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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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The Tart Room




The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and science.


—ALBERT EINSTEIN





IT WAS A STANDARD TART ROOM, BASICALLY THE SAME design as used by Charles Tart in his work with “Miss Z” at the University of California.


I lay on a cot in the dim light. Tiny conductors attached to my eyelids and forehead monitored my REMs and brain waves. Other electrodes measured respiration, heartbeat, perspiration, skin resistance, and a few other things—the usual polygraph spectrum. I had added a couple of features: a device for weighing the bed with me on it, closed-circuit TV, and holo cameras.


Across from the cot is the one-way window. I sense that observers stick their noses against the glass from time to time. I wonder if they—or the camera—will see anything significant.


Above my head, about six and a half feet off the floor, is a shelf. A piece of paper lies on the shelf. On the piece of paper is a number. Just above the shelf is a wall clock. I can’t see it from where I lie, because the shelf hides it.


Here’s the procedure. If I have an OB (“out-of-body experience” pronounced Oh-Be), I float up, read the number on the paper, check the time on the clock, then return to my mortal coil and wake up.


No big deal. I decided ahead of time how to do it.


So I lie there a couple of hours to make it look good, breathing slowing and regularly, as if in normal sleep, twisting a little (within the limits of the wires attached to me), and then finally lying flat on my back and willing the change. Click—I’m out, and floating. I look down at the scrawny creature on the cot. Yes, that’s me. I need a haircut. Alix made me promise, but then I forgot. Also, I was broke (and still am). I am grateful the light institutional pajamas cover most of my very unbeautiful body.


I am attached to that other self by a pulsing ray of light, the so-called silver cord of Ecclesiastes. It runs from the back of my head down to his forehead. All standard procedure. So far. But now, forget my earthly corse. On with the experiment! Up! Up!


As I reach the shelf, I look for the paper. It’s there, but it’s facedown. I turn it up, and I read “13.” Who thought that one up? The original Tart work used five-digit numbers taken from a book of random numbers. Oh well, Loesser was certainly entitled to do it differently. Time check. I look at the clock. Three-fifteen A.M. The big red second hand is barely moving. I decide to take a run out over the city, so for the moment it’s best to stop the flow of time. The second hand halts its leisurely orbit.


I float up and through the wall into the adjoining observation room. Ah, there’s Barton Loesser, my adviser, watching through the window. Did he see me turning the coded paper over? Probably not. Not within his immediate angle of view. Did the cameras catch it? The answers will have to wait a bit.


And there’s Alix, of course. She’s brought her little pillow, and she’s dozing on the sofa. She’s doing a thesis on Poe. Poe and Freud, actually. She calls it Freudian Symbols Used by Edgar Allan Poe. Poe is a very big deal with her.


Anybody else in the room? Yes, a weird character sits in one of the plush chairs. He’s dressed in some sort of gray military uniform. No army I recognize. And he’s the original Blackbeard: that foliage covers his face and chin and flows down on his chest like an inky waterfall. The front of his jacket carries vertical rows of gilt buttons. Three stars are embroidered on each side of the stiff collar. Gold braid plasters the jacket sleeves. Gray trousers with yellow stripes disappear into enormous gleaming black knee boots. A shapeless brown felt hat rests in his lap; a big black feather is stuck in the band and hangs loosely over the back of the brim. A yellow silk sash drapes his waist.


I can hardly take my eyes off him. But I must, because I note that a second weirdo is sitting by the soldier: a man about forty, rather slight build, dark hair, gray eyes. This chap’s dress is equally odd. He wears a high lace collar, dark cravat, jacket, and blue velvet topcoat, all reminiscent of the first half of the nineteenth century. Is this a costume ball? The place was filling up like Union Station! Well, none of my business. The rulers of the Graduate School and the Psychology Department ran the show, and they could and would invite whom they darn well pleased.


So. Everybody seemed to be here except the guest of honor, Dr. J. Theophilus Garten, Dean of the Graduate School, and source of all misdirection and all bounty, our original skeptic, infidel, and nonbeliever. Dean Garten, where the hell are you?


Over at the side wall, under glass, are the recording instruments. I take a look. Sure enough at three-fifteen the three kymographs for alpha, beta, and gamma brain waves almost went off the paper. And the bed and contents showed a weight loss of two ounces. Is that all? Somehow I thought my astral body would show a bit more solidity.


I have to be on my way. I move through walls and ceilings and out of the Research Wing. I rise high over the city, circling like a homing pigeon getting its bearings. The lighted grid of streets drops away below. I soar, farther and higher. The tiny lights sparkling far below emphasize the darkness that envelopes me. I love this. All my senses tingle. I look down on the city with euphoric affection.


At ten thousand feet I can see the entire Eastern megalopolis, from Norfolk to New York City, and ships at sea two hundred miles out. All of which is very fine, but of no immediate interest. I look down into my smug, complacent hometown of Baltimore.


Bollamer (no local calls it Bal-ti-more) is not a city. It is a village, a bit bloated, but otherwise without worry or concern for me or you or it. It is content. It likes its status quo. It will accept anything so long as it doesn’t have to. Ancient and modern lie down together: the U.S.S. Constellation floats at a twenty-first-century waterfront. The village fathers take pride in their broadmindedness. The houses of both H. L. Mencken and Babe Ruth are maintained as memorials.


Is this a Northern or a Southern town? Outsiders might argue about it. Baltimoreans could care less. Like Yahweh (“I am that I am”) and Popeye, they are what they are.


I stop circling and look down. I find Mulberry Street, then Monroe, and I move off toward Larch Place, and the row house where I was born. Pa’s drink, gambling, and insane beatings killed Ma when I was three. I might have been next except along about then Pa discovered I had card-psi. With me sitting on a little stool behind him, he couldn’t lose at poker. His marks eventually caught on, though. He blamed me. He beat me up and knocked me unconscious. That was my first OB. I was in a coma for three days. I heard beautiful music, I saw Ma. It was wonderful. I wanted to stay, but it was all premature. I woke up in Children’s Hospital. Pa got a prison stretch, his first of several. After that, I saw him just once more. Recently he died in an alcoholic ward in Dallas.


Since that first time, I have been out-of-body many times. Generally it’s like taking a long, lonely walk. I like to go far far away. Night is best. I move over the time-bound Earth, and cities sleep below me, their street lights twinkling in magic patterns. Distant farmlands show an occasional sparkle. During all this, I know a luminous filament links me to my distant physical body, lying out of sight in some grubby framework of brick and wood and glass. As long as that link is intact, I can always return. Once in a while, when times are very bad, I think how simple it would be to loose that silver cord and soar outward forever and ever, and never again give a damn whether I made Ph.D. or Dog Catcher.


But enough of that.


Save for Sigrid Sundstrom, a distant ancestress, who lived and died in a village of colonial America, my family tree has nondescript roots. The Reynoldses trace their psi back to her, and I imagine she got it from fierce ancestors who followed retreating glaciers into Scandinavia, millennia earlier. Mother Sundstrom was accused of witchcraft, found guilty, and burnt, all in one day. The judge was competing with tribunals at Salem and felt that what he lacked in numbers, he could make up in speed. His portrait hangs today in a county courthouse in upper Delaware. It shows a smiling man, happy in his work, and satisfied with his contributions to religion, law, and civilization. President Grant appointed one of his descendants (this is easily verified in the genealogical records) to the United States Supreme Court. He begat a line that is presently crowned by none other than that august arbiter of truth, keeper of the keys, defender of the faith, our most excellent and worthy Dean of the Graduate School, J. Theophilus Garten.


Most of this history I got from Aunt Erda. She too had the gift, or (depending on the point of view) the curse. She died during my first year at college. Aunt Erda was but one of an intricate vertical and horizontal network of women, in and out of the clan, who held the family together and tried (hopelessly, yet eternally hopeful) to make something useful of the backsliding males. These women were like a firm, adamantine, remorseless, and continuous mortar within whose framework the Reynolds men-bricks were the oretically held in place. In the fullness of time my lady Alix would probably join this union of matriarchal masons. Poor Alix.


But now to retrace the glowing umbilicus, and return to the University, and the Research Wing, and the Tart Room, and my indifferent, insensate coil, which doesn’t really care whether I reenter it or not. Query (as they say in judicial opinions)—is my physical body thinking and dreaming while I am gone, or is it a total blank, to be reactivated only by my return? Interesting question. I just don’t know the answer. Nor does there seem to be anything on it in the literature. Loesser once proposed a subsidiary experiment where somebody would wake me up while I am “out” and put the question to me. But I know ahead of time that that wouldn’t work. If the physical body is disturbed, the astral form instantly returns.


As I return, I hover briefly over Clip Street, thinking about a lot of things. I live down there, in a very tiny rumpled room, just off campus.


But back to work. As I float on toward the University, still suspended in time and space, I listen to the music. Sometimes I hear music on an OB, sometimes I don’t. This time, I hear it. And this music is very strange. It is moody, eerie, otherworldly. I’ve never heard it before, and I can’t figure out what it means. Or, indeed, whether it means anything.


I think of other things. Will the Dean approve my doctoral topic (OBs—History and Techniques)?


Doctor William Reynolds. That would go a long way toward helping me forget Pa and an excruciating series of foster homes before Aunt Erda found me. Loesser has promised to help get the topic approved. Everything depends on a good showing with a Tart Program.


The events of this early morning are crucial; and how they are viewed and assessed by Barton Loesser and Milord J. Theophilus mean life and death to my Ph.D.


Loesser should be no problem. He is a decent man; decent but driven. He is not an optimist. Like Schopenhauer, he sees black wherever he looks. He thinks the world is hopeless. “It’s like (he once explained to me) a horse screaming with a broken leg. God ought to shoot it, put it out of its misery.” I think, does he really mean that? He continues, rhetorically, “Can it be saved, Bill?” (As though I had the answer, and was keeping it from him all this time.) He goes on, “If we are to save it, we’ve got to do it with Oh-Be, or something like Oh-Be. Plain routine normality isn’t good enough anymore. We’ve got to think paranormal.”


No, the problem wouldn’t be Loesser. The problem was, is, and will be the Dean.


These are the things I am thinking as I float back, through walls and ceilings of the Research Wing. As I pass through the Observation Room, I note that Loesser, Alix, and the uniformed man are still there. The blue-cloaked man is gone. And so, on into the adjoining Tart Room. I note from the clock it’s still three-fifteen. I hover over my body. I wait a moment, making sure everything is in place. Then I merge, and I say in a somewhat gargly voice, “I’m awake.”


Whoa there. I recall the procedure, the piece of paper on the shelf overhead. Nobody comes in until I state what I think the secret number is, and the time on the clock. “The number is thirteen,” I said, “time, three-fifteen.”


Loesser enters immediately. He tries to look noncommittal, but I can see he’s disappointed.


“What’s wrong?” I whispered.


“You got the damn number wrong,” he hissed.


This was scary. My Ph.D. down the drain, because I misread a number? No! No! Impossible! And horrible. “It was thirteen!” I insisted. I sat up on the edge of the cot and scratched my head. I remembered the shape and size of the two digits, the 1 and the 3. Not in block print, as I had expected. More like flowing, handwritten script.


“You did get the time right,” he said. “Lots of polygraph activity at three-fifteen.” He reached up over the shelf, felt around, and pulled the paper down. I looked up as he studied it, and I saw his face turn white. Watching blood drain from a man’s face is a fascinating spectacle. In the first place, there’s an initial phase when blood rushes into the face, flooding especially the ears and cheeks. Then it rushes out again, like a wave receding from shore. But nothing comes in to take its place. The face is left a bluish white. The blue tint is from arterial capillaries. The syndrome is involuntary, of course—a reflexive, self-preserving reaction of the autonomic nervous system. Your blood simply retreats inward, so in case you are wounded, you won’t lose as much.


I pulled Loesser down on the cot beside me, on the theory he’d feel safer. I didn’t need to look at the paper. I knew how it read. So—I had been right all along. But I wasn’t sure that helped matters. Somewhere, somehow, there had been a colossal foul-up.


“I didn’t do it,” I said.


“I know,” he said quietly. “The procedure was absolutely foolproof.”


“How do you explain it, then?”


“I don’t know. I just don’t know.” He folded the paper up and put it in his shirt pocket.


Probably he, too, was thinking, what happened to the real paper?


I considered the two oddballs out in the Observation Room. “Nobody entered here?”


“No. Absolutely not!”


I was still feeling suspicious. “Who was the guy in the funny soldier uniform?”


He shrugged. “His name is Birch. Garten let him watch.”


Loesser didn’t try to explain any more. I let it ride. “And the other guy?”


“Other guy?”


“You know. In the blue cloak.”


“There was nobody else, Bill.”


“I saw him.”


“No. I was there all the time. Just me, Alix, and Birch.”


He was giving it to me straight, at least as he understood the facts.


One of those two—Birch or the stranger—had switched the secret paper. I knew it, even if Loesser didn’t. “Somebody wants us to think ‘thirteen,’ ” I muttered.


But he wasn’t listening. “You might as well get dressed. Garten will be in later, and we’ll debrief you.”
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Debriefed




If a thing exists, it cannot be paranormal. If it is paranormal, it cannot exist.


—Excerpt in Dean Garten’s Report Canceling the Tart Project





“I LEFT MY BODY AT THREE-FIFTEEN A.M. BY THE WALL clock.”


We were in the Psych Department studio room, watching the holo cassette playback on the big 3-D screen. The polygraph recordings showed in the bottom quarter of the cube, and they were jumping.


“But your body isn’t moving,” objected Dean Garten. “You’re just lying there.”


“The astral body as such is rarely visible to the ordinary eye,” said Loesser. “Four thousand years ago the priests of Egypt claimed to have seen something they called the ka, but they didn’t describe it as a human body, but rather something like a small bird. The Greeks—and oddly enough, the Burmese—described it as like a butterfly. Our modern understanding is that the astral projection is indeed the same size and shape as the physical body, but that it is not easily perceived by the lay observer.”


The Dean must have done his thesis on the Entropy of Shrugs. His shrugs lost no expression by their minimal expenditure of energy. He was expert in the slight shift of the eyeball, the minuscule jerk of the chin—all expressing incredulity as well as implying your moronic ignorance. His left eyebrow raised very slightly. He said, “Go on, Reynolds. What happened after three-fifteen?”


I continued bleakly. “I floated up, found the paper on the shelf, turned it over, read the number.”


“You turned the paper over?” demanded the Dean. He sounded like a prosecuting attorney about to nail a trembling witness for the defense.


“Yes, sir.”


“I’m looking,” he said calmly, “and I don’t see the paper turning over. In fact, I don’t see the paper at all. Is it invisible, too?”


“It’s just outside the camera angle,” said Loesser.


“How convenient,” said the Dean.


My adviser’s voice was growing taut. “I confirm, though, that immediately after I entered the room, I reached up and pulled the paper from the shelf. I noted at that time that the paper had indeed been turned over.”


The Dean studied the protocol folder in his lap. “It says here the number was 1,531,618, a number which you yourself provided. If memory serves, it was given to you by an outside party, a Mr. Birch. Am I right so far, Dr. Loesser?”


“Yes, but—”


“What number did Mr. Reynolds report?”


“Thirteen,” said Loesser grimly. “And that’s what it was. The test sheet had been removed, and a piece of paper reading ‘thirteen’ had somehow been substituted.” He looked very unhappy.


“Mirabile dictu! But not very scientific, eh, Loesser? The whole thing miscarried, wouldn’t you say?”


“No,” declared Loesser firmly. “Nothing miscarried. On the contrary, it succeeded beyond all expectations. Someone—something—put that second piece of paper there. He … she … it … had to pass through guarded doors to do that. Some … thing … wants to cooperate with us. We have been given an extraordinary opportunity for further investigation.”


The Dean laughed. “Listen, Loesser, I admire chutzpah, and God knows you’ve got it, but enough is enough. I’ve been in this game for nearly twenty years, and I’ve seen it all. You’re an honest man, but you’re gullible. That’s your problem. Now, look at the facts. Only two people had access to that room: you and Reynolds. Young man”—he swiveled around to face me—“tell us how you switched the papers. Tell us here and now, and all will be forgiven.”


“Dean Garten,” I said, “if I had been able to switch the papers, wouldn’t it have been a lot simpler and smarter just to sneak a look at the number on the original?”


He studied me a moment, then frowned. I had put a big dent in his theory, and he didn’t like it.


“It would have avoided all this ruckus and accusation of cheating,” I went on.


He recovered quickly. “Not necessarily. Suppose you were trying to make extra points, perhaps by persuading us some weird outsider, a Martian doubtless, is trying to contact us by feeding us their own number.”


Loesser kept his cool. “How about the weight loss? The torsion gauges show the cot lost fifty-six grams—two ounces—at the instant of highest polygraphic activity—presumably the moment the astral body left the physical body. Two ounces is consistent with values reported in the literature.”


“Oh, come now, Loesser. Reynolds merely shifted his sleeping position. The motion jiggled the indicators. Take note that the ‘lost weight’ was almost instantly regained as soon as he stopped flailing about.”


“That’s because I returned,” I said. “By your clock, I was out less than a second.”


The Dean looked at me sorrowfully. Clearly he felt my attempted explanation was too silly to merit a reply.


Actually, I had to admire him. While the world was falling into Error all about him, the Dean was holding steadfast to the True, and the Right. He was the Dutch boy with his finger in the dike. He was the Bishop Wilberforce fighting Darwin, Huxley, and Evolution. He was the Grand Inquisitor, protecting a trembling civilization against Galileo’s onslaught. For the Dean there was no psi, no paranormal, and certainly no OB.


“Shall we continue?” asked Loesser.


I looked over at him sharply. Up to now his voice had held an obstinate rasping edge; now, suddenly, it had turned soft, as though he had made a firm resolve about something, and was no longer actively concerned with Dean Garten or me or the Psych Department or the University or anybody.


“Sure, go on,” said the Dean. Translation: And a fat lot of good it’ll do you.


Loesser nodded to me. “You read the paper. Thirteen. Then what?”


“I passed through the wall to the Observation Room. You were there, looking through the observation window. Ms. Schell was huddled up asleep in one of the chairs. Two other men sat in the chairs by the entrance wall.”


Garten showed a mild interest. “Two men?”


“Two. One was a military type in a gray uniform. I understand he was there by permission.”


“Yes, he was. How about the other man?”


“Dressed rather oddly. Neckpiece. Stringy black cravat. Modest dark brown mustache. Dark hair, a bit tousled. He wore a blue topcoat.”


The Dean studied the experiment description again. “I don’t see any mention of this observer. Who let him in?”


Loesser ignored the question. He asked me, “Did he seem to take note of you? In your astral form, I mean?”


“He looked up as I passed over. Maybe he smiled.”


Dean Garten snickered. “But of course he couldn’t see you. You were invisible.”


“What did you do next?” asked Loesser.


I explained that I had gone out over the city, circled around over my old neighborhood, then returned.


“Was he there when you came back?” asked Loesser. “The man in the blue cloak?”


“No, he was gone.”


“Damn,” he muttered. “That’s it. That’s the whole thing.” He cracked his knuckles, then made fists. “He did it. We should have put the whole instrument room on camera.” He focused on me. “Who was he, Reynolds? Any ideas?”


I just shook my head.


“I can tell you,” said the Dean genially. “He’s the little man who wasn’t there. And while we’re on the subject, we’ve got to face up to the fact that the number wasn’t there, the astral body wasn’t there, and indeed, the experiment wasn’t there.” He paused, then looked at me rather contemplatively. “Reynolds?”


“Sir?”


“If you would excuse us …”


“Of course.” I got up and stumbled ungracefully out of the projection room.


Behind me, Loesser’s future in the department and in the University was being determined. Poor Loesser. He had a wife and two children. I sympathized, but so far as I was concerned, his problem was nothing compared to mine. He was a good man and he could get another teaching post. But his departure would mean the end of my doctoral. Maybe Pa was right. Maybe a decent middle-American life lay beyond me.


I thought about the last time I saw Pa (visitor’s day at the penitentiary). He said, “Bill, I’m eating regular. Are you?”


A note about Alix.


In the beginning I thought that Alix saw my inadequacies, my stupidities, my shortcomings, but forgave them. It was weeks before I understood her real attitude: She saw nothing wrong with me; she perceived no inadequacies; she was blind to my stupidities; my shortcomings were invisible to her. When this finally penetrated, I saw how it was and would be, with us.


Alix and I sat at our customary table in the Student Union eating ham-and-cheese sandwiches and drinking Cokes. I was telling her about the debriefing, and how Loesser and the Dean reacted.


“It’s dead,” she said quietly.


“Sure looks that way. Where do you think Loesser will go?”


“Duke … Harvard … UCLA … lots of good places.”


“Those two strangers in the instrument room,” I said. “Who were they?”


Alix has the inside track in the Grad School, because Dean Garten’s secretary is her roommate.


She said, “The man in the gray uniform was some character that latched onto the Dean, a Colonel in some foreign army. He’s got a lot of money. He was there by the Dean’s special permission. Dr. Loesser agreed to it.”


“And the other guy? The one in the blue cloak?”


“She doesn’t know. The Dean didn’t invite him. A stranger … he seems to have just wandered in.”


I was invisible to ordinary human vision; yet that man had looked up at me as I floated past. He had given me a strange, quizzical look, as if to say, “Reynolds, how about it?”


I sighed. “I have to start thinking about alternatives.”


“You were a lit major. How about the love life of some minor foreign poet. Lao-tzu … Callimachus … ?”


“It’ll have to be psych.” (Who in the hell are those guys?)


“Poe is a gold mine.”


Poe is her world at present.


“Another Poe? You think Garten would buy it?”


“I don’t know. Of course, it would have to be something unusual. Think about it. Anyhow, you’ll have to wait till this OB thing clears up.”


I bit on a little piece of ice, and my bad tooth began to ache. With my first million I’m going to get a root canal. “That second guy, Mr. Blue-cloak, you know who he reminds me of?”


“From your description, sounds like Eddie Poe himself.”


She had Poe on the brain, of course. She saw everything in terms of the great tale-teller.


But she was right. The man did look a lot like the man in the late Poe daguerreotypes.


Next morning I showed up at the cashier’s window for my monthly check from Loesser’s grant. No check. The lady looked around and talked to the head honcho in the back. She returned with sad news. “Dr. Loesser left yesterday evening and took the grant with him. Sorry, I guess nobody told you?”


I’m always the last to know.


Bad manners in Loesser, though. He should have told me.


The rent is due; I’m hungry. My total assets jangle in my pocket. Two quarters: fifty cents. Fifty cents and OB will get you a cup of coffee. So will fifty cents and fifty OBs.


I went by the Student P.O. An envelope was waiting for me. From Loesser. In it was that mysterious piece of paper with “13.” Plus a small cover note. “Sorry it came out this way. Tried to contact you. Still don’t know where the original number is. Good luck, B. L.” I guess he felt I was entitled to the “13” paper as a memento of a great fiasco.


I stuck the slips in my pocket, thinking, how had “13” got on the shelf? Who had put it there? What did “13” mean? And where was the “real” paper with its seven digits?


I had already pretty well concluded that another OB actor was somehow involved in our little opera bouffe.


Who? Why?


I thought of the second man in the waiting room. Was it you, Mr. Blue-coat, who traded the papers? And who are you? Not Poe, of course. You’re not even in the right century for good old Eddie. Then who?


But there were questions with even higher priority, such as, how much did I owe Alix just now, and was she good for a round-trip bus fare to Atlantic City?


Opulence, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. My room overflows and/or reeks with opulence, because it fits me like a comfortable old slipper. The bed is opulent: it is an ancient oversized studio couch. Alix debugged it last summer (along with the whole room). The smell was terrible, and we had to spend the night at her place. In fact, the treatment disrupted the entire olfactory heritage of the room. But life demands its little compromises. The couch has a sheet and a blanket, fifty cents each at the local church thrift shop.


No chairs. I sit at the foot of the couch when I work at my desk—which is a card table with a broken leg. The leg is neatly set, splinted, and bandaged. The break in unnoticeable except on cold, wet days. When Alix and I dine in together, I simply transfer the little elektwriter to the filing cabinet (which is to say, to the dresser), and we move the card table around to the bedside.
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