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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.







AUTHOR’S NOTE


Fool’s Hill was published in the United States under the title The Crack in the Sky. That title was imposed by my American publishers over my objection. The change was made for commercial reasons, and while I was not pleased, I could not complain too loudly: they were doing their best to sell books, which is the way both publishers and authors survive.


My British publishers, however, suggested the restoration of the original title, Fool’s Hill. For reasons inherent in the novel, I consider this the proper title. This correction of a flaw not of their making represents not merely a courtesy on the part of Sphere Books and my editor at Sphere, Mr. Nick Austin, but also a restoration of the integrity of the book.


Richard A. Lupoff




Book I: The Spring
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Outside the particles struck, each making a noise so tiny that the human ear, unaided, would have been unable to detect it. But the particles—each minute in size, crystalline in form, of colors ranging nondescriptly through olive, brown, gray, and black—numbered in the endless trillions.


Collectively they hissed as they struck.


The millions of facets of the transparent dome vibrated continuously. The particles, prevented by the vibration from settling on the facets of the dome, tumbled away, streaking the nearly vertical segment of the structure nearer ground level, accumulating finally in the gigantic rammed-earth trenches that surrounded the dome.


Periodically great ocean locks were opened by automatic machinery. Dead water crept sluggishly into the trenches. Pumps pushed the water through, flushing their accumulated contents of combustion products and organic poisons back into the oil-coated ocean.


Through the plexiglass facets of the dome the sun was discernible by day, a fuzz-edged orange-brown blob casting its diffused light through thick layers of dust and filth. Even within the dome, clouds formed periodically within the high webwork of supporting girders, producing an occasional drizzle that did little to clear away the accumulated grime on the aging structures below.


Sunsets were lengthy and gradual as the sun’s departing rays were shattered and diffused by atmospheric particles, but once full darkness fell the night was a thick shroud dotted only by the sparse worklights of maintenance crews keeping the girders and the dome itself in good order.


The only known life within a thousand miles struggled through heavy days and moaned through thick nights within the confines of Norcal dome. The dome’s faceted walls stretched from what had once been Bodega Bay on the rocky coast to the north, eastward to Santa Rosa and Winters, southeast then to Stockton and Manteca, then westward again to encompass the heights of Orestimba Peak and Mount Oso, crossing the site of Los Gatos and La Honda, to meet the sea once more at Pescadero Beach.


Pescadero—Fisherman’s Beach it had been called, in the time of fishermen and of fish.


Thirty million people lived beneath the dome.


It was Monday the fifth of June in the year A.D. 2000.


In Sproul Plaza a young Chicano wearing the maroon-and-gray badge of the Order of St. Jerome forced his way through a late-afternoon crowd and pushed to the outer edge of the crowd surrounding Tico’s Tacos, a short-order pushcart operated by a pimply-faced private entrepreneur. The Chicano jostled others impatiently as Tico served customers and took their ducats from them.


By the time the Chicano had reached the head of the line he had alienated a dozen other customers. Now he ordered a tamale, peeled back the refillable polyester corn husk, and bit off a mouthful of presto-protein ground meat.


Tico held out a grease-crusted hand and growled, “Hey, ten ducats, spic, and give somebody else a turn!”


The Chicano took another mouthful of tamale as he reached into a fold of his clothing and pulled out a food card. He shoved the coded plastic square at the vendor.


“No food cards at street stands, wiseass!” Tico shouted. “Cash! Come on, I need the ten or I’ll have the meanies on you!”


The customer jerked back his card and shoved it again into his clothing. At the same time, he spat a mouthful of tamale into Tico’s acned face. “Fuck you, bastard! If you don’t like it, take your shitty food back!”


Tico screamed in rage. Without bothering to circle the vending cart, the food seller launched himself across its steaming top, crashing into the Chicano and rolling them both onto the pavement. From onlookers cries went up:


“St. Jerome! St. Jerome!”


“Somebody call the meanies!”


“Get those guys apart!”


Half a dozen ragged figures began looting the pushcart. Tico, rolling on the ground with his opponent, pulled free and ran to rescue his stand.


People surrounding the melee were shoved and trampled. They fought back.


From a window in Davis Hall overlooking Sproul Plaza a black girl shouted, “Hold on, we’re coming!” In a matter of seconds a score of young men and women, all bearing the maroon-and-gray badge, began shouldering their way across the plaza, trying to reach the struggling mob around the overturned pushcart.


A siren began to howl to the south, near the old school building at Ho Chi Minh Park where the meanies had their sector headquarters. A blue electric bus filled with meanie riot troopers struggled to make its way to the plaza before the minor scuffle could grow into a major disturbance.


Back at Sproul Plaza, the struggling mobs had grown to several hundred on each side, the St. Jerome faction forming itself into disciplined wedges, splitting the more numerous but unorganized street people into straggling groups. Three of the disciplined wedges battled to converge on the original point of struggle and rescue the Chicano.


Before the St. Jerome forces could reach him, however, the meanie bus had ground to a slow halt at the edge of the plaza and meanies were pouring out of the bus, struggling through the crowd, and making their way toward the center of the turmoil.


The left flank of the wedge of St. Jerome supporters faced down a line of meanies, the badges of the rioters reflecting off the metallic NMPSD insignia of the meanies. The wedge quivered and bulged, its members shifting nervously. The meanies advanced slowly past them, moving street people out of the way, their line of advance paralleling the side of the wedge until they reached the overturned taco cart. The troublesome customer glared defiantly at the approaching meanies, his exit blocked by a semicircle of nondescript persons bearing a vague resemblance to Tico. The vendor himself was conspicuously absent.


The meanie at the head of the line surveyed the wreckage of the looted pushcart and laid a hand heavily on the Chicano’s arm. “You come with us,” he grunted. He passed the youth down the line of meanies to the bus.


The wedges of St. Jerome members slowly withdrew toward Davis Hall. A few of them shouted briefly at the Chicano and the meanies. People started picking apart the remnants of the taco pushcart, looking for leftover bits of food or for parts they could put to use or convert into scarce ducats.


Life in Sproul Plaza returned to normal.


The sign over the main entrance of the sector meanie headquarters read NORCAL MEGALOPOLIS PUBLIC SERVICE DEPARTMENT. Inside its main reception room the Chicano from Sproul Plaza was stripped and searched. His only possessions—the food card, apparently legitimate, and a battered roach holder made of an ancient paper clip—were held and receipted. Their owner was ushered into an office.


The nameplate on the desk inside the office said LT. OLIVER GONZALEZ. The lieutenant was bending over a dossier as the younger man entered. The Chicano stood silently, conscious of the meanies behind him waiting near the open doorway, ready to act before he could reach Gonzalez’s desk, should he move against the official.


After a wait that seemed endless, Gonzalez looked up from the folder on his desk and motioned to a straight-backed chair in front of his desk. The lieutenant waited until the youth was seated, then gestured to the meanies in the doorway. In an instant the door was shut.


Gonzalez looked at the newcomer. “Well, Marco, I thought we weren’t going to see you around here any more.”


The Chicano did not reply.


Gonzalez rubbed a hand over his ruddy, fleshy face. “Don’t want to talk to me? Maybe you will after a while in the back.” He stared at the other’s dark face.


“It was that fucker’s fault,” Marco grumbled.


“What happened?”


“Hell, I was just buying a little grub from him. He started a fight for nothing!”


“Nothing? Did you have any ducats with you?”


“I gave him my food card.”


“You know that’s only good for municipal cafeterias or groceries. Pushcart service is a luxury, and the megalopolis is only pledged to provide you with the necessities of life: housing, a set of clothes every two years, and nourishment. Such as it is. Health care when you need it, and cadaver disposal when you die. Enough entertainment to keep you busy when you’re out of work.” He interrupted himself, locked eyes with Marco’s darkly angry orbs. “You are out of work?”


Marco nodded in fury. “Sure I’m out of work. Who isn’t?”


“I could name a few, starting with me,” Gonzalez said. “And some walking-around money. We used to call that an allowance. We gave allowances to children when I was your age, Marco.”


Marco started to spit on the floor, caught Gonzalez’s expression, and held back. “Yeah. An allowance. There’s no work.”


Gonzalez leaned back and clasped clean hands over his small paunch—a rarity in Norcal dome. “Well, let’s not quarrel over that,” he said. “Neither you nor I can change it. What I want to know is what to do with you. It seems to me that if you’re really looking for a trip outside, you’re doing just right”


Marco stared sullenly at the dossier on Gonzalez’s desk. The lieutenant followed his gaze. “Hard to read upside down, Marco. It says ‘December 22, 1997, arrested shoplifting, charges dropped.’ What did you want a brassiere for, Marco? You’re not into transvestism.”


“It was for my old lady.”


“I didn’t know you had one then.”


“I didn’t. But I figured …”


Gonzalez sighed.


“‘Unable to pay restaurant bill, March 13, ’98. Agreed to work off debt.’ Now why go into a diner and order food that you know you don’t have the ducats to cover?”


“I was hungry. I got stoned, it made me hungry.”


Gonzalez ran his eye down the page, turned the yellow sheet over, and examined the other side. “I’m not going to read you all this. You know your story.”


“Yeah, they docked my allowance.”


“One more and you go outside. If you’d been involved in an injury offense you’d be outside already. And today wasn’t far short of that. Somebody could have got mashed in that fracas.”


Marco shrugged.


Gonzalez closed the dossier. “You still in that double, Marco?”


“Yeah. Me and my old lady. We like it.”


“Sure you do, that’s fine as far as it goes. But don’t you realize that two-marriages are unstable, dangerous? How many doubles in Angela Davis Hall?”


“A lot. Krishna Lafferty thinks they’re a good idea, back to traditional values, you know? And it’s legal.”


Gonzalez nodded wearily.


“So me and Cuda like it. We’re like an old-time family.”


Gonzalez grunted. “I’m not quarreling with your legal rights, Marco. But we know that there’s more violence between members of two-marriages than any other members of society. So I’m suggesting that you and Cuda find some single who’s looking for an old man and lady and form a triad. Or just find another couple and set up a quad.”


“Just like you, I suppose.”


Gonzalez looked at him, surprised. “Yes, like me. I’m in a quad. Two men, two women. We’ve been together for six years now.”


“And I suppose everything’s sweet and light.”


“We have our problems. But we try to keep our group head up. One of my wives is trained in group-head coordination, and she keeps us pretty straight.”


“You trip a lot too, I bet.”


“Maybe St. Jeromes would be better off if they’d do a little tripping. You people are just so backward, you’re amazing. Two-marriages, no drugs—”


“We blow grass.”


“Come on! You ought to check some history films, Marco. Those traditional values you people keep talking about, they didn’t survive because they just didn’t work. All the time the law was coming down on psychedelic people, when they were the most peaceful citizens. We had one flap after another over heroin as a cause of burglaries—the poor addicts were only burglars because the law pushed the price up and they couldn’t afford their fixes.”


“You can’t be effective if you’re smacked out.”


“I’m not telling you to do smack, wiseass. At least we’re rid of that, once and for all. I’m talking about how your order gets things so damned turned around! Like that big hassle over contracepting the water supply.”


“That was before my time.”


“Your leader Krishna Lafferty fought it all the way.”


“He was right, you know.”


Gonzalez snorted. “Lafferty came around.”


“Yield ye may to gain another day,” Marco recited.


“Anyway,” Gonzalez resumed, “I didn’t have you brought in here to discuss philosophy or talk about Krishna Lafferty. I want to tell you that another stunt like that near-riot today and out you go. How long do you think you’d last outside the dome?”


Marco shrugged defiantly. “Maybe it ain’t so bad out there. You ever been out?”


Gonzalez shook his head.


“You know anybody who has?” the youth persisted.


“Not the point, Marco, as you know. The air outside is poisoned, the water is dead, the earth itself hardly supports life. And it gets worse every year, with the wastes dumped by all the domes. We’re in here to stay, for all the official line about recovering our strength and remaking the outside world. Whoever gets put out is as good as dead. And we can’t stand troublemakers in as jammed-up and delicately balanced a society as this one is.


“That’s why it’s a trip outside for violent crimes. First offense. And I tell you frankly, you’re on the thin edge.”


Marco slumped low in his chair. “Okay,” he grumbled, “I’ll be a good boy. Now will you tell your junior meanies to give me back my stuff and let me go home?”


Gonzalez waved him toward the door and lifted a handset as Marco headed out of the office. He spoke briefly into the machine.


He put the papers from his desk into drawers, closed them and spun locking dials, then started to leave. It had been a pretty quiet day altogether, with only the Sproul Plaza tiff to lend it excitement. Well, a little tranquility was good.


Gonzalez stopped at the duty desk and told Sergeant Seabury he was headed for home, signed out, and left the meanie station through a side door. He took a meandering path through Ho Chi Minh Park, trying to breathe the meanie atmosphere out of his system. As usual, the park was filled with people as the early evening turned to gray-brown dusk.


The few lights in the girders above were not on yet—or not visible, at any rate. The scrawny trees that survived in the park stretched dying, leafless branches toward the dome and the faint glowing blob that moved daily across its curvature. Patches of ragged grass alternated with hard-packed dirt, struggling stubbornly to retain their hold on the earth but losing it slowly, a few square yards a year, defeated by the imperfectly balanced atmosphere, the faint sunlight, the heavy traffic of human feet by day and recumbent bodies by night.


The park’s vegetation had been retained at the building of Norcal dome for biological as well as psychological reasons. The planners of the domes had known that mankind’s animal nature calls out for renewal through intercourse with green life and natural surroundings. Centuries of city building and the ceaseless rise of criminality and madness had proved man’s self-styled superiority to wildlife an arrogant and tragic conceit.


And with the building of the domes, the utter abandonment of the wilderness countryside, it had become necessary to establish a new ecological balance. The oxygen-producing plant life of the forests and plains was mostly dead now, as was that of the sea. The only contact between the enclosed enclaves of humanity and the open land came in the form of waste disposals. Waste disposals and the rare, fleeting passage of a hermetically sealed transit capsule beating its way slowly through the air, carrying sparse trade goods and a handful of passengers between one domed megalopolis and another.


Most of the oxygen needed for the preservation of human life was provided by photosynthetic processes in huge alga beds that covered most of the area that had previously been San Francisco and San Pablo Bays. The stimulus and energy supply of the faint, diffused sunlight was supplemented by powerful lamps. Additional oxygen was produced by the megalopolis’s jealously preserved parks and by experimental machinery that, it was hoped, would some day distill oxygen in useful amounts from the poisonous exterior atmosphere.


Progress was slow, and the gradual death of the parks threatened the oxygen balance of the dome, but the alga beds did provide almost all the breathable air that was needed.


Gonzalez took a semicircular detour to avoid a group of naked lovers tangled on the ground. Ahead of him a drug vendor had set up a small stand and hung out his daily price list. Gonzalez stopped and studied the prices, checked his cash level, and decided that the day’s specials didn’t warrant an expenditure. He tried to remember the level of supplies at home, decided that Min-yi would be keeping careful track of them, and passed the vending stand with only a wave and a casual exchange of pleasantries.


As he neared the edge of the park the evening lights blinked on overhead, showering a pale blue radiance over the trees, the grass, the bare patches of soil, and the hundreds of human forms scattered about in various stages of dress, intoxication, and sexual arousal. A few of the park lights were dark, shattered, one or two had been modified to deeper colors and patterns by street people, but most glared down bluish and pale.


As he approached the exit nearest home, a gap-toothed slattern caught him by the sleeve. “Spare change?” she croaked. “Got an extra ducat in your pocket, cat?” She smiled up at Gonzalez and brushed stringy dull hair back over her shoulder with one hand, revealing a cord of dull, irregular beads that hung about her scrawny neck.


The other hand she extended toward Gonzalez. “Spare change?” she repeated. “Got a spare joint?”


He reached into a pocket, scrabbled around, and came up with a ragged roach. He dropped it into the hag’s clawlike fist, carefully avoiding touching her skin.


“Far out,” she croaked. “Super groovy. Oh, wow, cool. Got a light?”


Gonzalez pulled away from her, and the woman wandered back into the park, looking for a light for the roach.


Outside the park he muscled his way through closely crowded masses of street people, taking note of an occasional figure wearing the St. Jerome badge lecturing a small knot of curiosity seekers or talking earnestly with a prospective convert.


How the order could appeal to anyone of even near-normal intelligence was a mystery to Gonzalez, but fanatical movements had thrived in every stressful period in history. And the present, Gonzalez thought, was certainly a time to drive minds to seek clear answers and reassuring authority figures who promised solutions to the overshadowing menace of the world.


If the Order of St. Jerome could offer people a little peace of mind without really harming them, it wasn’t such a bad idea, anyway. It offered a structure and a sense of identity to many who would otherwise be faceless, swarming gnats in the giant, overpopulated, closed world of Norcal dome.


But the incident with the taco vendor bothered Gonzalez. Not that he cared particularly about the vendor or about Marco Hyland. The vendor was a latterday petit bourgeois—very petty—and Hyland was a chronic minor troublemaker who had somehow found his way into Krishna Lafferty’s Order of St. Jerome and was hence under the unofficial but real protection that members of the order enjoyed.


What bothered Gonzalez was the way that flying squads of the order had poured out of Angela Davis Hall, ready to take on a mob of street people several times their number, almost ready to tackle a busload of meanies.


The Order of St. Jerome had first appeared as a harmless-seeming cult, one of scores of philosophical, mystical, and religious groups that had grown fat on the search for values that had followed the death of the old Western religions. Protestant sects had shrunk and merged until Protestantism itself had become a shriveled husk. A few Jews still called themselves by that name, but it was a mere historical label connected with no living faith. In the Tiber megalopolis the last Pope sat, drooling senilely in his tattered robes, catered to as a living fossil, at whose death there would remain no cardinals to elect a successor.


In the place of the accepted religions had risen Muslims and Gaskinites, Jesus freaks and a revived League for Spiritual Discovery, followers of this or that self-proclaimed guru, students of Zen, devotees of the martyred Kennedy brothers, Taoists, venerators of the I Ching, phrenologists, morphologists, astrologers, Tarot readers, and an endless succession of others.


There were Meher Baba ashrams, societies of the students of Gurdjieff, Churches of Scientology—all relatively benign, despite isolated acts of violence and destruction.


But the Order of St. Jerome and the shadowy figure of Krishna Lafferty for the first time seemed to threaten the fragilely maintained civil order.


Lafferty always spoke through lieutenants, a tight circle of trusted aides who issued broadside or tube statements in the name of their leader. They maintained that the order was just another religious-philosophical study movement, not unlike the ancient Mystery Schools and the modern Mayans and Rosicrucians. But the aggressiveness, the solid, almost military discipline displayed, reminded Gonzalez more of the fanatical movements that had wracked old Japan before that nation’s revolution.


Outwardly orderly, yes, but subject to a discipline that could turn a religious movement into a political or even military force on short notice.


Was it his business? He was a lowly lieutenant in command of a minor sector of the meanies. In the vocabulary he had learned as a boy, he was a cop. The doings of the likes of Lafferty were for his superiors to consider, all the way from the chief to the mayor, and even higher.


So long as the order caused no violence in Gonzalez’s sector, he was more fortunate than otherwise to have them there. But he felt uneasy nonetheless.
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Gonzalez threaded his way among the street people, sidewalk dwellers, and squatters who claimed former lawn or driveway space as home. Some sat around singing, talking, making love, meditating. Others were eating sparse evening meals. A few, possessors of precious sleeping bags, had crawled into them and sought early narcoleptic escape from their mundane surroundings.


At the house where he had lived since before the dome was built, he made his way to the front steps. The front of the house had been blazoned with a series of murals at one time. Gonzalez could remember them, vaguely, from his boyhood. He could not recall what they had illustrated. They had been replaced decades before by a bland coat of cream-colored paint, further faded with the passage of time.


Oliver stood for a moment, trying unsuccessfully to summon up the nearly forgotten images, then shook his head and started up the stairs.


He passed through the closed-in living area that at one time had been a front porch and dropped a polite greeting to the family that lived there. He opened the front door of the house and made his way to the onetime living room. As he walked he felt a wave of gratitude to the fate that provided a whole room more than six yards long for a single family of four.


Jomo and Min-yi were already home, watching the wall-screen. They embraced Gonzalez as he entered the room, and he exchanged perfunctory kisses with them. “Come on, Oliver,” Min-yi said, leading him by the hand, “Janet’s big scene is coming up!”


Oliver rubbed his forehead with one hand and sank into a tailor-seat on the floor. “I’d completely forgotten that. Lord and Lady of the Jungle. She must be down there taping another installment now, and we get to see the one she did with whatsisname—”


“Nino Valentine,” said Jomo.


“Yeah, the egomaniac. Remember how mad she was when she got home from taping that show? Couldn’t decide whether to fight with everybody in the house or sit in the corner and sulk all night.”


Min-yi looked up from a tranquility stone she had been kneading between her fingers. “It wasn’t his fault, you know. Why they cast Nino in the role is the puzzle. Imagine an actor with his morphology playing the Jungle Lord’s double and carrying Janet away for a love tryst! Anybody would know you need an ectomeso for that part, so they stick in poor old Valentine with his pyknic shape and what little of ectomorphism he has concentrated in his nerves. Of course he made a botch of it and sent poor Janet home a wreck!”


“Anyway, let’s see how it looks.”


They watched the screen. The Jungle Lord was off in the Land of the Jade Crocodile, his Lady left at home to tend their domain. Today she was riding across the grassy veldt when a figure dressed to resemble her lord and master appeared, skulking in a small stand of banyan trees.


The camera cut from the counterfeit Jungle Lord to the Lady and back. Greed and lust filled the bogus Lord’s features. A droplet of glycerine sweat appeared on his forehead and ran down the bridge of his nose.


Across an expanse of studio greenery the Jungle Lady spied something lying on the ground. She reined in her gay-spirited filly and climbed off its back to inspect her find.


As the camera moved in to show what it was the Jungle Lady had stooped to examine, Jomo said, “It’s a wonder how they do it. They don’t really still have horses down at Parker Street, Janet says. But it looks so real you could swear it was an actual horse.”


Before Oliver or Min-yi could answer, there was a scream from the wall-screen. Nino Valentine, wearing his fake Jungle Lord costume, had advanced halfway across the grassy expanse between his hiding place and the Jungle Lady. At first she had thought him her actual lord and master and had risen to greet his unexpected return from the Land of the Jade Crocodile.


Recognizing the imposter, she had given way momentarily to her feminine instinct and cried out for rescue, then realized that she was on her own and settled down to the effective fighting posture the Jungle Lord had taught her.


“Why doesn’t she just jump back on her horse and ride away?”


“She’s probably too frightened.”


“More likely there wouldn’t have been any more story if she did that.” Min-yi looked from the ruddy-faced, green-eyed Oliver Gonzalez to the black-skinned Jomo Silver. “Beside, there are still enough people around who respond to the old stereotypes that it’s worth producing this kind of stuff.”


She sniffed slightly. “So Janet the Jungle Lady has to appear helpless and dependent, get carried away by Valentine, who is an obvious clod but still a man, and then get rescued by the Jungle Lord.”


Oliver went to the wall-screen control box. “It is pretty dumb casting, though.” He put his hand on the controls. “Nobody minds?” He turned the sound down so that the figures on the screen moved silently through their stylized drama. “That guy looks less like the Jungle Lord than he does like Fat Phil, or whoever it was in those old cartoons you’re so buggy over, Jomo.”


“You mean Fat Freddie. Fat Freddie Freak.”


“Yeah, right. I never thought anybody ever really looked like that until I saw Nino Valentine trying to act like the Jungle Lord.”


“Oh, somebody really looked like that.” Jomo’s voice rose with involvement. “Freddie Freak was based on a real person, all the brothers were. Freddie was a musician Shelton grew up with in Texas. When he created the Freak Brothers, he made Freddie his old pal.”


Oliver answered with a grunt.


“What do you think, Min-yi,” Jomo resumed. “Do you think the old stereotypes are coming back? That we’re resuming old structures?”


“It’s possible. With all these people crowded in here together, most of them idle …” Her voice trailed away, but neither Jomo nor Oliver picked up the thought, so she resumed. “With all these people and no sense of identity or purpose, old values might prevent a lot of unrest, even a breakdown of society.”


Oliver looked at her sharply. From where he sat, she was silhouetted against the bright, silent wall-screen. “You really think that’s the way it has to go?” he asked.


She shrugged gracefully, her bony shoulders losing their awkwardness as they flowed into movement. “I don’t know, Oliver.”


“But you’re supposed to be an expert in that stuff!”


“I still don’t know. Turning back to rigid roles is one guess. That’s all it is.”


“If you could see what I see every day at work, you’d think a little differently.”


Min-yi and Jomo both swiveled to concentrate on Oliver. Behind them the green grass and blue skies of the jungle-adventure set provided a semiabstract scrim. Janet in her Jungle Lady costume and both Jungle Lords were offscreen.


“What’s that?” asked Min-yi and Jomo simultaneously.


Oliver made a tired gesture, as if to indicate that he was sorry he’d brought up the subject, but the others continued to look at him expectantly. Behind them the screen shifted pattern and colors. Oliver shut the sound down to a feeble hiss, leaving the video image as a moving chromatic backdrop.


Oliver gave a brief version of the Sproul Plaza incident and the thoughts it had provoked. At the end of the narration he looked at them and held his hands before him as if to ask for opinions.


“I wouldn’t overgeneralize,” Jomo said.


“What’s that mean?”


Jomo traced a figure in the air with one fingertip. “I don’t think it’s very important that this fellow Marco gets into fights. If he’s too troublesome you can always put him outside. It happens often enough.” He looked directly at Oliver. “Sometimes to people we know.”


Oliver sighed in discouragement. He decided to ignore Jomo’s last remark. “Marco isn’t the problem. Do you think I’m going to worry over an argument between a pushcart man and a punk like Hyland? What I’m worried about is what Krishna Lafferty is up to. We don’t need his goon squads swooping around playing bully-boy. That was the way dictators rose in Europe back in the 1930s. Lafferty—”


Min-yi interrupted Oliver softly. “It is true that self-constituted paralegal bodies are sometimes the forerunners of criminality or of revolution,” she said. “But they are not always so. They are sometimes forces for good. And there are good revolutions as well as bad.”


“Forces for good?” Oliver exclaimed. “For good? The Ku Klux Klan and Hitler’s brownshirts and the motorcycle gangs and the Crazies? They’re all just bullies, and the more power they get the worse they act!”
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