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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.













Part One



1950–1961










One



She sat in the middle of the front room door bundled in a scratchy blue blanket. The electrician installed the television in the corner where they used to have the big chair. Now the big chair sat closer to the piano, where it looked a little confused and out of place. Katie had only seen one of these things before, at Aunt Margaret’s house, but she had thought it was a radio with a shiny speaker.


“Have a mirror, Mrs Doheney?” the electrician asked.


Katie’s mother brought out the gilt-framed hand mirror from her brush set and handed it to the man. “I heard the Youngs are getting a television, too,” she said to him.


“Yeah, I installed it yesterday. They have a lot of snow on it though. They’ll have to get some rabbit ears.”


Katie wondered where the Youngs go snow at this time of the year. Then she realized that it probably ca me from Rabbit Ears Pass in the mountains. Her father said there w is snow in the shady spots under rocks all year round. Katie was a quick child; she knew how to figure things out.


The man propped the mirror against Katie’s knee. “Here, sweetheart, would you mind helping me out?”


Katie shook her head. The man went behind the television and looked over the top of it at the mirror. The glass popped alive with grey light. He instructed her to hold the mirror up a little. Katie held it up and he said, “Whoa,” and fiddled with things in the back, glancing back and forth between his hands and the mirror.


She could see light blurs in the screen. A man’s voice, like a voice from the radio, said, “That July it was tested in New Mexico.” There was a pause and a long hiss.


“Doggone,” the electrician said.


Her mother had told her that it would be like having the moving pictures at home. Katie couldn’t see anything but vague shapes without face or form. The electrician scowled at the mirror. Katie’s arms were beginning to tremble from holding the mirror up for so long. Something changed on the television window and dark bars rolled down the screen, making Katie dizzy.


She squinted, trying to make sense of the fuzz. There was a booming explosion sound in the television which reminded Katie of the sound that the truck had made yesterday when it hit the white car. With the squealing, crackling and rumbling sounds coming out of the television enhancing her memory, she recalled the scrape and crunch of the accident she had seen while walking home from kindergarten. Then she understood what she saw on the television.


That dark blob was the truck bearing down on the white blob which was the car with the woman in it. The white blob swerved and tried to escape. A woman screamed but it was a weird electronic howl this time. Then she could make out (it happened a lot faster yesterday, she thought) the black blob crushing the white one under its front wheel in a deadly smash.


Katie barely noticed the radio voice talking on again as half a woman was flung towards her, her pretty white and blue flowered dress fluttering like a dancer’s as it sailed through the air towards the curb where Katie stood.


Then the truck exploded. Katie didn’t remember that from yesterday; she had been staring at the bloody head at her feet in the gutter. On the television, they showed the truck blowing up through the clouds so quickly that the middle shot beyond the edges which fluted out into a puffy, mushroom shape.


“Hiroshima was destroyed,” the television said.


Katie could no longer hold the mirror. She dropped it and stared down at the braided rug that lay on the polished floorboards of her own house. She knew that it wasn’t really happening again, that the woman was not lying at her feet right at this moment. Even though the television played it all over again it had only happened once. Just as her father had explained to her that when they saw the newsreels of the war, they were just moving pictures. The war was all over.


But now that Katie knew the name of the woman it made her shudder and feel sick all over again. Before, the woman had been anonymous, thrown into her mortal pieces by chance at Katie Doheney’s feet. Now she had a name, a pretty name, and Katie could imagine her friends calling to her as she got into her car that day, wearing the full-skirted swirling dress.


“See you later, Hiroshima!” her friends said. She waved to them and drove away.


The eyes that Katie knew only as glazed, shocked and spattered with bits of gravel had once been alive. Then Hiroshima was destroyed. Katie’s father was trying to be quiet but they spoke just on the other side of her bedroom door. “How is she now?”


“She’s asleep, I think,” her mother said.


“I thought she would be crazy about the television.”


“She will be. She’s still upset by the accident.”


“Well, I thought it would help.”


They went into their own bedroom where their voices were quiet murmurs. Katie wanted to go to her parents but she was afraid to get out of bed.


She had a ghost in her room.










Two



“So you’re Master Benson, eh?”


From the garden below the window in the music room came the smell of roses and sunlight. Phil was too small to see out of the window without climbing on to the chair but he was old enough to know he shouldn’t. He stood and stared down at the carpet which was well-worn around the piano.


Mr Tackett (old, because he had grey hairs) sat on the mahogany piano bench with his back to the piano and smiled at Phil the way uncles or family friends smile at boys.


“Your mother told me all about you.”


Phil rolled into a tube the envelope his mother had sent with him. It contained money. Phil wanted to give it to Mr Tackett, have him open it and be surprised at how much there was in it. At the same time, he wanted to keep it. So he stood and rolled it even more tightly, glancing at Mr Tackett when he thought the old man wasn’t looking.


“Your mother tells me that you play your granny’s piano very well.”


Phil nodded.


Mr Tackett lit an unfiltered cigarette and blew smoke towards the window where a warm breeze carried it through the screen. “What do you play?” he asked.


“I make it up. Thunder and Lightning, mostly.”


“Thunder and Lightning.” Mr Tackett grinned. “Seems to me that I used to play that, too.”


“You did?” Phil was amazed. His father always said, “Shut up that noise!” but here was a piano teacher who knew Thunder and Lightning. Phil was exhilarated by the possibility of being understood by someone with the knowledge but also disappointed. He thought he had invented the song himself.


“Come over here and sit down, Phil.” Mr Tackett patted the bench beside him. As Phil slid between the piano and the bench the man hoisted him up with huge hands which were strong around his ribs. It was the kind of lifting that would have made him say “Whee!” when he was younger – last year.


“OK, for a little while we’re going to do something simpler than Thunder and Lightning but it will still be just as much fun. I’m going to show you how to read notes of music that tell you what keys to play. You know how to read, don’t you?”


“I know my ABCs,” Phil said confidently.


“OK.” Mr Tackett seemed to notice the envelope for the first time. “Is this mine?” When Phil reluctantly nodded Mr Tackett took it and tossed it lightly into the overstuffed chair across the room as if all the money meant nothing. “Put your hands on these keys all in a row. No, not your thumbs.”


Phil looked over his shoulder at the envelope balanced on a corner against the cushion. He thought about how his mother had given it to him so nervously, reminding him never to tell his father about it or the piano lessons. “My pin money,” she said. “He would wring our necks, P.J.”


“Yes, that’s right,” the piano teacher said. “Now the keys all have letter names and this one is C. Middle C.”


Mr Tackett lifted his hairy, bony-knuckled hands away from Phil’s like a magician releasing twenty white doves. All that remained were a boy’s grubby fingers on the cracked keys of an old and well-used piano. Phil pressed all the slippery keys down at once.


Thunder.










Three



Phil learned to play baseball out of self-defense. He had learned somehow that other boys didn’t dream about the things of which he dreamed – of Chopin dying of consumption and writing about raindrops while his lover, a writer who used a man’s name, was away. Of Darius Milhaud sitting in smoky jazz clubs in America and taking back the sounds to France long before jazz was fashionable in the United States. Of Robert and Clara Schumann and their devoted friend, Brahms. He never quite understood the nature of this devotion. It always seemed odd and gave a glimpse into a world that he would learn about “someday” when he, too, was a famous pianist and composer.


Other boys talked about Joe DiMaggio and going to see the stock car races in Englewood and building model airplanes. Phil learned their language and dabbled in it because he liked some of the boys and wanted to be friends. But he had another side that he couldn’t really explain to them.


He also learned to play baseball to please his father. He, like his father, saw that there was something subversive in classical music. It was not American. Even the American composers, like Copland, had ethnic backgrounds and weren’t what his father called “one hundred per cent American” or they were like Gershwin and wrote music about black people or Cubans. Dipping into subversion frightened him. He had overheard some men talking about Senator McCarthy and one said, “Next children will be turning in their parents as Communists.” Phil knew that he would never turn in his father but he doubted that his father would hold back from punishing him. So he left this feeling of not being one hundred per cent as a secret.


Neither was he natural with Mr Tackett. He became a temperamental, romantic musician who never had been a boy on a hike with the Scouts on Pike’s Peak or had a bicycle or knew how to heft a Louisville Slugger and bat over the shortstop’s head. The inquisitive and conciliatory kid that the teachers praised to his parents became dark and brooding and had a certainty that at some time during his life he would go deaf or blind or die of consumption after many unhappy love affairs. He could imagine the blindness much more easily than the lovers but he was aware that these things took time.


His most immediate struggle was with Mr Tackett’s constant criticism. As soon as he thought he had mastered something, Mr Tackett would throw another wrench into the works, tell him to play it differently or give him something too hard to learn. He wanted to hear Mr Tackett say that what he had accomplished was near perfection, or perfection itself. His teacher was is an impossible taskmaster with a ready, gentle smile.


Phil loved him but he knew better than to show it.


Mr Tackett put up with the temper to a degree but the day Phil threw his score over his shoulder on to one of his teacher’s ever-burning Camels, it was enough.


“Philip,” he said in a level voice, “boys your age do not say ‘damn’ nor do they throw tantrums when they can’t master something the first time through.” He brushed the ashes and cinders from his brown overstuffed chair. “In fact, we’re not supposed to do that sort of thing at my age.”


Phil ground his teeth.


“Pick it up.”


He sat, staring at the black and white keyboard.


“All right. Apparently I can’t teach you any more. Maybe you would rather spend your Wednesday afternoons playing ball or riding your bicycle. It would certainly make my life easier.”


Phil fought to hold on to all the dignity that an eleven-year-old boy could muster. Stiffly he stood and picked up the music. The creamy vellum paper had a few singed marks on the coda. Phil was sorry and embarrassed. He shuffled it together and opened it solemnly on the piano.


“Try again.”


Phil sat with his back to Mr Tackett and picked at a wart on the back of his knuckle.


“Hey,” Mr Tackett said gently. “Listen to me. This is going to be hard for you because your hands aren’t fully grown yet. Look at the difference between your hands and mine eh?” He held up his long, driftwoody fingers as if Phil had never seen them before. In fact, Phil had been watching them intently for five years and now gave them a grudging sideways look.


“But I know you can do it with practice.”


Phil was suddenly horribly conscious of his own boyish hands.


Mr Tackett rose, brushing still more tobacco crumbs from his trousers. He closed the door as he left the room.


Phil stared out of the window at the sparrow on the cold metal post of the cyclone fence. Beyond the Tacketts’ garden the mesa that was a prelude to the Rockies was shrouded in a low autumnal cloud. Between the cloud and where Phil sat at the edge of the Great Prairie the air was clear but cool and turbulent. The coming change in the weather affected Phil to the marrow; he felt expectant and impatient. As he stretched his fingers over the keys he measured how far they would reach. To grow a little more, to get that extra note without banging his thumb against the corner of a wrong note …


He turned the score to the beginning.


As he practiced he ticked out the time with his tongue against the roof of his mouth just as he used to when he was a beginner. Several times he stumbled and started over. It was considerably better than the first time through.


He finished and stared down at his hands, aware that his hour was probably over. He didn’t want to leave. He wished that he could live with the Tacketts and always have access to this room for it was where he played his best. The little brown piano with keys like old teeth was all he could think of some days. In school, his fingertips played desk tops in silent striving for mastery. Always there were stretches of music in him waiting for release into sound.


Mr Tackett returned.


Phil’s heart pounded against his ribs. “Well, you know I won’t be able to practice it anyway,” he said, his throat tight.


“Sure you can. That was better, wasn’t it?”


“No, I mean my father’s on strike and I can’t practice at home and I won’t have an allowance and he’ll take my odd-job money anyway. So I guess I’ll see you around.” Phil dashed for the front door.


“Wait a minute, young man.”


Phil would have taken his jacket and charged through the front door but he was startled by the girl sitting on the sofa. He recognized her as one of the kids in the grade behind him. She looked at him with an equally startled expression, her eyes too big in a thin face and her slender neck burdened by thick braids.


“Phil, come back here.” Mr Tackett guided him to the music room and closed the door.


Phil stood, head hanging, and prepared for a lecture full of impossible adult reasoning.


“I’ve told you before that when your father won’t let you practice you can come here. Don’t worry about paying me. You can help out around here – take out the garbage, shovel the walks when the snow comes, whatever. I’ll ask Mrs T if she has any jobs for you.”


Phil nodded uncertainly, thinking of the lies he would have to tell at home. He hated it when his father was off work. He and his mother both had to bear the result of his father’s easily found boredom but they found themselves in counterpoint rather than in harmony and it was better to avoid his mother, too.


“Phil, look at me.”


Phil raised his head. He observed for the first time how much younger Mr Tackett’s eyes were than the rest of his face. They were spry, happy eyes as they looked down upon him.


“I’m as proud of you as three fathers but I get pretty discouraged when you give up so easily. It’s a lot of work, music, and you have to stay at it. Never, never let other people get in your way.”


Phil nodded obediently.


“OK. Go. See you in a few days, eh?”


Mr Tackett followed him to the front door. As Phil put his jacket on, Mr Tackett said, “Do you know Katie Doheney?”


“Hi.” He didn’t want to make conversation with some fifth grader. Contemptuously he glanced at her hands and derived satisfaction from the fact that they were even smaller than his own.


Snow scrunched under her red rubber boots as she walked along Kit Carson Boulevard. There was a strange lull in town – she wasn’t often downtown at half past four in winter when the light was beginning to fade. Most of the kids went straight home from school or to play at other houses. The cars with men coming home from work wouldn’t start sloshing up and down until five. It was late November, early for the eager Christmas shoppers to be compelled to come out in the snow like this.


Katie liked the snow but feared it. She loved to look at the flakes and count their six sides before they melted into droplets on her coat sleeve. With her sisters, she used to make snow cream with snow, vanilla, powdered sugar and condensed milk. But now they said it was dangerous to eat the snow; it had fallout from the bomb tests. The fallout came right over the Rockies in the clouds. Covered with boots, mittens, muffler and knitted cap, Katie was protected from the snowflakes except on her face and hair. Each one stung her where it touched her bare skin.


She hurried along to get out of it and to fetch the medicine for her mother who was ill with influenza. When she reached the glass front of the music shop, she slowed down. Inside the shop was Phil Benson, walking around the three pianos in the shop with his hands behind his back, leaning over and peering but not touching them.


Then his hands released and fell to the polished wood. His fingertips stroked it very lightly. His face was intent, his hair scattered forward boyishly in what was otherwise to Katie a grown-up look.


She felt a thrill at watching him secretly, feeling that she knew him better than anyone else on earth. She spied him caressing the instrument, loving it more than people ever loved each other. Katie felt a pang of envy. She loved nothing so much – except at that moment she loved his passion for the piano.


Knowing that if he saw her it would be spoiled – he would be a boy, she would be just a girl, his musical conspiracy with the universe would be locked away as it was at school – she turned from the window and headed for home.


For several steps, she forgot to put her head down and guard against the irradiated snowflakes which were burning holes of slow death into her skin.










Four



Mrs T let him in with a smile. “Hello, Phil.”


“Hi.” He listened to the lesson being given. That Doheney was still laboring over the same Mozart piece that he had heard her start on last week while he was painting the back door.


When Mrs T took a basket of laundry out of the back door Phil edged down the hallway towards the music room. Sometimes he listened to Mr Tackett with his other students like a jealous lover listening in on telephone conversations. At one time he had suspected that he might be Mr Tackett’s favorite pupil. Then he heard him praising others even though they made mistakes in timing or accent or couldn’t quite get the feel of a piece. For example, Katie. She always got a big pat on the head for the simplest things. She even confessed that she wanted to switch to violin next school year, which was like treason to Phil. He couldn’t understand how anyone would abandon the wooden gods and goddesses with their taut strings across curved diagonal frames decorated with shiny bits of metal and pads of felt.


Violins weren’t bad, though. At least she wasn’t going to take up the flute or something like that. Phil knew a lot about instruments from hanging around the music store and talking to Tony, the salesman. Tony didn’t treat him like just a kid – they had even had a Coke together once at the drugstore. But Tony had to be careful about Mr Sawyer, the owner of Rocky Mountain Music, because he didn’t like to see Tony talking to kids instead of wiping the fingerprints off trumpets or flirting with the ladies who brought their kids in for rental instruments.


Katie fumbled and Mr Tackett said nothing. Phil stood outside the door flooding with resentment. He picks on me, he thought. I could never get away with that.


As he tiptoed back to the front room she stretched another sixteenth to a quarter. “Count!” Mr Tackett barked. Phil felt better.


When they emerged Phil was reading Life magazine. He didn’t look up or speak. Mr Tackett made an “oh” of surprise and said, “Did I forget to tell you that I have another appointment this afternoon?”


“Oh. Yeah. You told me.” Phil put the magazine back on the coffee table and picked up his music folder.


“Have to go, boy. How about tomorrow?”


“I can practice at home tomorrow.”


“You can practice at my house now if you want to,” Katie said.


Phil ignored her. He didn’t like this girl talking to him all the time. She said hello to him at school, which embarrassed him. The other kids told stories about her. One day, during civil defense drill, the teacher had to send her home because she got hysterical and wouldn’t get under her desk. She just stood in the middle of the room and screamed for her mother. That was a few years ago. When she was a first grader she ran home every day when the noon whistle blew because she thought it was an air-raid siren.


One of his friends had a sister who was in Katie’s grade. His sister brought home a copy of Katie’s essay on the Bomb. Phil and Cal laughed themselves sick over her phrase, “I know what the Bomb is like. It explodes and there are legs and heads and torn dresses and blood everywhere.”


What a baby. She was wrong, too. The Bomb melts people.


“Come on, Phil,” she said.


Phil shrugged. “I gotta go home, I guess. Bye, Mr Tackett.” As he went down the sidewalk he heard Katie clomping after him in her saddle shoes. He looked at her suspiciously as she caught up with him. What did she want with him anyway? Other than music, she was far beyond him in the way girls are. When she wasn’t crying about bombs, she was winning spelling bees.


“I told my mom how good you play,” she said, “but she doesn’t believe me.”


“Naa,” he said, torn by the flattery and challenge all in one line.


“Don’t be a stuck up.”


“I’m not. I don’t want to bother your mom.”


“She’ll like it if you play our piano. Mr Tackett said I shouldn’t feel bad if I don’t learn as fast as you because you’re a genius. I’m good, though. I have musical talent.”


“Genius? He said that?” Phil, confused but proud, tried to compare himself to Albert Einstein, the only genius he could conjure. He couldn’t think of anything he had in common with Dr Einstein except that they both had bicycles. But of course, Dr Einstein could afford new inner tubes, which Phil couldn’t. His bicycle had been in the garage for months.


“Uk,” Katie said. “I have a pain in my tummy.”


“I don’t want your germs.” Phil dodged away from her, scuffling in the gutter while she neatly stepped along the sidewalk, missing all the cracks. “Did he really say that?”


“Well …”


“Come on. Gotta tell.”


“No, I don’t.”


“Tell me.”


“Say please.”


Phil walked in the gutter a few more paces then stepped on the walk with one foot, staggering between the two levels with exaggerated stiff-legged monster steps. “Please,” he finally said.


“He said it once because I cried when I couldn’t play something.”


Baby, he thought. He was hoping that she wouldn’t ask him again to go home with her because then he would have to say no. He simply followed her as if he hadn’t noticed that they had passed his turn. “So what did he say?”


“I told you. Where do you live?”


“Roosevelt Street,” he answered.


“Oh. In a new house?”


“No. I’ve lived there all my life.”


“My house is really old. One of the oldest in town. Dad says it’s fifty years old. I have two big sisters. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”


“No.” Phil stopped staggering and walked beside Katie. “We used to have a dog but she ate some mouse poison.”


“We can’t have any pets. My sister’s allergic.” She adjusted her music folder in the crook of her arm. “Do you want to carry my book?”


“No.”


“My neighbor broke her wrist yesterday. I saw it. It was bent like … like …” She held out her arms and crossed one over the other which did nothing to help Phil visualize what she might have seen. He noticed that she was shuddering. Why are girls so sick? he wondered.


“Here’s my house.”


“Oh.”


“Well, come on,” she insisted when he paused.


Phil followed her in, sniffing out the new territory. Her house did seem old and had what his father would call a “mick” smell of cabbage, vinegar, scalded milk and beer. The furniture was deeply cushioned and covered with lace doilies. Katie pointed to the mirror over the mantel in the front room. “My Granny Byrne brought that all the way from Ireland.”


Their piano was much like the one his grandmother had finally given him, a dark brown upright with chipped keys and a blistering veneer.


“Mom!” Katie shouted. “Guess what! Phil Benson is here.”


Phil went to the piano and set up his music. He began to play a Chopin prelude to warm up when he saw a woman standing in the doorway that led into the hall he had only glimpsed. She was a tall thin kind of mother, whereas his own was short and round, but in all other ways ordinary. Phil had thought she might look really different, having such a loony daughter. He stopped playing when she came in, wondering if she were going to tell him to stop making so much noise. He remembered his manners and said, “Hello.”


“Would you like some lemonade, Phil?”


“Yes, Mrs Doheney.” He smiled, liking her. Relieved that he had found a sanctuary for the afternoon’s practicing he played on and tried to smooth out the wrinkles he had felt in the previous session with the prelude. He felt that in the middle of composing it Chopin had received a letter with good news or had an exceptional bit of chocolate because the mood changed so much.


He found Katie companionable to play for. She didn’t talk to him but sat in the room, reading. She spoke to him only between pieces and then didn’t gush over him like his mother did but asked him interesting questions such as, “How much time do you spend practicing?” or, “Do you still do scales?” A sister, later introduced as Margie, came in and sat down and was as quiet as Katie. She just gave her whole attention and didn’t even pick up anything to read. When he had flourished out a little Mozart rondo that he knew Katie had been laboring over a few weeks ago, Mrs Doheney stopped at the door and told him that he played beautifully.


Phil thanked her and closed his music folder. He began to hammer out a Schubert song that he knew from memory, thinking that it would also impress Katie.


“Oh, Mom, I have a terrible stomach ache!” Katie said.


Phil heard her but didn’t turn to look until she made a horrible noise that only girls can make, a particular moaning wail. He saw Katie standing with her hands behind her, face chalky. He frowned at the interruption by some kid and her tummy ache but then noticed the dribble of dark blood streaking down her skinny leg from her inner thigh.


“You’re bleeding!” he shouted.


Mrs Doheney did a mother-hustle on Katie, whisking her through to the hallway. Phil saw a dark stain on the upholstery where Katie had been sitting.


“I’m dying!” Katie screamed. “I’ve got radiation poisoning!”


“Katherine Alice, settle down,” Mrs Doheney said. Her voice echoed up the hallway. “We talked about this. Do you remember?”


Phil looked at Margie who had been frozen on the sofa. “What’s the matter with her?” he asked. “What is it?”


Margie blushed hard. “I don’t know.” She left the room quickly. Instead of seeing about her sister, though, she ran up the stairs.


Phil walked through the hall hesitantly. The bathroom door was shut but he could hear Mrs Doheney’s voice soothing her daughter.


“Should I get a doctor?” he asked, thinking that he was the only one with a cool head.


“She’s all right. Thank you, Phil.” Mrs Doheney’s face appeared as she cracked the bathroom door slightly.


“What’s the matter with her?”


“Well …” Now the mother was blushing, too. “It’s just something that girls go through.”


“Oh.” Now Phil understood why everyone was turning red. He didn’t know all the facts but he knew enough to relate it to a box of weird things that appeared in the bathroom of his own house every now and then. “Well, I’m going home now.”


“Bye, Phil,” Katie said meekly from within the bathroom.


“Bye.” He felt a little sick during his walk home. It was frightening to see someone bleed like that. Not just scary like someone being stabbed or shot but it was something immense and unstoppable without a visible cause. It hadn’t really been radiation poisoning but it might as well have. He remembered a time when Ronny brought one of those woman things to school with a bit of brown blood on it. So, Katie does that, too. But she’s just a girl.


He walked listlessly, feeling peculiar tugs of tightness and giddiness. Now Katie seemed more superior and mysterious than ever.


I can play the piano better. He thought about how her mother and sister had listened to him, too. It had given him all the pleasure and none of the nervousness of a good recital. But that blood … He felt scornful, repelled, fascinated and protective towards the silly kid. She wasn’t sleeping. Dreams were different stuff from this. She lay in her bed, eyes shut, the bed softly folding around her as she drifted down near sleep.


There it was again.


First the siren, unlike police or fire, a more urgent single note.


Her teacher made her go under her desk but she knew that wouldn’t work. It comes through wood, it comes through glass, and even steel. The only safe place is down, down deep under the ground. So as soon as the teacher was hiding, too, she got out.


Hurry!


She ran in the empty streets with the siren screaming. All the houses that stood behind their picket fences, windows open and curtains flapping, would soon be piles of rubble. She imagined the heaps of brick, clapboard and shrunken stoves and fridges steaming with radiation. This was Wilson Street within the fifty-mile circle around Cheyenne Mountain where soldiers in silos with missiles toggled switches and marked things on clipboards, grim-faced in the honking of claxons.


She ran around the corner of Peach Street towards Second Avenue, heading for home. She saw Phil walking casually as if he couldn’t hear the sirens.


“Come with me!” she shouted.


Together they ran for her house. Just as they reached her lawn and she could see her mother’s face watching for her behind the screen door, there was a brilliant flash.


Katie was swept up by the explosion, lifted high above the town. Unharmed, exhilarated by the ride, she could look down and see her street, then the next one, and as she rose, all the streets in the town lay under her like a picture map. The cloud she rode was hot and smelled of steam and metal but it didn’t burn her. She was numb but for the lifting sensation.


Traveling at fantastic speed she saw the town grow smaller and smaller. Then she could see from Castle Rock to Colorado Springs and look across the top of Pike’s Peak into the southwestern front range of the Colorado Rockies which were pink and orange with reflecting snow.


Arms and legs, piano stools and a little mewing grey cat spun and twirled with her as she rose even above the Rockies and could see from Kansas City to California, Mount Rushmore to the Rio Grande. And there was Hiroshima, too, in her dress, spinning and spinning.


“Good night, Katie,” her mother said.


“Good night, Mom.” Katie rolled over on to her side and pulled the blanket over her shoulder.










Five



Katie had always supposed that she wouldn’t like sex, that it was something boys knew about and wanted to “get” like double-barreled carburetors or the right track shoes. She thought that if it wasn’t downright disgusting the only pleasure she would have from it would be the equivalent of listening with the patience of a girlfriend to boys talking about boy-things.


But she lay in the bed of a cabin that belonged to a friend of a friend of Phil’s, feeling delicious. Outside was a ghost town named Alice, which wasn’t more than a few weather-beaten cabins and the smell of ice from St Mary’s Glacier and the pine. The wind in the trees sounded like a running mountain creek but she knew that the creek was far below their steep mountainside. She still pulsed within, her skin alive and alert to the sheets, to Phil’s palm on her ribs and his thigh against her. A creamy fish odor puffed out of the bedclothes with every movement.


Phil seemed spent and limp but she was thinking that she would like to try it again. She wiggled her feet luxuriously, almost as happy to have the feeling of wanting it as to be having it. He gave a deeply contented sigh and turned on to his side, facing her, which pulled a draft of cold air under the covers. She snuggled closer, shivering.
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