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   Enter the SF Gateway …


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


   

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


   


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


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


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


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.


   










CHAPTER ONE



On the evening the Night People began, Lew was in Jo’s apartment; she had to work. He lay on the chesterfield in Levi’s and a green-checked shirt, leafing through The New Yorker, looking at the cartoons, and she sat at her draftsman’s table, ruling in shapes on a sheet of bristol board.


Lew turned the last page, then closed the magazine on his chest, and lay watching Jo: her brown hair hung before her face like a curtain, brushing the white cardboard, her hands moving deftly in the circle of hard white light from the cantilevered lamp head. Lew tossed the magazine into the air, pages fluttering, and Jo looked up, swinging her hair aside. His arms straight overhead, one hand behind the other, he began rhythmically pumping them up and down, fingers opening and closing. Jo said, “Okay, I’ll ask: What are you doing?”


“Hypnotizing God.”


“I’ll inquire still further: Why?”


“It’s worth a try.” He lowered his arms, hands clasping on his chest. “It could solve all my problems.”


“What problems, you don’t have any problems.” She resumed her rapid, precise drawing. “Your work’s going all right. At least you said.”


“Sure. It is. Splendidly, nay, brilliantly.” Eyes lazy, he watched her hand slide a needle-pointed pencil along the metal edge of her ruler. His hair was black, his brown eyes almost black, and he wore a mustache and trimmed sideburns to just above his ear lobes. Glancing up again as she spoke, Jo liked the way he looked in just this moment.


She said, “And we’re okay. I think.” A folded architectural drawing hung tacked to a corner of her board, and Jo read a measurement from it, scaling it down in her mind on a mental blackboard. She murmured, “Don’t say, ‘Yes, we’re fine, Jo.’ Lightning would strike.”


“We’re fine, except for a few of your sickening habits such as constantly picking your nose.”


“Well, okay, then let God alone.”


“Right-oh!” Lew snapped his fingers at the ceiling. “Sir! Come out of it now!” He rolled off the chesterfield onto his feet, and stood looking around the room. A yard-wide strip along this wall contained Jo’s one-dimensional living room, her “espaliered living room,” Lew said. In this strip stood an upholstered chair, a standing lamp, the chesterfield and a glass-topped table beside it, the rest of the room being work space. On the opposite wall her olive-drab supply cabinet stood pushed against the fireplace; her long paste-up table stood in the center of the room; the tilt-top table at which she now sat stood directly beside the glass doors to the outside balcony.


Lew walked to the supply cabinet. Lined up in three rows on its top stood some fifteen or so miniature buildings, each no larger than the palm of a hand: some awninged stores and turn-of-the-century small-town houses, a collapsing shed and old barn, a bridge of weathered wood, a stone-fronted brick-sided little bank building. These were the beginnings of what in time was to become “Jo’s Town,” new buildings added at long intervals. Lew stood touching the perfect little cardboard structures, cautiously admiring them with his fingertips. Each took hours of work, and Jo wasn’t sure she’d ever finish the town. What purpose it was eventually to have or where it could be laid out complete with streets, back alleys, a stream, and outskirts, she didn’t know; it was to have as many as a hundred buildings.


Lew turned to the built-in book shelves beside the balcony doors. Jo’s cassette player and recorder stood on the bottom shelf, cassettes lying tumbled in a green shoe box beside it, and he squatted to poke through them, glancing at titles.


But he picked up none of the cassettes, and stood again to sidle through the partly opened balcony doors out onto the narrow wooden balcony. This overlooked a strip of planted earth and, beyond that, a winding two-lane road greenly lighted at long intervals by street lamps. Forearms on the railing, hands clasping, he stared out at the empty street, and after a moment said, “Well, there it is: Strawberry Drive. Silent. Motionless. And of no interest whatsoever.” A pause. “Of no interest to us, that is. Those of us who live here now. In 1976.” This was the bottom floor of a two-story gabled redwood building of four apartments in suburban Marin County just across the Bay from San Francisco; several similar buildings lay on each side. Ahead, beyond the far curb, stood an irregular row of tall eucalyptus trees. In the darkness beyond these, and down a slope, lay the tennis courts and swimming pool which were one reason they lived here. Beyond them, the blackness of the Bay.


“But to someone of the future, a sociologist a hundred years from now, what a stunning, nay, priceless moment. To actually be here! Back in 1976! To look out at this long-vanished, forgotten street and see”—the headlights of a car appeared at a bend to Lew’s right—“yes, here comes one now, a car!” Head turning, he followed its approach. “Something of which he has only read, seen only in old photographs, remote as a Roman chariot. But now here it is, in solid actuality, rolling along the street … passing under the quaint street lamps of the period … following the curious markings down the center of the ‘road.’ What was that painted line for, do you suppose?”


“Lew, what are you doing?”


He turned to face Jo, leaning back against the rail. “Opening up my senses. Responding to my environment. The way us modern folk is s’posed to do. I am the eye of the future.” He pushed forward from the railing, side-stepped through the narrow opening, and turned to Jo’s cassette player again. “Where’s your microphone?”


“There somewhere.”


He found it behind the shoe box and plugged it in. “You got a cassette you don’t want?”


“Any of them behind the recorder.”


He took one, snapped it in, pressed the rewind button, and watched the tape whir back to its beginning. He pressed the recording buttons and, microphone at his lips, stood thinking for a moment. “To you of the distant future,” he said, then, “greetings! From us of the remote lost past. I speak to you from a time, a date, whose very sound will be antique to your ears: August the twenty-sixth … 1976! As I speak these words, you are unborn. But as you hear them, I am long dead. Who am I? Lewis Joliffe is my handle, pardner, and I am … nobody. Buried. Long gone. Forgotten.”


“Jesus,” Jo murmured.


“And with me in this distant time is the lovely Josephine Dunne: sloe-eyed, lustrous-haired, soft of skin. As I speak, that is. Back in 1976. But as you listen, she, too, is dust. Long since passed into wrinkle-skinned, trembling old age. Then buried deep. And now even the granite that once marked her final resting place is cracked, fallen, and crumbling into nothingness.”


“Hey, cut it out!”


“That was her very own voice! From a century ago! We are still gloriously alive now, vibrant with youth. I am a—well, not so tall, maybe, but a spectacularly handsome fellow of twenty-nine: charming, witty, incredibly attractive to women, and master of foil and épée. Jo is magnificent, the eyes of a blue-eyed fawn, fine brown hair, big-titted and high-assed, a good-looking kid. Claims to be several years younger than I am, though she doesn’t look it. Also claims to be half an inch taller, which is a lie, a tricky optical illusion achieved by deceit, about which I expect to make a public announcement soon, perhaps a major address. I am a lawyer, an attorney, and if you don’t know what that is, congratulations two-thousand-and-seventy-six, and I hope your tricentennial is better than our bi-. Jo is a free-lance architectural-model maker; makes terrific little models of our quaint old buildings, and if one has survived to your time, as paper so often survives frail flesh, it may be in your attic right now. If her signature is on the bottom, you’re rich!


“But what of you? Who are you, and what are you like? Do you really wear those funny-looking pajamas they have in ‘Star Trek’? Alas, we can never know. And so from a century ago we say … farewell!” He held the microphone at arm’s length, and repeated softly as though from a great distance, “Farewell …” Then he thrust the microphone at Jo. “Say good-by to the folks in the twenty-first century.”


She leaned across her table. “So long. Hope things improve in the next hundred years.”


Leaving the tape winding, steadily erasing whatever else had been on it, Lew pulled the microphone cord, and stepped out onto the balcony to walk quickly along it to his own apartment next door. At Jo’s insistence—she had to have a workroom, she said—they had rented these side-by-side apartments, although Lew had argued: in San Francisco they’d shared the top-floor apartment of a large Victorian. But there she’d had an entirely separate workroom. Here, she said, they couldn’t both live in the small space left over. Besides, it might be a good idea, she thought, for each to have a place whenever one of them wanted, needed, or ought to be alone.


Lew was back, dropping onto the chesterfield, a wide-mouthed metal thermos bottle under one arm. He sat thumbing quickly through a packet of white-paper squares, then said, “Yeah, this one,” holding it up.


It was a color photograph: Jo and Lew in tennis clothes, standing at the net holding their rackets high. She said, “Yes, I’ve seen it; Harry took it. It’s good of us both. But what—”


She stopped: Lew had lifted off the wide screw top of the thermos, and dropped the photo into the jug. “Time capsule. Stainless steel; it’ll last forever.”


“Are you serious?”


He hopped up, walked to the recorder with the thermos, and stood watching the winding tape. “Why not? We made the tape, why waste it? Soon as it’s ready I’ll bury it outside somewhere, with the photo; they’ll want to know what we looked like.” He smiled. “God knows who’ll find it, or when. It could be a hundred years; really. Two hundred. What a find. Imagine the excitement. You’ll be immortal, kiddo.” The machine clicked, the reels stopped, and Lew punched the STOP key, and lifted out the cassette. “Anything on the other side?” Jo shook her head, and Lew held the cassette between thumb and forefinger over the mouth of the jug. “Anything you want to add? Your justly famous rendition of ‘Ave Maria’? Your recitation of ‘Gunga Din’?” She shook her head, and he let the cassette fall, clinking, into the jug. “Now you belong to the ages.” He began screwing on the cap. “One of the tiny handful of names remembered down the long corridors of time: Shakespeare, Einstein … Washington and Lincoln … Agnew and Nixon … Joliffe and Dunne. I hope you’re grateful.” He tightened the lid, twisting hard.


“Where you going to bury it?”


“I don’t know, where do you think? By the tennis courts?”


She shook her head. “They’ll be building more apartments there eventually, you know they will.”


“How about next to the road by the curb? No, they’ll be widening the road, too: damn it, I don’t want the thing dug up in the next fifteen minutes. Where’s a good place?” He stood frowning, then looked up at Jo. “You know something? There isn’t a single place—not the beaches, not a cemetery, not out in what’s left of the country, and not home plate in Candlestick Park—that you can really be certain won’t be all screwed up in the next few years, let alone a hundred. We ain’t gonna be immortal at all.”


“I always suspected it.” Jo resumed her work.


Lew shook the cassette out of the thermos and put it back on the shelf. “Well, I’ll go on back to my place—you’re working, and I don’t want to disturb you.” He smiled at that, and so did Jo, without looking up. “Hope I sleep tonight.”


“Why shouldn’t you?”


“I don’t know.” He turned to the balcony doors and stood sideways in the opening. “I’ve been waking up every once in a while. For no reason. Mostly when I’m at my place. Middle of the night, and my eyes pop open. Then I lie there.”


“Why don’t you come over?”


“No, this is like two or three o’clock; you don’t wake up so good then.”


“Get up anyway.” With an X-acto knife she began cutting out one of the shapes she had drawn. “My father says that if you can’t sleep you should hop right up and read or something. Till you get chilled.”


“He also says, ‘Another day, another dollar.’”


“That’s right.” This was an old routine. “And, ‘If it were a snake, it would bite you.’”


“A wise man. I’ve noticed that many of his pithy observations have been widely copied. Well, if this happens again, may what’s-his-name forbid, I’ll try it.”


It happened again six hours later, in the way Lew was almost used to lately. At one moment he lay quietly asleep; in the next, his eyelids opened. For several seconds he lay blinking, looking across the room at the night shape of his bedroom window, the glass yellowed by the moon. Then he got up.


Barefoot and in pajamas, he sat at the living-room television, waiting. A bar of white light shot across the screen, and he watched it expand, his mustached face pale and black-stubbled in the livid light. But no sound began, no picture appeared. Through click after click of the dial the screen remained white, the set humming, all stations off the air for the night.


Lew turned off the set, and sat watching the little diamond of light shrink down. When it was nearly gone, a silver speck, he did it again; turned the set on, then off, to watch the needle point of light slide away. He reached out, turned on his desk lamp, and looked at the several piles of paperback books stacked on the shelves helter-skelter, just as he’d lifted them from the mover’s carton months before. But he didn’t want to read at this time of night, and he got up, rolled back the glass doors to the balcony, and stepped out.


The air slightly chilly, he stood, forearms on the railing, hands clasped, looking out at the silent street. This was the same street, the same scene, he’d stood here looking at six hours earlier, yet now it seemed different. A high waxing moon shone almost straight down, the shadows of the eucalyptus branches across the road motionless on the pavement. The moon-washed asphalt looked white, and he could see pebbles and their shadows. A mist of green light from the street lamp tinted the branches beside it a stagy green.


Nothing stirred, there was no sound, and something in him responded to this dead-of-night stillness. This was his own familiar street, winding along the shoreline of the Bay in the suburban area of Mill Valley called Strawberry. In the months he and Jo had lived here he’d have driven this road hundreds of times, seen every hour of its twenty-four. But always in a car, insulated from it. Now, greenly lit, motionless and silent, the road seemed a new place, mysterious and strange, and the impulse flared up in him to go out onto it and see what it was like in the deserted middle of the night.


In his bedroom he pulled denims and a blue windbreaker over his pajamas, sneakers onto bare feet, picked up a red ski cap. At his outer door, hand on knob, he turned back into the living room; and at his desk he printed a note in heavy black felt-tip letters on a sheet from the lined legal pad he kept there: Jo—Couldn’t sleep, went for walk, back soon. Amos Quackenbush. Leaving the desk lamp on, he taped the note to the balcony door, seeing his own reflection in the glass. The tasseled cap lay jauntily on the back of his head, exposing a heavy wing of black hair across his forehead, and he thought, Pierre, ze Canadian lumberjack. The rolled-up cap front could be pulled down as a wind mask; he did this, and in the shiny black glass saw himself turn into a sinister figure. The expressionless parody of a face patterned with streaks of yellow at cheeks and forehead suggested an African mask, and he rolled it up again.


Out on the curb facing the street, Lew stood for a moment. Across the road the great trees seemed bigger than in daytime, hugely silhouetted against the lighter sky, and the silence was absolute. He stepped out, turning left, hearing the faint scuff of his rubber soles on the asphalt. Along the horizon across the Bay, towering banks of clouds hung white in the moonlight, a gigantic background for the winking lights of a silent plane, and a rush of exhilaration at being out here shot through him.


Passing the first of the houses beyond the row of apartment buildings, Lew looked up at their dark windows, and glanced at a row of curbside mailboxes, silvery in the moonlight. Reading the name lettered along the side of the first of them, he raised hand to mouth, and in a mock shout called, “Hey, Walter Braden! Come on out, and play!” He felt excited, gleeful, and began to jog, shadow-boxing, swiping thumb to nose. From somewhere far behind him he became aware of a sound, an infinitely remote whine barely touching the air, and he stopped to listen.


For the space of a breath he thought it was a far-off siren, then recognized it: a diesel truck tooling along the distant freeway a mile behind him beyond the intervening hills. Lonely as a train whistle, the high, insectlike drone grew, deepening, as Lew stood motionless. It held … receded … was gone … returned momentarily, even more remote … then vanished utterly, and he walked on, smiling.


On around a long bend past the dark silent houses, then the lower branches of a tree across the street suddenly brightened, he heard the approaching car, and without thought or hesitation stepped up onto the lawn beside him. The engine-mutter growing, the pavement lightening, Lew sat down quickly in the black shadow of a large pine, drawing up his knees, leaning into its trunk, his hand on the lawn coming to rest against the waxy hardness of a baseball-sized pine cone. Headlight beams abruptly rounded the curve, lean pebble shadows streaking forward, immediately shortening and vanishing, and Lew yanked down the mask front of his cap.


Following its own long beams around the curve of the quiet street, a black-and-white police car appeared. Motionless in the deep shadow of the pine, Lew read the block letters through his eye slits, MILL VALLEY POLICE, as the white door panel slid past. The hatless driver, elbow on window ledge, never glanced his way. Rounding the curve, the car’s headlight beams sliced off, tail lights appearing, and Lew stood, pine cone in hand, pulled the pin with his teeth, and hurled the grenade after the car in stiff-armed World War I fashion, lofting it high. Flipping up his mask, he stepped down onto the street again, grinning.


A mile, walking, jogging, past the dark houses, then the road tipped sharply downhill, and Lew saw the great community-recreation field slide into view, lying spread out and level down on the flats—a great, grassy rectangle, city-block size, livid in the moonlight. At the near end: the big swimming pool, gable-roofed dressing rooms, a small parking lot. Most of the rest: two full-sized baseball diamonds back to back, the wire cages of their home plates in opposite corners black-etched by the moon.


Lew walked across the asphalt of the parking lot to the mesh fence surrounding the pool area, and stood looking in at the mirrorlike rectangle, thin patches of mist lying motionless on its surface. Squatting, he found a walnut-sized rock in the dirt beside the fence. He stood, and drew his arm back and far down to behind his right knee. Arcing the rock high, he threw as hard as he could, and stood waiting. A satisfying plunk, and he walked on.


He sat down in the stands facing the nearer, Little League field, looking around at the benches bleached white by the moon. Here on the flat he sat almost surrounded by hills, the blank windows of the many houses on their slopes staring down at him. Leaning back, elbows on the bench behind him, he looked out at the long length of the field, and in one of the distant houses high on the hills beyond it, a light came on. Watching, wondering at someone else awake now, Lew lifted an arm to wave slowly. “Hey, come on down,” he called softly. “And bring your mitt!”


On impulse he stood, walked down the steep aisle to the field, and onto it. For a moment he stood wondering what to do. Then, in the far-off house ahead, the light went out, and he was alone in the night again. He walked to home plate, stopped beside it, and looked around him. No light had come on anywhere else, nothing stirred, and he gripped an imaginary bat, and tapped it against imaginary spikes, each foot in turn. Stepping into batting position, he rapped the plate with the bat, his motion easy, confident, fluidly athletic. He pawed the dirt, shuffling and rearranging it with the sides of his shoes. Then he dug in, twisting hard on the balls of his feet. Bat raised high and slightly behind him, he held it motionless except for the slight menacing circling of its tip, and stood facing the pitcher who studied him, then began his windup.


A brushoff, which he’d expected, and he leaned back fast, glancing at the umpire. But the umpire, Lew’s lips nearly motionless, said only, “Ball one.” In a glassed-in booth high over the field an announcer, his voice reproduced by a dozen radios audible from the stands, said, “Bases full, one and oh.”


Lew stepped out of the box, lifted each foot once, stepped back, and dug in, bending lower this time, bat high and almost vertical. His head whirled to the catcher to stare down at the ball nested in his glove, awed at the impossibly fast pitch. “Strike!”


In batting position again, waiting for the pitch. As fast as he could hurl himself, he fell back, grimacing with fear and anger at the pitch to his ear that would have torn his head off. His mouth dropped open in astonishment at the umpire’s call, and he repeated it aloud: “Strike?” He sprang forward to protest, but instead clamped his mouth shut, and faced the pitcher again. “Three and two count,” said the announcer: Could that be right? “Five to two score, Giants behind, nineteen fifty-one—two?—World Series, deciding game.” Then he added, “Last of the ninth.”


Lew lowered his bat and stepped backward out of the box, turning to face the manager who was walking slowly toward him from the dugout. He wasn’t sure this was allowed, but the manager did it anyway. He stopped before Lew and, Lew’s lips hardly moving, said, “Son, you’re a brand-new rookie just up from the minors, and I know that. All the same, it’s up to you now.” Lew nodded, swallowing. “Do my best, sir.” The elderly manager stood considering him from under the famous shaggy brows, then nodded doubtfully, turning away. “All you can do, boy.”


Lew gulped, and shook his head hard, clearing his vision. Again he faced the pitcher, tapped the plate. Suddenly he grinned, lifted his chin, all fear gone, and in the gesture that would be remembered forever, extended his bat to point far out toward right field and beyond, and the radios and stands went silent.


The pitch came, and in exaggerated slow-motion, Lew swung the bat in a shoulder-high curve, lining it straight out from the wrists and lifting it up and far past his left shoulder in a full follow-through, ankles crossing as his body revolved. He let the bat drop, grinning as he watched the obviously home-run ball rise in the remote distance. Nodding back at the stands as he began, he made the leisurely home-run trot of the bases, tipping his hat to the fans as he jogged.


Leaving third base, he began accepting the congratulatory handshakes of the entire team, coaching staff, Shirley, Jo, and several other vague, excited young women lined up beside the base path. Stepping squarely onto home plate, he lifted his arms in the prizefighter’s handshake. Then he stood, cap off, hand on heart, bowing humbly—stumbling backward in pleased astonishment as the fans overwhelmed him.


Lew turned suddenly and searched the houses around the field. Nothing moved; silence everywhere. Smiling then, hands in pockets, he began walking the length of the field toward its far end, the grass whispering against his canvas sneakers: something about the small risk he had taken of being seen playing the fool pleased him. He wondered if anyone in all the many houses looking down on this field stood watching him now from a darkened room, a small figure moving down the length of the great moonlit rectangle.


At the far end of the long field, and the sidewalk there, he turned left onto the street that wound along the base of the high ridge bisecting Strawberry. The street lay still as a photograph; just ahead the leaves of a small curbside tree hung motionless under a street lamp, and no least sound came from the distant freeway. Silent on rubber soles, Lew walked on, glancing curiously up at each of the dark houses he passed.


Just ahead he saw a ground-level concrete porch with a wrought-iron railing; a swing hung over its floor, the traditional porch swing of wooden slats suspended by chains from the ceiling. Lew stopped: the porch ran across the front of the house, a door and a large rectangular window facing onto it. Swing and door were at one end of the porch and, inset in the door, a small window overlooked the swing. Lew glanced across the street; looked back toward the rec field; looked ahead as far as he could see. Nothing moved anywhere.


He hesitated, suddenly wanting to walk cravenly on. Then he took a deep slow breath, hearing it sigh through his nostrils, his heart suddenly pounding, and turned to walk up the slight curve of concrete walk to the porch. Just short of the porch he stopped, eying the big window and drapes along its sides, then the square little window in the front door; no one stood in the darkness of the house watching him, and he stepped silently onto the porch.


The trespass made, Lew stood frozen. Then he walked to the swing, turned his back, and eased himself onto the seat, a slow squeak sounding as slats and chains accepted his weight. Silence as he listened, staring up at the small square eye of the door beside him. The pane was black; he could see no blur of white face. He sat conscious that he could still stand up and walk silently away. But that was no longer true; he’d taken the dare.


Feet tucked far back under the swing, his rubber soles pressed against the concrete floor of the porch, Lew tensed his thigh muscles, gripping the chains, and slowly and not quite silently pushed the swing back as far as it could go, feeling the slatted seat tilt almost vertical. For one last moment, heart thumping, he waited in silence; then he lifted his feet and swept forward, the chains groaning, ceiling hooks squealing like an animal. It was loud, loud; audible, he knew, even across the street. A fractional instant of silence at the top of the forward arc, then the swing shot back, groaning and squealing again.


It could easily be heard inside the house: Was it waking someone now, covers flying, feet swinging to the floor? If so—if the white globe on the porch ceiling flashed alight in the next second, lock bolt cracking on the door beside him—what could he do? Run? Or stay and say—what?


No explanation could make sense, and he deliberately refused to think: he had to stay here for six full swings, six screeching swoops forward and back, and he sat, feet tucked up under the bench as he swung forward the second time, scared now. What the hell would happen if he were caught? An angry man who was big enough might beat him up, an excitable man could shoot him, a frightened man might already have phoned the cops; and if a cruising patrol car were nearby, radio crackling into life right now with a prowler call. … Back he swung, then an instant of almost motionlessness at the top of the arc, Lew staring up at the blank square of glass waiting for the sudden white movement of face; the sweat sprang out under his cap. Forward again, the piglike squeal unbelievably loud.


Three more long squealing swoops forward and back. Then he was free—to jam his feet down, dragging across the porch floor, stopping. Just short of a run he hurried down the walk, turning on the sidewalk to look over his shoulder, and in that instant the white globe flashed on, the porch suddenly bright as a stage, the gliding black shadow of the still-moving swing suddenly appearing on the painted floor.


A small hedge separated this front lawn from the next, and without having thought what to do, Lew instantly did it. He took one giant step to the far side of this hedge, and threw himself like a man under gunfire lengthwise beside it.


Flat on the grass, cheek pressing into its night-time dampness, Lew lay looking through the lower branches of the hedge, eyes almost at ground level. His heart pounded, so hard and fast it piled blood behind his eyes; he had to blink to see. A door bolt had clunked, the door swung inward, and now a man stepped cautiously out onto the porch. He was in pajamas, about forty; not taller but wider, heavier, bigger than Lew. Directly under the white globe his scalp showed through mussed brown hair. He stood motionless, arms hanging, fingers open and ready, looking wary, angry, mean. Only his head moving, he searched slowly through a half circle for whoever had been on his porch, knowing he was out there somewhere.


Suddenly bolder, the man stepped to the edge of his porch, and looked straight toward Lew, staring either directly at the hedge or off across it, Lew couldn’t tell. Breathing shallowly through his mouth, Lew lay motionless. Could the man make out the telltale thickening along the base of the hedge?


Seconds passed, and still he stood staring. In quick panic Lew realized that he didn’t know what he would do if in the next instant the man came striding down off his porch across the lawn toward him, and he began to laugh, feeling his shoulders shake, listening to whether any sound of it escaped. No: his stomach muscles tensing, he was laughing helplessly, but in silence. Another moment, then the man’s head turned slowly away to search the darkness across the street.


Abruptly he turned, and walked back inside, pulling the door closed. A chunk as the bolt shot, then the porch light went dark. Lew didn’t move: if he were the man on the other side of that door, what would he be doing now? He would be standing at the window back out of sight waiting for whoever was out there—making himself thin behind a tree or crouched beside a neighbor’s porch or lying beside this hedge—to step out or stand up. Unmoving, Lew lay trying to watch the street through the eyes of the man in the house, to think his thoughts.


Half a minute passed, perhaps longer … then Lew felt the moment pass beyond which the man inside the house could no longer hope to see anything move out here. In his mind Lew saw him turn away into the darkness of his living room murmuring a single obscenity, and walk back through the house. He’d explain to his wife, if she’d awakened, then lie listening, ready to move fast if the porch swing sounded again.


It popped up in Lew’s mind, the idea of going back to the swing again, and he laughed aloud. But he didn’t dare; this time he wouldn’t get away with it, and there’d be trouble. A quick pushup, feet gathering, and he stood, turning swiftly to walk on, ready to run. What if the man had phoned the cops!—Lew’s head swung around for the fast-moving car coming up from behind, but there was nothing.


He walked home through the quiet streets; and, back in his living room, peeled the note from the glass door, started to crumple it, then stopped. In the light from the desk lamp he stood looking down at it; after a moment he folded the note carefully across, aligning the edges, and tucked it away among the books on his shelves.










CHAPTER TWO



Jo said, “What’d you do last night? Watch the movie?” In a pink robe over yellow pajamas, her hair brushed back and tied, she stood waiting at the stove as Lew lifted hot, dripping bacon from pan to absorbent paper towels spread on the stove top.


“No movie,” he murmured, eyes intent on the fork; he wore a kitchen towel tied under his arms to protect his shirt and tie from spattering grease. “It was too late, nothing on.” As Jo took over to serve, he untied the towel, tossed it to the counter, and walked out of the little kitchen area to sit down at Jo’s paste-up table. “How’d you know I was up?” He realized he’d added this to forestall more inquiry; he didn’t want to say what he’d done last night.


“I woke up, and you were out on the balcony; I heard you clear your throat.”


Lew nodded, pulling the news section of the Chronicle toward him. He felt good; a little short of sleep but not tired. Jo set their plates on the table, poured coffee, and sat down across from Lew, pulling out the third section of the paper. Lew sat eating, turning pages often. Jo read Herb Caen’s column, an elbow on each side of the page, cup in hands; she liked half a cup of coffee before eating breakfast. Lew turned a page, glancing up, and saw that Jo’s wide sleeves had dropped, lying in pink puddles of cloth at her elbows, exposing her forearms. Good-looking forearms, he thought; then: What is a good-looking forearm? He smiled at this, Jo looked up, saw him, and said, “What?”


He shook his head. “Too embarrassing to say. Something obscene. Involving your forearms.”


“What?” She looked down at her arms.


He nodded. “You’d be shocked. I know you see the books and magazine articles, you watch the TV discussions. You try to be liberated, and on a written exam you’d get A. But you’ve never really made it, actually, and you’d be horrified. Too bad; it might have been fun.”


“I’ll bet. So what did you do last night? Read?”


“No. Stood out on the balcony. Clearing my throat.”


“Lew, why are you waking up like this? What’s bothering you?”


“Nothing. Nothing that isn’t bothering everybody. The national debt. Corruption in high and low places. Decline in moral values. Blatant sexuality. In high and low places.”


“You’re pretty blatant yourself today.”


“So watch out.”


“You watch out; I don’t have to punch a time clock.”


He looked at his watch, then shook his head. “It’s Friday; meeting day. I can’t be late.”


“Pity,” she said in pseudo-British accent, and Lew smiled, and got up to walk to his apartment for his suit coat.


He backed his VW, a maroon squareback, from its space in the asphalted parking area behind the row of nearly identical low frame buildings and swung around into the driveway between his and the building next door. He tapped his horn, and almost immediately the door of the lower apartment there opened, and Harry Levy stepped out: hatless, carrying a zippered briefcase. Lew watched, but today there was no sign of Shirley in the doorway behind him. On some mornings when Lew tapped his horn, she would appear in her robe, standing in the doorway to smile and wave good-by as they drove off; cupping her elbows on chilly mornings and shivering her shoulders dramatically. Watching Harry walk over to the car, it occurred to Lew that he was seldom late. Harry said, “Unhh,” as he opened the door, and Lew replied, “Yeah,” in ritualized morning exchange.


Lew waited, hand on the shift lever, as Harry fitted his big body into the little car, knees wedging high, black hair almost touching the ceiling. He must be twenty pounds overweight, Lew thought, obviously well over two hundred. But he didn’t seem fat, Lew acknowledged, and was probably in good shape. Waiting for Harry to pull the door closed, Lew watched the big head, jaw, and cheek in profile: thick hair cut somewhat shorter than the norm, heavy black beard shaved close, sideburns sliced unmodishly short. As Harry slammed the door his eyes narrowed slightly in a concentration that resembled belligerence: when he wasn’t smiling, Harry was a formidable-looking man, and as Lew drove on down the driveway, he was remembering the temperance cards.


Walking in the sun one noon hour last spring, he and Harry had gone into an antique shop, a junk shop, just outside the financial district. Harry found and bought for a dollar a packet of unused nineteenth-century temperance pledges: postcard-size with a printed pledge, blanks for date and signature, a tiny, forktailed white ribbon glued beside the pledge. For several weeks he carried these in his inside suit-coat pocket, and he got eleven signatures: twice Lew had been with him. One of the men was a salesman for a law-book publisher, sitting in Harry’s small office when Lew had walked in with some papers he wanted Harry to see. The other man was a junior partner of another law firm, meeting with Harry and Lew in the firm’s conference room to discuss a case in which both firms had an interest.


Each time, presently, Harry had taken out his cards, exhibited the signatures he had, and begun talking impassively of the modern need for “teetotalism.” Each time the other man had begun to smile anticipatorily, but Harry’s face remained expressionless, and as he talked on with a low-voiced almost angry intensity, deep voice rumbling, Lew watched the other man’s smile waver, become fixed, then fade. Finally Harry brought out a pen, pressing the other man to sign, insistently and with latent threat. And presently, each time, eyes bewildered, the man had reluctantly taken Harry’s pen and signed, glancing away in embarrassment. Harry had examined the signature, nodded solemnly as he tucked the card away with the others, soberly congratulated the man with a handshake, and resumed the interrupted discussion.


The man from the other law firm had complained by phone to Tom Thurber, a senior partner of their firm, and Harry had been called into the office, and formally rebuked. He’d listened, offering no explanation, then pulled out his cards and asked Tom to sign, too, and Thurber had laughed.


Lew followed the shoreline road of this northern arm of the Bay; then slowed for the Ricardo Road stop sign, and turned toward the service road and freeway just ahead. Harry had taken a long-paged legal typescript from his briefcase, laid the briefcase along his slanted thighs, arranged his papers on it, and as they rode he followed the text line by line with the tip of a yellow wooden pencil. As Lew turned toward the freeway entrance, Harry glanced up, then resumed his reading, murmuring, “God-damned legal gobbledy-gook.”


“Bring it up at the meeting this morning,” Lew said. “Propose that we be first in pioneering plain English,” and Harry said, “Yeah.”


On the crowded freeway, Harry working, they rode in silence, a part of the sluggish river of cars, moving up the long Waldo Grade, then into the Waldo tunnel which bored through a particularly high range of Marin County hills. Watching the narrow arched opening of daylight ahead, Lew waited for the moment just beyond it. It came: as they passed through the opening, there it all was—the great red towers of Golden Gate Bridge ahead, and beyond them across the blue Bay the clean white city spread out on its hills. It was a moment Lew waited for, this first, suddenly expanding look at the city, and as always he felt a little surge of anticipation at knowing he was going down into it, followed by the little anticlimax of knowing exactly where he had to go. He said, “Harry, could you give up law?”


“Give it up?”


“Yeah. And go into something else.”


“Like what?”


“I don’t know: I just mean is it okay with you if this turns out to be all you ever do?”


Harry turned away to look ahead through the windshield. “Well. I get something out of it. In court, anyway; sometimes you can feel your argument taking hold.” He glanced at Lew. “Something about the way a judge starts to listen, and you know you’re winning if you just don’t blow it: I like that. Not this shit”—he rapped his knuckles on the briefcase. “But sometimes in a courtroom. … It’s a fight; you know? You can feel you’re really a lawyer.” Harry sat watching the great rust-red towers enlarge. “But I could give it up. Get into something else, and not even miss it a week later. Sometimes I see myself doing something outdoors. What about you?”


“Well, yeah; there’s some fun in it. I like working up a brief; for appeal. Working it over, becoming persuasive; you can feel it when it starts getting some bite. But still; sometimes it bothers me that this could be more or less it from now on.”


Ahead, traffic from the Sausalito entrance seeped onto the freeway. Well ahead, halfway across the bridge, brake lights flickered, everything before them slowing to a stop because of the toll plaza up ahead at the San Francisco end. Harry sat watching the stopped traffic, then said, “Hey, it’s Friday: what’re you guys doing tonight?”


“Nothing I know of.”


“Come over for supper: we’ll lay in some hamburger and junk, and do something. Or nothing. We could play some bridge, damn it, if Shirley’d settle down and finish learning the game. Come early, and we’ll drink it up a little.”


Friday or Thursday night generally meant food-shopping, and for that Jo waited for Lew. She owned a sun-faded blue Chevy van. She’d bought it for its floor space, using it to deliver her finished models; but it was third- or fourth-hand, the shocks nearly gone, and so cumbersome—heavy wooden bumpers projecting a foot or more front and back—that it was hard to park. So she waited for Lew and his VW.


At the Safeway, Jo inside, Lew waited in the car, angle-parked at the curb before the huge store: he wore tan wash pants and a red plaid shirt buttoned at the sleeves. The air was warm, his window open, the sun still well above the hills across the freeway behind him, Daylight Savings still on. The low, red-tiled roofs of the great shopping center extended out to the curb line, roofing the sidewalks before the store fronts; from speakers tucked up under the roof, music sounded softly. People passed steadily along the walk before Lew’s bumper, and he sat watching them, studying their faces.


When Jo appeared with her loaded shopping cart—in the peach-colored cotton dress and white sandals she would wear to the Levys’—Lew got out, and helped her unload into the car. They got in, but he didn’t immediately start the engine. He sat staring at the windshield for a moment, then turned to her. “You know something?” he said puzzledly. “I never see anyone I know down here. We live here. In Strawberry. But all I ever see here is strangers.”
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