said, “and human dramas occur as a result of it. Don’t worry about that part, Eric. I can supply you with all the background detail you require, even down to the names of the characters you will use. You will have to do a certain amount of research in the city, but I’m aware that you go to Axminster from time to time to transact private business. You can work this project in with your visits; an interview here, a quiet talk there, well out of earshot of the authorities.”

“You mean enough things will happen to fill a book?” I asked doubtfully. “In Axminster alone?” It had always seemed a dull, regimented place to me.

“Enough things happen in one day to fill a book,” he informed me. “I can tell you the stories—true stories—in so far as I know them; and thanks to the System, many of the people concerned are still alive, still immortal. All you have to do is fill them out from your research, polish them up, and get them into print.”

I was becoming interested. “Over what period do these events take place?”

“I said one day. In fact, I was thinking of September twenty-eighth, 2256.”

So Phillip Ewell suggested this novel, or dossier, as I came to think of it, and he told me the stories in his thin voice, lying there in the grey cottage under the hills of Dartmoor. Before he died, he was able to supply enough detail for me to commence research; and once I started this I became interested in the production for its own sake. I accumulated thick files dealing with the characters, my impressions of them, the words they spoke to me in the secret places of the city. Then I changed the names to protect both innocent and guilty—in the city, the distinction is slight—and I began to write.

I immediately came up against a problem; in order to describe the later days of a way of life which has degenerated since its inception, a certain amount of background history is necessary. This I will deal with as briefly as possible, right now.

In the year 2050 the world population amounted to fifteen billion and the Euthanasia Act (as amended) had been thrown out for the second time. It seemed that the over-sixties still wanted to live, none more so than the representatives of the World Government. The population was almost entirely crowded into the cities; the smaller towns and villages having been ploughed under in the struggle for food. The coastal fish farms were not doing so well as had been hoped, due to pollution problems; and stringent rationing schemes were introduced.

In the year 2053 the city of Manila in the Philippines starved to death. Quite simply, the ration of food per capita fell below the subsistence level. Help was not forthcoming—nobody was in a position to help—and the inhabitants died, in such numbers that organization of supplies for the more hardy survivors could not be maintained, so they died also, apart from the few who had the strength, wit, and enthusiasm to move into the fields and eat the mutated root vegetables.

There is nothing like a good honest panic for promoting swift action. The man came with the hour; one Theo Kleinmaker, persuasive representative for the north-east states, who put forward his scheme for Compulsory Transfer. It was accepted without amendment. Its advantages, so it seemed at the time, were numerous.

Today, they may seem amusing in a sick way; but we have the benefit of hindsight. Kleinmaker was sincere; this is what he thought:

1. Too many children are being born.

2. A person, once he passes the age of forty, becomes progressively a burden on the community.

3. Despite this, his mental ability may be unimpaired, and his death could be a loss to the community as a whole.

4. And significantly, brain surgery has reached a high level of efficiency.

He was right, of course; Kleinmaker was right in all his basics; all these things were true…

Unfortunately he had a tidy mind and was a persuasive speaker. He produced one solution for items 1 to 3 above, just one single neat solution, involving item 4.

He put across the idea of Compulsory Transfer.

Compulsory Transfer: on his fortieth birthday every person must attend a Transfer Centre, where his brain will be removed and his body destroyed. The brain will then be placed in the adapted cranium of a six-month-old child. The person, in the form of a brain in a host body, will then go through a second physical childhood, physical maturity, and eventually, at the physical age of forty, the Transfer process will be repeated. Ad infinitum.

Immortality!

The magic word which swung the deal. The advantages, according to Kleinmaker:

1. The birthrate will fall naturally, as every prospective parent knows that his child will be taken away at age six months, to be used as a host. The point of having children—the basic egotistical idea of reproducing oneself—will become null.

2. Nobody will be physically too old for useful work.

3. Valuable intelligence will not be lost through death.

There were other measures, of course. A Code Card was introduced, a combination identity and credit card. This would guard against the possibility of births being concealed by unduly sentimental parents. Various other technicalities were involved which I do not need to dwell on here, as they will become clear in the later portion of the dossier.

On paper, a neat and tidy solution to the problem of over-population by a neat and tidy man.

Unfortunately, no one spotted the snag…

Nobody could have foreseen the dramatic manner in which the birthrate would fall—resulting in a growing waiting list for host bodies, the creation of Friendship Boxes to house the essential brains of those who waited, and the introduction of the Preferred Trade concept in order that politicians and other influential persons might legally jump the queue.

Nobody could have foreseen the necessity to create androids for use as host bodies—or the failure of this experiment due to the human dislike of a body differing, however slightly, from the norm.

And so the Friendship Boxes proliferated, a waiting, grumbling, immobile but vocal section of the community, a constant source of embarrassment to every politician.

So the Total Death Act of 2176 was introduced and passed without amendment. Simply, it stated that, as from the date of enactment, no person with a criminal record, or who was proven insane, would be eligible for Transfer. In order to ensure the success of the measure the Criminal Law was extended to embrace almost every possible type of malfeasance.

The thinking behind this was, for a change, logically correct. Up to the age of forty a person might have children; it would be foolish to hang him, electrocute him or whatever for his minor crime. And an outright death sentence for shoplifting seemed a little drastic… So let him live, but take careful note of his offence. Sooner or later his fortieth birthday will arrive. And when it does, there will be no Friendship Box available for him. If he has so much as double-parked his hovercar during his life, that life will end at forty…

And the graphs straightened out, and the crime-rate dropped, and the authorities breathed again.

So much for history. In the year 2256, the year in which the events described in the following pages took place, things had not changed very much. The waiting list had become longer, but not frighteningly so. The androids had become more numerous and the culture vats had been closed down; they were breeding freely by natural means and had become an accepted, if sometimes resented, part of the community. Their birthrate greatly exceeded the rate at which they became liable for Transfer, so many of their children were allowed to progress to adulthood.

The following dossier is about people; Phillip Ewell wanted it that way. People includes androids: if a factual account can be said to have a hero, then Phillip is that hero—and Phillip was an android.

There is a heroine too, or perhaps an anti-heroine. Her name is Alice Lander. She is human…


CRECHE

being the dossier on:

NURSE ELEANOR JONES
SISTER NANCY BLACKETT

NURSING SISTER NANCY BLACKETT was ideally suited to her job.

Nurse Eleanor Jones had realized this almost from the first moment she had taken up her appointment at the Axminster Creche for infant children and adults; there had been something almost military in the way the Sister had greeted her. Thin-lipped and square-framed, the Sister strode the wards like a colonel; uttering a terse command here, an acid criticism there, all the while making clear her belief that glittering polish and geometrical precision of furniture arrangement were more important than health and mental well-being. Eleanor Jones admitted that Sister Blackett had the knack of commanding respect—that vague word with its connotations of abject fear. She was able, even, to maintain discipline—another word disliked by Eleanor—in the infant adults’ ward, where the recent Transferees gave Eleanor herself a difficult time.

All of which amounts to the fact that Eleanor cordially hated the very ground that Sister Blackett walked upon. Her favourite daydream, and she indulged in many, concerned the Sister’s next transfer. The Sister was thirty-eight physical years old and therefore only had her present body for another two years. Wouldn’t it be great, thought Eleanor maliciously, if Sister Blackett’s next body was undersized, puny, and subject to asthma or haemorrhoids or some other inconvenient disease; nothing too serious nothing which might warrant Sister Blackett applying for a Premature Transfer on the grounds of the death risk—just a mild, permanent disease which would cut the woman down to size. Unfortunately, Eleanor was quite certain that the Sister’s indomitable will would triumph over such trifles…

She walked to the window and looked down at the deserted dawn streets of Axminster. The building opposite had a large indicator board fixed to its wall and, as she watched, a test symbol appeared on the screen. Police Headquarters was preparing for action; shortly the names of wanted criminals would be flashed on to the screen together with their Code Numbers, while at the same time every cash/credit register in the area would be alerted; on presentation of a wanted Card a bell would ring and a message would be flashed back to Police Headquarters…

Eleanor watched idly as a young girl appeared around a corner, followed by a large carrier dog. The girl trod furtively, the dog padded stealthily behind; the demeanour of the odd couple implied “criminal” as flamboyantly as if the girl had shouted confessions at the echoing streets. Eleanor felt sorry for her. She knew what it was like to contravene the law; what it was like to walk in fear, glancing at every indicator board for the appearance of one’s own name…

She could hear footsteps outside the ward. She moved quickly away from the window and began to walk down the row of cots, glancing at the tiny faces, straightening a coverlet here, a pillow there. Disturbed, the little ones began to whimper.

The ward door opened.

“Nurse!”

Sister Blackett always called out like that, in a stentorian roar, on the instant she stepped into the ward. Immediately, the babies set up a communal wailing.

“Yes, Sister?”

“Message from Woman Lander at the Placement Office. One host required for the Transfer Centre. Male.”

“Right away, Sister.” Why did she insist on referring to them as hosts? Eleanor stooped over a cot and carefully lifted a baby; the little face was puckered with infantile indignation. Holding the child in one arm, she detached the card from the clip at the side of the cot. B/98562/M, she read silently. Born March 27, 2256… Well, sonny, she thought, your days as an individual are over. For six months and one day B/98562/M had existed, fed, screamed, gained impressions of the world around, and now … It was all about to be wiped out. The little skull would be opened, the budding brain removed, to be replaced by one infinitely more experienced and able to face the world as it was. At these moments, Eleanor always felt utterly depressed; and at the same time annoyed with herself for feeling that way. Because, who was she to judge? Who was she to say that it was worse to cease to exist at six months than at forty years? In the Transfer Centre, someone needed that body. That someone might be the nicest, kindest person on Earth; who could say? And she, Nurse Eleanor Jones, had never refused her own Transfer yet…

She handed the baby boy, now squealing vigorously, to Sister Blackett; the powerful woman took the infant as casually as if he were a leg of mutton, and stared accusingly at Eleanor.

“Where’s your relief?” she asked.

“I … I don’t know,” stammered Eleanor. “She should have been here”—she glanced at her watch—”five minutes ago. I can’t think what’s happened to her.”

“Find her.”

“Yes, but …” Eleanor looked around the ward helplessly; the babies were restless.

“Leave them. They’ll be all right.” Sister Blackett left and Eleanor gave an involuntary sigh of relief.

She moved quickly around the ward pacifying the babies with Kiddispray, a product of which she did not entirely approve although she had to admit it had its uses in times of emergency. Then, after a last glance around her, she left the ward, closing the door quietly behind her.

At Axminster Creche, a nurse’s eight-hour working day was divided into four shifts; in the case of Eleanor Jones this meant that she spent her first two hours in the infant children’s ward, then two hours in the infant adults’ ward; then the cycle was repeated after a break for refreshment. A few of the nurses might work four consecutive hours with either infant children or adults, but the main purpose of the rota was to ensure that half the working day was spent with each type of patient. This, the authorities considered, would have the effect of preventing undue loyalties or sympathies arising. The nurses would continuously be seeing both sides of the Transfer picture: before and after.

Anne Waldron was Eleanor’s relief on the next shift and Eleanor knew where she was to be found. She walked quickly down the corridor and opened the door of Ward F, infant children. Anne was standing in the middle of the room, gazing at the cots, apparently lost in thought.

“You’re supposed to be taking over my ward now, Anne,” Eleanor said with some irritation.

There was no obvious excuse for the delay: Anne’s replacement had arrived and was sitting at the far end of the ward, checking through the cards.

Anne glanced at the wall clock; it was past six in the morning. The grey light was beginning to filter through the windows. “Sorry …” she muttered.

“What’s the matter?” Eleanor realized that there was something strange in the girl’s attitude; she looked lost, defeated. Her relief stood and approached them.

“There’s no mistake,” she said, her face grave.

“Oh, God…” Anne seemed about to cry. “What the hell am I going to do, Eleanor?”

“Tell me what’s happened, for a start.”

“Oh…” She was staring helplessly at the empty cot. “It seems I’ve lost a baby, Eleanor. I just went out of the ward for a minute, and when I came back, that cot was empty. The card’s still in the index, but the baby’s gone.”

Eleanor regarded her thoughtfully. “Are you sure you didn’t fall asleep during the night? I mean, it might be important to establish the exact time when this happened.”

“No, of course I didn’t… I tell you, it happened while I was out of the room.”

“Does Sister Blackett know?”

“Not yet.”

Eleanor turned to Anne’s relief, a girl by the name of Angela Tonks. “I think it might be best if we don’t say anything about this yet,” she said. “There must be some explanation. We’ve got two hours before we go off duty…”

Angela looked stubborn. “I’m not taking over the ward until this has been reported,” she said. “Why should I stick my neck out? Anne’s lost the baby, not me. If I take over the ward as it is, it’ll be my responsibility.”

Eleanor thought quickly. What the girl said was true; it wasn’t her problem. It was hardly fair to saddle her with a short ward, when at any time during the next two-hour shift Sister Blackett might come storming in to carry out one of her dreaded inspections. “I tell you what we can do for the time being,” she said. “We’ll switch one of the babies from my ward into here, together with his card. Then Angela takes over this ward and Anne takes over mine, all in accordance with the rota. Anne will still be a baby short, but she needn’t report it for another two hours. Unless Sister Blackett comes nosing around…”

Anne looked relieved, Angela agreed with some reluctance, and the baby was installed in its new ward without further incident. Eleanor left immediately, practically running down the corridor in the direction of the infant adults’ ward. She was ten minutes late; this sort of thing could disorganize the whole creche.

As she went, she wondered what could have happened to the baby. The loss of a child had occurred before at odd intervals since Eleanor had been in Axminster, but fortunately never in her own ward. There had been full-scale inquiries but the findings had been inconclusive. It was generally agreed among the nurses that babies must have been stolen by their original parents, probably people of old-fashioned sentimentality who couldn’t face up to the fact that the babies were the property of the State. What they did with the infants was anyone’s guess, but there were strong rumours, officially denied, of criminals’ hideouts on the fringes of Dartmoor, where such people congregated and lived together in squalor and misery, bringing up their unfortunate children as nonentities without Code Cards, thereby condemning them to live in hiding until they died. It was a peculiarly selfish outlook. More alarming was the theory that, in order to remove the babies from the Creche, a degree of inside help was required…

Adult Ward K. Eleanor pushed open the door and entered, her gaze immediately running down the row of beds, stopping at the fourth in line: again she felt that indefinable sickness…

Two years ago she had met Alan Harding. It had been her week on the eight a.m. to four p.m. shift, and after she left the Creche she decided to take advantage of the remaining hours of daylight by walking around the public park which surrounded the ancient Minster. The park was an oasis of verdure amid the harsh concrete of the city and was her favourite place for meditation. Sitting on the benches under the profusion of trees, cut off from the streets by the high walls, it was easy to imagine that one had stepped back into a previous, less congested and complicated era. Other people sat or strolled around admiring the botanical specimens, in a scene from the past dominated by the tall, weathered grey-brown walls of the Minster, and characterized by a peaceful lack of urgency. Indeed, the only visible link with the present was the indicator board on the west wall, a garish incongruity of flashing lights on which the names of those unfortunates wanted by the police came and went with relentless insistency. But it was always possible to sit facing in the opposite direction…

So two years ago she was sitting there, musing to a certain extent on her prospects of being promoted to the status of Preferred, but mostly thinking of nothing.

“Do you mind?” The voice had interrupted her reverie. A man whom she judged to be in his late physical thirties was standing before her, indicating the vacant seat at her side. She regarded him critically; this was the classic pickup situation and, in the course of her five physical lives, she had become wary of such encounters. But he looked harmless enough.

“Please join me,” she said smiling.

Afterwards she had wondered what had prompted her and put it down to the man’s air of confidence; and this air she further attributed to the fact that he must, surely, be Preferred. You could always tell. She wondered if she herself would acquire that indefinable aura, when eventually her promotion came through. Therefore, she accepted his offer of company on the bench through snobbishness, because to be picked up by, or even to converse at length with, a person in a Preferred Trade would be something to tell the girls about afterwards…

Nevertheless, she fell in love with Alan Harding at some point or other during their series of meetings on the park bench.

They met every day and sat talking until nightfall brought the chilly winds through the trees. Then the week ended and her shift was changed; she told him about this on the last night and was encouraged by his obvious disappointment. By this time they knew a lot about each other; they knew, for instance, that she was twenty-one physical and he was thirty-eight. So naturally he did not like to make the suggestion which otherwise would have been obvious. He had only two years to go before his next Transfer…

“Let’s live together,” Eleanor had said abruptly, before she could become scared at her own temerity.

He had looked at her, astonished; she had made no suggestion of a marriage which, although physically pointless would have conferred on her many advantages. “That would be nice, darling,” he had replied simply; and so they had lived together, just like that, in the village of Sid-mouth.

The baby had been born five months ago, a boy whom they had foolishly named Tom. Foolishly, because this naming conferred upon the child an individuality and made it difficult for them to bring themselves to report the birth to the authorities…

So Eleanor stood for a second at the entrance to Adult Ward K, scanned the beds, and made her apologies to the nurse whom she was supposed to relieve. Then, once the nurse had gone, she walked across to the fourth bed in line and looked down at the tiny figure lying there, its head unnaturally large in the cocoon of bandages.

“Hello Alan,” she said gently.

“Nice to see you, darling,” replied the baby indistinctly, unused to its immature vocal chords.

He had been there a week and his diction was improving and, she supposed, she was lucky because were he not Preferred he would be in a Friendship Box right now; an impersonal metal cube that would have been terrible, much worse than this, wouldn’t it, wouldn’t it …? She watched the baby with the wise eyes.

The eyes swivelled; right, left. “Anybody near?” Alan whispered.

“No.”

“Good… How’s Tom?”

“Sonia’s looking after him.”

“You’ll have to turn him in, darling…” Agony was evident in his eyes. “We can’t start involving other people in this. He is not six months old yet; you could smuggle him into the ward and fake a card. They won’t think there’s anything wrong with an extra baby. It’s when there’s one missing that they get worried…”

As much to change the subject as for any other reason, Eleanor told him about the missing baby in Ward F. He listened without expression—it took several weeks for the facial nerve endings to become completely co-ordinated with the motor centres.

“Hard luck on Anne,” he remarked. “How long until the panic sets in?”

“Eight o’clock when she goes off duty, unless she can persuade the next girl to sign for a full ward. And I can’t see that happening. Meanwhile, everybody’s searching around; discreetly, so that Sister Blackett doesn’t notice.”

He watched her. “Has it ever occurred to you that someone in here is supplying babies to one of the illegal Transfer Centres?”

“I don’t think so. These things only happen occasionally; I’ve always imagined that somehow parents have bribed one of the staff to recover their babies after the authorities have collected it from them. Then, when they get hold of it, they make off into the country; go to live in some place like Sidmouth…”

“That could happen too.” He seemed doubtful. “All the same the illegal Centre seems the best bet. Their prices are high, so I’m told. Most people think that they operate by kidnapping a person, then using that person’s body for a Transfer and his Code Card for identification. So a criminal who would otherwise be liable for Total Death when he became forty can get an entirely new body and identity, if he can afford it. My sources inform me, though”—here he gave an awkward caricature of a grin—”that they don’t always do that. They often use babies, when they can get them, to give someone an entirely fresh start—at a higher price, of course. For identification they steal a Code Card and eliminate the true owner… It’s rather a dirty business.”

“Interesting theories, Man Harding.”

Eleanor jerked upright at the voice, her heart thumping. “Oh … Man Ewell.” The tall surgeon stood at the foot of the bed regarding them quizzically. “I didn’t hear you come in,” she said stupidly.

“Concentrating on your patients, I suppose? Very commendable. Now, if you’ve quite finished your discussion, I’d like to take a look under those bandages.”

Eleanor stood back as Ewell began carefully to unwrap the dressings. How much had the android heard? She watched his face as he worked, but his expression gave no clue. Soon he was examining Alan’s skull, probing gently with his fingertips at the areas where the bone had been rebuilt in order to accommodate the adult brain.

“Feel anything there?” he asked.

“Nothing.” Alan watched him nervously.

“Fine. You’re doing well, Man Harding.” The android smiled. “I expect it’s the careful attention you’re getting. I understand you and Nurse Jones used to be … Friends, before your Transfer.”

“I hope we still are,” said Alan.

Ewell glanced quickly at Eleanor, then back at Alan, and there was a look on his face which caught Eleanor by surprise. If she had not known that Ewell was an experienced Transfer Surgeon of many physical lives, and an android at that, she would have sworn his expression was one of sympathy so intense that it amounted almost to pain… Then the moment passed and the surgeon was brisk and businesslike again. He turned to her. “Don’t forget you’ve got other patients to look after,” he said severely. “We mustn’t have favouritism in the wards, must we?” He smiled to take the edge off the words. “Good luck to you, both of you,” he said, and walked away.

Eleanor sighed with relief.

“My dear…” Alan spoke hesitantly. She watched him, a small, nervous tingling in her chest. She knew what was coming. It had to come, sooner or later… “Maybe … maybe you ought to treat me just like the others,” he said with difficulty. “It might be better if we … forgot about these last few years. I mean, it’s no use now, is it?”

She found that she was looking hard at the embroidered words on the blanket, “Axminster Creche”, in light blue on the grey; the fine cotton letters were in old-fashioned script and Alan’s tiny fingers covered the last “e”. The words began to swim before her eyes; as she blinked, she felt a wetness. With an effort she shifted her gaze and looked at him, and she knew what he said was right. Any further emotional liaison between them was pointless, but she herself would never have had the courage to admit it…

He lay quietly, his eyes fixed on hers; and she knew how much their love had depended on sex, and she knew a quick hatred against all the propaganda in the women’s magazines, on the 3-V, at the movies—that lying, cruel propaganda which eulogized the thing they called love merely for the purpose of persuading people to have babies to swell the inventory of the Creches. The supreme emotion, they called it, the fulfilment of womanhood which comes once every physical lifetime when you find, unexpectedly, that you want to spend the rest of that physical life with one man … and have babies.

All lies, because they knew that one of the reasons for the falling birthrate was that people with a mental age of two hundred are not particularly interested in having babies, whatever their physical age might be…

Her thoughts became bitter, now. And then when you’ve done your duty to the State, they take the man away from you and put his mind, his personality—those things you were supposed to love—in the body of an infant. And what a mockery that makes of their concept of love…

She looked at Alan and faced the truth in her mind. Of course she didn’t love him any more; how could she? Love is a transient emotion with a powerful physical ingredient; remove the body and you remove the emotion. For this past week only her feelings of guilt, her feeling that she was letting him down, had prevented her from admitting to Alan that everything was finished. Now, he had said it himself…

He watched her, the baby-blue eyes blank. “So you just turn in Tom to the Creche, then… You’re still physically young, darling. There’ll be somebody new coming along.”

“Right,” she said, knowing there was no reason why she should be crying; and she moved away from his bed and began determinedly to sweep the pristine floor of the ward.

At eight o’clock the bell sounded and Eleanor hurried to the nurses’ washroom and changed out of uniform. Angela was there; a thorough search of the wards and various other rooms had failed to bring to light the missing baby. Anne was still in Ward B; it appeared that she intended to put in an extra two hours in the hope that the baby would be found. She was, explained Angela, going to try to persuade her replacement to go home sick, then offer to replace her on the ward and thus, once again, postpone the moment of signing over.

Somewhat thankful that it was not their problem, the two girls left the washroom and made their way to the main entrance.

“Coming for something to eat?” asked Angela.

“No thanks. I’ve got to get home. A lot of things to do …” replied Eleanor vaguely, not wishing to be pressed on the subject.

“OK…” Angela disappeared down a corridor.

Outside, Axminster was coming alive as the morning rush stepped up; the streets were busy with people hurrying to work with that expression of grey dismay characteristic of the city worker at eight o’clock. The morning was grey too, a light September mist hung about the street and beaded the beards of the queue outside the State Assistance Office. Eleanor turned right; a few yards along the road she halted at the east-west hoverbus stop. Already she was looking forward to seeing Tom again, already she had decided to postpone turning him in for just one more day…

The bus drew up and subsided with a hissing of air, slumping down in the road like a huge, tired dog. The passengers began to file off, expressionless, anonymous. Watching them, Eleanor had the strangest feeling that they really didn’t exist; that they were hallucinations called into existence by her own eyes which were not sufficiently imaginative to give these people real minds, real thoughts, real personalities… They were essentially two-dimensional, with these two dimensions displayed to her; but if she thought and acted quickly enough she could step to one side and view them edgeways-on; in which event she would see nothing at all…

“’Morning, Eleanor!”

A real person was descending from the bus; a nurse named Barbara Jelks. Eleanor took her by the arm; the girl was physical, substantial—she existed.

“I’m late,” Barbara protested. “See you this evening? Must run…”

“Wait a moment. Which ward are you on?”

“B, for the first shift.”

Eleanor spoke quickly; Barbara would be sprinting for the Creche in a moment. “It would help if you were later still,” she said urgently. “Sick for a while, or something. There’s a problem in Ward B. Anne wants to hold on there for a while.” She explained the circumstances.

Barbara looked thoughtful. “Oh, well, in that case … I wouldn’t mind a few hours off. I always think this is a ghastly time to start work. A missing baby, eh? That’s the second one in six months … Oh, hell.” Suddenly she looked worried. “I’ll have to report in, I’m afraid. Sister Blackett saw me on the bus, she got on at the stop up the road. She’s bound to check up on me, if it gets out that I missed the first shift.”

The bus was grunting and heaving, rising resignedly from the road surface. Air escaped from the skirts and scattered gravel and wastepaper about their feet.

“All right, then.” Eleanor grabbed the handrail and swung herself on to the step. “Do what you can for Anne, will you?”

“Of course… Oh, Eleanor?” The girl was looking thoughtful. “Sister Blackett’s got a baby with her. I’m sure it’s quite all right, don’t you think? I mean, Sister Blackett would never … I mean, in broad daylight …” Her final musings were lost in the whine of the turbine as the bus accelerated away.

Eleanor had entered at the rear of the vehicle; she sat down at that end, regarding the neat nest of the Sister’s hair protruding above the seat-back halfway along the bus.

Of course there were many reasons why Sister Blackett would be carrying a baby on the bus. It might have been handed to her by one of the Collectors who had, in the normal course of his business, picked up the baby from its mother earlier that morning. Did Collectors start work before eight o’clock? Babies were supposed to be handed in to the Creche within two weeks of their birth; the birth itself must be notified immediately, following which the mother had the option of either taking the child in herself within the specified time limit, or waiting for the Collector to call.

The birth of Eleanor’s own child had not been reported…

So, she thought, the Collector would have met Sister Blackett by chance at the bus stop and, recognizing her, had given her the baby to hand in, thus saving himself the rest of the journey. Which was only about two hundred yards… Sister Blackett was taking the child home and would turn it in, later in the day.

Now that possibility, Eleanor thought, is a little thin.

Try again: it was an android child, surplus to requirements, which the Sister was looking after for a Friend.

But Sister Blackett detested androids. And had few Friends, if any.

A simple possibility, she was taking it to the Transfer Centre. It is the baby which she, Eleanor, had handed over earlier that morning.

The bus whined on through the busy streets with frequent stops; the metallic voice of the fare machine behind Eleanor barked information, commands; people shuffled up and down the aisle between the seats.

They stopped outside the Transfer Centre, and Sister Blackett remained seated.

Eleanor tried to reason with herself, but failed to explain away the suspicions which were causing a mounting indignation in her chest. All right, she thought, so I’m breaking the law myself by not reporting my own child… But that’s entirely my own business and I’ll face the consequences. Whereas Sister Blackett is involving other, innocent people. Anne, back at the Creche, will be mad with worry and stands to lose her chance of promotion because of the disappearance of the child.

Eleanor found that she was craning her head from side to side, keeping the Sister in view as people rose from their seats, collected their belongings, and filed out through the front entrance to be replaced by the influx from the rear of the bus. A woman was sitting beside her; she glanced at Eleanor curiously.

“Someone you know up there?” she asked, asperity in her voice. The double seats were narrow and she was getting jostled.

“Oh … yes, that’s right,” muttered Eleanor.

“For God’s sake go and sit with them, then.” The woman held a Friendship Box on her lap; she glanced at it pointedly. “You’re upsetting my Friend here,” she said.

“Sorry…”

“Some people have no consideration,” remarked the woman to nobody in particular, following up her advantage. She was considerate, anyone could see that. She had gone to the trouble to collect a Friend from the Centre on a week’s contract, to give it companionship. “I suppose you’re a nurse,” she continued, correctly deducing this after a glance at Eleanor’s regulation shoes. “I should have thought you would have known better than to bang a Friend about like this.”

A rasping voice issued from the box. “What’s going on, Gertrude, my dear?”

“Never mind, Agnes. It’s all right now.” The woman looked the sort who was elected to committees of such voluntary bodies as the League for Aid to Distressed Citizens, or the Cleaner Buildings Campaign, and raised hell in the name of civic welfare. Eleanor knew the type; their faces always looked the same, no matter how many Transfers they underwent. “Don’t worry about a thing,” said the woman soothingly to the box.

It was a combination of circumstances, therefore, which caused Eleanor to stand up decisively at this point. Her indignation at Sister Blackett had been fanned into flames of fury by the unctuous do-gooder beside her. “Let me out of here,” she said.

Grumbling, the woman stepped into the aisle to allow Eleanor to pass; Eleanor thanked her coldly and marched down the bus to sit heavily in the seat beside Sister Blackett.

The Sister looked at her stonily, just a hint of vindictiveness in her eyes. “Ah, Nurse Jones,” she said.

She held no baby in her arms. Eleanor stared incredulously. There was no baby in sight; not on the seat, not even on the floor.

“Looking for something?”

“No … of course not. What?”

“I thought you were looking around, that’s all.”

Eleanor stared resolutely forward to avoid the Sister’s probing glance. “I just thought you might like some company.”

“How nice.”

At the front of the bus was a large mirror and Eleanor caught Sister Blackett watching her in this; shifting her gaze slightly, she saw the woman who had objected to her behaviour at the end of the bus. From this position the mirror commanded a view of the entire left-hand side of the vehicle; it was quite possible that Sister Blackett had had her under observation from the moment she entered. But where had the baby gone? Had Barbara been mistaken?

Unlikely. A far more probable solution was that Sister Blackett had previously arranged to meet somebody on this bus, got on at an earlier stop to assure herself of a suitable seat before the vehicle became more crowded, then passed the baby to an accomplice who had left by the front entrance, unnoticed by Eleanor.

The Sister was now turning towards Eleanor again, smiling with her lips only. “A very nice thought, my dear, offering your company like this. I often think it’s a pity there isn’t more social contact between members of our staff.” The eyes were hard and bright. “I must return the compliment by asking you to come to my place for a cup of coffee.”

“That would be nice,” replied Eleanor automatically, still busy with her thoughts. “When would it be convenient?”

“No time like the present. We get off three stops further on.”

Eleanor started, alarmed by the turn of the conversation. “Oh, no … I couldn’t, I’m sorry. Not this morning… I’ve got a lot of things to do at home. I left the place a mess last night. I didn’t have time to clear up. Some other time perhaps, I’d be glad to…”

“In that case,” said Sister Blackett gently, “I’d be pleased to come along and help you, then we can have a drink afterwards… No,” she said firmly as Eleanor opened her mouth to make some desperate excuse, “I won’t take no for an answer. Really, it’s no trouble at all. No trouble at all…”

The remainder of the ride possessed a nightmarish quality. The bus droned on, stop after stop, and Eleanor in her sick apprehension didn’t know whether she wished the ride to last for ever, or end now… Each time the bus stopped she prayed for a total breakdown which would prevent it lifting from the ground again; and each time the vehicle rose with perverse obstinacy to continue its journey. Sister Blackett chatted with seeming friendliness, ignoring Eleanor’s leaden silence for the most part, but occasionally asking a question which demanded an answer while staring brightly at her with hard eyes. She reminded Eleanor of a huge, powerful bird of prey perched beside her, a condor with round malevolent eyes, waiting.

There was no doubt in Eleanor’s mind that Sister Blackett knew. Somehow, she knew that Eleanor had a baby concealed at her house; she must have known for some time, but had been awaiting the right moment to bring the accusation home. And Eleanor had played into her hand, or maybe forced her hand, by her behaviour on the bus. Sister Blackett was in the illegal Transfer business, and she knew that Eleanor suspected this. She would now make certain that Eleanor was in no position to denounce her. Eleanor was about to be blackmailed…

And Eleanor had no evidence of Sister Blackett’s activities.

But why had the Sister waited so long? If she had heard, from one of several possible sources, that Eleanor had a baby and had not turned it in, why hadn’t she informed the authorities already?

Eleanor thought she knew the answer to that one, too…

“I’ve never been to Sidmouth before, Nurse Jones,” the Sister was saying brightly, regarding her with unwinking eyes. “On the coast, isn’t it? One of the old villages which never got ploughed under? What a funny place to live. It’s a long journey for you every day. Don’t you find it a long journey?”

“It’s nice out there. It’s worth it. Not many people there work in the city.”

“Oh, what do they do?”

“This and that … smallholdings, a bit of tourist trade, fish farms.”

Sister Blackett laughed lightly. “Nothing illegal, then. I’ve often wondered. It seems odd that people should shut themselves away from the city like that. To me, it seems queer that they don’t want to be like everyone else; I mean, life is so good these days, not to conform is, well, almost a crime, don’t you think?” Again the little laugh. “I don’t imagine you have indicator boards out there, do you? Sometimes you must wonder what’s going on in the rest of the world.” She glanced curiously over her shoulder to see who else was on the bus; her gaze became fixed rudely on a young girl and a woman; the girl was talking and seemed to be crying. She had two Friendship Boxes with her, and a carrier dog.

Eleanor, turning also to see what had caught the Sister’s attention, recognized the girl as the one she had seen from the window of her ward early that morning. Despite her own predicament she found herself wondering what the girl had been doing in Axminster that morning, and again she felt sympathy for her. She looked very unhappy and appeared to be being grilled by her fellow passenger.

After a long, searching stare Sister Blackett returned her gaze to Eleanor. “Strangest people you get on this bus,” she observed, as though Eleanor was personally responsible.

Then her attention was caught by the slowing of the vehicle and a sign at the roadside. “Sidmouth,” she read. “Here we are. That didn’t take long, did it?”

By now Eleanor had ceased to try to make any conversation and walked on in silence as the Sister strode at her side chattering. The remaining ancient, tumbledown houses of Sidmouth were on either side of them as they entered the street off the main east-west highway. Eleanor’s house was on a corner further down; she remembered how it had been a few months ago, arriving home to find Alan there, and the baby; and they would eat, and Alan would tell her the latest news about the fish farms where he had taken a job as supervisor, and she would tell him about the Creche, and they would laugh together about the local village scandal… And now Alan was Transferred, and the baby was about to be discovered.

She opened the front door—there was no need to lock doors in Sidmouth—and entered, closely followed, or pursued, by Sister Blackett. She went into the living-room immediately, to get it over with, expecting to find the baby there with Sonia her neighbour.

The room was empty.

“What’s the matter?” asked the Sister quickly. “Something missing? I always say it’s best to lock your doors.”

“No … nothing’s missing. I just thought … I’m sorry.” She gestured to a chair. “Sit down, Sister. I’ll fix a cup of coffee.”

They must be in the bedroom, she thought. Tom got restless, so Sonia’s putting him to bed. She listened for footsteps.

“I thought we were going to tidy the place up, first,” said the Sister. “And you may call me Nancy; we don’t have to be formal out of the Creche. Well, where shall we start? What a nice little house.”

She was already leaving the room; she glanced in the small kitchen, then began to climb the stairs. Eleanor followed helplessly behind. The Sister went rapidly through the two bedrooms, exclaiming in admiration. There was no sign of Tom or Sonia. They descended the stairs.

“I thought you said you had to tidy the place up,” remarked Sister Blackett in tones of mock admonishment. “It looks fine to me. I’ve come on a fool’s errand.” She chuckled roguishly. “I think I will have that cup of coffee now, Eleanor…”

Sonia’s taken Tom out in the carriage, thought Eleanor. If only she stays out long enough for me to get the Sister on the next bus back… She looked at her watch. There was a bus to Axminster in half an hour.

“Expecting somebody?”

“No, no… Excuse me a moment. I’ll make the coffee.”

“I’ll help you.” Sister Blackett came crowding after her into the small kitchen.

She’s not going to let me out of her sight, thought Eleanor. I’m not going to get a chance to warn Sonia…

The Sister prattled on as the coffee was made; she seemed determined to present an entirely different side of her character from her normal brusque Creche manner—the smile on the face of the tiger, Eleanor thought.

“So you lived here with Alan Harding, did you? He’s the man in Infant Adults’ right now, isn’t he? You must miss him, my dear.” The piercing eyes examined her with spurious sympathy. “What a shame, the way the System sometimes works against us.”

“One of those things.”

“Ah, yes, but the temptations… No wonder some people turn to crime. Life can be hard; but then, I always say in the city you get used to the environment. Out here …” She shrugged. “It’s so far removed from reality. Temptation must be doubled. Trebled,” she said firmly, as though she had figures to prove it.

“Oh, I don’t know…” About twenty minutes before the bus…

“Yes, I will have another cup, thank you. As I was saying … What’s that?” She pointed suddenly at a small table in the corner.

“A baby’s bottle. I sometimes look after the new babies in the village before they’re Collected, being a nurse.”

“That explains the cot in the bedroom. I was wondering, it’s a funny thing to see in a bedroom. Quaint. Old-fashioned. It reminds me of my original childhood, before Compulsory Transfer came in. So you’re the local babysitter as well… I hope you don’t practise midwifery my dear.”

“Of course not. I have no licence.”

“Good. One must have a qualified midwife, otherwise births sometimes might not get notified. The formalities may be overlooked. It would be easy, in an out-of-the-way place like this… Weren’t you pregnant yourself, some months ago?”

“I had a miscarriage,” said Eleanor, close to tears, close to murder.

“A great pity. A great loss to the State. You must look after yourself better next time. There are few enough babies as it is…” She went on for some time in this vein, lamenting the low birthrate.

Ten minutes before the bus left…

Eleanor jumped to her feet. “Oh, dear,” she said. “I’m sorry, Sister, I quite forgot. I’d arranged to see a Friend in a few minutes; she’s not very well. The person who’s looking after her is catching the bus to the city in ten minutes, and she doesn’t like to be left alone. If we hurry, you’ll just be in time to get the same bus.” God, she thought, does that sound right? Does it matter; she’s got no proof, only suspicions… She surely can’t argue…

Sister Blackett rose from the chair with infinite reluctance, her face blank; but her eyes giving her away. “What a pity,” she murmured. “But I’d love to come again, maybe soon?”

“Of course.” Eleanor handed her her bag; couldn’t have her leave that behind as an excuse, she thought. “Are you sure you’ve got everything?” she asked.

“I think so…”

“I’m awfully sorry to rush you off like this.” Eleanor propelled the Sister to the door. “But I’d forgotten all about this poor girl. She won’t allow anyone but me there while her Friend’s away,” she added hastily, to forestall any bright suggestions. “It’s terribly sad.” She opened the front door.

Sonia stood there with the carriage.

“Here he is,” she said cheerfully. She lifted Tom out and put him in Eleanor’s unresisting arms. “My, he’s getting heavy. And he looks more like Alan every day.”

Now that the moment had come, Sister Blackett was quite matter-of-fact about it; there were no dramatic denunciations. She took the child firmly from Eleanor, shut the door on Sonia, and led the way into the living-room.

She sat down, indicating that Eleanor do the same.

“It seems that you and I have got to have a little talk,” she said calmly.

Eleanor didn’t reply.

“I’m not a fool, Nurse Jones. Sometimes you nurses at the Creche seem to think I go around with my eyes shut. I know a pregnant woman when I see one. I’ve heard excuses about miscarriages before…”

Eleanor’s eyes were on Tom, who was lying quietly in the Sister’s arms. She wished the Sister would stop talking and call the police, and get the whole thing over with. She had had enough; the strain of the last hour or two had left her exhausted and incapable of constructive thought. Dimly she was aware that a dramatic cliché was being acted out; the baddie with the upper hand was delivering the time-honoured triumphant confessional monologue. She felt detached and almost bored, as though watching a bad play.

Sister Blackett continued to speak for some time on the folly of trying to conceal the truth from someone of superior intelligence, then made an abrupt switch.

“We needn’t tell the police, of course, if you’re sensible.”

“What?” This surprising statement caught Eleanor’s attention; she turned her gaze to Sister Blackett’s face, on which an unpleasantly shrewd look was fixed.

“There’s a way out for you, fortunately. I think I can help.”

“What do you mean?”

“It happens that I’ve got connections. Sometimes it’s possible to make … arrangements, for the disposal of a baby.”

A cold horror pricked at Eleanor’s mind. “Disposal?”

The Sister looked annoyed. “Don’t act like a fool, Nurse. You know perfectly well what I’m talking about. I saw you watching me on the bus. I’m suggesting that we make your child available to an … ah, underground Transfer Centre.”

“I couldn’t do that!”

“I think you’ll find you could. Look at it this way. If I inform the police about this, you’ll go to prison now and get Total Death when you’re forty. Your child will go immediately to the Axminster Transfer Centre. It will be … used. If you go along with my suggestion, the child will still be used, but you will not go to prison, nor will you get Total Death. You don’t want to die, do you? I mean, you’ll find you will get over this episode in due course.”

“You want me to sell Tom!” Eleanor was sobbing. “You want to … sell him, like an animal!”

“I can’t see that it makes any difference. Whatever happens, he’ll be used as a host in a Transfer operation. The fact that I might make a little cash out of it is beside the point. There’s no way your child can live. But if you go along with me, you can stay alive yourself.” Sister Blackett glanced at her watch and rose quickly. “Come on, we’ll catch that bus into the city. There’s still time. You can make up your mind on the way.”

She strode from the house carrying the baby and Eleanor had no choice but to follow. The bus was already at the stop; they broke into a run and climbed in just as it was rising for departure. Sister Blackett handed the baby to Eleanor. “You take it now,” she commanded. “And go and sit up at the front end, just in case any police get on and explanations are needed. We get off at the Axminster Creche; nobody looks twice at a baby around there, they’re coming and going all the time. I’ll get off with you. By that time, I hope you’ll have made up your mind—you know, as to whether you want to stay alive or not. I shouldn’t think the problem requires much thought…”

The hoverbus sank to the road outside the Creche and Eleanor stepped off, Sister Blackett a pace behind. The clock above the door of the building showed ten o’clock; it seemed incredible that so much could have happened since she left the Creche at eight that morning. There were a number of pedestrians about but, as the Sister had forecast, they hardly glanced at her; the sight of a woman holding a baby outside the Creche was commonplace—as was, no doubt, her stricken expression…

“Decided?” asked Sister Blackett briefly, glancing at Tom in his protective cocoon of white blanket.

Eleanor had not decided, of course. Some things are incapable of decision. All common sense told her that the only possible course of action was to hand over the baby to the Sister; but a strange guilt held her back. It didn’t seem fair that Tom should die and she should live when she was, after all, responsible for bringing him into a world of Compulsory Transfer. Yet if Eleanor herself got Total Death, it wouldn’t help the baby one atom…

She nodded dumbly.

“You’re letting me take it?”

She nodded again.

“Right,” said Sister Blackett. “Hold on here for a while. I’ve got to call my contact. I don’t believe in taking chances, you know…”

She hurried away, leaving Eleanor standing silently on the wide pavement.

A curious figure stopped before her; a man in a brown balaclava helmet. “Excuse me, my dear,” he said. “Can you direct me to the Transfer Centre?”

“Catch the bus here,” she replied dully. “It’s a few stops away.”

“Thank you.” The man smiled at her gaily and minced away. She watched him waiting at the stop. Either he was insane, or a homosexual, or both… He was shuffling about like a restless parrot on a perch and she could hear him singing a toneless dirge which bore some resemblance to “Abide With Me”. He seemed unconscious of the attention he was drawing to himself.

A few yards away a policeman was eyeing him speculatively. She looked from the policeman to the man in the balaclava helmet…

Presently, Eleanor had an idea.

“As I said,” remarked Sister Blackett when she joined Eleanor a few minutes later, “I don’t believe in taking chances. I know what you’re thinking of. There’s a baby missing from the Creche, and so far it’s been hushed up, I’ve no doubt. You nurses always stick together. So in that tiny mind of yours, you’re thinking that you can tell the police as soon as I’ve taken possession and left you; and set them after me, telling them that this is the baby that’s missing. You may have called them already. Well, it won’t work. My contacts are influential and I think I’ve arranged a suitable escort for the child. And you’re going to hold the baby, just part of the way, until we’re clear of the city…”

A bus was approaching; Sister Blackett glanced at the clock which was now showing ten minutes after ten. “This should be the one,” she said. “Yes. There they are… On you get, Nurse. You keep the baby for the time being.”

By this time the morning influx of passengers had abated, and there were few people leaving the city yet; the bus was almost empty. Sister Blackett steered Eleanor along the vehicle to where three men sat. Two of them were unfamiliar; the third, to her surprise, was the Collector of Births for Axminster.

“Are you mixed up in this business as well?” she asked bitterly.

“What business?” he replied blandly. “So far as I’m aware, I’m merely escorting you and your illegal child to the Vance Hospital on the eastern edge of the city, for the baby to have a check-up. These other two men just happen to be on the bus. For the ride, you might say.”

“But to put your mind at rest,” Sister Blackett said, “if by the time we reach Vance Hospital we have not been, ah, troubled by the police, four of us will get off leaving the gentleman in the grey suit in charge of the baby for the rest of the ride. You’re then free to do what you like. I keep my side of the bargain, you see.”

The Sister’s voice hardened. “But if you or any of your Friends have managed to inform on us, then the police will hear a very sad story. Rather on the lines of that suggested by the Collector. A woman who wanted to keep her baby against the regulations. Sentiment was put before civic duty. Very reprehensible.”

“You bastards,” whispered Eleanor.

“That’s the way it goes,” remarked the Collector of Births airily.

That’s the way it goes, thought Eleanor, and the bus whined on, stopped and sank, rose and continued, stop after stop, and she began to think, perhaps, that they’d lost track of her… She turned around and there, through the rear window, was the police car. Following.

And at the next stop it pulled ahead, and stopped too, and the uniformed men got out, gestured to the hoverbus driver, and climbed on board…

“You stupid little fool,” hissed Sister Blackett. “You stupid, stupid little fool…”

“Good morning, Officer,” said the Collector of Births.

“Which of you is Sister Blackett?” asked the policeman.

“I am. And this is Nurse Eleanor Jones. We were going to bring her in to you as soon as we’d got her child checked up at the hospital. A case of concealment of birth, I’m afraid.”

An expression of slight puzzlement crossed the policeman’s face; he glanced at his two colleagues. “That’s not quite the way we got it,” he said. “One of our men on foot duty was approached by a young lady with a baby, outside the Creche. She said …” He regarded them all, doubtfully. “She said that you, Sister Blackett, had asked her to bring the infant out of the Creche and give it to you. She said she was unhappy about this but didn’t like to refuse, as you were her superior. But she said she could find no record of a requisition from the Transfer Centre to account for your request. She said”—he smiled uneasily—”that she suspected you were taking it to an illegal Transfer shop. She asked our man to make sure you were followed and stopped.”

“Well,” remarked the Sister, smiling. “It saves us the trouble of bringing her in to you. You can take her along with you, right away”

“There’s no truth in this story of hers?”

“Of course not. An effort to shift the blame, I’d say.”

“I’ll bear that out, Officer,” added the Collector of Births.

“Why was she alone outside the Creche with her child?” asked the policeman, still not entirely satisfied.

“Oh, I had to make a few quick calls. It’s of no consequence; I knew she was in no position to run off. I’d caught her red-handed, in her own house. I had to report it to the Collector too, and he wanted to come along.”

“I see. And these other gentlemen?”

“Oh, we’ve got nothing to do with it,” said one of the men. “Although I couldn’t help overhearing the conversation between them before you arrived. I think it pretty well bears out what the Sister said. I’d be prepared to give evidence if necessary.”

“Name, please?” The policeman wrote in his notebook. Then he regarded Eleanor. “Well, Nurse Jones, I’ll have to warn you that anything you say…”

There was a sudden movement. Sister Blackett had jumped to her feet; she was staring at the baby with terror in her eyes. Her hand was covering her mouth. “Excuse me,” she mumbled. “I think I’m going to be sick…” She bolted down the stationary bus while they watched her in amazement.

“I should stop her if I were you,” said Eleanor calmly. “Before she gets too far.”

The Collector of Births was looking alarmed; the other two men were on their feet, uncertain, shuffling uneasily.

“What do you mean?” asked the policeman.

“Why not ask a reliable witness?” said Eleanor. She held up the baby.

The white blanket had fallen away from the head; the skull was oddly large, swathed in bandages. The eyes watched them alertly.

“I shall be pleased to assist,” said Alan Harding, infant adult.

After the police had taken the statements Eleanor returned to the Creche with Alan. She took him back to his ward, then walked along the corridors to Ward B, infant children. The day nurse was there; she looked curiously at Eleanor, who paused at a cot for a long time gazing at its tiny occupant…

“Where did you find him?” asked the nurse. “Anne was at her wits’ end, being one short.”

Eleanor seemed lost in thought and not prepared to explain—the nurse suspected that somewhere was a private tragedy about which she would rather not inquire further. “Have you seen the indicator board lately, Eleanor?” she asked.

Eleanor roused herself from her reverie and the two girls stood at the window; on the tall building opposite an indicator board was flickering:

NANCY BLACKETT—KIDNAPPING.

NANCY BLACKETT—KIDNAPPING.

It was the only name on the board, starkly conspicuous, sliding down the screen, reappearing at the top. Later in the day there would be other names, no doubt, but at this moment Sister Blackett was alone in her flight from justice.

She won’t get far, thought Eleanor.

They hardly ever get far. There’s nowhere to go…


THE NEVER GIRL

being the dossier on:

WOMAN MARY ATKINSON
MAN LINTON JAMES

SHE WALKED QUIETLY through the deserted dawn streets of Axminster and the black mutated Alsatian padded with equal silence at her heels. Despite the early September chill she was warm, too warm in her light coat, and was perspiring nervously as she hurried close to the concrete walls. She paused at each corner, glancing to left and right, then running soundlessly across the exposed areas, the Alsatian following with slow bounds. She looked about fifteen years old; it was hardly possible that she was that age, but she might have been one hundred and thirty-four, or one hundred and seventy-nine…

As she passed the gaunt face of the Creche she saw the figure of a nurse in one of the windows, silhouetted against the lighted room. She envied the nurse; envied her job, her freedom from fear, her security—the nurse, she thought, was one of the Establishment, and therefore safe…

Later she paused at the spacious entrance to a large building which towered to the crimson-streaked grey sky and, without much hope, she tried the wide glass doors. They were, of course, locked; above them a large sign read: TRANSFER CENTRE. Below, a smaller sign exhorted her to: TAKE A FRIEND! and at this she smiled, a nervous smile one shift from terror. She moved away and a few yards up the street she slipped down a narrow passage, dark and featureless apart from the dim outline of a small window in the tall walls. She regarded this for a moment, gauging the height.

“Wait here!” she whispered. The dog sat back on its haunches, tongue lolling.

She jumped, caught the sill, hung for a second one-handed as she pushed at the glass; felt it yield and pulled herself up, rocked forward on her wrists and butted the hinged window open. She swung her legs over the edge and sat for a moment playing her flashlight around the interior. Satisfied, she dropped through, landing lightly on her feet, and flashed the beam around the large room in which she found herself.

“Who’s there?” The question was harsh and metallic. “Is that you, Man Ewell? Come and talk to me for a moment, will you? I’m bored. These lazy bastards have all gone comatose.”

The girl did not reply. Holding her breath, she directed the flashlight at the source of the voice. The opposite wall was completely taken up by a stack of boxes, each a cube of about one foot, enamelled black with a grille in the side facing her. There must have been a thousand of them and she knew that, behind that wall of boxes, was another thousand, and another, and another… The voice was issuing from the right-hand side of the stack; querulous, it spoke again.

“Are you there? Are you there?”

Another voice replied amid a communal rasping as the other boxes roused themselves.

“There’s nobody there. Be quiet will you? I was almost asleep; God, I’d almost made it for the first time. Then you had to start shouting.”

“I tell you I heard somebody. I can hear them now. Breathing.”

“Imagination. When you’ve been in a box as long as me, you’ll learn to distinguish. It’s difficult at first, I’ll grant you.” This was another box, down towards the left-hand bottom corner of the stack; the voice was more sympathetic.

“Sorry…” The first speaker still sounded doubtful, but became silent. The various mutterings ceased and the room was quiet again.

The girl tiptoed across the room to a large Card-index set in the wall. She quickly ran her finger down the exposed edges of the Cards, paused and extracted one. She read the punched information carefully, then pocketed the Card and moved back to the window. She turned, played the flashlight over the boxes once more, then snapped out the light and climbed to the sill.

She dropped lightly to the ground outside; the Alsatian approached eagerly, licking her hand.

Trembling, she brushed the hair from her face; as her hand came away it was wet with tears.

Linton James looked up as the tall android entered the Transfer Centre; the roar of traffic died as the door swung shut.

“ ’Morning, Man Ewell.”

“Good morning, James.” Phillip Ewell paused at the reception desk. “Where’s the girl?” he asked.

“Late as usual. I’m standing in for a moment until she arrives.”

The android sighed. “I’ll get Johnson to have a word with her… How many cases have I got this morning?”

“Ten … sir.” The polite address almost stuck in James’s gullet; he detested having an android as a superior. Not that Ewell wasn’t good at his job; James conceded that in the few days since the new Transfer Surgeon arrived at Axminster Centre he had already proved his worth. Every operation had been completely successful… If only Ewell would confine his sphere of activity to the Theatre. But the man had a habit of popping up like a genie at unexpected moments; James would find him at his shoulder as he lolled unsuspecting in his chair, reading the paper. The android seemed to be everywhere; reorganizing, criticizing, issuing directives… He was a worker; he had already been to the Creche that morning, James guessed. Such devotion to his patients was odd…

“All reincorporations?” Ewell was asking.

“Eight reincorps, two Direct Transfers. There’s a few disincorps, too.”

Ewell bit his lip thoughtfully. That took care of all available hosts of the right age in the Creche. If any emergency turned up, they might have to use an android baby… He turned away and made for the corridor. “Let me know when the girl gets here, will you?” he called over his shoulder, and Linton James made a face at the broad, retreating back.

Immediately the surgeon was out of sight, the glass entrance door swung open and the receptionist entered, looking flustered. She hurried across to the desk.

“Man Ewell here yet?” she asked.

James eyed her appreciatively before answering; in her haste she had gained an attractive flush and she was looking up at him anxiously in sharp contrast to her normal sophisticated disinterest. He savoured the moment. “He’s here,” he replied at last. “I’ll put in a good word for you, if you like.”

The girl was not fooled by this. She sniffed, brushed past him and sat at her desk, exposing a length of thigh. Linton James hung around, eyeing her covertly, weighing up his chances. She was eighteen physical years old; two years younger than himself. Her last Transfer had been a fortunate one; she had a delectable figure and face. But she had ambitions. She was studying for a Preferred Trade and considered herself above him…

He sighed and turned away, intending to go to his small office at the end of the corridor, when his attention was caught by the entrance door swinging open again. A young girl came in hesitantly, a carrier dog at her heels. She stood in the centre of the entrance hall looking about uncertainly, saw James watching and approached him with a nervous smile. He ran a hand over his hair and smiled back, smoothly.

“Can I help you?” he asked. Behind, the receptionist sniffed again.

The girl looked almost scared; she was about fifteen physical years old. Her eyes were large, blue and strangely innocent; and as he looked at her he felt a pulse begin to beat thickly in his throat. She wore a light coat, open at the front to afford a glimpse of delicious young breasts maturing beneath a tight dress.

Staring at him like a terrified leveret she asked: “Is this the Transfer Centre?”

“It is,” replied James, still smiling, tolerantly, almost paternally.

“This is where I can contract to take Friends?”

“That’s right…” She could read, couldn’t she? Obviously she was a stranger in these parts. He wondered if she wanted to be shown around the town…

“Oh, good … I want to take two Friends, please.” She withdrew a slip of paper from the pocket of her coat and James had the indefinable notion that she was, somehow, acting a part. He glanced at the receptionist, but she was intent on a novel, head bent.

“Right,” said James briskly. “I can deal with that for you. Just fill in this form and I’ll bring you a couple of Friends from the Habitation Room.” He took a sheet of paper from the stack on the counter and placed it before her. He handed her a pen, standing close. Her head was level with his shoulder. His hip brushed against her; he had a powerful urge to put his arm around her…

He had been in trouble before. Two physical lives ago, at the age of twenty, he had given way to his desires in the public park one night. By the dark walls of the ancient Minster he had come across a lone woman: a criminal, convicted on a theft charge with only one year to go before Total Death. She had confided this to him as they leaned against the wall together, he listening sympathetically while his mind assessed the possibilities… And he had miscalculated, and the woman had begun to scream when he made his rough, uncontrolled advances… So he had run, and lived in terror for two days, watching the indicator boards every minute in fear that his name would appear as a wanted man. No doubt the woman had reported the incident; herself bitter, she had wanted to take someone with her to the Euthanasia Room. But the police had been unable to track him down. It had been dark, they had not exchanged identities, her description had been incomplete. And, possibly, the police had not much sympathy for her… So he had got away with it. He had been more careful since.

The girl was regarding him with dismay, her face close to his. “Can’t I choose my own Friends?” she queried.

“You have someone specific you wish to take?”

“Yes.” She consulted the slip she had brought. “A-21867-AX and A-24536-AX, please.”

“Anything to oblige.” He dragged his eyes away from hers. “Just fill in this form,” he instructed. “I’ll go and get the Friends.” He took the slip of paper from her, contriving to touch her hand lightly at the same time, then made his way to the Habitation Room. This was situated at the extreme end of the corridor; it was a vast rectangular chamber filled by parallel stacks of Friends, something like a library.

The Conversationalist sat among the boxes, trying to interest the Friends in history.

Linton James coughed. “Excuse me,” he said. “I’ve come to collect a couple of Friends.” He read the numbers out to the Conversationalist. The man nodded and James began to examine the boxes which were in approximate numerical order, while the history lesson continued. Soon he found the two he wanted. “I’ve got them,” he said. He took them down and checked the numbers off with the Conversationalist.

There was a harsh outcry from several of the Friends as they heard the numbers.

“Wait a moment!” someone yelled. “Those two only came in yesterday. How come they’ve found companions already? What about me? I’ve been in this room for three years!”

“I can’t help that.” James addressed the box at the foot of the stack. “Contracting for Friends by active persons is entirely voluntary. A girl came in just now and asked for these two Friends. They’re probably acquaintances of hers. If she’s good enough to contract to look after a Friend, then she can have whoever she likes.”

The Conversationalist spoke up. “One thing I’d like to ask you people,” he said. “During your last physical life, how many of you took the responsibility of contracting to look after a Friend?”

There was an abashed muttering from the boxes.

“You see what I mean?” said the Conversationalist triumphantly. “If you won’t take a Friend when you can, why should anyone take you?”

Several boxes began to speak at once, loudly; and James left the room. He didn’t envy the Conversationalist his job. For several hours each day the man talked to the boxes, reasoning with them, teaching them, listening to their complaints…

Linton James quickly forgot the Habitation Room as he reached the entrance hall. The girl was bending over with her back to him, patting the carrier dog on the head and talking to it—carrier dogs were extremely intelligent and able to comprehend simple human speech. James could see the girl’s thighs below the short skirt almost to her buttocks. He paused for a moment, licking his lips involuntarily, then walked across to her.

“Your Friends,” he said, placing the two boxes on the floor.

“Oh, thank you.” She handed him the form and he glanced at it briefly, checking her name with that on the Code Card she offered. You had to be careful over that sort of thing. People had been known to put a false name and number on a form, thereby gaining possession of a Friend without revealing their true identity. The person would then disappear, resuming his correct identity in the city. The Friend, probably an old enemy of the impostor, would disappear also for a while, in many cases to reappear in a garbage dump, smashed and Totally Dead…

But this girl was genuine enough: Mary Atkinson. He smiled at her reassuringly; she still seemed nervous. “They’re all yours,” he said. “Can I help you out with them?”

“I’ve brought the dog.”

“No trouble.” The pulse was beating again, his palms were moist. He glanced at the address on the form. “Cliff Cottage, Branscombe. That’s way out in the country. Tell you what”—he was speaking fast, eagerly—”I’ll run you there in my car. No trouble.” He held her gaze, desire fluttered at the pit of his stomach.

“It’s quite all right.” She was looking scared again. “I’ll take the bus. Thank you very much, sir…”

Sir… The eyes were very blue; James felt powerful, virile, masterful. A corner of his mind returned to the woman in the park. He’d shown her … he’d stifled her screaming with the palm of his hand, and … But he’d never wanted anyone as much as this girl here. What was it about her? She seemed somehow virginal…

“No trouble,” he repeated, his mouth dry. “The car’s outside.”

“Thank you very much,” she said, “but I’d rather …” She seized one of the boxes and the carrier dog took the other in his powerful jaws. With another brief, terrified glance at him she turned and almost ran for the door, the dog trotting behind. James watched her, watched the door after she had gone. You didn’t get many girls like that. Usually they appeared hard, experienced, inaccessible…

“My God.” The cynical voice of the receptionist startled him out of his reverie. “I thought you were going to lay her on the spot. You’d better watch yourself, young Linton James. You’re frustrated. You ought to grow up.”

He wheeled around furiously, hating her amused look, her thighs, the impossible longings she created in his mind and body. Then he recovered, eyeing her appraisingly. His standards had changed. She represented inferior goods, shop-soiled. He stared at her contemptuously and, to his surprise, she dropped her eyes.

“She was very pretty,” she murmured. “Physically a bit young; mentally too, I thought. Just the type for you, really, Linton. I should look her up sometime.”

Amazed and not knowing quite what to say—he felt again inexperienced and unable to cope with the world around him—Linton James returned to his office to dream of the young girl with the blue eyes.

Five minutes later he was still staring at the form in his hand. Once again he read it, turned it over, read the other side. He was unable to understand what he saw. The only certainty was that the girl had committed an offence.

The front of the form bore her name and address, which he had checked with her Code Card, and her number, which he hadn’t. There had not seemed to be any need.

A-24536-AX MARY ATKINSON, Cliff Cottage, Branscombe.

There followed the usual declaration and her signature, M. Atkinson.

On the reverse of the form appeared the numbers of the two Friends she had taken with her.

A-21867-AX

A-4536-AX.

The same number appeared on both sides of the form! It was impossible. He had checked her name which agreed with her personal Code Card. So the number to go with her name must have been correct. Yet he had also checked the numbers on the boxes with the back of the form, filled in by her. How could a person be in two places at once? First, physically before him and signing a form; and secondly, demonstrably in a Friendship Box, as witness the number?

It was some time before Linton James thought to check the Habitation Room. He entered quickly and made for the index racks which contained the Code Cards. These were handed in by people undergoing physical euthanasia before their minds were placed in Friendship Boxes, and represented a handy cross-check with the boxes in the Habitation Room. He flipped through the Cards, ignoring the cries of query from the stacked boxes who were bored again now that the Conversationalist was taking a break. Some of the Cards had the folded forms clipped to them, indicating that the Friends they represented had been contracted for and removed from the room.

Soon he found what he was looking for. He pulled out a Card.

A-21867-AX EDGAR GREENWOOD, CLIFF COTTAGE, BRANSCOMBE.

That took care of one of the Friends. He searched further, but soon gave up, convinced. There was no Card for Friend Number A-24536-AX. There couldn’t be, because that was the Card the girl had shown him.

Therefore, she must previously have succeeded in removing the Card from the Habitation Room, and used it as identity to claim the Friends. Why?

He thought about it for a while, sitting in his office, and kept returning to the same conclusion.

The only reason the girl would use that Code Card as identity was because … she had no identity of her own. She didn’t exist. Legally, she was a nonentity…

And Linton James thought he knew why this was.

There were substantial rewards for turning in a criminal, and a nonentity must, by definition, be a criminal… He folded the form and tucked it into his pocket.

He would turn the girl in.

He thought of her blue eyes, her unspoiled youthful air, innocence…

Yes, he would turn her in.

But first … oh, yes; but first …

At this time of morning the bus service from the city to the outlying districts was infrequent, and Mary Atkinson stood for some time at the bus stop, the dog at her feet, the two black boxes beside him. From time to time people hurrying along the pavement to their various duties about the city would step close to the boxes and the dog’s upper lip would curl back and he would move closer, crouching over the Friends. After a while a short queue had built up; a few people glanced curiously at the young girl standing at the stop, apparently lost in thought, the dog and boxes at her feet.

In fact, Mary was trying hard not to cry, and by this unusual exhibition of emotion drew attention to herself. She hardly dared look at the boxes; she knew that if she allowed her attention to dwell on them, then the tears would fall… In her misery, she failed to notice the figure of Linton James, clad in a shapeless raincoat, tag on to the end of the queue.

At last the hoverbus pulled up with a whistle of expended air. She picked up one of the Friends, the dog took the other, and she climbed on board, inserting her Code Card into the ticket mechanism. Behind, Linton James watched with interest, waiting his turn.

The bus at this time was practically empty and she sat in the seats near the rear, setting the boxes on the floor at her feet and calling the dog in close. He looked up at her with moist eyes, then settled under the seat. Soon, the bus started off.

A woman on the adjacent pair of seats, entrenched among packages, glanced at her, then leaned across.

“Hello, there. Isn’t it Woman Mary Atkinson?”

Mary looked up, startled. “Oh … Woman Biggs. Hello … you’re leaving town early this morning.”

“I just had to pick a few things up.” She looked at the floor beside Mary. “Hi there, dog. What’s that you’ve got? Friends?” She regarded Mary curiously.

“Yes,” said Mary.

“Oh…” The woman hesitated. “Ah … who are they? Anyone I know?”

Mary was silent.

“Oh. Now let me see.” The woman stared at the boxes, her expression intent and amused like one taking part in a guessing game. “Let me see. You’re from Branscombe; I don’t know many people that far out of town, except you. And even you keep pretty much to yourself. But—wait a moment. A month ago, I saw you in Sidford with two people; they must have been in their late thirties… Why, you’re crying, Mary. What’s the matter?”

Mary sniffed into her handkerchief.

Woman Biggs stared at her with interest. “I haven’t seen anyone cry for years. It’s nice to know people have emotions left. I don’t think I’ve cried since I was eighty-nine mental, that was when Bob Secombe got Total Death on a driving charge. Do you remember Bob Secombe?”

Mary shook her head dumbly.

“I thought everyone knew Bob Secombe. I hope I knew him better than most, though… Funny you never knew him…”

Mary made a supreme effort. She didn’t want to talk about Bob Secombe. She gave her cheeks a final mopping and indicated the boxes. “These people were looking after me during my last childhood,” she said unsteadily. “They were very kind to me. One feels so helpless, during childhood. It seemed the least I could do, to take them as Friends. The Waiting List for bodies is several years, now. They …” She nearly broke down again. “They went for physical euthanasia yesterday. I collected them this morning.”

“Oh. Very public-spirited of you, I’m sure.” Woman Biggs regarded Mary with that special look of respectful dislike reserved for do-gooders. “I hope you realize what you’re taking on. Friends can be difficult, always complaining. I know.” Suddenly she chuckled, looking almost human. “I’ve been a bastard myself, during various Friendship periods. It’s the inactivity that gets you. Ah, well. I’m thirty-four physical. I’ve got a clean record. Mustn’t grumble. May my next body be beautiful.” With this cascade of platitudes she relapsed into silence, pulled out a portovee, and viewed it avidly.

Relieved, Mary turned away and looked out of the window. The concrete suburbs had given way to more open, agricultural land; here and there huge machinery stalked the fields like stegosauri. She spoke quietly to the Friends. “Are you both all right?”

“Fine,” the answer came back. The dog started beneath her feet and whined softly.

“Jason recognizes you,” she murmured. Somehow this seemed important.

She sat in silence then, as gradually the countryside became more hilly, with occasional outcrops of trees on land too rough and stony for economic farming. Twenty minutes later the hoverbus hissed to a halt at a small village, a huddle of domes and rectangles between steep hillsides. Mary got to her feet and disembarked. With Jason trotting behind she made her way across the small forecourt and climbed into her car, lifting the Friends carefully on to the back seat. The dog jumped in beside her, the door closed and she moved off, turning southward down the narrow lane signposted Branscombe.

Standing in the shadow of the bus, Linton James watched the receding hovercar in some annoyance. He hadn’t bargained for Mary having her own transport. He had no alternative but to follow on foot and inquire for Cliff Cottage when he reached Branscombe, some two miles away according to the sign…

Mary drove slowly through Branscombe, a ghost village of ancient stone cottages, relics of the days before pollution had diminished the fishing and tourist industries. The village, once thriving, now had a population of some thirty dropouts from urban life who lived by marketing specialist vegetables and fruits unsuited for mass production on the huge State farms. Broken windows gaped at the hovercar as it climbed the steep hill to the cliff-top, and the rough road deteriorated to a track.

Five minutes later Mary pulled up outside a cottage some fifty yards from the edge of the cliff. She and Jason carried the Friends inside and placed them on the floor. She sat down with a sigh of relief. “We’re here,” she informed the boxes, rather shakily.

“Fine…” One of the boxes spoke. “We’re very grateful to you, Mary. You were under no obligation to bring us here; I hope you realize that.”

“What! After all you’ve done for me in these past years? It was the least I could do. I couldn’t leave you in that place.”

The other box spoke, a woman’s voice. “But the risk you took, Mary. We didn’t want you to do that. You could have left us; I couldn’t believe it when the man said you’d come to get us…”

The male box said in a reproving tone: “It wasn’t what we’d arranged. You may have called attention to yourself. If I recall correctly, my girl, the arrangement was that you would get into the Centre and take the Code Card so that you could use it yourself until we came up for Placing in bodies again. Then they would think the Card had got lost somewhere, and they would issue a duplicate. So then, we would all have Cards.”

“That’s all right,” said Mary. “I can keep you here for as long as I like; then when I take you back to the Transfer Centre, the same thing will apply. They’ll find they’re a Card short, and they’ll issue another. I don’t see any problem.”

“But the risk …” murmured the female Friend helplessly.

“Oh, be quiet, Mom,” said Mary. She got up and began to prepare herself some coffee, while the two Friends chattered to each other.

Sixteen years previously Edgar Greenwood and Mary Atkinson had sought refuge in Branscombe from the concrete falsity of Axminster. At the time, they were both twenty-four physical years old and considered themselves in love, a pleasant fantasy in which most people indulged approximately once every physical lifetime. It did no harm, indeed it was of positive benefit, this periodic heightening of the emotions; it provided something to look forward to during the late thirties. A new childhood, a new adolescence with the added benefit of experience, a new love affair at the height of the new body’s powers. The prospect made the waiting period in the Friendship Boxes more bearable.

A mutual acquaintance had told them of Branscombe and the deserted cottages, and they had arrived one autumn morning for a short honeymoon. At first they had stayed in the village itself, and got to know the few hard-working inhabitants. The day came when they were due to return to their jobs in the city. They had loaded the hovercar with their baggage, climbed in, and Edgar had even pressed the starter. He had turned for a last look at the sea, and Mary had been looking in the same direction; suddenly she turned and looked at him… Without a word they had got out of the car, unloaded their baggage, and marched back to the cottage under the amused gaze of the villagers.

It seemed that there was no problem about their jobs; the local employment office took the view that if they wanted to rough it in Branscombe, that was their own business. This was a relief; somehow, due to the extreme regimentation of labour in Axminster, they had got the idea that there was something illegal about dropping out in this manner; but apparently it was not so. There was unemployment in the city; someone else would be glad to take their place. There was just one small snag though: it was suspected, though never overtly stated, that preference in the Waiting List for bodies was given to Friends who had held regular jobs in their last physical lives. But Edgar and Mary were both twenty-four, and Transfer sixteen years away.

Life was pleasant in Branscombe; the neighbours were helpful and Edgar soon established an adequate income from a smallholding on the hillside. The weeks went by and each day they discovered, to their recurring delight, that they were still in love. Soon, Mary became pregnant…

They moved out of the village to Cliff Cottage, half a mile away, and in the following October Mary bore a daughter. She was a wonderfully pretty baby, so Edgar and Mary thought. They had been living at Branscombe for a year by now, and Axminster seemed a long way away, as did the laws of the land…

For days they avoided the subject of the Transfer Centre and their legal obligations concerning the baby. It seemed to them, remote in Branscombe, a diabolical crime for this child to be taken to the Centre, there to be implanted with someone else’s adult mind… Unfortunately, the law stated that it was a crime not so to relinquish the baby.

In this way Edgar and Mary drifted into crime. There was never one definite moment when they admitted to themselves: we intend to break the law. But the days went by and the baby grew, and somehow they never got around to reporting the birth to the authorities. Eventually Edgar took the villagers into his confidence; there was no way this could be avoided and, not entirely to his surprise, they were sympathetic. The matter was discussed at an informal meeting, out of which came a surprising suggestion.

If the child became known as Mary Atkinson; if it took its mother’s name, there would be no reason why it shouldn’t move about freely, using the mother’s Code Card as a means of identification when required. The same Card would serve for both people…

So the child grew up as Mary Atkinson, looked after by Edgar Greenwood and Mary Atkinson Senior and, indirectly, the village of Branscombe. Naturally, as the first real child many of them had seen for well over a century, she received the best of attention. Then, when she was fifteen years old, her parents became due for physical euthanasia, and their Code Cards had to be surrendered, and Mary lost her identity again. It was likely that her parents would have to remain in Friendship Boxes for several years, during which period Mary might, at any time, be called upon to prove her identity with a Code Card…

So the scheme of stealing the Code Card back was born. It would probably have worked too, if Mary had not, out of sympathy to her parents, contracted to look after them for a while…

“You’re quite sure nobody suspected anything, dear?” asked Friend Mary Atkinson Senior.

“I’m sure they didn’t,” Mary replied. During the past hour she had answered the same question at least six times.

“What about that man I heard talking?” her father asked. “I didn’t like the sound of his voice. He sounded a bit crooked to me. He was trying to … make out with you, you know.” Edgar Greenwood was concerned. Like the fathers of pre-Transference days, he had been overprotective towards his illegal daughter, and in his present helpless state he doubted her ability to cope with the pack of lustful males which his imagination saw sniffing around.

“I didn’t like him much, either,” Mary reassured him.

Edgar was silent, torturing himself. Mary was growing up; they had not thought of this soon enough. They had brought a totally innocent child into a world of men, any one of whom had had at least one hundred and sixty years’ experience…

Mary poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down again, eyeing the Friends thoughtfully. With the resilience of childhood her initial sorrow had abated; now she must consider the implications of the situation in which she found herself. Money was no problem, fortunately. The villagers had offered their assistance in keeping the smallholding in shape for the next few years; in addition, her father had built up a substantial figure of savings with the National Bank, which she could draw on by using her mother’s Code Card—luckily, it was a joint account.

“What are you doing, dear?” asked her mother.

“I’m drinking a cup of coffee, Mom.”

“Oh. I hope you haven’t made it too strong, dear. Coffee’s not good for a girl of your age.”

Edgar Greenwood broke in. “What I wouldn’t give for a Scotch, right now.”

Mary Atkinson Senior made a sound very much like the clicking of a tongue. “Edgar! Not at this hour of the morning. Oh …” She broke off as the needlessness of her remark struck her. “It always takes a day or two to get used to the Friendship Box,” she said in a small voice.

Mary, sipping her coffee and regarding the two boxes on the floor, felt the sadness well up in her again. She put down her cup. “I think I’d better get along to the smallholding and make sure things are all right,” she remarked. “Jason can stay here with you just in case…” She stood up.

Edgar said: “Make sure Jeff’s knocking off the bottom leaves of the sprouts. They grow firmer, that way. And those leeks should need earthing up again.”

Stifling a sob, Mary stepped out into the autumn sunshine, closing the door behind her. She stood for a moment on the rough track to the village, looking out to sea. The sky was cloudless and the sea ultramarine dashed with silver; a tanker crept along the horizon. Below, she could hear the muted rumble of the waves at the cliff base; she walked across the short springy grass and looked down at the rocks a hundred feet below. The water was deep there, the rocks jagged, and the waves lapped and slobbered in and out of the clefts like an elderly man sucking his teeth. Mary shuddered involuntarily and wondered why that scene, to her, always suggested suicide. What was the fascination of rocks washed by the sea far below? Why didn’t they call to mind fishing, or bathing, or climbing; or, alternatively, murder? Why always, always suicide?

Shivering the thought from her mind she turned east, and walked along the cliff path towards the village. After a while the ground began to fall away and the cottages were in sight, grey and peaceful in the sun. She walked over to the smallholding, a series of neat rectangles of cultivation on the hillside. A small figure was there, bent double, weeding.

“Hello, Jeff,” she called.

Jeff Waters looked up and, seeing Mary, grinned. He was eleven physical years old and, like everyone in the village, believed in working to the best of his capabilities regardless of his physical age. The community was too small for passengers and it was accepted that people going through a childhood nevertheless undertook light work.

“Hello, Mary. I assume everything went all right? I saw the car go past a while back.”

“Oh, yes. No difficulty. I even brought Mom and Dad back as Friends.”

“You what?” Astonishment changed to a grin on Jeff’s face. “Well, I’m damned. You’ve got a hell of a nerve, Mary. That’s the advantage of being truly young, I reckon. When you get to my age, and you’ve had a few Transfers, life seems more valuable with each body. You get so cautious that in the end it’s a wonder you ever do anything at all…” He sighed. “It must be good to be young,” he said wistfully.

“It’s not all good,” Mary smiled. “Every single person I meet is more experienced than me in every way, and I can’t let them guess that fact… There was a man at the Transfer Centre this morning who gave me the creeps in the weirdest way, and I couldn’t think why. It was something to do with sex, I suppose…”

Jeff regarded her, his intent adult appraisal incongruous on his childish face. She was flushed from her walk in the sun and the dress clung to her figure. He found himself wishing he were a few physical years older… “Oh, God,” he said quietly, as the implications of her innocence struck him again. She was probably the only girl in the country who had never … “Be careful, Mary,” he said earnestly. “You’re growing up into a very pretty woman.”

“I can take care of myself,” she assured him. She laughed at his expression. “Mom and Dad have told me the facts of life, you know.”

“I dare say, but … Oh well, I suppose it’s safe enough here in the village. There’s a lot of queer characters in Axminster, though.”

Mary found his concern amusing. “Don’t worry, Jeff. You all treat me as though I was, well, a child. It does me good, though. I was feeling terrible a minute ago. It seemed everything was weighing me down, with Mom and Dad in boxes. Suddenly, I had responsibilities, right at the very time that I lost the two people who had been looking after me all my life. Now I’ve got to look after them… I found myself wondering if I was up to it. But talking to you and hearing all this nonsense about sex maniacs in Axminster again, why, it’s quite like old times. Can’t you villagers realize that Axminster folk are just like yourselves?”

“Maybe so, but we’ve known you since you were a baby, Mary. Nobody in the village would lay a finger on you.” Jeff smiled himself, then; maybe he was labouring the point. “Not that I don’t find you attractive, myself.”

“Why, you dirty young man… Speaking of dirt, Dad asked me to remind you about earthing up the leeks.”

“All done.” Jeff waved a chubby hand at the neat ridges.

Mary glanced at him suspiciously, bent down and brushed away soil. Tips of strong, grasslike leaves showed. “Oh, good. A bit deep aren’t they? Will they come through again?”

“Of course,” he replied patiently. “I always reckoned Edgar never put his leeks in deep enough.”

“My Dad’s the best gardener in Branscombe …” Mary began heatedly, then trailed off miserably at the thought of the immobile black box back at the cottage.

“Never mind, dear. I’ve done the Brussels sprouts as well. I expect he asked about those.”

“Thanks.”

“And the potatoes and everything else. You don’t have to worry about a thing. Just take it easy and look after your parents. Friends get frustrated and crotchety after a while. I tell you what. Bring them down to my place tonight. The conversation will do them good, even if …” He was going to say, even if they can’t have a drink, but thought better of it.

“I might do that. And thanks for your help, Jeff. I’d better get back. I only came just for a moment, because I knew Dad would be worrying. I’ll tell him everything’s in good hands.”

“Fine.” Jeff watched her as she climbed back up the hillside. He sighed, feeling inexplicably sad.

Mary herself was more ‘cheerful as she took the road back to the cottage. With neighbours like Jeff Waters she would not need to worry unduly about the smallholding, so her father’s enforced inactivity for the next few years would not be too great a financial drain on the family. Apart from companionship, the needs of Friends were few… Also, she herself could move about in greater freedom now that she didn’t have to share a Code Card with her mother; which meant that she could, if she wanted, get a job in Axminster. She decided that she ought to discuss this with her parents.

“Hello there! Wait a moment!”

The shout came from behind; she turned and saw a figure hurrying towards her, up the slope from the village. She paused, expecting one of the neighbours on his way to visit her parents. As the man drew closer, however, she became puzzled and turned away, quickening her pace. It was a stranger, and strangers were suspect in these parts; all too frequently they proved to be State investigators poking about the place trying to catch the community committing some illegality. Like smuggling, failing to report for physical euthanasia, or concealing a birth…

The man drew level and put a hand on her arm, restraining her. He smiled easily. “Hello, Mary. Don’t you remember me? Linton James, from the Centre.”

She remembered him, now. She had certainly noticed him at the Centre that morning, but she had been nervous and anxious to get away. It was him all right, hot and flushed with haste, trying to convey with his smooth smile that he just happened to be taking the same walk as herself, along this remote cliff path. She fought down panic.

“Of course I remember you,” she replied. “What are you doing here? Did I forget to sign the form?” A dread sat heavily in her stomach; she tried not to show it.

“Oh, the form,” he said lightly. “Never mind that. No. It’s my day off, and seeing your address reminded me I hadn’t been here for years. I thought I’d take the bus out and see what the old place looked like. I came here once—oh, three physical lives ago. A long time. How long have you lived here, Mary?”

“A long time, now.”

“How are the Friends? Settling in all right?”

“Fine.” She tried to move on, but his grip on her arm tightened almost imperceptibly. His smile had become fixed and intent as he regarded her. She looked towards the village desperately, but the houses were hidden by the crest of the rise.

“Good,” he said. “It’s very kind of you to take two Friends like this. Helps us out a lot, at the Centre. I suppose you knew them in their previous life?”

“They were two of the villagers. They looked after me during my last childhood. It was the least I could do…”

“All the same, not enough people think of that. You’re a nice girl, Mary. I hope you don’t mind my calling you Mary… I feel as though I know you quite well. Funny, how it sometimes happens like that. It was lucky for me I happened to be in the Centre when you came in.”

“I thought you said it was your day off.”

“Well, you know how it is… I’ve got a pretty good position there; the boss, that’s Man Phillip Ewell, he practically eats out of my hand. He’s an android, you know… But it seemed such a nice day, it was a crime to work. So I just said to him, Ewell, I said, I’m taking the day off. Enjoy yourself, Man James, he said. We have a good relationship, Ewell and I; so he’s an android, but that doesn’t worry me. He’s only been in Axminster for a short while, so he has to depend on me a lot.”

“I must be getting on. Nice meeting you again, Man James.” Mary tried to detach herself. She had a suspicion that James was slightly insane.

“Don’t go. Not yet. Let’s sit down for a moment.”

Mary found herself forced to the ground; James sat beside her, still gripping her arm, his feet dangling over the cliff edge. Below, the waves boomed dully.

“I don’t often get the chance to talk to a nice girl like you,” he resumed. “Woman Adams, she’s the receptionist at the Centre, she never speaks to me nicely. She thinks she’s better than me because she’s putting in for promotion to a Preferred Trade next year. She’s a bitch. She’s repulsive, physically, but she fancies her chances…”

Mary was terrified. The sea was a long way below and her back was aching from holding herself bolt upright, rigidly away from James, who was now sliding his arm around her. Why didn’t someone come? She didn’t know what to do. If she tried to get away from this madman he would push her over the edge, as like as not…

“What’s more, I think there’s something going on between her and Ewell, that’s why she won’t have anything to do with me. She’s having it away with that android. She thinks she’s too good for me.” James’s grip around Mary’s shoulders had relaxed and his expression was inward-looking; he was reliving some past humiliation. “But why should I worry? I get plenty of girls. Funny thing, I’ve always been able to get on well with them, they seem to go for me. Do you find me attractive, Mary?”

He twisted her around until his face was inches from hers and she could smell his breath, acrid. She didn’t reply. She was trembling violently, and a tear crept down her cheek.

“Because I find you attractive, Mary. I find you very attractive. Don’t cry… It spoils your lovely face.” His gaze travelled downward. “You’ve got nice legs. Did anyone ever tell you your legs were nice, Mary?”

Mary flinched as his hand gripped her knee, squeezed, then slid upward. She pushed him away violently. “Leave me alone,” she protested. “Let me go!”

His breath was coming fast, his face had a curiously sullen look, he pushed her on to her back and lay half across her, talking fast. “Oh, come on, Mary, come on, I love you, make love to me, Mary, there’s nothing to be frightened of—”

He broke off suddenly as she slapped him across the face with her free hand. He gripped her wrist, winced as her knee drove into his stomach, pinned her to the ground while she twisted frantically.

“Like that, is it?” His eyes stared into hers with an amalgam of hate and lust. “I thought so. You think you’re too good for me, like all the others. And that’s not all. You’ve never never had it before, you little bitch. I know. I know that stunt you pulled with the Card. You’re a non-entity. You’ve got no Card of your own. I could turn you in.” His hand was fumbling under her skirt. “I will turn you in unless you lie still.” His other hand was cupped over her mouth, the terror in her eyes lent him confidence and strength; he felt supreme, all-powerful…

Mary looked past his face at the blue sky; little puffs of white cloud hovered above her and she could hear, beyond the fast urgent breathing, the dim roar of the sea at the cliff base. Was this happening to her, here, so near her own house, and almost within view of the village? The coarse, short grass was rough against the back of her legs. Her knees were forced apart and she tried to scream as the agony entered her, but there was something hot and stifling covering her mouth.

Afterwards he dragged her to her feet: she stood unsteadily, hunched over her pain.

“Now we go to your house,” he said stonily. Keeping hold of her arm, he began to propel her along the cliff path. “It’s along here, isn’t it? You’ve got a car there.” He felt dull and vindictive after his entertainment; he almost wondered if it had been worth it. The sight of the girl, bent and snivelling, irritated him. “For God’s sake, stop crying!” he snapped.

At the cottage he opened the door and pushed her inside. “Clean yourself up,” he commanded. “We’re taking a ride.” He glanced at the two black boxes. “Hello, Friends,” he said contemptuously. “I’ve just been enjoying your daughter’s company. It is your daughter, isn’t it?” In the corner of the room the carrier dog growled softly. “You don’t scare me, Fido. You’re programmed to obey, and never to attack. Sit, you stupid bastard.” The dog sat. James sniggered.

“What … what did he do to you, Mary?” Edgar’s voice spoke.

Mary ran into the bathroom.

“She’s grown up all of a sudden,” James explained, cold amusement in his voice. “I did her a good turn, you might say. She’s had her experience of adulthood, just in time. Because she hasn’t got much more time, has she? She’s a nonentity. I’ve got proof. I’m going to take her to the Centre, now. Total Death. Still, she’s learned what life is all about.”

“You swine…” The box spoke helplessly. “You lousy, rotten swine.”

“Not very original,” commented James. “But you’ve got plenty of time to improve.” He walked over to the box and kicked it heavily. “But wait a minute… You’d better watch your language, Friend. Come to terms with yourself. You realize that concealing a birth is punishable by Total Death? You’re in the box already… There’ll be a trial, of course, but the evidence is all against you. Which means that you’ll never have a body again. After they find you guilty, they’ll just wipe you out. Obliterate you. And your wife, I suppose you call her. Both of you. Oh, boy.” He suddenly chuckled insanely, feeling exalted. He, Linton James, was totally in command of the situation.

“How old are you exactly?” asked Edgar.

“What’s it to you?” queried James suspiciously.

“I just wondered. I wondered what sort of lousy series of lives could bring a man into your situation. I’d guess you were one of the last children, and all your lives everyone has been superior to you. I ought to feel sorry for you, I suppose.”

“Thanks a lot. Very kind of you, I’m sure. And hasn’t your wife got anything to say? Is the other Mary Atkinson struck dumb? How about a bit of motherly sympathy for poor downtrodden Man Linton James, Mom?”

The other box spoke at last. “There’s nothing I can say,” Mary Atkinson Senior said. Her voice sounded infinitely weary. “Except … why? What have you got against us all?”

“Nothing personal, except your daughter’s a lousy lay. It’s just a question of cash. I get prize money for this.”

“We’ve got no money.”

“Thanks, no. I also get the chance of being promoted to a Preferred Trade. You know what that means? No Friendship period for me. Immediate Transfer to another body at age forty. That’s worth more cash than you’ve got.” He walked to the bathroom and jerked the door open. “Hey, Godiva,” he said grinning. “Get some clothes on. We’re going. Your folks have just failed to buy me off.”

Eventually Mary emerged in a clean dress. Ignoring James, she addressed the boxes. “ ’Bye, Mom,” she said quietly. “ ’Bye, Dad. I’m … sorry. It’s all my fault. I should never have tried to get you out of the Centre…”

“You can cut out the tender farewells,” James said. “We’ll be coming back. You constitute evidence, right where you are in your own house. I want the police to see you here.” He laughed, seized Mary by the arm, and took her to the car.

Man Phillip Ewell looked up as they entered. “Yes, James?” He regarded Mary with surprise.

Linton James smirked. “One nonentity,” he said pushing Mary forward. “Together with evidence.” He reached in his pocket. “One Friendship contract incorrectly filled out, one Code Card fraudulently being used by said nonentity.”

“Oh.” Ewell took the proffered items, glancing at James in some distaste. “Why didn’t you go to the police?”

“Thought I’d see you first, you being in charge of the Centre. There’s more evidence, out at Branscombe. Two Friends, with carrier dog used in connection with said fraud.”

“For God’s sake, stop talking like a policeman, James. Let’s get this straight. Tell me the story in sensible language. What’s it all about?”

Somewhat abashed, James explained, commencing with the assumed theft of the Card, then describing the visit of Mary to contract for the Friends, laying emphasis on her nervousness. Then the discovery of the duplication of names, and the missing Card in the Habitation Room. The chase to Branscombe. The confrontation with the parents. The confession.

“Mary Atkinson …” Ewell read the name thoughtfully.

“So we’ve got one Card representing both this girl here and a Friend at present in a cottage at Branscombe, both of whom have committed criminal acts punishable by Total Death,” explained James unctuously. “To say nothing of a further Friend at Branscombe, guilty of concealing a birth. Here is his Card from the Habitation Room.”

“Yes, yes,” said Ewell impatiently. He looked at Mary. The whole affair disgusted him; he wished James had gone to the police in the first place. He, Ewell, was a surgeon, not a tribunal. The girl looked scared stiff, which wasn’t surprising. He felt sorry for her; after all, it wasn’t her fault that her birth had been concealed. Still, his duty in the matter was clear. “Do you agree with what Man James has said, Woman Atkinson?”

Mary nodded dumbly.

“Oh.” He tapped his fingers on the desk thoughtfully. James was right, of course. You could tell at a glance that this girl was mentally immature; she reminded him…

Phillip Ewell once had a daughter and had watched with undying delight her progress from childhood to womanhood, and had thanked God that he was an android. He had taken the child unknown to its mother, a human woman named Alice Lander with whom he had had an affair many years ago. Alice Lander, a Placement Officer, had correctly placed the tiny child in a Creche for future use as a host body. After all, a woman in her position could hardly rear a half-breed child… Although, as Ewell thought at the time, she was not legally obliged to give up the child, as it was technically an android. So he had traced the infant, taken it home and, with the assistance of his female companion of the period, brought it up.

Thus he was able to rationalize his sympathy as he looked at Mary. So it was tough on the kid and she reminded him of his daughter. But Mary was a human, a nonentity, and her parents were criminals. He had no alternative. He stood, picking up the evidence. Thumbing the button on his visiphone, he spoke briefly to Police Headquarters, requesting their presence at Branscombe.

“We’ll take your car, if we may,” he said to Mary.

She nodded, and muttered something.

“What’s that, child? Speak up.”

Mary looked straight at him; there was decision in her blue eyes. “This man—” She indicated James. “This man, he … he raped me. He said he would let me go if I did what he wanted. I … I wouldn’t say anything, not now, but … my parents know. I couldn’t stand going all through it again, with them there. But they’ll tell you, if you don’t believe it. He admitted it to them.”

Ewell sat down abruptly, staring at James. “Is she telling the truth?” he asked harshly.

James shuffled his feet, then regarded Ewell defiantly. “She’s telling the truth,” he said. “OK, I raped her. She led me on, though. I was following her to find out where she lived, and said hello, and she sort of … made me want her. You know how they do.” He winked knowingly. “Anyway, I don’t see that it matters. She’s a nonentity. If she preferred a charge, it wouldn’t even reach the courts.”

Ewell looked at him for a long time. At last he said, quietly, “James, you are a lucky, dirty little bastard.”

“There’s no cause to go speaking to me like that, Man Ewell!”

“There’s every cause, and you know it. I know why you involved me in this thing instead of going straight to the police. It wasn’t only because you wanted me as a witness. It was because you wanted my recommendation when you apply to be upgraded as Preferred. You thought the police might take all the credit. You wanted to be sure I understood how clever you’d been in making your miserable little arrest. Right, well, I understand. And I tell you this: as long as I’m the surgeon in charge of Axminster Transfer Centre you’ll get no recommendation from me. This whole thing stinks. My job is performing Transfer operations, not running around the country after so-called criminals.” He looked at Mary helplessly. “I’m afraid there’s not much I can do for you, my dear. The law is clear enough.”

“But I want you as a witness, Man Ewell,” insisted James stubbornly.

“Right. Let’s get over to Branscombe, then. And I want you to understand, James; I have not the slightest sympathy with your actions. I’ll witness because the law compels me to, as senior of the Centre. I’ll not say one word which might cause your prize money to be increased.”

Somewhat shaken, James stepped aside as Ewell took Mary’s arm politely and conducted her from the room.

Phillip Ewell was essentially kindhearted; he frequently came across instances of hardship where he felt the law might reasonably be relaxed. The case of Mary Atkinson Junior was such a one. Through no fault of her own, the girl could not be allowed to exist.

The parents were a different proposition, he felt. They had committed their crime fifteen years ago in concealing the birth of their daughter for what were then purely selfish reasons, without thought of the problems it would present that daughter as she grew older. At best, she could look forward to a perilous life in hiding; every time she needed to move about she was obliged to use her mother’s Card, knowing that detection would mean eventual Total Death for her mother, as well as herself. No, he had very little sympathy for the parents.

“What are your parents like, Mary?” he asked curiously as the hovercar sped out of the city, Linton James at the wheel.

She had been sitting hunched in a corner, gazing dully out of the window. She brightened at his remark. “They’re nice,” she said. “They both work very hard, like all the dropouts at Branscombe, but they still had plenty of time for me, and for enjoying themselves. This last few years I’ve been helping them on the smallholding, and we’ve had more time to spare. They’ve been wonderful to me, all my life. Still, I suppose all real parents are like that … were like that, I mean.”

“You don’t think …” He hesitated, not wishing to upset her, but wanting nevertheless to know. The psychology of concealed births interested him. “You don’t think, perhaps, they were a little bit selfish, bringing you up in the way they did? I mean, they must have known you’d be found out in the end, and them as well.”

“And we’d all get Total Death?” She looked at him candidly; he was amazed at her composure. “That’s the luck of the game. They went into it with their eyes open; they wanted a child of their own, and they had one. As for me, what difference does it make? If they’d reported me in the proper manner, I’d have been taken from them as a baby. At six months my head would have been opened and someone else’s grown-up brain would have been put in there.” She made a face. “I’d have never known what it’s like to be me, would I?”

She took his hand and stared up into his eyes. “What does it feel like, Man Phillip Ewell, to be walking about in someone else’s body? You’re a Transfer Surgeon; I’ll bet you’ve done so many operations you never even think of it any more. Tell me this. Have you ever wondered what the child—the one whose body you’re wearing—would have grown up like?”

Ewell jerked his hand away as a thrill of pure horror ran down his spine.

In front, James twisted around, the car on automatic. “She’s dangerous, Man Ewell. She’s up to all the tricks, like the rest of the dropouts. They’ve got no respect for the law, so they try to put their own twisted reason in its place. Do you know, recently a lot of them have been opting for Total Death when the time of their Transfer comes around? That’s probably why her parents weren’t too worried about breaking the law. They have no thought for the country as a whole, and the drain on the total brain-power they cause.”

Ewell recovered: he wasn’t going to let James get away with that. “I’m afraid I believe in the right of any individual to die if he wants to,” he said firmly. “If you want to get along with me you’d better believe the same. There must be some freedom, for God’s sake.”

“Thank you, Man Ewell,” said Mary.

Some time later they drew up outside the cottage. Ewell climbed from the car reluctantly; he had no stomach for the painful interview which was to follow. At least, he thought, the police haven’t arrived yet. James led the way, and he followed, holding Mary’s arm lightly, half hoping she would make a run for it. It was a remote area and she had friends around…

After the early afternoon sunlight it was dark inside; he blinked, saw a table and a few chairs, sat Mary down, and turned to James.

“OK.” He sighed. “Let’s get on with it. The police will be here in a minute. I’ll just hear their confessions and then go, if you don’t mind. You can deal with the formalities.”

James was staring into the corner of the room. There was a moment’s silence.

“Well?”

James whispered, “Jesus Christ, something’s gone wrong. Oh, Jesus Christ…”

“What the hell’s the matter with you?”

James swung around. “There’s only one box there, Man Ewell. There’s only one box. I left two of them. Her parents. I swear both her parents were here when I left.” He was almost crying.

“Pull yourself together. Here, let me have a look…” Ewell walked about the room, peering under the table, the chairs. There was no sign of the other Friend.

Linton James turned on Mary. “Where’s it gone, you little bastard? What sort of trick have you pulled?”

Mary was silent; there was a quiet dread in her eyes.

James seized the remaining box and put it on the table. “Where’s the other one?” he shouted. “What have you done with your … who the hell are you, anyway?” He bent forward, peering at the, number.

“I’m Edgar Greenwood,” stated the box quietly.

“Where’s your damned wife?”

“She’s not here.” The box sounded infinitely sad.

“I can see that!” shouted James, pounding the Friend with his fist. “Where’s she gone?”

“Gone …? Let’s just say that she’s exercised one of the few rights remaining to her.”

Mary was crying softly. In the distance, the faint wail of the police siren.

“What the hell are you trying to say?” James was beside himself; Ewell watched grimly as he yelled into the Friend’s microphone. “Are you telling me she’s killed herself? Because I won’t take that. She couldn’t have moved. Oh, my God. The dog. Where the hell’s the dog?”

Ewell walked to the door and looked into the sunshine. He thought for a moment, his features grave. The police siren was nearer; he could see a dark spot in the distance, moving rapidly along the cliff path. He turned and entered the cottage, placing an arm around Mary who was sobbing uncontrollably.

“Oh, James …” he said.

Linton James looked at him, his eyes wild. “What?”

“You’re all overwrought.” Ewell handed him a cigarette, took one himself, struck a match.

James puffed gratefully. “Thanks. I’m sorry, Man Ewell. I got carried away with these crooks cheating me out of a third of my prize money… What are you doing?”

The match still flared in Ewell’s fingers. He touched it to the edge of a piece of paper and watched with interest as it curled and blackened, and flames crept around the edge. “A dramatic moment, James,” he murmured.

For an instant James stared uncomprehending, then sprang forward with a yell. Ewell thrust him away roughly; he stumbled, fell to his knees, and watched helplessly as the flame consumed the last corner of the paper. Ewell ground the ashes under his foot.

“You’ve burned the form she filled in,” whispered James. “You’ve destroyed the evidence. What the hell are you playing at?”

Ewell reached in his pocket and took out a Code Card. He handed it to Mary. “Here you are, my dear. You now have an identity.”

He turned back to James, who had climbed to his feet and was watching Ewell wide-eyed. “You see, James, sometimes things can work themselves out without, shall we say, bureaucratic intervention. We have one girl, and we have one Friend. We have one Code Card here, and one Code Card in the Transfer Centre. It seems there was once an irregular document, but this has ceased to exist, so why worry? Everything is technically in order.”

James was silent, white-faced.

“Oh, except for one matter,” Ewell went on. “Linton James, I regret I must have you charged with the rape of Mary Atkinson. If found guilty, you will of course receive a sentence of not less than eight years, and also be statutorily ineligible for future Transfers. I believe I can hear a police car.”

Linton James stared at him, mumbled something unintelligible, and ran from the room. They heard the back door slam. The police car wailed to a halt outside.

Ewell touched Mary on the shoulder. “I’ll be back in a minute,” he said gently. He closed the door behind him. Outside, the police were emerging from their vehicle.

“Our man got away,” Ewell informed them. “He just left through the back door. Rape case. He’s a vindictive little bastard; he told me all sorts of yarns. You shouldn’t have much trouble picking him up.”

“Oh.” The inspector looked surprised. “Seeing it was you called us, Man Ewell, I thought it would be some Transference case. You certainly get yourselves involved in some odd crimes, you Transfer people. What’s the man’s name?”

“Linton James. A colleague of mine, unfortunately.”

“So that’s how you come into it. Where’s the girl?”

“Inside the house. She’s a bit upset right now, but she’ll be all right. I’ll bring her to see you when she’s feeling better.”

“Fine.” The inspector murmured into his throat mike, then addressed Ewell again. “I’m getting his name put on the indicator boards, just in case he gives us the slip for an hour or two…” He paused, looking towards the sea. “Nice place this. Bit remote, though.” He climbed back into the hovercar. “You’ll appear as a witness if necessary, Man Ewell?”

“Of course.”

The hovercar glided across the short grass and turned inland. Ewell watched it go, then walked to the cliff edge where the carrier dog sat, gazing at the rocks below, whining softly.

“You poor bastard,” murmured Ewell. He remembered dogs as they used to be, before the abolition of pets on the grounds of economy. The dog regarded him, thumped its tail on the short grass, then looked down again at the rocks and the sea a hundred feet below. “Trained to obey, regardless. Well, you did the right thing this time, old boy. Even if it hurt… You know, I misjudged your mistress? I thought she was a selfish woman, bringing up a kid in this world. I was wrong… Come on, boy! Let’s go and see how Mary is.”

Together, the android and the carrier dog walked back to the cottage.


MENAGERIE

being the dossier on:

MAN LESLIE ANSTEAD
FRIEND ADA ANSTEAD

I DON’T LIKE POLICE stations and Axminster was no exception. The room was small and the walls shabby; the place reeked of police. A gaudy poster warned of the perils of crime: KEEP A CLEAN SHEET OR YOU’LL END UP AS MEAT. There were three wooden chairs and a small table holding an overfull ashtray and a pile of ancient copies of the Police Gazette. The two men sat opposite me and their faces were serious, and I felt as guilty as hell, although I’d done nothing except know Les Anstead.

The larger of the two men was speaking; he was an android with a remarkably clear complexion, name of Phillip Ewell, surgeon at the Transfer Centre. I don’t think he’d been there long; certainly he wasn’t there when I had my last Transfer. “You see, Inspector,” he was saying to the other man, “there are two circumstances in which a person may request and obtain a Premature Transfer—in other words, get a new body before attaining the physical age of forty.

“Firstly, when a person is sick with some disease which might result in his dying before he is due for Transfer, a special dispensation might be made if he is in a Preferred Trade.

“Secondly, and only a slight variation of the first instance, there is the case of an android like myself. Due to the plentiful supply of android host bodies, successful application for a Premature will result in immediate Transfer regardless of whether the applicant is Preferred or not.”

A shadow crossed Ewell’s face. “I might add that in the first instance we’ve had problems in the past. In such an emergency it often happens that there is no human host available at short notice, so the applicant, although Preferred, might be forced to take an android body…”

“I see,” the inspector broke in tactfully. “And the man we’re looking for, Leslie Anstead, applied for a Premature.”

“He did, one hour ago, just before your notice came up on the indicator boards.”

There was a miniature repeater board on the inspector’s desk; I saw the words sliding down the screen, the words which would be duplicated on every indicator board, public and private, in the area.

LESLIE ANSTEAD, THEFT.

LESLIE ANSTEAD, THEFT.

“Theft?” queried Ewell.

“A bit vague, actually. We can’t call it murder yet. We’ve got no evidence. All we know is that Ada Anstead, the mother of the wanted man—she is at present in a Friendship Box—has disappeared after she drew a large sum of money from the bank in company with Anstead himself.” The inspector permitted himself a thin smile. “She was a wealthy woman. My theory is that Anstead dropped her in the river and skipped with the money. Man Wimborne here”—he meant me—”knows them well and is assisting us in our inquiries.”

“It’s too easy to dispose of a Friendship Box,” murmured Ewell. “Sometimes I think it’s unwise ever to allow people to take them out of the Centre.”

“Now we know that Anstead applied for a Premature,” the inspector continued, “I think we can theorize a little further. Anstead was thirty-seven physical years old. He gave in to temptation and committed a crime. So what does he do? He tries to get a quick Transfer before he’s caught; saying, I suppose, that he’s got an incurable disease. Having got his Transfer, he’s at least got another forty years to go, even if twenty years of that is spent in jail… He’s in a Preferred Trade; he’s a dentist, although for some reason he hasn’t practised in his present physical life.”

“I think he’s been living off his mother,” I ventured.

Ewell held up his hand. “Hold it. This doesn’t fit in. Anstead hasn’t got an incurable disease, not in the sense that you mean.”

“Oh? What were his grounds for a Premature?”

“Most unusual.” Ewell grinned faintly. “In fact I’ve never heard of it before. He said he was a homosexual. He said this was endangering his mental health, and he wanted to be Transferred into a female body.”

“What!” The inspector was astounded. He looked at me. “Was he, ah, queer? I thought he was living with a woman at one time.”

I thought that one out. “He lived with a woman, but he always had his mother with him as well,” I said carefully. “She seemed to dominate him.”

There was a pause while we considered this new angle. I suppose I was beginning to feel important, being called in by the police like this…

I am the landlord of the Horton Arms, Horton, some twenty miles from Axminster. I’ve been there for a number of years, ever since attaining a physical age of sixteen following my last Transfer. The inn is small, the sort of place where you get to know your regular customers all too thoroughly. In the course of the year since they arrived at Horton, I think I got to know the Ansteads as well as anyone.

I remember the first night I saw them; they arrived at about seven o’clock and sat’ at the bar; a man in his mid-thirties, a woman of the same age, and a Friend which they placed carefully on the bar counter. They introduced themselves as Les and Kate Anstead—apparently they had gone through an old-fashioned marriage ceremony some years previously. The Friend was Ada Anstead.

“Meet my mother,” said Les, indicating the box.

I must have shown surprise, because he began to explain the circumstances. It appeared that Les Anstead was one of the last children to be raised by a true parent before Transference came in; since then he and his mother had always lived together, Transfer after Transfer. It was a touching picture he painted and it might have deceived me, had I not gathered a pretty good knowledge of human nature during my time in the Horton Arms.

At this moment Kate Anstead fell off her stool and had to be assisted from the floor where she was showing an inclination to remain giggling helplessly. She was an attractive woman with shoulder-length black hair and a good figure, although perhaps a shade too slim about the waist and thighs. She was stoned to the eyeballs. The mother, Ada, must have guessed what happened because the box emitted a sound not unlike the clicking of a tongue.

“Kate’s not very well today, Eric,” Les Anstead explained. “The doctor’s given her some new drugs. She gets dizzy spells.”

She also smelled strongly of gin, and proceeded to fortify this with a Martini.

Les drank Scotch: Johnny Walker with a very small dash of soda.

Meanwhile the mother refrained from joining the conversation; in its very silence the box seemed to radiate disapproval. Trade was fortunately slow that evening, because Les and his wife made enough noise for a roomful; later they had their arms around each other, teetering precariously on their stools. “I love you, you bitch,” Les was saying, “but I’ve got to go to the Gents’ room.”

It so happened that this coincided with my own needs, and presently we were standing cheek by jowl at the stalls. “You must make allowances for my mother,” Les remarked in midstream.

“Oh,” I said, interested.

“She’s sick,” he said. “Mentally, I mean. She doesn’t understand Kate’s problem, or mine. The last two Transfers, it’s been touch and go whether they’d let her have another body, and now … I think she’s in that box for good. When I take her for her next interview with the Placement Officer, she might find herself certified insane. She has the weirdest delusions; she thinks the Mafia is after her.”

“After her?”

“They’re very subtle, she says. They’ve got cables underground which transmit threats and instructions, interspersed with background music. I tell her it’s all nonsense, but she won’t believe me. She says I wouldn’t hear them because I have a physical body. In the Friendship Box, she says, with fewer distractions, you can pick these things up. Your remaining senses are heightened, she says.”

“A lot of people get hallucinations during their Friendship period,” I told him. “It doesn’t necessarily mean they’re insane. Because they can’t move about, or see anything, they tend to create a world of their own.”

We had finished our business and were about to return to the bar when he put his hand on my shoulder, staring redly in the general direction of my face. “Believe me, Eric,” he said. “It is Eric, isn’t it? Believe me, Mother’s as mad as a hatter. She’s worth pots of money, too. It’s not right, Eric. It’s not fair. I can’t work; I’m not a fit man; and she gives me pocket money, like she did when I was a kid. She detests Kate, and Kate’s a great girl. It would be better for all concerned if Mother opted for Total Death. The kindest thing.”

“And you would be a wealthy man,” I said tactlessly.

“Too right I would,” he agreed, grinning.

I opened the door into the bar and almost fell over a huge carrier dog standing immediately inside. A Friendship Box swung from his jaws. The mother must have heard every word of the conversation. “What’s that dog doing here?” cried Les. “You know damned well I won’t bring that dog into a bar. It annoys people.”

The metallic voice of the mother replied: “I asked that wife of yours to let him in. He was scratching at the door.”

Les swung around and glared angrily at the bar; his wife sat there with her head on the counter, apparently asleep. His face changed suddenly, he smiled, walking over to her. He patted her gently on the shoulder. “Come on, girl,” he said softly. “It’s time we were getting home.” She murmured and lifted her head, stared at him and focused her eyes. Her thin arm snaked around his neck and she drew his face close.

“Eat?” she asked.

“Steak and French fries, with mushrooms and lots of onion,” he replied.

Their car stood in the middle of the park. I took Kate’s arm and led her to the door; the night air seemed to revive her and she shook me off. “I can manage now,” she said. She steered a high-stepping course for a point some six feet east of the car, veered at the last moment, and draped herself against it. I followed and helped her in, then assisted Les. I took the mother from the dog and laid her carefully on the back seat. The dog jumped in after, then the mother spoke, quietly but distinctly.

“That’s my favourite song,” she said. “ ‘Abide With Me.’ You can’t beat the old hymn tunes, can you, Man Wimborne?”

I mumbled something as the car rose from the ground and hummed erratically up the road. I hurried back into the bar; I was shivering slightly although it was quite a warm night.

I hadn’t heard any music…

It must have been two a.m. when I was awakened by a noise outside; a piercing, grinding screech approaching along the road. I tried to ignore it but it drew closer, increasing in volume, then stopped abruptly. I heard a shout of laughter and a muttered discussion beneath my bedroom window. Then a rattle of stones against the glass.

“Eric! Eric!”

I opened the window and leaned out into the chill night air. “What the hell do you want?” I shouted in justifiable annoyance.

“Thank God you’re still awake.” It was Les’s voice; I could make out two white faces staring up at me. “We’re in terrible trouble, friend.” Again the insane shout of laughter. “We’ve smashed the car. Ran into a wall down the road.”

The Horton Arms is on a side road; a narrow lane twisting alongside the river. They’ve never got around to laying the cables for automatic control beneath the road surface.

“I thought you’d gone home to have dinner.”

“We never made it. We went up to the Blue Boar for a quickie, and got involved. God, what a night.”

“All right, wait there a moment. I’m coming down.” I pulled some clothes on.

Les and Kate were standing beside the hovercar; I could see the huge face of the carrier dog peering through the glass at us. “Watch this,” said Les. We climbed into the car with some difficulty, fighting back the carrier dog who was trying to get out. He pressed the starter and the turbine whined. The car rose from the ground at an angle, like a crippled submarine surfacing. The offside front was still resting on the road.

“You’re not getting enough lift,” I remarked. I inspected the front end. The metalwork was severely damaged and a gout of misdirected downdraught was chasing the gravel across the car park.

“Can you fix it?”

“Fix it? You need a repair shop and welding gear.” I delayed the inevitable for a moment, but saw no way out of it. “I’ll give you a ride home in my car,” I offered reluctantly.

“That’s very kind of you, Eric,” said Kate, lurching against me unexpectedly.

“Fine,” cried Les. “Come on, Mother. Eric’s taking us home.” He seized the box from the front seat and climbed out, followed closely by the carrier dog, and we all piled into my car.

It was a ten-minute drive to their house. When I left them the mother thanked me politely and profusely. “It’s extremely generous of you, Man Wimborne. We had a narrow escape tonight… They’re beginning to show themselves, Man Wimborne. They’re coming out into the open. It’s war, now…”

“She means the Mafia,” Les informed me in a stage whisper. “She’s as mad as a coot.”

As I drove away I wondered exactly how Les had described the sequence of events leading up to the accident. I felt pity for his mother, sightless and helpless in her box, at the mercy of any lurid yarn Les cared to spin.

This was the first of many such incidents concerning the Ansteads. Over the next few weeks their personalities began to reveal themselves in a series of bizarre escapades and my first impressions were proved to be accurate. Both Les and Kate were chronic alcoholics and the mother was undeniably insane. I didn’t think her mental troubles would be cured by her next Transfer, due in a year’s time. Frankly, she was too far gone. Frequently, as she sat in her box on the bar counter, she would break into thin song; usually hymns but sometimes old-time love songs which she insisted were being relayed to her by underground cables. She was never able to reconcile the menace of these secret cables with the fact that she enjoyed the music they broadcast.

One day she admitted that she had been wrong about the Mafia. It was a case of mistaken identity; understandable because they never revealed themselves; you could only guess they were there, because of the things which went wrong. But it wasn’t the Mafia at…

“It’s the Vandals,” she informed me.

“The Vandals?” This was a new one. So far as I knew, the Vandals had ceased to exist around about the fifth century—having ravaged, if my knowledge of history serves me correct, Gaul.

“I’ve suddenly remembered; I used to read about them during my last life. They’re all over the place. Then Les was reading the news to me this morning and they were at it again, smashing indicator boards, wrecking visiphone call boxes, and so on. They’re on the upsurge—there are outbreaks of Vandalism everywhere. The things they do are just the sort of things that happen to us, like that time they smashed the car. And now the house is full of rats.”

“Rats?”

It was the Ansteads’ normal hour for calling at the Horton Arms; the place was quiet. Les and Kate were playing cards with a couple of others, and I had the mother all to myself; she sat in her black box on the bar counter like an entombed Ancient Mariner.

“There are rats in Les’s bedroom.” The metallic voice grew cunning. “He’s their main target. And they’re not normal rats. I’ve had the rat-man in and he can’t understand it—they leave no trace despite their size—Les says they’re enormous. Huge. They scamper around the room while he’s trying to sleep. Last night I heard him screaming, they scared him so much. It woke Kate up. Then the rats all disappeared down their holes because they weren’t interested in Kate. It’s Les they’re after.”

Conversation with Ada Anstead was like trying to piece together a jigsaw. This snippet of information served to reinforce my view that Les was going into a rapid decline. Recently he had dropped all pretence of going home to dinner after leaving the inn; indeed, his itinerary had become extended. They left me at eight o’clock for the Blue Boar, spent two hours there, and arrived back in my place for a few more drinks before closing time. Les’s face was becoming increasingly flushed and bloated, and his eyes red, twinkling, and porcine behind fat cheeks. He resembled a Wessex Saddleback bred for show purposes.

Kate, on the contrary, became thinner, more frail-looking with each day. Her skeletal arms frequently bore strange narrow bruises like lash marks, as though she and Les indulged in unusual sex practices during their interrupted nights. Her face was pale, accented by the dark hair, and her eyes large and grave, giving her the appearance of a religious painting. Her voice was gentle and tired.

One night as I was standing by their hovercar, seeing them safely off the premises, a pale arm emerged, encircled my neck, and drew my head inside the car. Soft lips pressed against my cheek.

“I love you Eric,” she murmured.

There was a snort of laughter from Les. “Don’t you believe that old cow, Eric.” He chuckled. “She often gets like this when she’s had a few. It’s great.”

The car rose and whined away. Her arm waved pallid from the window as they swept around the corner.

The next day Les arrived early, hurrying into the bar and halting before the counter, unwashed and sweaty-looking. “My God,” he muttered.

I handed him a Johnny Walker. “What’s the matter?” I asked.

“It’s Kate,” he said. “She’s dead.”

“What!”

“The cow’s died on me. She’s stone cold dead. Lying there in bed waxy like a goddamn tailor’s dummy.”

Everything connected with the Ansteads possessed this air of unreality. For a moment I was unable to cudgel any response from my emotions. They were not people, they were actors. In a minute Kate would make her surprise entrance to a roar of delighted applause from Les.

“You’re joking,” I said. I poured myself a drink, and found that my hands were shaking. For God’s sake, he must be joking.

“I tell you she’s dead. I tried to wake her and she wouldn’t. I bent over and kissed her and … and …”

“Christ, I’m sorry, Les.”

“Give me another drink. What am I going to do, Eric? What the hell am I going to do? I loved her, Eric. I loved that rotten bitch, and now look what she’s done.” He stared at me wildly.

“Have you called the doctor?”

“What the hell are you talking about? She’s dead, I tell you. It’s too late.”

“I think people usually call doctors when this happens.”

“Of course. Of course. Eric, can you call a doctor for me?”

I put the bottle before him and went to the visiphone. When I returned he was perched on the stool in a foetal posture, knees drawn up against the bar, clutching his drink to his chest like a rosary. He looked up dully. “What about my mother?” he asked.

“Have you told her?”

“No. Nobody knows except you and me. It’s our secret, yours and mine, our rotten stinking little secret that my wife’s lying dead in bed.” He began to laugh hysterically.

“And the doctor,” I pointed out.

“God, yes, mustn’t forget the doctor. He knows. I wonder if we can trust the bastard.”

“I think they swear some kind of oath.”

“Good. But what the hell does it matter, anyway?” His voice became aggressive. “I’m not ashamed that she’s dead.” He drank untidily. “She’s dead!” he shouted, his voice oppressive in the small bar. “She’s dead! Dead! Dead!”

“Take it easy, Les,” I said.

He burst into tears, laying his head on the counter.

I attended the funeral, of course; a quiet ceremony at Axminster crematorium. Just Les, his mother, the carrier dog, myself, and a resourceful priest.

The priest proved his worth during the unfortunate incident at the closing of the service. I had tied the carrier dog to a pew and stood beside Les, gazing at the coffin which was covered by a black sheet. Les carried his mother, who joined in the hymns in a harsh soprano and seemed to be enjoying herself. Les had fortified himself for the ordeal with a quantity of Johnny Walker; the neck of the bottle protruded from his pocket and from time to time the priest glanced at it disapprovingly.

Les displayed interest in the mechanics of the coffin. “You see those rails?” he whispered during a short hymn. “The coffin goes that way, along the rails like a streetcar and out through the hatch in the wall. The other side of the wall is the furnace. At one time, I believe, the coffin used to sink through the floor, but they changed the system. People didn’t like the connotation of a coffin going downward into a holocaust.”

The service ended with a rhythmic slapping as the tape ran off the end of the spool, the priest bent down and pressed a button, and the coffin began to move, jerkily at first, then with increasing speed, making for the hatch in the wall.

It is difficult to avoid watching something which you don’t want to see. I had intended to keep my eyes downcast until the coffin had disappeared through the hatch; but I was curious as to whether, at the moment of exit, there would be afforded a glimpse of fierce flames. I was fighting temptation when there was a sudden exclamation from the priest. I looked up.

The coffin had reached the hatch. The little door was swinging open.

On top of the coffin was a black box.

The priest moved fast, springing across the intervening distance and snatching Les’s mother from the very jaws of heaven.

Les watched expressionlessly as the priest returned, panting, and handed him the box. “Stupid of me,” he observed. “I just put her down for a minute.” The priest didn’t reply.

We hung around for some time outside while Ada Anstead told us about friends of hers who had met Total Death in this same crematorium; she was unaware of the nearness of her own escape from the Hereafter. Then the priest arrived, carrying a bronze pot. He made a short speech expressing sorrow for Les’s loss and assured us that Kate was now in good hands. Les’s expression was distinctly sceptical.

Then he handed Les the pot.

“What the hell’s this?” asked Les suspiciously.

“This urn contains your wife’s ashes, Man Anstead.”

“Prove it,” snapped Les.

Little of moment occurred during the following week, although on Friday Les called in to tell me that his mother had been certified insane. I made the appropriate sympathetic comments and informed him that, so far as I was concerned, nothing was changed; he could bring her into the Horton Arms any time, she was always welcome. He took me at my word and the same evening appeared with dog and box. He laid the box on the counter and sat down to play cards.

“I’m sorry to hear about your misfortune, Woman Anstead,” I ventured, as the box seemed disinclined to speak.

I had made a mistake; she began to whine rapidly. “It’s a disgrace. I’ve had four physical lives and I’ve never committed a crime yet, and now they say I can’t have another body. I’m in this box forever. It’s that woman who’s at the bottom of all this; I wouldn’t be surprised if she were a Vandal.”

“What woman?”

“Alice Lander. She calls herself a Placement Officer. More like an executioner if you ask me. She interviewed me regarding my position on the Waiting List and gave me the usual tests. Then she sent me to a psychiatrist, and you know what that means. She’d already made up her mind. That woman wields too much power. The psychiatrist said I was crazy, but that’s just what Woman Lander told him to say. She’s just trying to shorten the Waiting List, that’s what she’s doing, so she won’t have so much work to do. I asked her if she’d smashed any indicator boards lately, and she pretended she didn’t know what I was talking about.”

“I’m sorry to hear about that.”

“I’ll fool them all.” The Friendship Box began to talk quietly and quickly. “You know a lot of people, Man Wimborne. In your job, you meet all sorts. I want to ask you a question. You’ve heard of illegal Transfers?”

I was silent. I didn’t particularly want to discuss illegal Transfers with Woman Ada Anstead. They are a dangerous subject. Undoubtedly they happen, but I believe they are costly. Now Woman Anstead was by all accounts a wealthy person and, despite being certified insane, would probably have been allowed to retain control of her wealth. There are degrees of insanity, and the slightest degree will prohibit a future Transfer. Her next words confirmed this.

“I’ll pay anything for a Transfer,” she said, “and I’ll pay you a percentage as a finder’s fee.”

Suddenly Les was standing at the bar and his expression was not happy. He had overheard. He snatched up his mother and called the carrier dog to heel. “We’re going,” he said, and they went, so quickly that he forgot to take his usual bottle of Scotch. It was almost closing time anyway, and the remaining customers were straggling out. I locked up and went to bed.

The telephone rang at about midnight. I tried to ignore it for a while but it obviously had every intention of ringing all night, so I got up and stumbled downstairs.

“Horton Arms.”

There was no sound at the other end for a few seconds although I imagined I could sense a tenseness. Then, imperceptibly at first, almost below the threshold of audibility but gaining strength every second, came the noise of heavy breathing. In the background was the whining of a dog, and the breathing developed like a concerto, harshened and became groans, deep and painful. “Who’s that?” I asked.

The groaning was infinitely sad, like the first moaning of a storm through the trees of a graveyard; the sound intensified to a rhythmic racking gasp, and speech came through at the rate of one word per breath.

“Eric … Eric … Eric … Eric…”

“What do you want? Are you all right?”

“Eric … help me … I can’t move … my back, God … I’m on the floor.”

“That’s Les, is it?” It couldn’t be anyone else and Les had, in fact, been complaining of pains in the back for some time; I had imagined that his kidneys were beginning to decompose.

“Yes … Eric, come and give me a hand. I can’t move … I had to crawl… You’ll find me on the floor by the telephone.”

“I’ll be right over.”

“Eric, you’re a friend… And while you’re about it bring a bottle of Johnny Walker, will you?” There was a click. He had hung up.

Ten minutes later I was entering his house. It was beginning to rain.

“Who’s that?” A rasping voice made me jump.

“It’s me, Eric,” I said timidly.

“Oh, Man Wimborne. Nice to have you here. What sort of a day is it?” My eyes had become accustomed to the dark and I could make out the box on the kitchen table, next to a packet of breakfast cereal.

“It’s still night, Woman Anstead. Les is ill. He phoned me. He’s on the floor.”

“They’ve struck him down, the devils! In his own home, too!”

I hurried into the next room, switching on the light. True to his word, Les was lying on the floor next to the telephone, arm outstretched as though, having summoned help and replaced the receiver, he could do nothing more. His eyes were tightly closed against the light and his face was flushed.

I put the bottle of Scotch on the table and, bending down, grasped him under the armpits. I pulled him to his feet; he was incredibly heavy and hung from my hands inert in a thick woollen sweater, like the carcass of a sheep. “I’ll get you up to bed,” I said.

He stirred at this; his eyes opened and focused with difficulty on the bottle of Scotch, the sight of which lent him strength. “I can make it,” he said, reeling to the foot of the stairs and commencing to climb. “Bring that bottle up, will you? And two glasses; you’ll find them in the cabinet beside the 3-V.”

By the time I reached the bedroom he had removed his shoes and got into bed. I poured two large Scotches and handed him one. He drank gratefully.

“What’s been the matter?” I asked.

He was rambling on about his back when I noticed a peculiar lump in the bed beside him. I felt it; it was hard and smooth. I turned back the sheet.

It was the urn containing his wife’s ashes.

“What’s this doing here?” I asked.

He looked away, embarrassed. “I keep her here for company,” he muttered at last. “She said she wanted her ashes to be strewn on the lawn, but I can’t bring myself to do it. When she was alive she said that, I mean,” he corrected himself, in case I should credit him with psychic powers. He rested his arm on the bronze pot. “It’s all I’ve got,” he said plaintively.

“I thought you didn’t believe they were her ashes,” I pointed out. “You said as much to that priest. You told him he just went into the furnace room and gave the fire a poke and shovelled up whatever dropped through the bars. You said it could be anybody’s ashes or even the residue of smokeless fuel; and you challenged him to swear, before God, that he cleaned out the old fire before each cremation and lit a fresh one. And he wouldn’t do it.”

He smiled at me tiredly, sadly. “Do you think I don’t know my own wife’s ashes?” he asked. “I tell you, man, I know. I know. I can feel it … here.” He patted himself on the chest.

I poured two more drinks. I was seriously concerned. To sleep with one’s wife’s ashes seemed to me dangerously morbid and not the sort of thing you would want the Placement Officer to find out. I wondered how I could get the urn away from him. He must have guessed what I was thinking, because he had picked it up and was nursing it like a baby. We drank some more. We talked in a desultory fashion. Gradually his mood improved, he became more cheerful.

There is a gap in my recollection at this point and I rather fancy I must have fallen asleep, but suddenly he was grinning at me, a fierce grin of determination. His hand was gripping my thigh. “We’re going to do it,” he said. “Just one more drink and we’re going to do it. We’ll do it together, you and I. Together!”

“Will we?” I queried nervously.

“She would have wanted it that way. She loved you, do you know that, you bastard? She loved you, and she loved me, and here the two of us are, side by side!”

“Just what in hell are you talking about?” I inquired carefully.

He was hefting the urn like a rugby fullback. “We’ll strew the ashes,” he cried enthusiastically.

“Scatter.”

“Scatter the ashes on the lawn, just the way she wanted it. She can rest in peace where she loved it best. She always said cold grass against her back heightened the sensation, the old cow. Still, I expect you know all about that, you swine.”

He rolled out of bed, stood unsteadily, and began to put his shoes on.

“Look here,” I said coldly. “I never laid a finger on your wife. I want you to understand that. That business in the car, she was stoned, that’s all. Stoned.”

He eyed me narrowly, then smiled. “That’s fine, then,” he said happily. “I’m glad to hear it. I must admit I didn’t believe she could do a thing like that. I never let her out of my sight. She admired you, though. She had a great admiration for you. She thought you were doing a great job at the Horton Arms. She was always talking about you. Everything she said—it was Eric this, and Eric that, like a goddamn Latin prefix.”

“She spoke a lot about you, too.”

“When? I was there all the time, wasn’t I? Wasn’t I?”

“Of course. She was a fine woman. Shall we go downstairs?”

He mumbled something, still doubtful, then turned and we began to descend the stairs carefully. Les went first and I couldn’t see quite what happened, but he appeared to stumble suddenly. He cursed and there was a solid thump, and the next thing I saw was the urn, rolling slowly downstairs.

We froze, watching it. It was no use trying to catch up to it, we might have slipped and fallen ourselves. It rolled gently along a step, bump down to the next, and it didn’t come open. Then it did it again, and it didn’t come open again. Roll, bump, roll, bump, while we held our breath and, I think, prayed; and at last it was at the bottom, motionless, shining bronze.

Les spoke first. “I’m glad it didn’t come open,” he said quietly. “It wouldn’t have seemed … right, somehow, if it had come open.” Suddenly, he was sober.

We sat at the dining-room table, with glasses and the remains of the bottle of Scotch. The urn was on the table between us. Also on the table was Les’s mother, who had been brought from the kitchen to share in the event.

“We’re going to scatter Kate’s ashes,” Les informed her.

“That’s nice, dear.”

“On the lawn, the way she wanted it.”

“Did she?”

“Always.” Les had picked up the urn and put a half-nelson on it. “Look here, Eric, I can’t seem to get the top off this damned thing.”

“Let me try.” I took the urn from him and examined it. It was about the size and shape of a large vacuum flask, and surprisingly heavy. The top tapered and the cap fitted closely over this end. I pulled and twisted but I couldn’t shift it. I replaced it carefully in the centre of the table and we regarded it, baffled.

“Perhaps you’re not meant to get it open,” I suggested. “Perhaps it’s supposed to stay sealed, for putting on a shelf.”

“Nonsense.” Les had picked it up again. “All we need is some sort of tool to get under this lid, and force it off.”

“There’s a can opener in the kitchen,” said Ada An-stead. “I always used to keep it in the third drawer down, left side.”

“Can opener?” Les laughed shortly. “This is quality stuff, Mother. Bronze. You won’t touch it with a can opener. Wait a moment. I think I’ve got a Stillson wrench in the car. I’ll get that.”

He returned with the wrench and, with the jaws opened to maximum, was just able to fit it over the head of the urn. He twisted vigorously, and the cap came loose. He sat down, placed the wrench on the table, and removed the lid of the urn with reverence.

He looked inside and an expression of surprise crossed his face. He poked his finger inside and stirred. He bent over the urn and sniffed. He passed the urn to me. “Take a look at this, Eric. Tell me if that looks like ashes to you.”

I’d never seen human ashes before, so I wasn’t certain what to expect. I suppose I imagined it would be a fine brown powder, something like snuff. In fact the ashes were grey and granular. Like Les, I stirred them about; they were hard and sharp.

“Looks more like fine gravel,” I admitted.

“Astonishing what high temperatures will do,” observed Les with interest. “Myself, I expected something like curry powder. Which reminds me, did I ever tell you about what happened when I was a kid; a real kid, in my first childhood?” He chuckled. “Mother will remember this. Her sister had died, and the ashes were in an urn on the mantel shelf. Mother was ill at the time; we had this woman in to cook for us, and she couldn’t find the gravy browning…” Tears of laughter were streaming down his face. “You’ll never believe what happened…”

“That’s enough, Leslie,” snapped the box.

Les recollected himself to the solemnity of the occasion. His expression became grave and he poured two more Scotches. He looked once more into the urn and his face crumpled as if with pain. He lit a cigarette with shaking hands.

“I loved her,” he informed me, not for the first time. “You do believe that, don’t you, Eric? It’s important to me that you should believe that. I loved her, and now”—he indicated the ashes—“this is all that’s left. The mortal remains. Clever, the way they get all of her into this pot.”

“It’s highly compressed; that’s why the urn is so heavy. I expect they use some sort of ram.”

He dampened his finger, dipped it in the ashes, and licked it experimentally. “Tasteless,” he observed sadly. “Odourless and tasteless. Sterile. Somehow, Eric—and I don’t want you to feel I’m callous—somehow these ashes mean nothing to me now. It’s not her. It’s not my Kate as I knew her. What’s more, I’m not convinced that she’s all in there; the pot’s too small.”

“Les,” I said patiently, “she’d lost a lot of weight, remember?”

“Are you trying to tell me they have different sizes of pots according to the individual?”

“Quite possibly; after all, it’s full exactly to the top. Coffins come in all sizes, why not urns?”

He peered at me moodily, the cigarette drooping from his lower lip. I wondered if he would be capable of performing the scattering ceremony; he was leaning across the table, slumped and shrunken, as though he might pass out at any moment. “Calcified,” he said suddenly. “I keep thinking of the word calcified. What does it mean?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Something to do with calcium, I suppose.”

“There’s a dictionary in the bookcase,” suggested Ada Anstead. “Which reminds me. After you’ve scattered Kate, perhaps we might have a game of Scrabble. I’m very good at Scrabble, Man Wimborne. I need a partner, of course, to whisper the letters into my audio pickup. But then, it’s astonishing how I can rearrange them in my mind. And they call me crazy.”

Les was thumbing through the dictionary. He paused.

“Listen to this,” he said. “ ‘Caecum’. Pronounced Seekum. Guess what it means?”

“Children’s game in Roman times,” I ventured.

“It’s a pair of surgical forceps,” stated Ada Anstead definitely. “Used in operations to alleviate difficult childbirth… You’ll never believe the trouble I had when my time came with Leslie.”

“You’re both wrong.” Les chuckled triumphantly. “Hold on, I’ll read it out. This is interesting. ‘The first part of the lower intestine, opening into the colon. The blind gut. From the Latin caecus, blind.’ What the hell’s a blind gut?”

It seemed to me that he was straying from the business at hand. “You were going to look up ‘calcify’,” I reminded him.

“Oh, yes … caftan … caique … uh … uh … here we are, calcify.” He was enthusiastic; the intellectual exercise seemed to have revived him. “Calcify. To turn into lime. To harden or petrify, by a deposit of lime. From the Latin calx, lime, and facere, to make.” He shut the dictionary with a sharp report and stared worriedly at the urn. “It doesn’t fit the circumstances,” he said. “I don’t see how we can say she’s calcified.”

“Milk contains calcium,” Ada Anstead informed us. “It’s good for the bones. Perhaps that’s what you’re thinking of.”

“Milk!” Les uttered a bark of laughter. “I’ve never seen Kate drink milk. Although when she put water in her Pernod, it looked like milk.” Abruptly he groaned, his face twisted with pain. “I don’t feel good,” he said.

I rose quickly. “Let’s get these ashes scattered, then go to bed.”

“Good idea.” He extinguished his cigarette in the urn and we went to the door. This was more in the nature of a French window, opening directly on to the garden. A short flight of steps led down to the lawn. As I opened the door a gust of wind-borne rain swept across the room.

“It’s raining,” observed Les.

“So what?”

“I wouldn’t like to scatter Kate in the rain.”

“That’s just an excuse to put it off,” I reasoned. “The job’s got to be done, Les. Let’s get it over with.” I thrust the urn into his hands. Behind, Ada Anstead was obliging with a rasping version of “Onward Christian Soldiers”.

He looked at me pathetically. “All right,” he said. “Would you like to say a few words, before I perform the ceremony?”

“Ashes to ashes,” I muttered vaguely. “The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away …”

“Blessed be the name of the Lord,” rasped the box. “And a one, and a two… We plough the fields and scatter, the good seed…”

Les took a pace forward, missed and fell heavily down the stone steps, the urn clattering from his grasp. I hurried forward and bent beside him. “You do it, Eric,” he said weakly. “You do it for the sake of Kate’s memory. I’m going to be sick.”

So I took the urn from where it lay on the grass beside his prone figure. Very little had spilled. I began to walk slowly about the lawn, dipping my hand into the ashes and scattering them with a suitably Biblical gesture, while Les watched from the foot of the steps. It was raining heavily.

Ten minutes later I was saturated and miserable but the level of the ashes in the urn had hardly fallen. They were packed almost solid; I had to scrape them out and they lodged uncomfortably behind my fingernails. Les had disappeared indoors and I could hear him and his mother harmonizing “Abide With Me”. I broke a stick from a nearby shrub and jabbed it into the packed mass, loosening the granules. Then I moved swiftly over the lawn, tipping little piles of ash direct from the pot and trusting the rain to wash them into the soil by morning. The task was soon finished. I went indoors.

“The ceremony is of twofold significance,” Les was saying, his voice distressingly slurred. “Kate is gone, but life goes on. In her dying she gives birth. The ashes contain valuable soil nutrients.”

I put the urn on the table, beside Ada Anstead. Empty, it was remarkably light.

Les picked it up and examined it closely. His face darkened with rage. “My God, it’s not bronze!” he muttered. “We’ve been swindled. It’s anodized aluminium. Cheap and nasty.” He placed it between his palms and pressed. It crumpled flat. “No better than a goddamn beer can!” he yelled. “Is this all that’s left of my wife?”

He flung it into the corner of the room, buried his face in his hands, and wept noisily.

“Pull yourself together, Leslie,” said the box quietly. “She’s gone, now; and you and I have got to have a little talk.” There was ominous significance in the metallic voice.

“What?” He looked up, wet-faced.

“I refer to the new situation which has arisen. I didn’t want to worry you until after the ceremony, but now, with just the two of us …”

“Eric’s here as well.”

“I’m aware of that. Man Wimborne already knows of my intentions, although he has been of little assistance to me. What I want to say is this. Through one of Man Wimborne’s customers, I have been able to locate a black market Transfer Centre.”

“Oh, God.”

“Now there’s just you and me, and I’ve got plenty of money, and you’ve got no job. Nor, in your present condition, are you likely to get a job. So if you wish to continue to be supported by me, you will take me along to this Centre and get me a Transfer. We’ll pay in cash.”

“What if we’re caught? It’ll mean Total Death!”

“You’ll have to take that chance. Think of me, never getting another body otherwise, because they have the effrontery to certify me insane. Think of all the years I’ve looked after you.”

Les was silent. A supreme mental struggle was going on. I got up and let myself out quietly.

The next morning I drove to the house to see how they were getting on. I pulled up outside the door and was about to get out, when I saw the lawn through a gap in the trees.

The rain had failed to dissolve Kate. Her ashes lay in small conical heaps on the lawn. The sun was bright, the grass gleamed with sparkling white piles, like a limed meadow.

I started the car and drove quietly away.

That was a week ago. I haven’t seen them since.

Man Phillip Ewell and the police inspector were silent for a long time after I described these events. Eventually the inspector spoke. “He might be a homosexual,” he observed. “He just might.”

“But it doesn’t seem likely,” added Ewell.

“At least we know why the mother drew the money from the bank,” the inspector continued. “An illegal Transfer Surgeon would insist on cash. Anstead would take her into the bank and receive the cash on her behalf, on her verbal authority. At some time between collecting the cash and arriving at the illegal Transfer shop, Anstead became aware that he was carrying a lot of money with him, and the temptation got the better of him, if he hadn’t already planned the thing. So he abandoned the box and later, to be on the safe side, applied for a Premature Transfer, not knowing that the bank had by then got nervous about the huge withdrawal, and called us.”

“Of course,” said Ewell. “Mother Anstead would have had to withdraw all her savings, because once she had assumed a new identity there would be no way she could get her hands on the funds.”

“You’re right. So Anstead had in his pockets all the cash he was likely to get, even if his mother applied for Total Death. But she wasn’t applying for Total Death; far from it, she intended to live as long as she could.” The inspector smiled thinly. “In a way I don’t blame Anstead. The temptation must have been irresistible.”

I was beginning to get impatient; time was slipping by and I had work to do. These two seemed to be playing at detectives instead of applying themselves to the obvious solution. “When did you tell Anstead to come back for his Transfer?” I asked Ewell.

“This afternoon.”

“Why not just pick him up when he arrives at the Transfer Centre?” I asked reasonably. “What’s the idea of all this theorizing? Why not just ask him what happened, when you’ve got him under arrest?”

The inspector smiled a patient smile. “Man Wimborne, do you think it likely that Anstead will turn up at the Transfer Centre, when his name is on the indicator boards all around the area?”

I hadn’t thought of that one. I decided to leave it to the experts. “If you don’t mind, I’d better be getting back to Horton,” I said.

“You may still be able to help us, Man Wimborne,” the inspector said as I rose to go. “There’s a possibility that Anstead will turn up at the Horton Arms before he leaves the area, or whatever he intends to do. I suppose there’s always the chance,” mused the man, “that he’ll use part of the money to get an illegal Transfer for himself, now that he knows he’s wanted.”

“In that case, it’s not likely he’s going to call at the inn.”

“Oh, it’s very likely. An illegal Transfer takes time; they’ve got to find a host body and they won’t do that until they’ve got the cash in their hands. And Anstead’s an alcoholic; he’ll need his supply of liquor. Rather than take the chance of showing himself in public he may presume on your friendship; it wouldn’t surprise me if you found him knocking on the back door one night.”

“He’s lasted a week already,” I pointed out.

“Nobody’s been reported missing this last week. We’ve checked. So he can’t have had his Transfer yet. So he’s going to be thirsty.”

“He uses other pubs besides mine.”

“We’ve warned them to look out for him.”

They seemed to have covered everything. I felt sorry for Les.

I wondered if I would have the heart to turn him in, if he arrived at the Horton Arms.

It was early afternoon when I arrived back at the pub and the stand-in barman was doing a fair trade; I greeted the customers briefly and went upstairs to get washed and changed, thankful that we closed in half an hour. Following the events of the morning, my mind was not going to be on the job. I needed time to think things out. How great was my loyalty to Les? If he appeared at the inn and I didn’t turn him in, and the police got to hear of this … it was a serious crime. I would get Total Death. Was Les worth it? An alcoholic, now also a self-confessed homosexual?

But I didn’t get time to think it out.

Because when I entered the bedroom the first thing I saw was Les wearing a filthy balaclava helmet, lying on my bed in his boots. Beside the bed was the carrier dog.

Beside the carrier dog was the Friendship Box.

“Hello there, Eric,” he remarked casually. “I need your help. I seem to be in a spot of trouble.”

I goggled at him, horrified. I looked at the dog and the box.

“Don’t worry about Mother,” he said, following my gaze. “I’ve disconnected her audio pickup and loudspeaker. She doesn’t know what the hell is going on.”

“How did you get in?”

“Through the back door. I hope you don’t mind; I damaged it a bit, I’m afraid. It seemed best not to show myself. My name appears to be on the indicator boards, can’t think why.”

He seemed very self-possessed about the whole thing. “Where have you been this last week?” I asked.

“Around,” he said airily. “Around here and there. I succumbed to temptation, Eric. Mother drew a lot of money from the bank, and I spent most of it. Serious crime. All I wanted was a little drink, and one thing led to another; you know how it is. Got into a game of cards.”

I felt he wasn’t telling the whole truth. He couldn’t have lost that much. “They were doing a routine check on Friends out on contract,” I told him, “and your mother couldn’t be found. They assumed you … disposed of her.”

“What! Dispose of Mother?” His expression was pure horror. “I couldn’t do a thing like that. She’s the best Friend I’ve got, since Kate died. You’ve misjudged our relationship, Eric. Mother’s a grand person.”

“Why have you disconnected her, then?” I asked.

“She might shout. Things have been difficult lately, which is why I wanted to ask you a favour. It’s essential that I remain in hiding for a few days until they take my name off the boards. Then I’ll clear out and go to the other end of the country. Just a few days, that’s all. I won’t stir from this room.”

“This is my bedroom,” I protested.

“That’s all right. You can sleep over there.” He indicated the spare bed. “Or I will, if you like. I’m not particular.”

“So I’ve heard,” I said grimly. “If you think I’m sleeping in the same room as a queer, you can think again.”

He laughed sheepishly, flushing. “Oh, you heard about that. News gets around fast. I wouldn’t pay much attention to that if I were you. A totally unfounded rumour which has grown out of a chance remark I made at the Transfer Centre this morning.”

“You asked for a female body.”

“I don’t deny it. It was just a whim. Bearing in mind that I knew they would catch up with me soon, I wanted to run the whole gamut of human experience before Total Death. Anyone would have done the same.”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t.”

“But you’re not going to die, are you? No. But you must have wondered, at times, what it’s like for a woman.”

“Sometimes,” I admitted. “But I don’t let it become an obsession.”

“Obsession?” His voice rose. “Who said it was an obsession? I’m getting a bit tired of being told I’m obsessed.” He gained control of himself with an obvious effort. “Kate always said I was obsessed. Best thing that ever happened, her dying like that. It’s a much better arrangement, just Mother and me.” He patted the box affectionately. “She’s a grand person,” he said again.

“Changed your tune a bit, haven’t you?” I said heartlessly. I was getting tired of him. “Not so long ago you said she was as mad as a hatter and she ought to opt for Total Death.”

“Did I?” he snapped. “My God, that was a rotten thing to say. I must have been drunk. I often was, in those days. I’ve kicked the habit now, though.” He spoke as though it had all happened a long time ago.

We talked for quite a while. It was obvious that Les was under a considerable strain; his memory of past events was confused and he frequently corrected himself in mid-sentence. In particular he could tell me very little of the events of the past week and became annoyed when I pressed him. It appeared that he had had no sleep the previous night; he had driven his mother and the dog around in the car, trying to think of somebody he could turn to in his present trouble. Unfortunately he had thought of me, after the incident at the Transfer Centre.

While I was debating with myself how I could capitalize on this situation his voice trailed away and he lay on the bed with drooping eyelids, gazing miserably before him. His fingers, which had been drumming rhythmically on the sheets, became still. I spoke to him soothingly of recent events in the neighbourhood. Soon he slept.

I got to my feet quickly, picked up his mother, and departed swiftly from the room.

The State helps him who helps himself. Preferment can be achieved by graft and hard work, but with each successive physical life it becomes more difficult. They say that if you haven’t made it by your fourth life, you’ll never make it. Preferment can also be granted for services to the State; this is a sort of honorary Preferment where the recipient is not actually working in a Preferred Trade. This honour would be granted for, say, saving a life at risk to your own. Human lives, with the attached body, are precious. People spend a lot of time on the beaches when there is a strong undertow running, hoping for a life to save…

Sometimes I think their time would be better spent slipping a bomb under a stack of Friendship Boxes in a Transfer Centre—provided it wasn’t Axminster, while I was there. Now that would be a service to the State.

Another method of gaining honorary recognition is to turn in a criminal, or give evidence leading directly to an arrest.

Which was why I was taking Les Anstead’s mother to the Transfer Centre to have her connections fixed, so that she could rat on him. The credit would be mine. And she would rat on him; I was positive of that. He hadn’t fooled me for a moment with his tale of a changed relationship. A mad mother in a box, stripped of her wealth, would be a vindictive proposition.

Some time later I was shown into the presence of Phillip Ewell, android. I glanced at my watch and was surprised to find that it was only four o’clock; a hell of a lot seemed to have happened that day. Ewell had his own small indicator board on his desk; among the names of hunted souls LES ANSTEAD, THEFT was still appearing with monotonous regularity. Ewell glanced up at me, reflexively looked at the board, then back to me again.

“Well?” he said. He looked suddenly tired, as though the sight of me bored him.

“I’ve found Woman Anstead,” I said with some pride, placing the box on his desk.

He switched off the bored look. “You have?” He examined the box, tapped it. “Hello, there,” he said.

“She’s disconnected,” I informed him.

“We’ll soon put that right.” He produced a screwdriver and detached the front of the box, laying bare a mass of wiring. I watched with interest, never having seen the electricals of a Friendship Box before. It was a little unnerving. Next time I go through my Friendship period I’m sure I’ll keep thinking of those wires, and how artificial the whole thing is. The sensation was akin to the first time I went scuba-diving when, strapped into my suit and tanks and surrounded by death in the form of deep water, I suddenly realized that my whole existence was dependent on a series of fallible man-made connections… Give me Mother Nature every time.

“No damage done,” he said, plying the screwdriver expertly. Soon he was finished, and replaced the front of the box, much to my relief.

“Hello, there,” he said again.

“Hello,” replied the box guardedly.

“You’ve had a rough time of it, Woman Anstead. But you’re safe now. We’ll straighten this thing out.”

“Who the devil are you?” asked the box irritably.

“Man Phillip Ewell, Transfer Surgeon. With me is Man Eric Wimborne, who was kind enough to bring you in. It seems there are charges to be laid. With your permission, I’ll contact the police, Woman Anstead.”

“Stop calling me that,” snapped the box.

Ewell stared at me, raising his eyebrows. “I take it you’re not Woman Anstead,” he said carefully.

“Damned right I’m not.”

“Oh…” He picked up a card from the desk, examined it, compared it with the number on the box. “But you have Woman Anstead’s number.”

“She’s insane,” I reminded Ewell quietly. “Mad as a hatter.”

“Who are you?” asked Ewell.

“For God’s sake, who do you think I am?” snarled the box. “I’m Les, of course. Les Anstead.”

It took a little while to calm the Friend down; it was labouring under a sense of grievance which made conversation difficult at first. Finally, under the direction of Ewell, I was able to put a series of questions designed to establish the true identity of the box, and get coherent answers. And the more we talked, the more I became convinced that it was, in fact, Les in the box. I explained how I had found him, and what the impostor had told me.

He said the impostor was his mother.

“She pulled a fast one,” he said bitterly. “The old cow. I drew the money from the bank for her illegal Transfer, and we went to this old place out in the country. I can show you where it is. We got there and sat talking for a while with this quack surgeon—you’d be amazed at the equipment he’s got—and the question of a host body came up.

“ ‘You’ll have to wait for a while for your host body,’ the quack told’ Mother. It appeared they were out of hosts. ‘I’ll pay you double,’ said Mother. ‘Get the thing over with quickly.’ ‘Impossible,’ said the quack. ‘I want a word with you in private,’ said Mother. There was a funny tone in her voice, sort of sly.

“He carried her into another room but they were soon back, and the quack put Mother on the table and eyed me as if I were a prime steak. ‘Strip off,’ he said. ‘Not me,’ I said.

“He pressed a button and three bodybuilders lumbered in and had me stripped to the buff in no time flat. It was embarrassing, in front of Mother; although, of course, she couldn’t see. ‘They’ve taken my clothes off, Mom!’ I cried. I hadn’t called her ‘Mom’ in centuries. ‘Too bad,’ she said. ‘Is he in good shape, Doctor?’ ‘Lousy,’ said the quack.

“ ‘I’m not altogether happy about using Les’s body,’ said Mother. ‘He’s an alcoholic and his breath smells like paint spray.’ ‘I’d noticed,’ said the quack. ‘Make up your mind.’ ‘I’ll take it,’ said Mother. ‘You may proceed.’

“The next thing I knew was when I woke up in the box. It must have been a day or two later, and I could hear my mother and the quack arguing.

“ ‘I’m not satisfied with this body,’ my mother was saying. ‘It’s male and obscene. It aches in strange places and it wants a drink. I don’t drink.’ ‘I’ve got an idea,’ said the quack.

“The quack then suggested that, as her body and the accompanying Code Card were Preferred, she should go to the legal Transfer Centre and request a Premature on the grounds of mental suffering, as she was now a homosexual, to all intents. That way, he said, not only could she get a fresh body but she might be able to get a female one. Mother thought this was a good idea.

“ ‘And if that doesn’t work,’ the quack went on, ‘I suggest you contact someone who knows Les well, and bring him along. I can perform a swap, for a fee. Does he know any girls?’ ‘Not since his wife died,’ said my mother. ‘He’s a good boy.’ The doctor thought. ‘Does he know any men, then? Any close friend with a better body than his own, whom you might be able to persuade to come here?’ ‘Man Wimborne!’ cried Mother. ‘He’s an upstanding sort of fellow. Leslie’s late wife always used to be talking about him; she said he was tall and strong, and had muscular thighs. I’d like his body. Anything’s better than this wreck of a man.’

“At this moment I spoke and my voice sounded strange coming out of a speaker. ‘You can’t do that to Eric!’ I shouted. ‘Can’t I?’ said Mother. ‘I’ll give you away!’ I yelled. ‘Wherever you go, I’ll tell them what’s happened!’

“ ‘Shall I dispose of him?’ asked the quack. ‘My charges are moderate.’

“ ‘He’s my son,’ said Mother. ‘And I’m his mother. I have feelings. Just disconnect him, if you will.’ ‘Certainly,’ said the quack.”

Les Anstead paused, then said: “The next thing I heard was when I was reconnected by you. Eric”—his voice cracked slightly—”I’m very grateful to you. You’re a friend.”

“It was nothing,” I said modestly.

“Do you think Woman Anstead will still be at your inn?” asked Ewell.

“It’s unlikely. When she wakes and finds the box gone, she’ll clear out.”

“Oh. I’m afraid I’ll have to tell the police to leave your name on the indicator boards in that case, Man Anstead, as that is the only name she can go by.” Ewell smiled. “No offence intended. And if you can lead us to this illegal Transfer shop, I think we’ll play down your technical offence in taking your mother there in the first place.”

“Thanks very much. You recall I’m Preferred. I hope you’ll arrange me another body right away.”

“As soon as possible.” He turned to me. “Good-bye, Man Wimborne. It’s been a pleasure meeting you again. These days, it’s nice to come across people like yourself and Man Anstead, people who know the real meaning of Friendship. Despite the position he was in, Man Anstead tried to protect you from being kidnapped; and you, if unwittingly, saved him from a similar predicament. It’s good to know such things still happen. Well, well…”

The glow of self-esteem lasted all the way to Horton Arms, at which point it occurred to me that Ewell hadn’t said anything about recommending me for prize money or upgrading…


A WOMAN AND HER FRIEND

being the dossier on:

WOMAN ALICE LANDER

THE ACCIDENT WHICH threatened to determine Woman Alice Lander’s life expectancy was due to a combination of circumstances. Afterwards she might blame the heat, or her own exhaustion; but principally she would blame her Friend. Her Friend, she had already decided, was neurotic and objectionable; and the long car journey had been a mistake. But Woman Lander considered herself a kindhearted soul and, as she was by trade a Placement Officer and therefore in a Preferred Trade, she felt it was her duty to take on this responsibility.

The Friend knew Alice was a Placement Officer; she had wheedled out this information within ten minutes of their meeting. “A Placement Officer, eh?” she had grated in her metallic voice: “That’s interesting, my dear…”

And Alice had known what would happen. She had contracted to look after the Friend for a period of one week. During this week, she guessed that the Friend would make persistent, unnerving attempts to get Placed. She would play on Alice’s sympathies. She would cajole and, towards the end of the week, she would threaten, feebly and blusteringly…

The road was dusty and the surface uneven; puddle-like mirages came and went in the heat of the sun. Alice concentrated hard; she was thirty-nine years and six months old and her reactions were not what they had been. She looked forward to reaching the main road to Axminster and switching over to automatic. Not for the first time, she regretted the public-spirited whim which had taken her to the Westbury Transfer Centre.

Beside her, the Friend whined: “Do you think there’s a chance of my being Placed at Axminster?”

Betty Benson, whining with misery beside her, was one of the unlucky ones. It might be years, several years, before she was Placed, and Transferred into a host. Alice was responsible for dealing with the Axminster Waiting List; a formidable four hundred-odd thousand names reposed in the filing cabinets of her office. So she thought hard before answering the Friend’s question—she was not allowed to divulge precise information.

“The Axminster List is pretty long,” she admitted. Then, in order to lessen the blow, she said: “But there’s always a faint chance of getting a Makeover.” A very faint chance. It hardly ever happened.

“A Makeover?” queried Friend Betty Benson eagerly.

“You know; you get friendly with someone in a Preferred Trade and when the time comes for them to take their Transfer they might not want it. Maybe they’ve had an unhappy last life, or maybe they’re just tired and don’t want to go through it all again. And then sometimes you’ll get a Friend due to be Placed, and they decide they like it better in the box, and don’t want a body. It sometimes happens, believe it or not. If so—if someone really doesn’t want their Transfer—they can assign it to whoever they like. You, for instance.” She didn’t add that in order to achieve this, the Friend had to make himself pretty damned pleasant…

“Oh, my God. What chance would I stand of that?” The box, bouncing slightly on the seat, seemed almost to shrivel with despair.

“Do I take it this is your first time as a Friend?” asked Alice.

The box hesitated. “Yes,” she admitted at last.

It figured. Woman Betty Benson had been Preferred in the past, and had lost her status through some minor misdemeanour not sufficiently serious to be punishable by Total Death. She had come down in the world. She was bitter and prejudiced.

And Alice had contracted to look after her for a week. The project was not inviting. She felt a fury knot in her stomach. She should have checked the records at the Transfer Centre before being carried away by sympathy for the stack of black boxes she had seen muttering to each other, bickering and bemoaning their inactivity.

“Look here,” she said, threading the car carefully through a village. “You and I have got to get along together for a week. Just a week, that’s all; and I promise you that at the end of that time I’ll try to find another woman to take you over. I won’t send you back to the Centre unless there’s no alternative.”

“Thanks.” There was a hint of sarcasm in the reply. “Ah, might I ask how old you are, my dear?” the harsh voice had changed again, the tone had become unctuous. It was astonishing, thought Alice, how the speaker transmitted each change in inflexion. It was probably something to do with the listener not having a distracting face to look at.

“I’m thirty-nine,” she replied firmly, “and I have no intention of granting you a Makeover. I’m not tired of active life.”

“My dear, I wouldn’t dream … look, I’m sorry. You must realize that all this is new to me. It’s having no eyes that hurts the most. For the next week, will you be my eyes, Alice? Tell me what you see. Let me know what’s happening.”

A sound psychological approach, thought Alice. The Friend would make Alice indispensable. And at the end of the week the Friend, in electronic tears, would beg Alice to keep her on; she couldn’t do without her. And so on, week after week, chasing the faint chance that Alice might, in six months’ time, grant her a Makeover and opt for the Friendship Box…

Not a chance in the world.

Playing along, she said: “We’re doing fifty-three miles an hour and reaching the main road, thank God. We’re passing through a village, Kinverton. There’s a filling station there. I’m pulling in.”

“What brand of gas does it sell?” asked the Friend eagerly.

“Orinoco,” lied Alice for a small, nasty satisfaction. She wound down the window and addressed the approaching child.

“Six gallons, please.”

The infant, a brown-eyed and handsome lad of about five years, wrestled with the heavy hose. He swore comprehensively as he tried to twist the hose towards the filler, only to have it snatch out of the chubby, scarred hands which betrayed him as an android. “I’m sorry,” he apologized hastily. He tried again, and this time successfully jammed the nozzle into the filler. “Give me another year’s growth and I’ll sort this bastard out,” he promised.

Alice Lander looked at him reprovingly. “You’re too small to work,” she said. “You’ll overtax yourself. You’ll regret it, later on.”

He stared at her furiously, then his expression changed. “Hey,” he exclaimed. “Aren’t you Woman Lander? Of the Axminster Placement Office?”

“That’s right,” said Alice, surprised. She looked at him closely, but didn’t recognize him. She had to admit that androids could tend to look alike, unless you knew them personally.

He was smiling pleasantly now. “Surely you remember me? Christ, no; of course not. I was in my previous body.” He made a gesture of snapping his fingers, but the soft young flesh remained silent. “But I remember you; God, yes. You Placed me, five years ago.”

Five years ago… Alice thought hard, slightly embarrassed. She took a shot in the dark. “Joel Wittig!” she exclaimed hopefully. “Surely it can’t be Joel Wittig?”

The child grinned, delighted. “The same,” he said. “You remembered. Five years ago you Placed me within the day, and me a garage hand. I’ll always be grateful for that. I only hope I’m as lucky the next time…” His voice trailed off as he caught sight of the box on the seat beside Alice. “It’s a long time yet,” he said eventually. “See you again. Look after yourself, Woman Lander.”

Alice drove off in a glow of self-esteem which was immediately dispelled by the Friend.

“How come you Placed him right away?” she asked with an abrupt return to her waspish manner. “How did he get to jump the queue?”

Alice sighed. “He’s an android.” The Friend wouldn’t know, not being able to see … The box was a great leveller.

“So what? Are they better than us, or something?”

“No, of course not,” Alice replied, her steering unsteady as she veered, fast, on to the main Axminster road. “But their birthrate is rising, while ours is falling. An android can usually Transfer immediately on his fortieth birthday. Humans have to wait. It’s as simple as that. Android babies are available to humans, you know.”

“I’d rather wait a thousand years than have an android body!” exclaimed the Friend. “It’s disgusting.”

“It’s a better body than you’ll ever get otherwise,” retorted Alice sharply. She felt strongly on the subject as a result of a certain blissful vacation many years ago… “They tend to be stronger than us and they have a greater capacity for learning.”

“Nonsense,” said the Friend forcefully. “That’s just propaganda, put out so they won’t feel inferior, with those awful fingers and those strawberry marks all over them.”

“A lot of them are unmarked…” Alice decided it was time to change the subject. “We’re passing through a village now,” she remarked. Children played at the roadside … or were they children? Really, these days you couldn’t tell… She remembered her own childhood, her original childhood, and experienced a sense of loss. Then she told herself it was ridiculous. There is one period of innocence in a person’s life, and one only. Compulsory Transfer hadn’t altered that. It had just made it seem such a long time ago…

In a sentimental daze, she scanned the small figures on the pavement.

That was the reason why she was too late in her instinctive stabbing at the brake when a child, a real child, dashed into the road almost under the skirts of the hovercar.

And normally this would not have mattered; the automatic control would have been activated by the child crossing the safety beam. But in her enormous irritation at the Friend, Alice had forgotten, when swinging on to the main road, to engage the automatic.

Veering wildly from side to side the car raced on while Alice struggled to regain control, and a small body flew at a tangent towards the houses, to lie still with its neck bent backwards at a terrifying angle.

It was of course an android child whom Alice Lander had struck as she drove through the village of Dunkerswell, her hovercar heedlessly on manual.

That was bad enough. But what caused Alice to whimper softly to herself as she switched hastily to automatic and accelerated rapidly, was the fact that she was thirty-nine years and six months old. She had committed a criminal offence in driving on a main road without engaging automatic, and as a result had injured a child. The fact that it was an android child made no difference, because Woman Lander had not one atom of prejudice in her make-up; she had had many lives and outlived that sort of thing. And a little over a hundred years ago she had gained a deep insight into the android personality as a result of a passionate love affair…

Her knuckles were white; around the useless wheel and the tears eased their hesitant way down her cheeks.

“What was that noise?” asked the Friend. “Just then, I heard a thud.”

Alice didn’t reply; silently, she struggled to adjust her emotions. She was Woman Alice Lander, an impeccable citizen, due for Transfer in six months’ time—unless she opted for a Premature, which was sometimes done in Preferred Trades when the body was failing…

“I heard it clearly,” grated the Friend. “You didn’t hit anyone, did you?”

Alice wondered if they had got her number; the eyes of children are sharp.

“Wouldn’t do to have an accident at your age,” the box remarked. “Don’t you think you ought to stop?”

“Why?” asked Alice, at last under control.

“Well, I mean, someone might be hurt. You had the car on automatic, of course?”

“Of course. It was probably a bird. The road sensors only pick up at ground level.”

“Damned big bird. I didn’t know the albatross was a visitor to these parts. Why are you driving so fast?”

“I don’t want to be late.”

“Late? What for? I thought we were just going to your place.”

“No … I thought we might … take in a show, or something.”

“You what?” The Friend’s voice became suddenly smooth; Alice imagined it was menacing. “Look, are you in some kind of trouble? I may be blind, but I can hear. Just then, after that bump, I could have sworn I heard you whimper.”

“Whimper?” Alice’s voice rose a semi-tone, uncontrollably.

“You whimpered, like a carrier dog. It could be a nervous trick. I knew a man once who had a nervous trick; they tend to get hold of you, and you can’t get rid of them when you’ve been doing it for over a hundred years. This man, whenever he laughed, he used to snort, right at the end of the laugh.” Here the Friend obliged with an imitation. “… Ha, ha, snort. Like a pig. He used to apologize, afterwards.”

“I’m sorry,” said Alice desperately.

“It’s quite all right,” the Friend assured her. “I didn’t mind but it had me worried for a moment. I wouldn’t like to think you’d hit anybody. Not with a clean sheet and only six months to go. It would be tragic, as if we haven’t got enough problems already, what with me and your long Waiting List…”

At that moment it occurred to Alice that she was going to be blackmailed.

It was by now early afternoon and the black main road was silver with heat, and Alice was hungry, thirsty, and in need of the john. She couldn’t stop, however; because sooner or later the police, no doubt notified already, would be hard on her heels looking for a red hovercar, 2254 International Motors, licence number B-67302P. Motoring offences had become so rare during her several lives that she wasn’t sure whether they still used roadblocks; and she held her breath at each bend, expecting to find her way barricaded by sinister black patrol cars with their attendant slab-faced police.

Her mouth was dry and foul-tasting; another spasm clutched her lower abdomen and she tensed in the seat, glancing at the Friend by her side and for a moment almost envying the box its freedom from urgent natural functions. A signpost flashed by at an intersection—twenty miles to Axminster. Increasing speed, she wondered if she could hold out that long.

“I expect you could do with a cup of coffee,” remarked the Friend. “Don’t hurry on my account. Pull in and relax, why don’t you? It’s tiring travelling at this time of day, in the sun. Makes my eyes ache, I used to find; then your sight starts playing tricks. Thank God for the automatic control, I used to say.”

Filling stations whipped by, the pumps like sentinels at the roadside observing their headlong progress. Above the high whine of the turbine Alice kept imagining she could hear the shriller, banshee wail of police pursuit.

Axminster, seven miles.

“What was that?” queried the Friend suddenly, so that Alice lost in misery, jumped. “I thought I heard something. Like a siren.”

“Nonsense,” said Alice sharply, listening. “It’s the engine. The oil level may be a bit low. It often makes a noise like that; there’s a leak somewhere.”

“Maybe you ought to slow down a bit.”

“We’ll be all right. We’re nearly there, now.”

Axminster, two miles. The concrete suburbs flashed by, the sound of the car’s progress rebounded as a rhythmic pulsing from the lamp-posts. Alice throttled back, carefully observing the speed limit. She turned left at an intersection, right into a parking space, killed the engine, and stepped out into the sudden heat of the city. She hurried around the car, seized the Friend, and slammed the door. She glanced around frantically, got her bearings, and plunged into a nearby john.

Emerging gratefully, the Friend in her hand, she paused, stared, changed direction, and walked with studied casualness into a supermarket.

Behind her, a host of uniformed men were examining the hovercar with professional interest…

“Are we on our way to your place?” asked the Friend loudly, and shoppers turned their heads.

“I’m just going to pick up a few things.”

“Don’t bother on my account,” said the Friend. “I don’t eat, you know.”

Alice piled a random selection of groceries into a shopping cart and wheeled it to the cash desk. Behind her, there was a scream of terror as a shoplifter was apprehended. The assistant placed the provisions on the turntable and the cashier rapidly totalled them up, scorning the adding machine. He was tall and fair-haired. He smiled at Alice pleasantly. “Cash or charge?” he asked.

“Charge,” she said without thinking, handing over her Code Card.

“Name?” The name was on the Card, but the question was required by law.

There was a commotion beside them as the shoplifter, a woman in her late thirties and pale with fear, was dragged away by the uniformed store detective. Her arms were pinned behind her back and an assistant bore aloft Exhibit A, a small packet of soap powder. A jumble of desperate words gabbled from the woman’s trembling lips. “For God’s sake, I was only looking at it, I just picked it up to see if it had a lucky number, that’s all, I swear; you can’t do this to me, I’m thirty-nine years old … I’m thirty-nine years old!”

“The name’s Woman Alice Lander.”

Alice spun around; for a dreamlike moment she thought the name referred to the doomed woman. Then she realized that the Friend had replied to the cashier’s question. Controlling herself, she smiled at him nervously as he ran his forefinger down a list. Surely, she thought, they can’t have caught up with me yet… It would take a while to trace her as the car owner, assuming that they had already identified the vehicle with the accident. The police might merely have been carrying out one of their periodic roadworthiness spot checks, she thought hopefully.

She glanced through the supermarket window. The car was gone. They had towed it away for further examination.

The cashier smiled again, laying down the list. “Right,” he said. He inserted the Card into a slot, then returned it. “Shall we deliver for you?”

“Thank you.” She smiled back, weak with relief.

“I thought you wanted the stuff now,” said the Friend.

“Deliver it, please,” she said firmly, as the cashier raised his eyebrows. He nodded and she moved away, contriving to strike the box heavily against the counter. The Friend squealed protest.

They left through the rear doors of the supermarket, stepping into the abrupt sunshine and quiet, tree-shaded public park surrounding the timeworn stone edifice of the Minster. Neat paths led past long bench seats on which people sat relaxed, their faces turned towards the sun. Some of them held paper bags from which they scattered crumbs towards the tiny, fluttering birds. It was a scene of tranquillity and Alice stood still for a moment, taking it in, appreciating it deeply. She sat on a nearby bench.

“Are we there?” asked the Friend.

In the peaceful atmosphere of the park Alice began to collect her thoughts and get the recent runaway events into perspective. What, exactly, was the position? She had injured a child in a road accident and the police, by now, would have identified her car as being the one responsible. Before long they would have traced the car to her, and her name would appear on the indicator boards as a wanted person. For a moment she considered leaving the town and going into hiding in one of the remoter regions; around the fringes of Dartmoor there were abandoned cottages which, due to the difficulty of farming the rugged terrain, had never been ploughed under. It frequently happened that a criminal in his late thirties would disappear in that direction; after all, there was nothing to lose. For a while she entertained the almost romantic notion of the simple existence; a small cottage, a diet of roots and berries; maybe she could catch and tame a wild goat…

Then common-sense took over. She would never get out of the town. The Friend would make sure of that. If she abandoned the box, it would raise the alarm within minutes. If she took it, it would soon suspect that the journey was becoming long, and would again raise the alarm.

There was, however, just one chance…

“Are we there?” asked the Friend again. “Is this your place? I can hear birds. The sound’s not right. There are no echoes. Where are we?”

In a moment’s sudden fury at the persistence of the Friend she contemplated dropping it over the bridge into the river or otherwise disposing of it permanently. But this again was impractical. She would be seen; the box would be rescued immediately.

So, the only answer was a Premature Transfer.

If she could reach the Transfer Centre and persuade the doctors that she had good reason for her request, backed up by her authority as a Placement Officer… She could obtain a quick Transfer before her name appeared on the indicator boards, with luck. Then she would be in possession of a new, young body, and nobody could take that from her for another forty years… She might get a ten years’ sentence for dangerous driving, but at least after that she would have thirty years’ freedom before the statutory Total Death…

“Where are we?” rasped the Friend again. “Are you there?”

“I’m here. I’m just resting for a moment. I’m tired after the drive. We’re in the park at Axminster; it’s very nice. There are a lot of late thirtiers about, dreaming about their next childhood, I expect. None of them can have more than a year to go, by the look of them…” This was the phenomenon of the countdown period; many people shortly due for a Transfer seemed to retire from active life altogether, becoming mere vegetables rather than run the risk of committing some crime. “There are birds in the park, and one or two android children playing.”

“Thanks for the information. It’s good to hear from you again,” observed the box sarcastically. “Fine sort of companion you’re turning, out to be.”

There was menace in the voice again and Alice caught her breath; the Friend was turning nasty. “I’m sorry,” she said gently.

“Sorry about a lot of things, I don’t doubt,” observed the box. “There’s something weird about this whole business. Are we going back to the car?”

“No. We can walk. It isn’t far from here.”

Across the park an indicator board was flashing; she could see a string of names but at this distance could not read them. She picked up the box and strolled across casually. It appeared that Jonathan Stone was wanted for assault. There were several others. The name of Alice Lander did not appear. Not yet…

Alice wondered when the Friend would make her move. There was no doubt that she was suspicious, and the voice issuing from the box held unpleasant gloating undertones like a gourmet discussing a menu. But the Friend might imagine that, for the time being, she had everything under control… She might reason along the same lines as Alice herself, deciding that there was no way Alice could get rid of her. So she would bide her time and then, perhaps later tonight, would come further suggestions about the Waiting List and Alice’s responsibility for deciding the local priorities of Placing for Transfer.

Or would the climax come when the Friend discovered or reasoned, that Alice was no longer able to use the car? This would confirm her suspicions and she would have to push matters forward, getting her name at the top of the List before Alice was arrested. Yes, the Friend would have to move quickly if she was going to take advantage of the situation.

Voicing her thoughts, the box suddenly rasped: “I don’t want to walk. You’re jogging me about too much. I want to take the car.”

“There’s a bus station just here,” said Alice quickly.

“Take the car!”

“Look,” said Alice. “I don’t want to take the car. I’ve had a long drive and I’d rather relax on the bus. It’s only a short run. Why should I take the car?”

“Prove to me the car’s available!” snapped the box.

Alice felt herself flush with temper. “Why should I?”

“Because I think the car’s been confiscated by now, and you’re on the run. I’m nobody’s fool. You’re going to make for the outlying districts and lie low.” The Friend’s voice was dangerous, triumphant; she had decided she held a winning hand. “Look here, I’ll give you a chance. I could give you away now; I could start yelling and turn you in. But I won’t. Just take me along to your office and put me near the top of the List; not the very top, that’d look odd. Just slip me in somewhere about number ten; it won’t take a minute, then we’ll catch the outward bus. You can get off at the terminus, leave me under the seat, and make for the hills, as I believe the expression is. I’ll keep quiet until I’m back in town, which will give you a good start. Fair enough?”

So this was it. The confrontation had come a little sooner than Alice had expected. She felt weak suddenly, and sat down. Names of criminals slid down the indicator board and disappeared off the bottom like drowning men, only to be drearily resurrected at the top before recommencing their downward plunge. Jennifer Spragg, shoplifting. Alice wondered if that was the woman she had seen in the supermarket; maybe she had made a break for it. The name would be repeated throughout the region; in public, in the Placement Offices, the Transfer Centres, everywhere. Nancy Blackett, Kidnapping. Inconsequentially she thought that these names sounded like criminals; it would look odd to see the name of Alice Lander there, dangerous driving… But it was not there yet. It was not there yet.

Her mind made up, she stood, the box in her hand.

“We’ll go to the Placement Office,” she said. “To my room. It’s just a short bus ride from here.”

The Friend chuckled triumphantly. “Thank you, my dear,” she said.

The fare mechanism winked at her, knowingly it seemed, as she stepped on the platform. Disconcerted, she made the same stupid mistake as before, automatically thrusting her Card into the slot. The machine chuntered over this, riffling in microseconds through its relayed list of undesirables, then spat the Card back at her. At least it was more efficient than the supermarket, she thought. The checking off didn’t have to be done manually. But her route through Axminster was being recorded; she should have paid cash. She stepped off the platform and made for a seat.

“Hold it!” the mechanism barked.

She wheeled around, her heat thumping. A last-minute name had been relayed on to the criminal record. The doors were shut, she was trapped. The eye of the machine was winking rapidly; another, yellower eye near the deck blinked in sympathy. The machine was about to denounce her.

“What is it?” she mumbled through trembling lips.

The machine coughed, as though clearing its throat. “You have excess baggage,’ it got out eventually.

Shaking with relief, Alice apologized. “I’m so sorry. I have a Friend with me. I quite forgot.” Again she had to insert her Code Card, again the instant’s terror, then it was back in her hand. She stumbled away.

“It’s full fare for a Friend!” the machine barked after her. “Don’t forget that again, Woman!”

“I won’t,” she promised, and sat down heavily, laying the box on the seat beside her.

A man sitting behind leaned forward and touched her shoulder sympathetically; she saw the scars of the android. “Don’t let it bother you,” he said. “I’ve been caught like that myself. It’s disgraceful. When people are good enough to take Friends, the least they should do is let them travel free.” He tapped the box gently. “Hello there,” he said.

“Hello,” replied the box guardedly. Alice could guess her feelings. The last thing they wanted was to be drawn into conversation. In their present nervous state it would be only too easy to arouse suspicion…

Alice turned around, determined to freeze the conversation with a few icy words; then hesitated as she met the eyes of the man behind. They were brown and kindly; his expression was tentatively friendly and there was something indefinably familiar about him. “You’ve taken Friends yourself?” she found herself asking.

“Yes. I think it’s the least we can do. We’re the lucky ones after all, right now; and there’s always the chance we may become a Friend ourselves, one day. You never know how the birthrate will go.” Obviously he was Preferred and correctly deduced she was too.

“That’s a good way of looking at it.” She warmed to him; beside her the box coughed warningly. Without quite knowing how it had happened, she found she had placed the box on the floor and moved over; the man was sitting beside her. His last Transfer had been fortunate; he was tall and exceptionally good-looking, his face unblemished by the marks of the Vat. He was also approximately the same physical age as herself and she experienced regret. It was a pity she couldn’t turn this chance encounter to advantage, but in her present position she had no time to form a liaison.

“I’ve got a Friend at the office right now,” he said. “A sad case. He’s been on the List for eight years, and it’s getting him down…” He had lowered his voice and was talking quietly in her ear out of deference to the feelings of the box beneath the sea. “What are the chances for yours?” he asked, nodding in that direction.

“Not good,” admitted Alice. “And she’s not happy about it, either. If she goes on my List, it’ll be ten years before she gets a Transfer.”

“Your List?” The android regarded her with interest. “You’re a Placement Officer?”

“Yes. It can be disheartening at times. I can’t help telling myself that the only advantage of my trade is that it’s Preferred, and then I start hating myself, because that’s a selfish outlook.”

“We’re all human. Permit me to introduce myself,” he said, taking her hand. “I’ve only been in Axminster for a few days. My name’s Phillip Ewell.”

Phillip Ewell… Alice stared at him incredulously. “I’m Alice Lander,” she said, and watched his expression change.

Three physical lives ago she and Phillip Ewell had walked hand in hand along the silver sands of Exmouth, together in the recurring joy of emergence into adulthood. Since then she had known two more physical teenages but they had never approached the delight of those few weeks over a hundred years ago when they had vacationed together at the Southern Recreation Centre; swimming, sailing, making love or just lying on the beach warm in the sun and the wonder of each other’s presence.

Five weeks of heaven before they were posted separately to their trades; she to take up the post of Placement Officer at Axminster which she had repeated with each subsequent life, he to a medical school at the other end of the country. They say that in the thirties the mind will always have made its impression on the physical face and, looking at him, she saw him again as a seventeen-year-old of one previous life; the eyes which were watching her with surprise and delight were the same eyes which had regarded her with love, all those years ago. In the manner of most such liaisons they had lost touch with each other by the time of her next Transfer, but she often wondered what had become of him, and what he looked like now, and what it would be like if they ever met again. And now here he was, miraculously beside her in the bus, and they were both thirty-nine years old; but for her, it was too late.

“Alice,” he said softly. “My God, Alice, after all these years. I’ve often thought about you.”

“That goes for me too, Phillip,” she said sincerely. “I’ve never forgotten that vacation. I’ve been to Exmouth since, you know; but it’s never been the same…”

“It was over a hundred years ago,” he said slowly. “I wonder how much else I can remember from that time. Not much, I don’t suppose. The mind may age more slowly than the body, but it ages nevertheless and memories can disappear. Only the worthwhile ones stay with you for always.” Yet still, saying that, he thought of their child…

Alice was still gripping his hand and her mind was far back in time; but a sudden harsh voice jerked her back to the realities of the present.

“What are you two talking about?” rasped the Friend querulously. “I can’t hear you. Have you put me under the seat? All I can hear is a damned turbine. You haven’t left me, have you? Are you there? Are you there?” The voice rose to a shout.

Phillip smiled at Alice resignedly. “You’d better get her out of there before she calls the police,” he said.

Alice started nervously at the mention of the Law and hastily dragged the Friend, none too gently, from her resting place. Phillip took the box and laid it on his knees. “Hello, Friend,” he said. “How are you doing?”

“Who the devil are you, anyway?”

He raised his eyebrows at Alice. “I’m an old acquaintance of your companion,” he replied. “We’ve been talking over old times.”

“Damned inconsiderate of you, shoving me out of the way. Old times? What have you two been cooking up?”

“Cooking up?” Phillip looked puzzled.

“Nothing,” muttered the Friend. “Are you there, Alice?”

“Yes.”

“Haven’t we arrived yet? How much further do we go?”

Alice sighed, glancing apologetically at Phillip. “We get off at the next stop,” she reassured the box.

“So do I,” remarked Phillip. “Look, why don’t we stop in somewhere and have a drink?”

“No,” snapped the Friend, before Alice could reply. “We’ve got a lot to do. We’re short of time.” The box chuckled unpleasantly.

“I’m sorry about that,” said Phillip. He addressed himself quietly to Alice. “Can you give me your number. I’d like to call you, when you’re free.”

“Free?” cackled the box. “Yes, give the gentleman your number, my dear. By all means.”

As the bus hissed to a stop Phillip quickly jotted down Alice’s address and visiphone number and they got to their feet. On the pavement, he handed her the Friend. “I’ll go now,” he said. “Look, do you mind if I call you tomorrow?” he glanced at the box significantly. “We can talk over old times together. Would you like that?”

Alice nodded dumbly and watched as Phillip strode away, turned and waved, and disappeared around the corner. She stood for a while, her eyes smarting, until a grating query from the Friend reminded her that time was running out.

She stood in the entrance hall to the Transfer Centre and looked around uncertainly. Over to the right was the reception desk; ahead, a long corridor lined with doors. The hall was large and impersonal; clinical, like a hospital outpatients’ area; around the walls were a few chairs but no people were in sight apart from the girl behind the reception desk engrossed in a novel. Set high in the opposite wall was the inevitable indicator board. Alice noted that they were still looking for Nancy Blackett, kidnapping, among various other names. Some of the previous names had disappeared. Their possessors were presumably in custody by now…

The Friend spoke quietly, alerted by the sudden cessation of street sounds. “Is this your office?”

“Yes,” lied Alice as quietly, wondering what to do next. If she were accosted by anybody, the ensuing conversation would give the game away and the Friend, grasping the situation, would denounce her. A pile of blankets on a nearby trolley gave her an idea.

“Look here,” she said. “I’ve got to get up to my room and there are a lot of people about. If they see me carrying you they might suspect something. I’ll wrap you up for a moment. Will that be all right?”

The Friend thought. “I suppose so,” she said. “But I’ve just thought of something. How will I know you’ve put my name high on the List? I won’t be able to see it. I can’t say I exactly trust you. What you must do is this. After you’ve made my entry in the records, you must call a colleague into the room on some pretext and discuss the people at the top of the List, mentioning my name. Otherwise I start screaming. Right? As soon as you’ve done that, we leave and catch a bus, and you make for the wilds. I won’t give you away, if you do as I say. Right?”

“Right,” echoed Alice resignedly. She took a blanket from the trolley and wrapped the Friend up thoroughly, making sure the microphone and speakers were well covered. Then she approached the desk.

“I wish to apply for a Premature Transfer,” she said in a low voice. She could not avoid glancing over her shoulder. Linton James, rape, accompanied the name of Nancy Blackett on the indicator board.

“Name?” asked the receptionist brusquely.

“Woman Alice Lander.’ Placement Officer. Preferred Trade, you know.”

“I know,” the girl said sharply and resentfully. She riffled through the Cards, glanced at the indicator board. “Alice Lander,” she repeated. “Here we are. Physical age thirty-nine… What happened, Woman Lander? Your body not pretty enough for you?”

“That’s enough of that,” Alice snapped, deciding to take the offensive. “I’ll have you reported. Now, give me the application form and hold your tongue.”

Reluctantly the girl handed over a form and a pen, glancing pointedly at the indicator board again as though she expected Alice’s name to appear any second. Alice was infuriated and prayed inwardly, Don’t let my name come up now, not now, five minutes’ time if you like, but not now, I can’t give her that satisfaction… She completed the form rapidly and handed it back.

“Come back in a week,” said the girl.

“I’ll see the doctor now, if you don’t mind,” insisted Alice forcibly.

Sighing, the receptionist lifted a phone, spoke for a few moments, then replaced the receiver. “Doctor Butler will see you,” she informed Alice. “Second on the right. You’re very lucky. He’s a busy man.”

In her relief Alice’s self-control snapped. “Don’t tell me I’m lucky, young woman. A word from me would have you out from behind that desk and into the street, jobless. Goodbye, and I hope you enjoy your next Friendship, may it be long.”

The girl grinned insolently. “That’s twenty-two years from now. I’ll have qualified as a Preferred by then, with luck. Enjoy your next body, Woman Lander, and may it suffer from acne.”

Then a curious thing happened. She glanced at the indicator board and her jaw dropped; a look of surprise crossed her face. Alice swung around, her heart lurching, but to her relief the names on the board were meaningless to her.

NANCY BLACKETT, KIDNAPPING.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

LINTON JAMES, RAPE.

The girl was staring at the board incredulously and seemed to have lost interest in the battle of wits. With the Friend bundled under her arm Alice stalked away. She tapped on the door of the doctor’s office and entered. The doctor was physically young and he looked up with a pleasant smile on seeing her. “Woman Lander,” he said, rising to his feet and taking her hand. “Sit down, sit down. I’ve heard about you; you’re the local Placement Officer, aren’t you? My patients have spoken of you. I’m very pleased to meet you. What seems to be the trouble?”

Encouraged, Alice launched into a rambling monologue about strange pains in the back, headache and listlessness, and a general feeling of depression. Listening to her dull voice droning on, she felt she was doing well. Her eyes drifted to the miniature indicator board on the doctor’s desk and her spirits rose slightly. For the first time, she began to wonder if she might be able to pull it off…

The doctor was talking to her soothingly. “Well, we can’t have a woman in your position feeling bad, can we? Sickness impairs the efficiency. I see you’ve only got six months to go, in any case. Yes … I think a Premature is the best thing, then a nice vacation for a few years, then back to the job refreshed… Of course, at such short notice you’ll have to take the best host available, but I’m sure you won’t mind that, under the circumstances.” He chuckled. “Usually I like to find a nice little blonde girl for my favourite women patients in Preferred circumstances.”

“Thank you, Doctor.” She was amazed at how easily it was going. “It can be done right away? I’ve filled in the application.”

“I should think so. I don’t see why not. You’ve informed them at your office, I suppose? I can’t imagine a woman of your capabilities not leaving your affairs in order.” He laughed.

“There’s just one thing, Doctor,” said Alice tentatively, indicating the bundle in her lap. “I have a very dear Friend here. She doesn’t know my intentions. I couldn’t bear to tell her. I said I was going to an electromusic concert; I knew she can’t stand the electromusic but I like to take her everywhere. So I wrapped her up.” If I can get away with that, I can get away with anything, Alice thought.

But the doctor was smiling sympathetically. “It’s nice to know there are people like you around, Woman Lander. Friends can be an encumbrance sometimes, I know. Are you trying to say that you’d like me to explain to her, afterwards?”

“I’ll take her with me into the operating theatre,” said Alice hastily. “I’d like to have her with me, up to the end. Then you can explain, and perhaps arrange for her to be sent back to the Transfer Centre at Westbury; that’s where I got her from.”

“That’s quite all right.” Doctor Butler stood and Alice followed suit, clutching the muffled Friend. “I think it’s time we had a word with the Transfer Surgeon. He might be able to fit you in right away.”

“I’ll leave you here,” he said later, as he found her a seat in a small waiting-room. “The surgeon will be along in a minute. Good luck, Woman Lander.”

She sat very still, nervously twisting her hands together; now that the doctor had gone and her time was so close she began to get apprehensive again. There was no indicator board in the waiting-room and she began to imagine that frightening glissade of names again, slowly down the board, disappear, reappear at the top, occasionally the addition of a new name… Was her name on that board yet? Had it appeared on the doctor’s desk? Was he at this moment staring at it, unable to believe that Woman Lander was capable of crime but seeing it nevertheless; it must be true, he would think, and he would jump to his feet, open the door, and hurry down the corridor to prevent the Transfer—she could hear footsteps. She could hear footsteps!

The door opened. A tall, familiar figure entered, stood regarding her gravely.

“Phillip!” she gasped.

“What’s all this about, Alice?” he asked. “Doctor Butler told me he thought you had reasonable grounds for a Premature. Is this right? You want a Transfer now?” He looked puzzled and a little hurt.

“I do,” she said, feeling bewildered herself. “Are you the surgeon? I didn’t know you worked here.”

“There seems to be a lot we don’t know about each other, Alice,” he replied. “Damn it, we’ve only just met for the first time in a hundred years, and I thought … I thought you were, well, pleased to see me. I thought we might see each other some more.…” His voice trailed off.

“I would have liked that too,” Alice admitted. She forced down her surging emotions. “But I’m afraid it just can’t be. Don’t ask me to explain. I’ve decided I want a Premature and that’s all there is to it. Will you be performing the Transfer?”

“I will, I suppose… Yes, of course I will. I couldn’t let anyone else do it. But I’d just like to know why, that’s all.” He hesitated. “It’s nothing to do with meeting me again, is it?”

Alice tried to laugh, but the sound emerged as a croak of despair. “No, Phillip, of course not. It’s just that I haven’t been well lately and … well, there’s no point in taking chances, is there? You’d be surprised at the figures for brain wastage due to unexpected death in the late thirties. Why wait, when a Premature is available?”

He was staring at her. “You look fit enough to me, Alice. You don’t make sense. There’s something else, something you won’t tell me about. What is it, Alice? What’s gone wrong?”

“Nothing.” She forced a hard tone into her voice. “I’ve got clearance, Phillip, and I want my Transfer. Now.”

Nevertheless he argued and Alice grew increasingly frustrated and apprehensive. She had no time to lose. Her name might be on the indicator board at this moment. Soon, the man before her ceased to be Phillip, the man she had once loved and probably still did; he became a menace, a threat to her life. He stood there pleading, with each word pushing her nearer Total Death. She panicked.

“For God’s sake shut up and give me my Transfer or I’ll make damned sure you’re downgraded!” she screamed.

He stopped talking as abruptly as if she had slapped his face. He stared at her, shrugged, and turned towards the door. “Come along,” he muttered.

Once in the operating theatre she lay on the table while Phillip scrubbed up and a nurse prepared the instruments. The Friend, still swathed in blankets lay on a chair near the door. Muffled sounds came from her. She had begun to get restless; due to the long delay she must obviously now suspect a trick. Phillip glanced at the box and back to Alice, looking perplexed. Poor man, she thought sadly, he doesn’t know what the hell is going on, and his pride won’t allow him further conversation.

The indicator board was on the far wall, before her as she lay. Linton James was still at large, presumably making for the hills. She wished him luck. People had been known to avoid captivity for ten years or more, once they had got through the first few perilous days. Such names were deleted from the boards after a few days, partly through lack of space, and partly because it was felt to be bad for the morale of the population if the name appeared, minute after minute, for months. That was tangible evidence that crime could, on occasion, go unpunished. Not only that, but people used to bet on the date of capture, which was felt to be against the spirit of the System. But in the permanent records, the name of the escaped criminal was not deleted…

Phillip was shaving her scalp, his lips pursed with concentration. The nurse had wheeled across the trolley of instruments; the scene was the same as she had known several times before. Except for the sickening significance of those names drifting down the board…

LINTON JAMES, RAPE.

NANCY BLACKETT, KIDNAPPING.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

The razor tickled as it slid around her ears; his hands were none too steady. She couldn’t see him now—he was behind her—but every so often she caught sight of the top of his head as he bent over her. She said impulsively: “I’m sorry I shouted at you, Phillip. I’ll meet you in a year’s time, if I may,” and he smiled into her eyes from overhead, upside down. For a moment she felt better. There was a crack in the ceiling, jagged like a lightning flash.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

LINTON JAMES, RAPE.

NANCY BLACKETT, KIDNAPPING.

James would be running. He would have succeeded in catching a bus to some country terminus before his details were transmitted to the ticket mechanism, and he had walked away, slowly at first and casually; then, once he was past the houses, he had left the road and struck across the fields, bending low beside the hedges and running in an awkward crouch. His shoes were caked with mud and they would feel heavy on his feet. His breath would come fast and harsh and he would be wishing he hadn’t smoked so much. Alice could visualize it all. She almost knew what he looked like…

LINTON JAMES, RAPE.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

LINTON JAMES,RAPE.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

Kidnapping was a serious crime against the System and she was not sorry they had caught Nancy Blackett, whoever she was. Her gaze strayed to the array of instruments on the trolley and she felt the familiar constriction in her chest as she saw the large electrical trepan, a toothed helmet. No matter how many Transfers a person undergoes, they say that he never quite loses the moment of fear when the helmet is positioned. Then, of course, after everything is in place with the co-operation of the patient, they give you the shot. The trepan was obscene, conjuring up images of a hollow hemisphere of skull like an empty gourd.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

They had got James! She could see it all. The spottercopter had descended out of the sky and hovered above him as he twisted and ran; this clothes ragged and filthy, flapping in the downdraught. He had darted across a field, crawled along a culvert in an effort to shake off the ’copter tied to him like a kite. They had converged on foot from all directions until, screaming, he had thrown himself to the ground and buried his face in the stinking mud and waited until voices spoke and a rough boot rolled him over.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

If just one more strange name appeared on the board it would not be so bad, just another unknown name to dilute the predicament of Les Anstead, Thief; because the board seemed in some odd way to be waiting, marking time with one rhythmic name before… They had wheeled another trolley in, Phillip was speaking to the nurse in low tones while she got the helmet ready and the Friend mumbled through the blanket. The new trolley was beside her, the tiny occupant covered with a white sheet. For a brief moment she felt pity, then her gaze was snatched away…

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

ALICE LANDER, HOMICIDE.

Alice Lander, Homicide! Dear God, it was a homicide charge! The child had died! That meant a twenty-year sentence. That meant no childhood, ever again, because she would be twenty physical years old before she was released from confinement. Then the remaining twenty years of adult life. Then Total Death. If Phillip and the nurse failed to notice the indicator board. If, during the next five minutes, they didn’t look that way. Once they had opened her skull, and that of her new body, they legally had to go through with it.

ALICE LANDER, HOMICIDE.

LES ANSTEAD, THEFT.

ALICE LANDER, HOMICIDE.

ALICE LANDER, HOMICIDE.

She was all alone now and she felt a gust of self-pity and she knew that they must notice the board, they couldn’t miss the board, the board was silently shouting at them, commanding them to stop the operation, now, NOW! And Phillip was bending over her and he was saying something. The nurse held the helmet, she was fitting it over Alice’s head and she wondered: in a moment they will give me the shot and which body will I have when I wake up? Before they start the trepan, will they see the board, and will I wake up to find myself in the same body with only six months to live? Or that body which Phillip is uncovering? That tiny body and forty years’ more life?

That body. She turned her head and saw that body, naked and small…

It had a huge, livid crimson nevus on its cheek. It was an android child.

Quite calmly, Woman Alice Lander gestured the helmet away, swung her feet to the floor and stood, while the nurse and Phillip watched, their faces stupid with astonishment.

“No, I don’t think so,” she said. “This won’t do; it won’t do at all.” Her eyes were wide and she seemed almost to be smiling. She walked steadily across the room and took the Friend from beneath the blanket. They flinched as they watched, and heard the screaming obscenities, and saw Alice swing the box against the wall, once, to quieten it. She walked towards them; the nurse backed away and Alice placed the box on the operating table. She turned and regarded them; behind the indicator board flickered unnoticed.

“Being of sound mind,” she said quietly and with infinite control, “and being in the presence of two competent witnesses: I, Woman Alice Lander, hereby Make Over all my rights of future Transfer to my present Friend, Betty Benson.”

There was a startled exclamation, then: “Why, thank you, my dear,” said the sightless box beside the android child.

“And furthermore,” continued Alice, “having obtained permission for my own Premature Transfer, I require that the assigned Transfer of Woman Betty Benson be carried out immediately.” Her voice began to falter at last. “Phillip,” she said unsteadily. “Get me out of here.”

He took her by the arm and led her down the corridor and into the sunlit bustle of the noisy street. He held her impersonally and walked stiffly, as though embarrassed. On the steps she turned and smiled at him and he winced at the emptiness behind her eyes. “Now you can buy me that drink, Phillip,” she said. “Someone else can do the operation.”

“I think not,” he replied, his countenance expressionless, and he turned, and walked back into the Transfer Centre.

She hardly noticed him go, but giggled a little at the thought of Betty Benson, of all people, waking up in an android body. Across the street a tall indicator board flashed above a police car from which a man and a woman were regarding her curiously.

ALICE LANDER, HOMICIDE.

ALICE LANDER, HOMICIDE.

She chuckled at that, too. She would have to telephone them immediately, and set the record straight. There was a visiphone box on the corner. The board ought, of course, to read:

ALICE LANDER, SUICIDE.

People turned and glanced at the woman who stood on the steps of the Transfer Centre, whose wild, racking laughter constituted a disorderly intrusion into the humdrum street sounds.


CHARITY RUN

being the dossier on:

MAN PHILLIP EWELL

(and others)

YEARS, CENTURIES AGO, Bovey Tracey was a busy little town which owed its Prosperity to its position on the fringe of Dartmoor. The town itself possessed several hotels, and the long pull up to the Moor and Haytor Rock was flanked with similar establishments catering to the tourists who enjoyed the beauty and vivid contrasts to be found in this part of Devon. And contrasts there are, from the deeply wooded Dart and Teign valleys to the short springy grass and barren granite outcrops of the Moor proper.

But now the hotels were empty and decaying with fallen roofs, and the tourists were gone, Exeter a village, Newton Abbot deserted apart from the skeleton staffing on the monorail station on the east-west artery. To the south the fertile farmlands stretched to the distant sea; the villages and towns which had once dotted the area had long since been ploughed under in the fight to feed the huge cities of Axminster and Plymouth.

Dartmoor and its fringes had been written off. Too rugged, the soil too poor for farmland; there had been a suggestion that the entire area be used for the creation of a central city combining Plymouth and Axminster—but studies had shown the climate, with its unpredictable rain, fogs, and occasional heavy winter snow, to be unsuitable. So man had withdrawn from the Moor and nature had regained quickly the ground lost in previous centuries.

With two exceptions.

Even within the rigid bureaucracy of England, a gesture of total irrelevance will sometimes be made in the name of recreation. Valuable housing land will be given up for the sake of a sports stadium. There will be a gap in the continuity of coastal fish farms in order that the sportsman might sit for hours with rod and reel in hope of the unexpected, useless conger, or shark from deeper waters. Groups will be formed and pressure brought to bear, and strings pulled in unlikely circles.

Threading its way up the valley from Newton Abbot monorail station was a single-track railway line—two rails!—the distance between them being, by the old standard of measurement, 4 foot 8½ inches. Nobody had ever translated this into metric; that would defeat the purpose. It was the Standard Gauge, and ever shall be. Nostalgia, for days which the present population had never known, must have its outlet. And the Chairman of the Axminster Urban Council was a purist. He was also Chairman of the Great Western Railway Preservation Society. His bookshelf abounded with ancient works, collectors’ items, describing in meticulous detail the locomotives of Dean, Churchward and Collett, the bridges of Brunel. He was a steam nut.

He spent his leisure time travelling the line from Newton Abbot to Moretonhampstead with a secretary who took notes as to repairs required or further restoration to be carried out, while a museum piece in the form of a Collett 0-4-2 tank engine numbered 4839 noisily drew the three restored coaches along the winding track. When he had first discovered the locomotive on a long-forgotten siding with a rowan tree growing through its rusted boiler, it had borne the number 1439, but investigation had proved this is to be the result of a re-numbering system during World War II. The number was suspect, so he had new number plates cast. He was also obliged to have constructed a new boiler and frames, new valve gear and fittings. The sheet steel of the cab sides, spectacle plate and tanks had to be replaced. On the locomotive’s first being fired up, the cylinder block was found to be cracked. He cast a new block. In its present running order, the only original parts of number 4839 were the wheels and buffers.

All of which goes to show that the Chairman of the Axminster Urban Council possessed the stuff of which humanity is made. He was a tenacious enthusiast and as such he attracted many members to the Preservation Society, and considerable funds. He had a forceful personality in addition to his influential post, and his accounting for the funds had never been questioned. The majority of the membership were, coincidentally or not, his subordinates in the Council. The Society never lacked for volunteer labour, and a considerable profit was made from fare-paying passengers who were curious enough to want to know what travel was like in the old days. Further profits stemmed from membership fees and the sale of postcards and brochures. The Chairman was justifiably pleased with the success of his Society.

So nature was hurled back from the trackwork of the Great Western Railway Preservation Society by volunteer labour and the liberal use of weedkiller. Nature also failed to gain a foothold in a small area towards the south of Bovey Tracey due to the efforts of a band of criminal renegades headed by a man named Charles Swann who had, some years previously, been convicted of associating with a nonentity and sentenced to Total Death. He had dropped out of society as a result of this and now, at the illegal physical age of forty-two, was living with the nonentity in Bovey Tracey. The nonentity’s name was Valerie.

Valerie Swann was dying of cancer.

Charles had watched her grow thinner over the past year, seen the flicker of pain which dimmed her eyes becoming more frequent with time, and he had known the sickness of impotence. Nothing could be done. His wife, as he insisted on referring to her, was a nonentity; there could be no Transfer. A few years ago he could have taken a chance, gone to Axminster and attempted to get medical treatment on compassionate grounds with a borrowed Card, but now it was too late; the journey would be too much for her.

Valerie and Charles had first met at a small seaside resort when they were both thirty physical years old; at the time Charles did not suspect that thirty was her actual age too. Maybe he didn’t want to suspect, because he was captivated immediately by her quick wit and fresh, unusual outlook. Only when he suggested marriage did she confess. She had lived in the town all her life without a Code Card; her parents, as occasionally happened, had omitted to turn her in at birth. She was living with them again following an awkward period when they had each undergone Friendship periods of nine years each. Several people in town knew her secret, but nobody was inclined to inform the authorities.

They made up their minds quickly and dropped out, walking the fifty miles to Bovey and joining the small criminal colony which had flourished there for some time. They quickly found themselves among friends and settled down; the word criminal as defined by statute covered a multitude of minor sins, the commonest of which was the motoring offence. Up to now, the colony had had very little trouble with the authorities who conveniently ignored their existence.

Children were born in the colony and occasionally Charles—who by this time was regarded as leader—wondered exactly how far their population would be allowed to grow before the law decided to sit up and take notice. There must be dozens of such colonies up and down the country.

With the children came further problems and a method had to be devised for bringing in supplies, medical and the like, which they were unable to produce themselves. Most of the colony members had friends in Axminster who would have been glad to help if they could, but the old roads to Bovey were virtually impassable. The nearest highway was fifteen miles away at Newton Abbot, and this was constantly patrolled by police on the lookout for offenders. By dint of a certain amount of bribery, however, the problem was solved.

The Great Western Railway Preservation Society became an unwitting carrier.

Charles Swann watched his wife as she lay in bed; she was bad, today, and it was not wise for her to get up. He glanced at his watch; the train was due in Bovey in an hour’s time.

“I’ll be all right, dear,” she said, knowing what was in his mind. “Just ask Joanna to come in. We can have a chat while you’re gone.”

“But you wanted to see Margery,” he said. He had been wondering if, maybe, he could wheel her down to the station on the handcart, suitably upholstered. Margery Steen was a friend from the old days, a few physical years younger than Valerie; and it was she who had been instrumental in organizing the supply delivery. Margery was a guide with the Preservation Society; on a voluntary basis she looked after the passengers three days a week.

Valerie smiled. “I can manage without Margery today, I think. There’s not much happening in Axminster these days and I can always catch up with the news on her next trip.” Margery worked in the Placement Office and was a mine of information on the subject of old, mutual friends.

For a while he regarded her uncertainly. “If you say so,” he said at last, with some reluctance. He left her reading a book and went out into the sunlit street. The grey cottages glowed warmly; with immense age they had gained the appearance of total permanence; moss-encrusted, they seemed to grow out of the very ground like Haytor Rock itself. Children played in the street; no hover-cars passed this way and the road surface had long since become a ribbon of verdure winding among the houses. Smoke ascended from the chimneys vertical in the still air and, as he made his way up the hill, varied smells of breakfast wafted from the open doors and windows. Were it not for Valerie’s illness Charles would have felt at peace on this fine morning…

He called in at the house of Joanna and Bill Hunte and arranged for Joanna to visit Valerie while he was at the station. Bill was an ex-veterinary surgeon who had apparently been found guilty, some years ago, of a minor malfeasance. He was the colony’s only medical man.

“How’s the hospital coming along, Bill?” Charles asked.

“Fine. All cleaned up, instruments checked and all correct—I think we could perform a Transfer there, if necessary…” Bill’s voice trailed off as he realized his blunder. There was one person in the colony desperately in need of a Transfer…

The renovation of Bovey Cottage Hospital had been a recent project undertaken by Bill with a wealth of help from other colony members. The place had been in a state of total disrepair, unused since the town had been abandoned many years ago as a part of the centralization programme. But the equipment was still there, the walls still stood, and now, with the aid of imported supplies and the renovation of an ancient generator, the place was virtually operational.

“So all we need is a doctor,” mused Charles.

“Not me,” said Bill hastily. “I wouldn’t take the chance. Emergencies, yes; that’s different and I do all I can. But somehow we’ve got to lure an experienced physician here, and keep him. Someone with a past, a dark secret”—he grinned—like concealing a birth, or something. My God, doctors break the law, one way or another, every time they open their bag. They still swear that oath of theirs. If they live up to the oath, sooner or later they break the law. It’s like driving a car. You can’t win.”

“So what do we do?”

“We use our contacts in Axminster—there’s no shortage of those—and we get them to exert a little blackmail.”

“I’d rather we got someone to come of his own free will.” Charles was dubious.

“Face facts, Charles. Nobody comes here of their own free will. They’re all driven to this place because they can’t fit in. All we do is find our man, and make damned sure he doesn’t fit in either. And once he gets here and settles down, he’ll like it.” Bill looked hard at the colony leader. “Would you go back if you had the chance?”

Charles regarded the bright room; the sun streamed through the windows, picking out the cutlery on the table, the brass ornaments collected from the surrounding districts, the almost self-conscious striving after the past…

“No,” he said definitely. “Although sometimes I think we’re pretending, here; pretending that the rest of the world doesn’t exist, playing some sort of game…” Bill’s two children were playing in the street outside; their voices carried through the window, excited, happy. “But nobody is to say which is the more real, our existence or life in Axminster. I’ve made my choice. I wouldn’t go back.” His gaze travelled to an ancient print on the wall: a tea clipper, the Herzogin Cecillie, in full square-rigged sail. “And I like the way you’ve decorated this room, too.”

Bill laughed outright. “I’ve got a model of the Cutty Sark upstairs, as well. I found a kit in the old toy shop. Get this straight, Charles. I don’t live in the past. I’m the man who keeps the cattle and the goats healthy. If you’d been up all night delivering a kid, then punctured a bloated cow at dawn, and still been able to eat bacon and eggs for breakfast, you’d know where the reality is. No. I just happen to include polished brass and tall ships among my ideas of beauty. Take Gedge, of the Axminster Council. A tougher man you couldn’t find, but he still sees beauty in steam engines… Which is just as well for us. As it happens, I agree with him on that one subject. I envy him his toy railway, seriously.”

“My God,” muttered Charles. “Another nut. Ah, well. To me, the railway is a means of getting supplies through, and nothing more. Noisy, stinking, inefficient, but necessary to us… The train should be here in”—he glanced at his watch—”forty minutes. Are you coming?”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” replied Bill.

“Over to your right,” announced Margery Steen, “is Haytor, a granite outcrop on the edge of Dartmoor. An interesting relic of the past is the remains of the old railway which was used centuries ago to bring quarried stone down from the Moor. All around the Haytor area, stretches of track can still be found half buried in the grass. The actual rail is made of stone, ridged to take the wheels of the rolling stock. Even points are constructed of granite in the same way and it is difficult to tell from the evidence exactly how the choice of route to be taken was determined, when the train arrived at a turnout. Probably it was forced on to the desired course by the use of crowbars…”

Margery spoke automatically as the short train lumbered up the slight gradient towards Bovey. She was accustomed to, and indeed hardly noticed, the evidence of straying attention on the part of her audience. She delivered her travelogue parrot-fashion while her mind dwelt on personal matters back in Axminster, and the exhaust of the locomotive sharpened as the incline increased. Her thoughts flitted from subject to subject: mild concern that Alice Lander should have chosen this day to visit a Transfer Centre many miles away, which meant that as she, Margery, was engaged in voluntary work on her day off, the office was left in charge of a junior. A further vague disquiet concerned the supplies for the criminal colony which she had been unable to inspect before the train left Newton Abbot; the stationmaster had kept her talking on the platform until the very last Moment. She hoped everything was there, and wondered whether she ought to break off her lecture for a moment and inspect the items in the otherwise empty end van. This would mean opening the door at the end of the coach, swinging along the running board and entering the van, all the while the train was in motion. It was risky, not worth it… If anything had been left out, well, they could always bring it next week. She hoped the morphia for Valerie Swann had not been forgotten.

“And we shall shortly be passing the site of the old Brimley Pottery, centuries ago famous for blue souvenir items with dialect inscriptions which now command a high price as collectors’ pikes.” She took a drink of water; she had nothing to say for the next few minutes. Again she considered the feasibility of using a recording for her oration on charity days. Would it be noticed? Supposing the train for some reason took longer for the trip; would the passengers observe the lack of synchronization? She regarded the passengers, the inscrutable group travelling on this charity day free of charge due to the benevolence of the Preservation Society.

They were unable to return her gaze, being Friendship Boxes. They jounced gently on the seats to the rhythm of the rail-joints, obtaining their impression of this movement, from her travelogue, and from the railway noises around—the occasional squeal from the flanges, the creaking of the old coach and, most of all, from the muffled beat of the locomotive exhaust. Suddenly, Margery felt ashamed of herself. This group, some thirty-five of them, was on an authentic train journey, something that might only happen once for them, something that they would discuss for months to come as they waited, stacked and bored, for their next Transfer. Who was she to consider detracting from the reality of the occasion? She coughed guiltily and resumed her talk.

“The inscriptions were all handwritten before the final firing,” she began, when there was an interruption from the nearest box.

“Look, girl,” said the box in a voice gruff and masculine. “Just shut up, will you? We could hear all this back in the Centre. All I want to do is listen to the engine.”

The engine whistled a tuneless screech. A signal to the criminal colony.

“Nice,” said the box. “But why did it whistle there? The level crossing’s not yet.”

“You know this route?” Margery felt a vague misgiving.

“Oh yes. I’ve travelled this line a few times. I’m a member of the Preservation Society, you know.”

“Then you shouldn’t be on this trip,” said Margery righteously. “There are only so many seats, and we give everyone an individual seat to make it more realistic. You shouldn’t have come. You should have given up your seat to someone who’d never been before.”

“Maybe I wanted to see what it was like from the point of view of a Friendship Box,” said the voice cryptically. “Do we stop at Bovey?”

“You ought to know. We take on water there.”

“They never used to, not in my last physical life. The tanks hold enough for the full trip to Moretonhampstead. Is this authorized by the Society?”

Margery thought fast; the situation was awkward. It was true that on every day of the week except charity days, the train made the journey nonstop. Charity days—the only days on which Friendship Boxes were carried—were used for delivery to the colony, on the basis that the stop could be readily explained to the boxes who could not, of course, observe the transaction of other, illegal business. In fact, during these stops the engine genuinely took on water, while the driver explained the process to the blind passengers.

“There’s a water shortage at Moretonhampstead,” she said. “A leak in the line from the reservoir.”

“We can’t have that,” remarked the box. “I’ll have to report it to the Chairman. We must get it fixed.”

Margery made a mental note to make sure that a genuine leak was organized.

“You’re Margery Steen,” continued the box. “Always glad to meet a fellow member of our Society. I’ve heard your name mentioned, but somehow I’ve never met you, last physical life. You do a good job. Allow me to introduce myself. Man Geoffrey Winter. Detective Constable, that is; Axminster Police.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Margery faintly.

“Mutual. Ah, just you and the two up in the engine, are there? I mean we have no other physical passengers?”

“No.” Margery tried to collect her thoughts and sound natural. “Just the three of us. We don’t need any more on the charity run.”

“The driver. The fireman. Are they Society members?”

“No,” replied Margery, wondering where this was leading. Was this man on official business? It was beginning to sound like it. She had heard of such cases before; they were called the Quiet Police, the ones who listened to incautious talk while in their period of Friendship. It was rumoured that they got quick promotion to the Preferred position of inspector of police, that way.

“I see… Well, just a quiet word with you, Woman Steen, from one Society member to another.” The voice became confidential. “It seems the railway is being used for criminal purposes. In view of this, I’d advise you to stay in the coach when we reach Bovey. I’m sure neither of us want a Society member mixed up in this business. It would look bad, wouldn’t it?”

You bastard, she thought. It would look bad indeed, for her; but it would look far worse for Chairman Gedge, whom she had suspected for a long time of diverting public funds into the operation of the railway. The railway which for some years had shown a handsome profit, a large proportion of which went back to the organizers… And, as Chairman of the Council, Gedge had a big say in the running of the police force. Nobody was concerned for her, Margery Steen; they were merely alarmed at the possibility of an inquiry into the Society’s business, and its members generally…

The brakes were on; screeching, the train was slowing down on the approaches to the Bovey station. She stepped over to the window, saw movement on the platform. The old signalbox drifted by, loud with reflected noise. The train was stopping; looking out of the window she saw figures beginning to move towards the locomotive. The fireman leaned out of the cab, his arm raised in greeting.

She flung open the door and jumped to the platform, dimly aware of a thud, as of another door banging against its stop behind her.

“Get back!” she shouted, running towards the group. “They’re on—”

She felt the blow between the shoulders; it flung her forward abruptly. But she didn’t see the platform, the grey stones rise to meet her. She didn’t see anything any more.

A few minutes previously, six members of the colony had arrived at Bovey station with the handcart which they used for collection of supplies. For a year or more now, the question of transport had been the subject of much discussion. Bill Hunte, naturally, had favoured the idea of building a horse-drawn wagon; horses were available and were in fact used for personal transport over short distances, and the building of the wagon would not present undue difficulty. Charles Swann had disagreed, feeling that the colony should take the earliest opportunity to steal a hovercar; again, fuel was available from the many abandoned filling stations throughout the area. Charles felt obscurely that reverting to horse-drawn transport represented degeneration, a stepping back into the past which was characteristic of Bill’s nostalgia for times he had never known. Bill, however, considered that horses represented the obviously practical transport for their situation. In fact, both of them admitted that the question was largely academic, as goods were only required to be carried on the short haul between the colony and the railway station. Crops were transported on small two-wheeled carts frequently hauled by goats; there was really no need for a large wagon.

Nevertheless the argument was symptomatic of a divergence of opinion within the colony.

“I mean,” Bill was saying as they stood on the platform and the whistle from the approaching train sounded shrill in the distance, “what do we represent? Are we merely a bunch of fugitives trying to make out until they catch up with us? Or are we trying to establish a new way of life, away from the towns and the Code Cards and the regimentation?”

“The latter, I hope,” replied Charles.

“Then we’ve got to face facts and come to terms with our environment. We must use what’s readily available with an eye to the future. Once we get a hovercar, then we’re stuck with all the problems of maintenance and repairs. We’re still, in one way or another, dependent on the cities. We’d have to steal spares. The car would be a constant problem. In the end it would break down completely, and we’d be back to horses until we stole a replacement. It reminds me of those old stories where civilization breaks down due to some disaster, and people have to live by the rule of the gun, and eat from looted stores. I’ve often wondered what they did when the ammunition and food ran out.”

“You’ve got a point,” admitted Charles, “but the example’s a bit inappropriate.” He hefted the revolver in his hand and indicated the rest of the group, all armed in the event of trickery with the train.

“I hope it won’t always be like this,” said Bill Hunte quietly. “I hope the day will come when we can live at peace with the cities, maybe trading with them on a regular basis instead of having to rely on friends to ship the stuff out. I don’t like the present situation any more than you. But at least we’re doing our best… The principle of life in the towns is inhuman. I don’t think you can say that about Bovey.”

Charles looked at him sharply. “You mean the Transfer System. The police and the indicator boards.”

Bill’s face was set. “I mean those things, and the miserable nonentities creeping about without Code Cards, and the poor buggers in Friendship Boxes who’d be better off dead—the whole setup stinks. When I came here, I left all that behind. I don’t like to be reminded of it, not by anything.”

“Like a hovercar… You know, Bill,” said Charles wonderingly, “you sound almost as though you came here voluntarily. I’ve often wondered. Be honest, now. Were you ever a criminal?”

“Forget it.”

“There’s one thing I’ve got to tell you,” stated Charles quietly. “I go along with your views with one exception. If I ever had the chance of getting a Transfer for Valerie, I’d take it. Wouldn’t you, if Joanna was … dying?”

Bill Hunte was saved from replying by the sight of the train rounding the curve into view, brakes squealing, smoke drifting idly from the chimney as the driver eased back the regulator. “Here it is,” he said prosaically, idiotically, cursing himself for a coward.

Len Dixon, the fireman, waved to them as the train groaned to a halt. They walked across the narrow platform.

Then, abruptly, the door of the first coach swung open and Margery Steen jumped out and began to run towards them.

“What …?” Charles exclaimed.

The end coach opened and police poured out, bringing rifles to bear.

“Get back! They’re—”

The rest of Margery’s words were lost in the rattle of gunfire. As the colonists dived for the cover of the dilapidated waiting-room, she pitched forward on her face and lay still.

“The bastards,” snarled Bill, taking a snap shot down the platform. The little room boomed with concussion. “They gave her no chance. No chance at all. There’s your goddamned civilization, Swann!”

Shots smacked into the woodwork. “How many are there?” asked one of the men, nervously.

“I saw five.”

“They’re outnumbered,” remarked Charles with seeming casualness. “They’ve underplayed it. Why?”

“Tom,” said Bill. “And you, Rob, and Joe. Down the steps at the back and around by the water tower. Keep down, below the platform level. Get behind them.”

“Where are they now?” asked Charles as the three men left by the back door. The gunfire had ceased momentarily and the quietness seemed false and tense.

“Behind the men’s room.”

“All of them?”

“Unless there are more in the coach. Christ, I hadn’t thought of that.” The door of the end coach hung open, twenty yards away. “If only we had a grenade.” Bill poked his head out of the door, but drew no fire. Opposite the waiting-room, the caps of the engine crew could be seen as they crouched low in the cab.

“What the hell are they trying to achieve?” asked someone wonderingly.

Charles said: “They weren’t told there would be so many of us, and they weren’t told we were armed. Either someone blundered, or … figure it out for yourself.” The quietness was overpowering, seeming almost to arrest constructive thought as though time itself had slowed.

A single shot rang out, followed by a shout of pain. In the waiting-room this caused, strangely, a relaxing of tension.

Charles peered out of the side window. “We’ve got them pinned down,” he observed. “Joe’s up the water tower… I think they’ve gone into the gents’ toilet.”

“That won’t help them much,” one of the colonists said with some relish. “There’s no roof on the place. He’ll be able to pick them off as soon as they stand up from the john.” He chuckled. “I imagine they’ve organized a rota.”

The sudden lightening of the atmosphere grated on Bill. “I’m going out to see how Margery is,” he said suddenly, and left.

Nobody had appeared in the doorway of the end coach; Charles made a swift decision. He followed Bill out of the door and walked down the deserted platform, waving to Joe on the water tower to hold his fire. He stopped at the wall of the toilet; a flimsy wooden structure warped and pitted with time. “You in there!” he shouted. “We’ve got you surrounded. Throw your guns over the top and come out with your hands up.”

There was a muttered conversation from within, a pause, then a clatter as rifles hit the platform. “We’re coming!” called a voice.

Charles stepped around to the entrance, gun at the ready. The five police emerged slowly, one by one, glancing nervously around. One clasped his upper arm; blood seeped around his fingers.

“Nobody dead?” remarked Charles coldly. “I don’t know whether I’m pleased about that or not.”

They eyed him furtively, shuffling their feet.

Bill strode up, white-faced. “Just one person’s dead,” he said thickly. “Margery… You rotten bastards. You lousy, stinking, rotten bastards.” The revolver trembled in his hand.

“Steady, Bill.”

“Which of you was it? Not that it matters…” Bill’s finger was white on the trigger. “We’ll shoot the lot of you… Or maybe string you up, that may be more painful, we’re not expert at this sort of thing…”

The rest of the colonists arrived, together with the locomotive crew. The two enginemen looked scared. “I swear we knew nothing about this, Man Hunte,” said the driver earnestly. “We had no idea these men were on the train.”

Picking up the name, one of the police whined: “Man Hunte, we were only doing our job. We didn’t expect this sort of trouble… We just do what we’re told, Man Hunte…”

Stepping forward, Bill slashed at the policeman’s face with his revolver. A deep gash opened down one cheek. Blood spurted. “You swine,” Bill grated. “When you speak to me, call me Mister!”

With some difficulty Charles restored order; not the least of his problems was the fact that Bill should not lose face in front of the police. After some heated discussion the vet cooled down and Charles was able to address the prisoners.

“I understand you were not told there would be opposition,” he began. “I don’t know what you did expect, but you surely must have wondered why you were carrying guns.”

“They said to bring back anyone we found at Bovey station,” muttered one of the police.

“I see. So you really didn’t expect to have to shoot it out with us. If I’m to believe what you say, you thought you’d find us unarmed and prepared to come quietly. OK, for the time being I’ll accept that. Now, I’ll tell you what your bosses in Axminster expected.

“They knew we had guns, for a start. They’ve always known we were armed. For this reason they’ve never sent in a force before; we know the country and their losses would be heavy. Yet they sent you in today, just five of you on the train, with guns. Obviously they’ve only recently found out that the train is used for carrying supplies; but there was still no need to send in police. The supplies could have been cut off at the Newton Abbot end.”

The police stood silently watching him; a certain comprehension was beginning to dawn.

“You were lambs to the slaughter. Your bosses sent you in to get butchered, to make martyrs of you, so that there would be a public outcry. So that then, at last, they would feel justified in calling in help from other towns and sending in a large force to wipe us out.” He regarded them, smiling grimly. “How does it feel?” he asked. “How does it feel to be sacrificed in the cause of Justice?”

“What are you going to do?” asked one of the men.

“I’m going to disappoint them. I’m going to send you back alive; in due course, that is… There might be some way we can turn this to advantage.” He turned to his own men. “Tom, put them in the john again; make sure they don’t get out. You others … take Margery and put her in the waiting-room. Bill, you and I must have a talk.”

Joanna held Valerie’s hand as the pain became bad.

“I know what you’re thinking,” said Valerie faintly, wincing. “You’re thinking that I must wish I was back in Axminster, where I might be able to bribe someone to treat me. Well … it’s not so. I’ve never wanted to go back. It’s pointless now, anyway; I’m over forty. But I wouldn’t have gone back five years ago, either. I like it here. I think we’re all doing the right thing.”

“We’re doing what we’ve got to do,” said Joanna gently. “We’ve got no choice.”

“Don’t try to fool me. Did you and Bill have no choice? What was your crime … or his crime? You’ve always kept pretty quiet about that…” She broke off as the sharp agony came.

Joanna regarded her anxiously. She had lost pounds, this last few weeks alone; she hadn’t got much longer to go… And it would be a pity, one hell of a pity, because Valerie in the past had been one of the leading members of the community, always to the fore in organizing the women’s activities, teaching the children, looking after the domestic side of things generally. She would be hard to replace…

“What’s that?” asked Valerie suddenly. “Listen!”

Joanna heard it too. “It sounds like gunfire,” she said, alarmed. She stood. “Oh, my God. They’re fighting at the station. There must have been a posse on the train. We’ve been frightened this might happen sooner or later.” She looked at Valerie uncertainly.

“Go on. You go over there; I’ll be all right.” The woman made an effort to smile. “We can’t let them capture the morphia, can we? There’s a gun in this drawer, beside the bed. Take it, they might need help…”

Joanna hurried along the street; the children had stopped playing and were listening. A few of them had started to drift curiously down the hill in the direction of the station.

“Get back, you kids,” she ordered them. “Go and find your fathers and tell them there’s trouble at the station. Tell them to bring guns.” She thought with a sick feeling in her stomach, that it would be too late anyway. The rest of the male population would be scattered over the surrounding countryside, hunting, tending the crops, looking after the herds. It would take hours to round them up. And the police would certainly have sent a strong force…

The stone cottages petered out and she was in the old main square, a large area of grass and small saplings where a few goats grazed in the shadow of derelict hotels. Southward the remains of the Newton road were detectable; west, more abandoned houses flanked the road to Haytor. She took the west road, her hurrying feet sloughing through the long grass, scattering rye seeds. Twin tracks of crushed vegetation marked the passage of the handcart.

The firing had ceased; the deserted portion of the town was deadly quiet. She arrived at the level-crossing gates and turned, making her way along the track to the station, breaking into a run, her heart pounding, the gun clumsy in her hand. She could see figures on the platform, police uniforms; she could see Bill, thank God, still alive, but who were the prisoners? The colonists, or the police? Beads of sweat trailed down her face and her hair was swinging lank across her eyes; she brushed it away as she ran.

As she reached the ramp to the platform she saw Bill walk away with Charles; they were talking together. Joe held the police at gunpoint, the other colonists were grouped around. In her relief, she began to cry. Bill saw her coming, and turned to meet her.

“My God, Joanna,” he remarked in surprise. “You look a hell of a mess.”

He didn’t look too good himself, she thought. His face was deathly pale and, as he caught her in his arms, she could feel him trembling.

“I thought …” she sobbed. “I heard shooting, and I thought you’d all be …” She broke off, burying her face in his shoulder.

“It’s all right now,” he said awkwardly. “They planned a little surprise for us on the train, but it didn’t come off. We’ve captured them. Now, we’ve got to decide what to do with them…”

She raised her head and looked at him suddenly; there was an edge to his voice which she had never heard before. “What …?” Over his shoulder, she saw men carrying a limp form into the waiting-room. “Who’s that?” she asked, a new fear clutching at her chest.

“Margery. The bastards shot her.”

“Is she—?”

“Yes. They’ve got something to answer for.”

“Oh, my God…”

“Leave it to us, darling. Look, Charles and I have one or two things to discuss; everybody’s busy right now. Can you go and see to the passengers? They’re wondering what the hell is happening.”

“Of course…” She could hear the shouts from the coach, loud queries, annoyed, alarmed. “First, though, I must make sure the supplies are all right.” She looked at Charles, who was standing quietly with an assumed air of calm, waiting for her to go. “We’re out of morphia, Charles. Valerie’s in a lot of pain.”

He nodded, his expression tightly controlled.

She left them and made her way back down the platform to the boxcar; opening the heavy door, she climbed inside. She peered about in the gloom, kicked aside heaps of old straw and sacking, searched hopelessly.

There was nothing there. No case of medical supplies, no generator spares, no parcels of food, no liquor, no cleaning materials. Nothing except the depressing evidence of police occupancy; a few empty flasks, beer cans, and plastic boxes which had once held sandwiches. She stepped down to the platform again, walked a few yards, and climbed into the coach thinking maybe she might find something there.

Again she was unsuccessful; she walked along the centre aisle, bending and looking under the seats, running her gaze along the parcel racks. All the time, the Friendship Boxes yelled at her.

“I know you’re there! I can hear you breathing. What the hell’s going on? For God’s sake, tell us what’s going on!” Then someone voiced the deepest fear, the fear known too well to anyone who has undergone a Friendship period. “Is there a fire?”

Others took up the cry. “A fire!” “The train’s on fire! Get us out of here, for pity’s sake!” “I’m a police officer, and I demand to know—”

It was the box on her left. Joanna bent over it and spoke. “You’re a policeman?”

“I certainly am, Woman. What’s happening on this train? You’re not Woman Steen, are you? Where’s Woman Steen? She’s supposed to be in charge.”

“Aren’t you interested in finding out what the shooting was about?” asked Joanna coldly. “Or do you already know?”

“Shooting? Yes, I did hear shooting.” The voice became less belligerent.

“Your friends shot Margery Steen,” Joanna informed the box, her tone low and furious. There was a sudden silence from the other Friends as they listened. “All of you”—she raised her voice—”hear this. Your guide has been shot by the police. They were hiding on the train. They intended to kill the Bovey colonists. This box here is a policeman, planted among you. No doubt there are more of them back at the Centre. You might think you’re safe there, stacked in your boxes away from the police and the indicator boards and the fear of unwittingly committing some petty crime, but you’re not, you know. They’re watching you all the time, police planted among you, listening for an incautious word. I dare say you’ve all said a few things you wouldn’t say during a physical life, because you feel safe in your box. I want to tell you all, right now, that you’re never safe. Friendship periods get longer. There aren’t enough bodies to go around. Boxes disappear, never come up for Transfer.

“During the Friendship period, they weed you out.”

There was a bedlam of raised voices; beside her the policeman was screaming furious denials…

Joanna left the coach feeling mentally and physically drained, and not a little ashamed; in her rage and despair she had hit out blindly, her nearest target being the helpless boxes. The platform was deserted. She saw people moving about in the waiting-room and walked across.

Charles was standing near the door apparently deep in thought, regarding a slip of bright metal.

She thought it best to be done quickly. “Charles,” she said gently. “There were no supplies on the train.”

He looked at her dully. “I didn’t think there would be,” he said. “Didn’t you realize the whole thing was a trick? They expected us to overpower the police. They wanted to cause a public outcry. They were bound to make sure the supplies were offloaded before the train left Newton.”

“I see…” she said slowly. “What are you going to do now? Send the police back in the train?”

“I don’t know. How was Valerie when you left?”

She hesitated. “Not too good,” she said at last. Her gaze returned to the sliver of metal. “That’s a Code Card,” she observed.

“It’s Margery Steen’s… I’d almost forgotten what they look like.”

Bill had been examining Margery’s body; he joined them in the doorway. His expression was grim. “Just what are you thinking of, Charles?” he asked.

Charles took a long time to answer; when finally he did, his tone was almost pleading. “You can get about with a Code Card,” he said, his eyes flickering from Bill’s face to Joanna’s. “We’ve got this, and we’ve got five more belonging to the police … all current and valid.”

“Yes,” said Bill flatly.

Joanna looked from one man to the other, sensing an unspoken conflict.

“If Valerie was fit enough to travel,” continued Charles, “she could have gone to the Centre and used this Card to get a Premature Transfer. You see?” He indicated the Card. “Margery was Preferred. She worked in the Placement Office.”

“A bit callous, don’t you think, Charles, with Margery lying there murdered?” Bill’s voice was gently reproving.

“Valerie’s my wife. She’s dying.”

“The equipment at the Cottage Hospital here is in good shape,” remarked Joanna. “You said so yourself, Bill.”

“What are you talking about?” Her husband looked at her; his expression was defensive, hunted. Charles watched them both, desperation in his eyes.

“Valerie can’t travel. We need a Transfer Surgeon and a host body,” she said.

“For God’s sake, Joanna!” Bill exploded. “Don’t talk so damned stupid.” He turned to Charles. “What’s the point in all this?” he asked. “Whatever happened, you’d lose Valerie as you know her. Supposing, just supposing we got her Transferred somehow. Your wife would have the body of a six-month baby. She would not be an adult until eighteen years from now. You’ll be sixty physical by then. What sort of a setup is that? It’s perverted. The whole conception of Transference is perverted.”

“Bill,” said Joanna gently. “I know your principles and I think you’re mostly right. But I think we might make an exception in this case. Charles has done a lot for the community; more than anyone else, I’d say. And Valerie; well, we all know what she’s done. I don’t think we can deny her this chance. And it is only a chance, a faint one.”

Bill looked at her, astonished. “But Joanna, you know that we could have—”

“Shut up, Bill,” said Joanna quietly. “This isn’t the time.”

The train rolled across the level stretch on the approaches to Newton Abbot and the wilderness of birch saplings and undergrowth gave way to the orderly landscape of the State farms.

“This is madness,” muttered Bill for the umpteenth time, running his finger around the inside of the stiff police collar, perspiring freely. “What sort of a chance have we got?”

“There’s no harm in taking a look around,” said Joanna. “We’ll go along to the Axminster Transfer Centre and I’ll size up the situation, using Margery’s Card. We’re not committing ourselves.”

“You’re already committed,” said a voice beside them.

“It’s my friend the policeman,” remarked Joanna lightly. “Still laying down the law. Still listening to conversations that don’t concern him.”

There were angry mutterings from the other Friendship Boxes. “Damned spy!” someone shouted.

“Nice to know you’re among Friends, isn’t it?” said Joanna.

“All these boxes here are in big trouble,” snarled the voice. “My report will deal with the antagonism I’ve met on this train. We don’t like antagonism towards the police, it’s anti-social. I know quite a few people who won’t be getting Transfers anymore.”

Bill looked at Joanna for an instant; she nodded slightly.

He spoke loudly, so that every box could hear. “You all know my wife and I are members of the Bovey Tracey colony. What the police call the criminal hideout. The members of the colony are fugitives from the law; people who have at various times in the past committed so-called crimes, and have been lucky enough to make it as far as Bovey, where we cater to this sort of thing. We enjoy our life there, despite our inability to get Transfers. It’s surprising what a full life some of us have crowded into seventy or so years. And when Total Death comes, it isn’t so bad, because at seventy you’re feeling rather tired and, in Bovey, very satisfied that you’ve done your best. And all around you, you can see that things are continuing and will continue without you; because we have kids, you see, and we let them grow into adults. We’re quite old-fashioned in our way. In your next physical life, why not drop in and see us? You might like to stay a while.”

“I don’t think they’ll be coming,” said the policeman coldly.

“And don’t worry about finding yourself among a gang of thugs; some of us have unblemished records. We just happen to like the life.”

“You what?” The policeman’s voice was incredulous. “You mean some of you are living in Bovey of your own free will?”

“Me, for instance,” said Bill. Joanna was watching him expectantly, a faint smile on her lips. “And my wife. Mind you”—he stood, taking a deep breath—”there comes a time in every man’s life when he has to stray from the straight and narrow. For me, this is now. We are now approaching the bridge over the River Teign. I’m telling you this because it’s important that you know.” He pulled down the window and took up the box. “This is where you get off, Friend.”

The train rattled over the bridge. The policeman screamed all the way down.

Bill resumed his seat. “So simple,” he said shakily. “Just like that, I can commit murder.”

Joanna hadn’t been fooled by his light tone. “It was necessary, darling.”

“And Margery’s death was so pointless. Just a trigger-happy fool tempted by a running target, and you get Total Death. It just doesn’t seem to mean anything. Charles thinks it does, you know. He couldn’t get upset about Margery, not like you or I, because suddenly she represented a Code Card and a possible way out for Valerie. He couldn’t help it, but it shook me. It reminded me of a useless steer becoming, at the moment of death, beef.”

Joanna said: “You were about to tell him we could have made this journey at any time, using our own Code Cards. I think it’s best if we don’t say anything about that, Bill.”

“You’re right.” He addressed the boxes. “The train will be stopping soon, about half a mile short of the station. My wife and I will get off there. I’m afraid you’ll have to stay in the train; it’ll back up the line a bit and wait for us to come back. Then we’ll all be returning to Bovey, Joanna and I will get off, and the police will come back with you. I’m afraid you won’t get back to the Centre before nightfall.”

“That makes no difference to us,” a box said. “We’re enjoying ourselves. Day, night, it doesn’t matter. I haven’t had so much excitement for years.”

“Fine,” said Bill. “And just one other thing. You may have gathered that the driver and the fireman of this train are on our side. They’ll have to join the colony when all this is over. Right now there’s no problem, because the train’s scheduled to be up at Moretonhampstead. It’s not expected back at Newton for several hours. By evening, Newton will be swarming with police. We won’t be able to take the train right into the station. We’ll have to drop you off a couple of miles short, at the same time as we drop off the prisoners. It may be some time before you’re picked up. Unless one of our prisoners can drive the engine, that is.”

The boxes greeted this with equanimity.

The train slowed, brakes grinding. Bill opened the door and dropped into the bushes beside the track. Joanna followed. The train reversed; they watched it puffing off into the distance.

“We’re on our own now,” Joanna said, a little nervously.

They sat side by side in the police car, a policeman and a woman, anonymous, going anywhere.

“Why the hell are we doing this?” Bill asked. “We’ve burned our boats now. We can’t go back to … civilization. No more Transfers. We’ll die in thirty, forty years’ time. My God.”

“You seemed happy enough about the prospect a little while ago,” remarked Joanna acidly. “You had no thought of going back, then.”

“That policeman riled me. But this is a hell of a step we’ve taken, Joanna. Before, I’ve always thought that if it didn’t work out at Bovey, we could go back to Axminster. No need to say where we’d been for the last few years, just tell them we were up at the other end of the country. We always had that choice.”

“But it has worked out at Bovey, Bill. We’ve been happy there. And don’t forget the kids. They can’t go back.”

“Christ, yes, the kids.” Bill ran his fingers through his hair. “I’d forgotten the kids. It shows how I’ve dropped into the Bovey way of thinking. The kids are nonentities, of course. They can’t go back.”

Joanna smiled suddenly. “Don’t look so worried, Bill. You’re a policeman now, remember? People are supposed to be scared of you. You’ll have to act the part better in Axminster. And it’s stupid talking about going back to the city. You know you never intended to. You hate the System too much.”

On automatic, the car slid smoothly along the highway.

“By tomorrow our names will be on the indicator boards,” remarked Bill. “When we put the police back on the train they’ll find their spy gone. There’s only us could have got rid of him. They know our names, and they’ll tell the authorities…” His voice hardened. “We should have strung them up for what they did to Margery.”

“And the entire police force of the southwest would move into Bovey.”

“They may do that in any event, when they find I killed their spy.”

“They’ll hardly admit to having spies. Public opinion would go right against them. See, ten miles to go. We’ll be in the outskirts soon. Look ruthless.”

Bill had to smile at that. “Not all policemen are bastards, you know. I might be one of the good ones. Kind of them to lend us the car…” His voice became serious. “We mustn’t be too long, you know. They left the car unguarded because their job in Bovey is supposed to be routine. Later on, a little while after the train is due back, they intend to discover the car still there, abandoned. ‘What’s happened to our men?’ they’ll say in surprise. ‘Oh, God, they haven’t returned from that mission to Bovey. They’ve been massacred. Call on the neighbouring cities. Send in the army.’ We’ve got to get the whole thing finished before that happens.”

“You have a vivid imagination, darling.”

“I know the way they think, that’s all.”

Conversation died as they reached a roadblock. Pulling up, Bill leaned out of the window. “I’ve got a sick woman here,” he explained. “Preferred Trade. I’m taking her to the Centre.” He exhibited the Code Card he had taken from the policeman, together with Margery Steen’s. The traffic officer gave them a cursory glance, regarded Joanna briefly, then said: “Orders are for all cars to be in the Newton area at six.”

“Why?”

The traffic officer looked at Bill contemptuously. “You know better than to ask that. Anyway, it’ll be over your radio, later. Make sure you don’t stay long in Axminster.”

As they drove away, Bill exhaled a deep sigh of relief. “Thank God he didn’t recognize the car number,” he said. “Or maybe he doesn’t know about the Bovey thing. He’s probably only following orders.”

The tall apartment blocks closed in and the car’s speed checked. Fifteen minutes later they pulled up opposite the Transfer Centre. Joanna took a deep breath. “This is it,” she said. “Wish me luck.”

“I still think I ought to come in with you.”

“We’ve been over all that before. They’d think it odd, a policeman accompanying me. I won’t be noticed; if I am, well, I’ve got my reasons for being there already. I’m Preferred, and I’m coming in to see about a Premature. But a policeman attracts attention.”

“I suppose so… Wait a moment,” said Bill quickly. “What’s going on?”

On the steps of the Centre a woman stood, swaying slightly; people had moved away from her and she was alone, laughing shrilly, dementedly. The sound sent a shiver down Joanna’s spine. Then, still laughing, the woman lurched away unsteadily, making for the corner visiphone box.

“Some drunk,” observed Bill. “Off you go, Joanna. Don’t take any chances.”

The receptionist glanced curiously at Phillip Ewell as he walked slowly across the entrance hall of the Transfer Centre and down the corridor towards the operating theatre. Briefly she wondered what had got into the man; he looked as if he had seen a ghost. Then she returned to her more interesting recurrent daydream; what was it going to be like when she was Preferred, and didn’t have to take orders from any nut who might turn up at the desk. She had already forgotten about Linton James, whose name had disappeared from the indicator board opposite…

Absorbed in her thoughts she failed to notice the untidily dressed woman who came quickly through the large doors, glanced around briefly and, on catching sight of Man Ewell’s retreating back, hurried down the corridor after him…

Ewell himself was hardly conscious of his progress down the corridor. He reached the door to the operating theatre; it was still open. The nurse held the android child, and the objectionable Friendship Box housing Betty Benson still lay on the table. It all seemed so long ago; it was like an old 3-V which you suddenly realize you’ve seen before. So thought Ewell as he stepped inside the theatre, when a remarkable event banished this notion from his mind. A woman appeared at his side. She looked nervous, was aged something under forty, and the object she held half concealed in her bag was obviously a gun.

“Hold it right there,” she said traditionally.

Ewell stared at her. “My dear woman,” he said, fighting to retain his composure. “What on earth do you think you’re doing?”

“I’ve got a gun on you,” explained the woman uncertainly.

“So you have, so you have… Ah…” Ewell retained his motionless stance. “What do we do next?”

The woman stepped past him after a somewhat melodramatic glance up and down the corridor and, wheeling around, removed the gun completely from her bag. “Shut the door,” she commanded.

“Certainly.” Ewell obeyed. There was a look of hair-trigger desperation in the woman’s eyes; he had seen that look before and distrusted it from experience. “Is that thing … loaded?” he asked.

“You can take my word for it.” With the door closed she seemed to calm down a little; she glanced at the nurse, then at the baby. “Who’s that?” she asked him sharply.

“It’s my nurse.”

“Is she all right?”

“I’ve always found her reliable.”

“I hope she stays that way… The baby, and that box on the table. Who’s that? Someone waiting for a Transfer?” The woman’s voice held a curious excitement. “You were going to do a Transfer? You’re the Transfer Surgeon?”

“Man Phillip Ewell,” he introduced himself, unable to prevent a slight bow. Really, the whole situation was fantastic…

“Joanna Hunte,” replied the woman absently, her expression thoughtful. “Look,” she said after a pause. “I realize all this seems a bit unusual to you, but I’m going to have to ask you to come with me and bring the baby. But what are we going to do about these two—your nurse and this … I take it there is somebody in that box?”

“Damned right there is,” snapped an unpleasant, unexpected voice. “What the hell’s going on? What’s holding up my Transfer?”

“Shut her up, will you?” said Joanna. “I don’t like the sound of her.”

“Nurse!” Ewell nodded significantly at the Friend and the nurse stepped forward, laid the baby on the table and performed some intricate work inside a small hatch on the box. The Friend, who had been firing a fusillade of shrill questions, abruptly fell silent.

“That only leaves you, Nurse,” said Joanna.

Phillip Ewell looked helplessly from one to the other; this whole business, coming so soon after his harrowing experience with Woman Lander, was too sudden. He felt unable to cope; the pose of calm indifference was difficult to maintain. “You want me to come with you and perform an illegal Transfer, I suppose,” he surmised. “You realize that this has been tried before, several times, and rarely has anybody got away with it. There’s always a slip-up. Usually it’s a mistake over the Code Card.”

“We don’t use Code Cards,” Joanna informed him. “We’re from Bovey Tracey.”

“Oh… That’s the criminal hideout, isn’t it? You must excuse me; I’m new to this area. I haven’t got around yet… We, did you say? There are some more of you?”

“Plenty.”

“Why don’t you go to one of the illegal Centres and see one of their quacks? I’m sure you must know a few addresses.”

“There isn’t time and we can’t afford their prices,” snapped Joanna. Ewell’s calm sarcasm was getting her down; the initiative seemed to be slipping away from her. “There’s a woman dying of cancer, Man Ewell. She hasn’t got much longer… It’s your job to prolong life, isn’t it? For God’s sake, come with me.” Joanna was almost pleading now.

Ewell smiled faintly. “It seems I’ve got to.”

“And the nurse?”

“I won’t say anything,” the woman assured her. “Provided Man Ewell comes to no harm. I’ll cover up his absence at this end.”

“My God,” said Joanna wonderingly. “I do believe you’re on our side.”

“Well, I’m not,” said Ewell. “I’d better make my position clear. I’ll do what I’m forced to, for the sake of staying alive. I’ll do my best to perform a successful Transfer under what I expect are impossible conditions, because it’s not in me to cause a death deliberately. But that’s all. I don’t go along with this; and, if I get the chance, I’ll be happy to give evidence against you.”

“That sounds fair enough,” said Joanna. “Come along, then.” She slipped her gun hand inside the bag.

“I’ll need my things,” Ewell reminded her coldly.

“Collect them up, then. And the baby… Wait a moment.” Joanna looked closely. “That’s an android girl. Is that all you’ve got?”

“It’s the best we can do at short notice,” snarled Ewell, his face livid. “I’m an android too; hadn’t you noticed?”

“Oh, yes,” said Joanna hurriedly. “Bring her along then. I’m sure she’ll be all right…”

The journey was a series of surprises for Phillip Ewell. They walked, carefully casual, down the corridor towards the street, the woman beside him whispering dire threats as to what would happen if he made any move towards enlisting help. In one arm he held the baby; the other hand held the case containing the Transfer instruments, large and heavy. Thus encumbered, he had a feeling of complete helplessness; he had no choice but to let events take their course. This situation, coming as a climax to an unpleasantly eventful day, had sapped his initiative.

The receptionist hardly glanced up as they passed the desk and pushed their way through the doors into the street.

“The police car. Over there.” She urged him in that direction.

“Are the police involved in this?” he asked in surprise.

“Not exactly… Get in, now. In the back.” She opened the door and he scrambled inside awkwardly, holding the baby carefully and dragging the case after him. She followed, keeping him covered.

The driver turned around; Ewell was vaguely reassured to see that his face was pallid with worry. “Is everything all right? This is the Transfer Surgeon? He’s brought all his stuff?” Without waiting for a reply he started the car and they moved off rapidly.

“I think so,” Joanna replied. “I hope so, for his sake. He seems quite amenable.”

“Shit scared, you mean,” remarked the driver over his shoulder. “Not that I blame him. I feel the same way, and nobody’s even got a gun on me. Yet…” he added.

“You two don’t appear suited to the life of crime,” remarked Ewell.

“You’re damned right we don’t… Ah, permit me to introduce myself. Bill Hunte, veterinary surgeon, Bovey Tracey.” He grinned briefly, nervously, over his shoulder. “My wife Joanna is beside you.”

“We’ve already met… Phillip Ewell is my name.”

“Happy to have you with us, Ewell. I expect Joanna has told you why we need you.”

“She has. You have a sick woman who needs a Transfer.”

Over the next few miles Bill and Joanna explained the problems of the colony; their successes, failures, requirements, hopes for the future. Ewell found all this fascinating; somehow he had always envisaged the criminal colony as being a squalid warren of caves in a mountainside, whose occupants carved out a stone-age existence. It came as something of a surprise for him to hear of the very real, alternative civilization apparently thriving less than fifty miles from the city. He found himself joining in the conversation and asking questions from the point of interest, rather than with any motive of eventually turning the information to advantage. He was especially interested in the progress of the children, in their education and welfare; and was not unduly surprised to learn that they showed a quick intelligence and a talent for original thought sadly lacking among the people of the cities.

The treasonable thought occurred to him that, just for an experiment, it might be a good idea to allow some of the city babies to progress to adulthood… But the outcry from the Friendship Boxes and the Placement Office would be too great; hosts were in short supply.

The journey was becoming a pleasant experience; once out of the city Joanna had put away the gun; the baby, already doped in anticipation of the Transfer of Woman Betty Benson which never took place, was quiescent; and the company was fresh and interesting. Ewell sighed and relaxed, decided to make the best of things…

His next surprise came when they reached Newton Abbot, parked the car and began to walk along the old railway track. It appeared that the next part of the journey would be made by train. The walk was long; the train could not be allowed to wait in view of the road, but his companions took turns in relieving him of the child and the bag of instruments, and he found his surroundings interesting. There was a wildness about the scenery which was beyond his experience. Trees and bushes grew in disordered profusion, soon stretching for miles on either side of the track; before them, this mass of uncultivated nature rose gently to a skyline dominated by a huge granite outcrop which his companions referred to as Haytor.

He had an irrational, totally out-of-character desire to climb up to that rock one day, alone, away from everybody; and just stand and look at the view…

Ewell found the train absorbing; he examined the locomotive at length and regretted that his companions did not trust him sufficiently to allow him to travel on the footplate. Indeed, Bill Hunte was somewhat curt about the whole thing, asking him bluntly whether he thought he was on a holiday outing. However, the coach had its compensations; the gliding, rocking motion was unusual and the view from the windows glorious.

He found Joanna watching him curiously. “Are you always like this?” she asked. “I mean, you seem to be enjoying yourself. This is serious, you know.” A flicker of irritation crossed her face as he smiled at her vaguely. “Damn it,” she said, “you’ve been kidnapped. Do you think this is some sort of game?” She turned to Bill. “It’s typical of the city people. They get so dull and stupid, they don’t recognize reality when it stares them in the face.”

“Take it easy, Joanna.” Bill recognized the strain in his wife’s tone. The reaction from recent events was setting in.

“It’s all right,” said Ewell politely. “I can see reality all around me. I just don’t want to miss any of it, that’s all…”

“Something to talk about in the long evenings in Axminster,” suggested Bill, grinning.

“So you intend to let me go back, after I’ve done this job for you,” said Ewell. “I was a little afraid you might”—his tone was mildly apologetic—”dispose of me, once I’d served my purpose.”

“Not at all,” replied Bill hastily. “Put it out of your mind. You’ll travel back on the train in style, with a police escort. You’ll be surprised at what we can lay on for you.”

“Oh, good…” Ewell resumed his study of the passing scenery.

A group of men and women met them at Bovey; relief was apparent on every face. Ewell met Charles Swann, who introduced him around in an atmosphere of pleasant good-will. The surgeon’s impression of an easy-going community was tempered somewhat by the ominous sight of a man standing guard at the door to a tumbledown john, a rifle under his arm. These people might appear friendly, he thought, but they meant business… As they walked down the platform, he caught sight of a number of sullen-faced police sitting inside the building. Presumably they were to be his escort back. Somehow, he didn’t think the return journey was going to be so enjoyable…

Charles Swann was talking. “We’ve moved Valerie to the hospital,” he said. There was agony speaking behind his eyes. “It wasn’t easy. She’s in a lot of pain…”

“I’ve got something for that,” Ewell reassured him.

Bill Hunte carried the baby; the effects of the drug had worn off and it was getting restless; from time to time it cried, hungrily. Ewell noticed the veterinary surgeon glancing at Charles; Bill had been murmuring to the baby as he walked and the look on his face betrayed some deep emotion. As they climbed the narrow village street a number of children ran to meet them, but Bill tried to keep the baby away from their curious gaze. He quickened his pace and they had to hurry to keep up with him.

They paused at a neat grey cottage. “Ewell and I will take it from here,” said Bill harshly. “I’ll be able to help in the operation. Maybe you’d better come too, Joanna. But the rest of you, Charles as well, stay here.” Charles was hovering irresolutely at the door of his cottage. “Take him inside and give him a drink, someone,” said Bill more gently, realizing that the man had reached the end of his tether. “I’ll send Joanna back as soon as there’s any news…”

Ewell was surprised at the condition of the hospital: clean and freshly-scrubbed, smelling faintly of new paint. The operating theatre was spotless, the instruments gleamed. He unpacked his bag and set out the Transfer instruments on the glass-topped table. “Where’s the patient?” he asked.

“In the next room.” Bill laid the baby on the operating table; there was infinite reluctance in his action. He coughed awkwardly. “Ewell,” he said slowly, “I realize that we’ve got to go through with this thing… But there’s something else. You’ve met our people, you’ve talked to us, you must have got some idea of what we’re trying to do, and how we’re going about it. And for your part, I get the impression that you don’t exactly disapprove of us.”

“Disapproval is relative,” replied Ewell carefully. “For a bunch of criminals, you’ve treated me well. Nevertheless you’ve brought me here against my will. You can’t expect me to approve of that.”

“Of course not. Of course not…” Bill searched for the right words, then gave up. “For Christ’s sake, I’ll come straight to the point. We need a doctor here, Ewell. We’ve got kids who get sick. We’ve got women who have babies and aches and mastitis and God knows what. We’ve got men who fall off their horses and break their arms, who reap crops and slice off their toes. As time goes by we get old people who have every ailment under the sun. And the only person who can do anything for them is me, and I’m a vet, for God’s sake. We need a human doctor, Ewell. Frankly, we need you.”

“Don’t expect me to cry, Hunte; we all have our difficulties. You people talk about the good life, renouncing civilization and so on; then as soon as one of you gets sick you run bleating to that very civilization begging for a Transfer.” Ewell thought for a moment. “What you’re really saying is: you won’t let me go back to Axminster.”

“I didn’t say that. You can go back to Axminster if you want to. It’s just that … maybe I thought I could put it into your mind that you didn’t want to. I thought, perhaps, that you might like to stay.”

“I’m sorry, Hunte,” replied Ewell more gently. “Don’t think I’m not aware of your problems. But fortunately they’re not mine… I have my own job to do, back in the city.”

“Job?” Bill’s voice rose. “A man like you, trained to save life and help the sick, spending all his time performing Transfers? I suppose you can square it with your conscience. You can tell yourself that you save a life for every Transfer you do. But have you ever told yourself that you also end a life?”

“A long time ago I used to think like that. But now it’s just a job—and it’s a job which you need doing here.” Ewell glanced significantly at the baby.

Bill was about to speak, but bit the words back. “I tried,” he said at last. “Let’s get on with it. I’ll guarantee you get back safely.”

Valerie lay pale on the operating table and Ewell knew at a glance that she had not much longer to live. He had shot her full of morphia and she lay more easily now, gazing about her vaguely and not fully comprehending what was happening. Joanna held her hand, and she looked up and smiled.

“Hello, Joanna,” she said faintly. “Where’s Charles?”

“In the village. Take it easy now. We’re getting ready to give you a Transfer. When you wake up everything will be all right.”

“A Transfer?” Valerie looked sleepily doubtful. She turned her head with an effort and focused on the baby, naked and squealing, being injected by Ewell. She looked for so long that Joanna thought, maybe she had fallen asleep with her eyes open, or …

“Ewell!” she cried sharply.

The surgeon glanced across, reached out and passed his hand before Valerie’s eyes. She blinked, still looking at the baby.

“She’s an android,” Valerie whispered.

Ewell tensed suddenly; Bill stared at him, then back at Valerie…

“I don’t think …” Valerie’s voice was very faint. “I don’t think I want a Transfer… No. I’d rather just …” She closed her eyes, her breathing shallow and rapid.

Ewell was stiffly erect, his fingers white about the syringe. Bill and Joanna were staring at him; his look was one of almost inhuman expressionlessness as he gazed through them, through everything unfocused as though at a point distant in time and space… There was a tiny snap as the syringe cracked in his fingers; little shards of glass tinkled to the floor.

“No…” Valerie was speaking again; they hardly heard her. “It’s not fair… Every baby deserves a chance. It would be a step in the wrong direction for the colony if I … Since we started, we’ve never …” She sighed; the effort was too much.

Ewell’s eyes cleared; he seemed almost to shake himself back into the present. He regarded Valerie for a long moment, then picked up the baby, looked at it wonderingly, and carried it from the room, followed by Bill. Joanna watched them go, then turned to Valerie.

*    *    *

Ewell stood at the hospital entrance with the baby in his arms. The late afternoon was moving to evening and across the fields he saw a man on horseback, driving cattle. He looked at the drowsy face of the baby. “Hey, little girl,” he said softly. “That’s the second time you’ve been turned down today. Maybe you were meant to live.” A group of children, shouting and laughing, ran down the grassy lane, late for tea.

“We’ll have to hurry,” said Bill tentatively. “The train’s got to be in Newton before dark.”

“Maybe … maybe you’d better send it on without me,” said Ewell. “I’ll have to stay with Mrs. Swann for a while… And I expect you’ve got a few patients you’d like me to examine in the morning.”

Stark and black against the crimson skyline the outcrop of Haytor watched from its’ perch on the darkening breast of the Moor.

It looked a good place to climb up to…


EPILOGUE

THE FIRST AND second editions of this dossier are identical with the exception that, for obvious reasons, the first edition did not include the Prologue and Epilogue. The first edition was, as stated in the Prologue, produced for propaganda purposes as an oblique attack on Compulsory Transfer. Its success may be measured by the fact that it attained State-wide underground distribution; odd copies still turn up to this day.

I re-read the dossier last year and in the light of recent events conceived the idea of a second edition. The stories would remain unchanged but the message behind them would be altered by circumstance. Whereas the first edition demonstrated the extent to which a person’s actions, thoughts, and moral outlook can be affected by his environment, the second edition, through hindsight, is intended to show that humanity consists essentially of individuals who will rebel if the environment becomes overly hostile.

Time alone has proved this to be true and if the dossier might be said to serve as a warning, it warns that the intelligence of humanity decreases in inverse proportion to the mass. Conversely and fortunately for us, a mass is comprised of individual particles, be they atoms or people, which are in constant independent motion…

Phillip Ewell died before the first edition was published; that, too, is history, as are the Code Card riots of 2287. I’m glad Phillip was alive at the time of the riots because he was at least able to see the beginnings of the collapse of the System. He would ask for details, eagerly, each time I returned from Axminster. In those days I visited the city once or twice a week for the purpose of distributing the news sheet which developed into the Valley Times; and also to arrange supplies, and to keep in contact with the Nonentity League. It was this underground society which was responsible for the simultaneous raids on Police Headquarters, the Placement Office and the Transfer Centre in March of 2287, when all records of individuals in the area were destroyed. The riots came the following month when the authorities decreed that all persons must re-register at the Placement Office, bringing with them their Code Cards…

The authorities had miscalculated. Due to the long Waiting List a large proportion of the population had failed to attend for their forty-year Transfer to the Friendship Boxes; the decay of the System was further advanced than had been realized. The nonentities found themselves powerful and were able to encourage a wholesale destruction of Code Cards in the street outside the Placement Office on the twentieth of April, 2287. The police were powerless to intervene…

And here was a strange thing. The prime movers behind the revolt were not the leaders of the nonentities, but were in fact the androids of lower mental age—the children who had been allowed to become adults. I’ve often wondered why, because of all sections of the population, the young androids were the ones who had least to lose under the System. They had not even experienced Transfer; and when they did, there would be a host immediately available for them. So why, of all people, did they rock the boat? I discussed this with Phillip on occasion, but he would merely smile noncommittally as if to say that he, being an android, knew the reason; but I would not understand. To me it seemed a simple question of survival, in which case they would have been better throwing in their lot with the authorities. As it was, they threw away a chance of immortality…

But I’m glad Phillip Ewell was not alive in the year 2292, one year after the first edition of this dossier was published. He might have felt, and rightly, that the dossier contributed to the series of outrages throughout the country—throughout the world, I suspect, although details are difficult to come by.

We know what happened in Axminster. The authorities, their grip on the situation slipping away, made another attempt to persuade people to re-register for Code Cards. They appealed to the population: the Transfer System had broken down, they said; births were not being registered, it was becoming difficult to calculate a fair distribution of available resources; there were no hosts available for the poor souls in Friendship Boxes—the Waiting List had become indefinite.

So, going right to the heart of the problem, someone planted a bomb in the Transfer Centre and blew the poor souls in Friendship Boxes—over a quarter of Axminster’s population—to eternity.

I’m glad Phillip Ewell never knew about that. Like his close friend Bill Hunte, his outlook was basically humanitarian; to be truthful, he was a dreamer.

And due to certain incautious remarks I had made in the past, he might have suspected that I, personally, had something to do with it…

Bovey Tracey, 2294
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