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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.




INTRODUCTION


The Door Into Summer is a sparkling hard-SF adventure featuring corporate shenanigans, cryogenic suspended animation, time travel, and two different future eras shaped by the aftermath of nuclear war. And yet it’s characteristic of Robert Heinlein’s relaxed, fluent and folksy style at this stage of his career that he should open such a story with an anecdote about his hero’s cat.


He would say, in fact, in an interview with Alfred Bester, that it was his own cat that gave him the idea for the novel in the first place. During a Colorado winter the cat would wander around the house from one door to another, peering out glumly. Heinlein was puzzled until his wife Virginia explained that the cat didn’t fancy the snow fields it saw through the various doors, and was looking for a ‘door into summer’. Heinlein wrote the book inspired by the phrase in just thirteen days – and opened it with that very story.


Of course the novel that developed from that seed engaged with the concerns and themes Heinlein had been exploring since his first story was published in 1939. ‘Lifeline’, which appeared in John W Campbell’s genre-shaping magazine Astounding Science Fiction, was the start of a new journey for a man then in his thirties who already had a career in the military behind him (terminated for medical reasons), and who would return to military service during World War II. By 1957, when The Door Into Summer was first published in book form, Robert Heinlein was fifty years old, and as the quality of the novel shows, somewhere near the peak of his storytelling powers.


The narrator, and owner of a door-into-summer cat called Pete, is a typical Heinlein protagonist, a ‘competent man’. A talented and individualistic engineer, Daniel Boone Davis was so named by his father to imbue him with a sense of ‘personal liberty and self-reliance’ (chapter 2). In the year 1970, after a military career during which he survived a limited nuclear exchange called the ‘Six Weeks War’, Davis uses military spin-off technology to devise lines of household robots with names like Hired Girl. Being a Heinlein hero, Davis wants to stick to solo working and to avoid corporate entanglements – but Davis finds himself hustled out of his own business by an ambitious partner and a treacherous fiancée.


Indeed, Davis is removed from the scene altogether by being forced into a ‘Long Sleep’, a period of cryogenic suspended animation, available at a price to the terminally ill dreaming of a future cure, adventurous explorers, and those hopeful of making a killing through compound-interest gains on their investments. Heinlein knew his genre. This plotline is a knowing play on HG Wells’ novel When the Sleeper Wakes (1899) which Heinlein name-checks (chapter 1), and by the fifties SF had developed into a kind of extended conversation in which such ideas were explored and revisited by successive writers. One contemporary book review (by the Yorkshire Evening Post) said that ‘Heinlein tweaks the tail of the suspended animation theory to give it another twist . . .’


Having shown us one future era in 1970, Heinlein now effortlessly sketches another, as Davis wakes in the year 2000. With his technical skills out of date, Davis is somewhat adrift, but no Heinlein competent man is out of control for long. Davis soon ends up working for a descendant of the corporation he helped to found thirty years before – and he begins to finds evidence of patents he himself lodged after his cryo-freezing. Davis tracks down a primitive, experimental time-travel gadget, and determines to go back to 1970 and put things right . . . To say much more would be to give away spoilers, but I can’t resist noting that a top priority for Davis is to rescue his cat.


This middle-period novel is suffused with tropes Heinlein explored throughout his career. His competent men ranged from Delos D Harriman, the crooked space entrepreneur of ‘The Man Who Sold the Moon’ (1950), to the immortal Lazarus Long of Time Enough for Love (1973). Indeed, Lazarus Long was another hero who went back into the past to meddle with his own timeline, an idea Heinlein also explored memorably in the classic stories ‘By His Bootstraps’ (1941) and ‘All You Zombies’ (1959). The idea of a world shaped by war and the spin-offs of war was explored in such works as Starship Troopers (1959). In The Door Into Summer even the cold-sleep technology was originally military, used to stack reserve troops asleep in bunkers to emerge after a nuclear conflict.


But given how typically Heinleinian the book is, it’s remarkable that The Door Into Summer was published before most of the works for which Heinlein is now probably best remembered, including Starship Troopers, the controversial saga of free love and mysticism Stranger in a Strange Land (1961), and The Moon is a Harsh Mistress (1966), a tough and memorable saga of interplanetary war. In such works Heinlein developed a new tone, as his own political views as a ‘rational anarchist’ (a phrase used in The Moon is a Harsh Mistress) came more to the fore: such a thinker, a kind of extreme edition of Daniel Boone Davis, despises government in principle, but accepts a limited form as a pragmatic necessity. Heinlein’s competent-man protagonists somewhat degenerated into mouth-pieces for such views, and his exploration of complicated extended-family structures came to dominate his plotlines.


Indeed there’s a trace of the latter in The Door Into Summer, as Davis pursues a peculiar ‘romance’ with a girl, Ricky – the stepdaughter of his business partner – who’s only twelve years old in 1970, when Davis is a mature man. The love affair is resolved only when the time-hopping reunites the couple with both at respectable ages, but it’s an element that jars for the modern reader. Ricky is, however, one of Heinlein’s many gestures of affection in his writing to his own wife; Ricky’s middle name is Virginia.


Perhaps The Door Into Summer shows some traces of the haste with which it was written. The plot requires the reader to accept not one but two technological leaps of faith, the cold sleep and the time travel – and the latter only turns up when it’s needed to progress the plot. And Heinlein rather skates over the effects of his Six Weeks War; a conflict that included the destruction of Washington DC seems to have inflicted remarkably little long-term harm. But despite such quibbles the novel has remained hugely popular since it was first published.


In his early stories Heinlein developed a highly influential ‘Future History’, showing a progressive expansion out from the then present day, via various wars and revolutions, to a hopeful future and an expansion into space. Such tales electrified young imaginations. In the same way, in The Door Into Summer, it’s impossible not to be swept along by Heinlein’s engaging protagonist and his invigorating sense of the possible: ‘The future is better than the past,’ Daniel Boone Davis says (chapter 12). ‘The world grows steadily better because the human mind, applying itself to environment, makes it better. With hands . . . with tools . . . with horse sense and science and engineering.’


Until his death in 1988, and to some extent even since then, Robert Heinlein dominated the genre he had done so much to shape, even if he ultimately inspired as much argument as emulation. The Door Into Summer, a slab of classic genre SF, is mature Heinlein at his mellow best. Enjoy.


Stephen Baxter




1


One winter shortly before the Six Weeks War, my tomcat, Petronius the Arbiter, and I lived in an old farmhouse in Connecticut. I doubt if it is there any longer, as it was near the edge of the blast area of the Manhattan near-miss, and those old frame buildings burn like tissue paper. Even if it is still standing it would not be a desirable rental because of the fall-out, but we liked it then, Pete and I. The lack of plumbing made the rent low and what had been the dining room had a good north light for my drafting board.


The drawback was that the place had eleven doors to the outside.


Twelve, if you counted Pete’s door. I always tried to arrange a door of his own for Pete – in this case a board fitted into a window in an unused bedroom and in which I had cut a cat strainer just wide enough for Pete’s whiskers. I have spent too much of my life opening doors for cats – I once calculated that, since the dawn of civilization, nine hundred and seventy-eight man-centuries have been used up that way. I could show you figures.


Pete usually used his own door except when he could bully me into opening a people door for him, which he preferred. But he would not use his door when there was snow on the ground.


While still a kitten, all fluff and buzzes, Pete had worked out a simple philosophy. I was in charge of quarters, rations, and weather; he was in charge of everything else. But he held me especially responsible for weather. Connecticut winters are good only for Christmas cards; regularly that winter Pete would check his own door, refuse to go out of it because of that unpleasant white stuff beyond it (he was no fool), then badger me to open a people door.


He had a fixed conviction that at least one of them must lead into summer weather. Each time this meant that I had to go around with him to each of eleven doors, hold it open while he satisfied himself that it was winter out that way, too, then go on to the next door, while his criticisms of my mismanagement grew more bitter with each disappointment.


Then he would stay indoors until hydraulic pressure utterly forced him outside. When he returned the ice in his pads would sound like little clogs on the wooden floor and he would glare at me and refuse to purr until he had chewed it all out . . . whereupon he would forgive me until the next time.


But he never gave up his search for the Door into Summer.


On 3 December, 1970, I was looking for it too.


My quest was about as hopeless as Pete’s had been in a Connecticut January. What little snow there was in southern California was kept on mountains for skiers, not in downtown Los Angeles – the stuff probably couldn’t have pushed through the smog anyway. But the winter weather was in my heart.


I was not in bad health (aside from a cumulative hangover), I was still on the right side of thirty by a few days, and I was far from being broke. No police were looking for me, nor any husbands, nor any process servers; there was nothing wrong that a slight case of amnesia would not have cured. But there was winter in my heart and I was looking for the Door into Summer.


If I sound like a man with an acute case of self-pity, you are correct. There must have been well over two billion people on this planet in worse shape than I was. Nevertheless, I was looking for the Door into Summer.


Most of the ones I had checked lately had been swinging doors, like the pair in front of me then – THE SANS SOUCI BAR GRILL, the sign said. I went in, picked a booth halfway back, placed the overnight bag I was carrying carefully on the seat, slid in by it, and waited for the waiter.


The overnight bag said, ‘Waarrrh?’


I said, ‘Take it easy, Pete.’


‘Naaow!’


‘Nonsense, you just went. Pipe down, the waiter is coming.’ Pete shut up. I looked up as the waiter leaned over the table, and said to him, ‘A double shot of your bar Scotch, a glass of plain water, and a split of ginger ale.’


The waiter looked upset. ‘Ginger ale, sir? With Scotch?’


‘Do you have it or don’t you?’


‘Why, yes, of course. But—’


‘Then fetch it. I’m not going to drink it; I just want to sneer at it. And bring a saucer too.’


‘As you say, sir.’ He polished the table top. ‘How about a small steak, sir? Or the scallops are very good today.’


‘Look, mate, I’ll tip you for the scallops if you’ll promise not to serve them. All I need is what I ordered . . . and don’t forget the saucer.’


He shut up and went away. I told Pete again to take it easy, the Marines had landed. The waiter returned, his pride appeased by carrying the split of ginger ale on the saucer. I had him open it while I mixed the Scotch with the water. ‘Would you like another glass for the ginger ale, sir?’


‘I’m a real buckaroo; I drink it out of the bottle.’


He shut up and let me pay him and tip him, not forgetting a tip for the scallops. When he had gone I poured ginger ale into the saucer and tapped on the top of the overnight bag. ‘Soup’s on, Pete.’


It was unzipped; I never zipped it with him inside. He spread it with his paws, poked his head out, looked around quickly, then levitated his forequarters and placed his front feet on the edge of the table. I raised my glass and we looked at each other. ‘Here’s to the female race, Pete – find ’em and forget ’em!’


He nodded; it matched his own philosophy perfectly. He bent his head daintily and started lapping up ginger ale. ‘If you can, that is,’ I added, and took a deep swig. Pete did not answer. Forgetting a female was no effort to him; he was the natural-born bachelor type.


Facing me through the window of the bar was a sign that kept changing. First it would read: WORK WHILE YOU SLEEP. Then it would say: AND DREAM YOUR TROUBLES AWAY. Then it would flash in letters twice as big:


MUTUAL ASSURANCE COMPANY


I read all three several times without thinking about them. I knew as much and as little about suspended animation as everybody else did. I had read a popular article or so when it was first announced and two or three times a week I’d get an insurance-company ad about it in the morning mail; I usually chucked them away without looking at them since they didn’t seem to apply to me any more than lipstick ads did.


In the first place, until shortly before then, I could not have paid for cold sleep; it’s expensive. In the second place, why should a man who was enjoying his work, was making money, expected to make more, was in love and about to be married, commit semi-suicide?


If a man had an incurable disease and expected to die anyhow but thought the doctors a generation later might be able to cure him – and he could afford to pay for suspended animation while medical science caught up with what was wrong with him – then cold sleep was a logical bet. Or if his ambition was to make a trip to Mars and he thought that clipping one generation out of his personal movie film would enable him to buy a ticket, I supposed that was logical too – there had been a news story about a café-society couple who got married and went right from the city hall to the sleep sanctuary of Western World Insurance Company with an announcement that they had left instructions not to be called until they could spend their honeymoon on an interplanetary liner . . . although I had suspected that it was a publicity gag rigged by the insurance company and that they had ducked out of the back door under assumed names. Spending your wedding night cold as a frozen mackerel does not have the ring of truth in it.


And there was the usual straightforward financial appeal, the one the insurance companies bore down on: ‘Work while you sleep.’ Just hold still and let whatever you have saved grow into a fortune. If you are fifty-five and your retirement fund pays you two hundred a month, why not sleep away the years, wake up still fifty-five, and have it pay you a thousand a month? To say nothing of waking up in a bright new world which would probably promise you a much longer and healthier old age in which to enjoy the thousand a month? That one they really went to town on, each company proving with incontrovertible figures that its selection of stocks for its trust fund made more money faster than any of the others. ‘Work while you sleep!’


It had never appealed to me. I wasn’t fifty-five, I didn’t want to retire, and I hadn’t seen anything wrong with 1970.


Until recently, that is to say. Now I was retired whether I liked it or not (I didn’t); instead of being on my honeymoon I was sitting in a second-rate bar drinking Scotch purely for anaesthesia; instead of a wife I had one much-scarred tomcat with a neurotic taste for ginger ale; and as for liking right now, I would have swapped it for a case of gin and then busted every bottle.


But I wasn’t broke.


I reached into my coat and took out an envelope, opened it. It had two items in it. One was a certified check for more money than I had ever had before at one time; the other was a stock certificate in Hired Girl, Inc. They were both getting a little mussed; I had been carrying them ever since they were handed to me.


Why not?


Why not duck out and sleep my troubles away? Pleasanter than joining the Foreign Legion, less messy than suicide, and it would divorce me completely from the vents and the people who had made my life go sour. So why not?


I wasn’t terribly interested in the chance to get rich. Oh, I had read H. G. Wells’s The Sleeper Awakes, not only when the insurance companies started giving away free copies, but before that, when it was just another classic novel; I knew what compound interest and stock appreciation could do. But I was not sure that I had enough money both to buy the Long Sleep and to set up a trust large enough to be worth while. The other argument appealed to me more: go beddy-bye and wake up in a different world. Maybe a lot better world, the way the insurance companies would have you believe . . . or maybe worse. But certainly different.


I could make sure of one important difference: I could doze long enough to be certain that it was a world without Belle Darkin – or Miles Gentry, either, but Belle especially. If Belle was dead and buried I could forget her, forget what she had done to me, cancel her out . . . instead of gnawing my heart with the knowledge that she was only a few miles away.


Let’s see, how long would that have to be? Belle was twenty-three – or claimed to be (I recalled that once she had seemed to let slip that she remembered Roosevelt as President). Well, in her twenties anyhow. If I slept seventy years, she’d be an obituary. Make it seventy-five and be safe.


Then I remembered the strides they were making in geriatrics; they were talking about a hundred and twenty years as an attainable ‘normal’ life span. Maybe I would have to sleep a hundred years. I wasn’t certain that any insurance company offered that much.


Then I had a gently fiendish idea, inspired by the warm glow of Scotch. It wasn’t necessary to sleep until Belle was dead; it was enough, more than enough, and just the fitting revenge on a female to be young when she was old. Just enough younger to rub her nose in it – say about thirty years.


I felt a paw, gentle as a snowflake, on my arm. ‘Mooorrre!’ announced Pete.


‘Greedy gut,’ I told him, and poured him another saucer of ginger ale. He thanked me with a polite wait, then started lapping it.


But he had interrupted my pleasantly nasty chain of thought. What the devil could I do about Pete?


You can’t give away a cat the way you can a dog; they won’t stand for it. Sometimes they go with the house, but not in Pete’s case; to him I had been the one stable thing in a changing world ever since he was taken from his mother nine years earlier . . . I had even managed to keep him near me in the Army and that takes real wangling.


He was in good health and likely to stay that way even though he was held together with scar tissue. If he could just correct a tendency to lead with his right he would be winning battles and siring kittens for another five years at least.


I could pay to have him kept in a kennel until he died (unthinkable!) or I could have him chloroformed (equally unthinkable) – or I could abandon him. That is what it boils down to with a cat: you either carry out the Chinese obligation you have assumed – or you abandon the poor thing, let it go wild, destroy its faith in the eternal rightness.


The way Belle had destroyed mine.


So, Danny Boy, you might as well forget it. Your own life may have gone as sour as dill pickles; that did not excuse you in the slightest from your obligation to carry out your contract to this super-spoiled cat.


Just as I reached that philosophical truth Pete sneezed; the bubbles had gone up his nose. ‘Gesundheit,’ I answered, ‘and quit trying to drink it so fast.’


Pete ignored me. His table manners averaged better than mine and he knew it. Our waiter had been hanging around the cash register, talking with the cashier. It was the after-lunch slump and the only other customers were at the bar. The waiter looked up when I said ‘Gesundheit’, and spoke to the cashier. They both looked our way, then the cashier lifted the flap gate in the bar and headed towards us.


I said quietly, ‘MPs, Pete.’


He glanced around and ducked down into the bag; I pushed the top together. The cashier came over and leaned on my table, giving the seats on both sides of the booth a quick double-O. ‘Sorry, friend,’ he said flatly, ‘but you’ll have to get that cat out of here.’


‘What cat?’


‘The one you were feeding out of that saucer.’


‘I don’t see any cat.’


This time he bent down and looked under the table. ‘You’ve got him in that bag,’ he accused.


‘Bag? Cat?’ I said wonderingly. ‘My friend, I think you’ve come down with an acute figure of speech.’


‘Huh? Don’t give me any fancy language. You’ve got a cat in that bag. Open it up.’


‘Do you have a search warrant?’


‘What? Don’t be silly.’


‘You’re the one talking silly, demanding to see the inside of my bag without a search warrant. Fourth Amendment – and the war has been over for years. Now that we’ve settled that, please tell my waiter to make it the same all around – or fetch it yourself.’


He looked pained. ‘Brother, this isn’t anything personal, but I’ve got a license to consider. “No dogs, no cats” – it says so right up there on the wall. We aim to run a sanitary establishment.’


‘Then your aim is poor.’ I picked up my glass. ‘See the lipstick marks? You ought to be checking your dishwasher, not searching your customers.’


‘I don’t see no lipstick.’


‘I wiped most of it off. But let’s take it down to the Board of Health and get the bacteria count checked.’


He sighed. ‘You got a badge?’


‘No.’


‘Then we’re even. I don’t search your bag and you don’t take me down to the Board of Health. Now if you want another drink, step up to the bar and have it . . . on the house. But not here.’ He turned and headed up front.


I shrugged. ‘We were just leaving anyhow.’


As I started to pass the cashier’s desk on my way out he looked up. ‘No hard feelings?’


‘Nope. But I was planning to bring my horse in here for a drink later. Now I won’t.’


‘Suit yourself. The ordinance doesn’t say a word about horses. But just one more thing – does that cat really drink ginger ale?’


‘Fourth Amendment, remember?’


‘I don’t want to see the animal; I just want to know.’


‘Well,’ I admitted, ‘he prefers it with a dash of bitters, but he’ll drink it straight if he has to.’


‘It’ll ruin his kidneys. Look here a moment, friend.’


‘At what?’


‘Lean back so that your head is close to where mine is. Now look up at the ceiling over each booth . . . the mirrors up in the decorations. I knew there was a cat there – because I saw it.’


I leaned back and looked. The ceiling of the joint had a lot of junky decoration, including many mirrors; I saw now that a number of them, camouflaged by the design, were so angled as to permit the cashier to use them as periscopes without leaving his station. ‘We need that,’ he said apologetically. ‘You’d be shocked at what goes on in those booths . . . if we didn’t keep an eye on ’em. It’s a sad world.’


‘Amen, brother.’ I went on out.


Once outside, I opened the bag and carried it by one handle; Pete stuck his head out. ‘You heard what the man said, Pete. “It’s a sad world.” Worse than sad when two friends can’t have a quiet drink together without being spied on. That settles it.’


‘Now?’ asked Pete.


‘If you say so. If we’re going to do it, there’s no point in stalling.’


‘Now!’ Pete answered emphatically.


‘Unanimous. It’s right across the street.’


The receptionist at the Mutual Assurance Company was a fine example of the beauty of functional design. In spite of being streamlined for about Mach Four, she displayed frontal-mounted radar housings and everything else needed for her basic mission. I reminded myself that she would be Whistler’s Mother by the time I was out and told her that I wanted to see a salesman.


‘Please be seated. I will see if one of our client executives is free.’ Before I could sit down she added, ‘Our Mr Powell will see you. This way, please.’


Our Mr Powell occupied an office which made me think that Mutual did pretty well for itself. He shook hands moistly, sat me down, offered me a cigarette, and attempted to take my bag. I hung on to it. ‘Now, sir, how can we serve you?’


‘I want the Long Sleep.’


His eyebrows went up and his manner became more respectful. No doubt Mutual would write you a camera floater for seven bucks, but the Long Sleep let them get their patty-paws on all of a client’s assets. ‘A very wise decision,’ he said reverently. ‘I wish I were free to take it myself. But . . . family responsibilities, you know.’ He reached out and picked up a form. ‘Sleep clients are usually in a hurry. Let me save you time and bother by filling this out for you . . . and we’ll arrange for your physical examination at once.’


‘Just a moment.’


‘Eh?’


‘One question. Are you set up to arrange cold sleep for a cat?’


He looked surprised, then pained. ‘You’re jesting.’


I opened the top of the bag; Pete stuck his head out. ‘Meet my side-kick. Just answer the question, please. If the answer is “no”, I want to sashay up to Central Valley Liability. Their offices are in this same building, aren’t they?’


This time he looked horrified. ‘Mister—Uh, I didn’t get your name?’


‘Dan Davis.’


‘Mr Davis, once a man enters our door he is under the benevolent protection of Mutual Assurance. I couldn’t let you go to Central Valley.’


‘How do you plan to stop me? Judo?’


‘Please!’ He glanced around and looked upset. ‘Our company is an ethical company.’


‘Meaning that Central Valley is not?’


‘I didn’t say that; you did. Mr Davis, don’t let me sway you—’


‘You won’t.’


‘—but get sample contracts from each company. Get a lawyer, better yet, get a licensed semanticist. Find out what we offer – and actually deliver – and compare it with what Central Valley claims to offer.’ He glanced around again and leaned towards me. ‘I shouldn’t say this – and I do hope you won’t quote me – but they don’t even use the standard actuarial tables.’


‘Maybe they give the customer a break instead.’


‘What? My dear Mr Davis, we distribute every accrued benefit. Our charter requires it . . . while Central Valley is a stock company.’


‘Maybe I should buy some of their—Look, Mr Powell, we’re wasting time. Will Mutual accept my pal here? Or not? If not, I’ve been here too long already.’


‘You mean you want to pay to have that creature preserved alive in hypothermia?’


‘I mean I want both of us to take the Long Sleep. And don’t call him “that creature”; his name is Petronius.’


‘Sorry. I’ll rephrase my question. You are prepared to pay two custodial fees to have both of you, you and, uh, Petronius committed to our sanctuary?’


‘Yes. But not two standard fees. Something extra, of course, but you can stuff us both in the same coffin; you can’t honestly charge as much for Pete as you charge for a man.’


‘This is most unusual.’


‘Of course it is. But we’ll dicker over the price later . . . or I’ll dicker with Central Valley. Right now I want to find out if you can do it.’


‘Uh . . .’ He drummed on his desk top. ‘Just a moment.’ He picked up his phone and said, ‘Opal, get me Dr Berquist.’ I didn’t hear the rest of the conversation, for he switched on the privacy guard. But after a while he put down the instrument and smiled as if a rich uncle had died. ‘Good news, sir! I had overlooked momentarily the fact that the first successful experiments were made on cats. The techniques and critical factors for cats are fully established. In fact there is a cat at the Naval Research Laboratory in Annapolis which is and has been for more than twenty years alive in hypothermia.’


‘I thought NRL was wiped out when they got Washington?’


‘Just the surface buildings, sir, not the deep vaults. Which is a tribute to the perfection of the technique; the animal was unattended save by automatic machinery for more than two years . . . yet it still lives, unchanged, unaged. As you will live, sir, for whatever period you elect to entrust yourself to Mutual.’


I thought he was going to cross himself. ‘Okay, okay, now let’s get on with the dicker.’


There were four factors involved: first, how to pay for our care while we were hibernating; second, how long I wanted us to sleep; third, how I wanted my money invested while I was in the freezer; and last, what happened if I conked out and never woke up.


I finally settled on the year 2000, a nice round number and only thirty years away. I was afraid that if I made it any longer I would be completely out of touch. The changes in the last thirty years (my own lifetime) had been enough to bug a man’s eyes out – two big wars and a dozen little ones, the downfall of communism, the Great Panic, the artificial satellites, the change to atomic power – why, when I was a kid they didn’t even have multimorphs.


I might find 2000 A.D. pretty confusing. But if I didn’t jump that far Belle would not have time to work up a fancy set of wrinkles.


When it came to how to invest my dough I did not consider government bonds and other conservative investments; our fiscal system has inflation built into it. I decided to hang on to my Hired Girl stock and put the cash into other common stocks, with a special eye to some trends I thought would grow. Automation was bound to get bigger. I picked a San Francisco fertilizer firm too; it had been experimenting with yeasts and edible algae – there were more people every year and steak wasn’t going to get any cheaper. The balance of the money I told him to put into the company’s managed trust fund.


But the real choice lay in what to do if I died in hibernation. The company claimed that the odds were better than seven out of ten that I would live through thirty years of cold sleep . . . and the company would take either end of the bet. The odds weren’t reciprocal and I didn’t expect them to be; in any honest gambling there is a breakage to the house. Only crooked gamblers claim to give the sucker the best of it, and insurance is legalized gambling. The oldest and most reputable insurance firm in the world, Lloyd’s of London, makes no bones about it – Lloyd’s associates will take either end of any bet. But don’t expect better-than-track odds; somebody has to pay for Our Mr Powell’s tailor-made suits.


I chose to have every cent go to the company trust fund in case I died . . . which made Mr Powell want to kiss me and made me wonder just how optimistic those seven-out-of-ten odds were. But I stuck with it because it made me an heir (if I lived) of everyone else with the same option (if they died), Russian roulette with the survivors picking up the chips . . . and with the company, as usual, raking in the house percentage.


I picked every alternative for the highest possible return and no hedging if I guessed wrong; Mr Powell loved me, the way a croupier loves a sucker who keeps playing the zero. By the time we had settled my estate he was anxious to be reasonable about Pete; we settled for 15 per cent of the human fee to pay for Pete’s hibernation and drew up a separate contract for him.


There remained consent of court and the physical examination. The physical I didn’t worry about; I had a hunch that, once I elected to have the company bet that I would die, they would accept me even in the last stages of the Black Death. But I thought that getting a judge to okay it might be lengthy. It had to be done, because a client in cold sleep was legally in chancery, alive but helpless.


I needn’t have worried. Our Mr Powell had quadruplicate originals made of nineteen different papers. I signed till I got finger cramps, and a messenger rushed away with them while I went to my physical examination; I never even saw the judge.


The physical was the usual tiresome routine except for one thing. Towards the end the examining physician looked me sternly in the eye and said, ‘Son, how long have you been on this binge?’


‘Binge?’


‘Binge.’


‘What makes you think that, Doctor? I’m as sober as you are. “Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled—”’


‘Knock it off and answer me.’


‘Mmm . . . I’d say about two weeks. A little over.’


‘Compulsive drinker? How many times have you pulled this stunt in the past?’


‘Well, as a matter of fact, I haven’t. You see—’ I started to tell him what Belle and Miles had done to me, why I felt the way I did.


He shoved a palm at me. ‘Please. I’ve got troubles of my own and I’m not a psychiatrist. Really, all I’m interested in is finding out whether or not your heart will stand up under the ordeal of putting you down to four degrees centigrade. Which it will. And I ordinarily don’t care why anyone is nutty enough to crawl into a hole and pull it in after him; I just figure it is one less damn fool underfoot. But some residual tinge of professional conscience prevents me from letting any man, no matter how sorry a specimen, climb into one of those coffins while his brain is sodden with alcohol. Turn around.’


‘Huh?’


‘Turn around; I’m going to inject you in your left buttock.’ I did and he did. While I was rubbing it he went on, ‘Now drink this. In about twenty minutes you will be more sober than you’ve been in a month. Then, if you have any sense – which I doubt – you can review your position and decide whether to run away from your troubles . . . or stand up to them like a man.’


I drank it.


‘That’s all; you can get dressed. I’m signing your papers, but I’m warning you that I can veto it right up to the last minute. No more alcohol for you at all, a light supper and no breakfast. Be here at noon tomorrow for final check.’


He turned away and didn’t even say good-by. I dressed and went out of there, sore as a boil. Powell had all my papers ready. When I picked them up he said, ‘You can leave them here if you wish and pick them up at noon tomorrow . . . the set that goes in the vault with you, that is.’


‘What happens to the others?’


‘We keep one set ourselves, then after you are committed we file one set with the court and one in the Carlsbad Archives. Uh, did the doctor caution you about diet?’


‘He certainly did.’ I glanced at the papers to cover my annoyance.


Powell reached for them. ‘I’ll keep them safe overnight.’


I pulled them back. ‘I can keep them safe. I might want to change some of these stocks selections.’


‘Uh, it’s rather late for that, my dear Mr Davis.’
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