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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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1
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For years Jean did not believe in the moon as a real place where people could go. When she became aware that her father believed in it, she had to accept the reality of the moon as a thing, but never as a place. Perhaps there were people already them, she thought, but no one could go there. It was as mythical and strange and unreachable as the kingdom of Oz.


Sometimes during the long warm summer evenings the three of them, her father, her mother, and Jean, walked to the Ice Cream Bazaar, where they made elaborate sundaes. Jean found it impossible to resist any of the toppings until in the end her dish was a palette of every color available. Her father watched with awe as she ate every bite.


“Eat it now,” he said once, “because when I take you to the moon you won’t find any ice cream there. Not for a while anyway.”


She used to laugh at that, but in later years her laughter was muted and uneasy. She came to believe that he really would take her to the moon one day. Try as hard as she could after that to increase the size of the moon, to give it solidity, to make it a place, it remained the same pale light in the sky, now a sliver, now fatter, now round and shadowed, but never more than that.


When she was very small she always walked in the middle, holding the hand of her mother on one side, her father on the other. Sometimes, giggling, she raised her feet, and they caught her and swung her back and forth. She liked to look at her mother and father together. She liked the way they looked at each other and at her. She could not explain the feeling, but it was warm and safe. Sometimes at night she would wake up to hear their voices, and that was a good feeling. They played games together, chess, Scrabble, other word games. Later she played with them, and sometimes she even won. She especially loved her mother’s low throaty laugh which was almost too soft to hear even one room away.


Her father yodeled in the shower. He said he was practicing to become a Swiss mountain climber and applicants had to yodel before they qualified. He said the Swiss mountain men talked by yodeling. She didn’t believe that. She could not yodel even though she practiced. It seemed a particularly fine thing to be able to do.


One night in the Ice Cream Bazaar three teen-aged boys approached their table. Jean admired their tight jeans and their sunburned arms, but most of all she admired their sneakers. They were full of holes; one even had a piece of tape on it. She wished her sneakers looked like theirs. That was the year she started going to school.


“Colonel Brighton? Could we have your autograph, sir?”


Jean listened and watched and for the first time realized that her father really did go to the moon, that was not one of his jokes with her. She pushed her ice cream sundae away because it seemed her stomach was going up and down the way the waves did when they went out fishing in the gulf. She shivered, and when her mother asked what was wrong, she could only shake her head. She did not know what was wrong. There was no way to explain what was wrong.


On the way home she walked on the outside, putting her father between her and her mother. She never walked in the middle again. It was the end of one phase of her childhood.


The summer Jean was ten, when they visited her father’s parents in Oregon, the town celebrated the visit with a parade. There were cowboys and Indians, and a marching band, and three floats. The mayor made a speech and a tall Indian made a speech, and then her father made a speech. His speech was very funny, and she thought probably that was improper, he should not have been funny when everyone else was so serious.


“You know how we’ll move the Congress, make them build roads, even a railroad, up to the moon? We’ll bring back a nugget of gold and every prospector in the West, dead and alive, will hitch up a mule, buy a sack of beans, a hammer and pick, and be on his way. Won’t be any way to stop them.” The crowd loved him.


In his speech the Indian had called him Olalo, the Man in the Moon. When Jean was introduced to him later, he touched her hair gently and said, “Olahuene, Daughter of the Moon.”


At first she had been terrified of him. All she knew about Indians was from television, and she knew they used to scalp whites in years past, especially blond people, she felt certain. More recently they seized buildings owned by the whites and shot at people who tried to make them move. And they shot at people who tried to build dams.


Robert Wind-in-the-Tall-Trees was his name, her father said; she did not believe him, but everyone called the tall Indian Robert, so that much was probably true. Robert and her father had gone to school together, had played together, learned to hunt together. That night for hours the voices of her parents, her grandparents, and Robert mingled, rose, fell.


Jean loved her grandparents, but especially her grandfather because she knew he was how her father would look when he became very old. His blond hair would turn gray, then white, and still look the same as now. And the many lines around his nose, on the sides of his eyes, would be like Grandpa’s, crinkly, making him look as if he were smiling even when he wasn’t. Her grandfather owned a newspaper and wrote for it and did many of the other jobs. He teased in exactly the same way her father did, saying things like he used to spit lead so hot that it cooked the air. He caught the cooked air and wrapped it up and took it home to roast the meat with it. Sometimes Jean tried not to laugh at his stories, but she always did.


One night she sat on the porch and listened to her father and grandfather talk inside the living room.


“How serious is it with Robert?” her father asked.


“Bad enough. He’ll fight for that spring all the way. Let the damn tourists go to the ocean if they want to get wet.”


“He won’t win.”


“Yes, he will. The drought’s deepening, not easing up. One wet winter doesn’t mean it’s over. That spring’s the difference between living and leaving for Robert and all of them. He won’t give it up. He can’t give it up.”


For years the spring had sustained a large lake that was a favorite tourist attraction in the and semi-desert country north of Bend. Now that the wells were going dry, and rivers were becoming dry washes, the spring had taken on an importance it had not had for decades. Jean had read about it in her grandfather’s newspaper.


“If there’s anything I can do …” her father said.


“Not yet, but it might come to that. We’ll see.” The talk drifted to the space station that was being built. “If you can make it rain from up there, you’ll keep getting your appropriations,” her grandfather said. And the talk was back on the drought and its effects.


They could not tub bathe in her grandfather’s house, and there was a toilet that did not have to be flushed at all. Jean had eyed in suspiciously at first, but after a day or two it had become just another item, just part of visiting Oregon. The river below the house was still flowing, but barely. The banks were fifty feet apart here, but the trickle in the middle of the banks was less than six feet wide, and the water was sluggish and warm.


That was the first year that Jean knew how frightened her mother was when her father was in space. Stephanie Brighton was fair and slender. She smoked incessantly, and when Daniel was away she chain-smoked. That year Jean realized that she also drank when Daniel was away. She hardly ever had seen either of them drink anything except an occasional beer in hot weather and wine at dinner, sometimes sipping it when friends visited. But that time when Daniel left, calling back to them both, “Don’t wait up. I’ll write if I find any fancy postcards!” Stephanie had gone back inside to the kitchen and poured herself a drink of bourbon; she diluted it hardly at all with water, and drank it down.


“I thought he was supposed to be through going up himself,” Jean said.


“He is, but all that trouble, accidents, things not working right … He’ll find the reason, fix it, and that’ll be that.” The words were as usual, light and quick, but underlying them, discernible for the first time, was a current of dread.


“I used to not believe he really went to the moon,” Jean said slowly. “I used to have nightmares.”


Stephanie came to her and put her arm about Jean’s shoulders, gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I know, honey. God, I know. I thought you had forgotten all that.”


“I had forgotten. I just remembered.”


They went out to dinner that night, and a movie afterward. It was nearly midnight when they got home, but Jean, although so tired she could not hold her legs still, was unable to fall asleep. She got up to go to the bathroom and see what time it was, and the living room lights were on; they were still on when she got up again an hour later.


Then Daniel returned, bouncy, happy, trouble-free. “The idiots forgot that you need a screwdriver to turn screws with. Took ’em a set of screwdrivers and that settled that. Now let’s go fishing.”


But that was not the end of the trouble. The papers ran the stories of each accident, each miscalculation, each overrun of expenses. Every year the appropriations had been harder to come by. Each year they had been cut a bit from the previous budget. There was talk of halting the project entirely until the current recession ended, the drought ended, the stockpiles of food were replenished, and so on.


One night Jean said to her father, “If I tell you something, will you not laugh at it? It’s something I don’t understand, but I don’t think it’s funny, although it might sound silly at first.”


“Profound things often sound silly when we try to explain them because you have to reduce something grand and sweeping to such ordinary words.” He smiled gently at her. “I don’t always laugh, you know.”


She nodded. She knew he would not laugh at her now, but she still hesitated because it was hard to know exactly how to say it. “I was almost asleep,” she started finally, “but not all the way, and I was already draining. I could feel myself not all the way asleep, and I could see myself dreaming a real dream. And I thought how my mind was like a long stretched-out snake. It was in such a hurry to dream that the front part went ahead and started before the rest of it was even there. It seems to me that sometimes you can stretch yourself out like that, just poking around, and if you decide not to go where the front part is, you don’t have to and it just comes back and tells the rest what it saw and heard where it was so you know things that you don’t know how you know.”


She stopped in confusion. It did sound silly after all. But he was not laughing. He was quiet for so long that she began to squirm in embarrassment. “It’s a joke,” she said finally.


He seemed to pull himself back from somewhere else, far away, the place he went to when he was concentrating. He had said once that everyone had a thinking place, far away, and sometimes people fooled you by pretending to be nearby when actually they were in the thinking place. Now he said, “It isn’t, a joke, honey. It isn’t silly or funny. You’ve said something very profound, something that needs a whole lot of thinking about.”


A few months later, a day before her birthday, he said, “I am a genie. I will grant you any wish. Speak, birthday girl!”


“I just want one thing,” she said quickly. “I already know what I want more than anything else in the world. Magic. I want to be able to do magic!”


He laughed, then sobered and closed his eyes. After a moment he made a pass with both hands before her face. “It is done. You have the greatest magic in the universe.”


“Hah!” She looked around the room; finally her gaze came to rest on a scab the size of a quarter on her knee. “Be well!” she commanded. Then she looked at her father sorrowfully. “You’re just not a very terrific genie, I’m afraid.”


“You have the magic,” he said, still serious. “But you have to learn how to use it. It is language. Words. I promise you, you can do magic with words if you learn to make the words do what you choose. You can have whatever you want, make people do what you want, make them love you, serve you. You can change the world with words.”


“It’s like a riddle, isn’t it? It’s a trick like you think you’ve got something but nothing changes and you find out you don’t have anything you didn’t have before.”


He shook his head. “It’s real magic, but hardly anyone learns to control it and use it. And those who do want such petty things.”


She realized her father was talking to her from his thinking place. Sometimes when his voice was low and serious like this, when his eyes stopped laughing and flashing with light and became very steady and almost dull locking, he was in that far away place, and anything he said from there she should pay attention to carefully. Suddenly she thought that she was also in her own thinking place because her thoughts were flowing so fast she could hardly keep track of them and would not have been able to tell anyone about them all, but they were very clear to her, not at all confused. You could give someone a present that no one else could see or touch or know was there, she realized, and that might be the best present of all.


“Thank you,” she said gravely, still in her thinking place. “I accept. You are a true and good genie.”


“And you are wise beyond your years,” he said, and came back with twinkling eyes and a smile on his lips.


But from her own thinking place she suddenly saw that the smile was not all the way through him, that he was concerned and preoccupied with something he did not speak of at all. Abruptly she stood up, not willing to stay in that place any longer, and when she looked at her father he was exactly as he always had been, happy, unworried, laughing at small jokes that he sometimes shared, often did not. She would never go there again, she decided.


That year Daniel was on tour for weeks at a time. Often there were demonstrations protesting his speeches, and Stephanie and Jean would sit side by side watching television, saying nothing, Stephanie with a drink in one hand, a cigarette in the other, Jean feeling the waves of fear churn her stomach endlessly. When her father appeared next to Colonel Cluny on stage, she always felt he was a stranger, not the man who lived with her and her mother. This man was sober and direct; he never made jokes, rarely smiled, and somehow he seemed much older than her father. Playacting, she decided, and hated it.


Once the demonstrators started a fire in the auditorium when her father was on stage, and although it was not on television, she could see every detail; she could see people getting crushed underfoot, others jamming against doors that refused to open, others huddling under chairs, under the stage trying to escape the flames. Sixty-four people were killed that night.


There was a congressional hearing, and her father was called. He answered the questions gravely, unhesitatingly. When he stated his reasons for believing the space station should be finished, that it was a necessity, not a luxury, no one doubted that he was speaking the truth he lived with and for.


After that he spent a month in Europe, trying to persuade the French, the British, and the Russians to contribute more to the station, a more balanced proportion of the costs. They were all suffering from the drought also, not as much as the United States, but enough to make them wary of commit king larger sums of money for the future.


Jean now read every word printed about the space station: the predicted benefits, the accidents that had plagued it from the start, the bickering among the four nations involved in the construction, the difficulties of four nationalities working closely together on such a technical job where every misunderstanding led to even more delays and more accidents.


Rumors of sabotage, whispered before, became louder and more persistent and ugly, and there were speeches at the UN that were scarcely veiled threats of withdrawal if the rumors did not stop. The French were insulted; the British were furious; the Russians were belligerent and issued a statement saying the Americans were trying to freeze them out of participation at this stage when at last some parts of the station were nearing readiness for use.


Many times Jean went to the backyard of their Houston suburban house late at night when there were few lights on in the neighborhood. She waited until her eyes adjusted, then looked at the sky and found the star that was the station. “Die!” she whispered at it fiercely. “Explode! Vanish!” She wished a space crab would come and eat it up, or that aliens would blast it from the sky, or that the Russians would bomb it out of existence. All the hatred she could feel was directed at that one white light in the sky.


One night her family went to Colonel Cluny’s house for dinner. She had played with Arthur Cluny all her life, although he was four years older than she, but recently a strangeness had come between them, and now they were uncomfortable with each other. Everyone called him Cluny; he was seventeen that year, and had grown very tall and was as thin and awkward as a stick drawing, all elbows and knees and feet that he never seemed to know where to put.


As soon as dinner was over he asked Jean if she would like to hear some records and she said no very politely in, a way that would have been ridiculous just a few months earlier. He looked relieved. Jean liked his mother very much. She was plump and short and/could whistle dozens of bird calls. Jean saw the look that passed between mother and son.


His said, I tried. And hers said, Not really. For a moment Jean felt sorry for Cluny. His father muttered something about no rest for the weary and took Daniel off to his study; Mrs. Cluny and Stephanie began to talk about the food shortages and the rationing everyone expected within six months. Throughout the West electricity and water were being rationed already. Jean excused herself to get her book from the car. She had not wanted to come tonight, but her father had said teasingly that Cluny would be crushed if she didn’t appear, and reluctantly she had permitted herself to be drawn along with them. Crushed, she thought bitterly, walking along the white concrete drive to where the car was parked.


She stopped outside the open study window when she heard her father’s voice.


“… won’t work, Marcus. You know it won’t work. We can’t do it alone!”


“Goddamn it! Make it work then! Try! They’re going to close down the son of a bitch! That lousy Atherton is loaded for us. Goddamn bastard!” There was a long silence, but before Jean moved again, Colonel Cluny said in a lower, more intense voice, “You know anything else we can do? Just say it if you do.”


“Shoot Atherton?”


“Maybe it’ll come to that. Maybe it will. And I’d do it in a minute if he was the only one. So would you. But he isn’t.”


“Okay. Okay. When?”


She knew he would be slouched down in his chair, his legs out before him, the way he was after an all-day hike, or a weekend out on the gulf fishing, with too little sleep, too little rest. He sounded as tired as she had ever heard him.


“Jean, where are you?”


It was Cluny’s voice coming from the back of the house.


She ran, and when Cluny came into view she was just closing the car door, her book in her hand.


“Mom sent me out,” Cluny said. “She thinks I should play a game with you or something.”


Jean giggled. “I know. Monopoly?”


“Yeah. I said I’d show you my telescope. It’s out back. You want to see it?”


She didn’t want to, but she went with him anyway, because she did not want to go into any lighted room just yet. She was certain anyone who glanced at her would know immediately that she had been eavesdropping.


The next day Daniel told Jean and Stephanie that he was going back to the station one last time. “Maybe if I try hard I can get to the bottom of the trouble up there,” he said, and that was the official reason given for his mission. There was a special on television about the many troubles, and then the President came on to say he personally was sending the most honored and respected astronaut of all time to investigate, to talk to the men up there, to try to find a solution to the problems that had repeatedly slowed down the project.


Lying in bed that night, Jean thought to herself, No one said anything at all. They took an hour, but they didn’t say anything, not really. And she wondered if the President knew why her father was being sent to the station again. She wondered if anyone on the hour-long program knew that nothing had been said.


Four days later Colonel Cluny came to tell Jean and Stephanie that Daniel had been killed.


“He was going around the completed part in a small one man capsule,” the colonel said. “He made the turn, headed out and around the steel members, and then he just kept going. There was never any radio contact at all. He got out of range of radar almost instantly. It must have been a total malfunction of the craft. That’s the only thing that could have happened.” His face was gray and haggard. He looked dead. He was lying. Jean took a step toward him, another, but then her mother screamed a long, piercing, anguished wail, and Jean felt herself crumble. She no longer knew what she had intended, if anything. A doctor attended to her mother, took her away, and the colonel turned toward Jean, but she backed away, shaking her head. At the door she turned and ran. She looked up at the bright light in the sky and screamed as loud as she could, “I hate you!”





CHAPTER
2
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Arthur Cluny splurged his entire month’s rations on wine the day he received his Ph.D. in astrophysics. The party went on most of the night and when dawn was ‘a pale smudge on the horizon Cluny and a few close friends went out to find an open restaurant for eggs and coffee. It had been the first wine and smoke party for many months; none of them was sober. They all ignored the panhandlers, the women, the teenagers’ roving gangs on the streets.


She kept chanting a fifteenth-century call to vespers, and Roald and Murray recited Kipling’s Jungle Books. Ralph was becoming maudlin. “They’ll put you away in a high observatory on a mountaintop and nobody will ever see you again, but they will name comets after you. Cluny One, Cluny Two, Cluny Three …”


Murray had started a new Kipling story, interrupted it to call back to Ralph, “Maybe he’ll find an asteroid with the fountain of eternal water in it!”


They entered an all-night cafeteria, where they were met at the door by a collector who demanded to see their ration coupons before they could go through the serving line. He looked bored and depressingly sober.


Murray sat next to Cluny after they had selected their food. Their choice had been limited, to scrambled eggs, pies, and sweet rolls. Murray was overweight, with the unhealthy fat of one whose diet consisted almost entirely of starches. He kept adding catsup to his eggs and eyeing Cluny’s three rolls. He was a biochemist, unemployed.


Virgil began to talk about the demonstration planned for the Fourth of July at the Pentagon. “Research Water, Not Bombs,” he said. “That’s the slogan. This time we’ll get in and take it apart.”


Ralph made a snorting noise of derision.


“Would any of you gentlemen care to donate a water ration coupon for the refugees?” The voice was cool, the words carefully enunciated, as if the speaker knew a table of drunken students would understand nothing less than perfect diction.


Cluny looked up at her. She was tall, five ten at least, and she was very beautiful, with long brown hair done in a loose braid over one shoulder, and feathery curls over both ears. She wore no make-up; her skin was so flawless it looked unreal. Her eyes were green, with long straight dark lashes.


Cluny heard the others talking, flirting, trying to get her to join them, trying to learn her name. Virgil had his coupon book out, thrust it at her. “Take all you want, but tell me your name first. Just the name.”


She tore out one water coupon and returned the book. Someone asked whom she was working for, and she answered that one. “The American Refugee Society.” Everyone else was handing her the coupons she had asked for. She turned her gaze to Cluny, who shook his head.


“I don’t have any more,” he said and was surprised to hear his own voice. He felt he never had heard his own voice before that night. “I have food coupons,” he said.


She shook her head slightly, accepted a coupon from Murray, and then she left.


She wore a pale yellow Grecian-type garment, slit on one side up to her thigh and caught at one shoulder with a butterfly brooch; when she moved, her long leg flashed pink.


“Wooie!” Virgil said then, wiping his forehead. “She could collect arms and legs and need a truck to haul them away with!”


Cluny had risen, and on both sides hands pulled him-back down. “Un-unh, my boy,” Sid said mournfully, tugging at him. “She’s straight, a good woman, dedicated to the welfare of others. You know a good woman has been the ruin of more men than demon rum itself?” He nodded wisely. “’S a fact.”


Cluny struggled, but they restrained him until he gave it up. When they left the restaurant it was full daylight; early workers were already out, along with the street people, who never left.


Sid and Murray returned to Cluny’s apartment with him; the others went lurching away in the opposite direction. Later that day Cluny left his two friends sleeping on the sofa bed and the floor while he went out to find the office of the American Refugee Society. There was a single woman on duty; he remembered it was Saturday. He asked about the girl, and found he was holding his breath until the woman answered.


“Oh, you must mean Lina Davies. She won’t be in until Monday. Can I help you?”


He mumbled something and left. Monday. He would wait all day Monday.


“Okay, Cluny. What now, old friend?” Sid asked that evening.


They had cleaned up the one-room apartment enough to be able to sit down without knocking anything over. There was the sofa bed, which sagged to the floor, an overstuffed chair with the stuffing completely out of one arm, several straight chairs, a tiny refrigerator and a two-burner stove built into a sink unit. Books were stacked under a small table, at the side of the sofa, and under a window. The walls were covered with posters of pop art and good prints of Kandinsky, Japanese line drawings, Michelangelo’s horse studies, and other miscellany. If anyone had told Cluny that his room was a mess, he would have been surprised; he had not seen it for many months, had not really looked at it hard since the day he had taken it, grateful to have found it.


“Go work on a canal or aqueduct somewhere, I guess,” Cluny said. His head ached dully and although he was hungry, the thought of eating was repugnant. Food would sink right down through his stomach.


“No,” Sid said firmly. “You will not. How are you fixed for bread, dough, cash, jingle-jangle?”


Cluny shrugged. His father had had a lot of insurance, and there was the pension, which his mother expected to with him until he could find something to do.


“Right,” Sid went on as if he had answered aloud. “Here’s what we’re going to do, old friend. We’re going up to Alpha, get it started again. You, Murray, and me. How about that!”


Cluny shook his head and the aching came in closer, began to throb behind one eye. “I bite,” he said. “Tell me.”


“You go back home, back to your father’s files, dig out everything there. Everything—every argument, every detail, the floor plans, everything. And we make a case for going. Murray can do the kind of biological work that’s banned here. I can look for radioactive rocks or something. You can set up an astronomy unit. See?”


“They’ve been trying that for years,” Cluny said. “You know there’s no money for it.”


“They are not your father’s son,” Murray said then. “We think you could do it, Cluny. Probably no one else could. They might do it if only to give people something to think about instead of depressions and drought and famine, and China and Russia threatening to bang each other out of existence. If they claim it’s for weather research, it could stop the demonstrations. They just might go for it.”


“Do you have any idea how much it would cost?”


“No, and that’s why you’re to start digging in your father’s files.”


“But it’s all on record. There’s nothing I can find in his private files that isn’t in Washington. Others have been through it all a dozen times.”


Murray and Sid were both shaking their heads. Murray said, “He was a dreamer, Cluny. You know he was. It was his baby all the way. His and Brighton’s. They pushed it down Congress’s throat, made the government accept it and then finance it. They got the others to go in, France, England, Russia. You know how much manipulating they did, just to get it started? What’s on record is what was finished. What we think you’ll find are your father’s dreams, his plans, and that’s what we need now.”


“Hell,” Sid cut in. “Half the stuff’s been classified, and it’s not on record. But I’d be willing to bet my mother’s gold teeth that you’ll find it in his files. You don’t give away all your baby’s records. You make copies, fudge a little here and there, and you keep the important ones yourself. You’ll see.”


“What about Brighton’s stuff?”


Murray answered. “Mrs. Brighton became a lush and the kid went to live with her grandparents. Mrs. Brighton signed a release for the government to take all her husband’s stuff out. No one seems to know what happened to any of it after that. Probably in a Quonset but somewhere, molding away.”


Cluny went to the window then and stood looking at the street below. Nothing he saw registered in his consciousness. He might have been looking at a blank wall. Jean, he thought. And what happened to Jean after that? He didn’t ask. He doubted that they had followed up that part. No reason for them to have wondered what happened to little Jean.


“How long have you been planning this?” he asked, turning toward them again.


“A year. We wanted to tell you sooner, but you were too busy and it was important that you have the Ph.D. Doctor Cluny carries a hell of a lot more clout than Arthur Cluny, student.”


“You’ve been waiting for me to grow up,” Cluny said, his voice heavy with self-mockery. “Now I put on the long pants and do a man’s work, is that it?”


Sid nodded. And Cluny knew his mocking words had been true ones.


Sid looked hung over, and deadly serious. He was a slightly built man, going bald already although not yet thirty. He had been Cluny’s space geology teacher at Harvard several years earlier, and they had become friends during the course, and afterward the friendship had cemented. He lived with Terri Ruthchild, taught, and made model spaceships for a hobby. And Sid cultivated friendships that would pay off, Cluny found himself thinking.


Sid was watching him. “I didn’t think of it until a year ago,” he said, as if privy to the inner workings of Cluny’s head. “In fact, something you said started it. One night you said the only place to study astronomy was in space. Everything else was working through a smoked glass. Remember? You thought the same thing I did then, but you put it aside. Now I’m bringing it out again. That’s all.”


“Okay, okay,” Cluny said irritably. “I’m going home next week. I’ll see if Dad had anything at home. I’ll have a look at it if he did.”


Murray stood up then. “Jesus, I had forgotten what wine does to the head,” he complained. “I’m going. Cluny, after a couple weeks, give Sid a call, okay? I’ve got nothing better to do. I’ll come down and help you go through the stuff.”


Cluny nodded. He and Murray had been friends for nearly ten years. His mother liked Murray. There would be no problem in having him around for a while. And if it was a waste of time, it would not matter anyway, since Murray had nothing here to hold him. He and the rest of the biochemistry department had been fired en masse the previous year when it had been learned they were continuing the forbidden genetic engineering research.


Sid went to the door also. Cluny caught his arm. “You know they won’t agree to anything like this, don’t you? They won’t spend the kind of money it would take, not now.”


“I think they will. Have you ever been really desperate, down to rock bottom, and decided to do something totally foolish and more expensive than you could possibly afford? Sometimes that’s the only thing to do when you’re desperate enough. Gamble with everything you have left, hoping it’ll pay off real big. I think we’re ready to try that desperate gamble.”


They left, and Cluny sat with his head in his hands for a long time, thinking about desperation. He thought of Murray living in a rat-infested rathole of a room, in Rat Cathedral, living like a rat himself, scrounging, making do, doing without. And Sid, working full time at the university, but on three quarters pay, with new cuts foreseen, and new layoffs as the student population shrank again and again. And he thought of himself without a job, without hope for a job, without any prospect of having anything at all better than he had right now. And right now he had nothing except his mother’s largesse.


It was as if he had been born in an endless world, but sometime when he was not watching, they came along and put walls on it, and every year since then, when he glanced out, he could see that the walls had moved inward a bit, until they were almost within reach, and the world had become constricted and shadowed. There was the deepening depression, shortages, and crowding as people were forced out of their homes in the Western states. If the drought did not end, there would be more crowding, more displaced people, more shortages. And there was no hope. Every day there was less hope that the drought would end before the walls came together.


Deliberately he had cultivated a functional blindness to the problems as long as he could, as long as he had been in school. He had lived with, nurtured, the belief that by the time he got his doctorate the problems would be gone, the rains would come again, and the people would go back home. He had refused to join any of the militant groups with their ceaseless demands for this program or that, and he had in fact thought them all very silly and naïve, as if the government could make it rain. Or make the grass grow where there was no water. Or provide jobs when industries were forced to close because there was no water or electricity. The times can’t always be good, he had thought with disgust at some of his friends when they marched, or held demonstrations. And at the end, when reality began to encroach on his world, when his applications for jobs went unanswered, and his colleagues shrugged vaguely when he brought up the question of work, he had felt only a dull resentment and in relief had gone back to his books and his research and his thesis. One thing at a time, he had thought then. First the degree, then worry about what to do with it.


It was the goddamn helplessness, he thought, pushing his hands hard against his throbbing temples, willing the headache to vanish. Goddamn helplessness, he muttered under his breath; that was what finally made people riot in the streets and try to burn down every symbol of better times. That was what made the Westerners hate and despise the Easterners, who in turn feared and hated them and the threat they posed. That was what made the militarists want to take over, just to be able to try to do something, anything, no matter how desperate a gamble it was.


And that was what Sid had been talking about, he thought dully. Anything is better than nothing, any action better than no action. Even a bankrupt government might react with final desperation to the crushing onslaught of the humiliation of helplessness.


Ramona Cluny had gained a few pounds in her middle years, but her face was unlined, and her eyes were bright blue, youthful looking. She had been aghast when Cluny told her there had been no offers for a bright young doctor.


“They’re crazy! Have they lost interest in the stars suddenly? They think they know enough about black holes and cosmic rays to do them for all times?”


Cluny laughed. Those were the only two astronomical terms she knew, and she used them whenever the conversation turned to his career. His mother had come back to Chapel Hill, where she had gone to school, where she had met his father. She had been very practical about it, saying, “There are always students who need extra money, and are willing to mow the lawn, or cut down a tree limb, or rake a yard, whatever needs doing. This crop leaves, there’s a new one. I’ll get by.” And she was getting by quite well. At first, ‘after his father’s death, he had worried about her being able to cope with the world alone, but the efficient way she had rearranged her life made him suspect that she had done the coping for a long time and he simply had not been aware. Now she raised a garden every year to supplement her ration coupons; and she traded her surplus vegetables and berries for eggs and milk, whatever else she needed. What she could not use immediately, she canned and dried, and her trading material lasted throughout the year.


“What will you do now?” she asked.


“I thought I’d hang around here, if you can put up with me, and take a rest. I’ve been grinding away for a long time. And I might have a go at Dad’s papers. I guess he left a lot of stuff behind, didn’t he?” That was as directly as he could put the question, he realized. He never had asked before, and now he wondered why he had not, why she had not mentioned them if there were files or notebooks, anything at all.


They were sitting in her living room, drinking tea. After dinner he had helped her do the dishes, and they had taken the tea to the porch, but a chill had driven them indoors again. A June bug buzzed at the screened door and midges flew erratically around the lampshade, inside it, out again, back inside. The single lamp drew every insect to it: midges, moths, a lacewing.… The little noises grew louder as he waited for his mother to answer. Finally she cleared her throat, put her cup down, and leaned forward.


“I knew one day I’d have to talk about the last years,” she said. “I kept thinking you’d ask something that I couldn’t answer without explaining everything, and I don’t know enough to explain everything. He was not well for a long time, longer than anyone knew.” Again she paused, not so long this time. “I can tell you exactly when he became ill. The night Dan Brighton died. It killed your father too, but it took him longer, that’s the only difference. He might as well have been up there, in the little capsule along with Dan. He never got over it. He began to blame himself. He blamed himself for getting the station closed down, for sending Dan up that last time, for the malfunction, for everything. He became obsessed with it. He wanted to burn all his papers. We moved several times during those last few years, of course. Georgetown, then Florida. I told him his papers were in a safety-deposit box, that no one could get to them, that no one knew anything about the box. That would satisfy him for a time, but he would start it over again. He had to burn the evidence. They would destroy him. They would destroy you.” Her voice had been steady, but now it wavered, and stopped. She lifted her tea and the cup clattered on the saucer.


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“What could you have done? I was terrified the Air Force would find out, give him a medical discharge. Section Eight? Do they still call it that?”


“Good God! Mother, you should have told me. I could have come home. I might have done something!”


She shook her head. “I decided,” she said. “It was my decision. I made him take the early retirement. I gave him no rest until he agreed to it. I knew he couldn’t pass his next medical, and he would tell them he caused the accidents, Dan’s death, everything. They were looking for a scapegoat. He would have offered himself. I couldn’t let him do it. He made something unique and beautiful and they would have wrapped it around his neck and strangled him with it. I know what they can do. I wouldn’t let it happen.”


Cluny felt he was listening to a stranger, someone he never had known at all. He remembered her on trips, whistling for the birds, being answered as if she were one of them. He thought of her quiet voice reading countless stories and books to him, how she had held him when he had been hurt, all the times he had been able to weep because she made weeping by a boy seem natural. And all those years, he had not known her at all.


“Toward the end,” she said quietly now, “whenever he begged me for his papers so he could get rid of them, I told him he had already burned them. That seemed to satisfy him. I thought it satisfied him. Then the day he died, he told me to let you have them. To let you decide. We’d been deceiving each other a long time, each of us afraid the other would find out.”


Cluny’s throat was too tight and dry for him to speak. He swallowed tea, got up to pour for both of them, and when he sat down again, he had forgotten what he intended to say.


“But I was home off and on during those years. I should have noticed something.”


She shook her head. “Sometimes he was away on trips, sometimes, often during the last two years, he was in his room and I just told you he was away. He knew, dear. Sometimes he was fine, and then he was home when you were. When he was ill, we thought it best to say he was away on business. He was afraid it would ruin your life to know. It was important to him to have you finish school without any worries, the way he had gone to school. That was very important to him.”


Cluny stood up and started to pace the pretty little room. There were scattered Persian rugs on the shiny floors; vases from China, Japan, France, were filled with roses and lilacs. The room was cluttered with art from all over the world. All of it was familiar; he had grown up with it, and all of it looked strange, as if he were seeing it for the first time. Like this woman saying these incredible things about a man he never had known.


“You should have told me,” he said again.


“I couldn’t have,” Ramona said wearily. “You had come to despise him by then. What would have been the point?”


“That’s not true!” He felt a flush sweep through him and he kept his back to his mother.


“Anyway,” she went on, “he always knew you’d want the papers. Even when he wanted to burn them, he knew. He was afraid I wouldn’t be able to keep them for you.”


“How did you? I thought they sent someone to collect stuff like that?”


“They did. He had a small file in his office. They took that. The others were in my trunks, where I put them the first night he talked about destroying them.” She stood up also then. “I’ve never looked at them. They’re all about the station, I think. I’m not sure.”


“You hated it, didn’t you?”


“We all did,” she said, arranging the tea things on the tray, her back to him. “All the wives hated it and were jealous of it. It was like a disease, something only men caught and never recovered from, something that finally killed them off one after another.” She straightened, holding the tray, still not looking at him. “Why do you want the papers now? It’s dead. It will stay dead, won’t it?”


Cluny found he could not answer, and after a moment she left the living room with the tray. Presently he heard her washing their things, making too much noise with the dishes.


“Three things she does when she wants you to bug off and leave her be,” his father had said a long time ago. “She’ll go out and start yanking up weeds like the devil. Never saw a woman pull weeds like that in my life. Weed a whole garden in an hour when she’s in that mood. Or else she’ll bang the dishes as if she wants to break every last one of them. Bang, crash, bang. You stay out when you hear that. And if there aren’t any dishes to wash, and it’s not the right time of year to yank out weeds, she’ll get out her quilting box and start counting pieces. Never quilts, never will, but she sure as hell can count quilt pieces.”


Sid had been right, Cluny thought. He had guessed right about the files kept at home. And she had defied the space administration, the Air Force, the entire U.S. government, by hiding those documents in her trunks under quilts and quilt pieces.


He left the house and started walking the quiet streets. This was a hilly section of the old city, where the trees had not been cut for a hundred fifty years or longer and now were giants with intertwined arms, as if drawn together to share secrets. A distant whippoorwill called, over and over and over.


He had known, he realized. He had known more than he had been able to admit to himself. And since she had denied it, he had been able to deny it also, to pretend he knew nothing. His trips home had been infrequent because they had moved around so much, he had said, and he thought that was at least a partial truth. They had moved a lot after the station had closed down. Apparently no one had known what to do with an ex-space satellite authority. But they had discouraged visits too, he realized now. One year they had given him money to go to Europe for the summer vacation; another year they had mailed him the house keys and they had been gone, on a tour of duty, she had said at the time. Possibly they had gone no farther than the next town, he thought now.


All right, he told himself sharply. Enough. It was done.


There were papers, and his father had known that he should not have them in his personal possession. There was that. Also, his father had thought he, Cluny, should have them. Trunks full of dreams. Tomorrow he would start sharing his father’s dreams for the first time. Before, when he had lived at home, when he had been a boy, he had taken it for granted that his father was the iron hand behind the satellite. It might have been a bridge, or a skyscraper; it would be there for all time. That was how he had thought of it, when he had thought of it.


He headed back to the house. It was not like that, he knew now. His father had built a dream, had made it real and tangible and visible for everyone else to share with him. And in the end, they had rejected it, and his father had found that the dream was not separate from him, but was such a living part of him that when it died, the rest had to follow.


It wasn’t just the death of the dream, Cluny thought then, but the price he had paid for a dream that had turned out to be empty. He knew exactly when his hero worship of his father had crashed. He had been fourteen. He remembered his own awkwardness, how certain he had been that everyone was staring at his big feet, his bony arms and wrists, the funny way his clothes hung on him. If they were long enough, they were too loose and baggy. His father had been neat and handsome in his full-dress uniform.


“You mean that slob Mannheim’s coming here to dinner? He’s a fascist pig. I wouldn’t let him within a mile of my house!”


“Butt out. It’s business.”


Cluny walked to the table and deliberately removed his place card and tore it in half. “Sure,” he said.


Something happened that night that was never to be repaired. There was no way his father could recall the shame and humiliation he had revealed before his face set in a stony mask of rage, and no way Cluny could undo the look of contempt he had not tried to hide. How many asses had the old man kissed to get what he wanted, how many swine had he brown-nosed, how many jackasses had he bowed to?


After his father’s funeral he had gone over that scene repeatedly. He had been young, too idealistic, too naive. His father should not have been so hurt by anything a green kid blurted out. Cluny had writhed under the coals of guilt he heaped on himself, and his excuses and explanations meant nothing. Through them all he heard over and over his parting words that night: “I’ll never put myself in a place where I have to eat shit for anything!”


Back in the house, he lifted the telephone to call Sid, then put the instrument down again. There would be time. Alpha had waited nearly ten years; it could wait another day or two.


He thought then of Lina Davies, so breathtakingly beautiful that he had not dared approach her after all. He had frozen, had slipped in time to his past, when, as an adolescent, he had known no girl would look at him, answer him if he spoke. It had been that same adolescent self who knew she was more perfect than a human being could be, she was a goddess, a divinity. And he was nothing. On the crowded sidewalk where he had waited all morning for her to appear, he stood rooted until she disappeared in the midst of people; then he had turned and walked hopelessly away.


Now, his hand on the telephone, he saw her again; her shoulders bare in a halter dress, her hair loose on her back, the fluidity of her walk.… He cursed himself for being a fool. He turned off the lamp and sat in the living room until the fragrance of lilacs and roses became overpowering, and then he went to bed.





CHAPTER
3
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The attic was hot; there was a wasp nest over the east window, and a mouse nest in a dark corner at the other side. There were four trunks, assorted furniture, discarded toys and ice skates and an archery set. There was a pedal sewing machine with a beautiful floral design on the front of the cabinet; there were two mattresses and an antique brass bedstead.


Two of the trunks held nothing but bedding, out-of-date clothes that never would be used again, and many scraps of fabric, some sewn together in patterns, other loose pieces stuck in to fill corners.


The other two trunks had bedding on top, with the contents of several file drawers neatly folded into a comforter in the first one, and into a quilt in the second.


Dreams, Cluny thought, lifting the quilt out carefully, spreading it on the floor. He left the papers on the quilt, brought out the comforter and added the piles of papers to the first stacks, and then he started to sort them.


His mother called him to lunch later, to dinner still later. He was hardly aware of what they talked about either time. Late that night, she stood in the doorway of the attic silently, and when he became aware of her, he had the feeling she had been there a long time.


“I wish to God I had let him burn them,” she said. “I wish I had burned them myself.” She turned and went back down the steep stairs.


Cluny’s eyes stung and his head ached. The heat, poor lighting, sitting on a trunk hunched over, seeing a life open to view, take form, develop—it all was there—made him feel that for hours he had been inside his father’s head, had felt with him, schemed with him, suffered with him, shared triumph and finally total defeat.


Slowly he got up, his legs stiff and sore, his back hurting with a dull pain. He didn’t bother to put away the papers, but simply turned off the light, closed and locked the door, and went down. For a long time that night, he was unable to sleep. The face his father had chosen to show the world was not the face he now saw when he drew him up before his inner eye. A dreamer, even a poet, a romantic who yearned for space, for the stars: that was the self his father had hidden so well behind the competent engineer’s mask. The first fantasies of going into space had started when he was a child, and the fantasies had never changed. They had sustained him even after he realized the limits he might reach—the space station.
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