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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Chapter One




Let the day perish wherein I was born,
and the night in which it was said,
there is a man-child conceived.




          — The Book of Job, Chapter 3, Verse 3





Bed Nine. Infant pulse rate 139 and falling.


The charity delivery ward was on the lowest floor, a level where no modernization program would ever reach. Sweating walls and low ceiling softened and yellowed the reflection of overhead fluorescents. Light gleamed off racks of steel-cased equipment cabinets, battered by use, repair, and endless reuse.


Bed Nine. Infant blood pressure 48 over 20 and falling.


Eleven P.M. on December 31st, and the final minutes of the old year were fluttering away.


In the hour before midnight, the birthing urge moved towards its maximum. Down the middle of the long room, on a bank of screened table-beds, a dozen women lay in every stage of parturition. The loudest sounds were the hum of lights and the women’s groans of pain and effort.


Bed Nine. Infant pulse rate arrhythmic, 112 and falling.


The soft mechanical voice of the in situ uterine sensors contained no suggestion of alarm, but it was insistent. As it spoke in her ear, one of the nurses moved to the head of the ninth bed. She glanced at the monitors, rolled her eyes above the white protective mask, and swore into her throat mike.


“Damnation! Doctor Brisbane! We’re close to losing one.”


“Coming.” The throat mikes permitted the doctors and technicians to exchange information, no matter how ominous or final, without any patient hearing it. The physician moved to the bed and began to probe with delicate fingers between the supine woman’s legs.


“Need to get the head showing, need to take a look at the cord. Not breech, position feels normal.” He spoke as though to himself, but every word in the throat mikes formed part of the continuous medical record of the ward. “I don’t think the umbilical is around the neck. Nurse Calder, tell her she has to do more work. She must push harder.”


“Huh? Sure, I’ll tell her to push. But how do I get her to listen?” An audible snort came from the other end of the table-bed. “Look at her. Think this one’s been doing her Lamaze regularly?”


The doctor did not answer. He had seen enough as soon as he came to the bedside. Thin white quivering arms and legs, asymmetrically swollen belly, flushed face, far-off dreamy eyes, and a half-smile showing brown-stained teeth. The brief admitting report served only to confirm his immediate diagnosis: seventh month, alcoholic, malnourished, heavy smoker, crack addict.


One thing the admissions report did not say: the woman was high now. She must have jammed cocaine in the waiting room while she was being admitted, to mask the pain of contractions.


Bed Nine. Infant blood pressure 40 over 14 and falling.


“You’re right.” He made brief eye contact with the nurse at the other end of the bed. “We’re going to lose this one unless we do something quick. Come give me a hand.”


The long, curved forceps were a device from a medieval torture chamber. The nurse held them as the doctor adjusted their position within the expanded vaginal canal.


“Gently.” He nodded. “Almost got it.”


The woman on the bed gave a gasp.


Bed Nine. No pulse. Blood pressure indeterminate.


“Holy Mother of God. No time. That’s as good as we’ll get—give ’em to me.”


He swept the uterine sensor out of the way, allowing it to fall to the floor. His right hand was probing, touching the malleable plates of the head and avoiding the soft fontanelle, while his left hand tightened the forceps and steadily applied tension.


“Hold her!”


A force stronger than drugs was at work in the woman’s body. She grunted as shuddering contractions rippled bands of muscle across her belly.


“Come on, come on … ” Brisbane’s whisper sounded like a curse. “Come on — all right, here we go … right now.”


Gripped at the sides of the soft-skulled head by the forceps, a tiny purple-red body was slithering free. It came fast, emerging completely in just a few seconds. The nurse grabbed and lifted it, assessing weight and condition.


“Stillborn male,” she said into the mike. “Estimated body weight, three pounds. Anoxic. Nasty forceps marks, jaw appears abnormal. No other visible deformities.”


Even as she spoke she was turning the shrunken body upside down, attaching sensor electrodes, slapping the defibrillator into position and massaging the little chest. Fluid began to drip from the open mouth, on past the eyes to the bulging and naked skull, and down to the floor.


“Don’t waste your time. He’s gone, we have to look to her.” Doctor Brisbane bent over the mother. He grunted in surprise. She was asleep, sprawling splay-legged and slack-mouthed on the table-bed. After a quick inspection he turned back to the baby and the furiously active nurse. “Nothing to do here. Poor little bugger, he never had a chance with a mother like this. Lung damage for a certainty, probably liver, too, undersized even for seven and a half months. No wonder he didn’t make it. If she’d bothered to look after herself one little bit, or if she’d just held him to full term, maybe we could have — well, I’ll be damned.”


His angry words had been interrupted by a weak, wavering cry.


Nurse Calder grinned behind her mask, and her eyes showed fierce triumph as she glared up at the doctor. Don’t ever give up too soon. The long room had gone totally silent. It broke out now in excited chatter. Every woman had caught that faintest mewl of new birth.


“Got a pulse.” The nurse had her finger at the baby’s groin. “Faint, fast, maybe 150—little irregular.”


“Need an incubator, ASAP.” Brisbane took the baby and spoke rapidly into his throat mike. “First order service: high oxygen, liver stimulants, blood transfusion. Additional monitors. Bed Nine mother to recovery room. We’re on the way up.”


He severed and tied the umbilical as he spoke and handed the baby again to the nurse. She wiped slimy mucus from eyes and mouth, cleared the little blocked nostrils, and checked ears, caul, limbs, anus, and genitals. She gently wrapped the newborn in a swaddling cloth and held him out tentatively toward his mother.


“Don’t bother. She’s off and floating — still high.” The doctor walked along the whole length of the row of beds, checking each monitor. The in situ uterine sensors were all silent. “That looks like our last one for tonight — thank God. Next delivery will probably be Bed Two, but that looks like an hour or two to go. Next shift’s problem. Come on.” He gathered up the patient records for the five deliveries they had made in the past ten hours, handed them to Nurse Calder in exchange for the baby, and headed for the exit.


The incubators were three floors up from the charity ward. By the time the baby had been installed there and the battery of monitors and telemetry units were hooked up, midnight was approaching. When the transparent plastic film was at last in position over the incubator unit Doctor Brisbane sighed, rubbed at his eyes, and removed his mask.


“Thanks, Nurse. You deserve all the credit for this one. That does me for the day. Just let me send word downstairs that the mother can visit as soon as she feels up to it, and we’ll be off.”


“Don’t hold your breath.” Nurse Calder removed her mask and was revealed as a plump-faced woman of fifty. Her expression had become angry, with no sign of her earlier euphoria. “Did you read these?” She held out the patient records.


“What about them?” He was removing his gown and surgical gloves, and he made no move to take the papers.


“The mother. Her name is Nina Salk. This is her fifth time in the charity ward. She’s eighteen years old, unmarried, and the father of the child is unknown.”


“So?” Brisbane had done enough pro bono work in the charity ward to recognize the pattern.


“So the last four times she was here for a delivery, she walked right out of the hospital as soon as she could stand. And she never came back. One child stillborn, one died at four days, two placed with foster parents. But I’ll bet she doesn’t know any of that. Damn her, she never even went to look at them, never came back to see if they were alive or dead.”


“She’s an addict, Eileen.” With masks and gowns off, the formal relationship was replaced by familiarity. “A bad one, too — I’ll be surprised if she sees twenty.”


“I don’t care what she is, or how long she lasts. She owes something to her kids—she didn’t even stay long enough to give them names. I bet this one won’t have a name.”


“Then it’s our job to name him if she won’t do it. I’ll name provisionally, just in case you’re wrong and she does come here.” He unclipped the ID card from the side of the incubator and took a pen from his shirt pocket. “Any ideas? John Salk? Not bad, and it’s safe, but it sounds a bit too anonymous.”


She was not listening. She had moved back to the incubator and was staring down into it. The monitors were doing their job, the status reports already appearing on the display screens.


“Little boy,” she said softly. “You’re so tiny, and so frail.”


“That’s not the worst.” Brisbane waved his pen at the display. “See, that’s what I was afraid of.”


Weight at the fifth percentile for full-term delivery. The computer was integrating the reports made by the doctor with prior information on the mother and its own telemetry data of the child’s condition. Length at the tenth percentile. X-rays reveal ribcage defects, malformation of jaw and dental structures, incomplete development of lungs. Liver, heart, and kidney abnormalities. Diminished retinal sensitivity. Prenatal cocaine addiction symptoms. Immediate postnatal survival probability, nine percent. Long-term survival probability, two percent. Maximal life expectancy, thirty-one years plus or minus three years.


“He’s a total mess.” The excitement of life snatched from death had died away. She was exhausted, reaction was setting in, and she was close to tears. A thousand healthy births could not take away the pain of a single sick baby. “You say you give me credit for this one — credit for what? He’s ailing and weak, and doomed at birth. If everything went perfectly, he’d not live much past thirty.”


“Christ was dead at thirty-three. So was Alexander the Great. How much more do you want him to do in the world?”


Still she was not listening. “Why do we do it? — drag the poor babies into the world, fight to save them, breathe life in them, operate on them — when even before we start we know they can’t live a normal life, maybe can’t live for an hour. Why do we bother?”


“You’re tired out, Eileen.” He took her gently by the arm. “We’re not gods. Just medics. It’s our job to save lives. That’s all we can do, all we ought to do.”


“We didn’t save anyone. Look at him, and those displays. He’s dying while we watch.” But as she spoke, one miniature brown hand was raised in the air. The little head squirmed round on its negligible neck and the diminutive toothless mouth opened to deliver a cry of protest. One brown eye opened a slit.


“Oh, look at him.” Eileen Calder gasped and leaned over the incubator crib. “See him, Doctor? He’s looking at us.” She smiled down and waved her fingers. “I’m sorry, baby. You heard me, didn’t you? I shouldn’t have said what I did — we wrote you off once tonight already, and we were wrong.”


She turned to Brisbane. “He’s a tough little thing, and he’s a fighter, or he wouldn’t be here now. I hope he makes it. But what sort of a life will he have? Poor little sweetheart, a few minutes old and already he’s in trouble. He was born to trouble.”


“Then we ought to call him Job, rather than John. ‘Yet man is born unto trouble,’ that’s what the Book of Job says. If he’s off to a bad start, he needs a better-than-average name, one with some weight to it. Job Salk.” Doctor Brisbane was still holding the ID card, and now he wrote on it, his eyes blurring with fatigue. “Job Salk. No, that’s not bad but it’s not grand enough. Job Napoleon Salk. How about that? He was a little guy, too, and it didn’t hold him back. Yes, I like it.” He wrote again, and clipped the card back onto the incubator. “Come on, Eileen, let’s go home. We’ve done all we can. I’m ready to drop.”


The nurse took one last look at the squirming baby. “You keep right on fighting, babe, you hear me?” She blew a kiss through the scratched plastic cover of the incubator. “Good night, Job Napoleon Salk. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


She turned to the attendant who watched over the babies needing incubator care. “You look after this one really well. He’s had a tough time.”


Eileen Calder blew another kiss at the incubator and hurried out after the doctor, into the corridor and onto the elevator that would take them up past Administration to the hospital roof and the helicopter pad.


In the twelve hours since Brisbane and Calder had arrived for duty a weather front had been and gone, pushing high winds through the area. A balmy noon and low cloud had given way to cold, starlight, and crystal-clear air. When the two emerged onto the roof they found that the midday smog had vanished and the whole city lay spread out before them. The shuttle helicopter was already in take-off position. As they hurried to it they glanced to each side, out and down over the edge of the flat roof.


The area beyond the hospital’s solid and windowless walls was poorly lit and gloomy. Most street lights had long since been smashed and never replaced. One mile to the southwest, in vivid contrast to the dark streets, the floodlights, landing pads, and flashing control beacons of the Mall Compound formed a bizarre blaze of red, white, yellow, and blue illumination. Brisbane and Calder were a little too far away to make out the barricades, wire, and watchtowers, but they could see the roaming beams of searchlights, sitting on their long poles and systematically scanning everything on the Compound’s boundaries. While the doctor and nurse were climbing into the waiting helicopter, a sudden scream and a clatter of sirens, bells, and horns rang out below. It came from the Mall Compound and from all the darkened streets.


“What the hell. What sort of trouble is that?” Brisbane jerked to a halt and froze with one foot on the helicopter’s bottom step.


Behind him, Eileen Calder laughed and waved her arm to take in the whole city. She poked him in the back. “You’ve seen too many emergencies, Doctor. It’s midnight. Remember? Happy New Year!”


More sirens and Klaxons were sounding. From all sides, church bells rang out through the chilly night. Brisbane stepped down from the helicopter, turned, and kissed Eileen Calder smack on the lips. “Happy New Year, Eileen.”


He walked to the edge of the roof, leaned over, and shouted into the noise-filled night. “Happy New Year, everyone. Happy New Century!”


His cry vanished unanswered into the darkness. But in homes and bars and hotels and restaurants, in freezing log cabins and tall tents and stifling squat mud huts, in churches and chapels and synagogues, in hospitals and prisons and asylums and refuge shelters, on and under land and sea, in the air and out in the vacuum of space, with raised glasses and held hands and songs and cheers and prayers and tears, Brisbane’s unheard words were echoed and reechoed. It was a night for jubilation, for reflection, for assessment, for rededication; a night for old memories and new commitments.


As midnight rolled on around the world, the people of Earth were celebrating the arrival of the Third Millennium.




Chapter Two


Cloak House Child


Lights-out in Cloak House was eight P.M., enforced to the minute. But in the long evenings of summer it was too light and too hot to sleep, and that’s when the big kids told the little ones what they knew about Mister Bones, which was a lot, and about the Tandyman, which was very little but all horror.


Job knew about Mister Bones before he could speak, but it was a long time before he was singled out by that figure of ultimate authority at Cloak House, the pencil-thin man who prowled the dining hall, led the morning prayers and hymns in a deep, cracking bass, and once a week examined everyone’s hair, ears, and teeth.


The big meeting with Mister Bones took place on Job’s fourth birthday.


He did not know that it was his birthday. All he knew was that in the late afternoon he was thoroughly washed by the dormitory attendant, dressed in a clean shirt and pants, and taken downstairs to a part of Cloak House that he had never seen before.


“You sit right here, Fish-face.” With thirty-nine other kids to attend to, the fourteen-year-old attendant could not hang around. “Stay where you are, and wait. Someone will come and get you in a few minutes.”


The big door slammed behind her. Job ran over and tried to open it. The handle was at the limit of his reach, and it would not move. He went back and sat, knees tightly together, on the old black chair. He stared at the heavy dark wood of the other door to the room and wondered what might come through.


Someone will come and get you, that’s what Cobby had said. But what did she mean?


Spick ‘n’ span, Tandyman,


Blin’ your eyes an’ burn your wan’,


Night-time watch say one-two-three,


Tandyman, you won’t catch me.


The big kids all agreed that what they chanted was true, that the Tandyman with his white-hot hands came only when it was dark, at three o’clock in the late night-time. Now it was still light, and Job had not even had dinner. But still he trembled. Sometimes, he knew, even the big kids were wrong.


As he sat silent he began to hear a voice from the other side of the wooden door. He stopped shivering. That voice he knew, and it was not the Tandyman. It was the woman who came to see him and sometimes brought him presents; not food — Mister Bones would take away any food that was not served in the big hall—but toys; little figures of carved wood, a metal chain and cross to wear around his neck, and once a box that you could shake, look into, and see something like sparkling lights. He did not know the woman’s name, but she would not let anything bad happen to him.


“I don’t know how you do it, Father Bonifant.” When Job leaned back to the wall, he could hear the reassuring voice more clearly. “You are paid no more money than any of the other Houses. This building is older than most, and I haven’t see a dime spent on it by the government in the years I’ve been coming here. But—”


The next sentence was drowned for Job as the wooden door creaked open. He jerked forward off the chair.


“And yet Cloak House is clean, and the children are healthy,” went on the woman’s voice, much louder now. “Or as healthy as some of the poor bairns will ever be. How do you manage to feed and clothe and clean, on so little?” She had moved through the door and was smiling down at Job. “Hi. Remember me?”


She reached for him. But he had not seen her for a long time (almost three months) and, suddenly shy, he ran and hid his face against the other door.


“Job Salk! Come back here at once. You are four years old now — not a baby.” The other voice was Mister Bones’s rough, crackly bass. It reassured Job, even as it scared him. Everyone in Cloak House did what Father Bonifant told them to do. Fast. He returned, to stand by the black chair.


“You ask how we manage it,” went on Mister Bones, as though Job did not exist. “Nurse Calder, I do not know if you expected an answer to that question, but I will give one. We have two great forces working for us in Cloak House. They are called prayer and discipline. Together they can produce miracles.”


He bent down towards Job. “And you, Job Napoleon Salk, you are a very fortunate boy. Today is your birthday, and you have a visitor. Not many children at Cloak House are so lucky. Can you say hello to Nurse Calder?”


Job nodded dumbly. All he wanted was to go back upstairs and join the other children. He was hungry, and soon they would be eating dinner. But the nurse had grasped his arm and was leaning over to inspect him, just as Mister Bones inspected all of them, every week. She took his jaw in her right hand, turning it slowly from side to side. She opened his mouth wide, peered inside, and looked up at the man standing in front of her. Her eyebrows arched in question.


“I know, I know, I know.” Father Bonifant sounded angry. Job prayed that it was not with him. “Better than you imagine, Nurse Calder, I know. I am not blind.”


“Then you know that these at least are solvable problems? It is too soon for reconstructive surgery, the bones are still growing fast, but standard dental work would help that awful overbite.” She saw Bonifant’s face. “I’m sorry, of course you know. But is there no grant that he could get, or some free treatment?” She pulled Job onto her knee, and he did not resist. “Job, can you eat all right, with your teeth and jaw?”


He nodded eagerly, misunderstanding the question. But she made no move to offer him food.


Mister Bones was leaning over them. His dark eyes went right through Job, who leaned back against Eileen Calder’s comforting chest.


“Are you still at the same hospital, nurse?” said Father Bonifant. And, at her nod, “Then you tell me: are your facilities improving, or are they getting worse? Do you have grant money, or extra free services available? Are there less destitute charity cases, begging for your time and your resources? Are there less penniless and pathetic pregnancies? Do not bother to answer. The golden eighties ended a long time ago, for all the poor. What do you do with your most hopeless cases?”


I bury them, thought Eileen Calder. But she would not say it, not with Job snuggling up against her as living proof that such an answer was sometimes wrong.


“Father Bonifant, I know the problems. But it would be wrong if I did not at least ask.” She stroked the boy’s black hair. “Father, can I take Job for an hour?”


“Outside Cloak House? No. He is too young, and the AQI today is dreadful. We have been pumping in from the highest level.”


“I know the ground air is bad — I walked here through it. I didn’t mean outside. I mean up, to the roof. Last time I was here Job said that he had never been, and there will be lots of Mall activity tonight for him to look at.” She turned Job’s head, so that he was looking up at her. “Would you like that, Job? To go up on the roof with me?”


Job said nothing. His eyes flickered from her to Mister Bones.


“Answer Nurse Calder. Be honest. Tell her what you would really like.”


“I would really like dinner.”


Father Bonifant smiled, for the first time since Job had entered the room. “Of course you would. You can see the roof after dinner. Nurse, I should have had more sense. He has had nothing since lunch, and everyone else is upstairs, eating. I should have recognized a child’s priorities. Come on.”


“Here. I brought this.” Eileen Calder reached forward into her purse and produced a big transparent sack of hard candy.


Bonifant reached out a long, skeletal hand. “That is very kind of you. I accept it, gladly. But you know that the rules of Cloak House require that this be shared equally among all the children.”


He led the way up two flights of uncarpeted stairs. The beige paint on the walls had peeled away in places, the light fixtures were cracked and patched with plastic, and the stair treads were worn; but everything was neat, scrubbed clean, and dust-free.


They entered the dining room. Food had already been served on the long formica-topped tables, and two hundred seated children of all ages from two to sixteen were busy eating. The conversations died as Father Bonifant’s arrival was noted.


“Continue!” He waved his arm, as Job ran to take a place beside a little girl of Oriental appearance who was sitting alone. A filled plate was set in front of him. Eileen Calder walked to stand behind him and heard the girl chattering to Job in an unfamiliar tongue. He replied with his mouth full.


Nurse Calder turned to Bonifant, who had moved to her side. “What language is that?”


“I wish I could tell you. She was deposited at the front door of Cloak House two months ago, frightened, badly beaten, and undernourished. The only word she could say that made sense to us was Laga, which is now her name.”


“But she’s talking a blue streak to Job, and he’s jabbering back like nobody’s business!”


“I know. She is learning English — slowly — but for the time being Job is her interpreter. He is the only one here, child or adult, who understands her.”


“But how?”


“By God’s good grace — that is my only explanation.” Father Bonifant’s cadaverous face wore an expression of real pleasure. “Nurse Calder, when Job Salk came here from the hospital, you told me your fears: that his mother’s addictions during pregnancy would add mental retardation to his physical problems.


“I told you that it was useless to worry, and that the Lord tempers the wind to a shorn lamb. I said that we would pray for him. We did, everyone here at Cloak House. Maybe you thought that it accomplished nothing. When you looked at Job, you still saw that deformed jaw. But look inside his head, and you will find no defect, but a great God-sent gift. He picked up the street argot — which the children here are officially forbidden to speak — through his pores, before he was two years old. No one knows how he came by it. He has had no tutoring, but he speaks Spanish as well as he speaks English.”


The plates of food had been rapidly emptied as Bonifant was speaking, and were disappearing back into the kitchen hand-to-hand, like a well-run assembly line. Within two minutes the food was gone and cups of milk had taken its place.


“Everyone helps,” said Father Bonifant, at Eileen Calder’s nod of approval. “It is one of my rules. By two years old, a child can understand enough to contribute.”


“Understanding is one thing, but children are children. How do you make them obey you?”


“You will be horrified to hear my answer. I told you that Cloak House works through prayer and discipline. Both are needed, if we are to survive. I can scour the city for cheap meat and three-day-old bread and give-away furniture and condemned cleaning materials, but even so Cloak House sits at the very edge of survival. I cannot afford to waste anything, or see anything wantonly destroyed. If a child who is more than two years old wilfully breaks something, or dirties something and does not clean it, or wastes food or drink, he or she joins me in prayer. And he forfeits the next meal. I make no exceptions.”


Eileen Calder said nothing, but her lips tightened with shock.


Father Bonifant could see her grim-faced disapproval, and then her skepticism. She did not really believe him. He had expected nothing less. As the cups of milk were emptied and vanished back to be washed, he walked forward to collect Job.


What he had told Eileen Calder was exactly true. He did not see the need to mention that whenever any child missed a meal, so too did he.


“Come on, Job. There’s nothing to be afraid of, it’s quite safe up here.”


Eileen Calder could not understand why Job was so reluctant to take the last few steps. He had walked up the stairs willingly enough, although he had been forced to stop frequently for breath — those lungs, flawed at birth, would never have normal efficiency. But Job seemed excited at the idea of visiting the very top of Cloak House. He had wanted to look out of each window as they moved higher and higher, and he had paused and gaped with pleasure and amazement at the great, noisy air handlers, drawing their intake at the top floor of the building, above the smog layers, and pumping air down to provide tolerable breathing for all the lower levels. The handlers were not so necessary now, at night, but in the afternoon Eileen Calder had been forced to wear a filter mask when she walked over to Cloak House.


They had finally arrived at the door that led out into the night and onto the flat roof. And now Job was hanging back. Was he afraid of the night itself?


She had an inspiration. It was not just the roof. Job had been brought to Cloak House when he was six weeks old; Father Bonifant had made it clear that he still considered Job too young to go out into the streets. So this must be a completely new experience for the boy — he had lived all his life inside, in this building, without ever seeing open sky or breathing fresh air!


“Job, it’s all right. Look.” She let go of his hand and took the last few steps herself, to stand on the rooftop in the warm night air. “See, up there — stars.”


They were not much to see. The muggy damp of air, even ten stories up, was still thick with smoke and dust. But Job came hesitantly forward and stared up and around in wonder.


“That’s the city, Job. Our city.” Taking his hand again she led him around the perimeter of the roof, with its five-foot guard rail and thick wire mesh.


“Over there.” She pointed northwest. “That’s the hospital where you were born, and where I work. And way over there — you can’t see it, because it’s too far away — is the suburb where I used to live.”


She felt a stab of nostalgia for her house and flowers, followed by a stronger rush of anger. When the charity work at the hospital was done, most of the medical staff flew out on the shuttle helicopter to cleaner air and safer streets. She had done exactly that herself until last year, when compassion for the children she was leaving behind every night became stronger than fear or comfort. If she chose, she could still return to her old life. But Job and the other children of Cloak House had no place to run to if the area became too tough or the air too dirty. They were stuck with this, like it or not.


She moved on quickly, past the dark secrets of the northern and eastern ghettoes. If Job had asked her what was in those unlit urban canyons, she could have offered no more than the unpleasant rumors passed on to her by welfare patients at the hospital. And she would not have told those to Job. Maybe they exaggerated, and only a fifth of what they said was true; but that fifth was too much.


They arrived at the western edge of the roof. Eileen Calder had deliberately kept it for last.


As usual, the Mall Compound was brilliantly lit. Tonight there was an added attraction. Helicopters by the dozen were landing, loading, and taking off for the airport that lay across the river, its runway lights visible far to the southwest of the Compound’s mile-long rectangle.


Job had never seen anything like it. He gazed enthralled at the swarm of choppers, lifting, hovering, and darting away like gigantic dragonflies.


“What are they? What are they doing?”


“It’s the final day of Congress—the people who run this country have been living there, and now they’re going home. They’ll be back again in a few months.”


She felt again the stab of anger. Sure, they could leave here, exchanging the barricaded security (and rumored luxuries) of the Mall Compound for forests and deserts and mountains, and the great river valleys. But how long since a congressman or congresswoman had been to visit her hospital? How long ago, if ever, had one been to Cloak House?


She could tell that Job didn’t understand what she was saying, that he was obviously too young and the words “Congress” and “country” and even “month” still meant nothing to him. No matter. His bright eyes were fixed on the dazzling lights of the Compound, and on the swarm of cars and trucks around its floodlit helicopter pads.


“I like that. I want to go there.” He spoke so quietly that she could hardly hear him. “I’ll take Laga with me, too.”


“You will, Job. One day you will go there.”


He wouldn’t, of course. Not with his background and his appearance and his physical problems. For him the doors to the country’s treasure chamber were already locked, the glittering prizes of life already denied. But you could not tell that to a small child.


And you should not even think it yourself.


I’m getting old, thought Eileen Calder. Old and worn out and cynical. And being cynical is a lot worse than being old or worn out.


She took the little boy with his receding chin and marred jaw-line and weak lungs, and lifted him in her arms.


“You will, Job Salk.” She hugged him to her. “You’ll go there when you grow up, you and Laga. And then the brightest lights in the world will be switched on, just for you.”




Chapter Three




And behold, there came a great wind
from the wilderness, and smote the
four corners of the house, and it fell
upon the young men, and they are dead;
and I only am escaped alone to tell thee.




          — The Book of Job, Chapter 1, Verse 19





When Job was nearly ten years old, four bad things happened within a few months. They were all consequences of a single badness, but it was years before he realized that.


The first came one misty September day, when Nurse Calder arrived at Cloak House for a final and tearful meeting. “They’ve closed the hospital, Job.” She hugged him to her. “No more funding, not for babies, not for emergencies, not for anything. I’ve got to find another position. I know I can’t do it in the city. I have to leave. Goodbye, little love. Look after yourself.”


Job knew that she was very sad, but she only came to see him every few months, anyway, and at the time he did not understand the finality of this visit.


Much worse than Nurse Calder’s leaving, and a shock that overturned his whole universe, was the second bad thing: the loss of Mister Bones.


Father Bonifant populated Job’s earliest memories; he was the bedrock on which the boy’s whole life rested, the one constant element of a changing world. He had sat with Job at one year old, when wheezing attacks turned breathing into agony; six months later he had prayed and bathed the little body with cold water through one endless night when fever had thrown Job’s frail limbs into muscle-tearing convulsions.


When Job was six, Father Bonifant had given him the assignment that transformed the boy’s life. The high point of Job’s week became Saturday morning, when he accompanied Mister Bones on shopping expeditions, wandering from the richer western suburbs to the worst parts of the eastern ghettoes, searching for anything that was being given away, thrown out, or available for tiny amounts of ready cash. Job soon realized why he had been singled out from two hundred children for this privilege. Father Bonifant had struggled for years with chachara-calle, the gabble of the street people, and never mastered it. Job, don’t ask him how, had found that it came to him as easily as breathing—more easily, what with the bad air and his weak lungs. He became the interpreter, learning in the process how to find his way around the city, how to negotiate, and how to crack the jokes against himself and Mister Bones that made him acceptable to the ghetto-dwellers. And when he returned to Cloak House, he relived each of those exciting Saturday mornings for Laga. She was now English-speaking, but still shy and much smaller than she should have been. Job had appointed himself her special friend and protector.


It was during those street expeditions that Job first heard the phrase, Quiebra Grande. The street language had no words to describe the concept of global economic decline and depression, and so the “Great Crash” suggested to Job not a financial failure, but the collapse of some real but far-off structure of unimaginable size. It seemed totally unrelated to anything that might happen to Job or to anyone he knew.


Those Saturday rambles of the city also revealed another side of Father Bonifant, a seldom-seen man who hid behind the stern disciplinarian and guardian of Cloak House morality.


“You might say we have something in common, you and I.” It was a sweltering summer morning, and Mister Bones was sweating a metal-wheeled hand-cart through a narrow alley, while Job sat on it and enjoyed — or endured — a bumpy free ride. “I’m referring to our boniness.”


And then, when Job showed no sign of understanding what he meant, “You were named for a great general, Napoleon Bonaparte. Old Boney, his enemies used to call him. And I, of course, am known as Mister Bones.”


Job was shocked to silence. No one at Cloak House would dream of saying “Mister Bones” anywhere within a mile of Father Bonifant — yet he knew the nickname. And he was making a joke about it!


“But do not let Napoleon Bonaparte become your hero, even though you are his namesake.” If Father Bonifant had seen Job’s reaction, he did not let it show. “Napoleon was a great general, one of the most famous in history. But a general becomes famous by killing. Remember this, Job Salk: your friend, Nurse Calder, is more of a hero and a greater person than Napoleon.”


“How do I tell who is a great person?”


“That is a very difficult question. A complete answer now would confuse you. Remember, an easy question can have an easy answer. But a hard question must have a hard answer. And for the hardest questions of all, there may be no answer — except faith. I tell you this: one day you will know how to tell who is a great person.”


Job had puzzled over that statement for the rest of the day, as he haggled for a great heap of old furniture and persuaded himself that none of it was stolen. (The latter at Father Bonifant’s insistence; Job had sadly turned away over the months a score of wonderful deals for hot property.) This time he finally came to an agreement and they loaded the cart. Back at Cloak House the goods would be carefully sorted, the seats of ancient armchairs examined (a sure source of lost coins), and the springs and iron frames removed for sale as scrap metal.


The load when it was in position was too much for Father Bonifant. Job had to go off and find a couple of basura, the “street garbage” homeless who lived in one of the alleys, and persuade them to help to push.


“What did you offer them?” asked Father Bonifant, as Job rode in grandeur on the topmost armchair. “Not food, I hope. This is a very bad month.”


“Nothing. I just asked them if they were bored stiff and wanted something to do. They called me chico feo — little ugly—but they said they were.”


All that had happened only one month before Nurse Calder came to see Job for the last time, and just two months before the dreadful, world-shattering day when Father Bonifant called a meeting in the big assembly room, to tell them that he was leaving.


“Tomorrow will be my last day at Cloak House,” he began. As the babble started, he glared around him. He was still Mister Bones, and the incipient hubbub died to an awful silence. “I have been here for seventeen years, seventeen happy and fulfilling years. It is only fair to tell you that I will leave unwillingly. I love Cloak House, and I love all of you. Although I do not expect most of you to understand what I am about to say, I hope that you will remember it and reflect on it when you are older.


“For some years I have found it necessary to speak out against the actions of our own government. Within the Mall Compound there has been an increasing callousness towards the less fortunate of our country by the most fortunate. I have seen a widening gulf between rich and poor, between have and have-not, between our Congress and the people whom they are supposed to serve. I saw that gulf clearly. I denounced it.


“In the past few months, sure that no one was listening, I became more outspoken and specific. I named individuals in the Congress who are the worst offenders. Now I find that I was mistaken. My words were being followed, more closely than I dreamed. They were far from acceptable.


“Yesterday I was summoned to appear before the trustees of Cloak House, which operates under congressional control. I was told that the stewardship of this institute must be nonpolitical, and that in view of my ‘intemperate, not to say treasonous’ words I would be relieved of my position, and reassigned.


“Word of my reassignment came this morning. It will be far from here. I will serve as a spiritual guide to those who dwell within the Nebraska Tandy.”


Tandy. A ripple of horror ran around the room at that dread word. Father Bonifant ignored it.


“The Nebraska Tandy was the first disposal site in this country, and has become one of the biggest. My guess is that more than a hundred thousand people now live within the restricted area. Thus assignment to the Nebraska Tandy carries a great responsibility, and I choose to regard it as an equally great honor. But it is unlikely that I will return here, or that we will ever meet again.”


He took a long, stern look around him at the wide-eyed faces.


“That is all I have to say, except to tell you again that I love you all very much. Now let us pray together; for each other, for our great country, and for its wonderful people.”


Mister Bones vanished from Cloak House that night. He never returned.


For Job, that was the second bad thing. The third bad thing was the arrival of Colonel della Porta, the new Chief Steward of Cloak House.


At first the children thought he was a very good thing. He was a fat, comfortable-looking man, triple-chinned and always smiling, and he did not have Mister Bones’s addiction to discipline. Lights-out became a random event, and people stayed up as long as they liked. Colonel della Porta also abandoned the weekly inspections of hair and teeth, which had been seen by the kids as nothing but a nuisance. Best of all, with his advent the food at Cloak House, always scarce under Mister Bones, became more plentiful. It sometimes tasted funny, and the colonel ate his own meals in his private suite of rooms rather than with the children, but who cared, if there was plenty for everyone?


Only Laga was wary. “He smiles, even when there’s nothing to smile at,” she said to Job. “And he looks funny at some of the big girls.”


Job dismissed her comments. His own view of the dark side of the colonel did not come until the new chief had been running Cloak House for three weeks. One afternoon Job was called downstairs for a meeting. There had been no foraging expeditions since Father Bonifant left, so Job assumed that was the reason for the call.
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