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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.







I


Sergeant B. M. “Heavy” Dubell of the Jasperton Police Department removed from his mouth the two-inch butt of a dead cigar, mashed it viciously in the chipped saucer he kept on his desk for the purpose, and shouted for Constable Kinch. There was no answer. He kicked his chair back, came around the desk, moving heavily, his broad, thick shoulders back, gut outthrust, cuffs jingling from the low-slung gun belt. A roll of acne-pitted fat overhung his curled collar; brown spots were scattered across his hairless head.


At the top of the stair leading down to the section of the jail known as the Annex he shouted again for Kinch. No answer. He thrust past the heavy steel-plate door and lumbered down the steps. At the bottom, the passage went straight ahead for a distance of fifteen feet, dead-ended at the cross-corridor. Sergeant Dubell rounded the corner and stopped dead. Twenty feet along the narrow corridor the heavy, iron-barred door of cell number 3 stood open. Dubell yanked his gun from its holster and went forward swiftly and silently.


Kinch lay with his cheek against the cell floor, snoring softly. Above his left eye a bruise which was turning from pink to purple ran up into the hairline. An overturned wooden stool lay beside him. Dubell swore and unlimbered his flashlight, shone it around the cell.


The prisoner lay on his side near the wall. He was naked, his body soiled, marked with small cuts, scratches, and bruises. His hair was long and tangled. He stared into the light with wide, unfocused eyes.


“What the hell,” Dubell growled. He tried the wall switch; the bulb in the wire cage on the ceiling was burned out. Squatting beside Kinch, he checked the man’s pulse; it was steady and strong. He must, Dubell surmised, have tripped over the stool. Clumsy damn fool. Now he’d have to carry him upstairs. Might even have to call Doc Fine. Cost the township money. Trouble. Have to do two men’s work.


Dubell grunted, hauling the unconscious man to a sitting position, getting a shoulder under him. He didn’t notice that the prisoner had moved until he saw him at the door. Dubell yelled and lunged to his feet, hampered by the weight across his back. The naked man skittered through the doorway and fell. Dubell dumped Kinch and jumped after him, to be met by the slamming of the steel door.


He hammered and shouted, but there was no response.


The prisoner lay on his back, staring at the light at the end of the passage. He was not aware that he had accidentally kicked the cell door shut; he paid no attention to the sounds coming from behind it. He had no memory of anything prior to now, but he did not wonder who he was, what he was, where he was, where he had been before he was here; nor was he aware of the absence of such memories. He was absorbed in the wealth of sensory impressions impinging on him, all of which had to be considered, classified, filed away….


Gradually he became aware of a distinction between himself and his surroundings. He determined, by tentative movements, that the me comprised a hinged torso, to which were attached a head, with limited capacity for movement; jointed legs, rather more mobile; and arms, which were sharply limited in movement by a connection that held them in close juxtaposition at their terminal ends. The latter were elaborated into sets of smaller members, fingers, which, he found, moved quite freely. The names for these parts came into his mind effortlessly, unnoticed.


The arms bothered him. He sensed, somehow, that they should move more freely. The link between them, he deduced after careful introspection, was not a part of the me.


He tugged against the restraint, and suddenly a clear image came into his mind: he pictured himself rubbing the metal links against an abrasive surface; specifically, the concrete corner of the doorway beside him. He worked his way awkwardly into position and tentatively rubbed the handcuffs against the masonry, eliciting a metallic scraping sound. His arms, he quickly found, abraded more swiftly than the metal…. Metal was hard, he determined, savoring the concept. Body-stuff was soft. More carefully, he went on, rubbing the steel links back and forth, back and forth, attempting with partial success to keep his skin clear of contact. The pain increased for a time, then gradually lessened. A new sensation—fatigue—appeared, burning in his arms like slow fire; but he ignored it. He did not grow bored, or impatient. He was not aware of the passage of time; but time passed. Eventually the links parted.


He was delighted with the new freedom of movement, flexing his arms and hands as aimlessly as a baby playing with his toes. His eye was caught by the glossy crimson sheen of his wrists. Fluid, rich and red, was leaking from the whiteness of his wrists. There was pain there now, sharp, raw, attention-demanding. Involuntarily, he gave a low, complaining groan.


This was an interesting new phenomenon. He experimented with his mouth and tongue, searching for the combination that had produced such a novel and interesting effect. He managed smacking and clicking noises, but nothing so complex as the long, satisfying groan. He wanted to be closer to it. His arms and legs made aimless swimming motions for a few moments before an instinct pattern intervened. He came to hands and knees, swaying at first, but quickly gaining control, he crawled toward the light.


Encountering the stairs, he paused for a moment, then began to ascend, fumblingly at first, then more surely. His knees hurt, and his wrists, but it did not occur to him to stop, or to attempt to relieve the pain; he was not truly aware of it, and more than he was aware of the gravitational attraction of the earth, or the pressure of the atmosphere.


At the top, he paused, delighted by the change in scene. An inkling of the vastness of the world came to him. Not-me was so much greater than me.


He was fascinated by the new colors and shapes: the dun and tan of the wall, the chipped green of the tile floor, the red splotch of the fire alarm. The light came from a point high above. He stopped under it and reached, and at once his chin struck the floor. He tasted blood in his mouth, and spent half a minute savoring this wholly new area of sensation.


The light hung far above him, beckoning, drawing him. He rose to his knees, then to his feet. Still his fingers failed to reach the glowing bulb. He willed himself to rise into the air, but nothing happened.


He moved on, passed through other rooms, came to a larger one. A pattern of bright points of glowing color at its far side attracted his attention. He went toward it.


His hands struck something invisible: the glass panel in the exterior door. He pushed against it, reaching for the tantalizing colors. It yielded, swung open. He took two steps, then fell headlong down the front steps, striking his head hard on the cracked pavement at the bottom.


Angelique Sobell had taken special pains with her toilette that evening, giving her hair a full fifty strokes before donning a black sateen blouse, a red oil-cloth skirt with a white plastic belt, white ankle socks, yellowish-white high-heeled shoes, somewhat scuffed. From a cigar box, she selected a pink coral ring, a Navahoesque bracelet with large dull-green stones, and a necklace of peeling pearls.


The reflection in the big, tarnished, bevel-edged mirror bolted to the back of the door posed provocatively, hand on hip to conceal the slight roll of flesh there, chest out and up, feet at right angles to emphasize the taper of thighs.


“Ke-rist,” she muttered. “Baby’s getting fat.” She gave herself a final glance in the mirror, remembering to lift her chin to smooth out the throat line, and left the apartment, locking the door behind her. There were the usual odors of stale cookery, urine, and pot smoke in the stairwell; she descended slowly, one hand on the slightly gummy varnish of the handrail.


Outside, a light rain was falling. She passed stores that were closed and dark, a silent gas station, a parking lot. Light shone across the walk from a door ahead. There were dark shrubs at the foot of a short flight of steps. As she passed, she saw a man’s foot projecting from the shadows at the edge of the walk.


Angelique halted, staring at the foot. It was bare, bone-white. There was a bare, dirty ankle, a scabbed shin. The other foot was doubled under the knee, which was a raw wound. The man was naked, lying on the grass. There was blood on his mouth, his hands, his knees.


“Good lord,” Angelique whispered. She looked up at the chipped, black-edged gilt letters spelling out Jasperton Police Department above the lighted doorway.


“The lousy bums.” She skirted the obstruction and hurried on.


In the next block she saw a tall, round-shouldered man emerging from an all-night liquor store.


“Henny,” she called. He waited. “Them lousy cops,” she gasped, coming up to him. “They gone too far this time. They thrown some poor devil out in the street buck naked. Beat up, maybe dead.”


“Yeah?” The man had a deep, gruff voice. He looked along the street. It was a look that didn’t want any trouble. He shifted the bottle-shaped paper bag under his arm as the woman grabbed at him.


“Right back there.” Angelique hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “The guy is laying right on the pavement in front of the cop-house, right in the rain.”


“It’s none of my business—”


She pulled at his arm. “It won’t hurt you to look, Henny!”


He came along, reluctantly. She towed him along the block, crossed the street against the light, approached the police station cautiously.


The man was still there, lying in the same position.


“Jeezus,” Henny said.


Angelique went closer, looked down at the pale, whiskery face.


“He’s breathing.”


“He’s got cuffs on him.”


Angelique was studying the lighted color of the police station. The corridor behind it was empty, the windows beside it dark.


“Listen, Henny. Let’s get him out of here.”


“Nix, nix.” Henny backed away.


“Get him up on your back; he ain’t so big. We’ll take him up to your place.”


“Forget it.” Henny started to turn away; Angelique took a deep breath as if to scream. Henny grabbed her arm.


“What the hell—!”


“Pick him up or I yell ‘rape,’ and baby, would they just love to stick it to you!”


For a moment, Henny hesitated. Then he swore, stooped, caught up the cold, limp, wet body. The arms dangled. The mouth lolled open.


“Ahhhgg,” Henny snorted. “He stinks.”


“Let’s go.”


Grunting, Henny set off at a half-trot, Angelique at his heels, looking back at the lighted door behind which there was still no sign of life.


His eyes opened; a strange face was looking down at him: pale, with garish lips, black smudges around the eyes.


“Hey—he’s coming around,” the face said, in a high-pitched voice.


He was in pain; pain that seemed to wash over him in waves, requiring some response. His throat tensed; his mouth and tongue moved as if by their own volition:


“My knees hurt,” he said suddenly, unpremeditatedly; then he started to cry. He felt the big, hot tears running down his face. It felt good to cry; it seemed to relieve some sort of pressure inside him. He wailed, enjoying the relief.


“Hey, take it easy,” the woman said. She stood; he could see her blurrily through the tears. He didn’t want her to go; he wanted her to stay close and watch him cry. He reached impulsively for her and she ducked back.


“Hey, for Chrissakes,” she said.


His eye fell on his wrist, the one he had reached out with. There was a shiny bracelet around it, pink and brown with blood. The skin was torn, adjacent to the metal; he could see the raw flesh, and the little tatters of skin. Blood had dried in a brown crust on his arms.


“It hurts,” he said, and thought about crying some more. He started to get up, but his legs felt very strange. He fell, grabbing at the bed as he went down, pulling the blanket with him.


“Oh-oh,” he said. “I went to the toilet.”


The woman swore. A man he hadn’t seen before said, “Jeezus, Anj, for Chrissakes! The guy’s a dummy.”


“Well, don’t stand around telling me he’s a dummy! Take him in the John! The poor boob is sick, he can’t help it.”


“I ain’t no night nurse!”


Grumbling, the man called Henny took his arm, lifted him. His legs still felt funny. He let them drag; he let his body go slack.


“Don’t go cute on us, boy,” the man said. “By God, I’d as soon throw ye back out in the street.”


“Shut up, Henny. Come on, walk, feller. Work them legs.” The woman’s tone was much friendlier than the man’s. He decided he liked her best. They walked him down a short hall, and the man took him through a door into a bathroom. It had brown walls and exposed pipes and a broken toilet seat, and there were scribblings on the walls.


“Don’t read, do what you came for,” the man said standing in the open door.


“I already did,” he said. “I don’t have to anymore.”


In the hall, the woman laughed. The man swore. Together, they hauled him back to the room, dumped him in the bed. The bed was nice, he decided. He liked the bed. But he still hurt. He had forgotten about how much he hurt while they were busy with the exciting trip down the hall, but now the pain was clamoring for attention.


“Oh, boy,” he said. “It really hurts,” and started to cry, silently this time. It wasn’t as much fun to cry silently, but it was a sincere crying now, an expression of great pain. The pain grew and grew, it was like a fire that caught in dry grass and spread, eating up the grass, growing swiftly bigger. He wailed.


“Please make it stop,” he wailed. He kicked his feet, but that made it hurt worse. Lying still on the cot, he discovered, made the pain recede. He lay quietly, staring at the ceiling. There were patterns there: an overall pattern of little squiggly lines, and larger, darker blotches of discoloration. He studied them, looking for the meaning in them. He had completely forgotten the man and the woman.


“Look at the sucker,” the man said, reminding him. “Laying there now, happy as a pig in a ditch.”


“Listen, feller,” the woman said. “What’s your name?”


“Lonzo,” he said promptly. The name had popped into his mind as if it had been waiting there for that specific question. It meant nothing to him; it was an automatic response made by his mouth, not connected with the me.


“Lonzo what?”


He looked at her. She was wearing a black garment that was thin and wet, that clung to her body. He was intrigued by the bulging shapes outlined under the wet cloth, and put out a hand toward her. She jumped back. The man laughed.


“You keep your hands to yourself, Lonzo,” she said sharply. “What’s your last name? Where you from?”


“Sprackle,” he said, hearing his own voice speak the strange word.


“That your name? Or your hometown?”


“I don’t know.”


“Lonzo Sprackle: that your name?”


“Fred. Freddy.” He savored the new sound.


“Lonzo Fred Sprackle?”


“Horace. Seymore. Jim.” There were many sounds available; his mouth seemed to know them all.


“Damn you, she ast you your name, boy!” Henny put in. “Don’t get smartalecky now, or I’ll throw you right back in the gutter you come from. Now what’s your name?”


“Charles ‘Chuck’ Weinelt.” He sensed other thought-forms moving behind the words, but Henny gave him no time to explore them.


“All right, Chuck; now where you from?”


“Lacoochee.”


“Where’s that at?”


“Florida.”


“How’d you get all the way up here from Florida?”


“I … was walking.”


“That’s one hell of a long walk, boy. What the cops get you for?”


Lying on the cot, he looked at Henny. Henny kept asking questions, and he heard himself answering, but the answers didn’t seem to come from inside him. It was interesting, waiting to hear what he’d say next.


“Vagrancy,” his voice said. He wondered what vagrancy meant. But then the information was there, in his mind: The condition or quality of being vagrant: one who strolls from place to place. From the old French waurcrant….


“What’d they do to you?” Henny asked.


“They tried to finesse me.” This was a new voice, he sensed. It felt different, hotter, tighter…. “They tried to ease me out of control. Damn traitors. Men I made….”


“Huh?”


“They made me get in the car.” Again the flickering sense of change.


“Then what?”


“She said there had to be some consideration. That’s how she put it. Sweetly, of course. But some consideration. Damn trollop.”


“Here, you, don’t go talking foolish, now. I want to know what them cops done to you. They beat you up?”


Flicker. “Yeah. Pretty bad. But not too bad, you know? Just a warning, like. I got no grudge.”


“Why they take your clothes?”


“Cabrones. Hijos de la puta.” He spat.


“Here, you, don’t go spitting around here. And don’t start talking Greaser. They taken your clothes and then they worked you over and then they thrown you out, right?”


“Hell, Henny,” the woman spoke up. “You ain’t finding out nothing. You’re feeding him lines.” She shouldered the man aside and sat on the edge of the cot.


“Now listen, sugar, you can talk to Angie. You tell Angie all about it. Them coppers picked you up, you was minding your own business, right?”


“Now who’s feeding him lines?”


“How about it, sugar?”


Flicker, Flicker, Flicker. A sense of pressure, danger, urgency: “Hold it together,” he heard himself saying. “I don’t give a damn how you do it, but don’t give the bastards anything.”


“What bastards was them, honey?” Angelique inquired.


“Lousy IG types. Smooth-talking little devil. Any man in my outfit gives him anything, I’ll see him shot.”


“What outfit you with, sugar?”


“Link, Francis X. Major, AO 2355609. That’s all you get.”


“That’s your name, Francis X. Link?”


“I said so, didn’t I?”


“Where you from, Link?”


“Duluth. Why?”


“Hell, this guy’s nutty as a pecan roll,” Henny said. “He’s having a big horse-laugh at the both of us.” He stepped past the woman and grabbed the supine man by the shoulder, shook him.


“Smarten up, boy. I ask you one last time who you are and what they got on you. You rob a store? You kill somebody?”


Flicker. “Four of ’em,” he mumbled. “Maybe five. Oh, God, I was scared. They came in through the door and it went off. I didn’t mean to.”


Henny swore and pushed the man back in disgust. “This joker’s nuts,” he said. “He’s playing games.”


Flicker. This time it was different. It was as if a door had opened, and the voice had pushed through it, taken over the stage.


“All right,” Henny was saying. He broke off as the man on the bed pushed himself up suddenly on one elbow.


“I left orders I wasn’t to be disturbed,” he snapped. “Who are you?” His eyes flicked across the room. His expression changed, became suddenly wary. “What the devil’s going on here? Where am I?”


Henny and the woman had recoiled at the snap in his voice.


“Why, an, this here’s my place,” Henny blurted. “You was in bad shape, mister. We wanted to help you, was all—”


“You won’t get far with this,” the man on the cot said. He threw back the thin blanket, swung his skinny, pale legs to the floor. “Every police officer in the country will be after you—” he paused as his eyes fell on his own naked legs. He recoiled, as if to escape from his own body. He made a hoarse, distressed sound.


“Lookit here, Chuck,” Henny said quickly, “you said yourself they vagged you. They beat up on you and thrown you outside to die. Anj and me, we saved your bacon for you. You got no call—”


Flicker. “I want my mommy,” the man on the cot said, and lay back on the pillow. His thumb went into his mouth. He rolled his eyes at the two people who stood over him.


“Hey,” Angelique said weakly. “You’re right, Hen. He’s crazy as a bedbug.”


Henny took two quick steps and caught her arm as she reached for the door.


“You’re not running out and leaving the dummy here,” he said.


“Wait a minute, Henny; listen,” Angelique said. “Don’t go off half-cocked. We got to think. We can’t just dump him. He’ll talk. He’ll tell the cops about us.”


Henny took a step back as if he’d been hit. “What you talking about, girl?”


“If we throw him out, we got to shut him up.”


“You talking about killing?”


“Don’t be a damn fool. We got to keep him here a while. They’ll be looking for him. Later we can take him someplace—across the state line maybe.”


They both turned to look at the subject of their discussion. He took his thumb from his mouth.


“I’m hungry,” he said.


Henny swore. “Go get him a sandwich,” he said to the woman.


“You got bread?”


“Use your own. You got me into this.” Henny took out his handkerchief and wiped the back of his neck, his forehead, his chin, his upper lip. “I must of been nuts as the dummy, listening to you.”


“I’ll go get some sandwiches,” the woman said. “You keep him quiet.”


“Hurry it up,” Henny said. “I don’t like being alone with a nut case.”


“Sure, you bet, Henny.” She opened the door and glanced into the hall, then slipped through.


Henny pulled out a straight chair, sat in it, folded his arms, his eyes on the man on the bed.


“Just take it easy,” he muttered. “Just don’t get ideas.”




II


It was two hours before Henny realized the woman wasn’t coming back. He swore savagely, pacing up and down the room. He was sweating heavily; his stomach felt upset, as if he had eaten a batch of bad French fries. The man on the bed lay quietly, watching him, dozing occasionally. Henny stopped across the room and looked at him.


“I’ll get some clothes for you,” he said. “I’m getting you out of here.” He went quickly to the curtain suspended from an angle of pipe in the corner to form an alcove, pulled out a blackish-green shirt and a pair of puckered, grease-stained khaki pants. He threw them at the man on the bed.


“Put them on!” he ordered.


The shirt had fallen across the face of the man on the bed. He plucked at it ineffectually. Henny swore and jerked it away from his face. The man laughed, pulled it back.


“Damn you, I ain’t playing pee-pie with you!” Henny said savagely. He caught the man by the still-damp brown hair, jerked him upright.


“Keep your hands off me, you, you big ape!” the man said, and kicked out; Henny jumped back, covering his groin with both hands.


“You rum-dummy, you could of ruined me!”


“I need a drink. What the hell is this place?”


“Just take it easy.” Henny didn’t like it when the crazy man seemed to speak rationally this way. He gave him the feeling that things were happening that were beyond his understanding; that something was being put over on him. It felt like a trap.


The man flopped back on the cot. “I hurt,” he said. “I hurt all over. Get me a drink.”


Henny took a flat bottle from the dresser drawer and handed it over. The man sat up, took a long pull, immediately retched, dropping the bottle, spewing liquor on the thin gray blanket. Henny swore luridly.


“I taken all I’m taking off you, you damn crumbum. You’re no better’n an animal. Get them clothes on.”


The man lay on the cot with his eyes closed. “I’m sick,” he whined.


“You’ll be sicker ‘fore I’m done with ye.” Henny jerked the blanket off onto the floor. He checked at the sight of the other’s emaciation. He had seen him before, but not laid out full length under the light.


“Can you stand up?” he muttered.


“No. Go away.”


“Who the hell are you? No more crap, just who are you?”


“Sally Ann Seymour.”


Henny made a sound that was half snort, half laugh. “You’re the damnedest nut I ever seen. Get out of that bed, Sally Ann. We’re going for a walk.”


The man on the cot opened his eyes and looked directly at Henny. “I’m dying,” he said. “I got cancer of the cervix. Spread all over hell. I got maybe a week. I ain’t walking noplace!”


“Cancer!” Henny was halted as if by a hex sign. “God damn,” he said. Then: “Cancer of the cervix: that’s some kind of female complaint!” Indignant at the trick, he grabbed the man by the arm, hauled him off onto the floor.


“Get them clothes on, boy. One more cute trick out of you and I’ll work you over worse’n the cops ever thought about!”


The man wailed and scrabbled for the bed; then checked abruptly, staring down at himself. He gave a strangled squawk and fell back on the floor. His eyes had rolled up in his head. Henny dug at him with his foot, then kicked him lightly; but the man only snored, his mouth open, crescents of white eyeball showing under the lids.


Henny lifted him back onto the bed. He rubbed his hands on his thighs, mumbling to himself. Then he began pulling the oversized shirt on the slack arms.


It took ten minutes to dress the unconscious man in the shirt and pants, pull a pair of worn sneakers onto his feet and lace them. By this time, the patient had begun to stir. His eyes opened. He looked around dully.


“Wha’ happened?” he said.


“You flang a fit. Now get up.”


The man rubbed a hand across his mouth. “Oh, boy,” he said. “Oh boy. I don’t remember a thing. What’d I do?”


“Let’s go.” Henny hauled at the man’s arm and he stood, shakily.


“I’m not feeling too well,” he said. “But I’ll be OK. Just get me a cab.”


“Yeah, a cab. Good idea. Sure. Come on, walk nice, now.”


“I appreciate this, sir. You won’t regret it. Was I much trouble?”


“Damn right, Sally Ann or whatever your name is.” Henny was walking him toward the door.


“Chister. Wayne G. Chister. I’ll make it right with you, Mr., er—?”


“Never mind that. Just be nice, now. You’re going for a nice ride.”


“Don’t call my wife,” Wayne G. Chister said. “Just worry her. I’ll be fine, now.”


“Sure, you’ll be swell. Watch the steps.”


Wayne G. Chister yelped as he took the first step. “My knee,” he gasped. “Oh, my knee. And my hands hurt.” He pulled back the overlong cuff of the shirt and stared at his bloody wrist, clamped in the steel wristlet with the dangling links of small chain.


“Oh, for the love of God, what’s happened to me?”


“Nothing. A little joke. You’re OK, Mr. Chister. Come on, you’re going home, right? What was that address?”


“2705 Royal Palm Crescent, but what happened to me? Why am I wearing handcuffs?”


“Look, pal, the cops had you, see? Don’t you remember?”


“No, no, I don’t remember anything after—” he shut up abruptly.


At the street door, Henny peered cautiously out. No cars moved in the street. No pedestrians were in evidence. He looked at the man shivering against the wall.


“Look, Mr. Chinchy, you wait here, see? I’m going up to the hack stand; you just wait right here.”


“I’m not feeling well, sir. Please hurry.” His teeth chattered so that it interfered with his speech.


“Just don’t go noplace.” Henny ducked out into the drizzling rain and headed for the cab stand two blocks east.


He stood in the darkness of the hallway, listening to the voices in his head. Some of the voices were insistent, some faint. They seemed to be urging him to action; but the voices were confusing, conflicting. His legs and arms twitched in abortive response to the sense of urgency that the voices communicated to him.


A door banged loudly somewhere above, triggering something in his mind, opening a door….


He flattened himself against the wall, slid away from the door in the greater darkness of the hall. Feet clacked on the steps. A fat woman came into view. She pushed out through the street door, paused to wrap her coat more closely about her, and was gone.


He leaned against the wall. His head hurt. He felt terrible.


This time I’m sick, a voice said in his head. This time I’m really sick. He put a hand against his forehead. His hand felt strange, too narrow—and hot. He had fever, all right, the voice told him. He hurt all over. His body felt strange. His arms and legs felt strange.


“I’m sick,” he moaned, knowing that no one could hear him. “Please, somebody help me.” It was not an actual appeal for help, merely the expression of his feelings: that he was a man who was in trouble, who needed help.


“But they don’t care,” he whispered. “Nobody cares.” He wet his lips, and noticed the foul, sour taste in his mouth. He smelled the stale reek of the clothes he was wearing.


“What’s happened to me?” he muttered. “I was never this bad before….”


A flash of brilliant blue light lit the dark passage suddenly, winked out as swiftly, winked again. Through the glass panel in the door he saw the rotating flasher of a police car, just pulling to a stop at the curb. Terror was like a hand clamped on his heart.


“Oh, no, oh, God, no….” He moved back farther, hearing car doors open, hearing feet clap on the sidewalk. A beam of white light dazzled abruptly through the door, making stark shadows on the brown-yellow wallpaper. He shrank back into a wedge of blackness at the extreme rear of the hall. The door burst open. A large, uniformed policeman stood silhouetted there. Behind him, rain made slanting lines of twinkling brilliance in the light.


The cop turned and palmed another man into the hall ahead of him.


“OK, where is he?”


“He was right here. I swear I left him standing right here.” The second man was big, round-shouldered, with a long, pale, soft face. Some part of his mind recognized him as a man called Henny.


“How come you went off and left him alone?”


“I told you, I was going for a hack—”


“Some service. Whyn’t he get his own hack?”


“Like I said, he was drunk. I’m only trynna help. He says his name is Chisler—”


“Naw, that’s you, Henny. You’re mixed up.”


“You got no call to badmouth me. I got rights like any citizen. I done nothing—”


“Let’s take a look.” The cop prodded Henny, who took a couple of aimless steps and called, “Mr. Chisley?”


“Let’s go up and have a look-see at your flop?” the cop said.


“There ain’t nothing up there, I tell you he was right here—”


“Well, maybe he got tired waiting and went up. Let’s go.” The last two words with a whipcrack delivery. The two men went up the stairs.


The man hiding in the hallway stood trembling, sweating, feeling weak and hollow. There would be another cop in the car. He couldn’t get out that way. He looked behind him, past the two large trash cans blocking the end of the hall. There was a metal-surfaced door behind them; it swung open silently.


Soft rain pattered down on him. Light shining past a torn windowshade to the right illuminated wet bricks, dented garbage cans, an overflowing wooden box, a rusty bicycle locked to a frame made of pipe. Across the way a narrow alley led out to a street beyond. He scuttled across the courtyard, keeping as near the wall as possible, skirting the obstructions. In the alley he paused to look back. No one was following him. His heart was beating painfully. His head hurt. His stomach hurt. His knees and hands and his face hurt. He sobbed once, and hurried toward the street.


It was a dark, narrow, shuttered street lined with old, high-built houses faced with dark green shingles and purple-gray stonework, with faded “Room for Rent” signs propped in the high arched windows. Lights shone behind a few of the windows. The rain fell steadily, making a whispering sound in the street. He shivered, feeling the cold, clammy cloth against him. In his head, voices whispered, but he paid no attention. He stood on the sidewalk, feeling the rain against his face, observing himself shivering.


Down the street, three men stepped from a doorway. They paused for a moment under the streetlight at the corner, looking in his direction now. They moved closer together. A match flared, and he saw lean, pale faces, dark eyes slanted toward him.


Flicker. There was a sudden churning sensation in his stomach. His heart began to thud heavily. His mouth felt dry. He turned and walked off quickly.


Feet whispered on the pavement behind him. He reached the corner, broke into a run. A dozen yards along the street a deep doorway cut back into the dark masonry. He skidded to a halt and ducked into the entry, and at once regretted it. It was a damn fool move, but too late now to change his mind. But what else could he have done? The way he felt, he couldn’t outrun a one-legged panhandler. What was the matter with him? Couldn’t even remember how he got here, down on Delaney Street, at like 2 a.m. for chrissakes….


Running feet approached, slowed. The three men passed the doorway, halted not ten feet away. Standing in the empty street, they looked both ways. One of them swore. Another spat. They were just boys, he saw; with long, oiled hair, soiled, bright-colored shirts and dark jeans.
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