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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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In which Susannah learns the
true meaning of “fool’s paradise”


The scene: Florida, St. Petersburg and the outlying beaches, in late June when heat rises shimmering from the highways and sidewalks and all native life moves at a slow pace, while the tourists hurry, scarlet, feverish with sunburn, anxious not to miss anything, darting from air-conditioned shop to shop, speeding to the beaches, cursing the stop-and-start traffic, in which eight out of ten cars bear out-of-state license plates.


A slender young woman emerges from the shiny black library building. Her sun-bleached hair is swept up on her head, leaving her neck uncovered; her arms and legs are bare also, and her skin is the same red-gold suntan everywhere it shows. She is smiling the tender, secret smile of a bride and she appears oblivious of the heat, the traffic, the wheeling pelicans overhead, as she gets into her VW bug and starts to drive. By the time she reaches St. Petersburg Beach she is drenched with sweat.


She turns off the highway on to a side street that curves as if deliberately turning its back on the vulgar commercialism of Highway A-19-A with its endless traffic and motels and boutiques and restaurants. Here, the street says, by turning so quickly, is serenity and comfort, here is quality, the good life. The street twists and curls around luxuriously landscaped yards, with houses spaced in such a way that no one is directly across the street from another; from no point can more than two or three houses be seen, and they are all different. If you follow the curves and pay attention, a feeling of déjà vu creeps over you, and you wonder: Did I already pass that house with the bowed windows? or Is that the same arched entrance I saw a second ago? If you observe enough, you come to realize there are four basic designs and the differences are in the trim, the facings, the plantings. Where one has arches and curves, the next has straight lines and right angles. A Spanish motif is next to English Tudor, vertical stained siding next to horizontal white clapboard.


There are no sidewalks. No one walks here. No children are at play in the street or the front yards with their silk-carpet grass. Even now, sprinklers are coming on, untouched, untended. Water starts to run in the gutters, to swirl down the storm drains.


She does not know anyone on this street where she has lived for the past six months. She sees the red Bricko house and slows to turn into the next driveway. In her yard the sprinklers have come to life. One sprinkler, out of synch, is spraying the garage door.


The house is expensive, a U-shaped stucco building painted soft gray touched with a rose tint. White houses reflect the glare of the sun enough to burn the eyes. Gray and pastels of every hue are the norm. The wet garage is shiny, darker than the rest of the house.


Dense hedges of oleander with red and yellow flowers border the sides of the property and divide the exposed front yard from the very private back yard, isolating it. A great white heron rises from the lawn as the woman approaches the garage and breaks the silence with one tap of her horn. The garage door lifts, dripping water; the car rolls forward and the door slides down again. It is as if she has entered the mouth of a whale.


The house is cooler than outside, even though the thermostat is set on eighty-five; as she passes it, she moves the control to seventy-five. She discards clothing as she walks through the silent house. From the foyer, arches lead into the living room, the dining room, the bedroom hallway. The dining room has a glass wall with sliding doors that open to a patio floored with red tile; there are potted plants and trees set in among the tiles, and lawn furniture with umbrellas, chaise longues, tables … The two arms of the house enclose the back patio and part of the swimming pool.


By the time the woman has reached the sliding doors she is naked; she opens the door, walks out to the pool, and dives in, causing hardly a splash.


This is a ritual with her. It is as if she has to immerse herself in water to wash away her working persona – the librarian – in order to become Jimmie’s wife. She swims laps evenly, without effort, like an athlete.


After the swim and a shower, with her hair wet on her back and shoulders, she picks up and puts away her clothes. She looks over the mail that has collected in a basket under the slot in the door. There is a card from her parents, somewhere in Greece. They are well; next stop Egypt, then Argentina, Australia … Three days after her wedding, which they had despaired of ever witnessing, they left for a round-the-world trip. She always knew it was planned, but the swiftness with which they put the long-delayed departure into motion seems even now a message not at all subtle.


Her parents are not rich, but their thrift and long-range plans and her father’s early retirement made the trip possible. Her father is eighteen years older than her mother, and sometimes when she thinks of that an uneasy feeling creeps into her mind and she pursues another subject hurriedly. She has not yet consciously wondered if she was attracted to Jimmie in the first place because he is sixteen years older than she.


As she makes her dinner she notices her fingernails and decides to polish them. Jimmie likes nail polish. He likes glamour. For two weeks before their wedding, and one week after, he shopped with her, selected for her the clothes he liked – soft fabrics, flowing lines, sensuous colors. Her old jeans and tailored pantsuits were all put away then and are still put away.


She is looking at the clock frequently now. It is only seven and he won’t be home until ten-thirty. Her nails are done; her hair dry and soft. She is wearing a short terry cover-up and she is barefoot because she really does not like the high heels that she will put on later, and she would feel silly wearing a floor-length dressing gown while she putters around the quiet house waiting for him. She reads for five minutes and puts the book down. When Jimmie is away she reads a book a night usually, but she seldom reads when he is home, neither does she swim naked. Jimmie is not a reader; he likes to do things, to watch television, listen to music, go to movies or the theater. He needs mindless things, he says, to relieve his tension. Jimmie is a pilot for TWA, captain of a B747, and right now he is over the Atlantic Ocean making his approach to JFK Airport. From New York he will fly to Tampa, and from Tampa drive home in his silver BMW.


She gazes at his picture on the bedroom chest of drawers, kisses her finger and touches his nose with the kiss. He is very handsome in his uniform, steadfast, reliable, earnest.


It is ten minutes after seven. This is always the hardest part of their marriage, the last few hours before he is due home again. She is used to living alone; she likes her job at the library, and she loves books. Only these few hours are a burden.


She switches on the television with the sound turned very low. If there is an airplane crash bulletin, she will hear it, and unless there is, the sound will remain below her conscious level of attention.


Hers is a fairy-tale life, she sometimes thinks with pleasure. Jimmie wants her to work and keep her own money in her own account, to do with as she pleases. When they are together, they sail in his boat, they dine out in very good restaurants, they dance, they make love repeatedly. He gives her expensive and lovely gifts. He is grateful to her for bringing him happiness after the tragic death of his first wife. And as soon as he pays off the debts her long illness brought about, he will not have to be away so much, fly so many flights. They will go together and he will show her some of the places in the world that he especially loves. She can see nothing looming in the future to mar her happiness and she knows she was right in waiting, that there is a particular man for every woman, that a successful marriage is possible without sacrificing oneself.


She knows that every woman who is aware of her lifestyle, her husband, her house is jealous of her, and after several years of having felt their seldom-concealed pity, she rejoices in her own smugness. She has it all – the college memories, a career, health, looks, freedom, a husband who is passionate and tender … If she were writing her own book, she would end it now with the line: And they lived happily ever after.
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At seven-thirty the doorbell chimed, and when she opened the front door, she was blinded momentarily by the sun in the western sky.


“Miss Susannah Rivers?”


She blinked and shielded her eyes enough to see a woman’s outline and gradually her features. A dark-haired woman, olive complexion, very beautiful. She was carrying a box.


“Yes. I’m Susannah Rivers.”


“I have a package for you. Sandals. From Sorrento. Jimmie ordered them.”


She had an accent, her voice was deep. Neither woman moved for what seemed a long time to Susannah. A blast of heat had struck her when she opened the door, but suddenly she felt chilled. “Who are you?” she asked finally.


“Anna Maria Lucia Rivers. I think I should come in, no?”


Susannah moved and the woman stepped inside the house. Her eyes were hidden by sunglasses, which she took off; her eyes were very green. She swept Susannah with a quick glance, then examined the foyer, walked into the living room, and looked that over carefully. “But I think you are not Miss Rivers,” she murmured with her back to Susannah.


“And you’re not dead,” Susannah whispered.


The woman might not have heard. She began to talk rapidly. “Poor Jimmie, burdened with a crazy daughter he must guard from the world. Poor Susannah, clinging to her father pathetically, teetering on the verge of hopeless madness.” She crossed the room to scan the dining room and kitchen beyond. Her gaze lingered on the pool, then she shrugged. “Our villa is nicer, I think.”


Susannah had forgotten how to move, how to speak. Anna Maria Lucia came to her and looked at her hair intently. “Mine is longer, and prettier when it is down. You should wear a hat in the sun.” She thrust the package toward Susannah. “Your sandals.”


“What do you want? I don’t believe you,” Susannah said, holding the package.


“I say to him, ‘Jimmie, why can I not go to the States with you?’ And he say, ‘Poor Susannah, she needs me. Every minute I must give to her.’ Poor Susannah see her mother raped and killed; she is raped and left for dead; she go crazy and must have special care, nurses; and her father, when he is home, he must spend every minute with his poor child. I weep for poor Jimmie and buy for his crazy child sandals and boots and purses. I light candles for the poor child and pray for her.” She spoke faster, and her accent grew more pronounced; she walked around the room examining the furniture, the pictures on the wall, everything. Now she stopped. “So I come to see the poor little girl, to be a mother to her perhaps. Who knows?”


Susannah shook her head. “I don’t believe you. You knew when you saw me. You weren’t surprised.”


Anna Maria Lucia laughed. “You are right. I know Jimmie is lying for a month. Ever since I hear him on the phone talking to his wife from my house. I know.”


Again Susannah shook her head. “He never called me from Italy.”


“His other wife, Mrs. Ingrid Rivers, in Stockholm.” She started to move toward the kitchen. “I make us a drink, okay?” At the arched entrance to the dining room she paused and added, “Ingrid’s hair falls to her ass. But Okani’s in Japan is shorter than mine.” She went through the dining room, on into the kitchen.


Susannah did not move. She could hear the hum of the air conditioner and over it the muted garble from the television, and from the kitchen the sounds of ice hitting glasses, water being run.


“Why can’t I go with you?”


“Honey, just as soon as I get out from under, you’ll be with me. Anna Maria Lucia’s mother is sort of dependent on me right now, you know? She’s very old and she doesn’t understand that life has to go on. It nearly killed her when her only daughter died and, I don’t know, I feel sort of obligated. It’s silly, I guess, but give it a few months, okay?”


Poor Jimmie, she had thought, and hugged him fiercely. How good he was to take care of his dead wife’s mother!


“Honey, it’s tough right now because I’m flying these extra runs, you know, taking other guys’ flights whenever I can. Won’t be forever.”


“But we spend so much money! We could save more. And there’s my money just sitting in the bank!”


“You keep it there, sweetheart. This is my debt. I’ll handle it. And you should see how I live when I’m gone! Let me have a little fun here, okay?”


Anna Maria Lucia returned, carrying two glasses.


Susannah moistened her lips. “Japan? Stockholm?”


“My detective say that’s all.” Anna Maria Lucia put the glasses on the coffee table and then took the package from Susannah’s hands, sat down on the couch, and started to open it. “The sandals are very nice. He have good taste.”


Susannah followed her across the room and stood by a chair.


Anna Maria Lucia glanced up at her. “I think he must be smuggling. Four expensive households! My God! Even he can’t afford that on his salary.”


Abruptly, Susannah sat down and reached for the glass. “I don’t believe a word of it! Not a word!” She drank deeply. Anna Maria Lucia had used sweet vermouth with gin. Susannah banged the glass down on the table and glared at the other woman, who was pulling a pair of shoes from the package. They were old shoes that Susannah had not been able to find for weeks.


“For size,” Anna Maria Lucia said, dropping them onto the floor. She took out the sandals and held them up thoughtfully, then extended her own foot, clad in an identical high-heeled sandal. “Your feet are bigger than mine, but you are taller also. American women tend to big feet, I think.”


Susannah picked up the repulsive drink and finished it. “Do you have any proof?” she demanded. “I think this is some kind of con game you’re playing. I don’t believe a word you’ve said!”


Anna Maria Lucia smiled and began to rummage in her nice leather purse. Susannah had one just like it on a shelf in her closet.
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It was nine o’clock. Susannah had prowled the house for half an hour, and now sat staring at the ivory-colored carpet in the living room. Everything in the house was off-white or glass or pale polished wood. No colors anywhere, no disorder. A photographer for a slick magazine could walk in at any time and start taking pictures for a ten-page spread: the good life in Florida.


She thought of the three-room apartment she had lived in before she “married” Jimmie, and with the thought came a terrible yearning to be back there amidst the clutter of books, posters, potted plants … The plants in this house had been furnished by an interior decorator – a six-foot-tall rubber tree, an even taller palm tree in a white planter … What she wanted was a trailing geranium with pink flowers and a few dead leaves. It was important to have a few dead leaves, something to watch and trim and nurture … She found herself blinking away tears and furiously she stood up and marched into the bedroom where she yanked open the bottom shelves built into one side of her walk-in closet. She ignored the pretty soft dresses, the silk blouses, the many pairs of high-heeled shoes as she rummaged in the drawers, and finally pulled out a pair of blue jeans, then another, and the top of her favorite pantsuit. She tossed the clothes onto the bed and kept looking until she had found most of the things Jimmie had not liked enough for her to want to wear. Shoes, she thought. Where were her old shoes?


Off the utility room was a storage room with luggage, fishing gear, surfboards, and on a high shelf, a box of her old shoes and purses. She yanked it down and retrieved her sneakers, flat sandals, a pair of loafers.


For an hour she worked, sorting, packing, throwing things she did not want on the floor or the bed, anywhere. She felt satisfied at the mess she was making. When she finished, she had filled her old big suitcase and a small overnight bag that Jimmie had given her – pale blue with her initials in silver filigree. She hated it now, but she needed the extra space. She took the big suitcase out to the VW and stuffed it in behind the driver’s seat; she left the little one at the garage door. Sometime during the hour she had pulled her hair back with a rubber band, and she was hot and felt grimy and tired. She had worked hard that day, too hard to have to put up with moving in the middle of the night.


She deserved it, she decided; she was past the age to believe in Prince Charming, and yet she had believed. She recalled Bobby Gresham who had wanted to marry her five, six years ago. She should have done it. She would be living in a neat little subdivision now, maybe with a child or two … Or Harrison Allan, back in high school. He had wanted her to wait until he got through MIT. She might be a professor’s wife now … In fact, there had been nothing wrong with her life as a single. She had had friends, male and female, had traveled on her vacations, and had gone to two ALA meetings for the library. The last meeting was the cause of her present distress, she remembered. She had met Jimmie on her way home from New York. He had sat by her, and when they hit a severe storm over the Carolinas, he had reassured her in such a way that it had seemed natural to agree to have a drink with him after they landed, and to see him the next day, and to marry him a month later.


She had fallen in love with a reassuring voice, and hair specked with gray at the temples. She had fallen in love with his movie-star handsome face, his muscular, square-shouldered body. She had fallen in love with his uniform. He had inspired in her the same confidence his transoceanic passengers must have felt every time he made his obligatory appearance among them in the middle of their trips. Fairy-tale stuff, she thought, every bit of it. Soap opera stuff. The stuff of adolescent dreams.


She heard the car in the driveway and braced herself against the arched opening between the foyer and living room. Jimmie unlocked the front door and came in, carrying his flight bag and a small suitcase, a mate to the one she had left by the garage door. He dropped both bags and reached out for her.


“Hey, honey, you’re cute as a bug in that get-up!”


“Jimmie, I have to talk –”


He pulled her to him and kissed her thoroughly, one hand creeping under the loose garment, up her back, down again to rest on her buttock.


She pulled away. “I have to talk to you –”


“Honey, you just put a bottle of that good champagne on ice and when I get back we’ll talk and talk. Okay?”


“Now, Jimmie! Anna Maria Lucia came to see me today.”


He was already moving away toward the bedroom, stripping off his jacket.


She could not see any change in the way he walked; there was no hesitation, no start of surprise or apprehension, nothing to indicate that Susannah might have seen the ghost of his dead wife.


“Now, honey, I know this must be confusing to you, but believe me I can explain …”


His voice had changed; it had become the voice of an airline captain whose plane has hit clear air turbulence, or who finds himself on a collision course with another craft. His voice reflected the successful completion of an air captain’s speech-training course in Kansas.


She heard: “Just relax and sit back and we’ll be out of this area of thunderstorms in a few minutes …”


“… soon as I get back. You’ll see.”


He had taken off the uniform and donned a pair of slacks and a short-sleeved pullover. He had emptied his pockets, leaving neat piles of stuff on his bureau, and now he glanced in the mirror and ran his hand over his hair, smoothing it down. “You just chill that wine, honey, and relax until I get back, no more than an hour.”


“Where are you going?”


“I told you, I promised to deliver that suitcase to Mac. Flight papers and stuff. Up in Clearwater Beach. Be right back, honey.”


She moved aside as he strode from the bedroom, down the hallway, out through the garage entrance, lifting the overnight bag as he passed it. She found herself sitting on the side of the bed. He would explain it away, she thought in wonder. He would try to explain it away.


She had seen proof, photostats of licenses, pictures of the various wives at his side in various settings, even one of herself with him, and if she told him all that, he would try to explain it away.


Suddenly she moved again, this time with a fury that startled her. She went to the bathroom to shower, stared at her reflection, and then yanked open a drawer, withdrew a pair of scissors, and began to cut off her hair. If it had been short when they met, he never would have given her a second glance, and she had worn it short most of her life. The only time she had let it grow out, he had come along. She cut it quickly. The tiny wastebasket was full of hair when she finished, and, unthinking, she picked it up and marched to the incinerator with it.


After she showered, with her hair tight about her head, she nodded at the image that stared back at her from the mirror – as glamorous as a soggy pretzel. She dressed in faded jeans and a shirt, picnic clothes, hiking clothes, boyish clothes. He hated them, just as he hated the barefoot sandals that she slipped on with satisfaction. She wriggled her toes a few times and nodded at them, as if in greeting.


Finally she picked up a too-long plaid jacket with stretched-out pockets and draped it over her arm, and with her purse over her shoulder, she took one last look at the bedroom. She had strewn clothing everywhere, dumped her jewelry – his gifts – on the dressing table in her search for her old watch, a trusty Timex that she had paid twenty dollars for. The watch had vanished. Now her glance rested on the neat stacks of things Jimmie had taken from his pockets, and she saw a stack of money. She picked it up without counting it and stuck it into her purse. Wherever she ended up that night, she would need money. No credit card, no check, nothing for him to use to find her.


She visualized the scene in a cheap motel: The police break down the door and swarm in to find her hiding in a closet. They arrest her and manacle her and drag her to jail, accused of grand larceny.


She hesitated a moment, then remembered her rings and took them both off. The engagement ring had a very large diamond and several smaller emeralds in an ornate setting; the wedding band was studded with tiny diamonds. She held the rings and looked for a place for them. Her search ended when she came to the figurine of a dancing Shiva on Jimmie’s bureau. The god was dreamy-eyed, reaching out to someone, moving erotically. His penis was erect. Carefully she slipped both rings over the penis, and glared at it. That summed it all up, she thought. She had been his live-in call girl.


By the time she left the bedroom, marched down the hall to the garage door, she was so furious that she considered smashing lamps, glasses, anything. Not enough time, she decided. He could get back any minute. She saw her overnight bag by the front door, retrieved it, and left, slamming the door as hard as she could.


She passed three motels with NO VACANCY signs, and at the fourth one she saw the airport limousine pull up and stop at the front entrance. This motel had a NO VACANCY sign also. She jammed on her brakes, made the turn into the parking lot, and hurried from her little car, leaving the keys in the ignition, taking her jacket, purse, and the small overnight case. She ran for the limousine.


At the Tampa terminal she bought a ticket to Chicago, and when the man behind the counter asked her name, she said, Irene Cory, and only later, on the plane, realized that one of the men in the limousine had been called Mr. Cory by the driver. She also remembered her big suitcase in the back of the VW, and she bit her lip in exasperation, and stared glumly at the bourbon and water she had ordered and did not want.


Still later, she wandered through O’Hare studying the flight boards of one airline after another. When she came to TWA, she walked straight past without a glance. At United she bought a ticket to San Francisco, and an hour later she was airborne again.


The plane stopped at Denver, and for two hours she paced the terminal, light-headed with fatigue and sleepiness. It was daylight when they flew over the Rockies and nine in the morning when they landed at San Francisco. It seemed to take her a long time to find out where to catch a bus to the city but finally she did, and the next time she began to walk, it was with her jacket on, purse over her shoulder, blue bag in her hand. She had no idea of where she should go, where she could find a hotel.


She walked slowly. The air was cool, the sunlight pale, filtered through high clouds. Already the streets were very busy, traffic heavy, pedestrian traffic thick. She saw three teen-agers and the fact registered that she had seen them before, back at the bus stop, two boys and a girl lounging indolently, eyeing the passengers. She dismissed the youngsters and was entranced by a cable car that rattled past and started up a hill that seemed to climb into the sky. She continued to walk. Ahead, she caught a glimpse of a hotel sign. It would do. Anything would do.


She came to an intersection crowded with people waiting to cross, and she saw the teen-aged girl again, this time alone, and she knew the girl was watching her. Suddenly she was pushed hard from behind, and as she flung out her hand to catch something, a foot caught her leg, and she sprawled forward to the sound of screams, honking horns, squealing brakes. For a moment she saw a dark green car close, too close, and then she and the car collided.
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“Life don’t mean a thing
When your lover has gone.”


When Jimmie wound his way out of the subdivision, he turned south toward Sarasota instead of north for Clearwater Beach. Anna Maria Lucia, he thought admiringly. Some woman! He drove well within the speed limit, not wanting to attract any attention. He would think of something, he knew, something that would satisfy Susannah and pacify Anna Maria Lucia. Something to do with business for Anna Maria Lucia. She understood business, money, the entangling complexities … He would tell her that Susannah was his business partner, his fence, and he would say that Susannah had insisted on the mock wedding in order to account for her recent affluence. He made a left turn at the ghastly pink castle that was the Don Cesar resort hotel, and now, off the beach road, traffic thinned and he drove faster. He went over the story, smoothing out details until it was plausible, and he knew that Anna Maria Lucia would accept it. She possibly would not believe it, but she would accept it. Business was important; making money was important; and she knew that their marriage was real, no bogus there. He nodded to himself and started up the steep ascent of the Skyway Bridge.


The same story could not be used for Susannah. He had discovered to his astonishment and delight that she was unaccountably honest. She even kept track of her personal phone calls to her parents and out-of-state friends and paid for them with her own money. He left the bridge and Boca Ciega Bay behind, and now thick jungly woods pressed in on the road from both sides. Nothing came to mind that Susannah would accept. He could say … a crazy cousin of his deceased wife … a marriage and annulment too painful to discuss … mistaken identity… He had blankouts, moments of insanity … Anna Maria Lucia was insane, would kill anyone he grew fond of, and she refused a divorce. He tried that one with variations as on the sides of the road the thick woods gave way to scrub, then to farms, and ahead the first lights of the outskirts of Sarasota started to flicker in the darkness.


He would think of something on the way back, he knew, and slowed down as he came to the speed limit sign. He drove directly to the Bide a Wee Wile Motel and parked next to Felix’s car. As soon as he turned off his headlights, one of the doors opened a crack; he lifted the overnight bag, walked to the door briskly, and went inside.


“Jimmie, come sit down,” Felix said softly. “Drinks are cold and ready. I trust you had an uneventful trip, good tail winds all the way.”


Felix was a retired pilot with thirty years of service behind him. He could have passed as Jimmie’s older brother; he had the same straightforward, earnest look, the same square-shouldered build, and when he spoke, the same inflections, the same intonations.


On the bed was a cardboard carton. “How many?” Jimmie asked, putting the blue bag beside it, accepting the drink that Felix was extending.


“Three dozen pairs of jeans! And, Jimmie, lean back and belt up for this one. One dozen pairs of Gloria Vanderbilt! On sale for fifteen bucks a pair.”


They touched glasses happily, then drank. Only then did Jimmie reach inside a pocket and withdraw an envelope, Felix’s share of the profits of his last run. Jimmie knew it was too much, a quarter of the money, but what the hell, he thought, Felix did all the shopping, and he was a good shopper, and Felix got rid of the stuff that Jimmie brought back to the States. He deserved it.


Felix counted the money with an embarrassed grin and then turned to the blue bag. “Key, please,” he said. But the case wasn’t locked. He raised one of the catches as he spoke, then the other, and turned a reproachful eye upon Jimmie. “Really, you should be just a bit more …”


Jimmie yanked the bag away from him and pawed through it. Old faded blue jeans, knit tops, sneakers …


“It’s the wrong suitcase,” he said, so pleasantly that Felix clutched a chairback for support.


They drove back with Felix following closely behind Jimmie’s BMW, and at the house they found that Susannah had indeed taken the other blue bag. Jimmie stood in the bedroom surveying what looked like the aftermath of a tornado.


“What’re we going to do?” Felix asked, joining him.


“We’ll just go down the beach and find her. She’s gone to a motel to cool off, I expect.”


“What if she finds the, ah, merchandise?”


“She won’t. No way.” He visualized the case with its beautiful watered-silk lining quilted in a floral design. The stitches that held it to the case were false in one corner, but no casual, or even not-so-casual, glance would reveal that. The corner could be pulled down easily enough, the merchandise removed, the whole thing restored, this time with a permanent glue, and no one would ever be the wiser. There was no reason for her to fool around with the lining. Nothing showed.


Neither reacted visibly when the doorbell chimed. Jimmie went to open the door and Anna Maria Lucia flew in as if a strong wind had propelled her forward.


“Jimmie, my darling! I have come to be with you. To share your burdens. My husband!” She threw her arms around him, kissed him passionately.


“Not now, Anna Maria Lucia,” he said carefully, unwrapping her from him. “Later. I have a little problem at the moment, nothing serious. We’ll be out of it in no time. So just relax …”


“You poor darling! Your little problem has flown away, betrayed, rejected, humiliated. I see her fly away.”


“Where did she go, Anna Maria Lucia? Did you see that?”


“Of course. To a motel. To be alone. To brood. To think. To plan. Poor little girl!”


“What motel, Anna Maria Lucia?”


Now she looked from him to Felix, back to him. “But … it is serious? That she has flown?”


“It is very serious,” Felix said, sounding just like Jimmie.


“I show you.”


She drove them to the motel where they found the VW with the keys in the ignition, the big suitcase jammed in the back. Felix went to the desk to find her room number and came back quickly.


“She’s not here,” he said. “No one checked in tonight after ten. No vacancy after ten.”


Beyond the parking lot, five feet down and thirty feet away the surf mumbled in the receding tide. The water gleamed from the lights of the many motels down its length here.


“She’s drowned herself,” Jimmie said slowly. He could see her walking away in the water that slowly rose about her, covered her. Brave little girl, he thought. Honorable little girl. She had done the only decent thing. He stared at the water and lifted his head, chin up, shoulders back.


“Ah, Jimmie,” Felix said softly, interrupting his farewell, “remember that I’ve got twenty thousand tied up in this deal. I want to find that suitcase, Jimmie.”


Jimmie turned to look at him and heard the sounds of doom in the well-modulated words.


Just then Anna Maria Lucia came to them, put her hand on Jimmie’s arm. “An airport limousine depart at about the same time she come. Naturally she leave on it. Now we go back to the house, I think, and we talk very much. Oh, very much. And I call my detective friend, I think. Come on. Back to the house.”
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“And for every fatality there are
countless others whose lives are changed …”


There are people who should never be allowed behind the wheel of an automobile. They invariably find themselves in the wrong lane when they have to turn off a highway; they never see the information signs that say SACRAMENTO RIGHT LANE, BERKELEY LEFT LANE, ROAD NARROWS, or STOP SIGN AHEAD, or anything else. They are confounded by one-way traffic patterns. They never remember the route even though it may be one they drive daily. Always they prefer to drive in the left lanes where they feel they have more space. They stop far from a corner that has a red light, or else they fail to see the light until they are part way through the intersection and then they stop. They are erratic in their consideration for pedestrians: they may stop in the middle of a block to permit one to cross, or, equally likely, they may fail to yield at a pedestrian crossing.


Their passengers learn that to talk to them while they are driving is to risk terrible consequences. If one of them becomes preoccupied at the wheel he may easily drive many miles, hours even, out of the way without noticing that familiar landmarks long ceased to rise and vanish before him. They usually carry local maps and need them and probably not a single one of them has ever made a successful cross-country trip alone.


Often they keep their automobiles in excellent repair because they heed the manufacturers’ rule books about servicing at so many miles, and if they have good mechanics, they never even consider what is under the hood. There is no test to screen them out, to prohibit their acquisition of drivers’ licenses. When they concentrate, as they do during tests, they function admirably if a bit cautiously.


Bradford Hale was such a driver. Brad was twenty-seven, with the build that some people describe as spindly, but in his case would be wrong. He was quite muscular, without an ounce of fat anywhere, so that he was bones and muscles and skin, and in those places that muscles do not cover, he was bones and skin. His wrists were knobby, his ribs showed when he took off his shirt, and his face was angular. His angularity made him appear taller than he was.


That morning he had planned his route carefully: He had to pick up a book at the library, had to go to the bank and withdraw money, had to go to the post office to mail a package that a friend had left at his house by mistake, and finally had to go to the Embarcadero and meet Donna and have lunch with her. She had something scheduled for the afternoon, but he had made no note about that since Donna would be in charge. It was all straightforward and fairly simple with one stop on the way to the next, no zigzagging or backtracking, nothing like the awful days when he had to drive to Berkeley and back. He had allowed enough time to accomplish everything, with time to spare if there were delays.


But somehow he had found himself in Chinatown hemmed in by trucks and tourists, and panic had set in. He had flashes of memory of another time when he had found himself mysteriously shunted onto a freeway with no exits for miles; and flashes of fantasy, careening down one of the hills out of Chinatown with no brakes. At every corner he stopped, looking for a way down, a way not too steep, not heavily populated with traffic. Behind him a cacophony of horns blasted every time he touched the brake pedal, until in desperation he made a turn and started downhill. He had the car in first gear and drove with his foot in the brake, touching it now and then, jerking along. At the first intersection the light was green and he sighed his relief and crept through. He slowed even more when he saw a red light at the next intersection. It changed as he eased down the hill; people cleared the street and he continued haltingly, and then it happened.


He had just started through when a woman appeared before him, arms outstretched, head down in the configuration a diver assumes on leaving the board. She seemed to be moving faster than he was. He hit the brake and stopped almost instantly, but too late. He felt the jar as they collided.


“I’ve killed her!”


[image: image]


Donna Murphy was using up the entire lounge area of her mother’s shop with her furious pacing. It was twelve-thirty and Brad should have been there by twelve.


“I’m afraid you’ve been stood up, darling,” Marlene said, dodging as her daughter made a swing in her direction again. “If you’ll just let me get into the fridge a moment …” Donna spun and marched back to the other side of the suddenly-too-small room.


“I haven’t been stood up!” she said grimly. “He wouldn’t think of standing anyone up. He’s forgotten!”


“Maybe that’s even worse,” her mother murmured as she took a bottle of Tiger’s Milk from the refrigerator and started to shake it. Marlene was only five feet tall and weighed no more than one hundred pounds. She kept her hair a soft beige – champagne she called it – and the clothes she wore were advertisements for her own fashion shop. If she were married to a prominent man, or held a high office herself, she would have made the ten-best-dressed list year after year. One had to get very close to her and examine her thoroughly to spot the small signs of age that she had learned to conceal.


“Or he’s lost,” Donna muttered darkly. She was six inches taller than her mother and twenty-five pounds heavier, sleek looking with shiny black hair and beautifully soft, cream-colored skin.


“I don’t see the attraction,” Marlene said. “He gets lost on his way to the bathroom. Darling, he would drive you insane in a week.”


“Mother,” Donna said sharply, “do you realize how many books his father has in print? That doddering old fool has thirty-six books in print! Thirty-six! Do you have any idea how many little kids get his books every Christmas, every birthday, every time dear old Aunt Ellen or Uncle Charlie comes to visit?” She paused to catch her breath.


“Think of all those innocent little brains rotting under the influence of Pinkie Wink, and Rouse Mouse, and Hoy Boy,” Marlene said with a shudder.


“Think of all those royalty checks!” Donna cried. “Royalties twice a year on thirty-six books and a new one every fall in time for the Christmas trade!”


“Who would have thought that nice old man had so much crap in him?” Marlene murmured.


“Jesus! Mother, stop that! Brad is coming over tonight for dinner and you’d better behave. If you even mention his father, or his books, or any of those characters again, I’ll … I’ll …”


Marlene waited with interest, but Donna’s imagination failed to produce a terrible enough threat.


“Just behave yourself,” Donna finished.


“Honey, behaving is something I’ve been meaning to bring up with you. I don’t think Hoy Bo – Bradford, that is – intends to do a damned thing about changing the status quo, if you know what I mean. And frankly, darling, I’m getting damned tired of feeding his face.” She began to drink the Tiger’s Milk.


“Are you suggesting that I should drag him off to bed? Is that any kind of advice for a mother to give her daughter?”


“As my mother used to say, if you get a fish on your line, you’d better pull it in,” Marlene said complacently when she finished drinking her lunch. She started to rinse the empty bottle. “Because once it’s caught it’s going to be eaten by someone, and it might just as well be the hooker.”


Donna glared at her mother who smiled sweetly and said, “I’ll call the bakery and order a pie. God, I’m sick of watching him eat pie. I’ve served more food for your Hoy Boy than I ever did for your father.” She went to the door that led into the shop. “Actually, you know, once you let them creep into your tent, they tend to lose interest in pie for a time.”


Donna waited, fuming, until one, and then she stormed from the shop, retrieved her little MG from the parking lot, and drove directly to Brad’s apartment in Haight-Ashbury. Donna was determined that Brad would be hers; he was her investment, the big investment her instructors had talked about in school. She had known him for two years, but not until this past Christmas had she realized that Bradford Hale was the only child of Michael Berryman, and that Michael Berryman was considered to be one of the richest, most successful writers of the century. He had come to San Francisco to do a benefit for children and there had been interviews and television appearances, all the hoopla that successful writers created. One of the articles had mentioned his son, Bradford Hale Berryman, and Donna had frozen, staring at the name. She knew him! She had met him at a party in Berkeley.


Donna had known all her life that she would manage money in one way or another. When other little girls played nurse, or played with dolls, or turned tomboy and played ball, she had played with Monopoly money; she had cut out stock reports and made a scrapbook. She had made a portfolio, using funny money at first, then her allowance, and her earnings at the shop where she worked on weekends all through school. She now was an investment counselor and her dream was to see her name on the list: Merrill Lynch, Pierce, Fenner, Smith, and Murphy.


Everything she bought was an investment: her clothes, her car, the apartment that she shared with Marlene. And she had invested six months in Bradford. Time, she knew, was even more precious than money; to invest time was to invest the self, and she refused to lose a day that she had put in on this project, just as she refused to lose a penny. It was not that she expected to have the money for herself: she was not greedy or extravagant; she had no use or need for exhibitionism, conspicuous consumption. She simply wanted to manage his father’s estate, to put idle money to work, see it multiply, see it blossom and scatter its seeds, which would also grow and bloom. She thought of herself as a successful gardener of greenbacks. The thought of Brad inheriting that money and being at the mercy of the IRS and other frauds made her shudder.
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