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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.


      






Man without culture is not man: but every culture is crazy.


—EDWARD T. HALL
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By the time he was forty-two, Anthony L. K. Ridenour had written eighteen books, none of which had been published under his own name. Even the “as-told-to’s” were signed by Andrew Laurance, Kenneth Coltrain, or Ronald Malvern. Wraithlike and discreet, Ridenour had ghosted memoirs for film stars, undersea explorers, ex-Prime Ministers (two), and one Nobel Prize winner (German, very difficult).


In the flower of his maturity, that is to say in the last two decades of the twentieth century, Ridenour had witnessed the completion of a process that had begun much earlier: the place of general fiction had been taken over by a rather repellent growth called sci-fi. The former categories of fiction had now been almost entirely absorbed: for example, there was Jewish family sci-fi (not including shtetl sci-fi, a separate genre), historical sci-fi, spy sci-fi, and so on, including an academic variant not much read by the public, dealing principally with extraordinary mental powers and referred to as psi-fi. Earlier forms were the subjects of study in the remaining English departments of universities; Ridenour had a young friend, for example, who had just done his dissertation on Sidney Sheldon.


Ridenour himself had written a little poetry of an unassuming sort while at school, but there was no money in that, and he could not write sci-fi: it simply was not in him. He had turned, then, quite naturally to the kind of nonfiction which still engaged the attention of the public—informative, breezy narratives having to do usually with the scandalous doings of the rich and famous.


Ridenour was a slender little man, rabbity of feature, who lived alone in an untidy subcondo in the West End. His tastes were simple; he liked what he called “plain food,” and suffered anguish when, as sometimes happened, he was obliged to take someone to lunch or dinner at a gourmet restaurant.


Just now he was engaged on a book about Sea Venture, the floating city that had been devastated by an epidemic in the Pacific a month ago. Other publishers, with deeper pockets, had already gobbled up the principal actors in the drama, Stanley Bliss, the Chief of Operations, and Dr. Wallace McNulty, the resident physician, but as Ridenour had pointed out to his editor at Boone & Slayton, there was room for a cartload of other books as well, and the best of them might be an overview, telling the story from many viewpoints.


By now, a month after the events he was to chronicle, the passengers and crew of Sea Venture were scattered over the globe, but Ridenour, a transatlantic sort, didn’t mind that. His first step had been to start a cuttings file, and his second to get copies of the passenger, crew, and permanent resident lists of Sea Venture, an embarras de richesse, but working from press cuttings and news reports he had narrowed the list to one hundred and fifty, all in the States, to whom he had sent a letter soliciting the favor of an interview. Seventy-odd of these had responded, and he had laid down an itinerary accordingly. He expected to spend the rest of the summer at this, then clean up the European interviews in the autumn, after which, probably, a second round of interviews would be necessary, and he could start writing in March.


He had had one stroke of luck straight away: Dr. McNulty had consented to be interviewed even though he was under contract for a ghost-written work of his own. Either they had not pinned the doctor down about that or he did not realize that he had sold exclusive rights; at all events, Ridenour took the Concorde to San Francisco, and on the following afternoon he was palming McNulty’s doorplate in Santa Barbara.


The camera tilted to look at him. A voice said, “Mr. Ridenour?”


“Yes. How do you do, Doctor?”


“I’m fine. Come on in.”


The door clicked open into a pleasantly cluttered living room. The rug was a faded Oriental, the chairs deep and comfortable.


Dr. McNulty came forward and shook hands. He was a gray-haired man, a little smaller than Ridenour had imagined from his pictures; laugh wrinkles fanned out from the corners of his eyes, but at the same time, Ridenour thought, there was an ingrained sadness there that made him more interesting. “Sit down,” McNulty said. “Can I get you something to drink?”


“No, no thanks.” In fact Ridenour would have liked a cup of tea, but he knew what he was likely to get in the States. He set up his recorder and said, “Doctor, could we begin by asking when was the first time you became aware that anything untoward was going on in Sea Venture?”


McNulty clasped his hands between his knees. “That would be when Randy Geller collapsed down in the marine lab. Then we started getting others, four and five a day. The symptoms were always the same—sudden collapse, stupor. There wasn’t a thing to account for it, and we didn’t know then that the patients would come out of it in nine or ten days.”


“That must have been an anxious time for you. And then?”


“When Randy came to, he told me about something that happened the day before. He was operating the dredge that takes samples from the ocean floor, and he brought up a little glass sphere. When he broke it open, he felt faint for a minute, and we know now that’s the first symptom of invasion by the parasite. The stupor comes when the parasite leaves—then somebody else feels faint, and so on.”


“Yes, tell me about that, please,” said Ridenour. “There have been so many sensational reports, one doesn’t know what to believe.”


“The thing was intelligent,” McNulty said. “It knew what we were up to, and it outsmarted us every time. We tried to trap it, and we couldn’t.”


“Until, of course, you finally did—by tricking it into going into the body of a goat.”


“Yes. That was Yetta Bernstein’s idea.”


“But earlier, I understand, a passenger died as a result of one of these attempts?”


The lines in McNulty’s face deepened a bit. “I can’t talk about that; it’s in the courts,” he said.


“I understand. But could you give me some clue as to how you learned that the thing was an intelligent creature? Where do you suppose it came from, by the way?”


“Geller and Barlow thought it came from space—fell in the ocean and sank to the bottom, nobody knows how long ago.”


“Barlow is the other marine scientist, the one who was stricken after Geller?”


“Yes, that’s right.”


Ridenour looked at his notes. “I’ve not been able to reach them at their previous addresses,” he said. “Do you happen to know where they are?”


“Yes, I do. I’ll give you the address before you leave.”


Ridenour made a note. “Then,” he continued, “there was that curious business with Professor Newland, the L-Five guru. He turned up dead in a lifeboat that got launched somehow from Sea Venture—any idea how that could have happened?”


“Nope.”


Ridenour ticked off an item in his notebook. “Now, Doctor,” he said, “I believe you’ve said that recovered patients of the disease they’ve named after you showed some personality changes?”


“That’s right.”


“And you yourself contracted the disease, or were invaded by the parasite, whichever way one likes to put it. So you’re in a unique position to evaluate these aftereffects. What would you say they are, in your own case?”


“I think it made me smarter.”


“Smarter?”


“Yes—at least when I look back now, it seems to me that I was pretty dumb.”


“I see.”


Ridenour had heard all this before, in a general way, but it was different to hearing it from McNulty. What was one to make of this tale of an invisible intelligent parasite that came from the bottom of the ocean, or from outer space, and made people smarter? McNulty had seemed a perfectly sober and well-balanced fellow, but then many lunatics did.


Ridenour talked to two dozen other people in the Southwest and Midwest, working his way across the country, and although they were all quite different, they told much the same sort of story. One man had quit his job at General Electric and had taken up rabbit farming in Arkansas; three of the women had left their husbands, one for another woman.


In July Ridenour found himself at the end of a dirt road in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. A ten-year-old Mitsubishi pickup was parked across the clearing beside a white trailer on blocks, from which washing was strung to the nearest tree.


Ridenour went to the trailer and knocked. Presently the door opened.


“Mr. Geller, I’m Tony Ridenour—we talked on the phone yesterday.”


“Uh-huh. Come on in.” Geller was a tall, red-bearded man in his thirties. He ushered Ridenour into a narrow dining room with a vinyl-topped table, covered at the moment by socks in the process of seeking their mates. “Sit down. Coffee?”


“No, thanks, I breakfasted an hour ago.” He looked around. “Is your wife here?”


“She’s nursing some data—she’ll be along in a minute. Start with me.”


Ridenour opened his notebook. “You and Ms. Barlow were both members of the Sea Venture marine science staff, is that correct?”


“Right. She was my boss.”


“And you were among the earliest victims of the epidemic?”


“Number one and number three. Number two was a fish.”


Ridenour raised an eyebrow. “That’s one of the points I wanted to mention. You realize that it would be almost unheard of for the same disease to affect human beings and fish?”


“Uh-huh. And a goat, too.”


A handsome dark-haired woman came in and put her hand on Geller’s shoulder. “Yvonne, Tony Ridenour,” said Geller. “My better half.”


“Very pleased to know you, Mrs. Geller.”


“Ms. Barlow,” she said. She took his hand briefly and sat down.


“Ah, yes.” Unusual—the pendulum had been swinging back the other way. “Ms. Barlow, we were just talking about the epidemic on Sea Venture. Would you say, both of you, that your outlook was different in any way after you contracted the disease?”


“Of course,” said Barlow.


“Being as objective as you can, what were the outstanding changes in yourself and others that you observed?”


“We gave up believing in the Tooth Fairy,” Geller said.


“I’m sorry?”


“We stopped buying all the various grades of bullshit.”


Ridenour took a moment to absorb this. “When you refer to bullshit, do you mean idealistic or altruistic viewpoints in general?”


“No, only the ones that are packaged to get something out of people for nothing. What I was doing on Sea Venture wasn’t science, it was bottle-washing, and I was so dumb that I didn’t realize it. Yvonne and I got out and said the hell with that, and I think you’ll find that a lot of McNulty patients did the same.”


“Yes, I have found that, in fact. Mr. Geller, you mentioned the goat just now. Leaving aside the various interpretations of that story, do you think it was a mistake? Would it have been better if more people caught the disease?”


“Some ways better, some ways worse. If the thing had got to the mainland they never would have stopped it. By now, I guess, a lot of us would be too smart to piss in our pants.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“You’ve heard of algae blooms? Population explosions in rats, water lilies?”


“Yes, I believe I have.”


“And you’ve also heard that we can keep on increasing the human population indefinitely—that there are no limits to growth?”


“Yes, well, human beings aren’t—”


“Aren’t like other organisms, right? That’s bullshit.”


“The issue is,” said Barlow after a moment, “who does a woman’s body belong to, herself or somebody else? It’s not true that people won’t limit their families voluntarily. Every culture we know about has practiced some form of population control, right up to modern times.”


“Wasn’t it usually infanticide?” Ridenour asked delicately.


“Yes, of course—that was all they had.”


“But wouldn’t you say that was criminal, in some sense?”


“Sure it was,” said Geller. “Infanticide is a crime, and so is abortion. The interesting thing is that if you look close, everything that works is either a crime, a sin, or an act of God. Well, people would rather have the acts of God, because at least they can say it isn’t their fault. Infanticide? No, no. But let the kids starve to death? Okay. So that’s why we’ve got famine and plague right now, because famine and plague work, but they’re nobody’s fault.”


“So what’s the answer then, in your opinion, Mr. Geller?”


“There isn’t any answer, because people are too stupid.”


“Forgive me, but what if they weren’t too stupid—what would they do then?”


Geller looked pleased. “Okay. Number one, recognize that if you eliminate natural controls on population, you’ve got to put something in their place. There are various ways to do it. Every time there’s an excess of births over deaths, we could send out a hit squad to zap that many people at random. Snipers in shopping malls. Or slip a little poison in their coffee.”


“Randy—” said Ms. Barlow.


“Or,” Geller went on, holding up a finger, “you could control it just by regulating the environment in various ways. Raise the speed limit, for instance, or loosen up the regulations on toxic emissions, which in fact we’re doing now. Cut back on the child nutrition program, Medicall, things like that. That’s more anonymous, but it’s also harder to regulate, because you never know exactly what you’re doing. The hit squads are better, because then you get guilt and conscience working for you. A woman has to want a kid a whole lot before she’ll get pregnant knowing that some other human being has to die when it’s born.”


“What he means, Mr. Ridenour,” said Barlow, “is that we can use contraception, sterilization, and abortion, which are sensible methods that work, or if we’re too dumb to do that, we might as well talk about something really crazy.”


Geller turned to her. “Well, what are you calling crazy? Here’s another thought. Sterilize every other female child at birth. That would cut the next cohort of breeding women in half.”


“How about sterilizing the males?” Barlow demanded.


“Nothing wrong with it except that it wouldn’t work. A woman can give birth to one child a year. A man can impregnate a thousand.”


“Randy, this isn’t amusing.”


“True.”


“You know, I’m beginning to think human beings really are dumb.”


“What’s that supposed to mean? Come on, Yvonne—” He looked angry, and so did she.


“Thank you, Mr. Geller and Ms. Barlow,” said Ridenour delicately.


In Rye, New York, Ridenour interviewed Mr. and Mrs. Lionel Prescott and their daughter Julie. Julie had been a victim of the epidemic, and had also, it seemed, been a fairly close acquaintance of Professor Newland, the L-5 guru. Ridenour tried to draw her out about that, without much success. There had also apparently been a young man, John Stevens, of whom the parents thought highly; he had not been heard of since. A shipboard romance, perhaps; that might add a bit of spice, but nobody seemed to know Stevens’ present whereabouts. Ridenour had the impression that Julie could say more if she would, and he put her down for a follow-up interview in the autumn.


In September, back in the States a little earlier than he had expected, he phoned the Prescotts and was told that Julie had taken an apartment in New York. They gave him the number and he looked her up. The second interview was no more productive than the first, but he did notice that the young woman was a bit bulgier than she had been before.






It would be better that the whole world should be destroyed and perish utterly than that a “free man” should refrain from one act to which his nature moves him.


—HEINRICH SUSO
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My name is—Here I have to stop, after three words. What is my name? I was born Nils Sverdrup. Since then I have had many names, some I used for years, some for only a day or two.


This is the journal I revise endlessly in my head; that may be an odd thing to do, but it is highly satisfying because it is perfectly safe there, and in my world not many things are safe. Until quite recently assassination was my profession; or, to put it less daintily, I was a hired killer. In my lifetime I have killed twenty-seven men. For all but the first one I was paid, and for the last twenty I was even paid enough.


Now I should add that I was rescued from my life of crime by the love of a pure woman: but that is not quite true. I am not ashamed of my career, only disgusted by it; even now, I do not believe it is always wrong to kill someone. I believe that Julie loves me, and I even believe it is possible that I love her, but it was not that that made me give up my profession after I killed Professor Newland. My life was changed, not by Julie, but by an invisible parasite from the depths of the ocean. It is even possible that I used the parasite as a pretext to do something I was ready to do in any event; but I don’t believe that, because other people’s lives were also changed.


If only I knew the real truth I would tell it.


In May, 1999, the man who had been John Stevens boarded a plane in Manila. He got off seven hours later in Lisbon, where he presented a Swiss passport in the name of Jean-Luc Kleinsinger. On the following day he appeared at the Banco Nacional, where he removed certain items from a safe deposit box. Still as Kleinsinger, he boarded the afternoon flight for Zurich. He took a cab from the airport and let himself into a modest villa in a quiet suburban area. At the sound of the door, a woman in a housedress appeared at the far end of the living room.


“Monsieur Kleinsinger.” She inclined her head slightly.


“Marga.”


“Did you have a good journey?”


“Very nice. Any interesting messages?”


“I don’t think so. They’re in your study, anyhow. Have you eaten?”


“Yes, thank you.”


A knob-tailed brown Siamese cat appeared in the dining room archway. “Hello, Prinz,” said Stevens. The cat, looking in another direction, sat down and began licking itself. Stevens did not see it again for the rest of the evening, but that night it followed him into the bathroom, held up its head for scratching, and bit him on the leg to make him pay attention. It was curious that he did not mind giving up the villa, the garden, even his books; the only thing he minded was this cat.


Then, since he had nothing better to do, he traveled, once to Lucerne, three times to Paris, twice to London, and on each of these trips he telephoned Julie Prescott at her parents’ home in Rye. She said she was well, and indeed she looked well on the screen. “I have something to tell you. When are you coming?”


“I don’t know.” Something to tell him? That had a bad sound.


In June there were headlines: the body of Paul Newland had been found, adrift in a Sea Venture lifeboat a thousand miles from Manila. One week later Stevens was informed by his bank that the sum of two million Swiss francs had been deposited to his account.


Meanwhile the Newland affair was turning into a full-fledged scandal. There were questions in Congress, demands for a special investigatory commission. Political commentators were saying that funding for the controversial L-5 program now seemed likely to pass.


If so, and if Stevens was right about the identity of the patrons who had borrowed his services, then the object of the assassination had been accomplished. Sea Venture, a rival to L-5, was discredited; L-5 would go forward.


When he called Julie in September he was given another number, and Julie informed him that she had moved into an apartment in New York, a studio apartment where she could paint. She showed him some of her watercolors; he thought they were not very good, but it was possible that the videophone distorted them. It was a curious thing that their not being very good increased the affection he felt for her. At such times it was difficult not to say, “I’m coming. I’ll be there tomorrow.”


There was no word from his employers until the fifteenth, when he received a handwritten card from Rome with the message “Remembering our pleasant afternoon together,” and an illegible signature. He flew to Rome on the following Monday and met his contact in a previously arranged place.


The contact, known to Stevens as Benito, said, “This time it is in Kenya Nairobi. The client is a government minister.”


“Then it’s political?”


“Everything is political.”


“Quite true, but if it’s political it will cost more.”


“How much?”


“I don’t know. Give me some background.”


In his hotel room Stevens studied the documents Benito had given him, and they met again the following day. They agreed on a price. Stevens went back to Zurich and made some private arrangements with his lawyer. After thirty days, unless countermanding instructions were received from him, the house and its contents would be made over to Marga. That included the cat. He liquidated his other holdings and bought gold. On September 21 he flew to London, and on the following day, carrying a British passport in the name of Solomon H. Maltbury, he boarded a plane for Nairobi.


The “client” was the Minister of Transportation, Thomas Kamau, aged thirty-six; he had three wives and thirteen children. An attempt on his life had been made two years ago. He was well guarded, both at his office and at home; he traveled in a bullet-proof limousine.


As Solomon Maltbury, a British businessman looking for investment opportunities, Stevens made his way around the blazing streets of Nairobi. The place had not changed much since he had last been here in 1995. There were a few more beggars, perhaps, and more crazy old men. Every roundabout intersection was a tangle of European automobiles, matatus stuffed with people, pedestrians pulling carts. There were many children, and many pregnant women.


On the morning after his arrival Stevens had a talk with the head of the investment section at Barclays Bank, through whom he met the president of the Chamber of Commerce, who referred him to a real estate dealer called Satkirpal Singh Govind.


Govind was a slender, white-turbaned man with a rolled beard and a nervous manner. “If you are looking for property at depressed prices,” he said, “there is plenty of that here, but I cannot tell you when it will rise again. I myself am very much depressed. I would like to leave this country, but everything I own is here.”


“Is it the famine that’s the chief problem?” Stevens asked.


“The famine, yes, it is terrible, and also the drought. One more year like the last one will finish us. When times are this hard up-country they also become hard in the capital. We cannot ignore them any longer. I really think you should see for yourself before you take any decision. I will drive you up-country tomorrow if you like and show you some properties, and you will also see what condition we are in.”


They arranged to meet at three a.m. Kenyan time, which corresponded to nine o’clock; the Kenyan day began, rather sensibly, at sunrise rather than midnight. Stevens went back to the hotel and took his malaria pill, which gave him nightmares of rotting corpses.


In the morning, after the usual delays, Govind and a smiling black driver picked him up in a blue Peugeot. They drove for an hour in heavy traffic just to get out of Nairobi; then, passing through a last ring of decaying cinder-block suburbs, they headed up into the red foothills toward Mt. Kenya. Stevens saw, as he had expected, abandoned sisal estates, bare trees, gaunt cattle, emaciated men and women, and children big-bellied with hunger. Beyond Murang’a, they passed a gravel road leading to a gate in a chain-link fence beyond which, on the crest of a hill, a large building could be seen.


“Whose house is that?” Stevens asked casually.


“Ah, that is the house of Thomas Kamau. He is very high in the government. They say he will be president someday.”
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Stevens considered the problem with as much care as if it were any other assignment. Kamau was too well protected to be approached on the street; the only way to get at him with any confidence of success was to gain entrance to his office or his house. Of the two, Stevens preferred the house. The grounds were patrolled, no doubt, but a clever fellow ought to be able to get in undetected. Stevens bought some outdoor clothing, a pair of bolt cutters, a cooler, a hypodermic syringe, a length of plastic tubing, and some plastic bags.


The next day he rented a Land Rover and drove north into the foothills. Just south of Murang’a, he turned west on a bad road, and at nightfall was parked on the shoulder across a ravine from the chain-link fence at the back of Kamau’s property.


When it was full dark, he clambered down the ravine, waded through red mud at the bottom, and climbed up the other side. In the light of a shielded torch he examined the fence. There were alarm wires along the top and bottom, concertina wire at the top, but the fence was not electrified. He chose a link a few inches above the lower alarm wire and cut it, then another, and a third. When he had cut enough links for a man to squeeze through, he bent the cut portion inward, then dropped the bolt cutters beside the fence, climbed down the ravine and up again, got into the Land Rover and drove off.


Two miles away, where the ravine was deeper and muddier, he splattered the interior of the Land Rover with blood from a plastic bag in the cooler. It was his own blood, drawn the day before. He put the empty bag in his suitcase. Then he drove the Land Rover to the edge of the ravine, got out with his suitcase, and tilted the Land Rover over. It made a horrible grinding noise going down, and a grand clang at the bottom.


Stevens caught a ride with a man in a produce truck going into Nairobi, and took a cab to the airport, where he changed his clothes in a rest room. As Brian Nalling, a Kenyan citizen, he boarded the next flight to San Francisco. There, under still another name, he boarded a plane to New York, and got off at Reagan late that evening.


He dialed her number and put his hand over the pickup.


“Yes? Who is it?” In the little screen she looked like someone he vaguely remembered, and he thought, Have I really done this?


“Julie, it’s John,” he said, and took his hand off the lens.


A smile spread over her face. “John! Where are you?”


“I’m in a telephone booth at Reagan Airport. Are you all right?”


“Yes! But why didn’t you tell me— Why didn’t you write?”


“It just worked out that way. Are you alone?”


“Yes.”


“All right. Until very soon.”


The screen in the lobby showed him her face again. The collar was different: she had changed her clothes. For some reason that pleased and alarmed him. “John, come up,” her tinny voice said, and the security system let him into the elevator.


Her door was painted red, with the brass numeral 4 over the knocker. The door opened, and then she was in his arms.


As soon as she let him speak, he said, “Are you pregnant?”


“Yes.” She smiled up at him tentatively.


After a moment he said, “That changes everything.”


“How does it change everything?”


“Let me sit down. I have to think a minute. The child is due when?”


“The first week in February.”


“That gives us time enough for some surgery.”


Her face changed. “I don’t understand you.”


“Nothing very complicated. Rhinoplasty will be enough—a nose job, you call it?”


“I don’t want a nose job.”


“You won’t have to have one. I like your nose as it is, and mine too, as far as that goes. Listen a moment, Julie. So far as anyone knows or is likely to find out, I am dead. I died in Kenya two days ago. That’s the only way people leave my profession, as a rule. I know a lot of things that various people would really rather not have me tell. And so I’m dead, and that’s all right if we just intend to see each other occasionally and make love. But if you’re going to have a child we’ve got to live together and be parents. Wait,” he said as she started to speak. “I think I’ve done a good job of disappearing, but it’s still possible that someone will come looking for me. If that happens, they will find out very easily that you and I were lovers on Sea Venture. Then if they find that you have a child born less than nine months after Sea Venture landed at Manila, and that you are living with a man who may be its father—then it’s all over, and not just for me, because they will probably kill you and the child too. So now you see. If we’re going to be together, it means changing names, appearance, habits, friends. You won’t see your parents as often as you would like, and I probably won’t be able to see them at all. Think about it. If that’s too hard, it’s best to know now.”


She sat down and put her hands together in her lap. After a long time she said, “I could still have an abortion.”


“Yes.”


“Would you like that better?”


“No. I would like us to live together and be parents.”


She came to him in a rush and put her wet cheek against his. “I would too. Oh, I love you,” she said.
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The plastic surgeon, a young man named Christie who had a beautiful smile, talked to Stevens in his office for a few minutes and showed him an illustrated chart with the headline, PICK YOUR NOSE.


Then a nurse took him to a cubicle. “First we’ll get a picture of the way you look right now,” she told him. A light came on; in the holoscreen he saw his own face, but it looked like a stranger’s. “This is the way other people see you,” the nurse explained, “not the way you see yourself in a mirror.”


“Does that really look like me?” he asked.


“Yes, it does, sir, and you look very nice, too.”


“I wish I looked better.”


“Well, that’s why you’re here, isn’t it? Don’t worry, Dr. Christie is excellent—a real artist. Now watch this.”


She showed Stevens how to rotate the image into profile, then how to use the controls to make any changes he liked. “Try it by yourself for a while. Ring whenever you want me.”


Stevens looked at his profiled nose with a feeling of gloom. It was a nose, that was all; he had never given it this much thought before. Was it a little too long? With the light pen, he perversely drew it out even longer. Horrible! He restored the nose to its original size, shortened it a trifle, then turned it up at the tip. That was more like a movie star. He sculpted the nostrils and turned the image full face, but he didn’t like it: the nose was so sharply defined now that it didn’t seem to belong to him. He rang for the nurse.


“Uh-huh. That’s good-looking, but it isn’t you. Let me get a copy of it, anyhow.” The nurse leaned over Stevens and pressed a button. A strip of paper curled out into the tray. “I think what you want is a little more character, not so much handsomeness,” she said. “Suppose we try this.” The profiled nose grew a little taller at the bridge, became almost Roman. “What do you think?”


“That’s better.”


The nurse made another printout. “Play with it yourself, until you’re sure. These are the coordinates along the bottom of the film, see here? If you want to reset them, just punch in these numbers.”


In the end he took a profile not greatly different from the one the nurse had suggested. It was a bigger nose, higher, broader and fleshier at the tip. It would make him look more sensual somehow, what was the word—grosser, less spiritual?


Three days after the operation the swelling went down and they could see his new face. In October they took separate flights to Chicago, after Julie had written to her parents that she was eloping with a man she had met at a gallery reception, and would let them know her address later. She was then five months pregnant.
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They found a house they both liked on a pleasant street in Evanston. There were many tall trees; the houses were hidden behind gates and hedges. It was a place where they could live in seclusion, almost as anonymous as people in a New York apartment.


Julie cleaned out the parcel box every few days, although there was seldom anything in it but advertising. One morning in December she found a pink flyer there; it was an invitation to attend Christmas services in one of the two hundred local churches, and a mass meeting outside of town on the morning of January 1, 2000.


“Come ONE, come ALL!!! Be There at Dawn when the Prince of Peace descends in His Glory to begin his Reign of a Thousand Years!!!! ‘He will swallow up death in victory; and the LORD GOD will wipe away tears from all faces!’ Isaiah, 25:8.”


At the bottom was a form to fill out: “YES! I will be there! I enclose the sum of $____ to help carry on GOD’S WORK!”


Julie threw it away, but there was another one in the box on Monday; John saw it, read it with care, and put it in his pocket.


“What do you want that for?”


“It’s interesting,” he said.


Friday morning the maid opened the studio door and put her head in. “Miz Turnbull, there’s some people at the door to see you.”


“Who are they?”


“They’re people from the church.”


“The church? My goodness, Maureen, you know better than that. Tell them I don’t discuss religion.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Maureen withdrew with a brooding expression.


Later that day, when Julie went out shopping, she noticed that the parcel boxes or gateposts of almost all the neighboring houses were decorated with crosses of pink tape. Printed on the tape were the words “WE’LL be THERE!!!”


When she told John about the visit, he said, “That may have been a mistake. If they come again, let me talk to them.”


“But why?”


“Do you remember the story of Passover, when the Hebrews put blood on their doorposts?”


“John, what has that got to do with it?”


“Wait a minute,” he said. He went into the library and came back thumbing a Bible. “Here it is. ‘And when I see the blood, I will pass over you, and the plague shall not be upon you to destroy you, when I smite the land of Egypt.’ ”


She opened her mouth to say something sharp, because she was feeling angry and frightened, but she thought of the pink crosses and shut it again.


The observer was aware of an awareness that dwindled back into the past before there was awareness. She drowsed, afloat and dreaming.


Gradually she became aware of other things: the warmth of the space around her, a red glow that came and went at long intervals, and a sound, lub-lub, lub-lub, that never stopped.


Now she became conscious of the body she inhabited, a soft shape that curled over itself like a question. The energy network grew, strengthened, ramified; a moment came when it was complete, and she awoke to full consciousness. The child’s mind, which had grown up with hers, fitted her as comfortably as a cradle; she left it with reluctance, slipped out, then drifted upward, following the sparkling nerve line of the spinal cord, and into the skull of the woman.


A shocking flood of images came—color, light, sound! It overwhelmed her by its intensity; then, as she settled into the woman’s mind, she found deeply channeled memories—Sea Venture, the epidemic, her illness. Then came a memory that stunned her. She, her original self, had been tricked into the body of a goat and sunk to the bottom of the ocean to lie there forever, like a jinn put back into its bottle. How close they had come to defeating her!


She dipped back into the child’s dreaming mind to reassure herself; the slow global thoughts came and went, and there was a little sparkle that might have been recognition. Then she rose again into Julie’s brain and waited until Stevens came out of his study at five.


As he walked toward her, she slipped out and in again: and now he was looking at the woman he had been a moment ago, noticing the signs of strain around her eyes and saying, “Is anything the matter?”


“I felt a funny kind of shock a while ago, and again just now.”


“I felt it too. Probably static electricity.”


Safely hidden in Stevens’ brain, he absorbed and savored the strong, bitter flavor of the man’s personality. How fascinating were the two different bodies and minds, the two interlocked stories! In Stevens’ mind he found traces of narratives he had experienced in fiction and drama; some of them had interested him profoundly, but they were nothing to this—they were summaries, distillations; this was the pure life. The story was not over, the outcome still in doubt.


Through this excitement and pleasure ran a vein of deep anxiety. He had been born less than an hour ago; he now knew everything that Julie and Stevens knew—and nothing else. All that his parent should have taught him, all the accumulated knowledge of their race—that was lost forever. He was an orphan set adrift in a strange world, to become in his turn, if he succeeded, the unique parent of his kind.


The doorplate rang and Stevens answered it. A man and a woman were standing there.


“Mr. Turnbull, how are you? My name is Dick LeDoux, and this is Mrs. Kellogg. We’re from the Faith Ministry of Evangelical Churches, and we’d like to talk to you about the Second Coming of Our Lord.”


“Yes, come in.” He sat them down in the living room, and they looked around with approving smiles. “Nice place you have here,” said LeDoux. “Mr. Turnbull, the reason we came by, we happened to notice that your name wasn’t on our list of those who are going to meet and pray at the Coming.”


“My wife didn’t understand,” said Stevens. “Of course we will be there.”


“Have you both received Jesus Christ as your personal savior?” LeDoux asked politely.


“Yes, we have. By the way, I want to give you a contribution for the work. How shall I make this out?”


“Faith Ministry of Evangelical Churches—or just FMEC will do. What church do you belong to, brother?”


Stevens, who was ready for this, said, “We haven’t been to services lately, because of my wife’s condition, but we’re Church of the Word.”


LeDoux made a note. “I’ll mention that to Pastor Hembert, if I may.”


“Yes, please do. And tell him that we’ll be attending services from now until the Coming.” Stevens handed him a check; as their fingers touched, the observer slipped down one man’s arm and up the other. Again the flood of images: this mind was as strong and rigid as Stevens’, but it had a completely different flavor. His mind was full of excitement and a singing certainty; underneath it, like a starved prisoner, was a little voice that said, so faintly that it was not even heard, What if it’s not true?


“Is anything wrong?” Stevens was saying.


LeDoux smiled. “Got a little shock there. It must be your carpets.” He glanced at the check, smiled again, folded it and put it away. “Well, thank you, brother. And I hope we’ll see each other on the Morning.”


“We’ll be there,” said Stevens.


“Isn’t it wonderful?” said Mrs. Kellogg, speaking for the first time. Her eyes and her cheeks were shining.


“Yes, it is. It is wonderful,” said Stevens. Later, when he went to look, he saw that there was a pink paper cross on the parcel box.


A few days later, after seeing a broken window in the Grosses’ house up the street, Stevens began to make certain preparations.


They attended the candlelight service on Christmas Eve, and Stevens wept during the sermon. “How can you do that?” Julie asked him afterward.


“It’s very easy. When I think what fools people are, I weep.”
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Dr. Wallace McNulty got up late on the day after Christmas, made himself some eggs and textured bacon—Janice was still in bed—and went down in his new slippers and robe to read the paper. The day was bright and clear except for the brown haze over downtown Santa Barbara, which would get thicker as the day progressed; McNulty had a good many asthma patients, some of whom were sure to call him this afternoon.


McNulty had had a brief moment of fame seven months ago, when he had been involved in the epidemic on Sea Venture. The disease had been named after him, and he had that little bit of immortality, along with Addison and Alzheimer. He had one more distinction, in fact; he was the only doctor who had ever caught his own disease.


McNulty had written an “as told to” book about the experience—a pleasant young woman named Inskeep had actually written it, coloring it up a good deal from McNulty’s oral narrative. Several others were doing the same; Stanley Bliss’s Horror in the Pacific was probably going to be the big winner, but a passenger named Hartman had also written a book, and McNulty had even heard rumors of one called Dentist on Sea Venture, by Ira Clark, D.D.S.


McNulty was not proud of his own book now, but at the time the money had been irresistible and necessary; he had spent all of it and more in settling the lawsuit over the man whose death he had inadvertently caused on Sea Venture.
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