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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.












One


Each afternoon before he visited the American, Dr. Arturo Ochoa would return home to change his shirt. The weather in Trujillo was no hotter than usual, nor was the doctor sweating more profusely, and since he was not in the habit of tidying up for his other patients, he recognized that he was responding to the petty demands of ego. He did not wish to appear as the American would, in any case, surely perceive him: a comical, bedraggled figure, overweight and fiftyish, bearing a degree in psychiatry from a nondescript Honduran university. Though the American was only twenty-three, a boy in a man’s body, and obviously troubled, his wealth and status had ignited the doctor’s sense of inadequacy to such a degree, he wondered if he could be sufficiently clinical; but after five visits he had concluded that continued exposure to the American’s disaffected personality would eventually inoculate him against pride.


Partway up into the green hills that crowded the town against the bay, approached along a winding gravel road, then through an arched gate, the American’s hotel was a compound of hacienda-style buildings, cream-colored stucco with red tile roofs. Dr. Ochoa parked in the breezeway attached to the central building and walked down a short flight of stairs into the patio. Ferns and baby palms shadowed a pond in whose jade depths an enormous sea turtle was rumored to live. Tucked into a corner by the entrance, the front desk stood untended except by a molting parrot on its perch—as the doctor passed, it chose to imitate a wailing child. Off the patio lay a cool, wide, dark semi-enclosed area that opened onto steps leading to a concrete deck and a swimming pool, and was furnished with a mahogany bar, tables, and dilapidated easy chairs, none of them occupied. Luis, the bartender, a leathery man in his sixties, was watching a soccer game on TV with the sound turned low. He asked Dr. Ochoa if he cared for something and, after checking his watch, realizing that he was early, the doctor said he would have a Pepsi.


“Señor Stearns?” The doctor eased onto a barstool. “He’s by the pool?”


“The man’s a lizard,” said Luis. “He never stirs.”


He set a bottle of Pepsi and a glass filled with ice on the bar, and shifted a dish of peanuts closer to Dr. Ochoa’s elbow, then turned his attention back to the game. The doctor loosened his tie and removed his jacket. An oblong portal had been cut in the wall behind the bar so as to allow drink orders to be passed in from waitresses standing out on the deck; but business was poor, and the waitresses had been let go. Six years had passed since the portal served a function other than that of a window. From the doctor’s perspective, it held a lozenge of blue sky and darker blue bay and—visible above the bottom edge—palm crowns and rusting tin roofs and a white steeple. If he had stood on tiptoe and leaned to his left, he might have been able to glimpse a corner of the swimming pool and, stretched on a deck chair, a young man with sunstreaked hair, handsome nearly to the point of prettiness, clad in bathing trunks; but he had no desire to lay eyes on Stearns until it was necessary.


The picture on the TV distorted. The bright jersey colors of the players bled over onto the too-green grass of the field, blurring their outlines, making it appear that they were being transformed into creatures of vibration. Half-mesmerized by the movement, yet interested in neither the score nor the level of play, it occurred to the doctor that something of this sort had happened to Stearns. The lines of his character had been blurred, as if some internal defect were causing interference that prevented their clear expression. Eighteen days alone, adrift at sea, enduring thirst and exposure, had placed him under tremendous stress, sufficient to blot out his memories of that time, and yet he exhibited none of the predictable symptoms: nightmares; delirium; shock. His pathology was less a fragmentation than a deformity of the personality. If it were a pathology. The doctor had only the word of Stearns’ father that his son had once been a sunny, engaging young fellow, and the father, powerful, verging on megalomania, was the kind of man who tended to impose his judgments on the world.


The picture lost its horizontal hold, twisting into a quivering abstract of diagonal stripes. Dr. Ochoa resisted the temptation to extend his metaphor and prognosticate such a violent distortion for his patient. He sensed a potential for violence in Stearns, but was uncertain to what degree his instincts in this regard had been colored by distaste. That, too, seemed instinctual, a condition of being in close proximity to the American. Not a single man who had come in contact with Stearns held a good opinion of him. Women, however, were a different story.


Luis fiddled with the controls of the TV and then resorted to banging on the cabinet. The picture returned, trembled, warped sideways, and lapsed again. “Cono!” he said. He aimed the remote at the cabinet, punching the channel selector with such fury, he might have been firing bullets into the body of an enemy. At length he settled on a channel showing a music video. Against a hot pink backdrop, a porcine blond overflowing a red latex dress importuned her audience with alluring hand gestures, dancing away from the clutches of dancers dressed as demons. Watching her, Dr. Ochoa indulged in a perfunctory sexual fantasy and then thought of his daughter, Lizeth, who—since her twelfth birthday—had taken to idolizing such women. He sucked an ice chip into his mouth. The coolness on his tongue served to turn him once again to the matter at hand. Letting out a sigh, he sought to order his mind, to clarify his therapeutic strategy, preparing for what would almost certainly be an ordeal.









Two


Every morning the same city of mist, a gray shelf spiked with towers and lumpish crenellated structures, would accumulate upon the crests of the hills behind the hotel and, as the sun climbed toward its zenith, the mist would seethe down along the slopes, losing its shape, thinning and whitening as if being filtered by the dense growths of palms, by the feather-duster alignments of their fronds, until it had been reduced to a pointillist haze that caused the landscape to have an unreal, monochrome look, like an engraving in an 18th century travel diary—some mad Englishman’s record of his explorations of an uninteresting jungle place (all that was left to explore now the truly interesting jungles had been investigated by more fortunate madmen). With the thinning of the mist, the heat would come, and it was the heat Stearns loved. The basting, simmering heat that melted a fine sweat from his body, the light penetrating his closed lids with crumbling gold, making him dozy and content. From time to time he opened his eyes and watched the clouds passing west to east, the water brightening along the shore below, glowing aquamarine above the sandy shallows, and the Cape of Honduras emerging from a separate mist, a dark splinter of land that half-enclosed the bay, forming a false horizon. To the south, past the clutter of the town and the clustered bars and hotels close by the airstrip, near the landward reach of the cape, stretched a lagoon, a rich blue lozenge set among bananas and palmettos, where lived crocodiles, nineteen-footers. Beyond the lagoon, a sweep of green coast that looked to be endless, disappearing around the curve of the world.


Stearns let his right leg flop off onto the deck. With his big toe, he traced the design on one of the concrete tiles, a crudely executed Mayan god, squatting, contemplating what might have been a serpent rising from between his feet. Each of the tiles bore a similar design, as did the tiles on the bottom of the pool, though these were hidden from all but the most intrepid swimmers by the bilious green hue of the water. He fumbled about for his Pepsi, found it, but was gripped by a sudden lassitude and did not pick it up, leaving two fingers brushing the bottle cap. Zoned, he thought. I am zoned. He could feel his soul settling in his body, taking up deeper residence there. The heat fitted itself around him like a private country.


Hearing Dr. Ochoa’s step on the stairs, he smiled, amused by the man’s ungainly tread. As the doctor lowered himself onto the adjoining chair, an effortful process, Stearns squinted at him, taking in his disheveled figure, the baggy trousers, the brow shiny with perspiration, and said weakly, “Arturo. You looking a little shaky, dude.”


With a crispness he did not feel, Dr. Ochoa said, “I’m fine, William. How are you?”


“Same old, same old.” Stearns rested the Pepsi bottle on his chest, taking pleasure in the circle of cold it imprinted on his skin. “I remembered something.”


“Wait a second.” The doctor extricated a tape recorder from his trouser pocket and switched it on. “Go ahead.”


“I was hanging onto the railing of the boat,” Stearns said. “We must have been at least a couple of days out from Bluefields—there wasn’t any land in sight. I was looking off the side and the wind was coming hard in my face, the sea was choppy. The water and the sky were slate-colored. Almost the same shade. You couldn’t see the horizon. And there was a funny…kind of…”


Picturing the scene caused Stearns a feeling of instability, as if something had sprung loose inside his head, impeding thought.


“Funny?” Dr. Ochoa said. “What was it? Something about the sky? The water?”


“This isn’t going to help. It’s one little memory. A minute or so out of eighteen days.”


“It’s a start.”


“What’s it matter? Nobody cares what happened anymore.”


“We’ve discussed this, William. Eventually you will remember. It would be best if you remembered while in a therapeutic setting. You’ve obviously…”


“Want to trade names, man?”


“I beg your pardon?”


Stearns rolled his shoulders and rotated his neck, an indolent display that offended the doctor. Like a woman, he thought. A woman who knows she’s being watched.


“I’m feeling kinda like an Arturo these days,” Stearns said. “A little sexy, little mysterious. And you undoubtedly would make one hell of a William. I think we should trade.”


“I’m happy to play any game you choose.”


“William Ochoa,” said Stearns. “Guillermo Ochoa. It’s a better name for you. More dignified. Especially you get to be mayor. How’s that working out, by the way?”


“I’m not here to discuss…”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah! You’re here to talk about me. But you could at least be a little sociable.”


“The campaign’s going quite well.”


“Not what I hear. People tell me you’re going to be crushed, you don’t start hustling.”


“So be it. It’s hardly a meaningful position. Now may we…”


“I get it’s no big fucking deal being mayor here. Like it’s all this ceremonial shit. But you know what my father would tell you? He’d say there are no small jobs, just small men.”


“I’d like to go on with…”


“It’s a cliché, but when of dad mouths a cliché, it carries a different weight from when regular people say it. He’s built an empire on clichés.”


“I’ll keep it in mind. Now may we go on?”


“You’re not a lot of laughs today, Arturo.” Stearns performed another luxuriant stretch. “Why don’t you lose the bedside manner and kick back?”


“You said there was something funny about your memory?”


Stearns unscrewed the cap of his Pepsi. “It was this pressure. Like the pressure you get in your ears when you fly. Everything was muffled.”


The doctor dabbed at his brow with a handkerchief. “Is there more?”


Three birds were circling the sky to the west of the hotel, black against the sun. As Stearns tracked them, he said distantly, “I saw a whirlpool. A huge fucking whirlpool. You could have dropped the Titanic in it. The strange part…it was circulating upward, not down. Bringing things up from beneath the water.”


“What sort of things?”


“Mostly little stuff. I couldn’t tell what it all was. Junk from the bottom, I guess. There was one big thing. It took a long time to make its way to the surface, like it was really heavy.”


“You watched it for a long time, then?”


“Wow.” Stearns squinted at the doctor again. “You are an accomplished professional, Arturo. Your incisive questioning never ceases to amaze. Yeah. I was like totally absorbed. Fascinated. I kept worrying the boat would be pushed so far away—by the waves coming off the whirlpool, you know—and I wouldn’t be able to see what it was.”


“And did you see it?”


“It was a statue. An idol or something.”


“Can you describe it?”


“Big. Ten, fifteen feet high. Something like that. It was gray, so it must have been stone. And it wasn’t a whole statue, right? Just the head and shoulders carved on the top of this pillar. A square pillar.”


“Did you see the head clearly?”


“That’s hazy…but I’m pretty sure it had an animal face. Maybe a bird.”


Dr. Ochoa was tempted to believe the “memory” was pure invention—it would be in character for Stearns to make a joke of the session. Yet the American’s amnesia was not a joke and the doctor thought that even if what he had been told were invention, if it were a dream or a false memory, its detail might shed some light upon the nature of Stearns’ trauma. “What did you hear when you saw the whirlpool?” he asked. “Was there a roaring?”


“The pressure muffled everything, but there was a rushing noise. It was coming from everywhere. Like it was in my head.”


“How about voices? Was anyone talking?”


“I don’t remember.”


“Were the Metzlers watching with you?”


Annoyed by the question, Stearns had a swig of Pepsi. “I told you, I was concentrating on the whirlpool. I don’t remember!”


“Why so defensive, William?”


“Gee, I wonder! Think maybe it’s because I’m sick of being accused of murder? Why don’t you just ask, ‘Was that when you killed the Metzlers?’” The anger that boiled up in Stearns mingled with the heat of his body, increasing his torpor. “I’m tired. Let’s finish this tomorrow.”


“You have no cause to be defensive. I’m not your judge. And as you well know, the police in Honduras have scant interest in the disappearance of two Nicaraguans. The only reason they held you was in order to extort money from your family.”


“It’s how the world works, man. You’re doing more or less the same, aren’t you?”


“If you believe that, you’re free to engage another therapist.”


“As long as my father writes the checks, I’m daddy’s boy. He wants me to get my head on straight, that’s what he’s going to get. And you’re the only game in town.”


“Going by your attitude, I’d say you believe your head is on straight.”


“My attitude?”


“Your sarcasm. Your apparent contempt for our sessions…and for me.”


“Don’t be so sensitive.” Stearns chuckled. “You’re my guy, Arturo. My soul mechanic. I mean, seriously. We’re perfect for one another. My head’s full of bad thoughts, but I have faith you’re going to tune me right up.”


“Nevertheless, perhaps you’d be more comfortable seeing a therapist back in Atlanta.”


“That would mean I’d have to leave Trujillo. I like it here. I may never fucking leave. This is my place.”


“What is it about Trujillo you like so much?”


“The heat,” said Stearns. “I love the heat.” He turned onto his stomach and rested his head on his folded arms. “You should drop fifty, sixty pounds, man. It would enable you to enjoy the blessing of the sun.”


A Honduran girl of about ten, wearing a yellow two-piece, her waist encircled by a plastic flotation device shaped like a turtle, came down the steps and, bare feet slapping on the tiles, ran to the shallow end of the pool and dipped a toe in. Stearns watched her descend the aluminum ladder into the water, viewing her with a sort of flat disdain, much as he might have watched a hopping frog. Dr. Ochoa felt a measure of revulsion on noticing the fixity of Stearns’ stare. The girl’s parents, both portly and wearing robes over their bathing suits, followed behind her. They offered a polite greeting to which Dr. Ochoa responded and Stearns did not. They crossed to the deckhouse on the opposite side of the pool, sat in its shade, and lit cigarettes.


“I’d like to talk about your first meeting with Gael Metzler,” the doctor said. “You told the police when he invited you to come to Honduras with him, you suspected he had criminal intentions.”


“Jesus!” Stearns said wearily. “What’s not to suspect? You meet a guy in a pool hall, fifteen minutes later he’s asking you to go on a week-long boat trip? I thought he might have seen a picture of me with my dad and knew I had money.”


“If you suspected as much, why accept his invitation?”


“What can I tell you? People are always trying to mess with your head down here. They want to make you feel like you’re an innocent among sharks, but all they’re doing is compensating for their fucking feelings of inadequacy. They work up contempt for Americans because they envy our ass. They want to be us. You know what I’m talking about, right?” Stearns winked. “Anyway, Gael seemed okay after a while.”


“Yet you were suspicious. For someone who’s been protected by bodyguards since childhood, your behavior was incautious to say the least.”


The girl in the pool began kicking furiously, splashing water up onto the deck; her mother spoke harshly to her.


“Once you were at sea,” said the doctor, “after the Metzlers started…‘mind-fucking you.’ I believe that’s how you put it.”


“They were definitely tripping on me. Especially Gael’s dad. Odiberto.” Stearns made an epithet of the name. “He was always making comments you could take a couple of ways. Then he’d say something menacing, but quietly enough so I couldn’t be sure I’d heard him right.”


“How did you react?”


“I was freaked at first, but then I thought, fuck, if these guys are going to kill me, they would’ve done it already. It was just games. I kept an eye out, but I wasn’t too worried. Gael was a punk and Odiberto was even more out of shape than you.”


“You felt a match for them physically?”


“Absolutely.”


“Might it be possible that some incident elevated your paranoia?”


Stearns turned his head toward the doctor. He felt as if he had drawn up tightly inside his skull and was looking at the man from a long way off. “There you go again, Arturo. Making accusations.”


“Two men disappear from a boat, leaving a third as the sole survivor. The logical inference is that violence occurred. Piracy is one possibility. A disagreement among the three is another. I’m not accusing you. I am, however, wondering whether or not you feel capable of killing another man.”


Stearns sat up abruptly and—pleased to see the doctor flinch—adjusted the deck chair so it would elevate his back. “I suppose I have my moments,” he said, resettling himself.


Dr. Ochoa prepared another question, but before he could voice it, Stearns gestured toward the cape, now clearly demarcated against the glittering sea, the shiny derricks of the container port visible near its seaward end. “Did you know Columbus landed out there? It was on his last voyage.”


“Yes, of course.”


“He didn’t set foot on the cape himself. He was too sick. His men claimed the land for him.”


The doctor made an affirmative noise, but refrained from asking his question, struck by the change in Stearns’ mood. The American, normally languid in his movements, was picking at a splintered section of wood on the side of his deck chair, digging at it obsessively with a fingernail. His face was set in sorrowful lines and, when he spoke, his voice was tinged with uncharacteristic emotion.


“He was so very, very old,” Stearns said. “His hands were trembling.”









Three


Dr. Ochoa’s house was a white American-style duplex on a hillside that had been funded—as had every facet of his current life—by his book on the great Honduran soccer player, Aurelito, whom he had treated years before. It had been translated into fifteen languages, deemed “a significant contribution to the literature of sports psychology” by no less an authority than The New York Times, and continued to provide him with substantial royalties. The window of his study, where for the last several years he had been working on a second book, overlooked a highway and a curving beach lined with thatch-roofed bars, their vari-coloured lights shining among the trunks of the palms that fringed his property, as well as a weedy path that wound through the moon-shadowed hammock toward the shore. It was on this path, a night four years previously, that he had last seen his wife, Merced. She had been going to have a drink with her friend Celina Costly at the Bahia Bar. Celina had attested that they did, indeed, sit together for an hour at the bar; but as to where Merced had gone thereafter, neither Celina nor anyone else could attest. The police suspected foul play, but Merced had publicly professed weariness with the marriage—the doctor was fourteen years her senior—and it was widely held that she had run off with another man, an American tourist with whom she was having an affair. It was not his pride that influenced Dr. Ochoa to hew to the official line. He had loved his wife and he loved her still; he would have preferred to believe she was alive and unfaithful than that she had been raped and murdered. But he could not accept that she would have willingly left Lizeth. The bond between mother and daughter had been deep. And though he and Merced had endured their share of problems, though he’d had his own suspicions concerning her frequent nights out, at the core of their relationship was a profound kindness—he knew in his heart that while she might have strayed, she would never have abandoned him. A photograph of Merced wearing a sundress, hallowed by a silver frame, rested atop his computer. He picked it up, ran the ball of his thumb across her bare shoulder. Memories flickered like heat lightning in the dark of his brain. Her skin against white sheets. The scent of her shampoo. A shred of music from somewhere nearby fitted a sentimental score to his memories and seemed a ghostly distillation of Merced’s passion and exuberance.


The phone rang. Setting down the photograph, the doctor felt old and dusty with solitude. “Sí…Digame.”


“This is Nathaniel Stearns.”


No greeting or acknowledgement, not even the most diffident pleasantry, just this self-announcement. It was pointless to express resentment when dealing with such a man—Dr. Ochoa bridled an impulse to respond curtly and told the elder Stearns that there were positive signs. When asked to clarify, he said, “William remembered something. It’s most likely a dream memory. An image of delirium. But it gives me hope that a breakthrough is on the horizon.”


“What did he remember?”


Dr. Ochoa was pleased by the opportunity to thwart the father’s curiosity. “I doubt William would mind if I told you, but until I clear it with him, I’m afraid our sessions will have to remain confidential.”


“Does it have something to do with him killing the Metzlers?”


Surprised by this, the doctor said, “You believe William killed them?”


“Don’t you?”


“I wouldn’t hazard a guess at this point. It seems odd you would think so, since you’ve assured me what a good-natured sort William is.”


“We’re all capable of killing. If he was pushed to the wall, he’d defend himself.”


“We don’t know he was pushed to the wall. We don’t know anything yet.”


“I can appreciate your hesitancy, doctor. You’re a clinician, trained to reserve your judgments. But being a reasonable man, I have to deal with the realities.”


“If you’ll pardon my saying so, Mr. Stearns…”


“Nathaniel. Please!”


“Very well. Nathaniel. It seems you’re almost eager to believe that your son has committed acts of mortal violence.”


“‘Eager’ isn’t the term I’d choose. Still, it doesn’t hurt my feelings to think that William has backbone. He’s never shown any before. At any rate, how I feel about what he’s done is irrelevant.”


“I have to disagree. How you feel toward William influenced his development, and it can’t help but influence him now. That’s the case with every father and son.”


Nathaniel Stearns gave an arch laugh such as an actor in a sophisticated play might have essayed on learning of some delightful irony. “Perhaps that’s how it works in Honduras. Here in the States, things aren’t always so simple.”


The doctor sat at his desk for a long while after hanging up, cataloguing the smells of brine, roasting meat, wood smoke, and listening to music and shouts from the beach. A woman shrieked—a sound, he assumed, of drunken hilarity. Then he wondered at that assumption. He might, he thought, have heard a similar outcry on the night Merced disappeared. The morbidity of the idea appalled him. Not that he could have saved her, but that he had assigned a trivial value to her terror. With a gesture of frustration, he switched on the computer, intending to transcribe his notes from his latest session with Stearns. A noise in the corridor caught his attention.


“Lizeth!”


He thought he detected a footfall. Once again he called to his daughter. When no answer was returned he went into the corridor. She stood on the landing below, one foot upon the stair, as if ready to bolt, wearing skin-tight jeans and a T-shirt that left her midriff bare. Her eyes were encaverned by mascara and her mouth drawn ripe and glossy with crimson lipstick. Even costumed in this fashion, she was the image of Merced. Slim and charged with vitality, her skin a blending of gold and cinnamon.


“It’s too late for you to be going out,” he said.


“I’m only going to the beach!” she said petulantly. “Only for an hour!”


“I told you, it’s too late.”


“I’ll be back by eleven-thirty. I promise!”


“I’m sorry.”


“It’s some of the kids, Papa. They’re building a bonfire. I told Georgina I’d meet her.”


“Call her and tell her you can’t make it.”


“She’s already there!”


Dr. Ochoa shrugged. “Then you’ll have to tell her in the morning.”


“Papa!” Lizeth stamped her foot, put her fists to her ears.


“I have to go!”


He moved closer to her, trailing his hand along the banister rail. The image printed on her T-shirt was a cuddly kitten. Bait, he said to himself. She painted herself like a whore and dressed like a schoolgirl, and never gave a thought to the fact that somewhere out there a monster was waiting to swallow the lure.


“Please!” she said, screwing up her features into a parody of anguish.


“I’ll make it up to you. We’ll do something this weekend.”


“Please let me go!”


“We’ll drive to La Ceiba and take in a movie.”


“No!” Her tone was peremptory, no longer wheedling. “I’m fifteen! I’m allowed to spend time with my friends!”


“Perhaps if it wasn’t a school night…”


“I’m not Mama!” She came a step up toward him, angry now and close to tears. “I’m not going to run away with anyone!”


“Lizeth! Don’t speak that way!” It seemed not her words, but the heat of her anger that had kindled his own, as if this were something always between them, a chemical potential that required no more than propinquity to start a blaze.


“You can’t keep punishing me for what she did!”


“I’m trying to protect you, not punish you.”


“You’re chaining me up! I never get to go anywhere!”


These words brought the doctor hard upon a conversation he’d had with his wife six years before. “All you ever want to do is work or fuck,” she had said. “We never talk, we never go out. I’ve nothing to occupy me after Lizeth’s in bed. I sit for hours and wait for you to remember I exist. I need to see my friends, Arturo. You can’t keep me chained up.” And so he had been understanding, accommodating.


The memory of that old accommodation and its grave result may have surfaced in his expression as a hint of uncertainty and given Lizeth confidence. Her anger firmed into defiance. “I’m going!” she said and started down the stairs, not running as might the child of a few moments before, but walking unhurriedly, asserting herself like a young woman determined to obey no rule apart from her own. This transformation shocked Dr. Ochoa to speechlessness.


“I’ll be home around eleven-thirty.” She paused at the bottom of the stairs. “Don’t worry, Papa. I’ll be okay.”


Dr. Ochoa remained frozen at the railing for several seconds after hearing the door close behind her; then panic swelled in his chest and he headed down the stairs, thinking he would follow her, keep watch. But as he searched for his jacket, he recognized that she had done nothing to give him cause for mistrust. None of her friends posed a threat. At fifteen, she deserved some freedom. He couldn’t protect her from life, however powerfully he was moved to do so by the compulsions of the past. He caught sight of the jacket lying over the arm of an easy chair, but did not retrieve it. His heart pounded, his forehead was damp. He went into the kitchen and poured a glass of ice tea and stood at the window, staring out at the confusion of light and shadow along the shore.


“Fuck it!” he said.


Tears sprang to his eyes, as if profanity had opened him to weakness. The black weight in his skull, compounded of loss and loneliness, of guilt attaching to the feeling that his restraint and neglect of Merced were responsible for the awful thing that had been done to her…it seemed to grow unbearably heavy. He let his chin drop to his chest. Four years. Like four seeds gone dry and lifeless. In his mind’s eye he saw first Merced, then Lizeth walking through the palm hammock toward the beach. Going down the same path. Figuratively and literally. And nothing he could do to stop either of them. He had an urge to roar, to hurl his pain to heaven, but all that issued from his throat was a feeble, scratchy bleat. The sound of an infirm old man trapped in a dream. Filled with self-pity and self-hate, with an impossible yearning, he hung his head above the sink and wept.
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