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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.


      




HUYSMAN’S PETS


“You going to do the book?”


“Probably not.”


“Why not?”


“I’m retired.”


“Look he was a famous man, Nobel Prize, all that. It’s natural for you. His widow says no one else can have the private stuff. Searles wants you to do it. I can get you the biggest advance you’ve ever seen for it. In fact, it’s in the works now. It’s a beauty.”


“He was a terrible man. I don’t like him.”


“You don’t have to like him. No one liked him, not even his widow, but he will make a hell of a book!”




Prologue


MARCH 14, 1970. Kansas City. Wet snow was melting, making rivulets that joined, became torrents in the gutters. Already, by eight, the air was balmy. Children had their coats open, their mittens in their pockets; their fingers were fiery red and felt hot. The heavy, wet snow was perfect for snowballs. The school bell blared and reluctantly the swarming children moved toward the doors, flinging one last snowball, sliding one last slide. One of the boys dumped a double handful of snow down the sweater of one of the girls, and she chased him around the brick building shrieking. The bell rang again; from now on they would be marked tardy. Lisa Robbins, a sixth grader, had been hanging back, not wanting to play with the smaller children. Now she ran up the wide stairs, but at the top she came to a complete halt. Someone rushed into her from behind and she staggered, caught a railing for support. Her face looked pinched, as if by cold. She turned and went down the stairs, against the current of the last few children hurrying to class. At the bottom of the stairs she started to walk fast, away from the building; she did not look back, and she held herself stiffly, gaze straight ahead, hands clenched. Her lunch box bumped against her leg with each step.


It was only four blocks to her house, one half of a duplex in a development where all the buildings were dun colored and there were no garages, no real yards, only a patch of grass before each building right down to the street where cars were parked as close as they could get to each other—nose to tail to nose. The footsteps she had left in the snow were distorted, each one larger than than both feet together, round, black with melted snow and dirty water.


No one was out now; the children were all in school, parents had gone to work or were still getting ready for work, too early for the mailman or deliveries. She had to find her key in her pocket before she could let herself in. Her mother was in the bathroom getting ready to go to her job in the diner. The child did not take off her boots or her jacket. She put the lunchbox down on the kitchen table and tapped on the bathroom door.


Judy was out of the shower by then and partly dressed. When she opened the door and saw her daughter, ashen faced, rigid with fear, she drew in her breath sharply.


“Those people are at the school,” Lisa said.


“I’ll hurry,” her mother replied. “Get the box from the closet and the suitcases.”


Fifteen minutes later they were in the two-year-old Ford leaving town, heading west. It was almost an hour before the child began to relax.


April 3, 1970. There were six black children in the sixth grade that year in Lincoln Elementary School, and at recess they kept themselves carefully segregated from the other students. Four girls, two boys, playing a game with a ball, the rules of which only they knew. The third graders had their morning recess at the same time, but the bigger children paid no attention to the smaller ones. Their game was too rough for babies. The bell rang, and they started to dart about like a miniswarm, keeping the ball in the air. One of them, Franklin Gillette, suddenly stopped, a listening look on his face. A girl poked him in the ribs and flashed away, but he did not move. “Come on,” they yelled at him, running backward, then forward, laughing. He turned and walked away fast, down to the bicycle rack where he unchained a bike and got on and sped away from the school.


He pedaled toward his apartment building, but, nearly there, he swerved and went down an alley instead, then down a side street, and finally to the main street that took him to the highway out of town. He pedaled as fast as he could. The fear taste in his mouth reminded him of the pennies they put on the railroad tracks, the same coppery taste that would not go away.


He knew he could not keep riding on the highway. He took the exit that was near the switching yards, and there he dumped the bike and swung aboard a freight car. He never had done this before, but he had seen it in movies and the other kids had talked about it. He huddled as far back in the corner as he could and no one found him until the train was outside Oklahoma City, where he was thrown off.


June 1, 1970. Mrs. Henderson’s face was red and her hair was wet with sweat when the sixth graders finally marched into the gymnasium and seated themselves without anyone falling down or tripping anyone else, without any rude noises that made them all break out in wild laughter, without any real pushing or shoving or scrambling for the chairs. It was a mistake, she thought grimly, to let them march in in pairs. She had told everyone it was a mistake, but would anyone believe her? Never! Five times she had been forced to make them start over. Five times!


“Now remember to do it like this tomorrow,” she told them sternly. “If you mess it up, I’ll… I’ll…”


Someone giggled and she had to smile too. What could she do?


“That was fine.” she said then. “It looked really good. Bobby, don’t move your chair when you sit down, okay? And Sandra—”


One of the girls—Michelle?—had risen. She looked pale, sick.


“What’s wrong, dear?”


The girl shook her head, her eyes too wide open, her color washed out down to her lips.


“The rest of you go back to your rooms now. Go on, and don’t make noise in the halls. Remember, other classes are working. Sit down, Michelle. Are you faint?”


A few girls were clustering about Michelle. Some of the boys began to chase each other through the gymnasium; chairs were scattered with rasping noises of wood on wood. The gym teacher would have a fit….


“You girls go on. I’ll look after Michelle.” Mrs. Henderson took the girl’s hand. It was cold, clammy. “Come along, dear. Ill take you down to the office for a rest. I expect you’ve had too much excitement.”


“I have to go home,” she whispered.


“We’ll see. Maybe if you just put your head down for a minute or two.”


“I have to go. I… I’m going to throw up.”


Mrs. Henderson gently forced her down into a chair. She looked at the three girls who were lingering. “Sandra, please go to the office and ask Mr. Holbein to come here. Now go on, all of you. Out!”


They left with obvious reluctance. Mrs. Henderson sat down next to Michelle, holding her hand. “I’ll take you home, but we have to get permission from Mr. Holbein first. Okay? Can you wait for a minute or two?”


She nodded, but it was clear that she was sick, shaking with a chill. Mrs. Henderson sighed. She could not remember ever having a graduation ceremony go off without a hitch of some kind, and every other year she was in charge of the damn thing.


“What is it?” Gregory Holbein demanded as he entered the echoing room. He was the principal.


“I have to take Michelle home. She’s not feeling well.”


He joined them, peering at the girl, frowning. “Would you step over here a minute, Mrs. Henderson?” He crossed the room to the wall and waited impatiently for Mrs. Henderson to join him.


“You know we have to have full attendance for those tests,” he said in a harsh undertone. “This is the first day in a month that we’ve had perfect attendance. You know how important this is!”


“Look at her. She’s going to heave any second.”


“Oh, God! I called them and told them to come today! They’re waiting, all set. I told them we have perfect attendance!”


“Well, don’t tell them otherwise! What can I say? She’s sick. I thought she was going to pass out cold. That kid’s got to go home. Don’t tell them anyone’s missing. This isn’t one of our tests or the board’s; nothing goes on the transcript. Just don’t tell them anyone’s absent.”


He took a deep breath. “Take her out the back door. I won’t mention it, and for God’s sake, don’t you either.”


“I’ll be at least an hour. They’ll be gone by then. Just relax, Greg. See you later.”


She did not show her amusement. How he fumed when any of the older teachers told him what to do, called him by his first name as if he were a child. She did not do it often, only enough to keep him in line somewhat. She went back to Michelle. “Can you walk, dear?”


“I think so.” She was unsteady. At the outside door, she held on to the frame and looked agonized.


“Just wait here and I’ll bring the car around. Can you manage that?”


“Yes. I’ll hold on.”


Mrs. Henderson hurried, and when she returned with the car, the girl was still clinging there. She helped her get in. Michelle put her head down on her knees as Mrs. Henderson drove through the grounds, out to the street, and toward her home. Blocks away from the school, the child sat upright again; color was returning to her cheeks, but she did not look fully recovered. It was good that she was going home, Mrs. Henderson knew. She probably needed a doctor, a checkup, something.


Michelle’s mother was home, a single parent from the look of it. The house was well furnished, clean, but small. There was no sign of a male’s presence.


The girl’s mother looked frightened, and Mrs. Henderson reassured her that it was nothing serious, that girls this age often became faint with the onset of the menses, excitement… She drove slowly when she left the child with her mother; she was in no hurry to return to school, in fact had no intention of returning until after hours. She stopped at a coffee shop and had a cigarette and coffee until it was time to go back. The next day when Michelle was absent, she was not surprised; she meant to call and inquire about her, but there was the rehearsal for one last time, and one of the boys knocked a chair off the low stage and for a while everyone thought the boy it hit might have a broken arm, but he was all right, and then the day was over. Michelle did not appear for graduation that evening. Mrs. Henderson never saw her again.




Chapter One


THE road was a wet black snake slithering through the dense forests in upstate New York. The rain had stopped, but the trees dripped, and pools of water gleamed on the serpent’s body, treacherous spots that could be smooth and level, or could be potholes. And it was damn cold. July, Clay Moseby kept thinking in disgust. It was July, and it was cold! He slowed from twenty-five to twenty and leaned forward to read names on the mailboxes that had appeared in a cluster. He was looking for Jay Rissel. He had lost faith in Jay Rissel. Just a couple miles after the turn-off, hah! An animal scurried across the road, and he slowed down again. He did not know what it had been. A possum? Woodchuck? Raccoon? Animals belonged in zoos with nameplates in front of their cages, for god’s sake. Another bunch of mailboxes stood at attention by the side of the road. The third one said JAY RISSEL. He slowed again, this time looking for the driveway. First one after the boxes. Right. If he didn’t find the place soon, he knew, he would not find it at all this day. It would be dark in half an hour. No one could find a thing on a road like this once it got dark. Black trees, black road, rain, wildlife to claim the road as soon as the light failed. Maybe bears and dangerous stuff like that, who knew?


He almost missed the driveway it was so narrow, so hemmed in by trees. People actually lived out here, lived here year-round, in the winter with snow up to their keisters! Sent their kids to school on buses that wound in and out of the trees with hardly enough room to make a turn, and god help them if something bigger than a bike was coming the other way… The driveway was gravel and even windier than the road and one car wide. All at once it ended at a log house.


No one responded to his pounding on the door; he tried it and found it unlocked, entered, wandered through the house that was darker than outside, and finally found Drew Lancaster on a deck behind the house overlooking the lake. The lake was so still it looked artificial, a wet painting.


“Hey, Drew, how’s it going?”


“Fine, Clay. How’d you find me? Better, why did you bother?”


“Pat had the address. She said to tell you hello.”


“Hello, Pat.”


Drew was long; stretched out on a chaise as he was now, he seemed even longer than his six feet plus, and thinner than Clay remembered.


Clay sat down and studied him. Neither spoke for several minutes until Clay asked, “Where’s the booze?”


“Kitchen. Help yourself.”


“Yeah, right back.”


He switched on a light this time, hunted in cabinets, found a glass, and half filled it from a bottle on the counter. It was too cold to add ice.


“What are you doing out here?” he asked when he returned to the deck.


“Watching fish rise.”


Clay took a deep drink.


“Look. You see that ring out there, where I’m pointing? Fish. They come up to feed this time of day.”


“When you’re not watching the fish, what do you do out here?”


“House-sitting for my old friend. Too bad he’s not here. I could say, ‘Clay, Jay.’”


“Pat said this place is empty nine or ten months each year. Doesn’t need a house sitter.”


Drew shrugged.


“When are you coming back to the city?”


“What’s the date?”


“July ten, nineteen eighty-two.”


“Maybe October. Maybe December. Maybe never.”


“Did you read that stuff I sent you?”


“About Huysman? Some of it.”


“You going to do the book?”


“Probably not.”


“Why not?”


“I’m retired.”


Clay took another drink, deeper. It was good bourbon. “You can’t be retired, for god’s sake. You’re only forty years old!”


“Two. Forty-two.”


“And I’m sixty-two. Huysman was eighty-five when he died!”


“See what working all his life did for him? Killed him finally.”


“Not funny. Look, he was a famous man, Nobel Prize, all that. It’s a natural for you. His widow says no one else can have the private stuff. Searles wants you to do it. I can get you the biggest advance you’ve ever seen for it. In fact, it’s in the works now. It’s a beauty.”


“He was a terrible man. I don’t like him.”


“You don’t have to like him. No one liked him, not even his widow, but he will make a hell of a book! No one expects a whitewash, for god’s sake.”


“You know why I don’t like him? Not because he was a fascist, if he really was, or because he was a government toady, and he was. Not for those reasons. Because he was a genius. I hate him for that. I’m not a genius. You’re not. Few of us are, but he was, and he knew it and despised everyone else who wasn’t. For that I hate him.”


“Drew, you may not need the money today or this year, but think of next year, ten years from now. You have to think of the future, and it’s damn good money. His widow even called me. You know who’s been after her for all the private stuff? Vidal! McPhee! Even Manchester! And she told them all to get lost. She likes the way you write. She liked the Stravinsky book and the Eisenhower book. She wants you to do this one. An authorized biography. No one but you.”


“Flattering.”


It was getting too dark to see his features; his face was a smudge of paleness in the gloom of the twilight. “You have anything to eat in the house?”


“Steaks in the freezer. Vegetables, lettuce in the crisper. Help yourself.”


“I’ll make us both something to eat. You stoned?”


Drew laughed, a low rumbling sound that was somehow mirthless. “Funny thing. That’s what I came out here for, to get high on something every night, and I haven’t done it yet. But I will. I keep forgetting, but one day I’ll make it.”


Drew was not aware when Clay left him. The lightning bugs were out now, flickering here, there over the lake, and bats were squealing, swooping…. Across the lake, lights had come on in other summer houses, and distant voices were indistinguishable from one another, their words only noises without meaning. He supposed Clay was right; he should think about next year, about the next decade. Clay didn’t understand, he decided, nor Pat, anyone. Huysman would understand now, although before his death he would have had the same trouble as everyone else, no doubt, genius or not. But now he would understand. It didn’t make a damn bit of difference, that was the secret that Drew had come to the lake to think about, and having thought about it now for how long? six weeks, two months? he knew it was the ultimate secret hardly anyone could acknowledge.


Clay would tell him to get a new woman, if he mentioned this discovery to him. That was Clay’s answer to any problem—a new fuck, a new thrill, a new contract. Life is like quicksilver, he sometimes said, speeding here and there, never static. You stop moving, you’re dead, pal. Finis. Move! Get with it! Find something new and fun to do. Clay would think this was the result of having Pat leave; he did think that. Most people thought it was too bad how hard he was taking what was, after all, an everyday commonplace any more. No one expected a man and a woman to stay together more than a few years, for goodness’ sake! How old-fashioned. He, Drew, did not expect that. And he, Drew, accepted that he had made his discovery long before Pat had cleaned out her things from their apartment, cleaned out Sherry’s things, made the move back to Richmond and Washington, a bonafide miracle living in two places at once.


He really did not need the money, he mused, watching the pale green lights, yellow lights in random motion, Brownian motion. His needs were relatively few. That was nice, having a wife with her own fortune, so that when you split, she did not grab alimony or attorney fees. You have yours, I have mine, she had said, and she packed up Sherry, who presumably was hers now except for vacation times and a few holidays and when he could get to Richmond. But he could get to Richmond any time he wanted, Pat had pointed out. He could live where he chose. Not in Richmond, babe, not anywhere in the South, in the land where women are women and men men and the only good black is a dead one and girl children automatically belonged to their mothers.


“Hey, Drew, come on in and eat! God, it’s freezing outside!”


They ate in the kitchen. The house was sparsely furnished with throw-away chairs and rickety tables. There were bunks in the two bedrooms, a cot in the living room.


They ate in silence. Clay had sliced a tomato to go with the steaks, and they both drank the bourbon.


“Seriously,” Clay said, pushing his plate back, “what do you do in a place like this?”


“Swim. Fish. Hike.”


“And think?”


“Hardly ever.” He had found that he could walk for hours and not remember a thought afterward. He wondered if his brain had died or was simply on vacation. He did not worry about it.


“Come back, kid. Poke around with the book and then if you really don’t want to do it, okay. No hard feelings. Sometimes you just don’t. But give it a chance.” He stood up. “Got any coffee?”


“In the refrigerator.” He drained his glass, examined himself for a sign of drunkenness and failed to find it. He had not been drinking quite enough, he decided. He was not a serious drinker. Pat was right: he was not serious about anything. “Why do you keep working?” he asked Clay.


“For the money. What else?”


“You have more than anyone. How much is enough?”


“There’s no such thing, kid. There’s never enough. No matter where you are, it’s never quite enough.”


Drew nodded. That was an open secret. Money. Prime mover. The ultimate cause behind every other cause. The real secret was that it generated itself. Those with, got more, just as the song said. Those without could never count on getting close enough to it to get a good sniff. Simple. He was not certain where he fitted into that spectrum. The South was not for him because he couldn’t be a good ol’ boy, but neither could he pursue money in the northern way. He needed a third category, he decided: those who didn’t give a damn found themselves stumbling over piles of money from time to time with no effort on their part, and it really did not matter or they ended up on Skid Row and that didn’t matter either.


The silence was broken by the sound of the coffee pot making its peculiar snuffling noise. It worked in protest every time. He found himself thinking of Stanley Everett Huysman, after all. Why had he kept working right up to the end, or until a stroke stopped him, with death following within the year? That was a mystery. Eighty-five fucking years old! A Biblical span. A venerable age, the age our forefathers achieved with dignity and hard work and the assurance of another life hereafter even longer and more venerable and more dignified. He laughed and when Clay looked at him questioningly, he shrugged.


“Why not? Maybe I’ll do it. What drove him? Money?”


“Probably. Got any cream?”


“No. And no sugar. I keep forgetting.”


Clay sighed, poured coffee for both of them and brought the cups to the table. “Let me tell you about Irma, the widow.” He tasted his coffee, made a face, and added a slug of bourbon. “She lives in New Haven part of the time, in Mesa, Arizona, during the winter, and in Princeton a month or two each summer. She’s in the process of selling the Princeton house. That’s why she’s anxious for you to start, she says. His stuff is being boxed now and eventually it’ll be donated to the university, but first you get a crack at it. She’s donating it with a catch: it can’t be examined or used for twenty-five years.”


Drew nodded absently, paying little attention. Three houses, how about that! That’s what happened when people had more money than they could spend: they bought more houses. So Huysman had not worked up to the end for money. Power? Glory? Prestige? Habit? He grinned. Probably habit. What else was there to do?


“… asked Ed Searles if he thought a biography coming out now would make the other books have more value, and Ed assured her that he thought so. Huysman must have written a dozen popular books over the years, all out in trade paper.”


A front had come through that afternoon bringing pounding, driving rain and chill winds, and now the log cabin was damp and cold. He should make a fire, Drew thought, and made no effort to go out and find dry wood under the overhang. Irma was seventy, he remembered.


He had read the material Clay had sent him in New York back in June, May, whenever, and there it was, still in his head. She was seventy, sixteen years younger than her husband. She had been twenty-two to his thirty-eight when they married. And then what? What had she done with her life, married to a famous if somewhat mad scientist? Entertain his equally mad friends? Visit him during July and August in Princeton? Come home long enough to dust, put up some preserves, check the curtains for mildew…?


And now she wanted his books to sell more copies, make more money. What for? Why did she need more money? Yet another house? Pat was thirty-eight. She had been twenty-two when they married, and he had been twenty-six. Pat had lived through the same span of years that had separated Stanley Everett Huysman and his bride Irma, and Pat said that she was no longer the girl she had been, that a new woman had evolved in her place… He stifled the laughter that rose, not wanting to try to explain to Clay, knowing he could not explain. It had occurred to him that if he died, Pat might well want to do whatever she could to prolong the life of his books, to insure their continuing sales. Not for the money, she would say, believing it, but because.


Later, Drew stood on the back terrace and watched fog swirling over the lake. The water was warmer than the air now, and pockets of dense fog had formed, but in the middle of the lake it was wraithlike, uncertain of its powers. Through the mists the lights of other houses shimmered, became distorted, grew firm, only to lose coherence again. Ghosts walked the water, spread over the ground, grew bolder and climbed the trees, reached out to other ghosts with ephemeral hands that nevertheless blotted out the sky and finally everything else until there was only the fog ghost in possession of the night.


He would have to go to Washington and read all the articles Huysman had written in all the deadly scientific journals in the Library of Congress. He thought of the wooden seats and scarred tables, the musty air, the foul lights, and he thought of Pat who kept an apartment in Washington. And a home in Richmond. He left the terrace, went to the telephone and called Western Union. His telegram said: HAVE A JOB, GETTING A HAIRCUT, CAN I VISIT? ALL IS FORGIVEN.


“My husband,” Irma Huysman said briskly, “will be known as the original thinker of the century. He has been much maligned and even ridiculed by his contemporaries who were as gnats to his genius, but he will be vindicated. He was to physiology and biology and genetics what Einstein was to physics, more than Einstein was to physics.” She was tall and straight, heavy through her shoulders and breasts but with thin legs and arms. Her hair was metallic gray, cut short with firm waves that looked painted in place.


“Yes, ma’am,” Drew said from time to time when she paused and waited for him to say something.


The Princeton house was three stories, elegantly furnished—French provincial, fine Hepplewhite pieces. A pale blue and gold Chinese rug was inches thick; there were lacquered tables with ornate blue vases of gold and copper-colored dahlias, and a chandelier that sparkled and gleamed as if set with diamonds. Drew was afraid to move.


With him and Irma Huysman in the museum-like setting were Florence Charmody, unknown beyond her name, and an attorney, Malcolm Letterman. Florence was a stocky woman of any age from thirty to fifty; she had red hair and green eyes and wore what people called sensible clothes—a tailored suit, low heels, no makeup, a single gold chain. Her nails were short, no rings; there was just the gleam of a watch from time to time when she moved. Letterman was in his sixties, bored.


“I want to tell you a story about my husband,” Irma said. “To explain what kind of a person he was. People called him a racist, and they were wrong. He never gave a thought to purity of the races. All he ever wanted to do was improve the quality of the human mind. That was his goal in life, his dream. His entire life was dedicated to that end. At one of his lectures a man in the audience asked if Stanley’s parents were geniuses. Well, of course they were not. They were rather common, I’m afraid. He was a minor government employee, a clerk or something like that. And she… Well, I suppose she could cook. Anyway. When Stanley replied that they were ordinary people, the man made a disgusting noise and there was a great deal of laughter. After it stopped, Stanley said, just as if there were a dialogue going on, ‘What is more to the point, sir, is that it is quite evident from observing you exactly where your parents rank in the spectrum of intelligence.’”


Drew glanced at Florence to see if she had got the point, but she was engrossed in her thumbnail. Letterman was stifling a yawn.


“He respected intelligence,” Irma continued. “Nothing else. Not wealth, not position, not influence of any sort, only intelligence.” She stood up. Drew noticed that she held on to the arm of her chair until she was sure of her footing. “The rules will be, as I explained to Mr. Searles, that nothing is to leave this house until it has been approved either by myself or by Florence here. And I am to have final approval of whatever material you elect to use. Now, if you will excuse me.”


Letterman had jumped to his feet and was at her side instantly, his hand hovering near but not quite touching her arm. They left the room together.


“He never laid a finger on her,” Drew said when the door closed behind them.


“He never does. No one would dare. I’m actually Dr. Florence Charmody,” she said with a sigh. “She always forgets that part. I’m going through his papers just to make sure there isn’t something that should be published posthumously.”


“Medical doctor?”


She shook her head. “Physiologist. He was my adviser and then I worked for him a few years. I teach at Sarah Lawrence, or will again when this is over.”


“Okay, so you’re the cop. What are my privileges, hours, rights? Do they feed me on the spot or do I go out?”


She grinned and looked closer to thirty than fifty. “Let’s wait for Letterman. He’s in a tizzy about all this, by the way. He’s afraid someone’s going to steal the silver.”


“The rug maybe. How much would you say it’s worth?”


“Forty thousand? Fifty?”


“I wouldn’t want to be the one to spill india ink on it.”


“But it does look and feel rollable, doesn’t it? Have you actually felt it? Silky through and through.”


“Maybe we can roll in it together before our work is done.”


She studied him thoughtfully.


“You’re not married? Or gay?”


“Neither of the above.” She looked past him and he turned to see Letterman reentering the room. “I was just telling Mr. Lancaster that no food or drink is allowed in this room.”


“Good god, no! Look, Lancaster, I’m not at all sure any of this is going to work out. I mean, you’d have to do much of your work here in the house, and we’re trying to get appraisals done… There’s an interested party…”


“I won’t mention the leaky faucets or the mold in the basement.”


“Oh, god! This is not a laughing matter, Mr. Lancaster! Believe me, it is not! We’ve already had a theft here, and, frankly, I don’t at all like the idea of letting people wander in and out.”


Drew looked at Florence who raised her eyebrows and lifted her shoulders slightly. “We don’t know if anything’s been stolen,” she said. “Maybe just misplaced. Some of the files aren’t where they should be.”


“If they’re in the house, we’ll find them,” Drew said stoutly. “I promise you, Mr. Letterman, we will find them.”


The attorney closed his eyes for a moment. “I see. Well, hopefully our paths won’t have to cross very often. I’ll show you the office and a room you may sleep in if you choose.” He tone was arctic, his face set.


He led the way from the room with Drew following slowly. On his way out, he whispered to Florence, “I don’t think he likes me.” He thought he was rewarded by a nearly inaudible chuckle.


He arrived in Washington at midnight and pushed the bell of Pat’s apartment with a finger that had gone rubbery. She opened the door.


“You’re beautiful,” he said, not moving.


“Come in. What a silly telegram. You didn’t either get a haircut.”


“Got the job, though.” He held up his briefcase. “Today a job, tomorrow a trim.”


“Are you all right?”


“You’re beautiful. Are you alone?”


“Of course. Do you plan to come in or just stand there?”


“Can we go to bed?”


Her eyes widened. He knew they were blue, but with the light behind her, they looked black, bottomless. He wanted to drown in them. He told her that.


“Come in, Drew. Have you eaten anything today?”


“I don’t remember.”


She took his hand and pulled gently. She was wearing a floor-length housecoat of some light material that clung to her when she moved. Her hair was loose, not curly, not straight, dark brown with a glint of silver when the light was just so. He pushed the door closed with his foot and tightened his grip on her hand. She did not resist but moved with him through the apartment to the master bedroom where a lamp was on, a book on a table by the bed.


Then they were in the bed and his hands were on her, all over her, and he was gliding into her, murmuring, “Slippery, slickety, warm, hot…”


“Sh,” she said. “Don’t talk.”


And he didn’t.




Chapter Two


HE woke up at eight. She was in the kitchen, already dressed, not in sensible clothes at all but in a beautiful pale green linen dress and matching high-heeled sandals. A white linen jacket was draped over a chair, a white leather bag on the chair seat.


“Let’s go to the beaches of Rio. Remember the sand like brown sugar, the kids flying their kites? And the bikinis!”


“We never were in Rio. I have to go to the office.”


“Paris. We can take our lunches in brown paper bags and spend the next two weeks lost in the Louvre.”


“Paris is full of tourists all summer. There are eggs and bacon—”


“Madrid. That brutal white light on the red tiled roofs-”


“There’s orange juice in the fridge. I squeezed it yesterday, but it’s still good.”


“I’ll meet you for lunch. Hot dogs and cookies and Kool-Aid in the park.”


“I have an engagement. When you leave, just close the door; it’ll lock. And the coffee’s on a timer, so you don’t have to worry about turning it off.”


“Are you still going out with the senator?”


“I work for the senator. Not quite the same thing.”


“I should hope not. Still on that financial feasibility study for the big muddy dam?” He watched her put on her jacket and run her hand under the collar to release the captured hair, just the was he remembered the gesture. “I thought the senators were all off on junkets this time of year.”


“Senator Wiley’s staff is hard at work. I’m part of the staff.” She picked up her bag. “I don’t want to talk to you about the senator or about the dam.”


“Why?”


“You know what you said the last time I tried to talk about my job.” She glanced at herself in the foyer mirror.


“I forget.”


“You said I would do less harm in the world if I just stayed home and counted my money. Good-bye, Drew. I’ll be out until awfully late; please don’t hang around.” She turned at the door. “I almost forgot. Your mail has been forwarded here from New York. Stop it, Drew, or I’ll just write Refused on it and sent it back.” She left.


He drank her orange juice and her coffee, but he did not eat her bacon and eggs. Probably he should not have said that to her, he thought. And not on the day the divorce came through. They had gone to bed that day, and sometime during the long afternoon of celebration and mourning he had said that and made her mad all over again. That was his talent, to make her mad. You love me, he had insisted that day, and she had said, yes, I love you, and I can’t stand being with you any longer. He loved her, still loved her, would forever and ever love her, and she would forever and ever love him, but she was seeing the senator and he was going to roll on the rug with Florence Charmody the first chance he got, and the world was as insane as he was, as she was, all insane together.


After he showered, he wrote on the ten-foot-long bathroom mirror with soap: The big muddy dam is a boondoggle and all the financial feasibility studies, all the cost-effective statements in the world won’t make it anything else. He had to squinch up the last line, but it was impressive, he decided, surveying it.


He gathered up the letters that had been forwarded from his New York apartment. Most of the mail was throwaway junk and bills. He tossed them. The phone rang. For a moment he regarded it; it continued to ring. Finally he lifted the receiver.


“You have reached Ms. Patricia Stevens’ residence. This is James the butler speaking. May I be of assistance?”


There was a silence and a throat clearing, then a male voice. “Uh, may I speak with Mr. Drew Lancaster, please?”


“Just a moment, sir. In the event that Mr. Lancaster is on the premises, who shall I say is calling?”


“Leon Lauder. But he doesn’t know me. Just tell him—”


Drew hung up. Indeed he did not know a Mr. Leon Lauder, had no desire to meet a Mr. Leon Lauder, and certainly did not wish to speak to Mr. Leon Lauder on the telephone. He left the apartment. Behind him the phone started ringing.


“You really don’t have to go to Washington,” Florence had said. “Most of the articles are here, and the few that we don’t have copies of, we can order.”


“I know. But I am thorough and efficient and conscientious. I see it as my duty to make sure personally.”


“You’re really weird, you know?”


Yes, he knew. He filled out the order for the articles he wanted, checked the catalog for anything not on the list Florence had provided, and was done in Washington. It was bright hot outside and Washington, like Paris, was filled with tourists. They came by bus, by station wagon, on foot, planes… And they filled the avenues, all of them carrying cameras. Their sweat was responsible for the famed Washington humidity, he decided.


“Mr. Lancaster?”


He felt a touch on his arm and turned to see a gray-haired man at his side. “I’m Lauder of the Secret Service,” the man said, opening his hand, as a magician might, to reveal identification. “Could we have a little talk? Someplace where it’s cool.”


“A nice dim cool bar?”


“Un-hun. A nice lighted coffee shop. There’s one around the corner. God, this weather I”


The coffee shop reminded Drew that he had not eaten breakfast; he ordered corned beef and beer. Lauder had iced coffee with a scoop of vanilla ice cream.


“How convenient that we both happened to be at the same place at the same time,” Drew said.


“Your ex-wife doesn’t have a butler.”


“Fired already? Poor old man turned out into the heat to die like a dog!”


“Yeah, way it goes.”


Lauder was thick in every dimension: thick body, thick neck, thick hands and wrists. Even his gray hair was thick and bushy. He was sunburned. He talked admiringly about the Eisenhower book while Drew ate.


Drew finished his sandwich and beer and wiped his mouth. He reached for the check, but Lauder took it.


“My treat. Nice meeting a famous writer, having lunch. Doesn’t happen often.”


“My pleasure,” Drew said politely.


“You’re on a new book? That right? Your ex-wife said you’re doing research.”


“Yes.”


“Must be a nice life. Work when you want, pick your hours, your subject matter, all that. Must be fine.”


“Yes.”


“And you’re not going to ask me a thing, are you?” He laughed. “Man, in your place I’d be dying of curiosity. What’s the Secret Service doing on my tail, watching my ex-wife’s apartment, running me to ground. I’d be full of questions, if I were you.”


“You’re doing your job. Following orders.”


“I’m the chief of the northeast department.”


“Then it has to be duty. Not orders, but duty. You don’t get to be chief without knowing and doing your duty in a steadfast manner day after day, year after year.”


“That’s right, Mr. Lancaster. You know Arnie Sorbies?”


“No.”


“Sure you do. Owns a bookstore in New York. Out of Print Bookstore. You’re in and out of it a lot.”


“Oh, that shop. Is that his name?”


“One of them. We want him, really want him. We’ve wanted him for a very long time. Has he been in touch with you?”


“When?”


“Recently.” “No.”


“We think he has, Mr. Lancaster. In fact, we’re sure he has. We think he mailed you a letter a few weeks ago, in fact.”


“Really? Maybe my book came in.”


“What book’s that?”


“The Secret Sex Life of the Native Aleuts Before the Advent of the Russian Fur Traders.”


Lauder sighed and waved to the waitress to bring him more coffee. “You want anything else?”


“Coffee. Hot, black.”


Lauder waited until they were served. “Look, Mr. Lancaster, it’s your duty to help the Secret Service if called up to do so. I know many people dislike informing on others, but sometimes it’s a necessity in this life.”


“I’m having trouble seeing Sorbies as an assassin,” Drew said. He mentally filed duty as another motive for the insane things people did.
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