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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.







Chapter I: Neil Hubbard


At eight-thirty on the morning of Friday June 3, Neil Hubbard turned his Volkswagen north from Bayview Highlands, and arrived in Oakland a few minutes before nine. At nine o’clock he swung into the lot behind the Alameda County Welfare Department, parked in the space marked Director. He alighted, walked around the building to the main entrance, a big-bodied man with short legs, a round complacent face. His features were small, set close together; on top of his polished scalp rested a pad of blond hair. He climbed to the second floor, entered the main office, walked up the center aisle, nodding to those senior social workers who happened to be at their desks.


In the reception area before his private office he stopped by the desk where Miss Coyne, his secretary, sat opening mail. Hubbard bent forward in feigned astonishment. “Is that a new hair-do I see?”


“Oh yes,” said Miss Coyne. “I thought I’d try something different for a change. I like to experiment with things.”


“Psychologists say that’s the sign of an alert mind,” declared Hubbard. He stretched his arms widely, inhaled, exhaled. “What a beautiful morning! Sunshine, fresh air, not a sign of smog!”


“Yes, it’s lovely out,” Miss Coyne agreed. “Too nice to stay indoors.”


Hubbard made a waggish suggestion: “Let’s take the day off and…go fishing. We’re only young once; what do you say?”


Miss Coyne laughed. “Now, Mr. Hubbard, you know we can’t do that.”


“I suppose you’re right,” said Hubbard philosophically. “As usual.”


The telephone buzzed; Miss Coyne responded. “Office of the Director…Yes, he’s in.” She looked up at Hubbard. “The Police Department on the line, sir. Detective-Inspector Morrissey.”


Hubbard took the telephone. “Hubbard speaking.” He listened, frowned. After a moment he reached up a hand, pressed down on his flap of blond hair. “I don’t quite understand—just a minute, Inspector…” He went into his office, took up the desk telephone. “What’s all this again?”


Detective-Inspector Morrissey repeated himself.


“Why don’t you just go out and arrest the man?” demanded Hubbard.


Morrissey explained.


Hubbard, still puzzled, said petulantly, “I can’t understand how this man Bigg, whatever his name is—”


Morrissey interrupted.


“Certainly a peculiar situation,” mused Hubbard. He made a jocular suggestion: “I suppose you’ve checked in the telephone book?”


Morrissey’s voice became crisp. Hubbard pursed his delicate mouth, turned his eyes up to the ceiling. “Naturally I’m concerned. Very much so. But don’t forget I’m an old hand at this game. Nothing surprises me any more.”


Morrissey spoke further. Hubbard rubbed his hair up into a wispy top-knot. “I agree a hundred percent. It’s a black eye for the department. A black eye by association…What’s that name again? Biggs?…Oh! That’s different. I didn’t understand you…I’ll talk to the man who works that area…Fine, Inspector, I’ll call you back.”


Hubbard hung up and heaved a sigh of annoyance. He looked at his desk-calendar, consulted a chart under the plate-glass surface of the desk. He ran his finger along a line, stopped at a name: Paul Gunther.


Hubbard contracted his eyebrows. He flicked down the key of his intercom. “Send in Paul Gunther.”


A minute went by, two minutes. Hubbard sat frowning and pinching his chin. Morrissey’s news was disconcerting; the longer he considered it the less he liked it. Good public relations could not be taken lightly; if even a breath of scandal touched the department…He looked in annoyance toward the door. Where the devil was Gunther? He reached for the intercom, but at this moment Paul Gunther came into the office: a dark-haired young man of twenty-five, about average in height and weight with features unobtrusively regular except for a crooked twist at one side of his mouth. He wore a suit of dark blue gabardine, a white shirt with a black-green satin tie—an ensemble which Hubbard, in a fawn tweed jacket and baggy brown slacks, considered over-elegant.


Hubbard indicated a chair; Paul seated himself, waited in an air of respectful attention. Hubbard rolled his eyes to the ceiling and spoke without looking at Paul.


“You have a Mrs. Alberta Baker on your list?”


“Yes indeed,” said Paul. “One of our best customers. Lives out on Tenth Street. Four children by four different fathers, drawing the maximum.”


Hubbard dropped his eyes from the ceiling. “And Mr. Baker?”


“In jail, says Mrs. Baker. In Wyoming, or maybe Texas; she’s not quite sure.”


“Any sign that she’s cheating?”


Paul shrugged. “Nothing flagrant. She dresses pretty well. I’ve seen beer bottles and steak bones. No doubt there’s a boy friend in the background.”


Hubbard grunted. “Well, that’s nothing to us unless he’s supporting her. Evidently he’s not.” Paul raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”


Hubbard leaned forward decisively. “Here’s the situation. I’ve just had a call from the city police. Mrs. Baker complains that she’s being blackmailed. Ever hear of ‘Mr. Big’?”


Paul nodded. “A casual reference or two, nothing definite. I gather he’s a small-time hoodlum. One among many.”


“Well, Mr. Big shows ingenuity. He’s worked us into his act. According to Mrs. Baker, he’s threatened to send proof to the Welfare Department that she’s living with a man. She’ll be convicted of fraud, she’ll go to jail, her money will stop—unless she pays Mr. Big ten dollars a week.”


Paul reflected. “Ten dollars a week. Not much of a bite.”


“Suppose he’s milking twenty or thirty different people? In addition to whatever other rackets he’s got going.”


“Mrs. Baker is a rare bird,” mused Paul. “She seems to have a clear conscience. I’ll congratulate her.”


Hubbard made an impatient movement. “All this is beside the point. I want to see the thing cleared up; it’s the poorest possible public relations.” He hitched himself up in his chair. “Inspector Morrissey feels—and rightly, I believe—that if the police go around interrogating our clients, they’ll get nowhere. He’s asked for our cooperation; naturally we’ll help all we can. Here’s what I want you to do. During your calls, make a few tactful inquiries. Nothing pointed, nothing heavy. Have they ever heard of Mr. Big? Have they been approached by him? We just want to get the feel of the thing. Follow me?”


“Close on your heels,” said Paul. “We’re almost neck and neck. In fact…”


“In fact what?” demanded Hubbard.


Paul made an airy gesture. “Nothing important…I take it we want Mr. Big hauled before the bar of justice.”


“He seems to be breaking the law,” said Hubbard, insultingly polite. “We approve of legality, as a matter of policy.”


Paul rose to his feet. “Maybe I can turn something up. I’ve got an idea or two.”


“Remember,” said Hubbard, “we’re not boy-detectives. Morrissey merely wants us to make a few general inquiries.”


“Inquiries yes. Detection no,” said Paul. “Got it.” He raised his hand in a friendly salute and departed the office.


“Patronizing such-and-such,” muttered Hubbard. He leaned forward, consulted the chart under the glass, then spoke into his intercom. “Ask Thorgeson to step in.”


On the afternoon of Tuesday, June 7, Miss Coyne buzzed Hubbard, who sat reading one of the numerous official bulletins received by the office. “Mr. McAteel on line 3.”


“McAteel. Who’s he?”


“Mr. McAteel of McAteel Realty on San Pablo Avenue.”


“Whatever he’s selling I don’t want it.”


“I don’t think he’s selling anything. He asked for Mr. Gunther—in fact he called yesterday—but Mr. Gunther hasn’t been in, and he said he’d talk to you.”


Hubbard pursed his lips. “Gunther hasn’t been in? Not at all?”


“No sir.”


“Has he reported sick, anything like that?”


“I don’t know for sure, Mr. Hubbard. I’ll check.”


“Hmff…Well, put on Mr. McAteel.”


A contentious voice, pitched in tones of grievance, issued from the receiver. “Mr. Hubbard?”


“Speaking.”


“This is Steve McAteel, McAteel Realty. About your man Gunther, I don’t feel I should trouble you, but I’ve tried to contact him personally and had no luck—”


“What’s the trouble?”


“Well, I suppose it’s really no concern of yours—”


Hubbard said huffily, “In that case—”


“No, no, I mean only that it’s Gunther I want to talk to, that your office isn’t involved; at least to the best of my knowledge it isn’t.”


“If I knew what you’re talking about,” said Hubbard, “I might be able to give you an intelligent answer.”


“Well, it’s no great shakes,” said McAteel. “Let’s just call it a matter of inconvenience to me, a lack of consideration on Gunther’s part. He came into our office Sunday morning—”


“Sunday morning?”


“We’re open every Sunday. Gunther came in about ten o’clock. He said he was interested in one of our properties, a house on Lily Street. I didn’t see him personally, he spoke to my salesman, Jeff Pettigrew. He and Gunther are old friends. Well, Pettigrew offered to show the place, but Gunther said he’d look around by himself and took the keys. That’s not the way we usually do things, but, well, the house has been up for years.”


“So what’s the difficulty?”


McAteel’s voice took on a defensive pitch. “Gunther was supposed to return the keys the same day, but here it is Tuesday, and no sign of him. I want to know what’s what but I can’t get hold of him.”


“You’ve tried his home?”


“I don’t know his home address. Pettigrew doesn’t either. I thought maybe you could help me.”


“Strictly contrary to regulations,” said Hubbard, on safe ground at last. “However, I’ll call myself and let you know.”


“Good enough, Mr. Hubbard. I’ll be expecting your call.”


Hubbard signaled the PBX operator. “What about Paul Gunther?”


“He hasn’t reported in, Mr. Hubbard.”


“Get me his home.”


“Yes sir. I have the number right here in the index.” A moment later she called Hubbard back. “Mrs. Gunther, Paul’s mother, on the line.”


“Hello? Who is this?” inquired a cultivated contralto voice.


Hubbard introduced himself. “I’d like to speak to Paul, if he’s at home.”


“But I’m sorry! Paul doesn’t live with me now. He changed to his own residence, oh, several months ago.”


“Perhaps you can give me his telephone number?”


“He has no telephone, Mr. Hubbard. For some reason he decided to do without one.”


“Ah,” said Hubbard smoothly. “But you have his address?”


“One moment, it’s right here…Somewhere…Yes. 1417 Orange Street, in Oakland.”


“1417 Orange Street. Thank you, Mrs. Gunther.”


“Perhaps I can help?” Mrs. Gunther asked. “Paul discusses all his affairs with me.”


“I’m afraid not, Mrs. Gunther. Thank you very much.”


Hubbard hung up, waited a moment. Once more he called the switchboard operator: “Put on Mervin Gray, Investigations…”


“Hello,” said a quiet voice. “Gray speaking.”


“Hubbard here, Mervin. I want you to take a car, run out to 1417 Orange Street. Got that? You’re looking for Paul Gunther. One of our men, social worker in Family Services. If he’s not there, try to get a line on where we can find him.”


An hour later Gray called back. “Mr. Hubbard? You sure you gave me that number right?”


“Certainly I’m sure! What’s the trouble?”


“There’s no 1417 Orange Street. A 1413, a 1419, and nothing in between.”


Hubbard’s mouth sagged. “Somebody must know where he lives!”


“What’s the problem?” asked Gray.


Hubbard cleared his throat. “It’s an involved situation. Come on back to the office—or go home, if you like; it’s almost five.”


“Righto.”


Hubbard tilted back in his chair. After a moment he swung forward, brought a bag of dried figs from his drawer. He selected two, replaced the bag, leaned back, munched thoughtfully. He came to a decision. Reaching for the telephone, he called police headquarters and was connected with Detective-Inspector Morrissey.


“Probably I’m raising a hue and cry over nothing,” said Hubbard, “but here are the facts. I instructed one of my men, Paul Gunther, to ask around about this ‘Mr. Big’. Gunther hinted that he might be able to get some information—he wouldn’t say how or where. That was Friday. Gunther failed to report to the office or call in both yesterday and today.”


“Is that usual with Gunther?”


“Gunther is more or less irresponsible, but so far as I know he’s kept regular hours.”


“It could mean something or nothing. Most likely—”


“That’s not quite all.” Hubbard told of his conversation with Steve McAteel, and described Mervin Gray’s inability to find 1417 Orange Street. “I find it all rather puzzling.”


Morrissey made a non-committal sound. “I’ll put Lieutenant George Shaw on this case. I wonder if you’d tell him what you’ve just told me?”


“Certainly.”


Lieutenant Shaw came on the line. Hubbard repeated his information. Like Morrissey, Shaw reserved judgment. “Of course we’d rather be safe than sorry. You can’t get any information at his home?”


“I don’t believe his mother knows anything. Either he intentionally gave her misinformation or she’s made a mistake.”


“Well, tomorrow morning I’ll check around, unless Gunther’s back at work.”


“In which case I’ll let you know.” Hubbard hung up, and sat with hands resting purposefully on the edge of the desk. Miss Coyne looked through the door. “Anything else, Mr. Hubbard?”


“That’s all, Miss Coyne. Thank you.”


“Goodnight, Mr. Hubbard.”


“Goodnight.”


Hubbard sat listening to the sounds of the emptying outer office. After a moment he rose to his feet, went to the door. The office was now almost vacant. A few people still worked, the clatter of their typewriters strangely sharp and loud. Hubbard went down the center aisle, paused beside Paul Gunther’s desk. The surface was clear except for a pair of letters, tucked into a corner of the blotter.


Hubbard seated himself, looked through the drawers, finding nothing of interest. He pursed his lips despondently. His eyes returned to the letters. He reached out, drew them tentatively to the center of the blotter. The first, inscribed in a feminine handwriting, bore the return address: 888 Flores Way, Piedmont. The second, larger and heavier, was directed to G. Paul Gunther, and displayed the insignia of the Bank of America. Without moving his head, Hubbard looked around the office. No one seemed to be watching him.


Hubbard rose to his feet, returned to his own office, seated himself with a grunt of satisfaction. He laid the letters face down on his desk, brought out a knife. With great patience he lifted the flaps.


The letter from the bank turned out to be a monthly statement. Hubbard had expected as much and laid it aside. The second was more emotional in tone. It read:




March 27


Paul:


It’s now two o’clock in the morning; I’m alone and worried about myself. What kind of person am I? What kind of person you are makes no difference. I’ve read somewhere of an artist unable to paint for watching himself in the mirror and wondering “Who am I?” I feel much the same. Who am I? The question won’t mean anything to you, nor the answer. It means a great deal to me.


Probably you feel I’ve failed you; probably you’re right. But remember—I say this to myself, not to you—I never made any commitments. You’ll agree that I haven’t failed myself. This will seem to you a matter of the most sublime unimportance. Because I’m sure I’ll never attain that exalted plane upon which you exist. No doubt you have arrived at this same conclusion. In fact I think we’ve been trying to put together a jig-saw puzzle with pieces from half a dozen different sets.


I know it’s late, and I know that circumstances like this make for dramatic insights—and maybe the deepest truths. But I’m writing in the most dispassionate mood I can make for myself. So far I’ve written only what I could think, reason, rationalize. I’ll let you wonder what I’d have to say if I wrote what I felt.


Sincerely,


Barbara





Strange, thought Hubbard. A provocative letter. Reaching into his drawer, he brought forth three dried figs which he ate while he studied the bank statement. “Hm,” said Neil Hubbard. “Very interesting indeed.” He replaced the letters in the envelopes, resealed them with care.


He telephoned home. “Eunice, I’ll be rather late tonight. At least an hour…No, not the slightest…Certainly by all means—I’ll have a nice salad when I get home…”


Briskly now Hubbard departed the office.




Chapter II: Jeff Pettigrew


Ten o’clock on the morning of Wednesday June 8, Detective-Lieutenant George Shaw drove an unmarked city car along San Pablo Avenue, a semi-respectable thoroughfare which, from its origin in downtown Oakland, strikes north through a whole series of bayshore communities.


McAteel Realty was located on that segment of San Pablo Avenue bordering West Oakland, a predominantly black district. Shaw parked his car, walked along the sidewalk: a mild-looking man in the mid-thirties, hard and stocky, with a ruff of dust-colored hair.


He entered the offices of McAteel Realty. A receptionist-secretary looked up from her desk. “Yes sir?”


Shaw introduced himself. “I’d like to speak to Mr. McAteel.”


The woman asked cautiously, “Does he expect you?”


“I hardly think so.”


The secretary rose to her feet, disappeared down a hall. A moment later she returned, nodded toward Shaw. “This way, please.”


McAteel was sun-tanned and dapper in light brown Italian silk. His age was about fifty; he was tall, loose-limbed as a rhesus monkey, bald except for a fringe of gray hair over his ears. He jerked courteously half-upright to greet Shaw, motioned to a chair. “Sit down, Lieutenant. What have I done wrong now? Cigarette?”


“No. Thanks.” Shaw charged his pipe from a pouch. “I’m here in reference to Paul Gunther.”


“Oh yes,” said McAteel. “Gunther. The lad isn’t in trouble?”


“No, nothing like that. You haven’t seen him recently?”


“Not for several days.”


“Apparently he’s dropped from sight,” said Shaw. “Failed to show up for work Monday, yesterday, this morning. No one knows where he lives, and we’re wondering what’s happened to him.”


“I understand that people disappear every day,” said McAteel. “Vanish right off the face of the earth.”


“I don’t want to give the wrong impression,” said Shaw. “He might be home sick in bed, for all I know. But as I say, no one knows where he lives.”


McAteel shook his head, marveling at the infinite variations of human conduct. “You’ve checked the hospitals, naturally?”


Shaw nodded, lit his pipe. “No sign of him. I understand that one of your men is a friend of Gunther’s?”


“Yes indeed,” said McAteel. “I take it you’ve heard that business about the Lily Street property?”


“Hubbard told me what he knew.”


“I’d better call Pettigrew,” said McAteel. He raised himself to his feet. “Just one minute.” He left the room.


Shaw listened carefully, and seemed to hear the gentle closing of a door. He waited, puffing at his pipe.


McAteel returned with a tall blond young man, muscular and clean-cut, with only the slightest suggestion of softness in arms, legs and jaw-line. McAteel introduced him: “My assistant, body-guard, chief salesman and bottle-washer, Jeff Pettigrew. Also my nephew. Jeff’s got a degree in Business Administration; he’s going to do great things for us.”


Shaw considered Pettigrew dispassionately. He was handsome in a stern pink sort of way, his eyes round, blue, rather prominent. “Well, Jeff,” said Shaw, “I guess Mr. McAteel’s explained what I’m here for.”


“You’re inquiring about Paul Gunther.”


Shaw nodded. “Do you know his home address, or telephone number?”


“Sorry, we weren’t that well acquainted.”


“I see. Can you think of anyone who might know?”


Jeff considered, then frowned and said evenly, “No, I’m afraid not.”


“In that case,” said Shaw, “I’ll have to inquire elsewhere.”


Jeff nodded graciously. “Sorry I can’t help you.”


“About that house on Lily Street, did Gunther mention the reason for his interest?”


Jeff shrugged. “I suppose he’d like to remodel and sell—if he can get it cheap enough.”


“He’s really serious about it, then?”


“Gunther’s a strange sort,” said Jeff. “You can’t always tell what he’s thinking.”


“I see.” Shaw reflected a moment. “I suppose we’d better go take a look at that house.”


Jeff nodded without enthusiasm. He opened a drawer, looked glumly through a box of keys. “I hope I can find a way to get in.”


“Don’t you have duplicate keys?”


Jeff looked up sharply, fixed Shaw with a quick stare of his hard blue eyes. “They seem to be misplaced.” He rummaged a moment or two longer. “These should get us through the back door. It’s just a common old lock.”


Shaw turned to McAteel. “Thanks for your cooperation.”


“Not at all, Lieutenant. Hope we can clear things up. The Case of the Missing Welfare Worker, eh?”


Shaw smiled politely. “Something like that.”


In the car Jeff Pettigrew allowed himself to relax. “So Paul’s missing.”


“Not officially. In fact—well, we just don’t know what’s happened.”


Jeff looked sidewise. “Is somebody’s money missing too?”


“No,” said Shaw. “Nothing like that at all…Incidentally I understand that he’s a friend of yours.”


“He’s not exactly a friend; I’ve met him here and there, at parties and so forth.”


“What sort of a person is he?”


Pettigrew hesitated. The pressure of words built up; his lips trembled; speech came in a sudden gush. “If you want my frank opinion, Gunther’s a phony. He’s trying to be something he isn’t, pushing in where he isn’t wanted. You understand what I mean?”


“No, not completely. You mean, he’s a social climber?”


Jeff Pettigrew nodded. “That fits well enough. He wants to live like a millionaire on a social worker’s income. He wants to act the big shot, but he won’t pick up the tab.”


“You don’t seem to be one of his admirers.”


“Hardly.”


“Apparently he thinks well enough of you. He came to you about this house on Lily Street.” Jeff laughed. “We have an exclusive on that house. He can’t go anywhere else.”


“I see…How long have you known Gunther?”


Jeff considered, shrugged slightly. “Six months, more or less.”


Jeff and Paul Gunther had met at a party, their encounter catalyzed by a pretty girl named Barbara Tavistock. The date was February 5, the place an old brown-shingled house in Berkeley, on the fringes of the University. Paul arrived at about ten-thirty with a pint of bourbon, to be made welcome by a skinny young man in blue jeans. “Come in, whoever you are.”


Paul introduced himself. “Fergus told me to drop by.”


“I’m Ira Slavinsky, I live here too.” He slapped Paul between the shoulder blades. “March on in. We’re informal around here, slovenly in fact. I can’t bother to introduce you. Fire escape to the right, can to the left, kitchen straight ahead.”


Paul passed through the hall into a large living room paneled in varnished redwood. The furnishings were standard avant-garde: a pair of studio couches spread with denim; a record player and large speaker-enclosure; canvas chairs; bookcases crammed with paperbacks. A replica of the Venus of Willendorf occupied the mantle; the walls displayed a group of astounding and chaotic oil paintings; from the ceiling hung an enormous Japanese paper fish containing a string of Christmas tree lights.


Two dozen people occupied the room. Others wandered back and forth along the hall. Paul went out into the kitchen, where he opened his pint of bourbon, secured ice-cubes from the refrigerator, mixed himself a highball. He bent to hide his bottle behind the refrigerator, but the space was occupied by another and larger bottle. Paul tucked the pint behind a platter in the dish-closet, returned to the living room.


He found a seat on one of the couches, and leaning back, considered his fellow-guests. They seemed rather an ordinary group. Everyone had come to watch, to drink, to be entertained. Everyone hoped for adventure, provided it could be accomplished without danger, inconvenience, expense, hangover or scandal. Small chance of adventure here. Where were the daring and beautiful women, the men of character, the talented musicians? No one was even sufficiently offensive to be amusing.


But the evening was young.


A few people he knew by name: Charles Bickerstaff, a pucker-faced little physicist with an obsessive disapproval of government security measures; a tall dark-haired girl named Nausicaa; a flaxen-blonde Greek girl named Iphigenia; Bill and Mary Jones, who eked out the most meager of livelihoods posing for art classes. Next to Paul sat a handsome black youth in a beige summer suit, whom Paul seemed to recognize from another context. None of the girls were especially attractive, but—the evening was young. Someday, somewhere, the miracle; the certainty of this was latent in the doctrine Paul lived by. Someday, somewhere, a surprised meeting of glances, mutual intuition. Paul knew nothing of her, except that she would be radiant with vitality, slender and young and gay, chaste until now, and now suddenly reckless.


Paul began to chat with the young negro beside him. His name was Ted Therbow; he taught economics at night school, worked days at a service station, saving money to emigrate to France. Paul asked in quizzical amusement. “What on earth will you gain by that?”


“Don’t be naïve,” said Therbow. He added sardonically, “I like good wine.”


Paul laughed; Ted Therbow grinned in return. “I know you from somewhere,” said Therbow. “Can’t figure where.”


“School? Berkeley High? Cal?”


“No. Maybe I’ve sold you gas.”


“Might be. Where’s your station?”


“Ninth and Van Buren, down in West Oakland.”


“I work in that district,” said Paul. “I’m with the Welfare Department.”


“That’s a good job. I’m trying to get into Urban Renewal. Took the test last Tuesday. Lots of slums to tear down out there.”


“You want to put me out of work?”


Ted Therbow showed a flash of white teeth. “Sure I’d like to put you out of work. You’re not a medicine, you’re a bandage. Clean out the slums, give kids a decent chance to grow up. Then there won’t be all those hoodlums and delinquents you hear about.”


Paul squinted across the rim of his glass. “Do the slums make the hoodlums, or the hoodlums the slums?”


Ted Therbow started to withdraw into a dark imperturbable blandness. Paul said hastily, “I’m not talking about black people. Any kind of people make slums, when they’re poor and uneducated.”


Ted Therbow still sat stiffly.


“I’ve got every kind of people on my list,” said Paul. “Okies, Mexicans, Blacks, Sicilians, Hindus, even an Eskimo family. I don’t see much to choose between them.”


Ted Therbow nodded grudgingly. “Ignorant people everywhere, the smart people taking advantage of them.”


“I don’t deny that,” said Paul. “Loan sharks, real estate people, car salesmen, not to mention the home-grown crooks.”


Therbow was losing interest in the discussion. “You get into more of that than I do.”


“I’m up to my neck in it. You’d be surprised what I run into.”


“I guess so. Everybody tries to fool the Welfare Man.”


“I just do my job. Why get hung up?” He drained his glass. “I need a refill.”


When he returned Ted Therbow had moved, and the empty seats were occupied. A number of other people had arrived; the living room was crowded, the hall clotted so thick as to impede passage to the kitchen.


A woman in pale green teetering on platform shoes lurched into Paul; he put his arm out to support her. She was warm and pliant; Paul held her a moment longer than necessary. She said, “Excuse me, I’m so sorry.”


“Not at all. The pleasure is mine.”


She wrinkled her nose and moved away. Paul looked after her. About thirty, fairly good figure, rather vacuous in the face. Nothing sensational. She glanced back, turned to him with an arch pout. Paul nodded polite acknowledgement. He finished off his glass. After a pint she might look good.


A third highball went the way of the second and first. Returning to the living room with his fourth, Paul found three couples dancing to music from the record player. He watched, half of a mind to approach the woman in green. He considered her from the corner of his eye. She sat talking to Ted Therbow, who looked bored. When she smiled, Paul saw that she had very small teeth with naked pink areas of gum in between. He decided to wait a few minutes longer.


The bourbon was taking hold. Faces loomed from the shadows, the features important signs which Paul struggled to interpret. Somewhere the key to personality must exist; what power to the man who discovered it! Paul corrected himself. Advantage, yes; power no. Paul had no taste for power. Destiny, whom he knew to be his only real adversary, held a monopoly on real power. Any other sort was illusory. Paul preferred detachment, enjoying his intricate pleasures quietly and intensely. He considered himself a citadel, serene, secure, moving among the complex ways of the world, knowing as much as he cared to know, with pleasure as close as his own imagination…From the kitchen came a gust of laughter. Paul went down the hall to see what was going on. He found several guests leaning against the sink exchanging improper jokes. Paul listened dispassionately. He considered such exercise the pathetic striving of ineffectual personalities. Charlie Bickerstaff, now holding forth, seemed the very definition of the type.


Paul reached for his bottle, poured another drink. He frowned as he saw the level of the whiskey. Two-thirds of a pint gone? Had he drunk so much? He couldn’t be sure. Annoying. With a suspicious glance toward Charlie Bickerstaff, he hid the bottle in a new location, and returned to the living room. There still was no place to sit; he stood in the doorway. His consciousness was heightened; his sense of Now was razor-keen; every instant carried a unique and momentous significance…A pale young man in baggy gray flannel slacks, a dark blue sweater worn over a T-shirt, leaned against the wall beside him. Paul studied this young man, considering his function in a universe dominated by the twin entities of Paul Gunther and Destiny. He looked undernourished, not too tidy; his cheeks were hollow, his eyes glittered, his nose was a beak, his hair an unkempt brown thatch. An ascetic? An artist? A poet?


Paul spoke:




Into this Universe and why not knowing,


Now whence, like Water willy-nilly flowing:


And out of it, as Wind along the Waste,


I know not whither, willy-nilly blowing.





The thin-faced young man turned him a wary glance. “Original?”


“Certainly,” said Paul, “Here’s another:
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