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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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This is a work of fiction. No character in it represents an actual person, living or dead.


“A character, to be acceptable as more than a chess piece, has to be ignorant of the future, unsure about the past, and not at all sure of what he’s supposed to be doing.”

—Anthony Burgess (Times Literary Supplement, reviewing Lucy Maddox’s Nabokov’s Novels in English)

He may be all of those things and yet remain a chess piece—a pawn—tactically useful but, in a pinch, expendable.

—G.T.


1 POOR ORPHAN BOY

The trouble with an Orphanage upbringing is that when the College discharges you at age eighteen you are burstingly healthy, educated to the edge of intellectual indigestion and as innocent of day-to-day reality as a blind dummy.

You read of orphanages (with a small o) in old novels and gain an impression of cruelty and exploitation visited upon children as punishment for their insolence in having been born, a picture of institutionalised revenge.

In this century, with the Population Control Laws hovering like the eye of God over the couplings even of the wedded, we children of the unwedded and the overenthusiastic are indeed born in sin but it is the parents who face fines and gaol sentences and occasionally chemical castration. Legal disapproval is at least not vented on the helpless issue by a social system that has raised contraception almost to the status of a competitive art form.

We orphans are treated very well by a State conscious of its humane obligations, but State arrangements (made, like the famous camel, by committees and ratified by point-scoring politicians) are subject to paradox, inconsistency and shortsightedness. Who, for instance, is being punished when the Illegal Issue is made a Ward of the State—the child or the parents or both? Allocation of blame tends to fall on the mother once the hypnotists and truth drug experts have extracted admissions of negligence, willful defiance of the law or unhealthy fixation on a desire to conceive. If you ask the right questions you can get any answer you require under those conditions but she is, by her answers, judged unfit to have charge of an infant.

Psychologists, nursing professionals and social workers may deride, argue and protest but the Control Laws have remained virtually unchanged since their inception in 2019, when the reality of overpopulation set the planet in a law-making frenzy. It was my luck to be born, without blessing of the State, in 2022. Hence the Orphanage.

Separated from my mother at birth, not knowing my father, I have few clear memories of childhood. Life begins at some stage of the Orphanage.

My feeling for the place where I spent my first eighteen years is without serious animus, but it was a dull place. We were schooled, we learned the elements of a variety of fairly useless manual trades (“preserving the skills” in a world gone past them), made “nature study” forays into the countryside (strictly controlled), visited the theatre (“cultural values,” carefully selected) in tutorial parties, practised routine social graces on each other under the impression that people actually behaved like that and submitted to Intellectual Orientation checks twice a year. In his/her eighteenth year each of us was told, on the basis of these checks and tutorial persuasion, what profession we should desire to follow and sent into the world in a condition of smug intellectual satisfaction and total cultural ignorance.

It is hard, now, to credit the degree of innocence with which I entered the real world, harder still to realise how long it was before I took my life in hand instead of huddling timidly in a narrow circle of illusioned wimps like myself. Seven years, in fact.

The flexible outlook that the State did not give us, did not know how to give us, caused despairs and frustrations and withdrawals when we were decanted into an alien culture. One thing we did not learn in College (Orphanage was considered a disagreeable word on the outside) was who our parents were. Parentage and family were not subjects for discussion in the cloister; the College was an extended family, paternalistically guided and maternalistically cosseted. What more could a growing child need or want? The conception “parents” receded in our minds, then rushed forward in pain and anger when we joined a world where everybody had parents and a home and could produce them on demand.

Psychiatric guidance was available—at a price. Most of us had settled—or settled into—our traumas, inferiorities and alienations by the time we were earning salaries large enough to afford guidance. We floated as best we could on the tide of humanity, not so much unhappy as uncontent.

I entered journalism, more or less pushed into it by tutorial insistence, and believed that it was my free choice, the thing I wanted. Perhaps it was what I wanted. I began on the bottom rung of media cadetship, learning the uses of the multifarious hardware and software items of newsgathering equipment, learning what was news and what mere filler, learning the intricacies of “reporting” language, “slanted” language, “opinion-forming” language, “sub-libellous” language, the difference between the spoken word for the vidscreen, the written word for the print press and archival style for the accuracy of files, learning how to set traps for interviewees, how to slide beneath the guards of politicians and public personalities and how to put words into the mouths of hapless bystanders.

Three years passed in computer instruction and street technique before I was permitted to produce anything more publishable than the table of weekend football scores. Then, grudgingly, they let me loose as a police roundsman, where I could do little harm. For a while I was not very good even at that. My editor, normally a kindly man, once remarked that I must have had powerful friends to get me a job requiring an intact brain.

He was dead right, though neither of us knew it then.

I did eventually reach a reasonable level of competence and a feeling of actually earning my pay.

To the public, vidscreen reporters are a marvellous breed, sophisticated, articulate, always on top of the job. Fandom would writhe to see them putting on their personalities with their camera makeup and afterwards falling back into their commonplace selves with the sigh that goes with the removal of tight shoes. Most of them were pretty ordinary and I, who never attained the godhead of vidscreen anchorman, was more ordinary than most.

I did not plunge into the real world and achieve sophistication overnight; I plunged into a slugging round of newscub training by day and a brutal round of Degree study by night. I was ambitious, God help me. I took the full Basics Course for a General Bachelor degree—Comparative Political Systems, Major Religions and Philosophies, Scientific Literacy, Synoptic History, Psychological Systems, Citizen Law and a host of optionals—the Course that makes for a “well-rounded personality.” So they say.

Somehow, in the cracks between learning and earning, I managed to dance badly, to be filled with dismay at a humanity not schooled in Orphanage perspectives and to discover, at the hands of three successive and exasperated idols of my heart, that there was much to be found out about sex as distinct from gender. I failed the day-by-day tests of life because my time was taken up with endless study and my social perceptions were embedded in the genuine but impractical morality of my Orphanage tutors. At twenty-five I remained a comparative innocent. As a newsman I knew the world’s wickedness in terms of headlines and scoopshots; as a citizen I was too busy with work and shy nervousness to observe wickedness in any sort of relationship with myself.

Then my father sent for me and the innocent past went away forever.

He sent for me a quarter of a century ago and I still do not know if I will ever be permitted to publish this account. I suspect not. The events took place in a period of a few weeks in 2047, when I was twenty-five years old, though their foundations were laid much earlier—to be precise, in 2002, when an experiment was launched. My father and I brought it to its disgraceful climax forty-five years later.

As a small child I dreamed secretly of my father’s identity—a footballer or cricketer, depending on the season, always famous, popular and rich—until the gentle, irresistible pressures of College counselling closed him off along with all unproductive thinking.

So my first reaction on receiving his letter was chaotic. “Father” was an idea abandoned long ago and there were no ghosts for the letter to raise.


Mr. David Chance

Dear Son, David,

You are now sufficiently seasoned and professional to undertake the work for which you have been raised and trained.

Please present yourself at Workshop CAG 3 in the afternoon of Saturday next, to become acquainted with the project and with

Your loving father,
Arthur Hazard      

PS: Regard this communication as inviolably confidential.



It had to be a joke and not a kindly one.

Inviolably confidential. A magisterial use of language, overblown and fake-dramatic.

Your loving father. After twenty-five years of nonexistence? If not a joker, then mad.

And the signature, Arthur Hazard. Hazard, father of Chance? But what was the joke?

And what of this work for which I had been raised and trained? I had done what attracted me and done my own training.

I scratched for clues to the identity of the jester, resenting the mindless cruelty of the imposition—until a delayed impact surfaced and I toyed with the fantasy of having actually been claimed as a son by a genuine father.

Nor was Hazard a nobody. CAG 3 was an institution of note though little of its work in bio-electronics made noise in the news media and Hazard was the name of the equally quiet, low-profile sibling Group who operated it. The four Hazards—Arthur and Andrew, Astrid and Alice—formed a nebulous, unpublic, reserved entity of genius. (There were four other Hazards, a quartet of artists who, it was said, refused to speak to the CAG 4, professing themselves uninterested in the factory activities they referred to as “inhumanities.” I knew little about them. They were not public personalities.)

Nursery Children.

We tended to forget (and, I know now, were meant to forget) that experiment in totally in vitro genetic manipulation of 2002 that ended in suicides and official double-talk winding down into silence. Now, one of the eight survivors was claiming me as a son.

Yet this was foolishness because it was known that none of the Nursery Children had ever become a parent. It was supposed by the few who thought about it at all (mainly journalists rooting through old files for some other information and lighting accidentally on these dead stories) that their genetic material was fraught with problematic genes whose transmission was banned under the Control Laws. If it should turn out not to be foolishness, I still did not care for the idea of carrying possibly monstrous genes bequeathed by an unnaturally propagated sire.

It was this pinprick of fear that prompted me to vid Public Documents and check the scanty information on my Birth Certificate.



	Mother:

	Marion Mary Cockcroft
d. of
Charles Henry Cockcroft
and
Hazel Jane Cockcroft




	Father:

	Unknown





Any man could claim me—if he had a reason.

I did the obvious, called CAG 3, to be answered by a hard computer voice, poorly humanised: “We do not accept unreserved calls. Please leave your name and vid number and state which Project Officer you wish to consult. Your call will be returned at the recipient’s earliest convenience.”

What happens to people like that if you are trying to tell them that a man with a gun is jimmying open their front door?

Thinking myself spry and cunning, I said, “I wish to speak to whoever claims to be the parent of David Chance,” and for my trouble heard the irritated buzz of a vidmemory flipping through its files. It clacked back at me, “Mr. Arthur predicted your call and instructed that you be requested to confirm your appointment for Saturday next. Do you so confirm?”

Like a jerked puppet, I answered, “Yes,” and the damned answering file cut the connection before I could think up a further protest.

At this stage intelligence should have dictated that I take the letter to the police for routine vetting but I was innocent and something of a romantic, conditions that do nothing for intelligence. In fact I was becoming belatedly taken with the possibility of having an in vitro monster for a father, and let the genes fall where they might.

On Saturday I caught the midday bus for the ninety-minute run to Westerton, the nearest town to CAG 3, and in that dusty, half-asleep farming centre hired its single taxi to carry me the dozen or so kilometres to the workshop.

It is not easy now to recover my feelings on that afternoon journey. Later events remain in sharp detail because they taxed my concentration and more than once threatened my life, but this was so far only a curious happening that might turn out to be a case of simple human error. I know I was no longer sure that I wanted a father, even as a biological showpiece; he might emerge as a fussy, demanding nuisance, though the few sketchy profiles I had been able to unearth painted the Hazards as grimly reclusive.

Hasty rummaging through old newspaper morgues and later computerised files had produced little more than could be called common knowledge. The Nursery Children had been created by genetic manipulation; they were born in 2002; some lived, some died; in 2022, with all of them just a score of years old, the most brilliant quartet committed suicide under circumstances never plumbed, at any rate for public consumption. There was more than that and much more to be discovered in time, but the detailed story is best told as I stumbled, fell and guessed my way through it. The bare bones suffice for the moment.

Of the entire experimental brood only two Groups still survived in 2047: the four artists who revolutionised twenty-first-century aesthetics and the four experimental scientists (one of them Arthur Hazard) who designed and exploited the discipline of bio-electronics.

An odd piece of information that surfaced was that CAG 3 was in fact the old Nursery in which the fabulous children had been created, a fact that had its place in happenings to come.

The building was nearly invisible from the road, set well back in a huge block I estimated at about ten hectares, surrounded by a three-metre hedge and guarded by sliding steel gates and cameras. My taxi driver was recognised by the gate robot as a regular arrival but I was not; I had to demonstrate my identity by documented ordeal of some exhaustive questioning before it admitted—grudgingly, I swear—that I was expected, and allowed our car into the vast, flat space surrounding the workshop.

Beyond the building itself there were only a few outlying sheds and in the distance a handful of sheep keeping the grass down. The whole area was repellently bare save where, huddling round the building itself, well-kept flower beds made a lonely human touch.

The Nursery—the Hazards still called it that—was an unlovable building, a single-storeyed structure of weathered concrete walls broken by windows at mathematically even distances along the wide facade. Given bars, they would have cried out gaol. A view from an angle of the drive showed the Nursery to be extremely deep, running back a good hundred metres into the surrounding grass.

I visualised workers by the hundred; there were in fact just four, the Hazards.

At the top of the front steps stood a tall man in a ragged and dirty dust coat. I saw, as the first hint of an exotic personality, that he stood perfectly still while I paid the driver and walked up the short path between the flower beds—carnations, I remember, and gladioli—and halted at the bottom step.

His stillness impressed me as total self-control, the unnatural immobility of a man who never made an unnecessary movement. I did not believe that by the wildest accident we could be father and son.

He was forty-five that year and as offbeat a human figure as might be assembled in a careless moment, a collector’s item. He was taller than I and large-boned and thin, his wrists and knuckles were knobs and his face a tight mask—a peculiarly brown mask, not the slightly soiled mahogany of sunburn or the darkish brown of, say, an Indian with the tinge of melanin, but a dark, distinctly tan colour. A portrait painter would have mixed a hint of deep red-orange into the skin tone. Faintly negroid features framed green eyes—dauntingly, brilliantly green—under a frizz of African wool. But wherever did you see ripe-tomato-coloured African wool?

Against him I faded in ordinariness. Middle height, middle weight, blue eyes, nondescript brown hair and definitely Caucasian features made me the man unnoticed in a crowd, save for one unwelcome distinction—I was and am not albino but cursed with a very fair, tender skin that suffers in sunlight and itches intolerably with heavy perspiration.

We had each two arms, two legs and one head and scarcely another item in common. He stared down at me with those discomfiting eyes until I said, because sooner or later one of us had to speak, “I am David Chance.”

He answered, moving only his lips, in a careful voice, as if not yet fully proficient in a second language, “I know that. I am Arthur Hazard.”

It was like being addressed by a door robot and I made one of those uneasy jokes that try to cover nervousness, “Hazard and Chance! Is my luck holding?”

His face flickered briefly in what might have been a smile, hastily sketched and discarded. “It probably is. Your surname is indeed a, er, frivolity of sorts; it was necessary to name you at a moment’s notice.” The green eyes registered my astonishment and his expression flickered again with what could have been an attempt, not quite managed, of ruefulness. “Not a very good jest, perhaps. Your uncle Andrew has studied that aspect of the culture more closely than I.”

Whatever that might mean I left for later discovery. “You claim to be my father?”

His voice took on an edge of testiness. “You already know that.”

“I have been told that. I need proof.”

“Ah. Yes. Naturally so.” The idea seemed not to have occurred to him until that moment. He moved very slightly, thrusting his narrow head minutely towards me. “Can you read a genetic match chart?”

“Roughly. I’m no expert.”

“That will suffice.” He seemed to realise that he was still peering down at me from four steps above. “Come up.”

I marched up the steps and stopped before him. After a hesitation he put out his hand with a quick, stiff motion as though remembering that a social gesture was expected and getting on with it before the lapse became embarrassing. As if, also, he did not really care to touch me.

“Welcome home,” he said. Not quite believing my ears, I took his hand. “Son,” he added, and I was sure the word had just occurred to him. He had an extraordinarily strong grip for such a thin streak of a man but now seemed unsure what next was expected of him. He settled rather tentatively for “We should go inside.”

I followed him through thick steel sliding doors, thinking that once I knew what this freak wanted of me I could vid the taxi and go home. Whatever Arthur Hazard might think, “home” was not CAG 3.

What plainly had once been a large reception area inside the front door was now a bare space without table, chair or sign that such civilised excesses had ever been there. In the middle of the floor stood the only decoration in that denuded cube of a hall, a large arrangement of flowers and ferns making a desperate glow in an impersonal void.

I said, if only to hear a voice affirming the existence of life beyond bare necessity, “The flowers are beautiful.”

Arthur Hazard commented without slowing or turning round, “My sisters arrange them. They are your aunts, of course. They care for such activities.”

I gathered that the female determinant gene presented in two of the quadruplet encouraged trivial, time-wasting fancies.

He led me into a huge room whose function I could not guess because its state of disorder disguised all intention. There were armchairs and straight-backed chairs, desks and small tables and one very large table set up with a drafting complex; there were racks and cupboards and a couple of structures whose purpose was unclear. Lying on all of these and piled on the floor as well were files, books, loose sheets, disks, tapes, recording apparatus, vid projectors and anonymous pieces of what looked like samplings from an electronics workshop. The three inside walls carried vidscreens, one of them the largest I had ever seen, about three metres by five and equipped with more special-function terminals than I had thought could exist.

One of the aunts had made her mark on the room with a tall crystal vase of gladioli on the mantelpiece over an old-fashioned fireplace. A more masculine touch was the clutter of dirty cleaning rags, yellow with chemicals, black with grease, tossed around it. The fireplace itself contained a self-heating coffee percolator and half a dozen cups, mostly used.

The man who called himself my father said, probably thinking it an explanation, “I do most of my work here. Practical laboratory confirmation is most often the outcome of orderly thought and computation.”

It was safest to say nothing; if his peculiar genius reached peak performance in chaos, so be it. (Not so. There was, I understood later, complete order here. He worked on half a dozen projects simultaneously and each was deployed in a self-contained sector of the room, with all relevant tools and references assembled conveniently to hand and eye. He knew where every item was and why it was in that particular place. It did not take long to find in him a mind so orderly as to be dismaying.)

“You shall have proof,” he said. “Sit down.” He indicated a chair opposite one of the smaller screens and perched himself on the edge of a desk that (like every other, I now noticed) sported a full console of remote controls, and punched Public Documents. At Selection he punched my name and National ID number.

I asked at once, “How did you get my personal number?”

“I asked for it.”

“For Private Data? Asked who?”

He turned his green eyes on me, considering … what? “In good time,” he said. “The Hazards are not ciphers in the State. What we need, commonly we get.”

He whipped through the Data File to the genetic diagram, the personal “fingerprint,” and there I was, reduced to the ultimate simplicity, an assemblage of symbols on a screen. He said, “Check the diagram against your ID card.”

“No need. I know who I am.”

“But, do I?”

At the confession that he also needed confirmation I began to believe that this fantasy might be truth. I slipped my card into the Spot Check—and the two diagrams coincided exactly.

“Thank you. One must be careful when claiming sight unseen. Now, Marion Mary Cockcroft.” As her data came up, he said, “She died within a day of your birth.”

“Of what?”

He answered without looking at me, “Of, I think, an unwillingness to live.”

“You were with her?”

“No.” I waited for more but it seemed that the question had been answered and that was the end of it. He said, “Here is your proof.”

The genetic diagram of Marion Mary Cockcroft occupied the right-hand side of the screen, major dominants and recessives coloured and tagged. Her eyes, I saw, had been blue and their colour had dominated in mine over the striking, uncanny but recessive (thank God), green of the Hazards.

Before he could bring up the third diagram I said, “My Birth Certificate says Father Unknown and Arthur Hazard is not listed in Public Access Files. Such privacy!”

“It is a necessary privilege. As young people we had enough of being treated as sideshows for idiots. Part of our contract with the State guarantees respect for our need of, uh, insulation.”

Insulation seemed to mean something more than mere privacy. He was not a man to warm to.

He placed his ID card in Spot Check and his genetic diagram appeared with his name, birthdate and place of birth: Arthur Hazard; 4th July, 2002; Victorian Institute of Advanced Genetic Manipulation.

“For advanced,” he said, though without real rancour, “read hit or miss. Now, can you match the diagrams?”

“Not very well; there’s stuff in yours that I don’t follow.”

“Unnatural stuff?” A hint of mockery there?

“Unfamiliar.”

“Of course. Induced hormone balances and gland secretions produced characteristics in the Nursery Children rarely seen in Homo sapiens. Nothing actually new, more like rarities that would normally breed out from normal populations as sports, unintended variations born of the operators having no certainty of what they were about—much less certainty than they thought they had—no sensible appreciation of the millions of side-effect combinations possible to even the smallest interference with multiple-gene expression, my very obvious hair and eye colours, for instance, or the excess melanin in my skin reverting strongly to the extreme pallor of yours. Superficially we are unlike but the cross-interactions tell the tale.”

He wiped my diagram off the centre of the screen, leaving the two parental images at left and right, then built up my central assemblage again from the parental templates, explaining each match and variation. Some of the multiple-influence cross effects were hard to grasp but he carried me through the buildup of each characteristic until I understood it, right through to the point-for-point identification of myself.

I contemplated the indisputable evidence that this freak was my father, feeling like something poured out of a bottle from a laboratory shelf, not at all like anybody’s son, more like the end product of a cheapjack manufacturing process.

“Enough,” I said. He switched off the screen and we stared at each other—warily on my side, bleakly on his—until I asked, “What do you want?” and knew I sounded harsh and quarrelsome. One of the penalties of social insufficiency is an awareness of your lack, an insecurity that raises personality prickles where an ounce of wisdom would counsel a bland approach.

My father’s own insufficiency—not innocence because there was nothing innocent in him—was in its essentials sheer ignorance. He just did not know what reactions were expected of him, but it took time for me to divine this; his hesitations now seemed simple dithering. At last he said, as if it were the best he could do in the way of a holding tactic, “You wanted to be sure.”

“I’m sure. What then?” I was never an aggressive young man; my truculence covered a lack of direction as floundering as his.

At least he tried: “I thought that you would … that you would welcome a fa”— he balked at the word, strange to his tongue, and brought it out as —“a family connection.”

He was at a loss because an expectation had failed. I had not cried Daddy! and leapt into his arms. “I was reared in a State Orphanage. Our thinking was gently but effectively directed away from family fantasies. You couldn’t know that, but it was sensible.”

“Sensible? Yes.” Something flashed in the green eyes, perhaps a mild dislike.

“And now, after twenty-five years, you announce yourself and expect a sentimental reunion.”

He thought about it; I could see him thinking over an aspect he had not considered in his planning. And when he had done thinking he had the situation rationalised. “Your growth was watched. Do you imagine that the son of a Nursery Child would be of no interest to—to scientists and—to ourselves?”

“The folklore says the Nursery Children had no offspring, in fact no sex lives because they didn’t fancy close contact with common humanity.”

“Folklore fostered by the State. Tales of mutant babies would have kept talk alive and media noses to the trail. You are the only one to have been born; some trouble was taken to have others aborted. But that is another tale. As your progress and abilities became apparent I was able to exert a discreet pressure on your training and to guide you into journalism. Yours was not entirely a free choice of profession.”

I should have been angry but felt deflated, a pricked balloon shown that all its ego was hot air and its decision-making nonexistent, its free will bobbing at the end of a remote parental string. “But why?”

He had no hesitation over his answer and no realisation of it as another body blow to pride. “It was necessary that you be properly trained for the work required of you.”

“Required by me?”

“Yes.”

“And if I am not interested?”

He thought awhile on that in unruffled stillness. When he was ready he said, “I have been mistaken in thinking that a mutual affection was a natural concomitant between human parent and child. You must understand that we Hazards mix very little in human society—” (That is what he said: human society, as of some other, lesser breed.) “—and so we make observational errors. The literature also encourages the concept of innate family bonds. I imagined you would welcome me.”

So I would have done … if he had been a working man, a clerk, a shopkeeper, somebody’s gardener, even one of my hero footballers, but not this changeling curiosity.

Then he took me by surprise. He turned his face to look at me and his expression altered, not greatly but enough to suggest a hint of suffering, of helplessness in his inability to reach me. And I, like a cretin, felt a twinge of guilt at my rigidity in refusing to meet him halfway. I said, “For sweet sanity’s sake, man! Do you expect to wipe off a lifetime’s neglect in a few minutes?”

He nodded. “I have been clumsy and ignorant.” His face did its unpractised best to accept blame and to plead—and to this day I do not know how much was genuine and how much a quick change of direction. My determination to concede nothing was weakened. I said, “Just tell me what you want of me.”

And he did.

And I became enthralled. Taken. Hooked.

He began, “The Nursery Children are an incident that happened long ago, a failed experiment best ignored.”

He had surprised me. “Failed?”

“What else?”

“The work of the Hazards makes a pretty daunting record of bio-electronic innovation for anyone who digs out the reports. They add up to genius.”

He said sharply, “They do not! We are not a quartet of genius; we are four people with a practical cast of mind that enables us to work efficiently in empiric areas where accurate observation and clear thinking are required. It is an innate capacity, no more. Genius is something else. C Group had that but what it was or what it was good for I do not know. I don’t think they understood it themselves.”

That rang a bell in my scrappy research. “That’s the Group that killed themselves.”

“So you have done some poking in the files.”

“Just that. Time was short.”

“You need much more. The Nursery Project aimed to produce superior intellects; instead, it produced mutants with green eyes and strange hair colours and minds that were not superior to those of general humanity but different from them—and C Group, that was superior and monstrous in its fashion. We and the B Group Hazards, the four artists, are unable—if you like, unwilling—to accommodate ourselves to human cultural requirements. We think differently. We do not accept your values and cannot live by them.” He fixed that bright green gaze on me. “Do you understand that?”

“No.” In time I understood but not then; it sounded too much like a cult manifesto, a fringe vanity. Yet the work of these people earned staggering sums for the State and for industry each year … I temporised, “You’re strange to me. Give me time.”

He agreed, with himself rather than with me. “I must observe more closely, make concessions.”

“Why concessions?”

“If you cannot come to me I must try to move closer to you, to empathise with how you think and feel.”

To him that was a plain statement of intention; to me it carried a hint of eeriness, as of blind men groping, each in his personal darkness.

He said strongly, “This is digression. To the point: The history of the Nursery Children has never been written, or at any rate never published, with the result that much of it is unknown even to those who lived it, spending our first eighteen years in this building. We were watched by physicians and psychiatrists by day and night, people who did not and still do not grasp the meaning of much of what they saw and recorded. There are questions: Why did Conrad of C Group spend years gaining the confidence and subservience of a Nursery gardener? Who started the grass fire that burned out the grounds and much of the local area? And why? What went on here after A and B Groups were freed into the world but C was kept behind? What was done to C Group? Why did they kill themselves? Those are unknowns.”

On his own ground of knowledge he spoke rapidly and clearly, even with some expression; only our personal relationship broke him down to hesitation and blundering.

I suggested that after so long a time facts would have been dispersed, memories would have faded and answers would be hard to find.

“Facts do not vanish. What is not in data files is locked in heads. Old trails can be reopened when those concerned think them forgotten, when their sense of urgent secrecy has subsided.”

“If, that is, you know who to ask.”

“I know.”

“So, why don’t you ask?”

“I would not be answered. Being who I am, my motives would be questioned. But a biographer, a young man on his way to full professionalism, eager and researching a book …”

I think his glance was meant to be quizzical; the effect was of facial muscles creaking with disuse.

“Or a reporter,” I said.

“Just so. People talk to media operatives; they hope for thirty seconds’ fame on the newsvids. They say the little bit more than they should; they make mistakes, revealing the existence of the overgrown trail.”

He was almost eager in his minimal way.

And I … I was more than interested. I was strongly attracted by the facet he had not mentioned, the newsman’s thirst to be first with a secret. A mass suicide, a strange relationship, a suspicious fire—media souls have been sold for less. And he leaned forward to say, with just a touch of concern, “There may be an element of … um … resistance. Unwillingness.”

It was the one thing needed to trap a media man’s attention. Or, if you like, a young fool’s attention. The project assumed challenge; it became desirable, mildly adventurous. But I asked only, “In what way?”

Playing it cool. We media types prided ourselves on playing it—everything—cool.

“There could be, if you are perceived as encroaching on secrets, a shutting off of confidence. Hostility. Perhaps violence.”

“I have been thrown out of a house by a resentful union official. It hurt. But a week later he talked to me.”

“No doubt you have techniques for such occasions.”

If you call aggressive use of unwelcome publicity a technique, so be it. It works. “Resistance means there’s a secret; you look for alternative approaches.”

“That is your expertise; I cannot advise.”

“But you can advise me what I’m looking for.”

“Answers to the questions I spoke of. Perhaps others also.”

“And where should I start?”

You can see that I had walked myself headfirst into the job without so much as saying, Yes, I’ll do it. My father was a persuasive man—meaning, he knew which buttons to press. I was to learn that all the Hazards had their peculiar modes of persuasiveness, but that was still in the future.

He said, “I suggest Samuel Armstrong.”

That was a shocker. Armstrong had been intimately tied up with the Nursery Project but now tended to make himself out of bounds to newsmen. “The long lifer? The media can’t get near him. It would be like trying to get a door-knock interview with the Pope. He talks to nobody.”

“He will talk to you. We will offer him a bait he cannot refuse.”

“Your name?”

For the first time he raised his voice. “Certainly not! Under no circumstances must our relationship as family or in business interest be mentioned. You must be a lone researcher, nothing more.”

“Why?”

“Mention the Hazards’ interest and nobody concerned with us will talk to you.”

I asked again, “Why?”

“You will discover that for yourself.”

“Tell me now.”

“No. Your lack of special knowledge is your most disarming weapon. You will make simple errors of ignorance and people will fill you in; others will tell you lies and when you report the lies to me we will understand what they are hiding. Go armed with knowledge and everybody with a secret will suspect your motives. Go to them as an innocent with a quest. That must be genuine.”

He was right; he had thought it through, even to the value of innocence. What a savage joke that was to be before we were done.

I said, “Perhaps I should even write the book,” and was not prepared for him to agree.

“Yes; a work in progress will be proof of your bona fides.”

Again he was right. The idea of nosing down trails eventually to hit the public with a book became part of the attraction of the job. The sucker bait.

I told him I would have to spend time researching background; a genuine biographer would have all the publicly available information at his fingertips. He told me to use the CAG terminals and that he could probably gain me access to a few genetic research files on the Restricted Index.

“I’ll have to work from home. I have a job, remember.”

He said simply, “Leave it.”

“And live on what?”

“I am a rich man.”

Yes, of course he must be. Nevertheless, “I need a job in order to keep my Media Accreditation. Without that I couldn’t interview a kerbside busker.”

He was taken aback; this was outside his isolated experience. He recovered quickly. “How are freelance journalists accommodated?”

“They have a separate union with special Cards, but I’m no specialist.”

“Become one—a science journalist.”

“I don’t know enough.”

He was patient. “I will provide you with information at the cutting edge of Hazard disciplines. You will write it up.”

(And that is how David Chance became, in a matter of weeks, the most sought after science journalist in Australia.)

There was more talk, of course, but I was committed and knew it. That night I posted in my resignation, losing a month’s pay in lieu of notice.

A bed had been prepared for me in one of the disused offices, as though my acquiescence had never been in doubt, and in the morning I vidded the Westerton general store for changes of clothing to be sent to CAG 3, charged to my father’s account.

Then I began the background research.

You burn your bridges, then regret having crossed them. My resignation was in the mail, my acceptance of the Hazard investigation was binding in all but a signature on a contract and my acceptance of Arthur Hazard as “family” (a word with uncomfortable, unexpected aspects) a settled fact—yet on the Sunday morning I had doubts. Behind them was an obscure suspicion, unjustifiable but strong, that I had been conned.

Perhaps I had (but to what end?) and perhaps I merely wanted an excuse to back out.

For one thing, I did not trust the man. His fleeting fits of human emotion did not sit well with his cool pragmatism or conceal a predetermined logic that emotional factors would not alter. (Or did I merely recoil from his green eyes and unnaturally red hair?) Nor did I enjoy the humiliation of having been treated as a useful item in an intellectual exercise, guided into a career, left to mature and lifted out when ready.

Above all, there was his assumption that he had only to declare himself my father and my natural affection would pop up from nowhere. Whether or not it existed on his side I could not make out; it seemed to be grasped at on necessary occasions, like a forgotten stage direction. He was who he said he was, no doubt of that, but did he give a damn for his son or did he merely observe a manipulator’s right to skim the profits?

I was still in a haze of indecision when the parcel of clothing arrived from the store, conveying mutely that I had joined the game and must play it. (There was also, unacknowledged, the young man’s welcoming of novelty for novelty’s sake, as well as the engaging hint of intrigue and double-dealing in ferreting out information from unwilling or even hostile possessors.)

Perhaps Arthur Hazard was genuine in his fumbling unfamiliarity with common relationships and I was at fault in not meeting him halfway.

That was more easily thought than achieved because I had no way of knowing what a son should feel for his father. “Father” was an unfamiliar species, to be kept under observation until its powers and habits were understood.

Likewise, “Mother.” She was another imponderable, a causative essential but unknown to me. On that first day she had edged into the conversation and edged out of it in a sentence or two. Who had Marion Mary Cockcroft been?

When I asked him he frowned as if trying to place her, perhaps wondering why the devil I should want to know, and eventually said, “I think the Cockcrofts were originally a Yorkshire family.”

“That tells me nothing.”

“What information do you need?”

“How you met, what she looked like, what was between you, why she died.”

He seemed totally nonplussed, as though he was not sure of any of these things. He sounded vaguely experimental when he said, “As young folk, that is to say at eighteen, our A Group was very promiscuous. B Group seemed not at all interested in sexual adventure; indeed they recoiled from it.” He stopped there, watching my face to see if that might be enough, saw that it was not and went on, “We were ignorant of some necessary cultural facts. Our watchdog scientists were so busy observing and collating that important areas of our education were neglected. For instance, we left the Nursery ignorant of the implications of the Control Laws and nebulous about contraception. There were certain awkwardnesses before administrative officers interfered and arranged more discreet contacts.”

“You mean they made sure there were no children to complicate the experiment before all the results were in.”

“That would have been part of their intention.”

“But I am an exception.”

“Yes.”

“How? Why?”

“She carried you to term before acknowledging me as your father. Once you were born, even the judiciary balked at having you killed.”

After which beneficence, I thought, my luck had run out. “And my mother? What was she like?”

He said with dumbfounding vagueness, “I recall her as a very good-natured girl, foolish but eager to please. I visited her on several occasions.”

Such cool reportage would have angered a saint. “You make her sound like a prostitute or a casual pickup.”

“Not a prostitute; she did not demand money. A pickup, perhaps. In a bar. And why not? At eighteen were your attachments more lasting?”

I did not confess that at eighteen I had been a vacillating virgin. I probably sounded surly as I answered, “I hoped it might have been a relationship with a little feeling in it.”

“Unfortunately the feeling was wholly hers. She allowed herself to become pregnant when as a single woman she had no breeding right. Those early applications of the Laws were severe.”

All this in his neutral voice—communication just a little livelier than computer-vox—without a definable expression on his tight, thin face.

“I offered her an abortion but she refused.”

So he had made the sensible suggestion but she had persisted in foolishness. Not his fault, now, was it?

I said, “She wanted a child. Pregnant women often do. Even the Control Laws have had to recognise that.”

“Not just a child. She wanted my child.”

There was honesty for you! “The poor, luckless woman loved you!”

His expression did not change but he paused, searching for exact meaning, a stop-go habit that could madden conversation. Then he read me a little horror of a lecture. “Perhaps. People become sexually involved, highly emotional for a short period, then the … phase … passes. Is that love? Or is it a period of unbalanced stimulus? I think it is that. Love may sow its first seed in bed but an enduring emotion requires acquaintance in calmer temper, a time of knowing and adjusting.”

Passion from the outside, looking in. I said, “You certainly weren’t in love.”

A little flash of surprise in him suggested that I had implied the impossible but all he said was, “It was hormonal, a passing thing, a relief.”

Keeping the sap pressure at a comfortable level.

I thought I understood. The situation, in one form or another, has been commonplace since the caveman sorted it out no better than we—one loves and one is beloved and, lo, a bastard is born—but I could not adopt his practical standpoint. My mind responded too sharply to the terror of the unloved woman, menaced by the law and unwanted by the friends to whom her condition made her a discomfort and possibly a danger. That she was my mother did not impinge too greatly on my parentless void but I was struck deeply by the anguish of a woman sunk in useless love and hysterical defiance.

He said, “Her mental state was impenetrable.”

To him, perhaps; only to him. “She thought the child in her belly would hold you a little longer.”

He may not have been capable of such reasoning; that would not be his fault but for an irrational moment I hated him.

“So it did; she had to be cared for.” Did he realise I had not meant that? After a silence he said, “It is a dreadful thing to be aware of another’s overmastering desire and be unable to offer comfort.”

My attitude somersaulted; he had not been passionless but trapped in another’s passion. That, too, is an old human story. He had to spoil it by adding, “I was most careful after that experience.”

A very practical mentality; his women must have known what it meant to be screwed by a robot. I said, “Go on.”

“With abortion refused, there was nothing for it but to remove her to a public hospital. It was a troublesome birth. She died. I think she was allowed to die. In that way she was spared a prison sentence and population balance was preserved—one for one. You lived.”

There is no pleasure in learning that your life is the price of another’s death. “What did they do to you?”

“Nothing. The law restrained birth, not sexual congress, because contraception was simple and freely available, so … does that seem unfair?”

“In happy pragmatism, no. You could argue that my mother, by refusing abortion, created the circumstances of her death and was therefore responsible for it. Yet it was unfair.”

He changed direction neatly. “Unfair to you also? Reared in creches, educated in an Orphanage, never knowing who paid the bills, ejected at eighteen—with a useful education, admittedly—to make your way? Doesn’t that seem unfair?”

“Not greatly.” I had little feeling about it. They say that what you haven’t had you don’t miss; my life had seemed normal because I knew no other. Yet I wanted to evoke some feeling in him. “Perhaps a father to belong to, to run to, to be hugged by might have made a difference.”

“I could not know such things then; I begin to understand now. Then you were a duty and I fulfilled it. We believe in meeting our obligations.”

“Meaning you and the other three?” As yet they were unseen, hearsay. “They helped?”

“We conferred on consequences and possibilities, but you were otherwise no responsibility of theirs.”

Quite a family, tarred together, it seemed, with the same pragmatic brush.

There is not much to tell about the events—more like nonevents—of my ten-day stay in CAG 3. The time passed in preparing print articles and vid treatments from the “cutting edge” information my father fed to me with the logical clarity of a coldly perfect instructor; the rest was spent in researching the background of the book whose compilation was to be my interviewer’s calling card. There is no point in setting out here what I found out because it was only what anyone could have discovered, given the motive, and in any case all that is relevant will appear in its proper place in the narrative. My father’s name opened a few Restricted files but the information in them was as obsolete as Restricted data usually is. I know now that other, more secret files existed but he said nothing about those.

A nonevent worth mentioning is my failure to see Uncle Andrew or Aunts Astrid and Alice. When I suggested that I should meet them my father asked, “Why?” and I recalled being “no responsibility of theirs.”

“It just seems strange not to when we are in the same building.”

“They are busy people. They have their own areas and establishments.” It was the blank lack of comprehension of a man without a relevant culture.

“You don’t meet socially, fraternise?”

“For what? There are occasional cross-disciplinary problems calling for meeting and attention.”

I let the subject drop.

One day I saw a white-coated woman vanishing down a corridor, and that was all of my contact with the rest of the family at that time. It was not a family you became a member of; you merely added yourself to the current listing and from there on did your own thing, walled off by silence from a kin who would make themselves known if they happened to need you.

Nor did I see much of my father. If I needed him I could use the in-house vid, but soon learned that only urgency was excuse enough.

When, after five days, I asked to see his work area he asked (inevitably), “Why?”

“A man’s workplace tells you something of him.”

“Indeed? Some media technique of observation?”

“A human commonplace.”

“Ah.” I think he filed the answer for later processing, added it to his data on Homo sapiens. (Which raised the question: What species did he imagine he belonged to?)

He decided that I could look the place over so long as I kept out of his way, did not otherwise disturb him and touched nothing.

There were two work areas, a workshop of spotless maintenance and bloodlessly efficient layout leading into a biology lab glittering with glass, stainless steel, ceramics and a dozen or more fixtures I could not recognise. I looked, wondered, kept out of his way, touched nothing and went out as ignorant as I went in.

I was fed up of Arthur Hazard and CAG 3 when the time came to leave. Then, in contradiction of all his bland remoteness, his assurance faltered. “Perhaps it is too soon; we should rethink our preparations, double-check.”

He appeared to register a hint of concern. For me? If so, he wasted time and words. I had my scripts for my journalistic assault on the science media, my head full of facts, figures and guesswork about the history of the Nursery and my curiosity fully roused about what I might turn up as I dug into the memories of others. I was sniffing the wind and panting to go. I did not have to pretend impatience.

“There’s nothing left to add, to plan, to guard against. I’ll begin tomorrow.”

He looked down from his bony height, eyes not quite meeting mine though the brown face wore its usual tell-nothing mask, and said as if he hauled words from some internal abyss, “I will worry about you, Son.”

That was the second time he had used the word, but I was not about to welter in belated sentiment. “For a quarter of a century you kept out of my way. It’s too late to turn paternal now.”

As usual, he selected what he chose to answer. “I watched your progress.”

“At a safe distance.”

“I would not have known how to treat you.”

I could believe that. “You’re getting what you wanted, in cold blood; be content with that. In any case, I’m committed. To pull back now would be to leave a gap; I would never know what might have been.”

Thinking back on it, that must have satisfied him immensely. He shrugged, perhaps pleased to have the onus of decision removed from him, and said only, “Be careful,” in a tone somewhere between a plea and an order.

He was impatient of emotional waste, yet there were dregs of feeling in his tepid veins and either he had developed some thin affection for me or had decided that I would react usefully to his sporadic attempts at what he thought rational sentiment. I still didn’t trust him very far though I think I had begun to like him after a fashion, if scarcely after the fashion of a son.

“Of course,” I said, cocksure, and then, curious to see what the effect might be, “I’ll get in touch when I have something for you, Dad.”

I had not used the word before. He looked hard at me, into me, deciding what might lie behind the flourish and probably concluding (rightly) that I was game playing. He twitched the midwinter smile on and off and said, “Better that I contact you, as arranged.”

The Westerton taxi was at the door when I made the last attempt to surprise response from him. Probing was useless against his stonewall self-possession but I had to try.

“With me questioning and digging and pretending to want one thing while I listen for hints of another—what are you really after?”

What I got for my trouble sounded like nonsense. “It has taken you a long time to ask that. Please be more alert. I want Young Feller’s legacy.”

It took me a moment to sort that very wispy reference from the mass of Nursery data in my head. “You’re joking!”

The “legacy” was a rumour, scarcely solid enough to be called even that, a whisper that had surfaced after C Group killed themselves. There had been some speculation on the more sensational vids that the brilliant children had left behind them some kind of testament of their “difference.” It was the type of folklore outcropping that piles mystery on a mystery, elaborating the theme of the Administration isn’t telling all it knows—wheels within wheels—more there than meets the eye … It had not caught the public fancy and had died for lack of a reasonable basis.

He said, “I am not joking.”

“It was just a media yarn, a fairy tale.”

“So?” I gathered that I was being mildly derided. “It may be better that you believe so, but be alert for any mention of it. However, do not ever raise the subject yourself.”

“Why should I? Unless there is information you are not giving me?”

“Since you do not believe in the legacy, such information would be meaningless. Better so.”

“But you believe that the Young Feller—Conrad—left something behind?”

“Having known him, as far as knowing him was possible, I cannot think otherwise.”

At the time it seemed the most human statement I had heard from him, revealing an everyday weakness, the clutching at a dream because he wished to believe a reality existed.

He left me standing on the porch without so much as a good-bye, possibly unable to see that the word served any useful purpose.

I got into the taxi and started down the road of lost innocence where waited for me the frightened, the greedy, the mad, the corrupt and the dead.


2 • AN EX-MINISTER FOR SCIENCE AND DEVELOPMENT

1.

From the workshop/laboratory I went home to my Melbourne flat by roundabout ways. I spoke to such other tenants of the building as I met, establishing my return from a northern holiday whose actuality was attested by fresh filmpacks and could be, if necessary, proven by dated receipts and travel documents. (My father gave good service in the forgery department, whether by his own efforts or the talents of others I did not enquire. “When you set out to live a lie,” he remarked at one point, “be aware only of the lie-as-reality and think only when necessary of the reality behind it. Believe what you say and do, if others are to believe it.” A sound creed for a con man.)

Mail waited in the telebasket, most of its content predictable: A letter from my last editor damning my stupidity in cutting out too early from the safety of a regular wage packet, a standard acceptance letter from the Freelance News Media Association with a statement of fees and the required legal warning about responsibility for libel, a swag of letters from agents entreating first use of my irreplaceable talents (at 15 percent of the take) and the usual collection of junk. I sent a thank-you note to the editor, telling him not to fret because I had saleable work lined up (true), and despatched a membership fee to the FNMA. The rest, from vultures and timewasters, needed no answering.

There remained the one real letter—in an envelope, old style, sealed and addressed and engraved with the sender’s Order of Australia emblem. It said that the Honourable Samuel Armstrong (an Order of Australia on his chest and a lifetime of dirty politics in his head) would be pleased to make an appointment. I should vid his secretary …

I had no idea what my move might have been if he had refused the appointment.

I had written from CAG at my father’s insistence (but giving only my home address), citing my credentials, outlining my proposed book, stressing my interest in the lack of information amounting to mystery surrounding C Group and their unexplained end—and stressing very much the kind of ferreting possible to investigative journalism. My father had said that mention of the C Group babies would hook him infallibly and his certainty had infected me.

Away from him I had become less sure. Now it seemed that the hook had been better baited than I had allowed, though a full generation had grown up since the politician’s connection with the babies had ceased.

With a sense of opening the game I keyed the Armstrong vid number, to be greeted by a blank screen with just the suggestion of colour telling that a connection had been made, that I was being identified by number backtrack and that my status did not warrant immediate visual contact, so it was no surprise when a cold female voice said, “Mr. Chance? Concerning your request for an interview with Mr. Armstrong?”

“That’s so.”

“He will see you on Friday morning at ten-fifteen in the Private Office at his Toorak home. Please be prompt; Mr. Armstrong is a busy man.”

At the Toorak home! Yes, he was interested. “Thank you.”

She cut off at once. Nobody today would snub a caller with the blank-screen gambit but the mid-century saw a distinct rise in class consciousness as social mores shifted from the cash axis to the public honour axis and all sorts of “honoured” nonentities developed means of keeping the honourless—snooping journalists, for instance—in their places. It was a good period to live through, if only for the sigh of relief when it finally went down the drain of popular derision.

I had two days to fill and spent them writing up notes (dictated by my father for the purpose of providing me with a credible income while I did his work) into half a dozen articles on trends in technology, mostly in his own field of bio-electronics. Most of the material rode at the forefront of the art and would sell to the popular science media with no chance of refusal; with my father’s knowledge on tap I might become a power in the technical writing area.

Looking back over what I have written so far—the chippy prose of a not quite arrogant but far from humble young man full of beans and snap judgments, with never a doubt of his ability to take on his mental weight in intelligent wildcats—I recall a first uncertainty.

It was not quite doubt that came to me that Friday morning so much as a realisation that I had so far put behind me—that this matter could turn dangerous. My father was sure that it would not while I played within his rules; after all, he had pointed out, he would hardly send his son out in risk and ignorance of what he might be called upon to face. I thought now that he would do just that if he had calculated the chances, decided that the risk was minimal and that nothing would be gained by alarming me in advance. I did not see him as a soulless manipulator who would sacrifice others at whim, but a little uncomfortably as a man whose thought processes were not like mine or yours and whose morality might have little to do with everyday notions of right and wrong. He was no monster; he simply saw things differently. Which made him, as he said of my mother, impenetrable.

So to Toorak I went, telling myself that this was a perfectly normal interview and that nobody could imagine otherwise, and not quite believing it.

The year was 2047 and it was winter, a season usually kind to my sensitive skin. The temperature that day was in the twenties; it was one of the good winters before the full force of the Greenhouse Effect hit us, so at least I did not arrive at the house stinging with sweat.

In the last century Toorak was the suburb where Old Money had its addresses and New Money still scrambled for foothold, but fashions in settlement change with everything else and the Old Money had moved farther out from the city. Not only New Money had taken over Toorak but also the New Elite, with money and something more.

The New Elite referred jocularly to their suburb as the Retirement Village; journalists and other iconoclasts called it Rats’ Retreat. Everybody else, spitting the envy of the embittered, called it Toothless Town.

The bitterness had some justification, the “toothless” none. The old retired Rats were anything but toothless; they were among the healthiest people alive, kept so by the bounty of a “grateful nation,” the wonders of Metabolic Balance Therapy and the expertise of bio-chemists. They were the most honoured of Australia’s children, the recipients of Extended Span, that Victoria Cross among practical expressions of gratitude.

With the population crisis finally out of hand, even our most obtuse of governments found it could not insult a people denied children by reminding them of mortality with the gift of long life to a selected few. The award was an idiot’s error of judgment in the first place and soon became an honour demeaned and degraded by the intrigues of those desperate to win it. The offensive stupidity was soon withdrawn from the list of Honours.

The small group of legatees of this largesse could
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