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H GH RI SE
by J. G Ballard

flyleaf:

A new forty-story luxury apartnent building is both |ocation and protagonist of this
gripping and unforgettable novel. Wth anenities that include its own novie theater, sw nm ng
pool s, supermarket, and el enentary school, the building offers a self-contained world of
confortable living for its 2,000 tenants.

It is only with full occupancy that the residents' repressed antagoni sns begin to break
through the surface, at first in such half-playful occurrences as the dropping of debris fromthe
top floors onto the balconies below. Then, in rapid retallatory succession, violence breaks out in
the halls and stairways, children are abused, a dog is drowned in a swiming pool, and a rich
jeweler is flung to his death fromhis penthouse. Tenants separate into three rival groupls
relative to the level of their apartnents, and inexorably all are carried back into a kind of
stone-age prinmtivism W follow about a dozen lives through this terrifying process -- in
particul ar, the architect who designed the building and lives on its top floor, a m ddl e-echel on
doctor who first realizes what is going on and gives hinself up to its newlogic, and a TV
producer fromthe bottomfloor who determines to fight his way to the top. By a strange paradox
they continue with their lives in the world outside as if nothing is amss, clinging all the while
to the hope of making sense of the technol ogical |andscape they have hel ped to create, even as it
crunmbl es around t hem

Rem ni scent of WIlliamGolding's _Lord of the Flies , Hgh-Rise_is a masterfully enacted
vi si on of human vi ol ence and regression, a novel that will reverberate in the ninds of its readers
Il ong after its shocking conclusion
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1/Critical Mass

Later, as he sat on his balcony eating the dog, Dr Robert Laing reflected on the unusua
events that had taken place within this huge apartnment building during the previous three nonths.
Now t hat everything had returned to nornmal, he was surprised that there had been no obvious
begi nni ng, no point beyond which their lives had noved into a clearly nore sinister dinension
Wth its forty floors and thousand apartnents, its supernmarket and sw nm ng-pool s, bank and j unior
school -- all in effect abandoned in the sky -- the high-rise offered nore than enough
opportunities for violence and confrontation. Certainly his own studio apartnment on the 25th fl oor
was the |last place Laing would have chosen as an early skirm sh-ground. This over-priced cell
slotted alnmost at randominto the cliff face of the apartnment buil ding, he had bought after his
divorce specifically for its peace, quiet and anonynity. Curiously enough, despite all Laing's
efforts to detach hinself fromhis two thousand nei ghbours and the regime of trivial disputes and
irritations that provided their only corporate life, it was here if anywhere that the first
significant event had taken place -- on this bal cony where he now squatted beside a fire of
tel ephone directories, eating the roast hind-quarter of the alsatian before setting off to his
| ecture at the medi cal school

Wi | e preparing breakfast soon after eleven o' clock one Saturday nmorning three nonths
earlier, Dr Laing was startled by an expl osion on the bal cony outside his living-room A bottle of
sparkling wine had fallen froma floor fifty feet above, ricocheted off an awning as it hurtled
downwar ds, and burst across the tiled bal cony fl oor

The |iving-room carpet was speckled with foam and broken glass. Laing stood in his bare
feet anobng the sharp fragnents, watching the agitated wi ne seethe across the cracked tiles. Hi gh
above him on the 31st floor, a party was in progress. He could hear the sounds of deliberately
over-ani mated chatter, the aggressive blare of a record-player. Presumably the bottle had been
knocked over the rail by a boisterous guest. Needl ess to say, no one at the party was in the | east
concerned about the ultimte destination of this nmissile -- but as Laing had al ready di scovered,
people in high-rises tended not to care about tenants nore than two fl oors bel ow t hem
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Trying to identify the apartnent, Laing stepped across the spreadi ng pool of cold froth.
Sitting there, he mght easily have found hinself with the | ongest hangover in the world. He
| eaned out over the rail and peered up at the face of the building, carefully counting the
bal coni es. As usual, though, the dinensions of the forty-storey block made his head reel. Lowering
his eyes to the tiled floor, he steadied hinself against the door pillar. The inmense vol une of
open space that separated the building fromthe nei ghbouring high-rise a quarter of a nmle away
unsettled his sense of balance. At tinmes he felt that he was living in the gondola of a ferris
wheel permanently suspended three hundred feet above the ground.

Nonet hel ess, Laing was still exhilarated by the high-rise, one of five identical units in
t he devel opnent project and the first to be conpleted and occupi ed. Together they were set in a
m | e-square area of abandoned dockl and and warehousi ng al ong the north bank of the river. The five
hi gh-ri ses stood on the eastern perinmeter of the project, |ooking out across an ornanental |ake --
at present an enpty concrete basin surrounded by parking-lots and construction equipnent. On the
opposite shore stood the recently conpleted concert-hall, with Laing' s nedical school and the new
tel evision studios on either side. The nassive scale of the glass and concrete architecture, and
its striking situation on a bend of the river, sharply separated the devel opnent project fromthe
run-down areas around it, decaying nineteenth-century terraced houses and enpty factories already
zoned for reclanmation

For all the proximty of the City two mles away to the west along the river, the office
bui | di ngs of central London belonged to a different world, in tine as well as space. Their gl ass
curtain-walling and tel econmuni cation aerials were obscured by the traffic snbg, blurring Laing's
menories of the past. Six nonths earlier, when he had sold the | ease of his Chel sea house and
moved to the security of the high-rise, he had travelled forward fifty years in tine, away from
crowded streets, traffic hold-ups, rush-hour journeys on the Underground to student supervisions
in a shared office in the old teaching hospital

Here, on the other hand, the dinensions of his |life were space, |light and the pleasures of
a subtle kind of anonynity. The drive to the physiol ogy departnent of the medical school took him
five minutes, and apart fromthis single excursion Laing's life in the high-rise was as self-
contained as the building itself. In effect, the apartnent bl ock was a small vertical city, its
two thousand i nhabitants boxed up into the sky. The tenants corporately owned the building, which
they adm ni stered thensel ves through a resident nmanager and his staff.

For all its size, the high-rise contained an inpressive range of services. The entire 10th
floor was given over to a wide concourse, as large as an aircraft carrier's flight-deck, which
cont ai ned a supermarket, bank and hairdressing salon, a sw nm ng-pool and gymasium a well -
stocked liquor store and a junior school for the few young children in the block. H gh above
Laing, on the 35th floor, was a second, smaller sw mr ng-pool, a sauna and a restaurant. Delighted
by this glut of conveniences, Laing nmade less and less effort to | eave the building. He unpacked
his record collection and played hinself into his newlife, sitting on his balcony and gazi ng
across the parking-lots and concrete plazas below him Although the apartment was no hi gher than
the 25th floor, he felt for the first time that he was | ooking down at the sky, rather than up at
it. Each day the towers of central London seened slightly nmore distant, the | andscape of an
abandoned pl anet receding slowy fromhis mnd. By contrast with the cal mand unencunbered
geonetry of the concert-hall and tel evision studios below him the ragged skyline of the city
resenbl ed the di sturbed encephal ograph of an unresol ved nental crisis.

The apartnent had been expensive, its studio |iving-roomand single bedroom kitchen and
bat hr oom dovetail ed into each other to mininize space and elinminate internal corridors. To his
sister Alice Frobisher, who lived with her publisher husband in a larger apartnent three floors
bel ow, Laing had remarked, "The architect mnmust have spent his formative years in a space capsule --
I"msurprised the walls don't curve . "

At first Laing found sonething alienating about the concrete | andscape of the project --
an architecture designed for war, on the unconscious level if no other. After all the tensions of
his divorce, the last thing he wanted to | ook out on each norning was a row of concrete bunkers.

However, Alice soon convinced himof the intangible appeal of life in a |luxury high-rise
Seven years ol der than Laing, she made a shrewd assessnent of her brother's needs in the nonths
after his divorce. She stressed the efficiency of the building' s services, the total privacy. "You
could be alone here, in an enpty building -- think of _that , Robert." She added, illogically,
"Besides, it's full of the kind of people you ought to neet."

Here she was nmking a point that had not escaped Laing during his inspection visits. The
two thousand tenants formed a virtually honbgeneous collection of well-to-do professional people --
| awyers, doctors, tax consultants, senior academ cs and advertising executives, along with a
smaller group of airline pilots, filmindustry technicians and trios of air-hostesses sharing
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apartnments. By the usual financial and educational yardsticks they were probably closer to each
other than the nenmbers of any conceivable social mx, with the sane tastes and attitudes, fads and
styles -- clearly reflected in the choice of autonobiles in the parking-lots that surrounded the
high-rise, in the el egant but sonehow standardi zed way in which they furnished their apartnents,
in the selection of sophisticated foods in the supernarket delicatessen, in the tones of their

sel f-confident voices. In short, they constituted the perfect background into which Laing could
merge invisibly. H's sister's excited vision of Laing alone in an enpty building was cl oser to the
truth than she realized. The high-rise was a huge nachi ne designed to serve, not the collective
body of tenants, but the individual resident in isolation. Its staff of air-conditioning conduits,
el evat ors, garbage-di sposal chutes and electrical sw tching systens provided a never-failing
supply of care and attention that a century earlier would have needed an arny of tireless
servants.

Besides all this, once Laing had been appointed senior |ecturer in physiology at the new
medi cal school, the purchase of an apartment nearby nade sense. It helped himas well to postpone
once again any decision to give up teaching and take up general practice. But as he told hinself,
he was still waiting for his real patients to appear -- perhaps he would find themhere in the
high-rise? Rationalizing his doubts over the cost of the apartnent, Laing signed a ninety-nine-
year | ease and noved into his one-thousandth share of the cliff face.

The sounds of the party continued high over his head, magnified by the currents of air
that surged erratically around the building. The last of the wine rilled along the bal cony gutter
sparkling its way into the already i muacul ate drains. Laing placed his bare foot on the cold tiles
and with his toes detached the label fromits glass fragment. He recogni zed the wi ne inmediately,
a brand of expensive inmitation chanpagne that was sold pre-chilled in the loth-floor |iquor store
and was its nost popular Iine.

They had been drinking the same wine at Alice's party the previous evening, in its way as
confused an affair as the one taking place that nonent over his head. Only too keen to relax after
denonstrating all afternoon in the physiology |aboratories, and with an eye on an attractive
fell ow guest, Laing had inexplicably found hinself in a mnor confrontation with his imedi ate
nei ghbours on the 25th floor, an anbitious young orthodontic surgeon naned Steele and his pushy
fashi on-consultant wife. Half-way through a drunken conversation Laing had suddenly realized that
he had managed to of fend them deeply over their shared garbage-di sposal chute. The two had
cornered Laing behind his sister's bar, where Steele fired a series of pointed questions at him
as though seriously disturbed by a patient's irresponsible attitude towards his own nouth. His
slimface topped by a centre parting -- always an indication to Laing of some odd character strain
-- pressed ever closer, and he half-expected Steele to rama nmetal clanp or retractor between his
teeth. Hs intense, glanorous wife followed up the attack, in sone way chall enged by Laing's
of f hand manner, his detachnment fromthe serious business of living in the high-rise. Laing' s
fondness for pre-lunch cocktails, his nude sunbathing on the bal cony, and his generally raffish
air obviously unnerved her. She clearly felt that at the age of thirty Laing should have been
wor ki ng twel ve hours a day in a fashionable consultancy, and be in every way as respectably self-
aggr andi zi ng as her husband. No doubt she regarded Laing as sone kind of internal escapee fromthe
medi cal profession, with a secret tunnel into a |l ess responsible world.

This | ow | evel bickering surprised Laing, but after his arrival at the apartnment building
he soon recogni zed the extraordi nary nunber of thinly veiled antagoni snms around him The high-rise
had a second life of its own. The talk at Alice's party noved on two | evels -- never far bel ow the
froth of professional gossip was a hard nantle of personal rivalry. At tinmes he felt that they
were all waiting for soneone to nake a serious nistake.

After breakfast, Laing cleared the glass fromthe bal cony. Two of the decorative tiles had

been cracked. MIdly irritated, Laing picked up the bottle neck, still with its wired cork and
foil in place, and tossed it over the balcony rail. A few seconds |later he heard it shatter anong
the cars parked bel ow.

Pulling himself together, Laing peered cautiously over the |edge -- he nmight easily have

knocked in soneone's wi ndscreen. Laughing aloud at this aberrant gesture, he |ooked up at the 31st
floor. What were they celebrating at eleven-thirty in the norning ? Laing listened to the noise
mount as nore guests arrived. WAs this a party that had accidentally started too early, or one
that had been going on all night and was now getting its second wi nd? The internal tinme of the
high-rise, Iike an artificial psychological climate, operated to its own rhythns, generated by a
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conbi nati on of al cohol and i nsomi a.

On the bal cony diagonally above hi mone of Laing' s neighbours, Charlotte Melville, was
setting out a tray of drinks on a table. Queasily aware of his strained liver, Laing renenbered
that at Alice's party the previous evening he had accepted an invitation to cocktails. Thankfully,
Charlotte had rescued himfromthe orthodontic surgeon with the disposal -chute obsessions. Laing
had been too drunk to get anywhere with this good-1ooking wi dow of thirty-five, apart from
| earning that she was a copywiter with a snmall but lively advertising agency. The proximty of
her apartment, |ike her easy style, appealed to Laing, exciting in hima confusing blend of
| echery and romantic possibility -- as he grew ol der, he found hinself becom ng nore romanti c and
nore cal l ous at the same tine.

Sex was one thing, Laing kept on rem nding hinself, that the high-rise potentially
provi ded i n abundance. Bored wives, dressed up as if for a lavish nidnight gala on the observation
roof , hung around the sw nming-pools and restaurant in the slack hours of the early afternoon, or
strolled armin-armalong the |l oth-floor concourse. Laing watched them saunter past himwth a
fasci nated but cautious eye. For all his feigned cynicism he knew that he was in a vul nerabl e
zone in this period soon after his divorce -- one happy affair, with Charlotte Melville or anyone
el se, and he would slip straight into another marriage. He had cone to the high-rise to get away
fromall relationships. Even his sister's presence, and the rem nders of their high-strung nother
a doctor's widow slowy sliding into al coholism at one tinme seened too close for confort.

However, Charlotte had briskly put all these fears to rest. She was still preoccupied by
her husband's death from | eukaem a, her six-year-old son's welfare and, she adnitted to Lai ng, her
insomia -- a common conplaint in the high-rise, alnost an epidemic. Al the residents he had mnet,

on hearing that Laing was a physician, at sone point brought up their difficulties in sleeping. At
parties people discussed their insommia in the sane way that they referred to the other built-in
design flaws of the apartnment block. In the early hours of the norning the two thousand tenants
subsi ded below a silent tide of seconal

Laing had first net Charlotte in the 35th-floor sw nmm ng-pool, where he usually swam
partly to be on his own, and partly to avoid the children who used the 10th-floor pool. Wen he
invited her to a neal in the restaurant she pronptly accepted, but as they sat down at the table
she said pointedly, "Look, | only want to tal k about nyself."

Laing had |iked that.

At noon, when he arrived at Charlotte's apartnent, a second guest was already present, a
tel evisi on producer nanmed Richard Wl der. A thick-set, pugnaci ous man who had once been a
prof essi onal rugby-1eague player, Wlder lived with his wife and two sons on the 2nd fl oor of the
buil di ng. The noisy parties he held with his friends on the lower levels -- airline pilots and
host esses sharing apartnents -- had already put himat the centre of various disputes. To sone
extent the irregular hours of the tenants on the I ower levels had cut themoff fromtheir
nei ghbours above. I n an unguarded nonent Laing's sister had whispered to himthat there was a
brot hel operating somewhere in the high-rise. The nysterious novenents of the air-hostesses as
they pursued their busy social lives, particularly on the floors above her own, clearly unsettled
Alice, as if they in sone way interfered with the natural social order of the building, its system
of precedences entirely based on floor-height. Laing had noticed that he and his fellow tenants
were far nore tolerant of any noise or nuisance fromthe floors above than they were fromthose
bel ow them However, he |iked Wlder, with his | oud voice and rugby-scrum nanners. He let a needed
di mension of the unfanmiliar into the apartment block. Hs relationship with Charlotte Melville was
hard to gauge -- his powerful sexual aggression was overlaid by a trenendous restlessness. No
wonder his wife, a pale young wonan with a postgraduate degree who reviewed children's books for
the literary weeklies, seenmed permanently exhausted.

As Laing stood on the bal cony, accepting a drink from Charlotte, the noise of the party
came down fromthe bright air, as if the sky itself had been wired for sound. Charlotte pointed to
a fragment of glass on Laing's bal cony that had escaped his brush

"Are you under attack? | heard something fall." She called to Wlder, who was | ounging
back in the centre of her sofa, exam ning his heavy legs. "It's those people on the 31st floor."

"Whi ch peopl e?" Laing asked. He assunmed that she was referring to a specific group, a
clique of over-aggressive filmactors or tax consultants, or perhaps a freak aggregation of
di psomani acs. But Charlotte shrugged vaguely, as if it was unnecessary to be nore specific.
Clearly sone kind of demarcation had taken place in her mnd, like his owm facile identification
of people by the floors on which they |ived.

"By the way, what are we all cel ebrating?" he asked as they returned to the |iving-room
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"Don't you know?" W/ der gestured at the walls and ceiling. "Full house. W' ve achieved
critical mass."

"Ri chard neans that the |last apartment has been occupied,” Charlotte explained.
"Incidentally, the contractors prom sed us a free party when the thousandth apartnent was sold."

“"I"lIl be interested to see if they hold it," WIlder renmarked. Clearly he enjoyed running
down the high-rise. "The elusive Anthony Royal was supposed to provide the booze. You've met him
I think," he said to Laing. "The architect who desi gned our hangi ng paradise."

"W play squash together,"” Laing rejoined. Aware of the hint of challenge in Wlder's
voi ce, he added, "Once a week -- | hardly know the man, but | like him"

Wl der sat forward, cradling his heavy head in his fists. Laing noticed that he was
continually touching hinself, for ever inspecting the hair on his nassive calves, snelling the
backs of his scarred hands, as if he had just discovered his own body. "You' re favoured to have
met him" WIlder said. "I'd like to know why. An isolated character -- | ought to resent him but
sonmehow | feel sorry for the man, hovering over us |like sonme kind of fallen angel."

"He has a penthouse apartnent,"” Laing cormented. He had no wish to becone involved in any
tug of war over his brief friendship with Royal. He had net this well-to-do architect, a forner
menber of the consortium which had designed the devel opment project, during the final stages of
Royal 's recovery froma mnor car accident. Laing had hel ped himto set up the conpl ex
cal li sthenics machine in the penthouse where Royal spent his time, the focus of a great deal of
curiosity and attention. As everyone continually repeated, Royal lived "on top" of the buil ding,
as if in sonme kind of glanorous shack.

"Royal was the first person to nove in here,” Wlder informed him "There's sonething

about himl haven't put ny finger on. Perhaps even a sense of guilt -- he hangs around up there as
if he's waiting to be found out. | expected himto | eave nonths ago. He has a rich young wife, so
why stay on in this glorified tenement?" Before Laing could protest, WIder pressed on. "I know
Charlotte has reservations about life here -- the trouble with these places is that they're not
designed for children. The only open space turns out to be sonmeone el se's car-park. By the way,
doctor, I"'mplanning to do a television docunentary about high-rises, a really hard | ook at the
physi cal and psychol ogi cal pressures of living in a huge condom nium such as this one."

"You'll have a lot of material."

"Too nmuch, as always. | wonder if Royal would take part -- you might ask him doctor. As

one of the architects of the block and its first tenant, his views would be interesting. Your own,
too . "

As Wlder tal ked away rapidly, his words over-running the cigarette snoke com ng fromhis
mout h, Laing turned his attention to Charlotte. She was watching Wlder intently, nodding at each
of his points. Laing |liked her determination to stick up for herself and her small son, her
evident sanity and good sense. His own marriage, to a fellow physician and specialist in tropical
medi ci ne, had been a brief but total disaster, a reflection of heaven-only-knew what needs. Wth
unerring judgnent Laing had involved hinmself with this highly strung and anbitious young doct or
for whom Laing's refusal to give up teaching -- in itself suspicious -- and invol ve hinself
directly in the political aspects of preventive nedicine had provided a limtless opportunity for
bi ckering and confrontation. After only six nonths together she had suddenly joined an
international fanine-relief organization and left on a three-year tour. But Laing had nmade no
attenpt to follow her. For reasons he could not yet explain, he had been reluctant to give up
teaching, and the adnittedly doubtful security of being with students who were still alnost his
own age.

Charlotte, he guessed, would understand this. In his mnd Laing projected the possible
course of an affair with her. The proximty and di stance which the high-rise provided at the sane
time, .that neutral enotional background agai nst which the nmost intriguing relationships night
devel op, had begun to interest himfor its own sake. For sone reason he found hinsel f draw ng back

even within this still imaginary encounter, sensing that they were all far nore involved with each
other than they realized. An alnbst tangi ble network of rivalries and intrigues bound them
t oget her.

As he guessed, even this apparently casual neeting in Charlotte's apartnent had been set
up to test his attitude to the upper-level residents who were trying to exclude children fromthe
35t h-fl oor sw mm ng- pool

"The terms of our |eases guarantee us equal access to all facilities," Charlotte
expl ai ned. "We've decided to set up a parents' action group."”

"Doesn't that |eave ne out ?"

"W need a doctor on the committee. The paediatric argunment would cone nuch nore
forcefully fromyou, Robert."
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"Well, perhaps . " Laing hesitated to commit himself. Before he knew it, he would be a
character in a highly charged tel evision docunentary, or taking part in a sit-in outside the
office of the building nmanager. Reluctant at this stage to be snared into an inter-floor wangle,
Lai ng stood up and excused hinself. As he left, Charlotte had equi pped herself with a checklist of
grievances. Sitting beside WIlder, she began to tick off the conplaints to be placed before the
bui |l di ng manager, |ike a conscientious teacher preparing the syllabus for the next term

When Laing returned to his apartnent, the party on the 31st floor had ended. He stood on
his balcony in the silence, enjoying the magnificent play of |ight across the nei ghbouring bl ock
four hundred yards away. The buil ding had just been conpleted, and by coincidence the first
tenants were arriving on the very norning that the last had noved into his own block. A furniture
nmovi ng van was backing into the entrance to the freight elevator, and the carpets and stereo-
speakers, dressing-tables and bedsi de | anps woul d soon be carried up the elevator shaft to form
the elements of a private world.

Thi nki ng of the rush of pleasure and excitenent which the new tenants would feel as they
gazed out for the first tine fromtheir aerial |edge on the cliff face, Laing contrasted it with
the conversation he had just heard between WIlder and Charlotte Melville. However reluctantly, he
now had to accept sonething he had been trying to repress -- that the previous six nonths had been
a period of continuous bickering anong his nei ghbours, of trivial disputes over the faulty
el evators and air-conditioning, inexplicable electrical failures, noise, conpetition for parking
space and, in short, that host of minor defects which the architects were supposed specifically to
have desi gned out of these over-priced apartnments. The underlying tensions anong the residents
were remarkably strong, danped down partly by the civilized tone of the building, and partly by
t he obvi ous need to nake this huge apartnent block a success.

Lai ng renenbered a mi nor but unpl easant incident that had taken place the previous
afternoon on the |l oth-floor shopping concourse. As he waited to cash a cheque at the bank an
al tercation was going on outside the doors of the sw nmming-pool. A group of children, still wet
fromthe water, were backing away fromthe inposing figure of a cost-accountant fromthe 17th
floor. Facing himin this unequal contest was Hel en Wl der. Her husband's pugnacity had | ong since
drai ned any self-confidence fromher. Nervously trying to control the children, she |istened
stoically to the accountant's reprinmand, now and then naki ng sone weak retort.

Leaving the bank counter, Laing wal ked towards them past the crowded check-out points of
t he supermarket and the lines of wonen under the driers in the hair-dressing salon. As he stood
beside Ms Wlder, waiting until she recognized him he gathered that the accountant was
conplaining that her children, not for the first tinme, had been urinating in the pool

Laing briefly interceded, but the accountant slamed away through the sw ng doors,
confident that he had sufficiently intimdated Ms Wlder to drive her brood of children away for
ever.

"Thanks for taking my side -- Richard was supposed to be here." She picked a danp thread
of hair out of her eyes. "It's becoming inpossible -- we arrange set hours for the children but
the adults conme anyway." She took Laing's arm and squi nted nervously across the crowded concourse.
"Do you mnd wal king ne back to the elevator ? It nust sound rather paranoid, but |I'm becom ng
obsessed with the idea that one day we'll be physically attacked . . ." She shuddered under her
danmp towel as she propelled the children forward. "It's alnost as if these aren't the people who
really live here."

During the afternoon Laing found hinself thinking of this last remark of Helen W/l der's.
Absurd though it sounded, the statenment had a certain truth. Now and then his nei ghbours, the
orthodontic surgeon and his wife, stepped on to their balcony and frowned at Laing, as if
di sapproving of the relaxed way in which he lay back in his reclining chair. Laing tried to
visualize their life together, their hobbies, conversation, sexual acts. It was difficult to
i magi ne any kind of domestic reality, as if the Steeles were a pair of secret agents
unconvincingly trying to establish a marital role. By contrast, WIder was real enough, but hardly
bel onged to the high-rise.

Lai ng lay back on his bal cony, watching the dusk fall across the facades of the adjacent
bl ocks. Their size appeared to vary according to the play of light over their surfaces. Sonetines,
when he returned hone in the evening fromthe medical school, he was convinced that the high-rise
had nanaged to extend itself during the day. Lifted on its concrete |legs, the forty-storey bl ock
appeared to be even higher, as if a group of off-duty construction workers fromthe tel evision
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studi os had casual ly added another floor. The five apartment buildings on the eastern perineter of
the m | e-square project together forned a nassive palisade that by dusk had al ready plunged the
suburban streets behind theminto darkness.

The high-rises seened al nbst to challenge the sun itself -- Anthony Royal and the
architects who had designed the conplex could not have foreseen the drama of confrontation each
nmor ni ng between these concrete slabs and the rising sun. It was only fitting that the sun first
appeared between the | egs of the apartnment blocks, raising itself over the horizon as if nervous
of waking this line of giants. During the morning, fromhis office on the top floor of the medica
school, Laing would watch their shadows swi ng across the parking-lots and enpty plazas of the
project, sluice-gates opening to admt the day. For all his reservations, Laing was the first to
concede that these huge buil dings had won their attenpt to col onize the sky.

Soon after nine o'clock that evening, an electrical failure tenporarily blacked out the
9th, 10th and 11th floors. Looki ng back on this episode, Laing was surprised by the degree of
confusion during the fifteen mnutes of the blackout. Sone two hundred people were present on the
10t h fl oor concourse, and many were injured in the stanpede for the elevators and staircases. A
nunber of absurd but unpl easant altercations broke out in the darkness between those who wanted to
descend to their apartnents on the lower levels and the residents fromthe upper floors who
i nsi sted on escapi ng upwards into the cool er heights of the building. During the bl ackout two of
the twenty elevators were put out of action. The air-conditioning had been switched off, and a
worman passenger trapped in an el evator between the 10th and nth fl oors becane hysterical, possibly
the victimof a minor sexual assault -- the restoration of light in due course revealed its crop
of illicit liaisons flourishing in the benevolent conditions of total darkness |ike a voracious
pl ant speci es.

Laing was on his way to the gymasi um when the power failed. Uneager to join the nél ée on
the concourse, he waited in a deserted classroom of the junior school. Sitting alone at one of the
children's miniature desks, surrounded by the dimoutlines of their good-humoured draw ngs pinned
to the walls, he listened to their parents scuffling and shouting in the elevator |obby. \Wen the
lights returned he wal ked out anpbng the startled residents, and did his best to cal meveryone
down. He supervised the transfer of the hysterical wonman passenger fromthe elevator to a | obby
sof a. The heavy-boned wife of a jeweller on the 40th floor, she clung powerfully to Laing's arm
only rel easing himwhen her husband appear ed.

As the crowd of residents dispersed, their fingers punching the el evator destination
buttons, Laing noticed that two children had sheltered during the blackout in another of the
cl assrooms. They were standing now in the entrance to the sw nm ng-pool, backing away defensively
fromthe tall figure of the 17th-floor cost-accountant. This self-appointed guardian of the water
hel d a | ong- handl ed pool skinmmer |ike a bizarre weapon.

Angrily, Laing ran forward. But the children were not being driven fromthe pool. They
st epped asi de when Lai ng approached. The accountant stood by the water's edge, awkwardly reaching
the ski mrer across the calmsurface. At the deep end three swi mrers, who had been treadi ng water
during the entire blackout, were clanbering over the side. One of them he noticed w thout
thinking, was Richard Wlder. Laing took the handle of the skinmmer. As the children watched, he
hel ped the accountant extend it across the water

Floating in the centre of the pool was the drowned body of an Afghan hound.

2/ Party Tine

During these days after the drowning of the dog, the air of over-excitement within the
high-rise gradually settled itself, but to Dr Laing this conparative calmwas all the nore
om nous. The sw nmm ng-pool on the 10th floor renmi ned deserted, partly, Laing assuned, because
everyone felt that the water was contam nated by the dead Afghan. An al nost pal pabl e ni asma hung
over the slack water, as if the spirit of the drowned beast was gathering to itself all the forces
of revenge and retribution present within the building.
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On his way to the nedical school a few nmornings after the incident, Laing |ooked in at the
10t h-fl oor concourse. After booking a squash court for his weekly game that evening w th Anthony
Royal, he wal ked towards the entrance of the sw mm ng-pool. He renenbered the panic and stanpede
during the blackout. By contrast, the shopping mall was now al nbst enpty, a single custoner
ordering his wines at the |liquor store. Laing pushed back the swi ng doors and strolled around the
pool . The changi ng cubi cl es were closed, the curtains drawn across the shower stalls. The officia
attendant, a retired physical-training instructor, was absent from his booth behind the diving-
boards. Evidently the profanation of his water had been too nuch for him

Laing stood by the tiled verge at the deep end, under the unvarying fluorescent Iight. Now
and then, the slight lateral novenent of the building in the surrounding airstreamsent a warning
ripple across the flat surface of the water, as if in its pelagic deeps an i mense creature was
stirring inits sleep. He renenbered hel ping the accountant to lift the Afghan fromthe water, and
being surprised by its lightness. Wth its gl anorous plumage drenched by the chlorinated water,
the dog had lain like a large stoat on the coloured tiles. Wile they waited for the owner, a
tel evision actress on the 37th floor, to come down and collect the dog Laing exanmined it
carefully. There were no external wounds or marks of restraint. Conceivably it had strayed from
its apartnent into a passing elevator and energed on to the shoppi ng concourse during the
confusion of the power failure, fallen into the sw nming-pool and died there of exhaustion. But
the explanation hardly fitted the facts. The bl ackout had lasted little nmore than fifteen m nutes,
and a dog of this size was powerful enough to swimfor hours. Besides, it could sinmply have stood
onits hind legs in the shallow end. But if it had been thrown into the pool, and held bel ow the
water in the darkness by a strong sw mmer

Surprised by his own suspicions, Laing nmade a second circuit of the pool. Sonething
convinced himthat the dog's drowning had been a provocative act, intended to invite further
retaliation inits turn. The presence of the fifty or so dogs in the high-rise had | ong been a
source of irritation. Alnost all of them were owned by residents on the top ten floors -- just as,
conversely, nost of the fifty children lived in the |lower ten. Together the dogs forned a set of
over - panpered pedi gree pets whose owners were not noticeably concerned for their fellow tenants
confort and privacy. The dogs barked around the car-parks when they were wal ked i n the evening,
fouling the pathways between the cars. On nore than one occasion el evator doors were sprayed with
urine. Laing had heard Hel en Wl der conplain that, rather than use their five high-speed elevators
whi ch carried themfroma separate entrance | obby directly to the top floors, the dog-owners
habitually transferred to the | ower-level elevators, encouraging their pets to use them as
| avatori es.

This rivalry between the dog-owners and the parents of small children had in a sense
al ready pol arized the building. Between the upper and |ower floors the central mass of apartments -
- roughly fromthe loth floor to the 30th -- formed a buffer state. During the brief interregnum
after the dog's drowning a kind of knowi ng cal m presided over the niddle section of the high-rise,
as if the residents had already realized what was taking place within the building.

Lai ng di scovered this when he returned that evening fromthe nedical school. By six
o' clock the section of the parking-lot reserved for the 20th to the 25th floors would usually be
full, forcing himto |leave his car in the visitors' section three hundred yards fromthe building.
Reasonabl y enough, the architects had zoned the parking-lots so that the higher a resident's
apartment (and consequently the longer the journey by elevator), the nearer he parked to the
buil ding. The residents fromthe | ower floors had to wal k consi derabl e di stances to and fromtheir
cars each day -- a sight not without its satisfaction, Laing had noticed. Sonehow the high-rise
pl ayed into the hands of the nobst petty inpul ses.

That eveni ng, however, as he reached the already crowded car-park, Laing was surprised by
his fellow tenants' tolerant behaviour. He arrived at the sane tinme as his neighbour Dr Steele. By
rights they should have raced each other for the |ast vacant place, and taken separate elevators
to their floor. But tonight each beckoned the other forward in a show of exaggerated gallantry and
wai ted while the other parked. They even wal ked together to the nain entrance.

In the | obby a group of tenants stood outside the nmanager's office, renonstrating noisily
with his secretary. The electrical supply systemon the gth floor was still out of order, and at
night the floor was in darkness. Fortunately it was light until late in the sumer evening, but
the inconvenience to the fifty residents on the floor was consi derable. None of the appliances in
their apartnments would function, and the linmts of co-operation with their neighbours on the
fl oors above and bel ow had soon been reached.

St eel e wat ched them unsynpat hetically. A though he was in his late twenties, his manner
was al ready securely middl e-aged. Laing found hinself fascinated by his i mmacul ate centre parting,
al nost an orifice.
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"They' re al ways conpl ai ni ng about something," Steele confided to Laing as they stepped

into an elevator. "If it isn't this, it's that. They seemunwilling to accept that the services in
a new building take tinme to settle down."
"Still, it must be a nuisance to have no power."

St eel e shook his head. "They persistently overload the master-fuses with their el aborate
stereo-systens and unnecessary appliances. El ectronic baby-m nders because the nothers are too
lazy to get out of their easy chairs, special nmashers for their children's food . "

Laing waited for the journey to end, already regretting his newfound solidarity with his
nei ghbour. For sone reason, Steele made himnervous. Not for the first tine, he wi shed he had
purchased an apartnent above the 30th fl oor. The hi gh-speed el evators were bliss.

"The children here | ook well enough to ne," he remarked when they stepped out at the 25th
floor.

The surgeon held his elbowin a surprisingly powerful grip. He smled reassuringly,
flashing a mouth like a nminiature cathedral of polished ivory.

"Believe ne, Laing. | see their teeth."”

The punitive tone in Steele's voice, as if he were describing a traditionally feckless
band of migrant workers rather than his well-to-do nei ghbours, canme as a surprise to Laing. He
knew casually a few of the 9th floor residents -- a sociol ogist who was a friend of Charlotte
Melville's, and an air-traffic controller who played string trios with friends on the 25th fl oor
an amusing and refined man to whom Laing often tal ked as he carried his cello into the el evator
But di stance | ent di senchant nent.

The extent of this separation of l|oyalties was brought honme to Laing when he set off to
pl ay squash with Anthony Royal. He took an el evator up to the 40th floor and, as usual, arrived
ten mnutes early so that he could go out on to the roof. The spectacul ar view al ways nade Lai ng
aware of his anbivalent feelings for this concrete | andscape. Part of its appeal lay all too
clearly in the fact that this was an environment built, not for man, but for man's absence.

Lai ng | eaned agai nst the parapet, shivering pleasantly in his sports-clothes. He shiel ded
his eyes fromthe strong air currents that rose off the face of the high-rise. The cluster of
audi toriumroofs, curving roadway enbanknents and rectilinear curtain-walling forned an intriguing
medl ey of geonetries -- less a habitable architecture, he reflected, than the unconscious di agram
of a mysterious psychic event.

Fifty feet anay to Laing's left a cocktail party was in progress. Two buffet tables
covered with white cloths had been laid with trays of canapés and gl asses, and a waiter was
serving drinks behind a portable bar. Sonme thirty guests in evening dress stood about talking in
smal | groups. For a few m nutes Laing ignored them absent-m ndedly tapping his rackets case on
t he parapet, but sonething about the hard, over-animated chatter nmade himturn. Several of the
guests were looking in his direction, and Laing was certain that they were tal king about him The
party had noved nearer, and the cl osest guests were no nore than ten feet away. Al were residents
fromthe top three floors. Even nore unusual was the self-conscious formality of their dress. At
none of the parties in the high-rise had Laing seen anyone dressed in anything other than casua
wear, yet here the men wore dinner-jackets and black ties, the wonen floor-length evening dresses.
They carried thenselves in a purposeful way, as if this were less a party than a pl anni ng
conference.

Almost within arms reach, the inmaculate figure of a well-to-do art deal er was squaring
up to Laing, the lapels of his dinner-jacket flexing like an over-worked bell ows. On either side
of himwere the mddl e-aged wi ves of a stock-exchange jobber and a soci ety photographer, staring
distastefully at Laing's white sports-clothes and sneakers.

Lai ng picked up his rackets case and towel bag, but his way to the staircase was bl ocked
by the people around him The entire cocktail party had noved al ong the roof, and the waiter now
stood al one between the bar and the buffet tables.

Lai ng | eaned agai nst the parapet, for the first time conscious of the inmrense distance to
the ground below. He was encircled by a heavily breathing group of his fellow residents, so close
that he could snell the nedl ey of expensive scents and after-shaves. He was curious as to what
exactly they were going to do, but at the sane tinme was aware that at any nonent a neaningl ess act
of violence m ght occur

"Dr Laing . . . Ladies, would you rel ease the doctor?" At what seened the |ast nonent, a
famliar figure with adroit hands and a soft wal k called out reassuringly. Laing recognized the
jewel I er whose hysterical wife he had briefly exani ned during the power failure. As he greeted
Lai ng the guests casually dispersed, like a group of extras switched to another scene. Wt hout
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thinking, they strolled back to their drinks and canapés.

"Was it fortunate that | arrived?" The jeweller peered at Laing, as if puzzled by his
presence in this private domain. "You re here to play squash with Anthony Royal? I'mafraid he's
decided to decline." He added, as nuch to hinself as to Laing, "My wife should have been here. She
was treated appallingly, you know -- they were |ike animals . "

Slightly shaken, Laing acconpanied himto the stairway. He | ooked back at the cocktai
party, with its well-bred guests, uncertain whether he had inagined the i mmnent attack on him
After all, what could they have actually done -- hardly tossed himover the edge?

As he pondered this, he noticed a famliar pale-haired figure in a white safari-jacket
standing with one hand on the callisthenics nmachine in the penthouse overl ooking the northern end
of the roof. Resting at his feet was Royal's alsatian with its arctic coat, w thout doubt the
premier dog in the high-rise. Making no attenpt to hide hinsel f, Anthony Royal was watching Laing
with a thoughtful gaze. As always, his expression was an uneasy m xture of arrogance and
def ensi veness, as if he were all too aware of the built-in flaws of this huge buil ding he had
hel ped to design, but was determ ned to outstare any criticism even at the price of theatrica
gestures such as the alsatian and his white-hunter's jacket. Al though he was over fifty, his
shoul der-length fair hair nade himl ook uncannily youthful, as if the cooler air at these great
hei ght s had sonmehow preserved himfromthe ordinary processes of ageing. H s bony forehead, still
mar ked by the scars of his accident, was tilted to one side, and he seenmed to be checking that an
experiment he had set up had now been concl uded.

Lai ng rai sed one hand and signalled to himas the jeweller ushered himbriskly bel ow, but
Royal nade no reply. Why had he not cancelled their squash gane by tel ephone ? For a nonent Laing
was certain that Royal had deliberately et himcone up to the roof, knowing that the party was in
progress, sinply out of interest in the guests' reactions and behavi our

The next norning Laing rose early, eager to get on. He felt fresh and cl ear-headed, but
wi t hout realizing why he decided to take the day off. Pronptly at nine, after pacing about for two
hours, he tel ephoned his secretary at the nedical school and postponed that afternoon's
supervi sion. Wien she expressed regret at Laing's illness he brushed this aside. "It's all right,
I"mnot ill. Sonething inportant has cone up."

What ? Puzzl ed by his own behavi our, Laing wandered around the small apartnent. Charlotte
Melville was al so at home. She was dressed for the office in a formal business suit, but nmade no
attenpt to leave. She invited Laing over for coffee, but when he arrived an hour |ater she absent-
m ndedly handed hima glass of sherry. His visit, Laing soon discovered, was a pretext for himto
exani ne her son. The boy was playing in his room but according to Charlotte was not feeling well
enough to go to the junior school on the 10th floor. Annoyingly, the young sister of an airline
pilot's wife on the 1st fl oor had declined to baby-sit.

"It's a nuisance, she's usually only too keen. |'ve relied on her for nmonths. She sounded
rat her vague on the phone, as if she was bei ng evasive . "

Laing |istened synpathetically, wondering whether he should volunteer to | ook after the
child. But there was no hint of this in Charlotte's voice. Playing with the boy, Laing realized
that there was nothing wong with him Lively as ever, he asked his nother if he could go to his
3rd-fl oor playgroup that afternoon. Wthout thinking, she refused. Laing watched her with grow ng
interest. Like hinself, Charlotte was waiting for sonething to happen

They did not have long to wait. In the early afternoon the first of a fresh series of
provocations took place between the rival floors, setting in nmotion again the dormant nmachinery of
di sruption and hostility. The incidents were trivial enough, but Laing knew already that they
refl ected deep-rooted antagoni sns that were breaking through the surface of life within the high-
rise at nore and nore points. Many of the factors involved had | ong been obvious -- conplaints
about noi se and the abuse of the building's facilities, rivalries over the better-sited apartnments
(those away from el evator |obbies and the service shafts, with their eternal runbling). There was
even a certain petty envy of the nore attractive wonen who were supposed to inhabit the upper
floors, a widely held belief that Laing had enjoyed testing. During the electricity blackout the
ei ghteen-year-old wife of a fashion photographer on the 38th floor had been assaulted in the
hai rdressi ng sal on by an unknown wonan. Presumably in retaliation, three air-hostesses fromthe
2nd floor were aggressively jostled by ta party of marauding top-floor natrons | ed by the strong-
shoul dered wife of the jeweller.

Wat ching from Charlotte's bal cony, Laing waited as the first of these incidents took
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pl ace. Standing there with a pretty wonan, a drink in one hand, he felt pleasantly |ight-headed.
Bel ow them on the 9th floor, a children's party was in full swing. The parents nade no attenpt to
restrain their offspring, in effect urging themto nmake as nmuch noi se as possible. Wthin half an
hour, fuelled by a constant flow of al cohol, the parents took over fromtheir children. Charlotte
| aughed openly as soft drinks were poured on to the cars below, drenching the w ndscreens and
roof s of the expensive |inousines and sports saloons in the front ranks.

These lively proceedi ngs were watched by hundreds of residents who had come out on to
their bal conies. Playing up to their audience, the parents egged on their children. The party was
soon out of control. Drunken children tottered about hel pl essly. H gh above them on the 37th
floor, a wonman barrister began to shout angrily, outraged by the danage to her open-topped sports-
car, whose black |eather seats were covered with nelting ice-cream

A pl easant carnival atnosphere reigned. At least it nmade a change, Laing felt, fromthe
formal behaviour of the high-rise. Despite thenmselves, he and Charlotte joined in the |laughter and
appl ause as if they were spectators at an inpronptu amateur circus.

A renmar kabl e nunber of parties were being held that evening. Usually, few parties took
pl ace other than at weekends, but on this Wednesday eveni ng everyone was involved in one revel or
anot her. Tel ephones rang continuously, and Charlotte and Laing were invited to no | ess than six
separate parties.

"I ought to get my hair done.
"What exactly are we cel ebrating?"

The question surprised Laing. He held Charlotte's shoulder, as if protecting her. "CGod
only knows -- nothing to do with fun and ganes."

One of the invitations had cone fromRichard Wlder. Instantly, both he and Charlotte
decl i ned.

"Way did we refuse?" Charlotte asked, her hand still on the receiver. "He was expecting us
to say no."

"The Wl ders live on the and fl oor,

Charlotte took his arm happily, alnost enbracing Laing.

Lai ng expl ained. "Things _are_ rather rowdy down
there .

"Robert, that's a rationalization."

Behi nd Charlotte, as she spoke, her television set was showi ng the newsreel of an
attenpted prison break-out. The sound had been turned down, and the silent inages of crouching
warders and police, and the tiers of barricaded cells, nickered between her |egs. Everyone in the
high-rise, Laing reflected, watched television with the sound down. The sane inmages gl owed through
hi s nei ghbours' doorways when he returned to his apartnment. For the first tinme, people were | eaving
their front doors ajar and noving casually in and out of each other's apartnents.

However, these intinacies did not extend beyond each resident's i mediate fl oor. El sewhere
the pol arization of the building proceeded apace. Finding that he had run out of |iquor, Laing
took the el evator down to the loth-floor concourse. As he expected, there was a heavy run on
al cohol, and long lines of inpatient residents stood outside the |iquor store. Seeing his sister
Alice near the counter, Laing tried to enlist her help. Wthout hesitating, she turned hi m down,
and pronptly launched into a vigorous denunciation of the tonfoolery that afternoon. In sone way
she clearly associated Laing with the |ower-floor tenants responsible, identifying himwth
Ri chard Wl der and his rowdies.

As Laing waited to be served, what resenbled a punitive expedition fromthe upper floors
caused a fracas in the sw nmng-pool. A party of residents fromthe top three floors arrived in a
bel l i gerent nood. Anbng them was the actress whose Afghan hound had drowned in the pool. She and
her conpani ons began by fooling about in the water, drinking chanpagne on a rubber raft agai nst
t he swi mmi ng- pool rul es and spl ashing people |eaving the changing cubicles. After a futile attenpt
to intercede, the elderly attendant gave up and retreated to his booth behind the diving-boards.

The el evators were full of aggressive pushing and heaving. The signal buttons behaved
erratically, and the el evator shafts drunmed as peopl e pounded inpatiently on the doors. On their
way to a party on the 27th floor Laing and Charlotte were jostled when their elevator was carried
down to the 3rd floor by a trio of drunken pilots. Bottles in hand, they had been trying for half
an hour to reach the 10th fl oor. Seizing Charlotte good-hunouredly around the wai st, one of the
pilots al most dragged her off to the snmall projection theatre beside the school which had
previ ously been used for showing children's filnms. The theatre was now screening a private
programe of bl ue novies, including one apparently nmade on the premises with locally recruited
performers.

At the party on the 27th fl oor, given by Adrian Tal bot, an effem nate but |ikeable
psychiatrist at the nedical school, Laing began to relax for the first tinme that day. He noticed
i medi ately that all the guests were drawn fromthe apartments nearby. Their faces and voices were
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reassuringly famliar. In a sense, as he remarked to Tal bot, they constituted the nenbers of a
vil | age.

"Perhaps a clan would be nore exact,"” Talbot conmented. "The popul ation of this apartnent
bl ock i s nowhere near so honbgeneous as it |looks at first sight. W'l|l soon be refusing to speak
to anyone outside our own enclave." He added, "My car had its w ndscreen smashed this afternoon by
a falling bottle. Could | nove it back to where you people are?" As a qualified physician, Talbot
was entitled to park in the ranks closest to the building. Laing, perhaps anticipating the dangers
of proximty, had never made use of this concession. The psychiatrist's request was instantly
granted by his fellow residents, an appeal to solidarity that no nenber of his clan could deny.

The party was one of the nobst successful Laing had attended. Unlike the majority of
parties in the high-rise, at which well-bred guests stood about exchangi ng professional snall-talk
bef ore excusing thensel ves, this one had real buoyancy, an atnosphere of true excitenment. Wthin
hal f an hour alnmost all the wonen were drunk, a yardstick Laing had | ong used to nmeasure the
success of a party.

When he conplinented Tal bot the psychiatrist was non-committal. "There's a qui ckening
pulse in the air, all right, but has it anything to do with good humour or fellowfeeling? Rather
the opposite, |I'd guess."”

“You' re not concerned?"

"For sone reason, less than | should be -- but that's true of us all."

These agreeably expressed remarks cautioned Laing. Listening to the animated conversations
around him he was struck by the full extent of the antagoni snms being expressed, the hostility
directed at people who lived in other sections of the high-rise. The malicious humour, the
eagerness to believe any piece of gossip and any tall story about the shiftlessness of the |ower-
floor tenants, or the arrogance of the upper-floor, had all the intensity of racial prejudice.

But as Tal bot had pointed out, Laing found hinmself unworried by all this. He even took a
certain crude pleasure in joining in the gossip, and in watching the usually circunmspect Charlotte
Melville put down several nore than two drinks too many. At least it was a neans by which they
could reach each other.

However, as the party broke up a snmall but unpl easant epi sode took place outside the
el evator doors in the 27th-floor |obby. Although it was after ten o' clock, the entire building was
alive with noise. Residents were barging in and out of each other's apartnents, shouting down the
staircases like children refusing to go to bed. Confused by the endl ess button-punching, the
el evators had come to a halt, and gangs of inpatient passengers packed the |obbies. Al though their
next destination, a party given by a | exicographer on the 26th floor, was only one storey bel ow
them everyone leaving Talbot's party was determ ned not to use the stairs. Even Charlotte, face
flushed and tottering happily on Laing's arm joined in the wild surge across the el evator | obby
and drunmed on the doors with her strong fists.

When at last an elevator arrived, the doors opened to reveal a solitary passenger, a thin-
shoul dered and neurast heni ¢ young nmasseuse who lived with her nother on the 5th floor. Laing
i mredi ately recogni zed her as one of the "vagrants”, of whomthere were many in the high-rise,
bored apartnment-bound housewi ves and stay-at-honme adult daughters who spent a large part of their
time riding the elevators and wandering the long corridors of the vast building, mgrating
endl essly in search of change or excitenent.

Al armed by the drunken crowd reeling towards her, the young wonan snapped out of her
reverie and pressed a button at random A derisory hoot went up fromthe swaying guests. Wthin
seconds she was pulled fromthe el evator and put through a nock-playful grilling. A statistician's
over-excited wife shouted at the hapless girl in a shrill voice, pushed a strong armthrough the
front rank of interrogators and sl apped her face.

Pulling hinmself away from Charlotte, Laing stepped forward. The crowd's nmood was
unpl easant but difficult to take seriously. Hi s neighbours were Iike a group of unrehearsed extras
pl aying a |l ynch scene.

"Cone on -- |I'll see you to the stairs." Holding the young wonan by her thin shoul ders, he
tried to steer her towards the door, but there was a chorus of sceptical shouts. The wonen anbng
t he guests pushed aside their husbands and began to punch the girl on the arns and chest.

G ving up, Laing stood to one side. He watched as the shocked young worman stunbled into
the mouth of this eager gauntlet and was pumelled through a circuit of fists before she was
all owed to disappear into the stairwell. H's reflex of chivalry and good sense had been no match
for this posse of m ddl e-aged avengi ng angels. Uneasily, he thought: careful, Laing, or sone
stockbroker's wife will un-man you as expertly as she de-stones a pair of avocados.

The ni ght passed noisily, with constant novenent through the corridors, the sounds of
shouts and breaking glass in the elevator shafts, the blare of nusic falling across the dark air.
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3/ Death of a Resi dent

A cloudl ess sky, as dull as the air over a cold vat, lay across the concrete walls and
enbankments of the devel opnent project. At dawn, after a confused night, Laing went out on to his
bal cony and | ooked down at the silent parking-lots below. Half a mle to the south, the river
continued on its usual course fromthe city, but Laing searched the surroundi ng | andscape,
expecting it to have changed in sone radical way. Wapped in his bath-robe, he nassaged his
brui sed shoul ders. Although he had failed to realize it at the tine, there had been a remarkabl e
anount of physical violence during the parties. He touched the tender skin, prodding the
muscul ature as if searching for another self, the physiol ogist who had taken a quiet studio in
this expensive apartnent building six nonths earlier. Everything had started to get out of hand.

Di sturbed by the continuous noise, he had slept for little nore than an hour. Although the high-
rise was silent, the last of the hundred or so separate parties held in the building had ended
only five ninutes beforehand.

Far below him the cars in the front ranks of the parking-lot were spattered with broken
eggs, wine and nelted ice-cream A dozen w ndscreens had been knocked out by falling bottles. Even
at this early hour, at |least twenty of Laing's fellow residents were standing on their bal conies,
gazi ng down at the debris gathering at the cliff-foot.

Unsettl ed, Laing prepared breakfast, absent-nmi ndedly pouring away nost of the coffee he
had percol ated before he tasted it. Wth an effort he rem nded hinmsel f that he was due to
denmonstrate in the physiol ogy departnment that nmorning. Already his attention was fixed on the
events taking place within the high-rise, as if this huge building existed solely in his nind and
woul d vanish if he stopped thinking about it. Staring at hinself in the kitchen mrror, at his
Wi ne- st ai ned hands and unshaven face with its surprisingly good colour, he tried to switch hinself
on. For once, Laing, he told hinmself, fight your way out of your own head. The di sturbing inmage of
the posse of niddl e-aged wonen beating up the young masseuse anchored everything around himto a
different plane of reality. His own reaction -- the pronpt side-step out of their way -- summed up
nmore than he realized about the progress of events.

At eight o' clock Laing set off for the nedical school. The elevator was filled wth broken
gl ass and beer cans. Part of the control panel had been damaged in an obvious attenpt to prevent
the lower floors signalling the car. As he wal ked across the parking-1ot Laing | ooked back at the
hi gh-rise, aware that he was |eaving part of his nmind behind him Wen he reached the nedica
school he wal ked through the enpty corridors of the building, with an effort re-establishing the
identity of the offices and |l ecture theatres. He let hinself into the dissecting roons of the
anat ony departnent and wal ked down the lines of glass-topped tables, staring at the partially
di ssected cadavers. The steady anputation of |inbs and thorax, head and abdonen by teans of
students, which woul d reduce each cadaver by termis end to a clutch of bones and a burial tag,
exactly matched the erosion of the world around the high-rise.

During the day, as Laing took his supervision and | unched with his colleagues in the
refectory, he thought continually about the apartnent buil ding, a Pandora's box whose thousand
lids were one by one inwardly opening. The dominant tenants of the high-rise, Laing reflected,

t hose who had adapted nost successfully to life there, were not the unruly airline pilots and film
technicians fromthe | ower floors, nor the bad-tenpered and aggressive w ves of the well-to-do tax
speci alists on the upper levels. Although at first sight these people appeared to provoke all the
tension and hostility, those really responsible were the quiet and sel f-contained residents, |ike
the dental surgeon Steele and his wife. A new social type was being created by the apartnent
buil di ng, a cool, unenotional personality inpervious to the psychol ogi cal pressures of high-rise
life, with miniml needs for privacy, who thrived |ike an advanced speci es of machine in the
neutral atnosphere. This was the sort of resident who was content to do nothing but sit in his
over-priced apartment, watch television with the sound turned down, and wait for his neighbours to
make a m st ake.

Perhaps the recent incidents represented a last attenpt by Wlder and the airline pilots
to rebel against this unfolding logic? Sadly, they had little chance of success, precisely because

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/De...allard/J.%20G.%20Ballard%20-%20High%20Rise.txt (14 of 73) [2/4/2004 11:23:16 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/J%20G%20Bal | ard/J.%20G.%20Bal | ard%20-%20Hi gh%20Ri se.txt

their opponents were people who were content with their lives in the high-rise, who felt no
particul ar objection to an inpersonal steel and concrete | andscape, no qual ns about the invasion
of their privacy by governnment agenci es and data-processi ng organi zati ons, and if anything
wel comed these invisible intrusions, using themfor their own purposes. These people were the
first to master a new kind of late twentieth-century life. They thrived on the rapid turnover of
acquai ntances, the lack of involvenent with others, and the total self-sufficiency of lives which,
needi ng not hi ng, were never di sappointed.

Alternatively, their real needs nmight energe later. The nore arid and affectless life
becane in the high-rise, the greater the possibilities it offered. By its very efficiency, the
hi gh-rise took over the task of maintaining the social structure that supported themall. For the
first tinme it renoved the need to repress every kind of anti-social behaviour, and left themfree
to explore any deviant or wayward inpulses. It was precisely in these areas that the nost
i mportant and nost interesting aspects of their |lives would take place. Secure within the shell of
the high-rise |ike passengers on board an automatically piloted airliner, they were free to behave
in any way they wi shed, explore the darkest corners they could find. In nmany ways, the high-rise
was a nodel of all that technol ogy had done to nmake possible the expression of a truly "free"
psychopat hol ogy.

During the long afternoon Laing slept in his office, waiting until he could | eave the
medi cal school and return hone. Wen he left at |last he drove at speed past the hal f-conpleted
tel evision studios, and then was held up for five mnutes by a Iine of bulk-cement carriers
entering the construction site. It was here that Anthony Royal had been injured when his car had
been crushed by a reversing grader -- it often struck Laing as ironic, and in a way typical of
Royal ' s ambi guous personality, that he should not only have becone the project's first road
casualty, but have hel ped to design the site of the accident.

Annoyed by the delay, Laing fretted at the wheel. For sone reason he was convi nced that
i mportant events were taking place in his absence. Sure enough, when he reached the apartnment
buil ding at six o'clock he learned that a nunber of fresh incidents had occurred. After changi ng,
he joined Charlotte Melville for drinks. She had |eft her advertising agency before lunch, worried
about her son.

"I didn't like himbeing on his own here -- the babysitters are so unreliable." She poured
whi sky into their glasses, gesturing with the decanter in an alarnmed way as if about to toss it
over the balcony rail. "Robert, what _is_ happening ? Everything seens to be in a state of crisis -

- I'"'mfrightened to step into an el evator by nyself."

"Charlotte, things aren't that bad," Laing heard hinself say. "There's nothing to worry
about . "

Did he really believe that life here was running snmoothly? Laing listened to his own
voi ce, and noticed how convinci ng he sounded. The catal ogue of disorder and provocation was a | ong
one, even for a single afternoon. Two successive groups of children fromthe | ower floors had been
turned away fromthe recreation garden on the roof. This walled enclosure fitted with sw ngs,
roundabouts and pl ay-scul ptures had been specifically intended by Anthony Royal for the anusenent
of the residents' children. The gates of the garden had now been padl ocked, and any children
approachi ng the roof were ordered away. Meanwhile, the w ves of several top-floor tenants clainmed
that they had been abused in the elevators. OQther residents, as they left for their offices that
nmorni ng, had found that their car tyres had been sl ashed. Vandals had broken into the cl assroons
of the junior school on the 10th floor and torn down the children's posters. The | obbies of the
five lower floors had been nysteriously foul ed by dog excrenent; the residents had pronptly
scooped this into an express el evator and delivered it back to the top floor.

VWhen Laing | aughed at this Charlotte drumred her fingers on his arm as if trying to wake
hi m up.

"Robert! You ought to take all this seriously!"

"I do. . ."

“"You're in a _trance_!"

Lai ng | ooked down at her, suddenly aware that this intelligent and |ikeable woman was
failing to get the point. He placed an arm around her, unsurprised by the fierce way in which she
enbraced him Ilgnoring her small son trying to open the kitchen door, she | eaned against it and
pull ed Laing on to herself, kneading his arns as if trying to convince herself that here at |ast
was sonet hi ng whose shape she coul d infl uence.

During the hour they waited for her son to fall asleep her hands never |eft Laing. But
even before they sat down together on her bed Laing knew that, alnbst as an illustration of the
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par adoxi cal logic of the high-rise, their relationship would end rather than begin with this first
sexual act. In a real sense this would separate them from each other rather than bring them
together. By the same paradox, the affection and concern he felt for her as they |lay across her
smal | bed seened call ous rather than tender, precisely because these enotions were unconnected
with the realities of the world around them The tokens that they should exchange, which would
mark their real care for each other, were made of far nore uncertain materials, the erotic and
perverse.

When she was asleep in the early evening light, Laing let hinmself out of the apartnment and
went in search of his new friends.

Qutside, in the corridors and el evator | obbies, scores of people were standing about. In
no hurry to return to his apartnent, Laing noved fromone group to another, listening to the talk
going on. These informal neetings were soon to have an al nost official status, forums at which the
residents could air their problens and prejudices. Mst of their grievances, Laing noticed, were
now directed at the other tenants rather than at the building. The failure of the el evators was
bl amed on people fromthe upper and | ower floors, not on the architects or the inefficient
servi ces designed into the block

The garbage-di sposal chute Laing shared with the Steeles had jamed again. He tried to
t el ephone the buil di ng nanager, but the exhausted nan had been i nundated with conplaints and
requests for action of every kind. Several nenbers of his staff had resigned and the energies of
the remai nder were now devoted to keeping the elevators running and trying to restore power to the
9th fl oor.

Lai ng nustered what tools he could find and went into the corridor to free the chute
hinself. Steele inmmediately cane to his aid, bringing with hima conplex nmulti-bladed cutting
device. Wiile the two nmen worked away, trying to | cosen a bundle of brocaded curtain that
supported a colum of trapped kitchen refuse, Steele aniably regaled Laing with a description of
those tenants above and bel ow t hem responsi bl e for overl oadi ng the di sposal system

"Some of these people generate the nost unusual garbage -- certainly the kind of thing we
didn't expect to find here,"” he confided to Laing. "Cbjects that could well be of interest to the
vi ce squad. That beautician on the 33rd floor, and the two so-called radi ographers living together
on the 22nd. Strange young wonen, even for these days . "

To sonme extent, Laing found hinself agreeing. However petty the conplaints m ght sound,
the fifty-year-old owner of the hairdressing salon _was_ endl essly redecorating her apartnent on
the 33rd floor, and _did_ stuff old rugs and even intact pieces of small furniture into the chute.

St eel e stood back as the col unm of garbage sank below in a greasy aval anche. He held

Laing's arm steering himaround a beer can lying on the corridor floor. "Still, no doubt we're
all equally guilty -- | hear that on the |Iower floors people are |eaving snmall parcels of garbage
outside their apartnent doors. Now, you'll cone in for a drink? My wife is keen to see you again."

Despite his nmenories of their quarrel, Laing had no qual ns about accepting. As he
expected, in the larger climate of confrontation any unease between them was soon forgotten. Her
hair immuacul ately coiffeured, Ms Steele hovered about himwith the delighted smle of a novice
madam entertaining her first client. She even conplinented Laing on his choice of nusic, which she
could hear through the poorly insulated walls. Laing listened to her spirited description of the
conti nuous breakdown of services within the building, the vandalizing of an elevator and the
changi ng cubicles of the 10th-floor sw mm ng-pool. She referred to the high-rise as if it were
sonme ki nd of huge ani mate presence, broodi ng over them and keeping a magisterial eye on the events
taki ng place. There was sonething in this feeling -- the el evators punping up and down the |ong
shafts resenbl ed pistons in the chanber of a heart. The residents noving along the corridors were
the cells in a network of arteries, the lights in their apartnents the neurones of a brain.

Lai ng | ooked out across the darkness at the brilliantly Iit decks of the nearby high-rise,
barely aware of the other guests who had arrived and were sitting in the chairs around him-- the
tel evisi on newsreader Paul Crosland, and a filmcritic named El eanor Powel |, a hard-drinking

redhead whom Lai ng often found riding the elevators up and down in a fuddled attenpt to find her
way out of the building.

Crosl and had becone the nominal |eader of their clan -- a local cluster of some thirty
contiguous apartnents on the 25th, 26th and 27th floors. Together they were planning a joint
shoppi ng expedition to the 10th-fl oor supernarket the followi ng day, |ike a band of villagers

going on an outing to an unpoliced city.
Besi de himon the sofa, Eleanor Powell was watching Crosland in a glazed way while the
newsreader, in his florid announcer's style, outlined his proposals for the security of their
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apartments. Now and then she reached forward with one hand, as if trying to adjust Crosland's
i mage, perhaps alter the colour values of his fleshy cheeks or turn down the volume of his voice

"I'sn't your apartnent next to the el evator |obby?" Laing asked her. "You'll need to
barri cade yourself in."
"What on earth for? | |eave the door wi de open." Wen Laing | ooked puzzled, she said,

"I'sn't that part of the fun ?"

"You think that we're secretly enjoying all this?"

"Don't you ? 1'd guess so, doctor. Togetherness is beating up an enpty el evator. For the
first tinme since we were three years old what we do nakes absolutely no difference. Wen you think
about it, that's really rather interesting . . ."

When she | eaned against him resting her head on -his shoul der, Laing said: "Sonething
seenms to be wong with the air-conditioning . . . there should be sone fresh air on the bal cony."

Hol ding his arm she picked up her bag. "All right. Lift me up. You' re a shy | echer
doct or "

They had reached the french wi ndows when there was an expl osion of breaking glass froma
bal cony hi gh above them Fragnents of glass flicked away |ike knives through the night air. A

| arge, ungainly object whirled past, no nore than twenty feet fromthe bal cony. Startled, El eanor
bl undered into Laing. As they caught their balance there was the sound of a harsh netallic
collision fromthe ground below, alnost as if a car had crashed. A short but unbroken silence
followed, the first true quiet, Laing realized, that the building had known for days.

Everyone crowded on to the bal cony, Crosland and Steele grappling together as if each was
trying to prevent the other from junping over the | edge. Pushed along the railing, Laing saw his
own enpty balcony fifteen feet away. In an absurd nonent of panic he wondered if he hinself was
the victim Al around, people were leaning on their railings, glasses in hand, staring down
t hrough t he darkness.

Far bel ow, enbedded in the crushed roof of a car in the front rank, was the body of a man
in evening dress. Eleanor Powell, her face |like pain, swayed fromthe rail and pushed her way past
Crosland. Laing held tightly to the nmetal bar, shocked and excited at the same tine. Al nost every
bal cony on the huge face of the high-rise was now occupi ed, the residents gazing down as if from
their boxes in an enornous outdoor opera house.

No one approached the crushed car, or the body enbedded in its roof. Seeing the burst
tuxedo and the small patent-|eather shoes, Laing thought that he recogni zed the dead man as the
jewel ler fromthe 40th floor. Hi s pebble spectacles lay on the ground by the front wheel of the
car, their intact lenses reflecting the brilliant lights of the apartnent buil ding.

4/ Up!

During the week after the jeweller's death, events noved rapidly in a nore disquieting
direction. Richard Wlder, twenty-four floors below Dr Laing and for that reason far nore exposed
to the pressures generated within the building, was anong the first to realize the full extent of
the changes taking pl ace.

W der had been away on |l ocation for three days, shooting scenes for a new docunentary on
prison unrest. A strike by the inmates at a |arge provincial prison, wdely covered by the
newspapers and tel evision, had given hima chance to inject sone directly topical footage into the
docunmentary. He returned home in the early afternoon. He had tel ephoned Hel en each evening from
his hotel and questioned her carefully about conditions in the high-rise, but she nmade no
particul ar conpl ai nts. Neverthel ess, her vague tone concerned him

When he had parked W1 der kicked open the door and lifted his heavy body from behind the
steering wheel. Fromhis place on the perinmeter of the parking-lot he carefully scanned the face
of the huge building. At first glance everything had settled down. The hundreds of cars were
parked in orderly lines. The tiers of bal conies rose through the clear sunlight, potted plants
thriving behind the railings. For a noment Wlder felt a pang of regret -- always a believer in
direct action, he had enjoyed the skirm shes of the past week, roughing up his aggressive
nei ghbours, particularly those residents fromthe top floors who had made life difficult for Helen
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and the two boys.

The one di scordant note was provided by the fractured picture window on the 40th fl oor
t hrough which the unfortunate jeweller had made his exit. At either end of the floor were two
pent house apartments, the north corner occupied by Anthony Royal, the other by the jeweller and
his wi fe. The broken pane had not been replaced, and the asterisk of cracked glass rem nded WI der
of sonme kind of cryptic notation, a transfer on the fuselage of a wartime aircraft marking a kill

W der unl oaded his suitcase fromthe car, and a holdall containing presents for Hel en and
his sons. On the rear seat was a |ightweight cine-canera with which he planned to shoot a few
hundred feet of pilot footage for his docunentary on the high-rise. The unexpl ai ned death of the
jewel l er had confirnmed his | ong-standing conviction that an inportant docunentary was waiting to
be made about life in the high-rise -- perhaps taking the jeweller's death as its starting point.
It was a |lucky coincidence that he lived in the sane bl ock as the dead man -- the programe woul d
have all the inpact of a personal biography. Wen the police investigation ended the case would
move on to the courts, and a huge question mark of notoriety would remain i movably in place over
what he liked to termthis high-priced tenement, this hanging pal ace self-seeding its intrigues
and destruction.

Carrying the luggage in his strong arns, W/l der set off on the |Iong wal k back to the
apartnent building. His own apartnent was directly above the proscenium of the nain entrance. He
waited for Helen to energe on to the bal cony and wave himin, one of the few conpensations for
having to | eave his car at the edge of the parking-lot. However, all but one of the blinds were
still drawn.

Qui ckening his step, WIder approached the inner lines of parked cars. Abruptly, the
illusion of normal cy began to give way. The cars in the front three ranks were spattered wth
debris, their once-bright bodywork streaked and stained. The pat hways around the building were
littered with bottles, cans, and broken gl ass, heaped about as if they were being continuously
shed from the bal coni es.

In the main entrance Wl der found that two of the el evators were out of order. The | obby
was deserted and silent, as if the entire high-rise had been abandoned. The manager's office was
cl osed, and unsorted mail lay on the tiled floor by the glass doors. On the wall facing the line
of elevators was scrawled a partly obliterated nessage -- the first of a series of slogans and
private signals that would one day cover every exposed surface in the building. Fittingly enough
these graffiti reflected the intelligence and education of the tenants. Despite their wit and
i magi nation, these conplex acrostics, palindromes and civilized obscenities aerosolled across the
wal | s soon turned into a colourful but indecipherable nmess, not unlike the cheap wall papers found
in launderettes and travel -agenci es which the residents of the high-rise nost affected to despi se.

Wl der waited inpatiently by the elevators, his tenper nmounting. Irritably he punched the
call buttons, but none of the cars showed any inclination to respond to him Al of themwere
permanent |y suspended between the 20th and 30th floors, between which they made short journeys.

Pi cking up his bags, WIder headed for the staircase. Wen he reached the 2nd floor he found the
corridor in darkness, and tripped over a plastic sack stuffed with garbage that bl ocked his front
door.

As he let hinself into the hall his first inpression was that Helen had | eft the apartnent
and taken the two boys away with her. The blinds in the living-roomwere |owered, and the air-
conditioning had been switched off. Children's toys and clothes |ay about on the fl oor

W der opened the door of the boys' bedroom They |ay asleep together, breathing unevenly
in the stale air. The renmains of a neal left fromthe previous day were on a tray between the
beds.

W | der crossed the living-roomto his own bedroom One blind had been raised, and the
dayl i ght crossed the white walls in an undi sturbed bar. Uncannily, it rem nded Wlder of a cell he
had filnmed two days earlier in the psychiatric wing of the prison. Helen lay fully dressed on the
neatly nmade bed. He assunmed that she was asleep, but as he crossed the room trying to quieten his
heavy tread, her eyes watched himw thout expression

"Richard . . . it's all right." She spoke calmy. "I've been awake -- since you rang
yesterday, in fact. Was it a good trip?"

She started to get up but Wlder held her head on the pill ow.

"The boys -- what's going on here?"

"Not hi ng." She touched his hand, giving hima reassuring smle. "They wanted to sleep, so
I let them There isn't anything else for themto do. It's too noisy at night. I'msorry the place
is in such a ness.”

"Never mind the place. Wiy aren't the boys at school ?"

"It's closed -- they haven't been since you left."”
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"Whay not?" Irritated by his wife's passivity, WIder began to knead his heavy hands
together. "Helen, you can't lie here like this all day. Wat about the roof garden? O the
sSwi nmi ng- pool ?"

"I think they only exist inside ny head. It's too difficult
canmera on the floor between Wlder's feet. "Wat's that for?"

"I may shoot sone footage -- for the high-rise project.”

"Anot her prison docunentary." Helen smiled at WIlder w thout any show of hunour. "I can
tell you where to start."

Wl der took her face in his hands. He felt the slimbones, as if making sure that this
tenuous armature still existed. Sonehow he woul d rai se her spirits. Seven years earlier, when he
had met her while working for one of the comrercial television conpanies, she had been a bright
and sel f-confident producer's assistant, nore than a match for Wlder with her quick tongue. The
tinme not spent in bed together they had spent arguing. Now, after the conbination of the two boys
and a year in the high-rise, she was withdrawing into herself, obsessively wapped up with the
children's nost elenmentary activities. Even her review ng of children's books was part of the same
retreat.

W der brought her a glass of the sweet |iqueur she liked. Trying to decide what best to
do, he rubbed the rmuscles of his chest. What had at first pleased WIlder, but now disturbed him
nost of all, was that she no longer noticed his affairs with the bachel or wonen in the high-rise
Even i f she saw her husband tal king to one of them Hel en woul d approach, tugging the boys after
her, as if no | onger concerned with what his wayward sex m ght be up to. Several of these young
worren, |ike the tel evision actress whose Afghan he had drowned in the pool during the blackout, or
the continuity girl on the floor above them had becone Helen's friends. The latter, a serious-

m nded girl who read Byron in the supernarket queues, worked for an independent producer of

por nographic filns, or so Helen informed himmatter-of-factly. "She has to note the precise sexua
position between takes. An interesting job -- | wonder what the qualifications are, or the life
expect ancy?"

W der had been shocked by this. Vaguely prudi sh, he had never been able to question the
continuity girl. When they made love in her 3rd-floor apartnent he had the uneasy feeling that she
was automatically nenorizing every enbrace and copul atory posture in case he was suddenly call ed
away, and might take off again fromexactly the sanme point with another boy-friend. The linitless
prof essi onal expertise of the high-rise had its unsettling aspects.

W der watched his wife sip the Iiqueur. He stroked her small thighs in an attenpt to
revive her. "Helen, come on -- you look as if you're waiting for the end. W'll straighten
everything and take the boys up to the sw mm ng-pool ."

Hel en shook her head. "There's too nmuch hostility. It's always been there, but now it
stands out. People pick on the children -- without realizing it, | sonmetines think." She sat on
the edge of the bed while WIder changed, staring through the window at the Iine of high-rises
recedi ng across the sky. "In fact, it's not really the other residents. It's the building . . ."

"l know. But once the police investigation is over you'll find that everything wll
qui eten down. For one thing, there'll be an overpowering sense of guilt."

"What are they investigating?"

"The death, of course. O our high-diving jeweller.
took off the lens shroud. "Have you spoken to the police?"

She pointed to the cine-

Pi cking up the cine-canera, WIder

"l don't know. |'ve been avoiding everyone." Brightening herself by an effort of will, she
went over to Wlder. "Richard -- have you ever thought of selling the apartnent? We could actually
| eave. |'m serious."

"Helen . . ." Nonplussed for a noment, W/Ider stared down at the small, deternined figure

of his wife. He took off his trousers, as if exposing his thick chest and heavy loins in sone way
reasserted his authority over hinself. "That's equivalent to being driven out. Anyway, we'd never
get back what we paid for the apartnent.”

He waited until Helen | owered her head and turned away to the bed. At her insistence, six
mont hs earlier, they had already noved fromtheir first apartment on the ground floor. At the tine
they had seriously discussed | eaving the high-rise altogether, but WIder had persuaded Helen to
stay on, for reasons he had never fully understood. Above all, he would not admit his failure to
deal on equal terms with his professional neighbours, to outstare these self-satisfied cost-
accountants and marketing nmanagers.

As his sons wandered sleepily into the room Hel en remarked, "Perhaps we could nove to a
hi gher floor."
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Shaving his chin, WIlder pondered this |ast comment of his wife's. The frail plea had a
particul ar significance, as if some | ong-standing anbition had been tapped inside his head. Hel en
of course, was thinking in terms of social advancenent, of noving in effect to a "better
nei ghbour hood", away fromthis | ower-class suburb to those snmarter residential districts somewhere
between the I5th and 30th floors, where the corridors were clean and the children would not have
to play in the streets, where tol erance and sophistication civilized the air.

W der had sonmething different in nmind. As he listened to Helen's quiet voice, nurnuring
to her two sons as if speaking to themfrominside a deep dream he exami ned hinmself in the
mrror. Like a prize-fighter reassuring hinmself before a match, he patted the nuscles of his
stomach and shoulders. In the nental as well as the physical sense, he was al nbst certainly the
strongest man in the building, and Helen's lack of spirit annoyed him He realized that he had no
real neans of coping with this kind of passivity. Hs response to it was still franed by his
upbringi ng, by an over-enotional nother who | oved himdevotedly through the | ongest possible
chi | dhood she coul d arrange and thereby given WIder what he always thought of as his unshakeabl e
sel f-confidence. She had separated fromWIlder's father -- a shadowy figure of disreputable back-
ground -- when he was a small child. The second marriage, to a pleasant but passive accountant and
chess enthusi ast, had been wholly dom nated by the relationship between the nother and her bul |l ock-
Iike son. Wien he net his future wife WIlder naively believed that he wanted to pass on these
advantages to Helen, to | ook after her and provide an endl ess flow of security and good hunour. O
course, as he realized now, no one ever changed, and for all his abundant self-confidence he
needed to be | ooked after just as nmuch as ever. Once or tw ce, in unguarded nmonments during the
early days of their marriage, he had attenpted to play the childish games he had enjoyed with his
not her. But Hel en had not been able to bring herself to treat Wlder |ike her son. For her part,
W der guessed, love and care were the |last things she really wanted. Perhaps the breakdown of
life in the high-rise would fulfil her unconsci ous expectations nore than she realized.

As he nassaged his cheeks Wlder listened to the air humming erratically in the air-
conditioning flues behind the shower stall, punped all the way down fromthe roof of the building
thirty-nine floors above. He watched the water energe fromthe tap. This too had made its | ong
descent fromthe reservoirs on the roof, running down the immense internal wells riven through the
apartnment block, like icy streanms percol ating through a subterranean cavern

Hi s determination to make the docunmentary had a strong personal bias, part of a calcul ated
attenpt to conme to ternms with the building, nmeet the physical challenge it presented to him and
then dom nate it. For some tinme now he had known that he was devel opi ng a powerful phobia about
the high-rise. He was constantly aware of the i Mmense wei ght of concrete stacked above him and
the sense that his body was the focus of the Iines of force running through the building, alnost
as if Anthony Royal had deliberately designed his body to be held within their grip. At night, as
he lay beside his sleeping wife, he would often wake from an uneasy dreaminto the suffocating
bedroom conscious of each of the 999 other apartnments pressing on himthrough the walls and
ceiling, forcing the air fromhis chest. He was sure that he had drowned the Afghan, not because
he disliked the dog particularly or wanted to upset its owner, but to revenge hinself on the upper
storeys of the building. He had seized the dog in the darkness when it blundered into the pool
Gving into a cruel but powerful inpulse, he had pulled it belowthe water. As he held its
gal vani zed and thrashi ng body under the surface, in a strange way he had been struggling with the
building itself.

Thi nki ng of those distant heights, WIder took his shower, turning the cold tap on ful
and letting the icy jet roar acrosss his chest and | oins. Were Hel en had begun to falter, he felt
nore determned, like a clinber who has at long | ast reached the foot of the nmountain he has
prepared all his life to scale.

5/ The Vertical Gty

VWhat ever plans he might devise for his ascent, whatever route to the summit, it was soon
obvious to Wlder that at its present rate of erosion little of the high-rise would be left.
Al nost everyt hing possi ble was going wong with the services. He hel ped Hel en straighten the
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apartnment, and tried to jerk sone sense of vitality into his dormant fam |y by drawing the blinds
and novi ng noisily around the roomns.

Wlder found it difficult to revive them At five-minute intervals the air-conditioning
ceased to work, and in the warm sumer weather the apartment was heavy with stagnant air. WIder
noticed that he had al ready begun to accept the foetid atnosphere as normal. Helen told himthat
she had heard a runobur fromthe other residents that dog excrenent had been deliberately dropped
into the air-conditioning flues by the upper-level tenants. Strong wi nds circul ated around the
open pl azas of the devel opnent project, buffeting the lower floors of the apartnment building as
they swirled through the concrete legs. W/l der opened the wi ndows, hoping for sone fresh air, but
the apartnent soon filled with dust and powdered cenment. The ashy film already covered the tops of
cupboards and bookshel ves.

By the late afternoon the residents began to return fromtheir offices. The el evators were
noi sy and overcrowded. Three of them were now out of order, and the remai nder were jamed with
i mpatient tenants trying to reach their floors. Fromthe open door of his apartment WI der watched
hi s nei ghbours jostle each other aggressively |like bad-tenpered miners enmerging fromtheir pit-
cages. They strode past him briefcases and handbags wi el ded like the instrunents of an over-
nervous body arnour.

On an inpulse Wlder decided to test his rights of free passage around the building, and
his access to all its services, particularly the sw nm ng-pool on the 35th floor and the
children's scul pture-garden on the observation roof. Taking his camera, he set out for the roof
with the ol der of his two sons. However, he soon found that the high-speed el evators were either
out of order, under repair, or kept permanently at the top floors with their doors jamred open.
The only access to themwas through the private outside entrance to which Wlder did not have a
key.

Al the nore determined now to reach the roof, WIlder waited for one of the internediate
el evators which would carry themas far as the 35th floor. Wen it arrived he pushed his way into
the crowded cabi n, surrounded by passengers who stared down at Wlder's six-year-old son with
unfeigned hostility. At the 23rd floor the elevator refused to nove any further. The passengers
scrunmaged their way out, drunming their briefcases against the closed doors of the elevators in
what seened to be a ritual display of tenper.

Wl der set off up the stairs, carrying his small son in his arnms. Wth his powerful
physi que, he was strong enough to clinmb all the way to the roof. Two fl oors above, however, the
staircase was bl ocked by a group of local residents -- anpbng themthe offensive young orthodontic
surgeon who was Robert Laing's neighbour -- trying to free a garbage-di sposal chute. Suspicious
that they might be tampering with the air-conditioning ducts, W/Ider pushed through them but was
bri skly shoul dered aside by a man he recogni zed as a newsreader for a rival television conpany.

"This staircase is closed, Wlder! Can't you get the point?"

"What ?" W/ der was amazed by this effrontery. "How do you nean?"

" Closed!  Wat are you doing up here, anyway?"

The two nmen squared up to each other. Amused by the announcer's aggressive manner, W] der
lifted the canera as if to filmhis florid face. When Crosl and waved hi m away inperiously, WIder
was tenpted to knock the man down. Not w shing to upset his son, who was nervous enough already in
this harsh atnosphere, he retreated to the elevator and returned to the |ower floors.

The confrontation, however mnor, had unsettled WIlder. Ignoring Helen, he prow ed around
the apartment, swi nging the camera to and fro. He felt excited in a confused way, partly by his
pl ans for the docunentary, but also by the growi ng atnosphere of collision and hostility.

From t he bal cony he wat ched the huge, Al catraz bl ocks of the nearby high-rises. The
mat eri al about these buildings, visual and sociological, was alnost limtless. They would filmthe

exteriors froma helicopter, and fromthe nearest block four hundred yards away -- in his nmnd's
eye he could already see a | ong, sixty-second zoom slowy noving fromthe whole building in frame
to a close-up of a single apartnent, one cell in this nightmare ternitary.

The first half of the progranme would exanmine life in the high-rise in terns of its design
errors and minor irritations, while the remai nder would then | ook at the psychology of living in a
comunity of two thousand people boxed up into the sky -- everything fromthe incidence of crine,
di vorce and sexual mi sdeneanours to the turnover of residents, their health, the frequency of
i nsomi a and ot her psychosonatic disorders. Al the evidence accunul ated over several decades cast
a critical light on the high-rise as a viable social structure, but cost-effectiveness in the area
of public housing and high profitability in the private sector kept pushing these vertical
townshi ps into the sky against the real needs of their occupants.

The psychol ogy of high-rise life had been exposed with daming results. The absence of
hurmour, for exanple, had always struck Wl der as the single nost significant feature -- al
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research by investigators confirned that the tenants of high-rises nade no jokes about them In a
strict sense, life there was "eventless". On the basis of his own experience, WIder was convi nced
that the high-rise apartment was an insufficiently flexible shell to provide the kind of home

whi ch encouraged activities, as distinct fromsonewhere to eat and sleep. Living in high-rises
required a special type of behaviour, one that was acqui escent, restrained, even perhaps slightly
mad. A psychotic woul d have a ball here, Wl der reflected. Vandali sm had pl agued these slab and
tower bl ocks since their inception. Every torn-out piece of tel ephone equi pnent, every handl e
wrenched off a fire safety door, every kicked-in electricity neter represented a stand agai nst de-
cerebration.

VWhat angered W/l der nost of all about life in the apartnment building was the way in which
an apparently honogeneous col |l ection of high-income professional people had split into three
distinct and hostile canps. The ol d social sub-divisions, based on power, capital and self-
interest, had re-asserted thensel ves here as anywhere el se.

In effect, the high-rise had already divided itself into the three classical social
groups, its lower, middle and upper classes. The 10t h-floor shopping mall forned a cl ear boundary
between the | ower nine floors, with their "proletariat" of filmtechnicians, air-hostesses and the
like, and the middle section of the high-rise, which extended fromthe 10th floor to the sw mm ng-
pool and restaurant deck on the 35th. This central two-thirds of the apartment building forned its
m ddl e cl ass, nade up of self-centred but basically docile nmenbers of the professions -- the
doctors and | awers, accountants and tax specialists who worked, not for thenselves, but for
medi cal institutes and |large corporations. Puritan and self-disciplined, they had all the cohesion
of those eager to settle for second best.

Above them on the top five floors of the high-rise, was its upper class, the discreet
oligarchy of mnor tycoons and entrepreneurs, television actresses and careerist academ cs, with
their high-speed el evators and superior services, their carpeted staircases. It was they who set
the pace of the building. It was their conplaints which were acted upon first, and it was they who
subtly donminated life within the high-rise, deciding when the children could use the sw ming-
pool s and roof garden, the menus in the restaurant and the high charges that kept out al nost
everyone but thensel ves. Above all, it was their subtle patronage that kept the mddle ranks in
line, this constantly dangling carrot of friendship and approval

The t hought of these exclusive residents, as high above himin their top-floor redoubts as
any feudal |ord above a serf, filled Wlder with a growi ng sense of inpatience and resentnent.
However, it was difficult to organi ze any kind of counter-attack. It would be easy enough to play
the populist |eader and becone the spokesman of his neighbours on the | ower floors, but they
| acked any cohesion or self-interest; they would be no match for the well-disciplined professiona
people in the central section of the apartnment building. There was a | atent easy-goi ngness about
them an inclination to tolerate an undue anount of interference before sinply packing up and
moving on. In short, their territorial instinct, in its psychol ogical and social senses, had
atrophied to the point where they were ripe for exploitation.

To rally his neighbours WIder needed sonething that would give thema strong feeling of
identity. The television docunentary would do this perfectly and in terns, noreover, which they
coul d understand. The docunentary would dranatize all their resentnments, and expose the way in
whi ch the services and facilities were being abused by the upper-level tenants. It mght even be
necessary to fonment trouble surreptitiously, to exaggerate the tensions present in the high-rise

However, as W/ der soon discovered, the shape of his docunentary was al ready being
det er m ned.

Fired by his resolve to fight back, W/Ider decided to give his wife and children a break
from his ceasel ess pacing. The air-conditioning now worked for only five mnutes in each hour, and
by dusk the apartnent was stuffy and hum d. The noi se of over-Iloud conversations and record-
pl ayers at full volune reverberated off the bal conies above them Helen WIder noved al ong the
al ready cl osed wi ndows, her snall hands pressed nunbly against the |atches as if trying to push
away the night.

Too preoccupied to help her, Wlder set off with a towel and swimring trunks to the poo
on the 10th floor. A few tel ephone calls to his neighbours on the |ower floors had confirned that
they were keen to take part in the docunentary, but WI der needed participants fromthe upper and
m ddl e | evel s of the high-rise.

The out-of -order elevators had still not been repaired, and Wl der took to the stairs.
Sections of the staircase had already been turned into a garbage-well by the residents above.
Broken glass littered the steps, cutting his shoes.
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The shopping mall was crowded with people, nilling about and talking at the tops of their
voices as if waiting for a political rally to start. Usually deserted at this hour, the sw mm ng-
pool was packed with residents playing the fool in the water, pushing each other off the tiled
verge and splashing the changing stalls. The attendant had gone, abandoning his booth, and al ready
the pool was beginning to | ook neglected, discarded towels Iying in the gutters.

In the showers W/ der recognized Robert Laing. Al though the doctor turned his back on him
W der ignored the rebuff and stood under the next spray. The two men spoke briefly but in non-
committal terms. W/l der had al ways found Lai ng good conpany, with his keen eye for any passing
young wonman, but today he was being standoffish. Like everyone el se he had been affected by the
at nosphere of confrontation.

"Have the police arrived yet?" WIder asked above the noise as they wal ked to the diving-

boar ds.

"No -- are you expecting then?" Laing seemed genuinely surprised.

"They' Il want to question the w tnesses. Wat happened, in fact? Was he pushed? H s wife
| ooks hefty enough -- perhaps she wanted a qui ck divorce?"

Laing smiled patiently, as if this remark in doubtful taste was all he expected of WIder.
Hi s sharp eyes were deliberately vague, and renmi ned closed to any probing. "I know not hi ng about
the accident, Wlder. It may have been suicide, | suppose. Are you personally concerned?"

"Aren't you, Laing? It's odd that a man can fall froma w ndow forty fl oors above the
ground wi thout there being any kind of investigation . "

Lai ng stepped on to the diving board. H s body was unusually well nuscled, WIder noticed,
alnost as if he had been taking a good deal of recent exercise, doing dozens of push-ups.

Laing waited for a clear space in the crowded water. "I think we can rely on his
nei ghbours to | ook after everything."

Wlder lifted his voice. "I've begun planning the tel evision docunentary -- his death
woul d nake a good starting point."

Lai ng | ooked down at Wlder with sudden interest. He shook his head firmy. "1'd forget
all about it -- if I were you, Wlder." He stepped to the end of the board, sprang twi ce and nade

a hard, neat dive into the yellow ng water.

Swi nming by hinself at the shallow end of the pool, WIder watched Laing and his party of
friends playing about in the deep end. Previously WIlder would have joined them particularly as
there were two attractive wonen in the group -- Charlotte Melville, whom he had not seen for
several days about their projected parents' association, and the tyro al coholic El eanor Powel .

W | der had obviously been excluded. Laing' s pointed use of his surnane marked the di stance between
them |ike his vagueness about the dead jeweller, and his sidestepping of the television
docunmentary, in which he had once been keenly interested -- if anything, Laing' s approval had
inspired Wlder to develop the idea into a provisional treatnent. Presunably Laing, with his
excessive need for privacy, had no wish to see the collective folly of the residents, their
chi l di sh squabbl es and j eal ousi es, exposed on the nation's tel evision screens.

O was there sone other inpulse at work -- a need to shut away, nost of all from oneself,
any realization of what was actually happening in the high-rise, so that events there could foll ow
their own logic and get even nore out of hand? For all his own professed enthusiasm about the
docunmentary, W/ der knew that he had never discussed it with anyone who did not live inside the
apartment building. Even Helen, talking to her mother that afternoon on the tel ephone, had said
vaguel y, "Everything's fine. There's sone slight trouble with the air-conditioning, but it's being
fixed."

This growi ng defiance of reality no |longer surprised Wlder. The decision that the chaos
within the high-rise was a matter for the residents thensel ves explained the nystery of the dead
jewel ler. At |east a thousand people nust have seen the body -- WI der renenbered stepping on to
t he bal cony and being startled, not by the sight of the dead man, but by the huge audience
reaching up to the sky. Had anyone notified the police? He had taken it for granted, but now he
was | ess sure. Wlder found it hard to believe that this sophisticated and sel f-inmportant nan
woul d comit suicide. Yet no one was in the | east concerned, accepting the possibility of nurder
in the same way that the swinmmers in the pool accepted the wine bottles and beer cans rolling
around the tiled floor under their feet.

During the evening, Wlder's specul ati ons took second place to the struggle to preserve
his sanity. After settling the two boys in their bedroom he and his wife sat down to dinner, only
to find that a sudden electricity failure had plunged theminto darkness. Sitting opposite each
other at the dining-roomtable, they listened to the continuous noise fromthe corridor, their
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nei ghbours arguing in the elevator |obby, transistors blaring through open apartnment doors.

Hel en began to laugh, relaxing for the first tine in weeks. "Dick, it's a huge children's
party that's got out of hand."” She reached out to calmWIlder. In the faint |light that crossed the
room fromthe nearby high-rise her slimface had an alnost unreal calm as if she no |onger felt
herself to be part of the events taking place around her

Restraining his tenper, WIder hunched heavily in the darkness over the table. He was
tenpted nmore than once to plunge his fist into his soup. Wien the lights returned he tried to
t el ephone the buil di ng manager, but the switchboard was jamed with calls. At last a recorded

voice told himthat the nanager had fallen ill, and that all conplaints would be played through
and noted for future attention.
"My God, he's actually going to listen to all these tapes -- there nust be mles of them.

“"Are you sure?" Helen was giggling to herself. "Perhaps no one else ninds. You' re the only
one."

The tanpering with the electricity systemhad affected the air-conditioning. Dust was
spurting fromthe vents in the walls. Exasperated, WIlder drove his fists together. Like a huge
and aggressive nal efactor, the high-rise was deternmined to inflict every conceivable hostility
upon them WIlder tried to close the grilles, but within mnutes they were forced to take refuge
on the bal cony. Their neighbours were crowded against their railings, craning up at the roof as if
hopi ng to catch sight of those responsible.

Leaving his w fe, who was wandering |ight-headedly around the apartnment and snmiling at the
spurting dust, WIlder went out into the corridor. Al the elevators were stationary in the upper
section of the building. A large group of his neighbours had gathered in the el evator | obby,
poundi ng rhythmcally on the doors and conpl ai ni ng about various provocative acts by the residents
on the floors above.

W der pushed his way towards the centre, where two airline pilots were standing on a
| obby sofa and selecting the nenbers of a raiding party. Wlder waited his turn, trying to catch
their attention, until he realized fromthe excited talk around himthat their mssion consisted
solely of going up to the 35th floor and publicly urinating into the water.

W der was about to argue with them warning that a childish act of this kind woul d be
counter-productive. Until they were organi zed the notion of a punitive expedition was absurd, as
they were far too exposed to retaliation. However, at the |last nmonment he turned away. He stood by
the doors to the staircase, aware that he no longer felt committed to this crowd of inpulsive
tenants eggi ng each other on into a futile exercise, Their real opponent was not the hierarchy of
residents in the heights far above them but the inmage of the building in their own mnds, the
mul tiplying |ayers of concrete that anchored themto the floor

A cheer went up, followed by a chorus of catcalls. An elevator was at |ast descending from
the 35th floor, the indicator nunerals flashing fromright to left. Wile it approached, WIder
t hought of Helen and the two boys -- he knew already that his decision to dissociate hinmself from
hi s nei ghbours had nothing to do with any feelings of concern for his wife and children

The el evator reached the 2nd fl oor and stopped. As the doors opened there was a sudden
hush. Lying on the floor of the cabin was the barely conscious figure of one of Wlder's
nei ghbours, a honosexual air-traffic controller who dined regularly in the 35th-floor restaurant.
He turned his bruised face away fromthe watching crowd and tried to button the shirt torn from
his chest. Seeing himclearly as the crowd stepped back, awed by this evidence of open viol ence.

W | der heard soneone say that two nore floors, the 5th and 8th, were now in darkness.

6/ Danger in the Streets of the Sky

Al day Richard WIlder had been preparing for his ascent. After the noise-filled night,
whi ch he had spent calming his sons and giggling wife, Wlder left for the television studios.
Once there, he cancelled his appointnments and told his secretary that he would be away for the
next few days. Wile he spoke, Wl der was barely aware of this puzzled young wonan or his curious
col l eagues in the nearby offices -- he had shaved only the left side of his face, and had not
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changed his clothes since the previous day. Tired out, he briefly fell asleep at his desk, watched
by his secretary as he slunped snoring across his unread correspondence. After no nore than an
hour at the studios, he packed his briefcase and returned to the high-rise.

For Wlder, this brief period away fromthe apartnent building was al nbst dreamike in its
unreality. He left his car in the parking-lot without |ocking it and wal ked towards the entrance,
a growi ng sense of relief coming over him Even the debris scattered at the foot of the building,
the enpty bottles and garbage-stained cars with their broken wi ndscreens, in a strange way nerely
reinforced his conviction that the only real events in his life were those taking place within the
hi gh-ri se

Al though it was after eleven o' clock, Helen and the children were still asleep. A film of
white dust covered the furniture in the |ounge and bedroons, as if he had returned to the
apartnment and its three sleepers after an i nmense period of tine had condensed around themlike a
stone frost. W/Ider had bl ocked the air-conditioning vents during the night, and the apartnent was
wi t hout sound or novenent. W/ der | ooked down at his wife, lying on the bed surrounded by the
children's books she was review ng. Aware that he would be leaving her in a few hours, he
regretted that she was too weak to come with him They night have clinbed the high-rise together.

Trying to think nore clearly about his ascent, WIder began to clean the apartnent. He
stepped out on to the balcony and swept up the cigarette butts and broken gl ass, condons and torn
newspapers thrown down fromthe fl oors above. He could no | onger renmenber when he had nade his
decision to clinb the building, and had little idea of what exactly he would do when he finally
got there. He was also well aware of the disparity between the sinple business of clinbing to the
roof -- a matter of pressing an elevator button -- and the nythol ogi zed version of this ascent
that had taken over his nind

This sanme surrender to a logic nore powerful than reason was evident in the behavi our of
Wl der's neighbours. In the elevator |obby he listened to the |atest runmours. Earlier that norning
there had been a serious brawl between the 9th- and Ilth-floor tenants. The 10th-fl oor concourse
was now a no-man's | and between two warring factions, the residents of the | ower nine floors and
those in the niddle section of the building. Despite the harassnment and increasing viol ence, no
one was surprised by these events. The routines of daily life within the high-rise, the visits to

the supermarket, liquor store and hair-dressing salon continued as before. In sone way the high-
rise was able to accommbdate this double logic. Even the tone of voice of his neighbours as they
descri bed these out breaks of hostility was calmand nmatter-of-fact, like that of civilians in a

war-torn city dealing with yet another air-raid. For the first tinme it occurred to Wlder that the
residents enjoyed this breakdown of its services, and the growi ng confrontati on between
thensel ves. All this brought themtogether, and ended the frigid isolation of the previous nonths.

During the afternoon Wl der played with his sons and waited for the evening to conme. Helen
nmoved silently around the apartnent, barely aware of her husband. After the fit of conpulsive
| aught er the previous evening, her face was waxy and expressionless. Now and then a tic flickered
in the right apex of her nouth, as if reflecting a trenor deep within her nmind. She sat at the
di ni ng-tabl e, mechanically straightening the boys' hair. Watching her, and unable to think of what
he could do to help her, WIlder alnost believed that it was she who was | eaving him rather than
the contrary.

As the light began to fade, Wl der watched the first of the residents return fromtheir
of fices. Among them stepping fromher car, was Jane Sheridan. Six nmonths earlier, WIder had
broken off a brief affair with the actress, ironically enough because of the effort involved in
reaching the 37th floor. He had found it difficult to be hinmself in her apartnent. Al the tinme he
was conscious of the distance to the ground, and of his wife and children far below him deep in
the | owest seans of the building like the exploited wonen and child | abourers of the nineteenth
century. Watching television during their sexual acts in her chintz-lined bedroom he felt as if
he were high over the city in a lavish executive airliner fitted with boudoir and cocktail bar
Their conversations, even their diction and vocabul ary, had becone as stylized as those of
strangers in adjacent aircraft seats.

The actress wal ked to the private entrance of the upper-floor elevator |obby, picking her
way casually through the broken bottles and enpty cans. A single journey to her apartnment would
carry him like a |adder in a board game, virtually to the top of the high-rise with one throw of
t he dice.

Hel en was putting the boys to bed. She had noved the wardrobe and dressing-table around
their beds, in an attenpt to shield themfromthe noise and di sturbances which the night would
bring.

"Richard . . . ? Are you going . . . ?"

As she spoke she energed briefly fromthe deep well inside herself, aware for these few
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seconds that she and her sons were about to be left on their own.

Wl der waited for this nonent of lucidity to pass, knowing that it would be inpossible to
describe his self-inmposed mssion to Helen. She sat silently on her bed, a hand resting on the
pile of children's books, watching himin the mrror with an unchangi ng expression as he stepped
into the corridor.

W der soon found that it was nore difficult than he had assuned to clinmb to the 37th
floor. The five top-floor elevators were either out of order or had been taken to the upper |evels
and parked there with their doors jammed open.

The 2nd-fl oor | obby was crowded with Wl der's neighbours, some in office suits, others in
beach wear, arguing with each other like disgruntled tourists caught by a currency crisis. WIder
pushed through themto the staircase, and began the long clinb to the 10th fl oor, where he stood a
better chance of finding an ascendi ng el evator

When he reached the 5th floor he net the dozen nenbers of the airline pilots' raiding
party returning fromanother of their abortive m ssions. Angry and shaken, they shouted at the
peopl e jeering down at themfromthe stairwell above. The entrance to the 10th-fl oor concourse had
been bl ocked by desks and chairs taken fromthe junior school and flung down the stairs. The
raiding party, made up of parents of the children attending the school, had tried to replace the
desks, harassed by residents fromthe mddle floors waiting inpatiently for the liquor store to be
re- st ocked.

W der pressed on past them By the tinme he reached the 10th fl oor the opposing group had
moved of f in a posse. W/ der stepped over the broken desks |lying on the steps, pencils and crayons
scattered around them Wshing that he had brought his camera with him he noticed two 18t h-fl oor
residents, a chenical engineer and a personnel manager, standing by the door. Each had a cine-
canmera and was carefully filmng the scene below, following WIlder as he clinbed towards them

Leaving themto conplete these dubi ous private news-reels, WIder pushed back the sw ng
doors, and | ooked out at the deck of the shopping mall. Hundreds of residents jostled agai nst each
other, pulling and shoving anong the wi ne-bins and shelves of detergent packs, wire trollies
| ocked together in a nesh of chromumw re. Voices rose in anger above the singing of the cash
regi sters. Meanwhile, as these scuffles took place, a line of wonmen custoners sat under the driers
in the hairdressing salon, calmy reading their magazi nes. The two cashiers on evening duty at the
bank i nmpassively counted out their bank-notes.

G ving up any attenpt to cross the concourse, Wlder turned into the deserted sw mm ng-
pool. The water |evel was down by at |east six inches, as if sonmeone had been stealing the
yellowing fluid. WIder wal ked around the pool. An enpty wine bottle floated in the centre,
surrounded by a swill of cigarette packs and unravelling cigar butts. Below the diving-boards a
newspaper hung slackly in the water, its wavering headline |like a nessage from anot her worl d.

In the 10th-fl oor | obby a crowd of residents pressed inpatiently against the el evator
doors, their arns laden with |iquor cartons and delicatessen purchases, raw naterials for the
aggressive parties of that evening. Wlder returned to the staircase. Sonewhere above himthese
passengers woul d step out of their elevators and give hima chance to get aboard.

He clinmbed the steps two at a time. The staircase was deserted -- the higher up the
buil ding the nore reluctant were the residents to use the stairs, as if this in sone way deneaned
them As he pressed on upwards W/ der peered through the wi ndows at the car-park sinking fromview
bel ow. The distant armof the river stretched towards the darkening outline of the city, a
si gnpost pointing towards a forgotten world.

As he turned into the final stretch of steps to the 14th floor, picking his way anong the
di scarded cans and cigarette packs, sonmething noved above his head. W/ der paused and | ooked up
his lungs punping in the silence. A kitchen chair whirled through the air towards his head, hurled
down by an assailant three floors above. Wlder flinched back as the steel chair struck the
railing, glancing against his right arm before spinning away.

W der crouched agai nst the steps, shielding hinself below the overhang of the next floor
He nassaged his bruised arm At least three or four people were waiting for him ostentatiously
tapping their clubs on the netal railing. Fists clenching, WIder searched the steps for a weapon
Danger in the streets of the sky -- his first inpulse was to rush the stairs and counter-attack
Wth his powerful physique he knew that he could put to flight any three residents of the high-
rise, these under-exercised and overwei ght account executives and corporation | awers egged on
into this well-bred violence by their pushy w ves. However, he cal med hinsel f, deciding against a
frontal attack -- he would reach the top of the high-rise, but by guile rather than by brute
force.
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He nmoved down to the 13th-floor |anding. Through the walls of the elevator shaft he could
hear the rails and cabl es hunmm ng. Passengers were stepping out of the elevators on to their
floors. But the doors into the 13th-fl oor | obby had been bolted. A face frowned out at him a well-
grooned hand curtly waved hi m awnay.

Al the way down to the 10th floor the comuni cating doors had been | ocked or barricaded
Frustrated, WIlder returned to the shopping mall. A large crowd was still waiting by the
el evators. They formed clearly demarked groups fromdifferent floors, each commandeering its own
transit system

Wl der left them and strode towards the supermarket. The shel ves had been stripped, and
the staff had left after locking the turnstiles. WIlder vaulted over a check-out counter and nade
his way to the store-roomat the rear. Beyond the pyram ds of enpty cartons was one of the three
service cores of the high-rise, containing a freight elevator, and the water, air-conditioning and
el ectrical supply trunks.

Wl der waited as the el evator descended cunbrously down its shaft. The size of a carrier's
aircraft [ift, it had been designed to carry kitchen-appliance islands, bathroomunits, and the
huge pop-art and abstract-expressioni st paintings favoured by the residents of the high-rise.

As he pulled back the steel grille he noticed a thin-shoul dered young wonan hi di ng behi nd
the control panel. She was pallid and undernourished, but she watched Wlder with interest, as if
glad to welconme himto this private domain.

"How far do you want to go?" she asked him "W can travel anywhere. 1'll ride with you."

W der recognized her as a masseuse fromthe 5th floor, one of the vagrants who spent
their tinme wandering around the high-rise, the denizens of an interior world who forned a second
invisible population. "All right -- what about the 35th floor?"

"The people on the 30th are nicer." Expertly she pressed the control buttons, activating
the heavy doors. Wthin seconds the elevator was carrying them ponderously aloft. The young
masseuse smled at himencouragingly, alive nowthat they were noving. "If you want to go hi gher
I'"l'l show you. There are a lot of air-shafts, you know The trouble is, dogs have got into them --
they're getting hungry . "

An hour |ater, when W/ der stepped out into the |avishly carpeted | obby of the 37th floor
he realized that he had discovered a second building inside the one that he had originally
occupi ed. He |l eft behind the young masseuse, endlessly clinmbing the service shafts and frei ght
wells of the high-rise, transits that externalized an odyssey taking place inside her head. During
hi s roundabout route with her -- changing to a second freight elevator to clinb three floors to
the 28th, noving up and down a maze of corridors on the borders of hostile enclaves, until finally
taki ng an upper-1level elevator a journey of one storey -- Wlder had seen the way in which the
m ddl e and upper |evels of the building had organi zed thensel ves.

Wil e his neighbours on the lower floors renained a confused rabble united only by their
sense of inpotence, here everyone had joined a |local group of thirty adjacent apartments, infornmal
cl ans spanning two or three floors based on the architecture of corridors, |obbies and el evators.
There were now sone twenty of these groups, each of which had fornmed | ocal alliances with those on
either side. There was a marked increase in vigilante activity of all kinds. Barriers were being
set up, fire-doors | ocked, garbage thrown down the stairwells or dunped on rival |andings.

On the 29th floor WIlder cane across a commune conposed excl usively of wonen, a cluster of
apartments doninated by an elderly children's-story witer, a woman of intimidating physique and
personality. Sharing an apartment with her were three air-hostesses fromthe 1st floor. WIder
wal ked gi ngerly down the corridor between their apartnents, glad of the conpany of the young
masseuse. What unsettled Wl der, as the wonmen questioned himin pairs fromtheir half-open doors,
was their hostility to him not only because he was a nman, but because he was so obviously trying
to clinb to a | evel above their own.

He stepped out with relief into the deserted | obby of the 37th floor. He stood by the
staircase doors, suspicious that no one was guarding the | obby. Conceivably the residents here
wer e unaware of what was going on beneath their feet. The carpets in the silent corridors were
thick enough to insulate themfromhell itself.

He wal ked down the corridor towards Jane Sheridan's apartnent. She might be surprised to
see him but WIlder was confident that he would spend the night with her. The next day he would
nove in permanently, and visit Helen and the boys on his way to and fromthe tel evision studios.

As he pressed the bell he could hear her strong, masculine voice through the door, its
tone famliar fromcountless television costune-dramas. At |ast the door opened, held on its latch
chai n. When she | ooked out at Wl der, recognizing himinmediately, he knew that she had been
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waiting for himto arrive. She was detached and uneasy at the sane tinme, like a spectator forced
to watch soneone about to be involved in an accident. W/l der renmenbered that he had given his
destination to one of the wonmen's vigilante groups.

"Jane, you're expecting ne. I'mflattered.”

"Wlder . . . | can't --"

Bef ore Wl der could speak the door of the next apartnent opened sharply. Staring at WI der
wit h undi sgui sed hostility were a tax specialist fromthe 40th floor and an over-nuscl ed
chor eographer with whom Wl der had often heaved a medicine ball in the 10th-fl oor gymmasi um

Real i zing that his arrival had been anticipated by all these people, Wlder turned to
| eave, but the corridor behind himwas bl ocked. A group of six residents had energed together from
the el evator |obby. They wore track suits and white sneakers, and at first sight |ooked like a
m ddl e- aged gymasi um dunb-bel |l team each carrying his polished wooden clubs. Leading this
antique but spritely troupe, which consisted of a stockbroker, two paediatricians and three senior
academ cs, was Ant hony Royal. As usual he wore his white safari-jacket, a costunme which al ways
irritated Wlder, the kind of garnent that m ght be affected by an eccentric canp-comander or zoo-
keeper. The corridor lighting flushed his blond hair and picked out the scars on his forehead, a
confusing notation that hung |ike a series of nobcking question marks over his stern expression. As
he approached W/ der the chromi umwal king-stick flicked in his hand |ike a cane. W/ der watched
the polished shaft catch the light, looking forward with pleasure to wapping it around Royal's
neck.

Al t hough wel |l aware that he had been trapped, WIder found hinself |aughing aloud at the
sight of this lunatic troupe. Wien the lights failed, first dipping warningly and then goi ng out
al t oget her, he backed against the wall to allow the group to pass. The wooden cl ubs clicked around
himin the darkness, beating out a well-rehearsed tattoo. Fromthe open door of Jane Sheridan's
apartnment a torch flared at him

Around W der the dunb-bell troupe was beginning its act. The first clubs whirled in the
torch-light. Wthout any warning, he felt a flurry of blows on his shoul ders. Before he fel
W | der seized one of the clubs, but the others struck himto the carpeted floor at Anthony Royal's
feet.

Wien he woke he was |ying outstretched on a sofa in the ground-floor entrance | obby.
Fl uorescent lights shone around him reflected in the glass ceiling-panels. Wth their tonel ess
gl ow they seenmed to have been shining for ever somewhere inside his head. Two residents returning
late to the high-rise waited by the elevators. Holding tightly to their briefcases, they ignored
W der, whomthey clearly assuned to be drunk

Awar e of his bruised shoul ders, WIder reached up and nursed the swollen mastoid bone
behi nd his right ear. Wen he could stand, he wandered away fromthe sofa towards the entrance and
steadi ed hinsel f agai nst the glass doors. The lines of parked cars stretched through the darkness,
enough transport to evacuate himto a thousand and one destinations. He wal ked out into the cold
night air. Holding his neck, he | ooked up at the face of the high-rise. He could al most pick out
the lights of the 37th floor. He felt suddenly exhausted, as much by the building s weight and
mass as by his own failure. H's casual and unthought-out attenpt to scale the building had ended
humiliatingly. In a sense he had been rejected nore by the high-rise than by Royal and his
friends.

Lowering his eyes fromthe roof, he saw that his wife, fifty feet above him was watching
fromthe bal cony of their apartnent. Despite his dishevelled clothes and bruised face she showed
no concern, as if she no | onger recognized him

7/ Preparations for Departure

H gh above, on the 40th floor, the first two residents were preparing to | eave.
Al'l day Anthony Royal and his wife had been packing. After lunch in the deserted
restaurant on the 35th floor they returned to their apartnent, where Royal spent what he knew
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woul d be his last hours in the high-rise closing dowm his design studio. In no hurry to | eave, now
that the nonment had come for themto abandon the building, Royal deliberately took his tine over
this last ritual task.

The air-conditioning had ceased to function, and the absence of its vague fanmliar hum --
once a source of mnor irritation -- nade Royal restless. However reluctantly, he was now forced
to recogni ze what he had been trying to repress for the past nonth, despite the evidence of his
eyes. This huge buil ding he had hel ped to design was noribund, its vital functions fading one by
one -- the water-pressure falling as the punps faltered, the electrical sub-stations on each floor
switching thensel ves off, the elevators stranded in their shafts.

As if in synpathy, the old injuries to his |l egs and back had begun to keen agai n. Roya
| eaned agai nst his drawi ng-stand, feeling the pain radiate upwards fromhis knees into his groin.
Gipping the chrom umcane, he left the studio and noved anong the tables and arnthairs in the
drawi ng-room each shrouded in its dust-sheet. In the year since his accident he had found that
const ant exerci se al one held back the pain, and he nissed the ganes of squash with Robert Laing.

Li ke his own physicians, Laing had told himthat the injuries sustained in car-crashes took a
great deal of tinme to heal, but Royal recently had begun to suspect that these wounds were playing
a devious role of their own.

The three suitcases he had packed that norning stood ready in the hall. Royal stared down
at them for a nonment hoping that they bel onged to sonmeone el se. The cases had never been used,
and the prominent part they would soon play in his personal Dunkirk only rubbed in the
hum | i ati on.

Royal returned to the studio and continued to take down the architectural draw ngs and
design studies pinned to the walls. This small office in a converted bedroom he had used for his
work on the devel opment project, and the collection of books and bl ueprints, photographs and
drawi ng-boards, originally intended to give a sense of purpose to his conval escence, had soon
become a kind of private museum The majority of the plans and design studies had been superseded
by his colleagues after the accident, but in a strange way these old frontal elevations of the
concert-hall and television studios, |ike the photograph of hinself standing on the roof of the
hi gh-ri se on hand-over day, described a nore real world than the buil ding which he was now about
to abandon.

The decision to |leave their apartnment, already postponed for too | ong, had been difficult
to take. For all his professional identification with the high-rise as one of its architects,

Royal 's contribution had been m nor, but sadly for himhad concerned those very sections which had
borne the brunt of the residents' hostility -- the 10th-floor concourse, the junior school, the
observation roof with its children's scul pture-garden, and the furnishing and design of the

el evator | obbies. Royal had gone to i mense care in the choice of wall surfaces, now covered by

t housands of aerosolled obscenities. It was stupid of him perhaps, but it was difficult not to
take them personally, particularly as he was only too aware of his neighbours' hostility towards
him-- the chrom um cane and white al satian were no | onger theatrical props.

In principle, the nutiny of these well-to-do professional people against the building they
had coll ectively purchased was no different fromthe dozens of well-docunmented revolts by working-
class tenants agai nst nunici pal tower-blocks that had taken place at frequent intervals during the
post-war years. But once again Royal had found hinself reacting personally to these acts of
vandal i sm The breakdown of the building as a social structure was a rebellion against hinself, so
much so that in the early days after the jeweller's unexpl ai ned death he expected to be physically
attacked.

Later, however, the collapse of the high-rise began to strengthen his will to win through
The testing of the building he had hel ped to design was a testing of hinself. Above all, he becane
aware that a new social order was beginning to energe around him Royal was certain that a rigid
hi erarchy of some kind was the key to the elusive success of these huge buildings. As he often
poi nted out to Anne, office blocks containing as many as thirty thousand workers functioned

snoot hly for decades thanks to a social hierarchy as rigid and as formalized as an anthill's, with
an incidence of crine, social unrest, and petty m sdeneanours that was virtually nil. The confused
but unmi stakabl e energence of this new social order -- apparently based on snmall tribal enclaves --

fascinated Royal. To begin with, he had been deternmined to stay on, come what nay and whatever the
hostility directed against him in the hope of acting as its mdwife. In fact, this al one had
stopped himfromnotifying his forner coll eagues of the nounting chaos within the building. As he
told hinmself repeatedly, the present breakdown of the high-rise mght well mark its success rather
than its failure. Wthout realizing it, he had given these people a neans of escaping into a new
life, and a pattern of social organization that would beconme the paradigmof all future high-rise
bl ocks.
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But these dreams of helping the two thousand residents towards their new Jerusal em neant
nothing to Anne. As the air-conditioning and electricity supply began to fail, and it becane
dangerous to nove unacconpani ed around the building, she told Royal that they were | eaving.

Pl ayi ng on Royal's concern for her, and his own feelings of guilt about the breakdown of the high-
rise, she soon persuaded himthat they nust go.

Curious to see how she was getting on with her packing, Royal walked into his wife's
bedroom Two wardrobe trunks, and a selection of small and | arge suitcases, jewellery boxes and
vanity cases lay open on the floor and dressing-table |like a |uggage store display. Anne was
packi ng, or unpacking, one of the cases in front of the dressing-table mrror. Recently, Royal had
noticed that she deliberately surrounded herself with mirrors, as if this replication of herself
gave her sone kind of security. Anne had al ways taken for granted a naturally deferential world,
and the |l ast few weeks, even in the conparative safety of this penthouse apartnent, she had found
nore and more trying. The childlike strains in her character had begun to come out again, as if
she was suiting her behaviour to the over-extended nad-hatter's tea-party that she had been forced
to attend like a reluctant Alice. The journey down to the 35th-floor restaurant had becone a daily
ordeal, and only the prospect of |eaving the apartnment building for good had kept her going.

She stood up and enbraced Royal. As usual, w thout thinking, she touched the scars on his
forehead with her lips, as if trying to read a digest of the twenty-five years that separated
them a key to that part of Royal's life she had never known. As he recovered fromthe accident,
sitting in the wi ndows of the penthouse or exercising on the callisthenics machine, he had noticed
how much hi s wounds had intrigued her

"What a nmess."” She gazed down hopefully at the junble of suitcases. "I'lIl be about an hour
-- have you called the taxi?"

"We'll need at |east two. They refuse to wait now -- there's no point in calling them
until we're on the doorstep.”

Both their own cars, parked in the line nearest the building, had been damaged by the
tenants bel ow, their w ndscreens knocked out by falling bottles.

Anne returned to her packing. "The inportant thing is that we're going. W should have
left a nonth ago when | wanted to. Wiy anyone stays on here | can't inmgine."

"Anne, we're _leaving_ . . ."

"At last -- and why has no one called the police? O conplained to the owners?"

"W are the owners." Royal turned his head away fromher, his snile of affection
stiffening. Through the wi ndows he watched the |ight fading across the curtain-walling of the
nearby high-rises. Inevitably, he had al ways taken Anne's criticisnms as a comment on hinself.

As Royal knew now, his young wi fe woul d never be happy in the special atnobsphere of the
hi gh-rise. The only daughter of a provincial industrialist, she had been brought up in the
insulated world of a large country house, a finicky copy of a Loire chateau mai ntained by a staff
of servants in the full-blown nineteenth-century manner. In the apartment building, by contrast,
the servants who waited on her were an invisible arny of thernostats and humdity sensors,
conputerized el evator route-switches and over-riders, playing their parts in a far nore
sophi sticated and abstract version of the master-servant rel ationship. However, in Anne's world it
was not only necessary for work to be done, but be seen to be done. The steady breakdown of the
buil ding's services, and the confrontati on between the rival groups of tenants, had been too nuch
for her, playing on her huge sense of insecurity, all her |ong-ingrained upper-class uncertainties
about mai ntaining her superior place in the world. The present troubles in the apartnent block had
exposed these nercilessly. Wien he had first net her, Royal had taken for granted her absol ute
sel f-confidence, but in fact the reverse was true -- far from being sure of herself, Anne needed
constantly to re-establish her position on the top rung of the | adder. By conparison, the
pr of essi onal people around her, who had achieved everything as a result of their own talents, were
nodel s of sel f-assurance

VWen they first nmoved into the high-rise as its first tenants, they had both intended the
apartnment to be no nore than _a pied a terre_, conveniently close to Royal's work on the
devel opnent project. As soon as they found a house in London they would | eave. But Royal noticed
that he continued to postpone any decision to nove out. He was intrigued by life in this vertica
townshi p, and by the kind of people attracted to its smooth functionalism As the first tenant,

and owner of the best and hi ghest apartment, he felt hinself to be lord of the manor -- borrow ng
a phrase he disliked fromAnne's rul e book. Hi s sense of physical superiority as a sometine
amat eur tennis chanmpion -- a mnor hard-courts title, though no less inpressive for that -- had

inevitably slackened with the passage of years, but in a way had been rekindl ed by the presence of
so many people directly below him on the shoul ders of whose far nore nodest dwellings his own
rested securely.
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Even after his accident, when he had been forced to sell out his partnership and retreat
to a wheelchair in the penthouse, he had felt this sense of renewed physical authority. During the
mont hs of conval escence, as his wounds heal ed and his body grew stronger, each of the new tenants
in sone way seened identified with his strengthening nuscles and sinews, his quickening reflexes,
each one bringing his invisible tribute to Royal's well being.

For Anne, by contrast, the continued flow of new arrivals puzzled and irritated her. She
had enj oyed the apartnent when they were alone in the high-rise, taking it for granted that no one
el se woul d appear. She rode the elevators as if they were the grandly uphol stered gondol as of a
private funicular, swam alone in the undi sturbed waters of the two swi mm ng-pools, and strolled
about the shopping concourse as if visiting her own personal bank, hairdresser and supernarket. By
the tine that the last of the two thousand residents had appeared and taken their place bel ow,
Anne was i npatient to nove.

But Royal was drawn to his new nei ghbours, exenplars beyond anything he had previously
i magi ned of the puritan work ethic. In turn, he knew from Anne that his neighbours found hima
puzzling and al oof figure, an autonobile-crash casualty in his wheelchair living on the roof of
the high-rise in a casual ménage with a rich young wife half his age whom he was happy to see
taken out by other men. Despite this synbolic emascul ation, Royal was still regarded in sone way
as having the key to the building. His scarred forehead and chrom um cane, the white jacket which
he affected and wore like a target, together seemed to be the elenents of a code that conceal ed
the real relationship between the architect of this huge building and its uneasy tenants. Even
Anne's always inminent promniscuities were part of this same systemof ironies, appealing to
Royal's liking for the "gane" situation where one could risk everything and | ose not hi ng.

The effect of all this on his neighbours interested Royal, and particularly on those
maveri cks such as Richard Wlder, who would set out to clinb Everest equi pped wi th nothing nore
than a sense of irritation that the nountain was |arger than hinself, or Dr Laing, staring out all
day from his bal cony under the fond inpression that he was totally detached fromthe high-rise,
when in fact he was probably its nost true tenant. At |east Laing knew his place and kept to it;
three nights earlier they had been forced to give Wlder a short sharp | esson

Thi nki ng about Wlder's intrusion -- only one in a series of attenpts by people belowto
break into the top-floor apartnents -- Royal l|eft the bedroom and checked the bolts on the front
door.

Anne waited while he stood in the deserted corridor. There was a continuous sullen nurnur
fromthe |l ower levels carried up the elevator shafts. She pointed to Royal's three suitcases.

"I's that all you' re taking?"

"For the tinme being. I'll cone back for anything else."

"Conme back? Wiy should you want to? Perhaps you'd rather stay?"

To himself, rather than to his wife, Royal renarked, "First to arrive, last to | eave

"I's that a joke?"

"Of _course_ not."

Anne placed a hand on his chest, as if searching for an old wound. "It's really all over,
you know. | hate to say it, but this place hasn't worked."

" Per haps not " Royal took her conmm seration with a strong dose of salt. Wthout
realizing it, Anne often played on his sense of failure, frightened by Royal's new resolve to
prove hinself, this conviction that the building mght succeed after all. In addition, their
nei ghbours had accepted hima little too readily as their |leader. H's partnership in the
consortium had been largely paid for by the comm ssions her father had steered his way, a fact
Anne had never let himforget, not to hunble Royal so much as to prove her own value to him The
poi nt was nade, though. He had conme up in the world, all right, in too nmany senses of the term In
an i nsane way, his accident night have been an attenpt to break out of the trap

But all this belonged to the past now. As Royal knew, they were leaving just in tine.
During the last few days life in the high-rise had becomre inpossible. For the first tine the top-
floor residents were directly involved. The erosion of everything continued, a slow psychol ogi cal
aval anche that was carrying them downwards.

Superficially, life in the apartnent building was norrmal enough -- nost of the residents
left for their offices each day, the supermarket was still open, the bank and hair-dressing sal on
functioned as usual. Nonethel ess, the real internal atnmosphere was that of three uneasily
coexi sting arnmed canps. A conpl ete hardeni ng of positions had taken place, and there was now
al nrost no contact between the upper, nmiddle and | ower groups. During the early part of the day it
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was possible to nove freely around the building, but as the afternoon proceeded this becane
increasingly difficult. By dusk any movenent was inpossible. The bank and supernarket closed at
three o' clock. The junior school had noved fromits vandalized classroons to two apartnents on the
7th floor. Few children were ever seen above the 10th floor, let alone in the scul pture-garden on
the roof which Royal had designed for themw th so much care. The 10th-floor sw mm ng-pool was a
hal f-enpty pit of yellowing water and floating debris. One of the squash courts had been | ocked,
and the other three were filled with garbage and broken classroomfurniture. O the twenty

el evators in the building, three were permanently out of order, and by evening the remai nder had
beconme the private transit lines of the rival groups who could seize them Five floors were
without electricity. At night the dark bands stretched across the face of the high-rise |like dead
strata in a fading brain.

Fortunately for Royal and his neighbours, conditions in the upper section of the building
had yet to decline so steeply. The restaurant had discontinued its evening service, but a linmted
| uncheon was avail abl e each day during the few hours when the small staff could freely enter and
| eave. However, the two waiters had al ready gone, and Royal guessed that the chef and his wfe
woul d soon follow. The sw nmi ng-pool on the 35th floor was usable, but the level had fallen, and
the water supply, like that to their own apartnent, was dependent on the vagaries of the roof
tanks and el ectric punps.

From t he draw ng-room wi ndows Royal | ooked down into the parking-lot. Many of the cars had
not been noved for weeks -- w ndscreens broken by falling bottles, cabins filled with garbage,
they sat on flattening tyres, surrounded by a sea of rubbish that spread outwards around the
buil ding |i ke an enlargi ng stain.

This visible index of the block's decline at the same tinme neasured the extent to which
its tenants accepted this process of erosion. At tinmes Royal suspected that his neighbours
unconsci ously hoped that everything would decline even further. Royal had noticed that the
manager's office was no | onger besieged by indignant residents. Even his own top-floor neighbours,
who in the early days had been only too quick to conplain about everything, now never criticized
the building. In the absence of the manager -- still lying in a state of nmental collapse in his
ground-fl oor apartnent -- his dwindling staff of two (the wi ves of a dubbing-m xer on the 2nd
floor and a first violinist on the 3rd) sat stoically at their desks in the entrance | obby,
oblivious of the deterioration going on apace over their heads.

VWhat interested Royal was the way in which the residents had become exaggeratedly crude in
their response to the apartnment building, deliberately abusing the elevators and air-conditioning
systens, over-straining the power supply. This carel essness about their own convenience reflected
a shuffling of nental priorities, and perhaps the energence of the new social and psychol ogi ca
order for which Royal was waiting. He renenbered the attack on Wl der, who had | aughed happily as
the group of paediatricians and acadenics had flailed away at himwith their dunmb-bells like a
troupe of demented gymmasts. Royal had found the episode grotesque, but he guessed that in sone
obscure way W der had been glad to be flung half-conscious into an el evator.

Royal strolled around the shrouded furniture. He raised his stick and slashed at the stale
air with the sane stroke he had used against Wlder. At any nonent a battalion of police would
arrive and cart themall off to the nearest jail. O would they? Wat played straight into the
resi dents' hands was the renmarkably self-contained nature of the high-rise, a self-adninistered
enclave within the larger private domain of the devel opnent project. The manager and his staff,

t he personnel who manned the supernmarket, bank and hairdressing salon, were all residents of the
apartnent building; the few outsiders had |l eft or been sacked. The engi neers who serviced the
building did so on instructions fromthe nanager, and clearly none had been issued. They m ght
even have been told to stay away -- no garbage-collection vehicle had called for several days, and
a | arge nunber of the chutes were bl ocked.

Despite the growi ng chaos around them the residents showed |less interest in the externa
worl d. Bales of un-sorted mail lay about in the ground-floor |obbies. As for the debris scattered
around the high-rise, the broken bottles and cans, these were barely noticeable fromthe ground.
Even the danaged cars were to sonme extent conceal ed by the piles of building materials, wooden
forns and sand-pits that had yet to be cleared away. Besides, as part of that unconscious
conspiracy to shut out the external world, no visitors cane to the high-rise. He and Anne had
invited none of their friends to the apartnment for nonths.

Royal watched his wife nove about vaguely in her bedroom Jane Sheridan, Anne's closest
friend, had called in and was hel ping her to pack. The two woren were transferring a line of
eveni ng gowns fromthe wardrobe racks to the trunks, and at the sane tinme returning unwanted
shirts and trousers fromthe suitcases back to the shelves. For all the activity it was uncertain
whet her they were packing on the eve of departure or unpacking on arrival
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"Anne -- are you coning or going?" Royal asked. "W hardly stand a chance of making it
toni ght."

Anne gestured hel plessly at the half-filled cases. "It's the air-conditioning -- | can't
t hi nk. "

"You won't get out now even if you want to," Jane told her. "We' re nmarooned here, as far
as | can see. Al the elevators have been commandeered by other floors."

"What ? Did you hear that?" Anne stared angrily at Royal, as if his faulty design of the

el evator | obbies was directly responsible for these acts of piracy. "Al right, we'll leave first
thing tonorrow. \Wat about food? The restaurant will be shut."”
They had never eaten in the apartnent -- Anne's gesture of contenpt for her nei ghbours

endl ess preparation of elaborate neals. The only food in the refrigerator was the dog's.

Royal stared at himself in the mirror, adjusting his white jacket. In the fading light his
reflection had an al nost spectral vibrancy, making himlook [ike an illumnated corpse. "W'l
thi nk of sonmething." A curious answer, he realized, inplying that there were other sources of food
than the supernmarket. He | ooked down at Jane Sheridan's plunmp figure. Seeing Royal's subdued
expression, she was smling reassuringly at him Royal had taken on the task of |ooking after this
am abl e young wonman si nce the death of her Afghan.

"The el evators may be free in an hour or so," he told them "We'Il go down to the
supermarket." Thinking of the alsatian -- presumably asleep on his bed in the penthouse-he deci ded
to exercise it on the roof.

Anne had begun to enpty the half-filled suitcases. She seened barely aware of what she was
doing, as if a large part of her m nd had been switched off. For all her conplaints, she had never
t el ephoned the buil ding nmanager herself. Perhaps she felt this was beneath her, but nor had she
mentioned the smallest criticismto any of their friends in the world beyond the apart nent
bui | di ng.

Thi nki ng about this, Royal noticed that the plug of her bedside tel ephone had been pulled
fromits socket, and the cable neatly wapped around the receiver

As he wal ked around the apartnment before going to search for the dog, he saw that the
three other external telephones, in the hall, draw ng-room and kitchen, had al so been
di sconnected. Royal realized why they had received no outside calls during the previous week, and
felt a distinct sense of security at knowing that they would receive none in the future. Al ready
he guessed that, for all their expressed intentions, they would not be |eaving either the
foll owi ng nmorni ng or any ot her

8/ The Predatory Birds

From the open wi ndows of the penthouse Royal watched the huge birds clustering on the
el evator heads fifty feet away. An unfamiliar species of estuarine gull, they had cone up the
river during the previous nonths and begun to congregate anong the ventilation shafts and water
storage tanks, infesting the tunnels of the deserted scul pture-garden. During his conval escence he
had watched themarrive as he sat in his wheelchair on the private terrace. Later, when the
cal l'i sthenics machi ne had been installed, the birds would hobble around the terrace while he
exercised. In sonme way they were attracted by Royal's white jacket and pale hair, so close in tone
to their own vivid plumage. Perhaps they identified himas one of their own, a crippled old
al batross who had taken refuge on this renote roof-top beside the river? Royal liked this notion
and often thought about it.

The french wi ndows swung in the early evening air. The al satian had escaped, hunting by
itself on the five-hundred-feet-long observation deck. Now that the sumer had ended few people
went up to the roof. The renmins of a cocktail-party narquee, bedraggled in the rain, lay in the
gutter bel ow the balustrade. The gulls, heavy wi ngs folded, strutted anong the cheese sticks
scattered around a cardboard carton. The potted pal ns had been untended for nonths, and the whol e
roof increasingly resenbled a voraci ous garden

Royal stepped down on to the roof deck. He enjoyed the hostile gaze of the birds sitting
on the el evator heads. The sense of a renascent barbarism hung anong the overturned chairs and
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straggling palnms, the discarded pair of dianante sunglasses from which the jewels had been picked.
What attracted the birds to this isolated real mon the roof? As Royal approached, a group of the
gulls dived into the air, soaring down to catch the scraps flung froma bal cony ten fl oors bel ow
them They fed on the refuse thrown into the car-park, but Royal liked to think that their rea
nmotives for taking over the roof were close to his own, and that they had flown here from sone
archai ¢ | andscape, responding to the sanme i nage of the sacred violence to cone. Fearing that they
m ght | eave, he frequently brought themfood, as if to convince themthat the wait would be worth
their while.

He pushed back the rusty gates of the scul pture-garden. Fromthe casenent of a decorative
I antern he took out a box of cereal neal, by rights reserved for the alsatian. Royal began to
scatter the grains anmong the concrete tunnels and geonetric forns of the play-scul ptures.
Desi gni ng the garden had given himparticul ar satisfaction, and he was sorry that the children no
| onger used the playground. At least it was open to the birds. The gulls followed himeagerly,
their strong w ngs al nost knocking the cereal box from his hands.

Leaning on his stick, Royal swung hinmself around the pools of water on the concrete floor
He had al ways wanted his own zoo, with half a dozen large cats and, nore inportant, an inmense
aviary stocked with every species of bird. Over the years he had sketched many designs for the
zoo, one of them-- ironically -- a high-rise structure, where the birds would be free to nove
about in those sections of the sky that were their true honme. Zoos, and the architecture of |arge
structures, had always been Royal's particular interest.

The drenched body of a Sianese cat lay in the gutter where the birds had cornered it --
the small beast had clinbed all the way up a ventilation shaft fromthe warm confort of an
apartment far bel ow, enbracing the daylight for a few last seconds before the birds destroyed it.

Next to the cat was the carcass of a dead gull. Royal picked it up, surprised by its weight,
stepped forward and with a powerful running throw hurled the bird far out into the air. It
pl unmet ed towards the ground, in an al nost unendi ng downward plunge, until it burst like a white

bomb across the bonnet of a parked car

No one had seen him but Royal would not have cared anyway. For all his keen interest in
hi s nei ghbours' behaviour, he found it difficult not to | ook down on them The five years of his
marriage to Anne had given hima new set of prejudices. Reluctantly, he knew that he despised his
fellow residents for the way in which they fitted so willingly into their appointed slots in the
apartment building, for their over-devel oped sense of responsibility and | ack of flanmboyance.

Above all, he | ooked down on them for their good taste. The buil ding was a nonument to
good taste, to the well-designed kitchen, to sophisticated utensils and fabrics, to el egant and
never ostentatious furnishings -- in short, to that whole aesthetic sensibility which these well -

educat ed professional people had inherited fromall the schools of industrial design, all the
awar d-wi nni ng schenes of interior decoration institutionalized by the |ast quarter of the
twentieth Century. Royal detested this orthodoxy of the intelligent. Visiting his neighbours
apartnments, he would find hinmself physically repelled by the contours of an award-w nni ng coff ee-
pot, by the well-nodul ated col our schenes, by the good taste and intelligence that, M das-IiKke,
had transformed everything in these apartnents into an ideal marriage of function and design. In a
sense, these people were the vanguard of a well-to-do and wel |l -educated proletariat of the future,
boxed up in these expensive apartnments with their elegant furniture and intelligent sensibilities,
and no possibility of escape. Royal would have given anything for one vul gar nmantel pi ece ornanent,
one | ess than snowwhite |lavatory bow, one hint of hope. Thank God that they were at |ast
breaki ng out of this fur-lined prison

On either side of him the rain-soaked concrete stretched away into the evening mist.
There were no signs of the white alsatian. Royal had reached the centre of the roof. The gulls sat
on the ventilation shafts and el evator heads, watching himw th their unusually alert eyes.

Thi nking that they mght already have dined off the dog, Royal kicked aside an overturned chair
and set off towards the stairhead, calling out the alsatian's nane.

Ten feet fromthe private terrace at the southern end of the roof, a middl e-aged worman in
a long fur coat stood by the bal ustrade. Shivering continuously, she stared out across the
devel opnent project at the silver back of the river. Atrio of lighters followed a tug upstream
and a police patrol boat cruised along the north bank.

As Royal approached he recogni zed the wi dow of the dead jeweller. Was she waiting for the
police to arrive, in some perverse way too proud to call them herself? He was about to ask if she
had seen the al satian, but he knew already that she would not reply. Her face was immacul ately
made up, but an expression of extreme hostility canme through the rouge and powder, a gaze as hard
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as pain. Royal held tight to his cane. The wonan's hands were hi dden from sight, and he al nost
bel i eved that inside the coat her jewelled fingers held a pair of unsheathed knives. For sone
reason he was suddenly convinced that she had been responsi ble for her husband' s death, and that
at any nonent she would seize himand westle himover the | edge. At the sane tinme, to his
surprise, he found hinself wanting to touch her, to put his armaround her shoul ders. Sone ki nd of
wayward sexuality was at work. For a grotesque nonent he was tenpted to expose hinself to her

“I'"'mlooking for Anne's alsatian," he said | amely. Wen she nade no reply he added, "We've
decided to stay on."

Confused by his response to this grieving woman, Royal turned away and nade his way down
the staircase to the floor below Despite the painin his |legs he wal ked swiftly along the
corridor, striking at the walls with his cane.

When he reached the central |obby the sounds of the alsatian's frantic barking rose
clearly up the nearest of the five high-speed el evator shafts. Royal pressed his head to the door
panel . The elevator car, with the alsatian snarling and leaping inside it, was on the 15th fl oor
its doors jammed open. Royal could hear the heavy blows of a netal club striking at the floor and
wal | s, and the shouts of three attackers -- one of thema wonan -- as they beat the animal to the
floor.

When the dog's yel ping subsided, the elevator at |ast responded to the call button. The
car clinbed to the top floor, where the doors opened on the barely conscious dog dragging itself
around the bl oodied floor. The aninmal's head and shoul ders were heavy with blood. Matted hair
streaked the walls of the cabin.

Royal tried to reassure it, but the alsatian snapped at his hand, frightened of the stick
Several of his neighbours gathered around, carrying an assortnent of weapons -- tennis rackets,
dunmb-bel I s and wal ki ng sticks. They were beckoned aside by a friend of Royal's, a gynaecol ogi st
named Pangbourne who lived in the apartnment next to the [obby. A swinmng partner of Anne's, he
often played with the dog on the roof.

"Let me have a look at him. . . Poor devil, those savages have abused you . . ." Deftly
he insinuated hinself into the elevator and began to soothe the dog. "We'll get himback to your
apartnment. Royal. Then | suggest we discuss the el evator position."

Pangbourne knelt down on the floor, whistling a strange series of sounds at the dog. For
some weeks the gynaecol ogi st had been urging Royal to interfere with the building' s electrica
swi tching systens, as a neans of retaliating against the lower floors. This supposed power over
the high-rise was the chief source of Royal's authority with his neighbours, though he suspected
that Pangbourne for one was well aware that he would never meke use of it. Wth his soft hands and
consul ti ng-room manner the gynaecol ogi st unsettled Royal slightly, as if he were always just about
to ease an unwary patient into a conprom sing obstetric position -- in fact, though, Pangbourne
bel onged to the new generation of gynaecol ogi sts who never actually touched their patients, |et
alone delivered a child. His speciality was the conputerized analysis of recorded birth-cries,
fromwhi ch he could diagnose an infinity of conplaints to come. He played with these tapes |ike an
earlier generation of sorcerer examning the patterns of entrails. Characteristically,
Pangbourne's one affair in the high-rise had been with a | aboratory researcher on the and floor, a
slim silent brunette who probably spent all her tine tormenting small manmal s. He had broken this
of f soon after the outbreak of hostilities.

Nonet hel ess, he had a way with the injured al satian. Royal waited while he cal ned the dog
and exami ned its wounds. He held its nuzzle in his white hands as if he had just freed the poor
beast fromits caul. Together, he and Royal half-carried and hal f-dragged the dog back to Royal's
apartment.

Fortunately, Anne and Jane Sheridan had left for the 10th-fl oor supernarket, picking up
the one el evator released for general traffic.

Pangbourne settled the dog on the dust-sheet covering one of the sofas.

"I"'mglad you were here," Royal told him "You're not at your practice?"

Pangbourne stroked the alsatian's swollen head, his white hands delicate with blood. "I
attend ny consultancy two nornings a week, just enough time for ne to listen to the | atest

recordings. therwise I'mon guard duty here." He peered pointedly at Royal. "If | were you, |I'd
keep a closer eye on Anne -- unless you want her to be . . ."

"Sound advi ce. You've never thought of |eaving ? The conditions now . . ."

The gynaecol ogi st frowned at Royal as if unsure whether he was serious. "lI've only just

moved here. Wiy should | concede anything to these peopl e?" He pointed expressively at the fl oor
with a bl oodstained finger.

| mpressed by the determination of this refined and punctilious man to defend his terrain
Royal followed himto the door, thanking himfor his help and pronmising to discuss with himthe

file:///ID]|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/De...allard/J.%20G.%20Ballard%20-%20High%20Rise.txt (35 of 73) [2/4/2004 11:23:16 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/J%20G%20Bal | ard/J.%20G.%20Bal | ard%20-%20Hi gh%20Ri se.txt

sabot age of the elevators. For the next half an hour Royal cleaned the wounds of the alsa-tian
Al t hough the dog began to sleep, the bloodstains on the white dust-sheet made Royal fee
increasingly restless. The assault had released in hima nore than hal f-consci ous wi sh for
conflict. To date he had been a nobderating influence, restraining his neighbours from any
unnecessary retaliatory action. Now he wanted trouble at any price.

Somewhere below a falling bottle burst on a bal cony, a brief explosion against the rising
background of over-noi sy record-players, shouts and hamering. The light in the apartnent had
begun to fade, the shrouded furniture suspended around himlike under-inflated cl ouds. The
af ternoon had passed, and soon the danger period would begin. Thinking of Anne trying to nmake her
way back fromthe 10th floor, Royal turned to | eave the apartnent.

By the door he stopped, holding one hand over the dial of his wist-watch. H's concern for
Anne was as strong as ever -- if anything he felt nore possessive towards her -- but he decided to
| et anot her half-hour elapse before he went in search of her. Perversely, this would increase the
el ement of danger, the chance of confrontation. He wal ked cal My around the apartnent, noting the
t el ephones on the floor and the neatly wapped cables. Even if she were trapped sonewhere, Anne
woul d be unable to call him

Wi le he waited for the darkness, Royal went up to the penthouse and watched the gulls on
the el evator heads. In the evening light their plumage was a vibrant white. Like birds at dusk
wai ti ng anong the cornices of a mausoleum they flicked their w ngs agai nst the bone-like
concrete. As if agitated by Royal's confused state, they rose excitedly into the air. Royal was
thinking of his wife, of the possible assaults on her, an al nost sexual fever of hazard and
revenge tightening his nerves. In another twenty m nutes he woul d | eave the apartnent and nmeke his

killing drop down the shafts of the high-rise, murder descending. He wi shed he could take the
birds with him He could see themdiving down the elevator shafts, spiralling through the
stairwells to swoop into the corridors. He watched them wheel through the air, listening to their

cries as he thought of the violence to cone.

9/Into the Drop Zone

At seven o' clock Anthony Royal set out with the white alsatian to find his wife. The dog
had recovered sufficiently fromits beating to linp along in front of him Its danp pelt was
marked with a vivid crinmson bloom Like the bloodstains on his white jacket, Royal was proud of
these signs of conbat. As if minmicking the dog, he wore its blood on his chest and hips, the
insignia of an executioner's apparel yet to be designed.

He began his descent into the | ower depths of the building in the high-speed el evator
| obby. A group of excited nei ghbours had just emerged fromone of the cars. Four floors down, an
apart ment had been ransacked by a party of tenants fromthe 15th floor. These sporadic raids on
apartnments were taking place with increasing frequency. Enpty apartnents, even if left for no nore
than a single day, were especially vul nerable. Some unconscious system of conmunication alerted
any woul d-be raiders that an apartnent a dozen floors above or bel ow was ripe for ransack

Wth difficulty Royal found an elevator to take himdown to the 35th floor. The restaurant
had closed. After serving a last lunch to the Royals the chef and his wife had | eft for good.
Chairs and tables had been stacked around the kitchen in a barricade, and the revol ving door was
padl ocked. The | ong observati on wi ndows, with their nagnificent view, were shuttered and chai ned,
throwi ng the north end of the pool into darkness.

The [ ast swi nmrer, a market analyst fromthe 38th floor, was |eaving the sw nning-pool. His
wi fe waited protectively outside his cubicle as he changed. She watched the al satian |apping at
the water lying on the greasy tiles by the diving-board. Wien the dog relieved itself against the
door of an enpty cubicle her face was expressionless. Royal felt a nodest pride in this act, which
rekindled a primtive territorial reflex. The marking of this cubicle with the dog's over-bright
urine defined the small terrain com ng under his sway.

For the next hour Royal continued his search for his wfe, descending deeper into the
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central mass of the high-rise. As he noved fromone floor to the next, fromone elevator to
another, he realized the full extent of its deterioration. The residents' rebellion against the
apartnent building was now in full swi ng. Garbage | ay heaped around the jamred di sposal chutes.
The stairways were littered with broken glass, splintered kitchen chairs and sections of handrail
Even nore significant, the pay-phones in the el evator |obbies had been ripped out, as if the

tenants, |ike Anne and hinsel f, had agreed to shut off any contact with the world outside.
The further down Royal reached, the greater the damage. Fire safety doors |eaned off their
hi nges, quartz inspection w ndows punched out. Few corridor and staircase lights still worked, and

no effort had been nmade to replace the broken bulbs. By eight o' clock little light reached the
corridors, which becane dimtunnels strewn with garbage sacks. The lurid outlines of lettered
sl ogans, aerosolled in |uminous paint across the walls, unravelled around himlike the decor of a
ni ght mar e.

Ri val groups of residents stood around in the |obbies, guarding their elevators and
wat chi ng each ot her along the corridors. Many of the wormen had portable radios slung fromtheir
shoul ders, which they switched fromstation to station as if tuning up for an acoustic war. Qhers
carried caneras and flash equi pment, ready to record any acts of hostility, any incursions into
their territory.

By changi ng el evators and naking journeys of two floors at a time, Royal finally descended
into the lower half of the apartnent building. He was unnol ested by the other residents, who
wat ched him as he entered their |obbies, noving out of his way as he strolled past. The wounded
al sati an and Royal ' s bl oodst ai ned j acket gave himfree passage through these rival clans, as if he
were a betrayed | andowner descending fromhis keep to parade his wounds among his rebellious
t enant s.

By the tine he reached the 10th floor the concourse was al nost deserted. A few residents

wander ed around the shopping mall, staring at the enpty chromium counters. The bank and |i quor
store were closed, their grilles chained. There was no sign of Anne. Royal l|led the alsatian
through the swing doors into the sw nm ng-pool, now barely half full. The yellow water was filled

with debris, the floor at the shallow end enmerging like a beach in a garbage |agoon. A mattress
floated anobng the bottles, surrounded by a swill of cardboard cartons and newspapers.

Even a corpse would go unnoticed here, Royal reflected. As the alsatian snuffled its way
al ong the vandal i zed changi ng cubicl es, Royal waved his cane at the humd air, trying to stir it
into life. He would soon suffocate here in the | ower section of the apartnent building. During
even this brief visit he had felt crushed by the pressure of all the people above him by the
t housands of individual lives, each with its pent-up time and space.

From the el evator | obby on the far side of the sw mm ng-pool cane the sounds of shouting
Urging on the dog, Royal strode to the rear exit behind the diving-boards. Through the gl ass doors
he wat ched a heated argunent taking place outside the entrance to the junior school. Sone twenty
men and wonen were involved, one group fromthe |lower floors carrying desks and chairs, a
bl ackboard and artist's easel, the other trying to prevent themfromre-occupying the cl assroons.

Scuffl es soon broke out. Egged on by a filmeditor wielding a desk over his head, the
parents pressed forward determ nedly. Their opponents, residents fromthe nth and 12th fl oors,
stood their ground, form ng a heavy-breathing cordon. A bad-tenpered braw devel oped, nen and
wonen wrestling clunsily with each other

Royal pulled the alsatian away, deciding to leave this jostling group to settle their own
di spute. As he turned to continue his search for Anne, the staircase doors |leading into the | obby
were flung back. A group of residents, all fromthe 14th and 15th floors, |eapt out and hurled
thensel ves into the nelee. They were led by Richard Wl der, cine-canmera gripped |like a battle
standard in one hand. Royal assuned that WIlder was filnmng an episode fromthe docunentary he had
been tal king about for so long, and had set up the entire scene. But Wlder was in the thick of
the fray, aggressively welding the cine-canmera as he urged on his new allies against his former
nei ghbours. The raiding party was shoul dered back towards the staircase in disarray, the parents
droppi ng the desks and bl ackboard.

W | der sl anmed the staircase doors behind them Expelling his sonetine nei ghbours and
friends had clearly given himenornous satisfaction. Waving his canmera, he pointed to the
cl assroom of the junior school. Two young wonen, Royal's wife and Jane Sheridan, were crouching
behi nd an overturned desk. Like children caught red-handed in sone mschief, they watched WI der
as he beckoned theatrically towards them

Hol ding the al satian on a short |eash, Royal pushed back the glass doors. He strode
through the residents in the | obby, who were now happily breaking up the children's desks.
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“"It's all right, Wlder," he called out in a firmbut casual voice. "I'll take over."

He stepped past Wlder and entered the classroom He lifted Anne to her feet. "I'Il get
you out of here -- don't worry about WIder."

“I'mnot . . ." For all her ordeal, Anne was renarkably unruffled. She gazed at WI der

with evident admration. "My God, he's rather insane . . ."

Royal waited for Wlder to attack him Despite the twenty years between them he felt calm
and self-controlled ready for the physical confrontation. But WIder made no attenpt to nove. He
wat ched Royal with interest, patting one arnpit in an alnost aninmal way, as if glad to see Roya
here on the I ower levels, directly involved at last in the struggle for territory and wonenfol k
Hs shirt was open to the waist, exposing a barrel-like chest that he showed off with sone pride
He hel d the cine-canera against his cheek as if he were visualizing the setting and choreography
of a conplex duel to be fought at some nore convenient tinme on a stage higher in the building.

That night, when they had returned to their apartnent on the 40th floor, Royal set about
asserting his | eadership of the topnost levels of the high-rise. First, while his wife and Jane
Sheridan rested together in Anne's bed, Royal attended to the alsatian. He fed the dog in the
kitchen with the last of its food. The wounds on its shoul ders and head were as hard as coins.
Royal was nore aroused by the injuries to the dog than by any indignity suffered by his wife. He
had al nost nmade Anne's ordeal certain by deliberately postponing his search for her. As he
expected, she and Jane had been unable to find an el evator when they had finished shopping at the
supermarket. After being nolested in the |obby by a drunken sound-man they had taken refuge in the
deserted cl assroom

"They're all nmaking their own filns down there,” Anne told him clearly fascinated by her
heady experience of the |ower orders at work and play. "Every tine sonmeone gets beaten up about
ten caneras are shooting away."

"They' re showing themin the projection theatre,
t oget her seeing each other's rushes.”

"Except for Wlder. He's waiting for something really gruesone."

Bot h wonmen turned without thinking to | ook at Royal, but he took this in his stride. In an
obscure way, it was his affection for Anne that had led himto display her to his nei ghbours
bel ow, his contribution to the newreal mthey would create together. By contrast, the al satian
bel onged to a nore practical world. A ready he knew that the dog m ght well prove useful, be nore
easily bartered than any woman, in the future that |ay ahead. He decided not to throw away the
bl oodst ai ned j acket, glad to wear the dog's bl ood against his chest. He refused any offers to
clean it fromthe wives of his fellow residents who canme in to confort the two young wonen.

The assaults on the alsatian, and on Royal's wife, nade his apartnent a natural focus of
hi s nei ghbours' decision to regain the initiative before they were trapped on the roof of the high-
rise. To Pangbourne he explained that it was vital for themto enlist the support of the tenants
living on the floors imediately bel ow t he 35th.

"To survive, we need allies as a buffer against any attacks fromthe | ower |evels, and
also to give us access to nore of the elevators. W're in danger of being cut off fromthe centra
mass of the building."

"Right," the gynaecol ogi st agreed, glad to see that Royal had at |ast woken up to the
realities of then: position. "Once we've gained a foothold there we can play these people off
agai nst those |l ower down -- in short bal kani ze the centre section and then begin the col oni zation
of the entire building . "

Jane confirmed. "Cranmed in there

In retrospect, it surprised Royal how easily they were able to inplenment these el enentary
schemes. At nine o' clock, before the evening's parties began, Royal began to enlist the support of
the residents bel ow the 35th-floor sw nmm ng-pool. Expertly, Pangbourne played on their grievances.
These peopl e shared many of the problenms of the top-floor tenants -- their cars had al so been
damaged, and they had the sane struggles with the declining water-supply and air-conditioning. In
a cal cul ated gesture, Royal and Pangbourne offered themthe use of the top-floor elevators. To
reach their apartments they would no | onger have to enter the main | obby and run the gauntl et of
thirty intervening floors. They would now wait for a top-level tenant to appear, enter the private
| obby with himand ride straight to the 35th floor without harassment, and then wal k the few steps
down to their apartnents.

The offer was accepted, Royal and Pangbourne deliberately asking for no concessions in
return. The deputation returned to the 4oth floor, the nmenbers dispersing to their apartnments to
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prepare for the evening's festivities. During the previous hour a few trivial incidents had

occurred -- the middl e-aged wife of a 28th-floor account-executive had been knocked unconsci ous
into the hal f-enpty sw nmmng-pool, and a radiologist fromthe 7th floor had been beaten up anong
the driers in the hairdressing salon -- but in general everything within the high-rise was nornal

As the night progressed, the sounds of continuous revelry filled the building. Beginning with the
|l ower floors, the parties spread upwards through the apartment block, investing it in an arnour of
light and festivity. Standing on his bal cony, Royal listened to the ascendi ng nusic and | aughter
as he waited for the two young wonen to dress. Far below him a car drove along the access road to
the nearby high-rise, its three occupants |ooking up at the hundreds of crowded bal coni es. Anyone
seeing this ship of lights would take for granted that the two thousand people on board |ived
together in a state of corporate euphoria.

I nvigorated by this tonic atnosphere, Anne and Jane Sheridan had nade a rapid recovery.
Anne no longer referred to their |eaving the high-rise, and seened to have forgotten that she had
ever made the decision to go. The rough and tunmble in the junior school had given her that
previously m ssing sense of solidarity with the other tenants of the high-rise. In the future,
viol ence would clearly becone a valuable formof social cenent. As Royal escorted her to the first
party of the evening, given by a newspaper columist on the 37th floor, she and Jane strolled arm
in arm buoyed up by reports of further confrontations, and by the news that two nore floors, the
6th and 14th, were now i n darkness.

Pangbour ne congratul ated Royal on this, alnpost as if he believed that Royal was
responsi ble. No one, even on the top floors, seened aware of the contrast between the well-groomned
revellers and the dil apidated state of the building. Along corridors strewn with uncoll ected
gar bage, past bl ocked di sposal chutes and vandalized el evators, noved nen in well-tail ored dinner-
jackets. Elegant wonen lifted long skirts to step over the debris of broken bottles. The scents of
expensi ve after-shave lotions nmingled with the aroma of kitchen wastes.

These bi zarre contrasts pl eased Royal, marking the extent to which these civilized and
sel f- possessed professional nmen and wonmen were noving away from any notion of rational behaviour.
He thought of his own confrontation with Wlder, which sumred up all the forces in collision
within the high-rise. Wlder had obviously begun his ascent of the building again, and had cli nbed
as far as the 15th floor. By rights the high-rise should be totally deserted except for WIder and
hi nsel f. The real duel would be resol ved anong the deserted corridors and abandoned apartnents of
the building inside their heads, watched only by the birds.

Now t hat she had accepted it, the threat of violence in the air had matured Anne. Standing
by the fireplace in the columist's drawi ng-room Royal watched her with affection. She was no
longer flirting with the elderly businessnen and young entrepreneurs, but listening intently to Dr
Pangbourne, as if aware that the gynaecol ogi st m ght be useful to her in nore ways than the purely
professional. Despite his pleasure in displaying her to the other residents, Royal felt far nore
protective of her. This sexual territoriality extended to Jane Sheridan

"Have you thought about nobving in with us?" he asked her. "Your own apartnent is very much
exposed. "

“"I"'d like to -- Anne did nention it. |'ve already brought sone things over."
Royal danced with her in the garbage-stacked hal |l way, openly feeling her strong hips and
thighs, as if this inventory established his claimto these portions of her body at a future date.

Hours later, at some period after midnight when it seenmed to Royal that these parties had
been going on for ever, he found hinself drunk in an enpty apartnment on the 39th floor. He was
lying back on a settee with Jane agai nst his shoul der, surrounded by tables |loaded with dirty
gl asses and ashtrays, all the debris of a party abandoned by its guests. The music fromthe
bal coni es nearby was overlaid by the noise of sporadic acts of violence. Sonmewhere a group of
resi dents was shouting in a desultory way, hammering on the doors of an elevator shaft.

A power failure had switched out the lights. Royal lay back in the darkness, steadying his
slowy rotating brain against the illum nation of the nearby high-rise. Wthout thinking, he began
to caress Jane, stroking her heavy breasts. She made no attenpt to pull herself away fromhim A
few nonents | ater, when the electric power returned, lighting up a single table-lanp lying on the
floor of the bal cony, she recogni zed Royal and settled herself across him

Hearing a noise fromthe kitchen, Royal |ooked round to see his wife sitting at the table
in her long gown, one hand on the electric coffee-percolator as it began to warm Royal put his
arnms around Jane and enbraced her with deliberate slowness, as if repeating for his wife's benefit
a slow notion playback. He knew that Anne could see them but she sat quietly at the kitchen
table, lighting a cigarette. During the sexual act that foll owed she watched them wi t hout
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speaki ng, as if she approved, not fromany fashi onable response to marital infidelity, but from
what Royal realized was a sense of tribal solidarity, a conplete deference to the clan |eader

10/ The Drai ned Lake

Soon after dawn the next norning, Robert Laing sat on his balcony on the 25th fl oor
eating a frugal breakfast and listening to the first sounds of activity in the apartnents around
him Already a few residents were leaving the building on their way to work, picking their way
through the debris underfoot towards their garbage-speckled cars. Several hundred people stil
| eft each day for their offices and studios, airports and auction-roons. Despite the scarcity of
wat er and heating, the nen and wonen were well dressed and grooned, their appearance giving no
hint of the events of the previous weeks. However, without realizing it, many of them would spend
much of their tine at their offices asleep at their desks.

Laing ate his slice of bread with nethodi cal slowness. Sitting there on the cracked
bal cony tiles, he felt like a poor pilgrimwho had set out on a hazardous vertical journey and was
performng a sinple but nmeani ngful ritual at a waysi de shrine.

The previous night had brought total chaos -- drunken parties, braws, the |ooting of
enpty apartnents and assaults on any isolated resident. Several nore floors were now i n darkness,
i ncluding the 22nd, where his sister Alice lived. Hardly anyone had sl ept. Amazingly, few people
showed any signs of fatigue, as if the econonmy of their lives was switching fromday to night.
Lai ng hal f-suspected that the insomia so many of his nei ghbours had suffered had been sone kind
of unconscious preparation for the enmergency ahead. He hinself felt alert and confident -- despite
the brui ses on his shoul ders and arns, he was physically in fine trim At eight o' clock he
intended to clean hinself up and | eave for the nmedical school

Lai ng had spent the early part of the night straightening Charlotte Melville's apartment,
whi ch had been ransacked by intruders while she and her snall son were sheltering with friends.
Later, he had hel ped to guard an el evator which his neighbours had seized for a few hours. Not
that they had gone anywhere -- having commandeered the el evator what mattered was to hold it for
an effective psychol ogical interval

The eveni ng had begun, as usual, with a party held by Paul Crosland, tel evision newsreader
and now cl an chief. Crosland had been del ayed at the studios, but his guests watched himdeliver
the nine-o'clock news, speaking in his fanmiliar, well-nodul ated voice about a rush-hour pile-up in
whi ch si x people had died. As his nei ghbours stood around the television set, Laing waited for
Crosland to refer to the equally cal amtous events taking place in the high-rise, the death of the
jeweller (nowtotally forgotten), and the division of the tenants into rival canps. Perhaps, at
the end of the newscast, he would add a special nmessage for his clan nenbers at that nmonent fixing
their drinks anong the plastic rubbish-sacks in his |iving-room

By the tine Crosland arrived, swerving into the apartment in his fleece-lined jacket and
boots |ike a returning bonmber pilot, everyone was drunk. Flushed and excited, El eanor Powel |
swayed up to Laing, pointing hilariously at himand accusing himof trying to break into her
apartnent. Everyone cheered this news, as if rape was a valuable and well-tried nmeans of bringing
cl an nmenbers together.

"Alowcrine-rate, doctor," she told himaniably, "is a sure sign of social deprivation."

Drinking steadily and wi thout any self-control, Laing felt the al cohol bolt through his
head. He knew that he was deliberately provoking hinself, repressing any reservations about the
good sense of people such as Crosland. On a practical level, being drunk was al nbst the only way
of getting close to El eanor Powel|l. Sober, she soon becane tiresonely maudlin, wandering about the
corridors in a vacant way as if she had |lost the key to her own mind. After a few cocktails she
was hyper-ani mated, and flicked on and off |like a confused TV nonitor revealing glinpses of
extraordi nary programes whi ch Laing could only understand when he was drunk hinsel f. Al though she
kept overruling everything he said, tripping over the plastic garbage-sacks under the bar, he held
her upright, excited by the play of her hands across his lapels. Not for the first tine Laing
reflected that he and his nei ghbours were eager for trouble as the nost effective nmeans of
enlarging their sex lives.
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Lai ng enptied the coffee-percol ator over the edge of the bal cony. A greasy spray hung
across the face of the building, the residue of the cascade of debris now heaved over the side
wi thout a care whether the wind would carry it into the apartnents bel ow. He carried his breakfast
tray into the kitchen. The continuing failure of the electricity supply had destroyed the food in
the refrigerator. Bottles of sour nmilk stood in a nould-infested |line. Rancid butter dripped
through the grilles. The snell of this rotting food was not without its appeal, but Laing opened a
pl astic sack and scooped everything into it. He slung the sack into the corridor, where it lay in
the dimlight with a score of others.

A group of his neighbours was arguing in the el evator |obby, voices raised. A mnor
confrontation was devel opi ng between them and the 28th-floor residents. Crosland was bell ow ng
aggressively into the enpty elevator shaft. Usually, at this early hour of the day, Laing would
have paid no attention to him Too often Crosland had no i dea what he was argui ng about --
confrontation was enough. Wthout his make-up, the expression of outrage on his face nmade Crosland
resenbl e an announcer tricked for the first tine into reading an item of bad news about hinself.

From t he shadows outside his door the orthodontic surgeon energed with studi ed casual ness.
Steele and his hard-faced wi fe had been standi ng anong the garbage-sacks for some tinme, keeping an
eye on everything. He sidled up to Laing and took his armin a gentle but conplex grip, the kind
of hold he mi ght have used for an unusual extraction. He pointed to the floors above.

"They want to seal the doors pernanently,"” he explained. "They're going to re-wire tw of
the elevator circuits so that they nove non-stop fromthe ground floor to the 28th."

"What about the rest of us?" Laing asked. "How do we | eave the buil di ng?"

"My dear Laing, | don't suppose they care very much about us. Their real intention is to
divide the building in half -- here, at the 25th floor. This is a key level for the electrica
services. By knocking out the three floors below us they will have a buffer zone separating the
top half of the building fromthe lower. Let's nake sure, doctor, that when this happens we are on
the right side of the buffers . "

He broke off as Laing's sister approached, carrying her electric coffee-pot. Wth a bow,

St eel e noved away through the shadows, his small feet stepping deftly anong the garbage sacks, the
centre parting of hair gleanming in the faint light. Laing watched himslide noiselessly into his
apartnent. No doubt Steele would pick his way with equal skill through the hazards ahead. He never
| eft the building now, Laing had noticed. Wiat had happened to that ruthless anbition? After the
battl es of the past weeks he was presunably banking on an i mm nent upsurge in the demand for
advanced surgery of the nouth.

As Laing greeted Alice he realized that she too woul d be excluded if the surgeon was
right, living in the darkness on the wong side of the dividing line with her al coholic husband.
She had come up ostensibly to plug her coffeepot into the power point in Laing s kitchen, but when
they entered the apartnment she left it absently on the hall table. She wal ked on to the bal cony
and stared into the norning air, as if glad to have the three extra floors beneath her

"How i s Charles?" Laing asked. "Is he at the office?"

"No . . . He's taken sone |eave. Ternminal, if you ask me. Wat about you? You shoul dn't
negl ect your students. At the present rate we're going to need every one of them"

"I"'mgoing in this norning. Wuld you like ne to have a | ook at Charles on ny way ?"

Alice ignored this offer. She grasped the handrail and began to rock herself l|ike a child.
"I't's peaceful up here. Robert, you've no idea what it's |like for nost people.”

Lai ng | aughed al oud, anused by Alice's notion that somehow he had been unaffected by
events in the high-rise -- the typical assunption of a martyred ol der sister forced during her
chil dhood to | ook after a nuch younger brother

"Come whenever you want to." Laing put his arm around her shoul ders, steadying her in case
she |l ost her balance. In the past he had always felt physically distanced fromAlice by her close
resenbl ance to their nother, but for reasons not entirely sexual this resenbl ance now aroused hi m
He wanted to touch her hips, place his hand over her breast. As if aware of this, she |eaned
passi vel y agai nst him

"Use ny kitchen this evening," Laing told her. "Fromwhat |'ve heard, everything is going
to be chaotic. You'll be safer here.”

"All right -- but your apartment is so dirty."

“I"lIl clean it for you."

Checking hinself, Laing | ooked down at his sister. Did she realize what was happeni ng?
Wthout intending to, they were arrangi ng an assignation

Al'l over the high-rise people were packing their bags, readying thenselves for short but
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significant journeys, a few floors up or down, laterally to the other end of a corridor. A covert
but nonet hel ess substantial novenent of marital partners was taking place. Charlotte Melville was
now i nvolved with a statistician on the 29th fl oor, and had al nost vacated her apartment. Laing
had wat ched her | eave w thout resentnent. Charlotte needed soneone who woul d bring out her
forceful ness and grit.

Thi nki ng about her, Laing felt a pang of regret that he hinmself had found no one. But
perhaps Alice would give himthe practical support he needed, w th her now unfashi onabl e
dedi cation to the donmestic virtues. Al though he disliked her shrewi sh manner, with its unhappy
rem nders of their nother, it gave himan undeni abl e sense of security.

Hol di ng her shoul ders, he | ooked up at the roof of the high-rise. It seenmed nonths since
he had | ast visited the observation deck, but for the first time he felt no urge to do so. He
woul d build his dwelling-place where he was, with this woman and in this cave in the cliff face.

When his sister had gone, Laing began to prepare for his visit to the nedical school
Sitting on the kitchen floor, he | ooked up at the unwashed plates and utensils stacked in the
sink. He was | eaning confortably against a plastic sack filled with rubbish. Seeing the kitchen
fromthis unfam liar perspective, he realized how derelict it had becone. The fl oor was strewn
with debris, scraps of food and enpty cans. To his surprise, Laing counted six garbage-sacks --
for sone reason he had assuned that there was only one.

Lai ng wi ped his hands on his dirt-stained trousers and shirt. Reclining against this soft
bed of his own waste, he felt Iike going to sleep. Wth an effort he roused hinmself. A continuous
decline had been taking place for sonme tinme, a steady erosion of standards that affected, not only
the apartment, but his own personal habits and hygi ene. To sone extent this was forced on him by
the intermittent water and electricity supply, the failure of the garbage-di sposal system But it
also reflected a falling interest in civilized conventions of any kind. None of his neighbours
cared what food they ate. Neither Laing nor his friends had prepared a decent nmeal for weeks, and
had reached the point where they opened a can at random whenever they felt hungry. By the sane
token, no one cared what they drank, interested only in getting drunk as quickly as possible and
bl unti ng whatever sensibilities were left to them Laing had not played one of his carefully built-
up library of records for weeks. Even his | anguage had begun to coarsen

He picked at the thick rins of dirt under his nails. This decline, both of hinself and his
surroundi ngs, was alnost to be welconed. In a way he was forcing hinmsel f down these steepening
gradi ents, |ike sonmeone descending into a forbidden valley. The dirt on his hands, his stale
cl ot hes and declining hygiene, his fading interest in food and drink, all helped to expose a nore
real version of hinself.

Laing listened to the intermttent noises fromthe refrigerator. The electricity had cone
on again, and the nachi ne was sucking current fromthe namins. Water began to trickle fromthe taps
as the punps started to work. Spurring hinself on with Alice's criticisnms, Laing wandered around
the apartment, doing what he could to straighten the furniture. But half an hour later, as he
carried a garbage-sack fromthe kitchen into the hallway, he suddenly stopped. He dropped the sack
on to the floor, realizing that he had achieved nothing -- all he was doing was rearrangi ng the
dirt.

Far nore inportant was the physical security of the apartnent, particularly while he was
away. Laing strode down the |ong bookcase in the sitting-room pulling his nmedical and scientific
t ext - books on to the floor. Section by section, he wenched out the shelving. He carried the

pl anks into the hall, and for the next hour noved around the apartnent, transfornming its open
interior into a hone-nmade bl ockhouse. All pieces of heavy furniture, the dining-table and a hand-
carved oak chest in his bedroom he pulled into the hall. Wth the arnthairs and desk he

constructed a solid barricade. When he was satisfied with this he noved his food supplies fromthe
kitchen into the bedroom His resources were neagre, but would keep himgoing for several days --
bags of rice, sugar and salt, cans of beef and pork, and a stale |oaf of bread.
Now that the air-conditioning had ceased, the roons soon becane stuffy. Recently Laing had
noticed a strong but not unpleasant snell, the characteristic odour of the apartment -- hinself.
Lai ng stripped off his grimy sports-shirt and washed hinself in the | ast water flow ng
fromthe shower. He shaved and put on a fresh shirt and suit. If he visited the nedical schoo
| ooking Iike a tranp he m ght give away to sone sharp-eyed col | eague what was actually going on in
the high-rise. He exanmined hinmself in the wardrobe mirror. The gaunt, white-skinned figure with a
brui sed forehead standing awkwardly in an over-large business suit |ooked totally unconvincing,
Ii ke a discharged convict in his release suit blinking at the unfam |iar daylight after a | ong
pri son-sent ence.
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After tightening the bolts on the front door, Laing |let hinself out of the apartnent.
Fortunately, leaving the high-rise was easier than noving around within it. Like an unofficia
subway service, one elevator still travelled by nmutual consent to and fromthe nmain entrance | obby
during office hours. However, the atnosphere of tension and hostility, the conplex of overlapping
i nternal sieges, was apparent everywhere. Barricades of |obby furniture and plastic sacks filled
wit h garbage bl ocked the entrances to individual floors. Not only the | obby and corridor walls,
but the ceilings and carpets were covered with slogans, a junble of coded signals that narked the
attacks of raiding parties fromfloors above and below. Laing had to restrain hinmself from

pencilling the nunmber of his own floor among the nunmerals, some three feet high, enblazoned across
the walls of the elevator car like the entries in a lunatic |edger. A nost everything possible had
been vandalized -- |obby mrrors fractured, pay-phones torn out, sofa upholstery slashed. The

degree of vandalismwas deliberately excessive, alnost as if it served a nore inportant secondary
role, disguising the calculated way in which the residents of the high-rise, by ripping out al
the phone lines, were cutting thenselves off fromthe outside world.

For a few hours each day a systemof informal truce routes opened like fracture |ines
t hroughout the building, but this period was becom ng progressively shorter. Residents noved
around the building in small groups, sharply on the | ook-out for any strangers. Each of them wore
his floor-level on his face |like a badge. During this brief armistice of four or five hours they
coul d nove about, contestants in a ritualized |adder-battle allowed between bouts to nount the
rungs of their pre-ordained ranks. Laing and his fell ow passengers waited as the car nade its sl ow
descent, frozen together like mannequins in a museumtableau -- "late twentieth-century high-rise
dwel | er™.

When they reached the ground floor Laing wal ked cautiously through the entrance, past the
shuttered nanager's office and the sacks of unsorted mail. He had not been to the nedical schoo
for days, and as he stepped through the glass doors he was struck inmediately by the cooler Iight
and air, like the harsh atnosphere of an alien planet. A sense of strangeness, far nore pal pable
than anything within the buil ding, extended around the apartnment block on all sides, reaching
across the concrete plazas and causeways of the devel opnent project.

Looki ng over his shoulder, as if naintaining a nental life-line to the building, Laing
wal ked across the parking-lot. Hundreds of broken bottles and cans |ay anong the cars. A health
engi neer fromthe central office of the project had called the previous day but left within half
an hour, satisfied that these signs of breakdown were no nore than teething troubles in the
buil di ng' s wast e-di sposal system As long as the residents made no formal conplaint, no action
woul d be taken. Laing was no | onger surprised by the way in which the residents, who only a few
weeks earlier had been united in their anger over the breakdown of the building s services, were

now just as united in assuring any outsiders that all was well -- partly out of a displaced pride
in the high-rise, but also out of a need to resolve the confrontati on between them wi t hout
interference, like rival gangs battling across a refuse tip who joined forces to expel any

i ntruder.

Lai ng reached the centre of the parking-lot, only two hundred yards fromthe nei ghbouring
high-rise, a sealed rectilinear planet whose gl assy face he could now see clearly. Alnost all the
new tenants had noved into their apartnents, duplicating to the last curtain fabric and di sh-
washer those in his own block, but this building seened renpte and threatening. Looking up at the
endl ess tiers of balconies, he felt uneasily like a visitor to a nal evol ent zoo, where terraces of
vertically nounted cages contained creatures of random and ferocious cruelty. A few people |eaned
on their railings and watched Lai ng without expression, and he had a sudden inmage of the two
thousand residents springing to their bal conies and hurling down at himanything to hand,

i nundati ng Laing beneath a pyranmid of wine bottles and ashtrays, deodorant aerosols and
contraceptive wallets.

Lai ng reached his car and | eaned agai nst the wi ndow pillar. He knew that he was testing
hi nsel f agai nst the excitements of the world outside, exposing hinself to its hidden dangers. For

all its present conflict, the high-rise represented safety and security. Feeling the warm
cellul ose of the window pillar against his shoul der, Laing renenbered the stale air in his
apartnment, tepid with the snmell of his own body. By conparison, the brilliant light reflected off

the chromumtrimof the hundreds of cars filled the air with knives.

He turned away fromhis car, and wal ked al ong the parking |lane that ran parallel to the
apartment buil ding. He was not ready yet to venture into the open air, face his coll eagues at the
medi cal school, catch up with the |ost student supervisions. Perhaps he would stay at hone that
afternoon and prepare his notes for his next |ecture.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/De...allard/J.%20G.%20Ballard%20-%20High%20Rise.txt (43 of 73) [2/4/2004 11:23:16 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/J%20G%20Bal | ard/J.%20G.%20Bal | ard%20-%20Hi gh%20Ri se.txt

He reached the edge of the ornanental |ake, a graceful oval two hundred yards in | ength,
and stepped down on to the concrete floor. Followi ng his shadow, he wal ked al ong the gently
sl oping | ake-bed. Wthin a few mnutes he was standing in the centre of the enpty |ake. The damp
concrete, like the surface of an enornous nmould, curved away on all sides, snoboth and bl and, but
in sone way as nenacing as the contours of sonme deep reductive psychosis. The absence of any kind
of rigid rectilinear structure summed up for Laing all the hazards of the world beyond the high-
rise.

Unable to stay there any | onger, he turned and strode swiftly towards the shore, clinbed
the bank and ran towards the apartnent buil ding between the dusty cars.

Wthin ten mnutes he had returned to his apartnment. After bolting the door, he clinbed
over his barricade and wandered around the hal f-enpty roons. As he inhaled the stale air he was
refreshed by his own odour, al nbst recogni zing parts of his body -- his feet and genitalia, the
medl ey of smells that issued fromhis nouth. He stripped off his clothes in the bedroom throw ng
his suit and tie into the bottomof the closet and putting on again his grimy sports-shirt and
trousers. He knew now that he would never again try to |l eave the high-rise. He was thinking about
Alice, and how he could bring her to his apartnent. In some way these powerful odours were beacons
that woul d draw her to him

11/ Puni tive Expeditions

By four o'clock that afternoon the [ast of the residents had returned to the high-rise.
From hi s bal cony Lai ng watched their cars appear on the approach roads and turn into their spaces
in the parking-lot. Briefcases in hand, the drivers nmade their way to the entrance | obbies. Laing
was relieved that all conversation ended when they neared the building. This civilized behaviour
in sone way unsettled him

Lai ng had rested during the afternoon, deciding to cal mhinself and gather his strength
for the night to cone. At intervals he clinbed over the barricade and peered into the corridor
hopi ng to catch sight of Steele. Laing' s concern for his sister, only three floors below with her
twilight husband, nmade himincreasingly restless. He needed an outbreak of violence to provide a
pretext to rescue her. If the plan to divide the building succeeded, he would be unlikely to see
her agai n.

Lai ng paced around the apartment, testing the primtive defensive preparations. Those
residents like hinself on the upper floors were nore vul nerable than they assuned, and night
easily find thenselves at the mercy of those on the lower levels. WIlder and his henchnen coul d
easily block the exits, destroy the electrical and water-supply inputs, and set fire to the upper
floors. Laing imagined the first flanmes clinbing through the el evator shafts and staircases,
floors collapsing as the terrified residents were driven to find refuge on the roof.

Unsettled by this lurid vision, Laing disconnected his stereo-speakers and added themto
the barricade of furniture and kitchen appliances. Records and cassettes |ay about underfoot, but
he ki cked them out of his way. At the base of his bedroom wardrobe he prised away the fl oorboards.
In this suitcase-sized cavity he hid away his cheque book and insurance policies, tax returns and
share certificates. Lastly, he forced in his nedical case with vials of norphine, antibiotics and
cardiac stinmulants. When he nailed the floorboards back into place he felt that he was sealing
away for ever the last residues of his previous life, and preparing hinself w thout reservation
for the new one to cone.

On the surface, the apartment buil ding remained quiet, but nmuch to Laing's relief the
first incidents broke out by the early evening. He waited in the | obby through the |ate afternoon
standi ng about with a group of his fellow residents. Perhaps, insanely, _nothing_ was going to
happen? Then a foreign-affairs analyst arrived with the news that there had been a fierce scuffle
over an elevator ten floors below Adrian Talbot, the |ikeable psychiatrist on the 27th floor, had
been drenched in urine as he clinbed the stairs to his apartnent. There was even a runour that a
40t h-fl oor apartnment had been vandalized. Such an act of provocation guaranteed themall a hot
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ni ght .

This was foll owed by a spate of reports that nmany residents had returned hone to find
their apartnments ransacked, furniture and kitchen equi pmrent damaged, electrical fittings torn out.
Qddl y enough, no food supplies had been touched, as if these acts of vandalismwere deliberately
random and neani ngl ess. Had the damage been inflicted by the owners thensel ves, w thout realizing
what they were doing, in an attenpt to bring about an increase in violence ?

These incidents continued as the evening settled over the apartnent building. Fromhis
bal cony Laing could see torch-beans flicking to and fro in the wi ndows of the eight blacked-out
floors below, as if signalling the preparations of a brutal blood-rite. Laing sat in the darkness
on the living-roomcarpet, his back against the reassuring bulk of the barricade. He was rel uctant
to switch on the lights, for fear -- absurdly, as he knew -- that an assailant mght attack him
fromthe air outside his balcony. Drinking steadily froma hip-flask of whisky, he watched the
early evening television progranmes. He turned down the sound, not out of boredomw th these
docunentaries and situation conmedi es, but because they were neani ngl ess. Even the conmmerci al s,
with their concern for the realities of everyday life, were transm ssions from anot her pl anet.
Squatting anong the plastic garbage-sacks, his furniture piled up behind him Laing studied these
| avi sh reconstructi ons of housew ves cleaning their inmmcul ate kitchens, deodorants spraying well -
grooned arnpits. Together they forned the elenents of a nysterious donestic universe

Cal m and unfrightened, Laing listened to the strident voices in the corridor. Thinking
about his sister, he wel coned these signs of the violence to come. Alice, always fastidious, would
probably be repelled by the derelict state of the apartnent, but it would do her good to find
sonmething to criticize. The sweat on Laing's body, |ike the plaque that coated his teeth,
surrounded himin an envel ope of dirt and body odour, but the stench gave hi m confidence, the
feeling that he had dominated the terrain with the products of his own body. Even the prospect
that the lavatory woul d soon be permanently bl ocked, sonething that had once filled himwith
polite dread, was now al nost inviting.

This decline in standards of hygi ene Laing shared with his neighbours. Emitted fromtheir
bodi es was a strong scent, the uni que signature of the high-rise. The absence of this odour was
what nost unsettled hi mabout the world outside the apartnent bl ock, though its nearest
approxi nati on was to be found in the dissecting-roomat the anatony school. A few days earlier
Lai ng had caught hinsel f hangi ng about his secretary's desk, trying to get close enough to her to
detect this reassuring snell. The startled girl had | ooked up to find Laing hovering over her like
a beachconber in rut.

Three fl oors above, a falling bottle burst across a bal cony. The glass fragnents spat away
like tracers through the darkness. A record-player by an open wi ndow was turned up to full vol une.
Huge fragments of anplified nusic boonmed into the night.

Laing clinbed around his barricade and unl ocked the door of his apartnent. In the el evator
| obby a group of his neighbours were manhandling a steel fire-door across the entrance to the
stairway. Five floors below, a raid was in progress. Laing and his fellow cl ansnen crowded agai nst
the fire-door, peering into the darkened stairwell. They could hear the el evator gear
reverberating as the car noved up and down, ferrying nore attackers to the fray. Rising fromthe
20th floor, as if froman execution pit, cane a wonan's scream

Waiting for Steele to appear and help them Laing was about to go in search of him But
the | obby and corridors were filled with running people, colliding into each other in the dark as
they fought their way back to their apartments on the floors above the 25th. The raiders had been
hurl ed back. Torch-beans swerved across the walls in a lunatic semaphore. Laing slipped in a pool
of grease and fell anong the swerving shadows. Behind him an excited worman stepped on his hand,
her heel cutting his wist.

For the next two hours a series of running battles took place in the corridors and
staircases, noving up and down the floors as the barricades were reassenbl ed and torn down again.
At m dnight, as he crouched in the el evator |obby behind the overturned fire-door, debating
whether to risk making a run for Alice's apartment, Laing saw Richard W/ der standing anong the
scattered steel chairs. In one hand he still held his cine-canera. Like a |arge aninmal pausing for
breath, he foll owed the huge projections of hinself cast upon the walls and ceiling, as if about
to leap on to the backs of his own shadows and ride themlike a troupe of beasts up the flues of
t he bui | di ng.

The confrontation subsided, nmoving away |ike a stormtowards the | ower floors. Laing and
hi s nei ghbours assenbled in Adrian Tal bot's apartnent. Here they sat on the |iving-room fl oor
anong the broken tables and the easy chairs with their slashed cushions. The torches at their feet
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formed a circle of light, shining on the bottles of whisky and vodka they shared together.

Armin a sling, the psychiatrist noved around his vandalized apartnment, trying to hang the
shattered picture-franes over the slogans aerosolled across his walls in the supermarket paint-
section's nost fashionable colours. Tal bot seened nore nunbed by the personal hostility in these
anti - honbsexual obscenities than by the whol esal e destruction of his apartnment, but in spite of
hi msel f Laing found them stinmulating. The lurid caricatures on the walls glimered in the torch-
light like the priapic figures drawn by cave-dwellers.

"At least they've left you alone," Tal bot said, crouching beside Laing. "I've obviously
been picked out as a scapegoat. This building must have been a power house of resentnents --
everyone's working off the nobst extraordinary backlog of infantile aggressions.”

"They' Il spend thensel ves."

"Perhaps. | had a bucket of urine thrown over ne this afternoon. Mich nore of that and
may take up a cudgel nyself. It's a nmistake to imagine that we're all noving towards a state of
happy primtivism The nodel here seens to be | ess the nobl e savage than our un-innocent post-
Freudi an selves, outraged by all that over-indulgent toilet-training, dedicated breast-feeding and
parental affection -- obviously a nore dangerous nmi x than anything our Victorian forebears had to
cope with. Qur nei ghbours had happy childhoods to a nan and still feel angry. Perhaps they resent
never having had a chance to beconme perverse . )

As they nursed their bruises and passed around the bottles, drinking steadily to build up
their courage, Laing listened to the talk of counter-attack and revenge. There was still no sign
of Steele. For sone reason Laing felt that he should have been there, a future | eader nore
inportant to themthan Crosland. In spite of his injuries, Laing felt exhilarated and confi dent,
eager to return to the fray. The darkness was reassuring, providing its own security, the natura
medi um of their life in the apartment building. He felt proud of having | earned how to nove around
the pitch-black corridors, never nore than three steps at a tine, how to pause and test the
dar kness, and even the right way of crossing his own apartnent, always keeping as close to the
floor as possible. He al nost resented the daylight which the follow ng norning would bring.

The true light of the high-rise was the netallic flash of the polaroid canmera, that
intermttent radiation which recorded a nonent of hoped-for violence for sone |ater voyeuristic
pl easure. \What depraved species of electric flora would spring to life fromthe garbage-strewn
carpets of the corridors in response to this new source of light? The floors were littered with
t he bl ackened negative strips, flakes falling fromthis internal sun

Muddl ed by al cohol and excitenent, Laing clanbered to his feet with his nei ghbours as they
set off like a crowd of drunken students, brawing with each other to keep up their courage. By
the tine they had descended three floors in the darkness Laing had |ost his bearings. They had
entered an encl ave of abandoned apartnents on the 22nd floor. They wandered around the deserted
roons, kicking in the faces of the television sets, breaking up the kitchen crockery.

Trying to clear his head before going to rescue his sister, Laing vonmted over a bal cony
rail. The threads of |um nous phlegmfell away across the face of the building. Leaning there in
the darkness, he listened to his neighbours noving along the corridor. Wien they had gone he would
be able to | ook for Alice.

Behind himthe electric lights cane on. Startled, Laing flinched agai nst the parapet,
expecting an intruder to attack him After a brief interval, the lights began to flicker
continuously like a fibrillating heart. Laing | ooked down at his griny clothes and vonit-stained
hands. The vandalized |iving-roomglimered around him the floor strewn with debris as if he had
woken on a battlefield.

In the bedrooma broken mirror lay on the bed, the pieces flickering like the fragnents of
anot her world trying unsuccessfully to reconstitute itself.

“Come in, Laing . " The familiar precise voice of the orthodontic surgeon called out to
him "There's sonething interesting here."

Steele was circling the roomwith a sword-stick in one hand. Now and then he feinted at
the floor in a teasing way, as if rehearsing a scene froma nel odrama. He beckoned Lai ng forward
into the stuttering light.

Lai ng cautiously approached the door, glad to see Steele at |ast but well aware of how
exposed he was to any passing whimof his. He assuned that Steele had trapped the apartnent's
owner, or a vagrant resident who had taken shelter here, but there was no one in the room Then,
foll owi ng the bl ade of the sword-stick, he saw that Steele had cornered a snall cat between the
|l egs of the dressing-table. Steele lunged forward, twirling a brocade curtain he had wenched from
the wi ndow, and whirled the terrified creature into the bathroom

"Wait, doctor!" The surgeon's voice was infused with a strangely cold gaiety, like an
erotic nmachine's. "Don't |eave yet "
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The lights continued to flicker with the harsh over-reality of an atrocity newsreel
Confused by his own response, Laing watched Steel e manipul ate the cat under the curtain. By some
ugly logic the dentist's pleasure in tornmenting the creature was doubl ed by the presence of a
squeam sh but fascinated witness. Laing stood in the bathroom doorway, hoping despite hinself that
the lights would not fail again. He waited as Steele calmy snothered the cat, destroying it under
the curtain as if carrying out a conplex resuscitati on under a hospital bl anket.

Pulling hinmself away at last, Laing |left w thout speaking. He nmoved carefully along the
darkened corridor, as the lights flickered fromthe doorways of ransacked apartments, from
overturned lanps Iying on the floor and tel evision screens brought back to a last internmittent
life. A faint nusic played sonmewhere around him An abandoned record turntable was spinning again.
In an enpty bedroom a cine-projector screened the |ast feet of a pornographic filmon to the wal
facing the bed.

When he reached Alice's apartnment Laing hesitated, uncertain how to explain his presence
But as his sister opened the door and beckoned himin he saw i medi ately that she had known he was
com ng. Two suitcases, already packed, stood in the living-room Alice walked to the door of her
bedroomfor the last tine. In the yellow, intermttent |ight Frobisher was slunped asleep on the
bed, a half-enpty case of whisky beside him

Alice took Laing's arm "You're late," she said reprovingly. "I've been waiting for
hours." As they left she made no attenpt to | ook back at her husband. Laing renenbered Alice and
hi rsel f at home years earlier, and how once they had slipped out of the drawi ng-roomin the sane
way as their nother |ay unconscious on the floor after injuring herself during a drinking bout.

The sounds of a mnor clash echoed up the stairwell as they made their way to the safety
of the darkness on the 25th floor. Fifteen floors, including Laing's own, were now pernanently
wit hout |ight.

Like a stormreluctant to end, recapitulating itself at intervals, the violence runbled on
t hroughout the night as Laing and his sister |ay awake together on the mattress in his bedroom

12/ Towards the Sunm t

Soon after two o' clock in the afternoon four days later, Richard Wlder returned fromhis
television station and drove into the parking-lot beside the high-rise. Reducing speed so that he
could relish to the full this moment of arrival, he sat back confortably behind the wheel and
| ooked up with a confident eye at the face of the apartnent building. Around himthe | ong ranks of
parked cars were covered with a thickening | ayer of dirt and cenent dust, blown across the open
pl azas of the devel opnent project fromthe road junction under construction behind the nedica
centre. Few cars now left the parking-lot, and there were al nost no free spaces, but WIder drove
up and down the access |anes, stopping at the end of each file and reversing back to his starting
poi nt .

Wl der fingered the freshly heal ed scar on his unshaven chin, relic of a vigorous corridor
battl e the previous night. Deliberately he reopened the wound, and gl anced with satisfaction at
the point of blood on his finger. He had driven fromthe television station at speed, as if trying
to emerge froman angry dream shouting and sounding the horn at other drivers in his way, cutting
up one-way streets. Now he felt calmand relaxed. The first sight of the line of five apartnent
bui | di ngs soothed himas usual, providing a context of reality absent fromthe studios.

Confident that he would find a free space, Wlder continued his patrol. Originally he had
parked, along with his neighbours on the lower floors, in the ranks along the perineter of the
par ki ng-1ot, but during the previous weeks he had been noving his car nearer to the building. \Wat
had begun as a harm ess piece of vanity -- an ironic joke at his own expense -- had soon taken on
a nore serious role, a visible index of his success or failure. After several weeks dedicated to
his ascent of the building he felt entitled to park in those files reserved for his new
nei ghbours. U tinmately he would reach the front rank. At the monent of his triunph, when he
climbed to the 40th floor, his car would join the line of expensive wecks nearest to the
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apart ment bl ock.

For several hours the previous night WIlder had reached the 20th floor and even, during
the few m nutes of an unexpected skirm sh, the 25th. By dawn he had been forced to retire from
this advance position to his present base canp, an apartnent on the 17th floor owned by a stage
manager at the television station, a forner drinking conpanion naned Hi |l man who had grudgi ngly
accepted this cuckoo in his nest. The occupation of a floor, in Wlder's strict sense of the term
meant nore than the casual seizure of an abandoned apartnment. Dozens of these were scattered
t hroughout the high-rise. WIlder had inposed on hinself a harder definition of ascent -- he had to
be accepted by his new nei ghbours as one of them the holder of a tenancy won by sonething other
than physical force. In short, he insisted that they need him-- when he thought about it, a
notion that nade himsnort.

He had reached the 20th floor as a result of one of the nmany denographic freaks that had
confused his progress through the building. During the running battles that had filled the night
he found hinself helping to barricade the damaged door of an apartnent on the 20th floor owned by
two wonen stock-nmarket analysts. After trying to brain himw th a chanpagne bottle as he pushed
his head through the broken panel, they had wel coned Wl der's easy-going offer to help -- he
del i berately was never nore calmthan at these nonents of crisis. In fact, the older of the twy, a
spirited blonde of thirty, had conplinented WIlder on being the only sane man she had net in the
high-rise. For his part, WIlder was glad to play a donestic role rather than the populist |eader
and Bonaparte of the elevator-|obby barricades, instructing an ill-trained mlitia of magazi ne
editors and finance conpany executives in howto storma defended staircase or capture a riva
el evator. Apart fromanything el se, the higher up the building he clinbed, the worse the physica
condition of the residents -- hours on the gymasi um exercycl es had equi pped them for no nore than
hours on the gymasi um exercycl es.

After hel ping the two wonmen, he spent the period before dawn drinking their w ne and
manoeuvring theminto maki ng the suggestion that he nove into their apartment. As usual, he
gestured grandly with his cine-canmera and told them about his television docunentary on the high-
rise, inviting themto appear on screen. But neither was particularly inpressed by the offer
Al t hough the |l ower-level tenants were keen to take part in the programme and vent their
gri evances, the people living on the upper floors had appeared on tel evision already, often nore
t han once, as professional experts on various current-affairs programes. "Television is for
wat chi ng, Wlder," one of the women told himfirmy, "not for appearing on."

Soon after dawn, the nenmbers of a women's raiding-party appeared. Their husbands and
conpani ons had either nmoved in with friends on other floors or exited fromtheir |lives altogether
The | eader of the pack, the elderly children' s-story witer, gazed balefully at WIder when he
of fered her the starring role in his docunentary. Taking the hint, WIder bowed out and returned
to his previously secure base, the Hillnans' apartnent on the 17th fl oor.

Thirty feet away, as W/ der drove around the parking-lot, determined to find a rank in
keeping with his new station, a bottle shattered across a car roof, vanishing in a brittle cloud-
burst. The bottle had been dropped froma hei ght, conceivably fromthe 40th floor. WI der sl owed
his car alnost to a halt, offering hinself as a target. He half expected to see the white-jacketed
figure of Anthony Royal standing in one of his nessianic poses on the parapet of his penthouse,
the white al satian at his heels.

During the past days he had caught several glinpses of the architect, standing high above
Wlder at the top of a staircase, disappearing in a commandeered el evator towards the fastnesses
of the top floors. Wthout any doubt, he was deliberately exposing hinself to Wlder, tenpting him
upwards. At times Royal seened to be uncannily aware of the confused image of his natural father
that hovered in the attics of Wlder's mnd, glinpsed always in the high windows of his nursery.
Had Royal set out to play this role, knowing that Wl der's confusions about his father would
deflect his resolve to clinb the building? WIlder drumed his heavy fists on the steering wheel.
Each ni ght he noved closer to Royal, a few steps nearer their ultimte confrontation.

Br oken gl ass crackl ed under his tyres, as if unzipping the treads. Directly ahead of
Wl der, in the front rank reserved for the top-floor residents, was a free space once occupi ed by
the dead jeweller's car. Wthout hesitating, W/Ider spun the wheel and steered into the open
space.

"Not before time . . ."

He sat back expansively, gazing with pleasure at the garbage-strewn wecks on either side.
The appearance of the space was a good omen. He took his time getting out of the car, and sl amed
the door aggressively. As he strode towards the entrance he felt like a well-to-do | andowner who
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had just bought himself a nountain.

In the entrance | obby a group of down-at-heel 1st-floor residents watched Wl der stride
past the elevators to the stairway. They were suspicious of his novenments around the building, his
changi ng all egi ances. During the day Wlder spent a few hours with Helen and his sons in the and
floor apartnent, trying to rally his increasingly withdrawmm wi fe. Sooner or |later he would have to
| eave her for ever. In the evenings, when he renewed his ascent of the high-rise, she would cone
alive a little, perhaps even speak to himabout his work at the television studios, referring to
programes on which he had worked years before. The previous night, as he prepared to |eave,
settling his sons and testing the | ocks on the doors, Helen had suddenly enbraced him as if
wanting himto stay. The nuscles of her thin face had noved through an irregul ar sequence of
trenors, like tunblers trying to fall into place

To Wlder's surprise, when he returned to the apartnent he found Helen in a state of high
excitement. He nade his way around the garbage-sacks and barricades of broken furniture that
bl ocked the corridor. Helen and a group of wives were celebrating a mnor triunph. The tired wonen
with their unruly children -- the civil war within the high-rise had made them as conbative as
their parents -- forned a wistful tenenent tableau

Two young wonen fromthe 7th floor, who had once worked as teachers in the junior school
had volunteered to reopen the classes. Fromtheir uneasy glances at the vigilante group of three
fathers -- a conputer-tinme sal esman, a sound nan and a travel -agency courier -- standing between
them and the door W/ der guessed that they were the victinms of a | ess than gentle abduction

As he prepared a neal fromthe last of the canned food, Helen sat at the kitchen table,
her white hands noving about |ike a pair of confused birds in a cage.

"I can barely believe it -- I'Il be free of the boys for an hour or two."

"Where are these classes being held ?"

"Here -- for thenext two nornings. It's the least | can do."

"But you won't be away fromthe boys at all. Well, anything's better than nothing/

Woul d she ever abandon the children? Wl der asked hinmself. It was all she thought about.
As he played with his sons he seriously considered taking themwith himon his clinb. He watched
Hel en making a nervous effort to tidy the apartnent. The |iving-room had been ransacked during a
raid. Wiile Helen and the boys sheltered in a neighbour's apartnment, nost of the furniture had
been broken, the kitchen kicked to a shanbles. Helen carried the wecked chairs fromthe dining-
room lining themup in front of WIlder's broken-backed desk. The tilting chairs | eaned agai nst
each other in a scarecrow parody of a children's classroom

W | der made no effort to help. He watched her thin arnms dragging at the furniture. At
times he al nost suspected that she was deliberately exhausting herself, and that the bruises on
her wists and knees were part of an el aborate system of conscious self-nutilation, an attenpt to
wi n back her husband -- each day when he returned home he half expected to find her in an invalid
chair, legs broken and trepan bandage around her shaven head, about to take the |ast desperate
step of | obotony.

Why did he keep coning back to her? His one anbition now was to get away from Hel en, and
overconme that need to return to the apartnent each afternoon and whatever threadbare links it
mai ntai ned with his own chil dhood. By |eaving Helen he woul d break away fromthe whol e system of
juvenile restraints he had been trying to shake off since his adol escence. Even his conpul sive
wonmani zi ng was part of the same attenpt to free hinself fromthe past, an attenpt that Hel en
brought to nothing by turning a blind eye. At |east, however, his affairs had prepared the ground
for his ascent of the high-rise, those literal handhol ds which would carry himon his clinb to the
roof over the supine bodies of the wonen he had known.

He found it difficult nowto feel nmuch involvenent with his wife's plight, or with her
nei ghbours and their narrow, defeated |lives. Already it was clear that the |lower floors were
doormed. Even their insistence on educating their children, the last reflex of any exploited group
before it sank into subm ssion, marked the end of their resistance. Hel en was even bei ng hel ped
now by the wonen's group fromthe 29th floor. During the noon armi stice the chil-dren's-story
writer and her mnions noved through the apartnent building, offering help to abandoned or
i sol ated wives, sisters of sinister charity.

Wl der went into his sons' bedroom G ad to see WIlder, they banged their enpty feeding-
bowls with their plastic machine-pistols. They were dressed in niniature paratroopers' canouflage
suits and tin helmets -- the wong outfit, Wlder reflected, in the Iight of what had been taking
place in the high-rise. The correct conbat costume was stockbroker's pin-stripe, briefcase and
hombur g.
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The boys were hungry. After calling to Helen he returned to the kitchen. Hel en was sl unped
on her knees in front of the electric cooker. The door was open, and W/ der had the sudden notion

that she was trying to hide her small body in the oven -- perhaps cook herself, the ultinate
sacrifice for her famly

"Helen . . ." He bent down, surprised by the slightness of her body, a collection of
sticks inside her pallid skin. "For heaven's sake, you're like . "

“It's all right . . . I'll have sonething later." She pulled herself away fromhim and

began to pick w thout thinking at the burnt fat on the oven fl oor. Looking down at her huddl ed at
his feet, Wlder realized that she had nonentarily fainted from hunger
Wl der let her subside against the cooker. He scanned the enpty shelves of the pantry.

"Stay here -- |I'll go up to the supernmarket and get you sonething to eat." Angry with her, he
snapped, "Wy didn't you tell me you were starving yoursel f?"
"Richard, |'ve nentioned it a hundred tines."

She watched himfromthe floor as he hunted in her purse for noney, sonething WIder had
found | ess and | ess use for recently. He had not even bothered to pay his | atest sal ary cheque
into his account. He picked up his cine-canera, making sure that the | ens shroud was in place. As
he | ooked back at Hel en he noticed that her eyes were surprisingly hard within her snmall face,
al rost as if she was anused by her husband's dependence on the fictions of this elaborate toy.

Locki ng the apartment door behind him W]Ider set off in search of food and water. During

the afternoon lull, one access route to the 10th-fl oor supermarket was still allowed the tenants
in the | ower section of the apartment building. Mst of the stairways were bl ocked by permanent
barricades -- living-roomfurniture, dining-tables and washi ng- machi nes pil ed hi gh between the

steps and ceilings. Mdre than a dozen of the twenty elevators were out of order. The renai nder
functioned intermttently, at the whim of any superior clan

In the | obby WIder peered cautiously up the enpty shafts. Sections of metal railing and
wat er pipes crisscrossed the shafts, inserted like stop indicators to prevent the cars noving up
or down, and al npst forned a staircase of their own.

The walls were covered with slogans and obscenities, lists of apartnents to be vandali zed
Iike an insane directory. By the stairwell doors a mlitary-style nessage in sober lettering
pointed to the one safe staircase to be used during the early afternoon, and the obligatory curfew
time, three o' clock.

Wl der raised his canera and stared at the nmessage through the viewfinder. The shot woul d
make a striking opening title sequence for the documentary on the high-rise. He was still aware of
the need to nake a visual record of what had happened within the apartnent buil ding, but the
resol ve had begun to fade. The decline of the apartnent building rem nded himof a slow notion
newsreel of a town in the Andes being carried down the nountain slopes to its death, the
i nhabitants still hanging out their washing in the disintegrating gardens, cooking in their
kitchens as the walls were pul verized around them

Twenty of the floors in the high-rise were now in darkness at night, and over a hundred
apartnents had been abandoned by their owners. The clan system which had once given a neasure of
security to the residents, had now | argely broken down, individual groups drifting into apathy or
paranoi a. Everywhere people were retreating into their apartnents, even into one room and
barricadi ng thensel ves away. At the 5th floor |anding WIder paused, surprised that there was no

one around. He waited by the | obby doors, listening for any suspicious sound. The tall figure of a
m ddl e- aged soci ol ogi st, garbage-pail in hand, emerged fromthe shadows and drifted |ike a ghost
al ong the refuse-strewn corridor

For all the building' s derelict state -- alnost no water was flowi ng, the air-conditioning
vents were bl ocked with garbage and excrenment, rails ripped off the staircase balustrades -- the

behavi our of the residents during the daylight hours for the nost part remained restrai ned. At the
7th-floor | anding WIlder stopped and relieved hinself against the steps. In a way he was surprised
by the sight of the urine running away between his feet. However, this was the mldest display of
crudity. During the brawls and running battles of the night he was aware that he took a distinct
and unguilty pleasure in urinating wherever he cared, defaecating in abandoned apartnents
regardl ess of the health hazards to hinself and his famly. The previ ous night he had enjoyed
pushing around a terrified woman who renonstrated with himfor relieving hinself on her bathroom
floor.

Nonet hel ess, W/ der wel coned and understood the night -- only in the darkness coul d one
beconme sufficiently obsessive, deliberately play on all one's repressed instincts. He wel coned
this forced conscription of the deviant strains in his character. Happily, this free and

file:///ID]|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/De...allard/J.%20G.%20Ballard%20-%20High%20Rise.txt (50 of 73) [2/4/2004 11:23:16 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/J%20G%20Bal | ard/J.%20G.%20Bal | ard%20-%20Hi gh%20Ri se.txt

degener at e behavi our became easier the higher he noved up the building, as if encouraged by the
secret logic of the high-rise.

The 10t h-fl oor concourse was deserted. W/l der pushed back the staircase doors with their

shattered gl ass and wal ked out on to the shopping mall. The bank had cl osed, along with the
hai rdressing salon and the |iquor store. The |ast supernmarket cashier -- the wife of a caneranan
on the 3rd floor -- sat stoically at her check-out point, presiding |ike a doomed Britannia over a

sea of debris. Wlder strolled around the enpty shelves. Rotting packs floated in the greasy water
at the bottom of the freezer cabinets. In the centre of the supermarket a pyram d of dog-biscuit
cartons had col | apsed across the aisle.

Wlder filled a basket with three of the cartons and half a dozen cans of cat-neat.

Toget her they woul d keep Hel en and the boys alive until he could break into an apartnment and raid
a food cache.

"There's nothing here but pet food," he told the cashier at the check-out. "Have you
st opped ordering?"

"There's no demand, " she told him She played absent-mindedly with an open wound on her
forehead. "Everyone nust have stocked up nonths ago.”

This was not true, Wlder reflected as he wal ked away towards the el evator |obby, |eaving
her al one on the huge concourse. As he knew full well, having broken into any nunber of
apartnments, few people had any reserve supplies whatever. It was as if they were no | onger giving
any thought to what they might need the next day.

Fifty feet away, beyond the overturned hair-driers |lying outside the salon, the el evator
indicator lights noved fromright to left. The last public elevator of the day was wi nding itself
up the building. Sonewhere between the 25th and 30th floors it would be brought to a halt at the
whi m of a | ook-out, narking the end of the nmid-day arnistice and the begi nnings of another night.

Wt hout thinking, WIder quickened his pace. He reached the doors as the el evator paused
at the 9th floor to discharge a passenger. At the last nonment, as it resumed its ascent, W] der
pressed the button.

In the few seconds that renmained before the doors opened he realized that he had al ready
deci ded to abandon Helen and his sons for good. Only one direction lay before him-- up. Like a
clinber resting a hundred feet fromthe sunmt, he had no option but to ascend.

The el evator doors opened. Sone fifteen passengers faced him standing rigidly together
i ke plastic mannequins. There was a fractional movenent of feet as a space was made for WI der.

Wl der hesitated, controlling his impulse to turn and run down the staircase to his
apartnent. The eyes of the passengers were fixed on him wary of his indecision and suspecting
that it mght conceal a ruse of sone kind.

As the doors began to close Wl der stepped forward into the elevator, the cine-canera
raised in front of him and began once again his ascent of the high-rise.

13/ Body Mar ki ngs

After a delay of twenty minutes, as irritating as a holdup at a provincial frontier post,
the el evator noved fromthe 16th to the 17th fl oor. Exhausted by the long wait, WIder stepped
through the doors into the | obby, |ooking for somewhere to throw away his cartons of pet food.
Cranmed toget her shoul der to shoul der, the returning cost-accountants and tel evision executives
held tightly to their briefcases, eyes averted fromeach other as they stared at the graffiti on
the walls of the car. The steel roof had been renoved, and the |ong shaft rose above their heads,
exposed to anyone with a missile casually to hand.

The three passengers who stepped out with Wl der vani shed anong the barricades that |ined
the dimy lit corridors. Wien Wl der reached the Hillnans' apartnent he found that the door was
securely bolted. There were no sounds of novenent fromw thin. Wlder tried without success to
force the | ock. Conceivably the H Il nmans had abandoned the apartment and taken shelter with
friends. Then he heard a faint scraping fromthe hall. Pressing his head to the door, he heard Ms
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Hllman renonstrating with herself in a thin voice as she pulled a heavy object across the fl oor.

After a prol onged tapping and negotiation, during which WIder was obliged to speak to her
in her owmn wheedling tone, he was admitted to the apartnent. A huge barricade of furniture, units
of kitchen equi pnent, books, clothes and table ornanents bl ocked the hallway, a mniature
muni ci pal dunp in its own right.

Hllman lay on a mattress in the bedroom H's head was bandaged in a torn eveni ng-dress
shirt, through which the blood had seeped on to the pillow. He raised his head as Wl der canme in
hi s hand searching for a section of balcony railing on the floor beside him Hillman had been one
of the first scapegoats to be selected and attacked -- his brusque and i ndependent nmanner made him
a natural target. During a raid on the next floor he had been hit on the head by a tel evision
award-wi nner's statuette as he tried to order his way up a defended staircase. W/l der had carried
hi m back to his apartnent and spent the night |ooking after him

Wth her husband out of commi ssion, Ms Hllnmn depended totally on Wl der, a dependence
that he hinmself in a way enjoyed. When Wl der was away she spent all her tine worrying about him
i ke an over-anxious nother fretting about a wayward child, though as soon as he arrived she
forgot who he was.

She tugged at Wlder's sleeve as he | ooked down at Hi |l man. She was nore concerned about
her barricade than her husband and his omi nous di sturbances of vision. Al nost everything novable
in the apartnent, however small, she had added to the barricade, at times threatening to entonb
them for good. Each night Wl der slept through the few hours before dawn slunped in an arnthair
partly enbedded in the barricade. He would hear her noving tirelessly around him adding a snal
pi ece of furniture she had found sonewhere, three books, a single granophone record, her jewellery
box. Once Wl der woke to find that she had incorporated part of his left leg. Oten it would take
himhalf an hour to dig his way out of the apartnent.

"What is it?" WIder asked her irritably. "Wat are you doing to ny arnP" She was peering
at the bag of dog-food, which Wlder, in the absence of any furniture, had been unable to put
down. For sone reason, he did not want it added to the barricade.

"I've been cleaning up for you,” she told himw th sone pride. "You wanted ne to, didn't
you ?"

"Of course . . ." WIlder gazed around the apartnent in a lordly way. In fact, he barely
noti ced any changes and, if anything, preferred the apartnent to be dirty.

"What's this?" She poked excitedly at the carton, jabbing himroguishly in the ribs as if
she had caught a small son with a secret present for her. "You' ve got a surprise!"”

"Leave it alone.” Roughly, WIder fended her away, alnobst knocking her off her feet. In a
way, he enjoyed these absurd rituals. They touched | evels of intinmacy that had never been possible
with Hel en. The higher up the building he noved the nore free he felt to play these ganes.

Ms Hillnman westled a pack of dog-biscuits out of the bag. Her small body was
surprisingly agile. She gazed at the overwei ght basset hound on the | abel. Both she and her
husband were as thin as scarecrows. Generously, WIder handed her a can of cat-neat.

"Soak the biscuits in gin -- | know you' ve got a bottle hidden sonewhere. It will do you
both good. "

"We'll get a dog!" When Wl der |looked irritated by this suggestion she sidled up to him
teasingly, pressing her hands agai nst his heavy chest. "A dog? Please, Dicky . . ."

Wlder tried to nove away from her, but the | ewd, wheedling tone and the pressure of her
fingers on his nipples unsettled him Their unexpected sexual expertise excited a hidden strain in
his character. H |l mn, the dress shirt around his head |ike a bl oody turban, was | ooking up
passively at them his face drained of all colour. Wth his visual disturbances, WIder reflected,
the enpty apartnment would seemto be filled with enbracing replicas of hinself and Ms Hillnman. He
pretended to accost her, out of curiosity running his hands over her buttocks, as small as appl es,
to see how the injured man would react. But Hillman gave no flicker of recognition. WIder stopped
stroking Ms Hi |l man when he saw that she was openly responding to him It was on other levels
that he wanted their relationship to devel op

"Di cky, | know why you cane to rescue ne . Ms Hillnman foll owed himaround the
barricade, still holding Wlder's arm "WII| you punish thenP"

This was anot her of their ganes. "Rescue" she visualized primarily in terns of making
"them -- that is, all the residents in the high-rise belowthe i7th floor -- eat hunble pie and
prostrate thenselves in an endless |line outside her front door.

"I''"l'l punish them" W] der reassured her. "All right?"

They were | eani ng against the barricade, Ms H Il man's sharp-chi nned face against his
chest. No nore ill-suited couple, WIder decided, could have been cast to play nock-nother and
nock-son. Noddi ng eagerly at the prospect of revenge, Ms Hillman reached into the barricade and
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pulled at a black netal pipe. As it emerged, WIlder saw that it was the barrel of a shotgun

Surprised, WIlder took the weapon from her hands. She was smiling encouragingly, as if
expecting Wlder to go out into the corridor at that very nmonment and shoot soneone dead. He broke
the breech. Two live shells were in place under the hamrers.

W der noved the weapon out of Ms Hillnan's reach. He realized that this was probably
only one of hundreds of simlar firearms in the high-rise -- sporting rifles, mlitary service
souvenirs, handbag pistols. But no one had fired a single shot, despite the epidem c of violence
W der knew perfectly well why. He hinself would never bring hinmself to fire this shotgun, even at
the point of death. There was an unspoken agreement anong the residents of the high-rise that
their confrontation would be resol ved by physical neans al one.

He jammed the shotgun back into the barricade and pushed Ms Hillman in the chest. "CGo
away, rescue yourself "

As she protested, half-playfully, half in earnest, he began to throw the dog-biscuits at
her, scattering them around the bare floor. W/Ider enjoyed abusing her. Deriding her in front of
her supi ne husband, he withheld the food fromher until she broke down and retreated to the
ki tchen. The eveni ng progressed happily. WIder becane nore and nore oafish as the darkness
settled over the high-rise, deliberately coarsening hinself |ike a delinquent youth fooling about
with a besotted headm stress.

Until two o'clock that norning, during a night intermttently disrupted by outbreaks of
violence, Wlder remained within the Hillnmans' apartnment on the 17th floor. The nmarked decline in
the nunber of incidents disturbed Wlder -- for his ascent of the building he relied on being able
to offer hinself as an aggressive street-fighter to one or another of the warring groups. However,
the open tribal conflicts of the previous week had now clearly ceased. Wth the breakdown of the
clan structure, the formal boundary and arnistice lines had dissolved, giving way to a series of
smal | encl aves, a cluster of three or four isolated apartnents. These were far nore difficult to
penetrate and exploit.

Sitting in the darkness on the floor of the sitting-roomwith Ms Hillman, their backs to
opposite walls, they listened to the nuted noises around them The residents of the high-rise were
like creatures in a darkened zoo lying together in surly quiet, now and then tearing at each other
in brief acts of ferocious violence.

The Hi |l mans' inmmedi ate nei ghbours, an insurance broker and his wife, two account
executives and a pharnacol ogi st, were listless and unorgani zed. Wl der had visited them severa
times, but found that appeals to self-advantage no | onger roused them In fact, only the nopst
bl at ant expressions of irrational hostility could galvanize their glazed m nds. Wlder's feigned
and unfeigned rages, his fantasies of revenge roused thembriefly fromtheir state of torpor

Thi s regrouping around nore radi cal and aggressive | eaders was taking place all over the
high-rise. In the hours after m dnight torches flared behind the barricades in the | obbies and
corridors, where enclaves of five or six residents squatted anong the plastic garbage sacks,
inciting each other |ike weddi ng guests maki ng thenmsel ves drunk in the know edge that they too
will soon be copulating freely anpbng the sweetneats.

At two o'clock Wlder left the Hillmans' apartnment and set about stirring up his
nei ghbours. The nen crouched together, clubs and spears in hand, hip-flasks of whisky pooled at
their feet. The torch-beans illum nated the garbage-sacks piled high around them a visible nmuseum
of their leavings. Wlder sat in the centre of the group, outlining his plans for another foraging
expedition to the floors above. Although they had eaten little for days, his neighbours were
reluctant to take part, fearful of the power of the residents above them Skilfully, WIder played
on their fantasies. Once again, as his imagi nary scapegoat, he selected the psychiatrist Adrian
Tal bot, whom he now accused of noblesting a child in a swi mm ng-pool changi ng cubicle. The untruth
of the accusation, which they all well knew, only served to reinforce it. However, before they
woul d nove they insisted that Wl der invent an even nore lurid crime, as if the inaginary nature
of Tal bot's sexual offences held the essence of their appeal. By the logic of the high-rise those
nmost i nnocent of any offence becane the nost guilty.

Shortly before dawn Wl der found hinself in an enpty apartnment on the 26th floor. Once
occupi ed by a wonman and her snall son, the apartnent had recently been abandoned, and no attenpt
had been nmade to padl ock the door fromthe outside. Tired after the night's ranpage, WI der wasted
no tine in breaking down the door. He had side-stepped his raiding party, leaving themto break up
Tal bot's apartnent for the tenth time. During these last minutes of darkness he would settle
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hinmself into an enpty apartment, and sleep through the |ong hours of daylight in time to resune
his ascent of the high-rise at dusk

W | der noved around the three roonms, satisfying hinself that no one was hiding in the
ki tchen or bathroom He wandered about in the darkness, kicking open the cupboards and knocki ng
any books or ornanments to the floor. Before |leaving, the owner had nade a half-hearted attenpt to
tidy the apartnent, packing away the child' s toys in a bedroom wardrobe. The sight of the freshly
swept floors and neatly furled curtains unsettled Wlder. He pulled the drawers on to the fl oor
heaved the mattresses off the beds, and urinated into the bath. His burly figure, trousers open to
expose his heavy genitalia, glared at himfromthe mrrors in the bedroom He was about to break
the glass, but the sight of his penis calmed him a white club hanging in the darkness. He woul d
have liked to dress it in sone way, perhaps with a hair-ribbon tied in a floral bow

Now that he was al one Wl der felt confident of his progress. H's hunger was overlaid by
his feelings of triunph at having clinbed nore than hal f-way up the high-rise. Fromthe w ndows
the ground bel ow was barely visible, part of a world he had | eft behind. Sonewhere above him
Ant hony Royal was strutting about with his white al satian, unaware that he would soon be in for a
surpri se.

At dawn the owner of the apartnent reappeared, and blundered into the kitchen where WI der
was resting. By now he had rel axed and was sitting confortably on the floor with his back agai nst
t he cooker, the remains of a nmeal scattered around him He had found the few cans of food, along
with two bottles of red wine, in their invariable hiding place, under the floorboards in the
bedr oom war drobe. As he broke open the cans he played with a battery-powered tape-recorder which
had been m xed up with the child' s toys. He recorded his grunts and bel ches, playing them back to
hinself. WIder was anused by the deft way in which he edited the tape, overlaying one set of
bel ches with a second and third, a skill that now resided entirely in his scarred fingers with
their cracked and bl ackened nail s.

The bottles of claret had nade hi mpleasantly drowsy. Snearing the red wi ne across his
broad chest, he gazed up amiably at the startled woman who stunbled into the kitchen and tri pped
across his |egs.

As she stared down at him one hand nervously to her throat, WIder renenbered that she
had once been called Charlotte Melville. The nane had now detached itself fromher, like an
athlete's tie-on nunmeral blown away in a gust of wind. He knew that he had often been in this
apartment, and this explained the vague famliarity of the child s toys and the furniture,
al t hough the chairs and sofa had been rearranged to conceal various hiding places.

"Wlder . . . ?" As if uncertain about the nane, Charlotte Melville pronounced it softly.
She had been sheltering during the night with her son in the apartnment of the statistician three
floors above with whom she had becone friendly. At the first light, when everything had settled
down, she had cone back intending to collect the last of her food reserves before abandoning the
apartnment for good. Swiftly conposing herself, she | ooked down critically at the burly man with
the exposed loins lying |like a savage anbng her wine bottles, his chest painted with red stri pes.
She felt no sense of |oss or outrage, but a fatalistic acceptance of the damage he had casually
inflicted on her apartnment, like the strong odour of his urine in the bathroom

He appeared to be half asleep, and she stepped slowy towards the door. W/ der reached out
with one hand and held her ankle. He sniled up at her blearily. dinbing to his feet, he circled
around her, the tape-recorder raised in one hand as if about to hit her with it. Instead he
switched it on and off, playing for her his selection of belches and grunts, obviously pleased
with this denonstration of his unexpected expertise. He steered her slowy around the apartnment as
she backed fromone roomto the next, listening to his edited nutterings.

The first tine he struck her, cuffing her to the bedroomfloor, he tried to record her
gasp, but the reel had jammed. He freed it carefully, bent down and sl apped her again, only
st oppi ng when he had recorded her now deliberate cries to his satisfaction. He enjoyed terrorizing
her, taping down her exaggerated but nonethel ess frightened gasps. During their clumsy sexual act
on the mattress in the child' s bedroomhe left the tape-recorder switched on beside themon the
floor and played back the sounds of this brief rape, editing together the noise of her tearing
cl ot hes and panting anger.

Later, bored with the woman and these ganmes with the tape-recorder, he hurled the nachine
into the corner. The sound of hinself speaking, however coarsely, introduced a discordant el enent.
He resented speaking to Charlotte or to anyone else, as if words introduced the wong set of
meani ngs into everything.

After she dressed they had breakfast together on the balcony, sitting at the table with an
i ncongruous old-world formality. Charlotte ate the scraps of canned neat she found on the kitchen
floor. Wlder finished the last of the claret, re-marking the red stripes across his chest. The
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rising sunlight warnmed his exposed loins, and he felt like a contented husband sitting with his
wife in a villa high on a nountainside. Naively, he wanted to explain to Charlotte his ascent of
the apartment building, and shyly pointed to the roof. But she failed to get the point. She
fastened her torn clothes around her strong body. Al though her nouth and throat were bruised, she
seemed unconcerned, watching Wl der with a passive expression

From the bal cony Wl der could see the roof of the high-rise, little nore than a dozen
floors above him The intoxication of living at this height was as pal pabl e as anything produced
by the wine bottle in his hand. Already he could see the |ine of huge birds perched on the
bal ustrades, no doubt waiting for himto arrive and take comrand.

Bel ow, on the 20th floor, a man was cooking over a fire on his bal cony, breaking up a
coffee table and feeding the legs to the clutch of snoul dering sticks on which a soup can was
bal anced.

A police car approached the perineter entrance. A few residents were |eaving for work at
this early hour, neatly dressed in suits and raincoats, briefcases in hand. The abandoned cars in
the access roads prevented the police fromreaching the main entrance to the building, and the
of ficers stepped out and spoke to the passing residents. Usually none of them would have replied
to an outsider, but now they gathered in a group around the two policenmen. Wl der wondered if they
were going to give the gane away, but although he could not hear them he was certain that he knew
what they were saying. Clearly they were pacifying the policenen, reassuring themthat everything
was in order, despite the garbage and broken bottles scattered around the buil di ng.

Deciding to test the defences of the apartnment before he went to sleep, WIder stepped
into the corridor. He stood outside the doorway, as the stale air noved past himto the open
bal cony. He relished the rich snells of the high-rise. Like their garbage, the excrenent of the
resi dents higher up the building had a nmarkedly different odour

Returning to the bal cony, he watched the police drive away in their car. O the twenty or
so residents who still left for work each norning, three had turned back, evidently unsettled by
the task of convincing the police that all was well. Wthout |ooking up, they scurried back to the
entrance | obby.

W der knew that they woul d never | eave again. The separation of the high-rise fromthe
world around it was now al nost conplete, and would probably coincide with his own arrival at the
sunmit. Soothed by this inmge, he sat down on the floor and | eaned against Charlotte Melville's
shoul der, falling asleep as she stroked the w ne-coloured stripes on his chest and shoul ders.

14/ Final Tri unph

At dusk, after he had strengthened the guard, Anthony Royal ordered the candles lit on the
dining-roomtable. Hands in the pockets of his dinner-jacket, he stood at the wi ndows of the
pent house apartment on the 40th floor and | ooked down across the concrete plazas of the
devel opnent project. Al the tenants who had earlier left for their offices had now parked their
cars and entered the building. Wth their safe arrival, Royal felt for the first time that he
could relax, like a captain eager to set sail seeing the last of his crew return from shore-|eave
in a foreign port. The evening had begun

Royal sat down in the high-backed oak chair at the head of the dining-table. The
candl elight flickered over the silver cutlery and gold plate, reflected in the silk facings of his
di nner-jacket. As usual he snmiled at the theatricality of this contrived setting, |ike a badly
rehearsed and under-financed tel evision commercial for a high-life product. It had started three
weeks earlier when he and Pangbourne had decided to dress for dinner each evening. Royal had
ordered the wonen to extend the dining-roomtable to its furthest length, so that he could sit
with his back to the high windows and the illum nated decks of the nearby buildings. Responding to
Royal , the wonen had brought candl es and silverware from secret caches, and served an el aborately
prepared meal . Their shadows swayed across the ceiling as if they were noving around the dining
chamber of a feudal chief. Sitting in his chair at the far end of the |ong table, Pangbourne had
been suitably inpressed.

O course, as the gynaecol ogist well knew, the charade was neaningless. A single step
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beyond the circle of candlelight the garbage-sacks were piled six-deep against the walls. Qutside,
the corridors and staircases were filled with broken furniture and barricades built from washing-
machi nes and freezer cabinets. The elevator shafts were the new garbage chutes. Not one of the
twenty elevators in the apartnment building now functioned, and the shafts were piled deep with
kitchen refuse and dead dogs. A fading senblance of civilized order still survived in the top
three floors, the last tribal unit in the high-rise. However, the one error that Royal and
Pangbour ne had nade was to assunme that there would al ways be sone kind of social organization

bel ow t hem whi ch they could exploit and master. They were now noving into a real mof no social
organi zation at all. The clans had broken down into small groups of killers, solitary hunters who
built man-traps in enpty apartnents or preyed on the unwary in deserted el evator | obbies.

Royal | ooked up fromthe polished table as one of the wonen wal ked into the room a silver
tray in her strong arns. Watching her, he renenbered that she was Ms W/|der. She wore one of
Anne's well-cut trouser-suits, and not for the first time Royal thought how easily this
intelligent woman had fitted into the upper levels of the high-rise. Two weeks earlier, when she
was found cowering with her sons in an enpty apartment on the 19th floor after WIder abandoned
her, she was totally exhausted, nunbed by hunger and indignation. Wether in quest of her husband,
or responding to some diminstinct, she had begun to clinb the building. The raiding party brought
her to the top floor. Pangbourne had wanted to throw out this anaem c and ranbling woman, but
Royal overrul ed him Sonmewhere below, WIlder was still naking his ascent of the high-rise, and his
wi fe mght one day be a val uabl e hostage. Led away, she joined the group of outcast w ves who
lived with their children in the next apartnent, earning their keep by working as house servants.

Wthin days Ms WIlder had regai ned her strength and sel f-confi dence. No | onger stunned
and st oop-shoul dered, she rem nded Royal of the serious and attractive w fe of an up-and-com ng
tel evision journalist who had arrived at the high-rise a year earlier

He noticed that she was clearing away Pangbourne's place setting, returning the inmmuacul ate
silverware to her tray.

"They seem cl ean enough," Royal told her. "I don't think Dr Pangbourne will notice." Wen
she ignored himand continued to renove the cutlery, Royal asked, "Have you heard fromhinP | take
it he won't be joining me this evening?"

"Or any evening. He's decided to decline in future.” Ms WIlder glanced across the table
at Royal, alnost as if she had felt a flicker of concern for him She added matter-of-factly, "I
shoul d be wary of Dr Pangbourne."

"I al ways have been."

"When a man |i ke Dr Pangbourne | oses his appetite for food it's reasonable to assune that
he has somet hing nmuch nore interesting between his teeth -- and nuch nore dangerous.”

Royal |istened to her cool advice without conment. He was not surprised that the dinners
had cone to an end. Both he and Pangbourne, anticipating the inevitable break-up of the last clan
within the apartnment building, had nowretired to their quarters at opposite ends of the roof,
each taking his wonen with him Pangbourne had noved into the penthouse once owned by the dead
jewel ler. Strangely enough, Royal reflected, they would soon be back where they had begun, each
tenant isolated within his own apartnent.

Somet hi ng warned himto dispense with this neal but he waited for Ms Wlder to serve him
Havi ng survived so far, nothing that the gynaecol ogi st could do would put himoff his stride.
During the past nmonths alnost all traces of his accident had vani shed, and Royal felt stronger and
nore confident than ever before. He had won his attenpt to dominate the high-rise, and anply
proved his right to rule this huge building, even though at the cost of his marriage. As for the
new soci al order that he had hoped to see energe, he knew now that his original vision of a high-
rise aviary had been closer to the truth than he guessed. Wthout knowing it, he had constructed a
gigantic vertical zoo, its hundreds of cages stacked above each other. Al the events of the past
few nmont hs made sense if one realized that these brilliant and exotic creatures had |earned to
open the doors.

Royal sat back as Ms Wlder served him Since his own kitchen | acked any equi prment, al
his meals were prepared in the apartment next door. Ms WIder reappeared with her tray, stepping
over the garbage-sacks that lined the hallway -- for all their descent into barbarism the
residents of the high-rise remained faithful to their origins and continued to generate a vast
amount of refuse.

As usual, the main course consisted of a piece of roast neat. Royal never asked about the
source of the nmeat -- dog, presumably. The wonen had the supply situation well in hand. Ms WIder
stood beside him gazing into the night air as Royal tasted the heavily spiced dish. Like a well-
trai ned housekeeper, she was waiting for Royal to give some indication of approval, though she
never seened concerned by either praise or criticism She spoke in a flat voice unlike the
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ani mat ed tone she used with Anne and the other wonen. In fact, Ms WIlder spent nore tine with his
wi fe than Royal did hinself. Six wonen |lived together in the adjacent apartnent, ostensibly so
that they could be nore easily protected froma surprise attack. Sonetinmes Royal would visit Anne,
but there was sonething daunti ng about the closely knit group of women, sitting on their beds
surrounded by the garbage-sacks, together |ooking after the Wl der children. Their eyes woul d
watch himas he hesitated in the door, waiting for himto go away. Even Anne had w thdrawn from
him partly out of fear of Royal, but also because she realized that he no | onger needed her. At
|ast, after all the nonths of trying to maintain her superior status, Anne had decided to join her
fell ow residents.

"CGood -- it's excellent again. Wait . . . before you go." Royal put down his fork
Casual Iy, he asked, "Have you heard anything of hinf? Perhaps soneone has seen hin®?"
Ms WI der shook her head, bored by this roundabout questioning. "Who . . . ?"

"Your husband -- Richard, | think he was called. WIlder ."

Ms WIlder stared down at Royal, shaking her head as if not recognizing him Royal was
certain that she had not only forgotten the identity of her husband, but of all nen, including
hinmself. To test this, he placed his hand on her thigh, feeling the strong nuscle. Ms WIder
stood passively with her tray, unaware of Royal fondling her, partly because she had been nol ested
by so many nen during the past nonths, but al so because the sexual assault itself had ceased to
have any neani ng. When Royal slipped two of his fingers into her natal cleft she reacted, not by
pushi ng his hand away, but by noving it to her waist and lightly holding it there as she would the
strayi ng hands of her children

Wien she had gone, taking the portion of meat which Royal always |left for her, he sat back
at the long table. He was glad to see her go. Wthout asking him Ms WIlder had | aundered his
white jacket, washing out the bl oodstains which Royal at one tinme had worn so proudly and which
had given him not nerely his sense of authority, but his whole unstated role within the high-
rise.

Had she done this deliberately, knowing that it would enascul ate hin? Royal could stil
remenber the period of endless parties, when the apartnment building had been lit up like a drunken
liner. Royal had played the role of feudal chief to the hilt, presiding each evening over the
council meetings held in his drawing-room As they sat together in the candlelight, these
neur osur geons, seni or acadenics and stockbrokers displayed all the talents for intrigue and
survival exercised by years of service in industry, conmerce and university life. For all the
formal vocabul ary of agendas and mi nutes, proposed and seconded notions, the verbal paraphernalia
bequeat hed by a hundred comittee neetings, these were in effect tribal conferences. Here they
di scussed the latest ruses for obtaining food and wonen, for defending the upper floors against
mar auders, their plans for alliance and betrayal. Now the new order had energed, in which all life
within the high-rise revolved around three obsessions -- security, food and sex.

Leaving the table, Royal picked up a silver candlestick and carried it to the wi ndow. Al
the lights in the high-rise were out. Two floors, the 40th and the 37th, were left with electric
current, but they remained unlit. The darkness was nore conforting, a place where real illusions
m ght flourish.

Forty floors below, a car turned into the parking-lot and threaded its way through the
maze of access lanes to its place two hundred yards fromthe building. The driver, wearing a
flying-jacket and heavy boots, stepped out and hurried head-down towards the entrance. Roya
guessed that this unknown nan was probably the last resident to | eave the building and set off for
his office. Wioever he was, he had found a route to and fromhis apartnent.

Somewhere on the roof, a dog whinpered. Far below, fromthe nouth of an apartnent twenty
storeys down the cliff face, there was a brief isolated scream-- whether of pain, lust or rage no
|l onger mattered. Royal waited, his heart starting to race. A nonent |later there was a second
scream a neaningless wail. These cries were the expressions of totally abstracted envotions,
detached fromthe context of events around them

Royal waited, expecting one of his retinue to enter and informhimof the probable reasons
for these di sturbances. Apart fromthe wonmen in the next apartnent, several of the younger male
residents -- a gallery owner fromthe 39th floor, and a successful hairdresser fromthe 38th --
usual ly | ounged about in the corridor anbng the garbage-sacks, |eaning on their spears and keeping
an eye on the staircase barricades.

Pi cking up his chrom um cane, Royal left the dining-room a single candle in its silver
stick lighting his way. As he stunbled over the black plastic bags he wondered why they had never
heaved them over the side. Presumably they held this rubbish to thenselves |ess fromfear of
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attracting the attention of the outside world than froma need to cling to their own, surround
thensel ves with the nucil age of unfinished nmeals, bl oody bandage scraps, broken bottles that once
held the wine that nmade themdrunk, all faintly visible through the sem -opaque pl astic.

Hi s apartnent was enpty, the high-ceilinged roons deserted. Cautiously, Royal stepped into
the corridor. The guard-post by the barricades was unnanned, and no |ights gl eanmed through the
doorway of the adjacent apartnent where the wonen lived. Surprised by the absence of light from
the usual ly busy kitchen, Royal wal ked through the darkened hallway. He kicked aside a child's toy
and rai sed the candl estick above his head, trying to pick out any sl eeping human figures in the
surroundi ng roons.

Qpen suitcases lay on the mattresses that covered the fl oor of the master-bedroom Roya
stood in the doorway, a nedl ey of scents crowding around himin the darkness, brilliant wakes |eft
behi nd them by these fleeing women. Hesitating for a nmonment, he reached into the roomand switched
on the Iight.

The instant electric glow, so unfamliar after the wavering candl elight and tw tching
torch-beans, shone down on the six mattresses in the room Half-packed suitcases |lay on top of
each other, as if the wonen had left at a nmonent's notice, or at sone prearranged signal. Mst of
their clothes had been | eft behind, and he recogni zed the trouser-suit which Ms WIlder had worn
to serve his dinner. The racks of Anne's dresses and suits hung in the wardrobes |like a store
di spl ay.

The even light, as dead as a tine exposure in a police photograph recording a crine, |ay
across these torn mattresses and di scarded clothes, the wine-stains on the walls and the forgotten
cosnetics on the floor at his feet.

As Royal stared down at them he could hear a faint hooting noise fromthe darkened
corridor, noving away fromhimas if enmtted by these escaping wonen. This series of whoops and
nasal grunts he had been listening to for days, trying w thout success to repress themfromhis
mnd. Switching off the light, he seized his cane firmy in both hands and | eft the apartnent.

St andi ng outside the door, he listened to the distant sounds, al nost an el ectronic parody
of a child s crying. They noved through the apartnments at the far end of the floor, netallic and
renote, the sounds of the beasts of his private zoo.

15/ The Evening's Entertai nnent

The eveni ng deepened, and the apartnment building withdrew into the darkness. As usual at
this hour, the high-rise was silent, as if everyone in the huge buil ding was passing through a
border zone. On the roof the dogs whinpered to thensel ves. Royal blew out the candles in the
di ni ng-room and nmade his way up the steps to the penthouse. Reflecting the distant lights of the
nei ghbouring high-rises, the chromium shafts of the callisthenics machi ne seened to nove up and
down like colums of mercury, a conplex device recording the shifting psychol ogical |evels of the
resi dents below. As Royal stepped on to the roof the darkness was lit by the white forms of
hundreds of birds. Their wings flared in the dark air as they struggled to find a perch on the
crowded el evat or heads and bal ustrades.

Royal waited until they surrounded him steering their beaks away fromhis legs with his
stick. He felt hinmself beconing calmagain. If the wonen and the other nmenbers of his dw ndling
entourage had decided to | eave him so much the better. Here in the darkness anmong the birds,
listening to them swoop and cry, the dogs whinpering in the children's scul pture-garden, he felt
nmost at hone. He was convinced nore than ever that the birds were attracted here by his own
presence.

Royal scattered the birds out of his way and pushed back the gates of the scul pture-
garden. As they recognized him the dogs began to whine and strain, pulling against their |eads.
These retrievers, poodl es and dachshunds were all that remmi ned of the hundred or so animals who
had once lived in the upper floors of the high-rise. They were kept here as a strategic food
reserve, but Royal had seen to it that few of them had been eaten. The dogs forned his persona
hunti ng pack, to be kept until the final confrontation when he would | ead them down into the
bui l di ng, and throw open the wi ndows of the barricaded apartnents to admt the birds.
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The dogs pulled at his legs, their | eads entangled around the play-scul ptures. Even
Royal 's favourite, the white al satian, was restless and on edge. Royal tried to settle it, running
hi s hands over the | um nous but still bl oodstained coat. The dog butted hi m nervously, knocking
hi m back across the enpty food-pails.

As Royal regained his bal ance, he heard the sound of voices surging up the centra
stairway a hundred feet behind him Lights approached through the darkness, a procession of
el ectric torches held at shoul der height. The beans of |ight cut through the night air, scattering
the birds into the sky. A portable casette player booned out its music over the clicking of dunb-
bells. As Royal paused behind an el evator head, a group of his top-floor neighbours erupted on to
the roof. Led by Pangbourne, they spread in a | oose circle across the observation deck, ready to
celebrate a recent triunph. Wthout Royal's approval or foreknow edge, a raid had taken place on
the floors bel ow

The gynaecol ogi st was in high excitement, waving the |last stragglers up the staircase like
a denented courier. Fromhis nouth cane a series of peculiar whoops and cries, barely articul ated
grunts that sounded |ike some Neanderthal mating call but, in fact, were Pangbourne's rendering of
the recorded birth-cries anal ysed by his computer. These eerie and unsettling noi ses Royal had
been forced to listen to for weeks as nenbers of his entourage took up the refrain. A few days
earlier he had finally banned the making of these noises altogether -- sitting in the penthouse
and trying to think about the birds, it unnerved himto hear the wonen in the kitchen next door
emtting these clicks and grunts. However, Pangbourne held regular sessions in his own quarters at
the opposite end of the roof, where he would play through his library of recorded birth-cries for
the benefit of the women crouching in a hushed circle on the floor around him Together they
m m cked these weird noises, an oral enblem of Pang-bourne's grow ng authority.

Now t hey had left Royal, and were giving full vent to everything they had | earned, hooting
and growing like a troupe of denented nothers-to-be invoking their infants' birth-traunas.

Waiting for the right noment to nake his entrance, Royal heeled the al satian behind a
tattered awning that | eaned against the el evator head. For once he was glad that he was wearing
his tuxedo -- the white safari-jacket would have stood out like a flane.

Two "guests' had been picked up, a cost-accountant fromthe 32nd floor with a bandaged
head, and a myopi c neteorol ogist fromthe 27th. The woman carrying the cassette player, he noted
calmy, was his wife Anne. Sloppily dressed, her hair in a ness, she lolled agai nst Pang-bourne's
shoul der and then wandered about in the circle of torch-l1ight like a nmoody trollop, brandishing
the cassette player at the two prisoners.

"Ladies . . . please, now There's nore to conme." Pang-bourne cal ned the wonen, his slim
fingers like brittle sticks in the confused light. The portable bar was lifted upright. A table
and two chairs were set beside it, and the guests uneasily took their seats. The cost-account ant
was trying to straighten the unravelling bandage around his head, as if frightened that he m ght
be called upon to play blind man's buff. The meteorol ogi st squinted shortsightedly into the
torchlight, hoping to recogni ze sonmeone anong those takingpart in this revel. Royal knew everyone
present, his neighbours of the past year, and could al nost believe that he was attendi ng one of
the many cocktail parties held on the roof that sumer. At the same tine he felt that he was
wat chi ng the opening act of a stylized opera or ballet, in which a restaurant is reduced to a
single table and the doonmed hero is taunted by a chorus of waiters, before being despatched to his
deat h.

The hosts at this party had been drinking |long before their two guests arrived. The
jeweller's widowin the long fur coat, Anne with her cassette player, Jane Sheridan waving a
cocktail shaker, all were lurching about as if to some deranged nmusic only Royal was unable to
hear .

Pangbourne called for quiet again. "Now -- keep our guests anused. They're | ooking bored
What are we playing tonight?"

A nedl ey of suggestions was shouted out.

"Gang Pl ank!"

"Flyi ng School, doctor!"

"Moon Wal k!'"

Pangbourne turned to his guests. "I rather like Flying School . . . Did you know we've
been running a flying school here? No -- ?"

"We've decided to offer you sone free | essons,"” Anne Royal told them

"One free lesson," Pangbourne corrected. Everyone sniggered at this. "But that's al
you'll need. Isn't it, Anne?"

"It's a remarkably effective course.”

"Solo first time, in fact."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/De...allard/J.%20G.%20Ballard%20-%20High%20Rise.txt (59 of 73) [2/4/2004 11:23:16 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/J%20G%20Bal | ard/J.%20G.%20Bal | ard%20-%20Hi gh%20Ri se.txt

Al ready, led by the jeweller's w dow, they were dragging the injured accountant towards
t he bal ustrade, everyone tripping over the bl oodstai ned bandage unw appi ng around his head. A pair
of tattered papier-maché wings, part of a child' s angel costume, were fastened to the victims
back. The grunting and hooting began agai n.

Dragging the reluctant alsatian after him Royal stepped into view Involved in their
i mm nent execution, no one noticed him As casually as he could nuster, he called out, "Pangbourne

I Dr Pangbourne . . . I’

The noi se sl ackened. Torch-beans flicked through the darkness, whipping across Royal's
sil k-1apelled dinner-jacket, fixing on the white alsatian trying to escape between his feet.

"Flying School! Flying School!" The sullen chant was taken up. Looking down at this unruly
gang, Royal could al nost believe that he was surrounded by a crowd of semi-literate children. The
zoo had rebell ed against its keeper.

Hearing Royal's voice, the gynaecol ogist turned fromhis prisoner, whose bandage he had
expertly refastened. W ping his hands, he strolled across the roof, alnost mimcking Royal's
casual saunter. But his eyes were exam ning Royal's face with a wholly professional curiosity, as
if he had already decided that its expression of firmdeterm nation could be readjusted by cutting
a m ni mum nunber of nerves and nuscl es.

The chant rose into the air. The torch-beans beat rhythmically across the darkness,
striking Royal's face. He waited patiently for the clanour to subside. As Anne broke away fromthe
crowd and ran forward he raised the chrom um cane, ready to strike her. She stopped in front of
him smirking as she fluffed up her long skirt in a provocative gesture. Suddenly she turned the
cassette player to full volume and thrust it into his face. A gabble of birth-cries filled the
air.

" Royal " the jeweller's wi dow shouted warningly. "Here's Wlder!"

Startled by the nane, Royal flinched back, thrashing at the darkness with the chroni um
cane. The torch-beans swerved around him the shadows of the overturned chairs swi nging across the
concrete roof. Expecting Wlder to lunge at himfrom behind, he stunbled across the awning and
entangl ed hinmself in the dog's | ead.

He heard | aughter behind him Controlling hinself with an effort, he turned to face
Pangbour ne again. But the gynaecol ogi st was wal ki ng away, | ooking back at himw thout hostility.
He waved to Royal with a quick novenent of his hand, as if flicking a dart at him disnissing him
for ever. The torches swung away from Royal, and everyone returned to the nore serious business of
tormenting the two guests.

Royal watched fromthe darkness as they argued over the prisoners. The confrontation with
Pangbourne was over -- or, nore exactly, had never taken place. A sinple ruse had unnnerved him
leaving himwith the uncertainty of whether or not he really feared Wlder. He had been
hum liated, but in a sense this was only just. The gynaecol ogi st was the man for their hour. No
zoo woul d survive for long with Pangbourne as its keeper, but he woul d provide a node of violence
and cruelty that would keep alive in others the will to survive.

Let the psychotics take over. They al one understood what was happening. Holding to the
al sati an, Royal let the dog drag himaway towards the safety of the darkness near the scul pture-
garden. The white forns of the birds were massed together on every | edge and parapet. Roya
listened to the whinpering dogs. He had no neans now of feeding them The glass doors of the
pent house reflected the swerving birds, |like the casenents of a secret pavilion. He would cl ose
down his apartnment, block the staircase and retreat to the penthouse, perhaps taking Ms W] der
with himas his servant. Here he would preside over the high-rise, taking up his last tenancy in
t he sky.

He unl ocked the gate of the scul pture-garden and noved t hrough the darkness anong the
statues, releasing the dogs. One by one they scranbled away, until only Royal and the birds were
left.

16/ A Happy Arrangenent
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An uncertain scene, Robert Laing decided. He could no |longer trust his senses. A curious
light, grey and hum d but at the sane tine narbled by a faint interior lumnosity, hung over the
apartment. As he stood anmong the garbage-sacks in the kitchen, trying to coax a few drops of water
fromthe tap, he peered over his shoulder at the dull fog that stretched like a curtain across the
sitting-room alnost an extension of his own mnd. Not for the first tinme he was unsure what tine
of day it was. How | ong had he been up ? Laing vaguely renenbered sl eeping on the tartan rug that
lay on the kitchen floor, his head pillowed on a garbage-sack between the table | egs. He had been
wander i ng about the bedroom where his sister Alice |ay asleep, but whether he had woken five
m nutes ago or the previous day Laing had no neans of telling.

He shook his watch, picking at the fractured dial with a grimy finger-nail. The watch had
stopped during a scuffle in the 25th fl oor | obby several days earlier. Al though he had forgotten
the exact nmonent, the hands of this broken watch contained the one point of finite tine left to
him like a fossil cast on to a beach, crystallizing -for ever a brief sequence of events within a
vani shed ocean. However, it barely mattered now what time it was -- anything rather than night,
when it was too terrifying to do nore than shelter in the apartnment, crouching behind his
di | api dated barri cade.

Laing turned the cold water tap on and off, listening to the faintly changing tone. At
rare intervals, perhaps for a single mnute during the day, a green, algae-stained liquid fl owed
fromthe tap. These small colums of water, nmoving up and down the huge system of pipes that ran
t hroughout the building, announced their arrivals and departures with faint changes of note.
Listening to this rempte and conpl ex nmusic had sharpened Laing's ears, a sensitivity that extended
to al nost any kind of sound within the building. By contrast his sight, dulled by being used
chiefly at night, presented himw th an increasingly opaque world.

Littl e novenent took place within the high-rise. As Laing often reninded hinsel f, al nost
everything that could happen had al ready taken place. He left the kitchen and squeezed hinsel f
into the narrow ni che between the front door and the barricade. He placed his right ear to the

soundi ng panel of the wooden door. Fromthe minute reverberations he could tell instantly if a
mar auder was novi ng through the abandoned apartnents nearby. During the brief period each
af t ernoon when he and Steele energed fromtheir apartnents -- a token renenbrance of that tine

when people had actually left the building -- they would take turns standing with their hands
pressed against the netal walls of an elevator shaft, feeling the vibrations transnitted to their
bodi es, picking up a sudden novenent fifteen floors above or below. Crouched on the staircase with
their fingers on the metal rails, they listened to the secret murmurs of the building, the distant
spasnms of violence that comruni cated thensel ves |ike bursts of radiation from another universe.
The high-rise quivered with these trenors, sinister trickles of sound as a wounded tenant craw ed
up a stairway, a trap closed around a wild dog, an unwary prey went down before a club

Today, however, befitting this tinmeless zone with its uncertain light, there was no sound
at all. Laing returned to the kitchen and listened to the water-pipes, part of a huge acoustic
system operated by thousands of stops, this dying nusical instrument they had once all played
toget her. But everything was quiet. The residents of the high-rise remai ned where they were,
hi di ng behind the barricades in their apartnents, conserving what was |left of their sanity and
preparing thenselves for the night. By now what violence there was had becone totally stylized,
spasns of cold and random aggression. In a sense life in the high-rise had begun to resenble the

world outside -- there were the sane ruthl essness and aggression concealed within a set of polite
conventi ons.
Still uncertain how long he had been awake, or what he had been doing half an hour

earlier, Laing sat down anong the enpty bottles and refuse on the kitchen floor. He gazed up at
the derelict washing-nmachine and refrigerator, now only used as garbage-bins. He found it hard to
remenber what their original function had been. To sonme extent they had taken on a new
significance, a role that he had yet to understand. Even the run-down nature of the high-rise was
a nmodel of the world into which the future was carrying them a |andscape beyond technol ogy where
everything was either derelict or, nore amnbiguously, reconbined in unexpected but nore neani ngfu
ways. Laing pondered this -- sometimes he found it difficult not to believe that they were living
in a future that had already taken place, and was now exhaust ed.

Squatting beside his dried-up water-hole Iike a desert nonad with all the tine in the
world, Laing waited patiently for the taps to flow He picked at the dirt on the backs of his
hands. Despite his tranmp-1i ke appearance he di sm ssed the notion of using the water to wash. The
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hi gh-ri se stank. None of the |avatories or garbage-di sposal chutes _were_ working, and a faint
spray of urine hung over the face of the building, drifting across the tiers of bal conies.
Overlaying this characteristic odour, however, was a far nore anbiguous snell, putrid and sweet,
that tended to hover around enpty apartnents, and which Laing chose not to investigate too

cl osely.

For all its inconveniences, Laing was satisfied with life in the high-rise. Now that so
many of the residents were out of the way he felt able to relax, nore in charge of hinself and
ready to nove forward and explore his life. How and where exactly, he had not yet decided.

H s real concern was with his sister. Alice had fallen ill with a non-specific malaise,
and spent her tinme lying on the mattress in Laing' s bedroomor wandering hal f-naked around the
apartment, her body shuddering |like an oversensitive seisnograph at inmperceptible trenors that
shook the building. Wen Laing drumred on the waste-pi pe below the sink, sending a hollow drone
t hrough the enpty pipe, Alice called out fromthe bedroomin her thin voice.

Laing went in to see her, picking his way anong the piles of kindling he had nade from
chopped-up furniture. He enjoyed cutting up the chairs and tables.

Alice pointed to himwith a stick-like hand. "The noise -- you're signalling again to
soneone. Who is it now?"

"No one, Alice. W do you think we know?"

"Those people on the lower floors. The ones you like."

Lai ng stood beside her, uncertain whether to sit on the mattress. H s sister's face was as
greasy as a wax lenon. Trying to focus on him her tired eyes drifted about in her head |ike | ost
fish. It crossed his mnd briefly that she m ght be dying -- during the past tw days they had
eaten no nore than a few fillets of canned snoked sal non, which he had found under the fl oorboards
in an enpty apartnent. lronically, the standard of cuisine in the apartment building had begun to
rise during these days of its greatest decline, as nore and nore delicacies cane to |ight.

However, food was a secondary natter, and Alice was very nuch alive in other ways. Laing
enj oyed her wheedling criticisms of him as he tried to satisfy her pointless whins. Al this was
a ganme, but he relished the role of over-dutiful servant dedicated to a waspish mstress, a
devot ed neni al whose chief satisfaction was a total |ack of appreciation and the endl ess
recitation of his faults. In many ways, in fact, his relationship with Alice recapitul ated that
which his wife had unthinkingly tried to create, hitting by accident on the one possible source of
har mony between them and which Laing had rejected at the tine. Wthin the high-rise, he
reflected, his marriage woul d have succeeded triunphantly.

"I"'mtrying to find some water, Alice. You d |like a little tea?"

"The kettle smells."

“I'"1l wash it for you. You nustn't becone dehydrated."

She nodded grudgi ngly. "Wat's been happeni ng?"

"Nothing . . . It's already happened." A ripe but not unpleasant snell rose fromAlice's
body. "Everything is starting to get back to normal."

"What about Alan -- you said you'd |ook for him"

"I"'mafraid he's gone." Laing disliked these references to Alice's husband. They
i ntroduced a discordant note. "I found your apartnent but it's enpty now "

Alice turned her head away, indicating that she had seen enough of her brother. Laing bent
down and gat hered together the kindling she had scattered on the floor beside the mattress. These
di ni ng-room chair-legs, well inpregnated with glue and varnish, would burn briskly. Laing had
| ooted the chairs fromAdrian Tal bot's apartnment after the psychiatrist's di sappearance. He was
grateful for this reproduction Hepplewhite -- the conventional tastes of the m ddle-fl oor
resi dents had served themwell. By contrast, those on the | ower levels found thenselves with a
clutter of once-fashionable chrom um tubing and undressed | eather, useless for anything but
sitting on.

Al'l cooki ng was now done over fires which the residents Iit for thenselves on their
bal conies, or in the artificial fireplaces. Laing carried the sticks on to the balcony. As he
squatted there he realized that he had nothing to cook. The secret cache of cans he had | ong ago
been obliged to surrender to the orthodontic surgeon next door. In fact, Laing's position was
secure thanks only to the norphi ne anpoul es he had conceal ed.

Al'though Steele frightened himwith his unpredictable cruelties, Laing had attached
hinself to himout of necessity. So many people had gone, or dropped out of the struggle
al together. Had they deserted the high-rise for the world outside? Laing was sure that they had
not. In a sense he depended on the uncertainties of his relationship with the dentist, follow ng
his murderous swings |ike a condemmed prisoner in love with a noody jailer. During the previous
weeks Steel e's behavi our had become frightening. The deliberately nindl ess assaults on anyone
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found al one or unprotected, the infantile smearing of blood on the walls of enpty apartnents --
all these Laing watched uneasily. Since his w fe's di sappearance Steel e had been as tautly strung
as the huge crossbows which he constructed from piano wire and nounted in the | obbies and
corridors, their vicious arrows fashioned fromthe shafts of golf-clubs. At the sanme tine,
however, Steele remained strangely calm as if pursuing sonme unknown quest.

Steele slept in the afternoon, giving Laing a chance to prospect for water. As he picked
up the kettle he heard Alice call out to him but when he returned to her she had al ready
forgotten what she wanted.

She held out her hands to him Usually Laing would have rubbed them for her, trying to
kindle a little warnth in them but out of some kind of peculiar loyalty to the dentist he nmade no
effort to help Alice. This petty show of call ousness, his declining personal hygi ene, and even his
deli berate neglect of his health, were elenents in a system he nade no attenpt to change. For
weeks all he had been able to think about were the next raid, the next apartnent to be ransacked,
the next tenant to be beaten up. He enjoyed watching Steele at work, obsessed with these
expressions of nindless violence. Each one brought thema step closer to the ultinmate goal of the
high-rise, a real mwhere their nost deviant inmpulses were free at last to exercise thenselves in
any way they wi shed. At this point physical violence would cease at | ast.

Laing waited for Alice to subside into half-consciousness. Looking after his sister was
taking up nore of his energy than he could afford. If she was dying there was little he could do,
apart fromgiving her a term nal gram of norphine and hiding her body before Steele could nutilate
it. Dressing up corpses and setting themin grotesque tabl eaux was a favourite pastinme of the
dentist's. His imagination, repressed by all the years of reconstructing his patients' nouths,
came alive particularly when he was playing with the dead. The previous day Laing had bl undered
into an apartnment and found himpainting a bizarre cosnetic nask on the face of a dead account-
executive, dressing the body Iike an overbl own drag-queen in a volum nous silk nightdress. G ven
time, and a continuing supply of subjects, the dentist would repopu-late the entire high-rise.

Carrying the kettle, Laing let hinmself out of the apartment. The sanme dimlight, pearled
by a faint interior glow, filled the corridor and el evator | obby, a masma secreted by the high-
rise itself, distillation of all its dead concrete. The walls were spattered with bl ood,
overlaying the aerosolled graffiti like the tachist explosions in the paintings that filled the
top-floor apartnents. Broken furniture and unravelled recording tape |ay anong the garbage-sacks
pi |l ed agai nst the walls.

Laing's feet crackled anong the pol aroid negatives scattered about the corridor floor
each recording a long-forgotten act of violence. As he paused, wary of attracting the attention of
a watching predator, the staircase doors opened and a nan in a flying-jacket and fleece-lined
boots entered the | obby.

Wat chi ng Paul Crosland stride purposefully across the debris-strewn carpet, Laing realized
that the tel evision announcer had just returned, as he did every day, fromreading the [unch-tine
news bulletin at the television station. Crosland was the only person to | eave the high-rise,
mai ntaining a last tenuous link with the outside world. Even Steel e side-stepped himdiscreetly. A
few people still watched himread the news on their battery-powered sets, crouching anong the
gar bage- sacks behind their barricades, perhaps still hoping that even now Crosland m ght suddenly
depart fromhis set text and blurt out to the world at |arge what was happening within the high-
rise.

I nside the staircase Laing had set up a dog trap, using a tropical npsquito-net he had
lifted froman anthropol ogi st's apartnent three floors above. A plague of dogs had descended the
buil ding fromtheir breeding grounds on the upper floors. Laing had no hopes of catching the
| arger dogs in the spring-loaded contraption, but a dachshund or pekinese mi ght becone entangl ed
in the nylon mesh.

The staircase was unguarded. Taking a chance, Laing nade his way down the steps to the
floor below. The | obby was bl ocked by a barricade of furniture, and he turned into the corridor
that served the ten apartnments in the northern wi ng of the buil ding.

Three doors al ong, he entered an abandoned apartnent. The roons were enpty, the furniture
and fittings long since stripped away. In the kitchen Laing tried the taps. Wth his sheath-knife
he cut the hoses of the washing-machi ne and di shwasher, collecting a cupful of nmetallic water. In
t he bat hroom t he naked body of an elderly tax-specialist lay on the tiled floor. Wthout thinking,
Lai ng stepped over him He wandered around the apartnent, picking up an enpty whi sky decanter on
the floor. A faint odour of malt whisky clung to it, an al nbst intoxicating nostal gia.

Lai ng noved to the next apartnent, also abandoned and gutted. In a bedroom he noticed that
the carpet covered a small circular depression. Suspecting a secret food cache, he rolled back the
carpet, and found that a manhol e had been drilled through the wooden fl oorboards and concrete deck

file:///ID]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/De...allard/J.%620G.%20Ballard%20-%20High%20Rise.txt (63 of 73) [2/4/2004 11:23:16 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/J%20G%20Bal | ard/J.%20G.%20Bal | ard%20-%20Hi gh%20Ri se.txt

to the apartnent bel ow.

After sealing the door, Laing lay down on the floor and peered into the room beneath. A
circular glass table, by a mracle still intact, reflected his blood-spattered shirt and bearded
face, staring up fromwhat seenmed to be the bottomof a deep well. Beside the table were two
overturned arnchairs. The bal cony doors were closed, and curtains hung on either side of the
wi ndows. Looking down at this placid scene, Laing felt that he had accidentally been given a
glinpse into a parallel world, where the laws of the high-rise were suspended, a nagical domain
where these huge buil di ngs were furni shed and decorated but never occupi ed.

On an inpul se, Laing eased his thin |l egs through the nanhole. He sat on the | edge and
swung hinself down into the room below. Standing on the glass table, he surveyed the apartnent.
Hard experience told himthat he was not alone -- sonewhere a niniature bell was ringing. A faint
scratching came fromthe bedroom as if a small aninmal was trying to escape from a paper sack

Lai ng pushed back the bedroom door. A red-haired wonan in her md-thirties lay fully
dressed on the bed, playing with a persian cat. The creature wore a velvet collar and bell, and
its lead was attached to the wonan's bl oodied wist. The cat vigorously licked at the bl oodstains
on its coat, and then seized the woman's wist and gnawed at the thin flesh, trying to reopen a
wound.

The wonman, whom Lai ng vaguely recogni zed as El eanor Powell, made no effort to stop the cat
fromdining off her flesh. Her serious face, with its blue cyanosed hue, was inclined over the cat
like that of a tolerant parent watching a child at play.

Her left hand lay across the silk bedspread, touching a pencil and reporter's note-pad.
Facing her, at the foot of the bed, were four television sets. They were tuned to different
stations, but three of the screens were blank. On the fourth, a battery-powered set, the out-of-
focus picture of a horse-race was being projected soundl essly.

Uninterested in her review ng, Eleanor teased her bloodied wist into the cat's nmouth. The
creature was ravenous, tearing excitedly at the flesh around the knuckle. Laing tried to pull the
cat away, but El eanor jerked at the lead, urging it back on to her wound.

"I'"'m keeping her alive,” she told Laing reprovingly. The cat's attentions brought a serene
smle to her face. She raised her |eft hand. "Doctor, you may suckle nmy other wist . . . Poor
man, you | ook thin enough."”

Laing listened to the sounds of the cat's teeth. The apartnment was silent, and the noise
of his own excited breathing was magnified to an uncanny extent. Wuld he soon be the | ast person
alive in the high-rise? He thought of hinself in this enornous building, free to roamits floors
and concrete galleries, toclinb its silent elevator shafts, to sit by hinself in turn on every
one of its thousand bal conies. This dream |onged for since his arrival at the high-rise, suddenly
unnerved him alnost as if, at last alone here, he had heard footsteps in the next roomand cone
face to face with hinself.

He turned up the volune of the television set. A racetrack conmentator's voice energed
fromthe speaker, a gabble of names that sounded like a denmented inventory, a list of unrel ated
objects being recruited to repopulate the high-rise in an energency transfusion of identity.

"What -- ? Where's the programe?" El eanor raised her head, peering disjointedly at the
television set. Her |eft hand scrabbled around for the dictation pad and pencil. "Wat's he
sayi ng?"

Laing slipped his arms under her. He intended to carry her, but her thin body was
surprisingly heavy. He was weaker than he had thought. "Can you wal k? I'lIl come back later for the
set."

She shrugged vaguel y, swayi ng against Laing |like a drunk in a bar accepting a dubious
proposition froman old acquai ntance. Sitting beside himon the edge of the bed, she | eaned an arm
on his shoulder, inspecting himwi th a shrewd eye. She tapped Lai ng aggressively on the arm "Al
right. First thing, though, find sone batteries."

"Of course." Her show of wlful ness was pleasantly encouragi ng. As she watched fromthe
bed he pulled a suitcase fromthe wardrobe and began to fill it with her clothes.

So Lai ng took El eanor Powell| and her portable television set back to his apartnent. He
arranged her on a nattress in the living-room and spent his days hunting the abandoned apartnents
for food, water and batteries. The reappearance of television in his |life convinced Laing that
everything in the high-rise was becomi ng normal again. Wen Steele noved on to the richer pastures
above, Laing declined his offer to join him Already Laing had decided to separate hinself and his
two wonen from everyone el se. He needed to be alone with Alice and El eanor, to be as aggressive
and self-reliant, as passive and subm ssive as he wished. He had little idea at this early stage
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of what role he would play with these two wonen, but whatever he chose he woul d have to play out
within his own walls.

Lai ng knew that he was far happier now than ever before, despite all the hazards of his
life, the likelihood that he would die at any tine from hunger or assault. He was satisfied by his

self-reliance, his ability to cope with the tasks of survival -- foraging, keeping his wits about
him guarding his two womren from any marauder who might want to use them for simlar purposes.
Above all, he was pleased with his good sense in giving rein to those inpulses that involved him

with El eanor and his sister, perversities created by the linmtless possibilities of the high-rise.

17/ The Lakesi de Pavilion

As if nervous of disturbing the interior of the apartnent building, the norning sun
explored the hal f-shuttered skylight of the 40th-floor stairwell, slipped between the broken panes
and fell obliquely down the steps. Shivering in the cold air five floors below, R chard WI der
wat ched the sunlight approach him He sat on the steps, |eaning against a dining-roomtable which
formed part of a mmssive barricade blocking the staircase. After crouching here all night, WIder
was frozen. The higher up the building he noved, the colder it becane, and at times he had been
tenpted to retreat to the floors bel ow. He | ooked down at the animal crouching beside him-- a
bl ack poodl e, he guessed it had once been -- envying its shaggy coat. Hi s own body was al nost
naked, and he rubbed at the lipstick sneared across his chest and shoulders, trying to insulate
hinself with this sweet grease.

The dog's eyes were fixed on the |anding above. Its ears pricked as it detected the
sounds, inaudible to Wl der, of sonmeone noving behind the barricade. During their ten days
together the two had fornmed a successful hunting team and W/l der was reluctant to urge the dog to
attack before it was ready.

The t hreadbare remains of Wlder's trousers, cut away at the knees, were stained with
bl ood and wi ne. A ragged beard covered his heavy face, partly concealing an open wound on his jaw
He | ooked derelict and exhausted, but in fact his body was as strongly nuscled as ever. Hi s broad
chest was covered with a hatchwork of painted lines, a vivid display that spread across his
shoul ders and back. At intervals he inspected the design, which he had painted the previous
afternoon with a lipstick he had found in an abandoned apartnment. Wat had begun as a dri nk-
fuddl ed gane had soon taken on a serious ritual character. The markings, apart from frightening
the few ot her people he nmight come across, gave hima potent sense of identity. As well, they
cel ebrated his long and now virtually successful ascent of the high-rise. Deternmined to | ook his
best when he finally stepped on to the roof, Wlder licked his scarred fingers, massagi ng hi nsel f
with one hand and freshening up his design with the other.

He held the dog's leash in a strong grip and watched the |anding ten steps above him The

sun, continuing its | aboured descent of the stairwell, at |ast reached him and began to warm his
skin. W/l der |ooked up at the skylight sixty feet above his head. The rectangle of white sky
became nore and nore unreal as it drew closer, like the artificial ceiling of a filmset.

The dog quivered, edging its paws forwards. Only a few yards fromthem sonmeone was
strai ghtening part of the barricade. Wlder waited patiently, noving the dog up one step. For all
the savage-like ferocity of his appearance, W/l der's behaviour was a nodel of restraint. Having
cone this far, he had no intention of being caught unawares. He peered through a crack in the
di ni ng-tabl e. Behind the barricade soneone pulled back a small mahogany witing-desk that served
as a conceal ed door. Through this gap appeared an al nost bald wonman of about seventy. Her tough
face peered into the stairwell. After a wary pause, she stepped through the gap to the | anding
rail, a chanpagne bucket in one hand. She was dressed in the remmants of an expensive evening
gown, which exposed the nottled white skin of her nuscular arns and shoul ders.

W der watched her with respect. He had tangled with these crones nore than once, and was
wel | aware that they were capable of a surprising turn of speed. Wthout noving, he waited as she
| eaned over the landing rail and enptied the slops fromthe chanpagne bucket. The cold grease
spattered Wl der and the dog, but neither made any response. W/lder carefully w ped the cinecanera
lying on the step beside him Its |enses had been fractured during the skirn shes and assaults

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/De...allard/J.%20G.%20Ballard%20-%20High%20Rise.txt (65 of 73) [2/4/2004 11:23:16 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/J%20G%20Bal | ard/J.%20G.%20Bal | ard%20-%20Hi gh%20Ri se.txt

that had brought himto the roof of the high-rise, but the canera's role was now whol |y
emblematic. He felt the same identification with the canera that he did with the dog. However, for
all his affection and loyalty towards the animal, the dog would soon be |eaving him-- they would
both be present at a celebratory di nner when they reached the roof, he reflected with a touch of
gal | ows- hurmour, but the poodle would be in the pot.

Thi nking of this supper to cone -- his first decent neal for weeks -- WIlder watched the
ol d womman nuttering about. He w ped his beard, and cautiously raised hinself fromhis knees. He
pull ed the dog's lead, a length of electric cord, and hissed between his broken teeth.

As if on cue, the dog whinpered. It stood up, shivering, and clinbed two steps. In ful
view of the old woman it crouched down and began to whine plaintively. The old wonan retreated
swiftly behind her barricade. Wthin seconds a heavy carving-knife naterialized in her hand. Her
canny eyes peered down at the dog cringing on the steps below her. As it rolled on to its side and
exposed its loins her eyes were riveted on its fleshy stonach and shoul ders.

As the dog whi npered again, WIder watched from behind the dining-table. This nonent never
failed to amuse him In fact, the higher he clinbed the building, the greater its potential for
hunour. He still held the lead, which trailed behind the dog down the steps, but was careful to
| eave it | oose. The old woman, unable to take her eyes off the dog, stepped through the gap in the
barri cade. She whistled through the gap in her false teeth, and beckoned the dog forward.

"Poor pet. You're lost, aren't you, beauty? Cone on, up here . "

Barely able to contain his glee at the spectacle of this bal d-headed crone fawning wth
exagger at ed pat hos over the dog, W/Ider |eaned against the table, |aughing soundlessly to hinself.
At any monent she would be in for a shock, his heavy boot on her neck

Behi nd the barricade a second figure appeared. A young wonman of about thirty, probably the
daughter, peered over the old woman's shoul der. Her suede jacket was unbuttoned to reveal a pair
of grinmy breasts, but her hair was el aborately wound into a mass of rollers, as if she were
preparing parts of her body for sone formal gala to which the rest of herself had not been
i nvited.

The two wonen stared down at the dog, their faces expressionless. As the daughter waited
with the carving-knife the nother edged down the steps. Miuttering reassuringly, she patted the
poodl e on the head and bent down to take the | ead.

As her strong fingers closed around the cord Wlder |eapt forward. The dog sprang to life,
hurled itself up the steps and sank its teeth into the old wonman's arm Wth surprising agility,
she darted through the gap in the barricade, the dog clanped to her arm Barely in time, WIder
foll owed her, Kicking back the witing-desk before the daughter could lock it into place. He
dragged the poodle fromthe old woman's bl oodi ed arm seized her by the neck and flung her
si deways across a stack of cardboard cartons. She lay there stunned, |ike a dishevelled duchess
surprised to find herself drunk at a ball. As W/l der turned away, westling with the dog, the
daughter ran towards him She had thrown the carving-knife aside. In one hand she held her hair
curlers, in the other a silver handbag pistol. WIder sidestepped out of her way, knocked the
pi stol from her hand and cl ubbed her backwards across the barricade.

As the two wonen sat panting on the floor, WIder |ooked down at the pistol at his feet,
little nore than a child's bright toy. He picked it up and began to i nspect his new domain. He was
standing in the entrance to the 35th-fl oor sw mm ng-pool. The tank of foetid water, filled with
debris, reflected the garbage-sacks heaped around the tiled verge. A snmall den had been built
inside a stationary elevator in the | obby. Beside a burnt-out fire an elderly man -- a forner tax-
consultant, WIlder seened to recall -- lay asleep, apparently unaware of the spasm of viol ence
that had taken place. A chimey flue, fashioned fromtwo |engths of bal cony drai nage pipe, exited
over his head through the roof of the el evator

Still holding the pistol, WIlder watched the two wonen. The nother sat anong the cardboard
cartons, matter-of-factly bandaging her armwith a strip torn fromher silk dress. The daughter
squatted on the floor by the barricade, rubbing the bruise on her nouth and patting the head of
W der's poodl e.

W der peered up the staircase to the 36th floor. The skirm sh had excited him and he was
tenpted to press on all the way to the roof. However, he had not eaten for nore than a day, and
the snmell of animal fat hung in the air around the fire by the entrance to the den

W der beckoned the young wonan towards him Her bland, rather bovine face was vaguely
fam liar. Had she once been the wife of a filmconpany executive? She clinbed to her feet and
wal ked up to him staring with interest at the enbl enms painted across his chest and shoul ders, and
at his exposed genitals. Pocketing the pistol, WIlder pulled her towards the den. They stepped
over the old man and entered the elevator. Curtains hung fromthe walls, and two nattresses
covered the floor. Holding the young wonan to him an arm around her shoul ders, W/l der sat down

file:///ID]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/De...allard/J.%20G.%20Ballard%20-%20High%20Rise.txt (66 of 73) [2/4/2004 11:23:16 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/J%20G%20Bal | ard/J.%20G.%20Bal | ard%20-%20Hi gh%20Ri se.txt

against the rear wall of the elevator. He gazed across the | obby at the yell ow water of the
swi mm ng- pool . Several of the changi ng cubicles had been converted into snall, single-tenant
cabins, but they were all now abandoned. Two bodi es, he noted, floated in the pool, barely
di stingui shable fromthe other debris, the kitchen garbage and pieces of furniture.

Wl der helped hinself to the last of the small cat that had been barbecued above the fire.
Hs teeth pulled at the stringy neat, the still warmfat al nost intoxicating himas he sucked at
t he skewer.

The young wonan | eaned affably against him content to have Wlder's strong arm around her
shoul ders. The fresh snell of her body surprised him-- the higher up the apartment building he
moved the cl eaner were the wonmen. W/ der | ooked down at her unmarked face, as open and aniable as
a donestic aninmal's. She seenmed to have been totally untouched by events within the high-rise, as
if waiting in some kind of insulated chanber for Wlder to appear. He tried to speak to her, but
found hinmself grunting, unable to formthe words with his broken teeth and scarred tongue.

Pl easantly high on the nmeat, he lay back confortably against the young worman, playing with
the silver handbag pistol. Wthout thinking, he opened the front of her suede jacket and | oosened
her breasts. He placed his hands over the small nipples and settled hinmself against her. He felt
drowsy, murrmuring to the young worman whil e she stroked the painted stripes on his chest and
shoul ders, her fingers noving endlessly across his skin as if witing a nessage to him

Lying back in this confortable | akeside pavilion Wlder rested during the early afternoon
The young wonan sat beside him her breasts against his face, nursing this huge, nearly naked nan
with his painted body and exposed | oins. Her nother and father pottered about in the | obby. Now
and then the old woman in her evening gown pulled a piece of furniture at randomfromthe
barri cade and chopped it into kindling with the carving knife.

W | der ignored them conscious only of the young worman's body and the huge pillars that
carried the apartment building upwards to the roof. Through the w ndows around the sw nm ng- poo
he coul d see the towers of the four high-rise bl ocks nearby, suspended |ike rectilinear clouds
within the afternoon sky. The warmh within the elevator, which seened to emanate fromthe young
worman' s breasts, had drained all will and energy fromhim Her calmface gazed down at WI der
reassuringly. She had accepted himas she would any nmaraudi ng hunter. First she would try to kill
him but failing this give himfood and her body, breast-feed himback to a state of childishness
and even, perhaps, feel affection for him Then, the nonent he was asleep, cut his throat. The
synopsi s of the ideal marriage.

Ral | ying hinself, WIlder sat up and put his boot into the poodle |ying asleep on the
mattress outside the el evator. The yelp of pain revived Wlder. He pushed the young wonan away. He
needed to sleep, but first he would nove to a safer hiding-place, or the crone and her daughter
woul d nmake short work of him

W t hout | ooki ng back, he stood up and dragged the dog behind him He slipped the silver
pistol into the wai stband of his trousers and checked the patterns on his chest and shoul ders.
Carrying the cine-canera, he clinbed past the barricade and re-entered the staircase, |eaving
behi nd the qui et encanprment and the young woman besi de her yell ow | ake.

As he noved up the steps everything was silent. The staircase was carpeted, muffling the
tread of his boots, and he was too distracted by the sounds of his own breathing to notice that
the walls around hi mhad been freshly painted, their white surfaces gleaning in the afternoon
sunlight like the entrance to an abattoir.

Wl der clinbed to the 37th floor, snelling the icy air noving across his naked body from
the open sky. He could hear now, nore clearly than ever before, the crying of gulls. Wen the dog
began to whinper, reluctant to go any further, he turned it |oose, and watched it di sappear down
the stairs.

The 37th floor was deserted, apartnment doors open on the bright air. Too exhausted to
think, he found an enpty apartment, barricaded hinself into the living-roomand sank into a deep
sl eep on the floor
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18/ The Bl ood Garden

By contrast, Anthony Royal, high on the open roof three floors above, had never been nore
awake. Ready at last to join the sea-birds, he stood at the wi ndows of his peat-house, |ooking out
over the open plazas of the devel opnent project towards the distant nmouth of the river. Washed by
the recent rain, the norning air was clear but frozen, and the river flowed fromthe city like a
stream of ice. For two days Royal had eaten nothing, but far from exhausting himthe absence of
food had stinulated every nerve and nuscle in his body. The shrieking of the gulls filled the air,
and seened to tear at the exposed tissues of his brain. They rose fromthe el evator heads and
bal ustrades in a continuous fountain, soared into the air to forman expandi ng vortex and dived
down agai n towards the scul pture-garden

Royal was certain now that they were calling for him He had been deserted by the dogs --
as soon as he freed themthey had di sappeared into the stairways and corridors below -- and only
the white alsatian remained. It sat at Royal's feet by the open wi ndows, nesmnerized by the
moverrent of the birds. Its wounds had healed now, and its thick arctic coat was white again. Roya
m ssed the stains, as he did the bl oody hand-prints that Ms WIder had washed from his jacket.

The little food Royal had taken with him before sealing hinmself into the penthouse he had
given to the dog, but already he felt hinself beyond hunger. For three days he had seen no one,
and was glad to have cut hinself off fromhis wife and nei ghbours. Looking up at the whirling
cloud of gulls, he knew that they were the true residents of the high-rise. Wthout realizing it
at the tinme, he had designed the scul pture-garden for them al one.

Royal shivered in the cold air. He wore his safari-jacket, and the thin Iinen gave himno
protection agai nst the wi nd noving across the concrete roof. In the over-lit air the white fabric
was grey by conparison with Royal's chalk-l1ike skin. Barely able to control hinself, and uncertain
whet her the scars of his accident had begun to reopen thensel ves, he stepped on to the terrace and
wal ked across the roof.

The gulls sidled around him rolling their heads and w ping their beaks agai nst the
concrete. The surface was streaked with blood. For the first tinme Royal saw that the |edges and
bal ustrades were covered with these bl oody notches, the synbols of a nysterious calligraphy.

Voi ces sounded in the distance, a murmur of wonmen. In the central section of the
observati on deck, beyond the scul pture-garden, a group of wonen residents had gathered for sone
ki nd of public discussion

Unsettled by this intrusion into his private |andscape, and its reninder that he was not
yet alone in the apartnent building, Royal retreated behind the rear wall of the scul pture-garden
The voices noved around him talking away informally as if this were the latest of many simlar
visits. Perhaps he had been asleep during their previous excursions, or with the cool er weather
they had decided to nove their neeting place further along the roof to the shelter of his
pent house.

The vortex of birds was breaking up. As Royal returned to the penthouse the spiral had
begun to disintegrate. The gulls dived away across the face of the building far below Urging the
al sati an ahead of him Royal enmerged from behind the rear wall of the scul pture-garden. Two of the
wonen were standing inside the penthouse, one of themw th a hand on the callisthenics nmachine.
What startled Royal was their casual stance, as if they were about to nove into a vacation villa
they had recently rented.

Royal retreated behind an el evator head. After being alone with the birds and the white
al satian for so long the sight of these human intruders unsettled him He pulled the dog against
his legs, deciding to wait in the scul pture-garden until the visiting party had left.

He pushed back the rear door of the garden, and wal ked between the painted geonetric
forns. Dozens of the gulls surrounded him crowded together on the tiled floor. They foll owed
Royal expectantly, alnmost as if they had been waiting for himto bring sonething to them

His feet slipped on the wet tiles. Looking down, he found a piece of gristle attached to
his shoe. Pulling it away, he | eaned agai nst one of the concrete scul ptures, a waist-high sphere
that had been painted bright carm ne

When he drew his hand away it was wet with blood. As the birds strutted ahead, clearing an
open space for him he saw that the whole interior of the play-garden was drenched with bl ood. The
tiled floor was slick with bright mucil age.

The al satian snuffled greedily, wolfing down a shred of flesh Iying by the edge of the
paddl i ng pool. Appalled, Royal stared at the blood-spattered tiles, at his bright hands, at the
whi t e bones picked clean by the birds.
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It was | ate afternoon when Wl der woke. Cold air noved through the enpty room flicking at
a newspaper on the floor. The apartnment was w thout shadows. Wlder listened to the wi nd noving
down the ventilation shafts. The scream ng of the gulls had ended, as if the birds had gone away
for ever. Wlder sat on the floor in a corner of the living-room an apex of this untenanted cube.
Feeling the pressure of his back against the wall, he could al nost believe that he was the first
and | ast occupant of this apartnent buil ding.

He clinbed to his feet and wal ked across the floor to the bal cony. Far below, he could see
the thousands of cars in the parking-lots, but they were screened fromhimby a faint nist, part
of the corroborative detail of a world other than his own.

Sucking at the traces of aninmal fat that clung to his fingers, WIlder entered the kitchen
The cupboards and refrigerator were enpty. He thought of the young worman and her warm body in the
el evat or beside the pool, wondering whether to go back to her. He renenbered her stroking his
chest and shoul ders, and could feel the pressure of her hands on his skin.

Still sucking his fingers, and thinking of hinmself abandoned in this huge building, WIder
stepped out of the apartment. The corridor was silent, the cold air stirring the tags of refuse on
the floor. He carried the cine-camera in his left hand, but he was no | onger certain what its
function was, or why he had kept it with himfor so |ong.

The silver pistol, by contrast, he recognized i mediately. He held it in his right hand,
pointing it playfully at the open doorways, and hal f-hopi ng that soneone would cone out to join
himin his gane. The top floors of the building had been partially invaded by the sky. He saw
white cl ouds through an elevator shaft, framed in the skylight of the stairwell as he clinbed to
the 40th fl oor.

Feinting with the pistol, WIlder darted across the el evator |obby of the 40th floor. There
were no barricades here, and a recent attenpt had been made at housekeepi ng. The garbage-sacks had
been renoved, the barricades dismantl ed, the |obby furniture re-installed. Soneone had scrubbed
the walls, clearing away all traces of the graffiti, duty rosters and el evator enbarkation times.

Behind him a door closed in the wind, cutting off a shaft of light. Enjoying this gane
with himself in the enpty building, and certain that someone woul d soon turn up to play with him
W der dropped to one knee and |l evelled the pistol at an inaginary assailant. He darted down the
corridor, kicked back the door and burst into the apartment.

The apartnment was the |l argest he had seen in the building, far nore spaci ous than any
others on the upper floors. Like the |obby and corridor, the roons had been carefully cleaned, the
carpets re-laid, the curtains hung around the high wi ndows. On the polished dining-roomtable
stood two silver candl esticks.

| npressed by this sight, WIder wandered around the gleanming table. In sonme confused way
he felt that he had already been here, many years before he came to this enpty building. The high
ceiling and masculine furniture rem nded himof a house he had visited as a snmall child. He
wander ed around the refurnished roons, al nost expecting to find his childhood toys, a cot and
pl aypen laid out for his arrival

Bet ween t he bedroons a private staircase |ed upwards to another chanber, and a snall suite
of rooms overl ooking the roof. Excited by the nystery and chall enge of this secret staircase,

W der began to clinmb the steps. Licking the last of the fat fromhis fingers, he trunpeted
happily to hinself.

He was hal f-way up the staircase, clinbing towards the open air, when sonethi ng bl ocked
his path. The gaunt figure of a tall, white-haired man had stepped forward fromthe shadows. Far
ol der than Wlder, his hair dishevelled by the wind, he stood at the head of the staircase,
| ooki ng down silently at the intruder below him H's face was conceal ed by the harsh light, but
the scars on the bony points of his forehead stood out clearly, like the fresh hand-stains that
mar ked his white jacket.

Dimy recognizing this wild old man of the observation roof, W/Ider stopped on the stairs.
He was unsure whet her Royal had come to play with himor to reprinmand him From Royal's nervous
posture, and his destitute appearance, W/Ider guessed that he had been hidi ng somewhere, but not
as part of a gane.

Hopi ng nonetheless to enlist him WIder waved his pistol playfully at Royal. To his
surprise the architect flinched back, as if pretending to be frightened. As W/ der clinbed towards
hi m he rai sed the chromi umcane in his hand and hurled it down the staircase.

The netal rod struck the hand-rail and whi pped across Wlder's left arm Stung by the pain
of the blow, WIder dropped the cine-canmera. His armwas nunb, and for a nonment he felt hel pless,
i ke an abused child. As the architect advanced down the steps towards him WIder raised the
silver pistol and shot himthrough the chest.
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When the brief explosion had faded across the cold air, WIlder clinbed the |ast of the
steps. The architect's body lay awkwardly across the staircase, as if he were pretending to be
dead. His scarred face, drained of all blood, was turned away from W I der. He was still alive,
staring through the open windows at the last of the birds that the explosion had driven into the
air.

Confused by this ganme, and its unexpected turns, W/Ider stepped over him The cine-canera
lay at the bottom of the staircase, but he decided to leave it there. Rubbing his injured arm he
threw away the pistol that had jarred his hand and stepped through the french w ndows.

Twenty yards away, children were playing in the scul pture-garden. The doors, chained for
so long to exclude them were now wi de open, and W/l der could see the geonetric forns of the play-
scul ptures, their vivid colours standing out against the white walls. Everything had been freshly
pai nted, and the roof was vibrant with |ight.

W1l der waved to the children, but none of them saw him Their presence revived him and he
felt a surge of triunph at having clinbed all the way to the roof to find them The strange,
scarred man in the bl ood-printed jacket lying on the steps behind himhad not understood his gane.

One of the children, an infant boy of two, was naked, running in and out of the
scul ptures. Quickly WIlder |oosened his ragged trousers and let themfall to his ankles. Stunbling
alittle, as if he was forgetting howto use his legs, he ran forward naked to join his friends.

In the centre of the scul pture-garden, beside the enpty paddling pool, a wonan was
lighting a large fire frompieces of furniture. Her strong hands adjusted a heavy spit assenbl ed
fromthe chrom umtubing of a large callisthenics device. She squatted beside the fire, stacking
the chair-legs as the children played together

W der wal ked forward, shyly hoping that the woman woul d notice the patterns painted
across his chest. As he waited for the children to ask himto play with them he saw that a second
wonman was standing ten feet away to his left. She was wearing an ankle-length dress and a | ong
gi ngham apron, her hair drawn back off her severe face and tied in a knot behind her neck

W der stopped anong the statues, enbarrassed that no one had noticed him Two nore wonen,
dressed in the sane fornmal way, had appeared by the gate. Ot hers were stepping forward anong the
scul ptures, surrounding Wlder in a |loose circle. They seened to belong to another century and
anot her | andscape, except for their sungl asses, whose dark shades stood out against the bl ood-
not ched concrete of the roof-terrace.

Wl der waited for themto speak to him He was glad to be naked and show off his body with
its painted patterns. At |last the woman kneeling by the fire | ooked over her shoul der at him
Despite her change of dress he recognized her as his wife Helen. He was about to run forward to
her, but her matter-of-fact gaze, her uni npressed appraisal of his heavy |oins, nade himstop

By now he was aware that he knew all the wonen around him Dimy he recognized Charlotte
Melville, a scarf around her bruised throat, watching himw thout hostility. Standing next to Jane
Sheridan was Royal's young wife, now a governess supervising the smallest children. He recognized
the jeweller's widow in her long fur coat, her face made up like his own body with red paint.
Looki ng over his shoulder, if only to confirmthat his escape was bl ocked, he could see the
stately figure of the children's-story witer seated in the open w ndow of the penthouse |ike a
queen in her pavilion. In a last nonent of hope he thought that perhaps she would read hima
story.

In front of himthe children in the scul pture-garden were playing with bones.

The circle of women drew closer. The first flames lifted fromthe fire, the varnish of the
antique chairs crackling swiftly. From behind their sungl asses the wonen were | ooking intently at
Wl der, as if rem nded that their hard work had given thema strong appetite. Together, each
renoved sonething fromthe deep pocket of her apron

In their bl oodied hands they carried knives with narrow bl ades. Shy but happy now, W /I der
tottered across the roof to neet his new nothers.

19/ Ni ght Ganes
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Di nner was about to be served. Sitting on his balcony on the 25th fl oor, Robert Laing
stirred the bright enbers of the fire he had lit from pages of a tel ephone directory. The flames
illum nated the handsome shoul ders and thorax of the alsatian roasting on its spit. Laing fanned
the flames, hoping that Alice and El eanor Powell, lying together in his sister's bed, would
appreci ate all he had done. He nmethodically basted the dark skin of the al satian, which he had
stuffed with garlic and herbs.

"One rule inlife," he murmured to hinmself. "If you can snell garlic, everything is al
right."

For the nonment, at |east, everything was highly satisfactory. The al sati an was al nost
cooked, and a large neal would do the wonen good. Both had become querul ous recently as a result
of the shortage of food, and had been too tired to appreciate Laing's skill and courage in
capturing the dog, let alone the exhausting task of skinning and di sembowel ling this huge ani nmal
They had even conpl ai ned about its nervous whinpering as Laing turned the pages of an advanced
cookery book he had found in a nearby apartnent. Laing had debated for sone tine how best to cook
the dog. Fromthe extent of its shivering and whining, the problem had conmunicated itself to the
alsatian, as if it was aware that it was one of the last animals in the high-rise and for that
reason alone nerited a major culinary effort.

The t hought of the weeks of hunger to cone nonentarily unsettled Laing, and he fed nore
sheets of paper into the balcony fire. Perhaps there was gane to be found on the | ower |evels,

t hough Lai ng never ventured below the 20th floor. The stench fromthe sw nmi ng-pool on the 10th
floor was too disturbing, and reached up every ventilation flue and el evator shaft. Laing had
descended to the lower |evels only once during the previous nonth, when he had briefly played
Samaritan to Anthony Royal

Lai ng had found the dying architect while chopping firewood in the 25th-floor |obby. As he
pul l ed an antique dressing-table fromthe disused barricade, Royal had fallen through the gap
al nost knocking Laing to the floor. A small wound had opened Royal's chest, covering his white
jacket with huge bloodstains in the outline of his hands, as if he had tried to identify hinself
with these inprints of his own death to cone. He was clearly on his last |egs, eyes unfocused, the
bones of his forehead cutting through the over-stretched skin. Sonehow he had managed to descend
all the way fromthe 40th fl oor. Ranmbling continually, he stunbled down the staircase, partly
supported by Laing, until they reached the loth floor. As they stepped on to the shopping mall the
stench of rotting flesh hung over the deserted counters of the supernarket, and at first Laing
assuned that a conceal ed neat-store had burst open and begun to putrefy. Appetite keening, he had
been about to drop Royal and head off in search of food.

But Royal, eyes al nost cl osed, one hand gripping Laing's shoul der, pointed towards the
SWi mmi ng- pool

In the yellow light reflected off the greasy tiles, the long tank of the bone-pit
stretched in front of them The water had | ong since drai ned away, but the sloping floor was
covered with the skulls, bones and di smenbered |inbs of dozens of corpses. Tangl ed toget her where
they had been flung, they lay about |ike the tenants of a crowded beach visited by a sudden
hol ocaust .

Di sturbed |l ess by the sight of these nmutil ated bodies -- residents who had died of old age
or disease and then been attacked by wild dogs, Laing assumed -- than by the stench, Laing turned
away. Royal, who had clung so fiercely to himduring their descent of the building, no |onger
needed him and dragged hinself away along the |ine of changing cubicles. Wen Laing | ast saw him
he was noving towards the steps at the shallow end of the sw nm ng-pool, as if hoping to find a
seat for hinself on this term nal sl ope.

Lai ng crouched over the fire, testing the hind-quarters of the alsatian with a skewer. He
shivered in the cold air flowing up the face of the high-rise, with an effort repressing his
menory of the bone-pit. At tines he suspected that sone of the residents had reverted to
canni balism-- the flesh had been stripped with a surgeon's skill from many of the corpses. The
| ower-1evel residents, under constant pressure and discrimnation, had probably given in to
necessity.

"Robert . . . ! \Wat are you doing . . . ?" Alice's querulous voice roused Laing fromhis
reverie. Wping his hands on his apron, he hurried into the bedroom
"It's all right -- dinner is nearly ready."

He spoke in the reassuring, childlike voice he had used during his hospital training with
the duller of his child patients, a tone at variance with the intelligent and bored gaze of the
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two wonen in the bed.
"You're filling the place with snoke,'

El eanor told him "Are you sending up signals again
o

"No . . . it's the tel ephone directories. The paper nust be nade of plastic.”

Alice shook her head wearily. "Wat about Eleanor's batteries? You pronised to find her
sone. She's got to start review ng again."

"Yes, | know . . ." Laing | ooked down at the blank screen of the portable television set
sitting on the fl oor beside Eleanor. He felt stunped for an answer -- despite all his efforts, the
| ast of the batteries had been used.

El eanor stared at him severely. She had opened the wound on her wist and was coyly
exposing it to the cat watching with interest fromthe far side of the room "W've been
di scussi ng whet her you shoul d nove to another apartnent.”

"What ?" Unsure whether the pantoni me had becone serious, Laing |aughed delightedly,
excited all the nore when El eanor refused to |l et her customary slow smile cross her nouth. The two
wonen | ay side by side, so close that they seened to be nerging into each other. At intervals
t hroughout the day he brought themtheir food, but he was never sure exactly whose bodily needs
and functions he was satisfying. They had noved into the sane bed for warnth and security, but
really, Laing suspected, so that they could synchronize their supervision over him They knew t hat
they were dependent on Laing. Despite the "pantom ne" their behavi our was entirely geared to
nmeeting Laing's private needs in return for his attention to the business of their physica
survival. The exchange suited Laing admrably, just as it suited himto have themin bed together -
- he was faced with only one set of wheedling demands, one repertory of neurotic ganes.

He liked to see Eleanor's old spirit energe. Both wonen suffered seriously from
mal nutrition, and it encouraged hi mwhen they were well enough to play their parts in this |oosely
evol ving pantominme, treating himlike two governesses in a rich man's nanage, teasing a wayward
and introspective child. At times Laing liked to carry the ganme to its logical conclusion, and
imagine that it was the two wonen who were in charge, and that they despised himtotally. This
ultimate rol e had hel ped hi m on one occasi on, when a naraudi ng band of wonen |led by Ms WIder had
entered the apartnment. Seeing Laing being abused, and assuming himto be Eleanor's and Alice's
prisoner, they had left. On the other hand, perhaps they understood all too well what was really
taki ng pl ace.

VWhat ever the answer, Laing was free for the time being to live within this intimate famly
circle, the first he had known since his chil dhood. The situation allowed himanple freedomto
explore hinmself, and the strong el enment of unpredictability kept everyone alert. Al though he m ght
wheedl e at their breast he could easily becone vicious. The wonen admired himfor this. A
substantial nunmber of norphine anpoules were |left, and he planned to introduce the two wonen to
this heady elixir. Their addiction would tilt the balance of authority in his direction again, and
i ncrease their dependence on him lIronically, it was here, in the high-rise, that he had found his
first patients.

Later, after he had carved the dog and served generous but not excessive portions to the
two wonen, Laing thought about his good fortune as he sat on the balcony with his back to the
railing. Above all, now, it no longer nattered how he behaved, what wayward i npul ses he gave way
to, or which perverse pathways he chose to follow. He was sorry that Royal had died, as he owed
the architect a debt of gratitude for having hel ped to design the high-rise and nake all this
possible. It was strange that Royal had felt any guilt before his death.

Lai ng waved reassuringly to the two wonen, who sat on the mattress with the tray across
their knees, eating fromthe sane plate. Laing finished the dark, garlic-flavoured neat, and
| ooked up at the face of the high-rise. Al the floors were in darkness, and he felt happy at

this. Hs affection for the two wonen was real, like his pride in keeping themalive, but this in
no way interfered with his newfound freedom
On the whole, life in the high-rise had been kind to him To an increasing extent,

everything was returning to nornmal. Laing had begun to think again of the nedical school. He m ght
well pay a visit to the physiology |aboratory the next day, and perhaps take a supervision. First,
t hough, he woul d cl ean up. He had noticed two wonen nei ghbours sweeping the corridor. It m ght
even be possible to get an el evator working. Perhaps he would take over a second apartnent,
dismantl e the barricades and begin to refurnish it. Laing thought of Eleanor's threat to banish

him He toyed with the notion, feeling an illicit thrill of pleasure at the prospect. He would
have to think of sonething with which to win their favour again.
However, all this, |ike the norphine he would give themin increasing doses, was only a

begi nning, trivial rehearsals for the real excitenents to cone. Feeling these gather within him
Lai ng | eaned agai nst the railing.
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Dusk had settled, and the enbers of the fire glowed in the darkness. The sil houette of the
| arge dog on the spit resenbled the flying figure of a nutilated man, soaring with i mense energy
across the night sky, enbers glowing with the fire of jewels in his skin.

Lai ng | ooked out at the high-rise four hundred yards away. A tenporary power failure had
occurred, and on the 7th floor all the lights were out. Al ready torch-beans were noving about in
the darkness, as the residents nade their first confused attenpts to di scover where they were.

Lai ng watched them contentedly, ready to welcome themto their new worl d.
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