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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

Fantasy is far older than science fiction. In fact, fantasy may be as old as fiction itself. Science fiction could not exist until technological and scientific change became a recognized part of human existence and authors began to speculate about the direction of change and the kinds of change, and the impact of these changes on people. Fantasy began as soon as story-tellers began to spin tall tales for the entertainment of their listeners. This may have happened very soon after humans developed speech.

If fantasy is fiction in which situations arise and events happen contrary to everyday experience, then science fiction can be considered a special case of fantasy, a variety in which the situations and events, though contrary to everyday experience, can be traced to everyday experience. In another context (“The World View of Science Fiction”) I have defined fantasy as the literature of difference, and science fiction as the literature of change. Fantasy is the literature of the supernatural, science fiction, the literature of the natural extended in time or space.

I never was much interested in writing fantasy, maybe because I was too fascinated by the fantastic possibilities of science and technology, but I loved reading it: Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan novels captivated me not long after I began to read, and his John Carter Mars novels and Jason Gridley’s Pellucidar novels were even more entrancing; and I fell in love with A. Merritt’s romantic fantasies as soon as I discovered them in Famous Fantastic Mysteries in 1939. But I wanted to write science fiction.

All that changed when John Campbell created Unknown, as a companion fantasy magazine to Astounding, in 1939. Campbell’s

Unknown offered fantasy with a difference. It was fantasy written like science fiction, what has sometimes been called “rationalized fantasy.” Campbell told his science-fiction writers, “Grant your gadgets and get on with your story.” In Unknown the gadgets were supernatural. Assume there is magic, say — how would it really work? If there are leprechauns, how would they exist? what would they want? what could they do? If there are ghosts, what would be their limitations? If one acquires magical powers, what is their psychological or economic cost?

Unknown (later called Unknown Worlds) lasted only five years, from 1939-1943. It was killed by wartime paper shortages. During its too-short lifetime, it published some classics: Eric Frank Russell’s Sinister Barrier, L. Rob Hubbard’s Fear, Typewriter in the Sky, and Slaves of Sleep,

L. Sprague de Camp and Fletcher Pratt’s Harold Shea novels of magical misadventures, de Camp’s Lest Darkness Fall and several of the stories collected inThe Wheels of If, Jack Williamson’s Darker Than You Think, Fritz Leiber’s Conjure Wife, Robert A. Heinlein’s The Devil Makes the Law (Magic, Inc.), and dozens of short stories such as Theodore Sturgeon’s “It” and “Shottle Bop.”

I was only 16 in 1939 and never had a chance to write for Unknown, but fantasy magazines had a re-birth in the 1950s when I was freelancing full time. The best of these was Beyond, created by Horace Gold as a companion fantasy magazine to Galaxy, which he had created three years before. Beyond Fantasy Fiction aimed at the same rationalized fantasy niche that Unknown had established and to which Gold had contributed stories. I saw it as an opportunity to broaden my range and indulge myself in a different kind of narrative imperative.

The first story in this collection might have been published in Beyond but was published in Galaxy under the title of “Wherever You May Be.” I had given up a position as junior editor with Western Printing & Lithographing Company of Racine, Wisconsin (which at that time produced the Dell line of paperbacks) on the strength of four stories that I had sold. Fred Pohl, my agent, told me about them when I attended my first science-fiction convention, the World SF Convention of 1952, in Chicago. One of them was to Astounding, one to Galaxy. I decided to make a trip to New York to talk to editors.

Horace Gold offered me a job as assistant editor of Galaxy, but I know my wife wouldn’t want to live in New York, with our three

year-old son. John Campbell gave me an idea for a story. He gave the same idea to a lot of authors (he often said that he could give the same idea to a dozen writers and get a dozen different stories). The British Psychical Society, he said, had investigated poltergeist phenomena and discovered that it almost always happened in the neighborhood of a disturbed adolescent. I thought about it on the way home: what would happen, I asked myself, if someone — a psychologist, say — should find such an adolescent and make her (it should be a “her”) more disturbed until she gains control of her psychic powers.

I sat down and wrote that story in a few weeks. It was a short novel and it rolled out of my typewriter without conscious effort (unlike most stories, which are work). I called it “Happy Is the Bride” and sent it off to Fred Pohl, asking him to send it to John Campbell. But Gold was desperate for a lead short novel for an upcoming edition of Galaxy, and Pohl sent it over to him. A. J. Budrys, who became the assistant editor to Galaxy, told me later that Gold would rather have used it in Beyond, but Galaxy’s need was greater. Gold asked Budrys to add some five thousand words of explanation to “Happy Is the Bride” to make it suitable for Galaxy, but I’ve never been able to identify them. Maybe Budrys did it too well. Gold published the short novel in the May 1953 Galaxy, but changed my title (he was fond of changing titles; moreover, he said that my title gave away the ending). I never liked “Wherever You May Be” (too many indefinite verbs and a preposition to be memorable) and changed it, in this collection, to “The Reluctant Witch.”

“The Beautiful Brew” emerged from a cartoon by Virgil Partch, a wonderfully off-beat cartoonist who signed his cartoons “VIP,” that showed a couple of bar patrons admiring the work of a bartender drawing a mug of beer. The beer was foaming up into the bust and head of an attractive young woman. The caption said something like, “When he puts a head on a beer, he really puts on a head.” I did a little research in Frazer’s The Golden Bough about the spirit of the grain, spent the afternoon at the local Blatz brewery watching beer being made, and wrote “The Beautiful Brew.” Gold bought it for Beyond without any hesitation, and it was published in the September 1954 issue. This time he didn’t change my title.

“Sine of the Magus” had a more adventurous history. The idea came from a lobby bulletin board at the Muehlebach Hotel in Kansas

City. If magicians had a convention, I thought, they would meet just like every other professional group, and their meetings would be announced on the lobby meeting board spelled out in those detachable white letters. And there would be something misspelled. There always is something misspelled. The magicians would behave just like every other professional group, with name tags (often with corny requests) and printed programs and dull presentations. Only these would be real magicians. I did some research on magic in Frazer and other authorities and then did some speculations of my own. Maybe, I thought, the reason spells didn’t work consistently was because they weren’t mathematically derived, and calculus, I learned, was invented for just this kind of task — to provide limits. What if someone had invented a calculus of magic!

I wanted to make a romantic comedy out of all this, like “The Reluctant Witch” and “The Beautiful Brew” and the fantasy novels of Thorne Smith that I had always enjoyed, likeThe Night Life of the Gods. So I wrote what I called “Beauty Is a Witch” (from a quotation, Shakespeare, I think: “Beauty is a witch against whose charms faith melteth into blood”) and sent it to Gold — and he promptly rejected it. Fred Pohl sent it to Fletcher Pratt, who was launching a new fantasy magazine but one that would pay only one cent a word rather than three. Pratt liked the short novel but wanted a bit of rewriting in one of the opening scenes; before I could start on that, however, Gold asked to have the story returned. He was in dire need of a lead short novel, this time for Beyond. It was published in the May 1954 issue. Gold changed the title to “Sine of the Magus.” Donald W. Lawler in Tymn and Ashley’s reference book Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Weird Fiction Magazines commented that the story “stands out as one of the best of Beyond,” and it was listed as a classic by the Encyclopedia of Fantasy. I retitled it “The Magicians” for this book, and later expanded it into a novel for Scribner’s under the same title. By that time The Exorcist and Rosemary’s Baby had become best-sellers, and I included in the novel a satire of those novels. Nobody noticed.



James Gunn

 


The Reluctant Witch

 

Matt refused to believe it. Incredulity paralyzed him as he stared after the fleeing, bounding tire. Then, with a sudden release, he sprinted after it.

“Stop!” he yelled futilely. “Stop, damn it!”

With what seemed like sadistic glee, the tire bounced high in the air and came down going faster than ever. Matt pounded dustily down the hot road for a hundred yards before he pulled even with it. He knocked it over on its side. The tire lay there, spinning and frustrating, like a turtle on its back. Matt glared at it suspiciously. Sweat trickled down his neck.

A tinkling of little silver bells. Laughter? Matt looked up quickly, angrily. The woods were thin along the top of this Ozark ridge. Descending to the lake, sparkling blue, tantalizingly cool far below, they grew thicker, but here the only person near was the young girl shuffling through the dust several hundred yards beyond the crippled car. And her head was bent down to study her feet.

Matt shrugged and wiped the sweat from his forehead with his shirt sleeve. A late June afternoon in southern Missouri was too hot for this kind of work, for any kind of work. Matt wondered if it had been a mistake.

Heat waves shimmered and a haze of red dust settled slowly as he righted the tire and began to roll it back toward the old green Ford with one bare wheel drum pointing upward at a slight angle. The tire rolled easily, as if it repented its brief dash for freedom, but it was a dirty job and Matt’s hands and clothes were soiled red when he reached the car.

With one hand clutching the tire, Matt studied the road. Surely he had stopped on one of the few level stretches in these

hills, but the tire had straightened up from the side of the car anyway and had started rolling as if the car were parked on a steep incline.

Matt reflected bitterly on the luck that had turned a slow leak into a flat only twenty-five miles from the cabin. It couldn’t have happened on the highway, ten miles back, where he could have pulled into a service station. It had to wait until he was committed to this rutted cow track. The tire’s escapade had been only the most recent of a series of annoyances and irritations to which bruised shins and scraped knuckles bore mute, painful witness.

He sighed. After all, he had wanted isolation. Guy’s offer of a hunting cabin in which to write his book had seemed ideal at the time; now Matt wasn’t so certain. If this was a fair sample, Matt was beginning to realize that much of his time might be wasted on the elementary problems of existence.

Cautiously Matt rolled the tire to the rear of the car, laid it carefully on its side, and completed pulling the spare from the trunk. Warily he maneuvered the spare to the left rear wheel, knelt, lifted it, fitted it over the bolts and stepped back. He sighed again, but this time it was with relief.

Kling-ng! Klang! Rattle!

Matt looked down. His foot was at least two inches from the hubcap, but it was rocking now, empty. Matt saw the last nut roll under the car.

Matt’s swearing was vigorous, systematic, and exhaustive. It concerned itself chiefly with the latent perversity of inanimate objects.

There was something about machines and the things they made that was basically alien to the human spirit. For a time they might disguise themselves as willing slaves, but eventually, inevitably, they turned against their masters. At the psychological moment, they rebelled.

Or perhaps it was the difference in people. For some people things always went wrong: their cakes fell, their boards split, their golf balls sliced into the woods. Others established a mysterious sympathy with their tools. Luck? Skill? Coordination? Experience? It was, he felt, something more conscious and more malign.

Matt remembered a near-disastrous brush with chemistry; he had barely passed qualitative analysis. For him the tests had been worse

than useless. Faithfully he had gone through every step of the endless ritual: precipitate, filter, dissolve, precipitate. And then he had taken his painfully secured, neatly written results to — what was his name

— Wadsworth, and the little chemistry professor had looked at his

analysis and looked up, frowning.

“Didn’t you find any whatyoumaycallit oxide?” he had asked.

“Whatyoumaycallit oxide?” Startled. “Oh, there wasn’t any whatyoumaycallit oxide.”

And Wadsworth had made a simple test, and, sure enough, there was the whatyoumaycallit oxide.

There had been the inexplicably misshapen gear be had made on the milling machine, the drafting pen that would not draw a smooth line no matter how much he sanded the point. It had convinced Matt that his hands were too clumsy to belong to an engineer. He had transferred his ambitions to a field where tools were less tangible. Now he wondered.

Kobolds? Accident prones?

Sometime he would have to write it up. It would make a good paper for the Journal of. . .

Laughter! This time there was no possible doubt. It came from right behind him.

Matt whirled. The girl stood there, hugging her ribs to keep the laughter in. She was a little thing, not much over five feet tall, in a shapeless, faded blue dress. Her feet were small and bare and dirty. Her hair, in long braids, was mouse-colored. Her pale face was saved from plainness only by her large blue eyes. She was about thirteen, Matt estimated.

Matt flushed. “What the devil are you laughing at?”

“You!” she gasped. “Why’n’t you get a horse?”

“Did that remark just reach these parts?”

He swallowed his irritation, turned and got down on his hands and knees to peer under the car. One by one he gathered up the nuts, but the last one, inevitably, was out of reach. Sweating, he crawled into the dust under the car.

When he came out, the girl was still there. “Well, what are you waiting for?” he asked bitingly.

“Nothin’.” But she stood with her feet planted firmly in the red dust.

Kibitzers annoyed Matt, but he couldn’t think of anything to do about it. He twirled the nuts onto the bolts and tightened them, his neck itching. It might have been the effect of sweat and dust, but he was not going to give the girl the satisfaction of seeing him rub it. That annoyed him even more. He tapped the hubcap into place and stood up.

“Why don’t you go home?” he asked sourly.

“Cain’t,” she said.

He went to the rear of the car and released the jack. “Why not?”

“I run away.” Her voice was quietly tragic. Matt turned to look at her. Her blue eyes were large and moist. As he watched, a single tear gathered and traced a muddy path down her cheek.

Matt hardened his heart. He picked up the flat and stuffed it into the trunk and slammed the lid. The sun was getting lower, and on this forgotten lane to nowhere it might take him the better part of an hour to drive the twenty-five miles.

He slid into the driver’s seat and punched the starter button. After one last look at the forlorn little figure in the middle of the road, he shook his head savagely and let in the clutch.

“Mister! Hey, mister!”

He slammed on the brakes and stuck his head out the window. “Now what do you want?”

“Nothin’,” she said mournfully. “Only you forgot your jack.”

Matt jammed the gear shift into reverse and backed up rapidly. Silently he got out, picked up the jack, opened the trunk, tossed in the jack, slammed the lid. But as he brushed past her again, he hesitated. “Where are you going?”

“No place,” she said.

“What do you mean ‘no place’? Don’t you have any relatives?” She shook her head sadly. “Friends?” he asked hopefully. She shook her head again. “All right, then, go home where you belong!”

He slid into the car and slammed the door. She was not his concern. The car jerked into motion. No doubt she would go home when she got hungry enough. He shifted into second, grinding the gears. Even if she didn’t, someone would take her in. After all, he was no welfare agency.

He slammed on the brakes. He backed up and skidded to a stop beside the girl.

“Get in,” he said.

 

Trying to keep the car out of the ruts was trouble enough, but the girl jumped up and down on the seat beside him, squealing happily.

“Careful of those notes,” he said, indicating the bulging manila folders on the seat between them. “There’s over a year’s work in those.”

Her eyes were wide as she watched him place the folders in the back seat on top of the portable typewriter that rested between the twenty-pound sack of flour and the case of eggs.

“A year’s work?” she echoed.

“Notes. For a book I’m going to write.”

“You write stories?”

“A book. About an aspect of psychology. About poltergeist phenomena, to be precise.”

“Pol-ter-geist?”

“An old German word. ‘Polter’ means ‘uproar’ and ‘geist’ means ‘spirit.’ Uproarious spirits.”

“Oh,” she said wisely. “Spirits.” As if she knew all about spirits.

“It’s just a superstition,” Matt said impatiently. “Before people could find natural explanations for unusual events, they blamed these things on spirits. There aren’t any ghosts or spirits who knock on tables or throw things or make noises. When these things happen, someone or something is responsible. That’s what my book is going to prove. But you probably aren’t interested in books.”

“I like books.”

“I mean books like this — scholarly books.”

She nodded. “Even books about pol-ter-geists. Specially books like that.”

Matt felt unreasonably irritated. “All right, where do you live?”

She stopped bouncing and got very quiet. “I cain’t go home.”

“Why not?” he demanded. “And don’t tell me ‘I run away,’” he imitated nasally.

“Paw’d beat me again. He’d purty nigh skin me alive, I guess.”

“You mean he hits you?”

“He don’t use his fists — not often. He uses his belt mostly. Look!” She pulled up the hem of her dress and the leg of a pair of baggy drawers that appeared to be made from some kind of sacking.

Matt looked quickly and glanced away. Across the back of one thigh was an ugly, dark bruise. But the leg seemed unusually well rounded for a girl of thirteen. Matt frowned. Had he read somewhere that girls in the hills mature early?

He cleared his throat. “Why does he do that?”

“He’s just mean.”

“He must have some reason.”

“Well,” she said thoughtfully, “he beats me when he’s drunk ‘cause he’s drunk, and he beats me when he’s sober ‘cause he ain’t drunk. That covers it mostly.”

“But what does he say?” Matt asked desperately.

She glanced at him shyly. “Oh, I cain’t repeat it.”

“I mean what does he want you to do?”

“Oh, that!” She brooded over it. “He thinks I ought to get married. He wants me to catch some strong young feller who’ll do the work when he moves in with us. A gal don’t bring in no money, he says, leastwise not a good one. That kind only eats and wants things.”

“But you’re too young to get married.”

She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. “I’m sixteen,” she said. “Most girls my age got a couple of young ‘uns. One, anyways.”

Matt looked at her sharply. Sixteen! It seemed impossible. The dress was shapeless enough to hide almost anything — but sixteen! Then he remembered the thigh.

She frowned. “Get married, get married! You’d think I didn’t want to get married. ‘Tain’t my fault no feller wants me.”

“I can’t understand that,” Matt said sarcastically.

She smiled at him. “You’re nice.”

She looked almost pretty when she smiled. For a hill girl.

“What seems to be the trouble?” Matt asked hurriedly.

“Partly Paw,” she said. “No one’d want to have him around. But mostly I guess I’m just unlucky.” She sighed. “One feller I went with purty near a year. He busted his leg. Another nigh drownded when he fell in the lake. Don’t seem right they should blame me, even if we did have words.”

“Blame you?”

She nodded vigorously. “Them as don’t hate me say it’s courtin’ disaster ‘stead of a gal. The others ain’t so nice. Fellers stopped comin’.

One of ‘em said he’d rather marry up with a catamount. You married,

Mister — Mister — ?”

“Wright,” Matt said. “Matthew Wright. No, I’m not married.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “Wright,” she said slowly. “Abigail Wright. That’s purty.”

“Abigail Wright?”

She looked innocent. “Did I say that? Now, ain’t that funny? My name’s Jenkins.”

Matt gulped. “You’re going home,” he said with unshakable conviction. “You can tell me how to get there or you can climb out of the car right now.”

“But, Paw — ” she began.

“Where the devil did you think I was taking you?”

“Wherever you’re going.”

“For God’s sake, you can’t go with me. It wouldn’t be decent.”

“Why not?” she asked innocently.

Grimly Matt began to apply the brakes.

“All right,” she sighed. She wore an expression the early Christians must have worn before they were marched into the arena. “Turn right at the next crossroad.”

Chickens scattered in front of the wheels, fluttering and squawking; pigs squealed in a pen beside the house. Matt stopped in front of the shanty, appalled. If the two rooms and sagging porch had ever known paint, they had enjoyed only a nodding acquaintance and that a generation before.

A large figure brooded on the porch, rocking slowly in a rickety chair. He was dark, with a full black beard and a tall head of hair.

“That’s Paw,” Abigail whispered.

Matt waited uneasily, but the broad figure of her father kept on rocking as if strangers brought back his daughter every day. Maybe they do, Matt thought.

“Well,” he said nervously, “here you are.”

“I cain’t get out,” Abigail said. “Not till I find out if Paw’s goin’ to whale me. Go talk to him. See if he’s mad at me.”

“Not me,” Matt said with certainty, glancing again at the big, black figure rocking slowly, ominously silent. “I’ve done my duty in bringing you home. Good-by. I won’t say it’s been a pleasure knowing you.”

“You’re nice and mighty handsome. I’d hate to tell Paw you’d taken advantage of me. He’s a terror when he’s riled.”

For a horrified moment Matt stared at Abigail. Then, as she opened her mouth, he opened the door and stepped out. Slowly he walked to the porch and put one foot on its uneven edge.

“Uh,” he said. “I met your daughter on the road.”

Jenkins kept on rocking.

“She’d run away,” Matt went on.

Jenkins was silent. Matt studied the portion of Jenkins’s face that wasn’t covered with hair. There wasn’t much of it, but what there was Matt didn’t like.

“I brought her back,” Matt said desperately.

Jenkins rocked and said nothing. Matt spun around and walked quickly back to the car. He went around to the window where Abigail sat. He reached through the window, opened the glove compartment and drew out a pint bottle. “Remind me,” he said, “never to see you again.”

He marched back to the porch. “How about a drink?”

One large hand reached out, smothered the pint and brought it close to faded blue overalls. The cap was twisted off by the other hand. The bottle was tilted toward the unpainted porch ceiling as soon as the neck disappeared into the matted whiskers. The bottle gurgled. When it was lowered, it was only half-full.

“Weak,” the beard said. But the hand that held the bottle held it tight.

“I brought your daughter back,” Matt said, starting again.

“Why?”

“She had no place to go. I mean — after all, this is her home.”

“She run away,” the beard said. Matt found the experience unnerving.

“I realize that teenage daughters can be annoying, and after meeting your daughter, I think I can understand how you feel. Still in all, she is your daughter.”

“Got my doubts.”

Matt took a deep breath and tried once more. “A happy family demands a lot of compromise, give and take on both sides. Your daughter may have given you good cause to lose your temper, but beating a child is never sound psychology. Now, if you — ”

“Beat her?” Jenkins rose from his chair. It was an awesome sight, like Neptune rising out of the sea in all his majesty, gigantic, bearded

and powerful. Even subtracting the six-inch advantage of the porch, Jenkins loomed several inches over Matt’s near six feet. “Never laid a hand to her. Dassn’t.”

My God, thought Matt, the man is trembling!

“Come in here,” said Jenkins. He waved the pint toward the open door, a dark rectangle. Uneasily Matt walked into the room. Under his feet things gritted and cracked.

Jenkins lit a kerosene lamp and turned it up. The room was a shambles. Broken dishes littered the floor. Wooden chairs were smashed and splintered. In the center of the room, a table on its back waved three rough legs helplessly in the air; the fourth sagged pitifully from its socket.

“She did this?” Matt asked weakly.

“This ain’t nothin’.” Jenkins’s voice quavered; it was a terrible sound to come from that massive frame. “You should see the other room.”

“But, how? I mean — why?”

“I ain’t sayin’ Ab done it,” Jenkins said, shaking his head. His beard wobbled near Matt’s nose; Matt resisted an impulse to sneeze. “But when she gets onhappy, things happen. And she was powerful onhappy when that Duncan boy tol’ her he warn’t comin’ back. Them chairs come up from the floor and slam down. That table went dancin’ round the room till it come a cropper. Them dishes come a-flyin’ through the air. Look!”

His voice was full of self-pity as he turned his head around and parted his long, matted hair. On the back of his head was a large, red swelling. “I hate to think what happen to that Duncan boy.”

He shook his head sorrowfully. “Now, mister, I guess I got ever’ right to lay my hand to that gal. Ain’t I?” he demanded fiercely, but his voice broke.

Matt stared at him blankly.

“But whop her? Me? I sooner stick mah hand in a nest of rattlers.”

“You mean to say those things happened all by themselves?”

“That’s what I said. I guess it kinder sticks in your craw. Wouldn’t have believe it myself, even seein’ it and feelin’ it” — he rubbed the back of his head — “if it ain’t happen afore. Funny things happen around Ab, ever since she started fillin’ out, five, six year ago.”

“But she’s only sixteen.”

“Sixteen!” Jenkins glanced warily around the room and out the door toward the car. He lowered his voice to a harsh whisper. “Don’t let on I tol’ you, but Ab allus was a fibber. Why, she’s past eighteen!”

From a shelf a single unbroken dish crashed to the floor at Jenkins’s feet. He jumped and began to shake. “See!” he whispered plaintively.

“It fell,” Matt said.

“She’s ‘witched,” Jenkins said, rolling his eyes. He took a feverish swallow from the bottle. “Maybe I ain’t been a good paw to her. Ever since her maw died, she run wild and got herself all kinda queer notions. ‘Tain’t allus been bad. Ain’t had to go fer water fer years. Seems like that barrel by the porch is allus filled. But ever since she got to the courtin’ age and started bein’ disappointed in fellers round about, she been mighty hard to live with. No one’ll come nigh the place. And things keep a-movin’ and a-jumpin’ around till a man cain’t trust his own chair to set still under him. It gits you, son. A man kin only stand so much!”

To Matt’s dismay, Jenkins’s eyes began to fill with large tears. “Got no friend no more to offer me a drink now and again, sociable-like, or help me with the chores times I got the misery in my back. I ain’t a well man, son. Times it’s more’n I kin do to git outa bed in the mornin’.

“Look, son,” Jenkins said, “yore a city feller. Yore right nice-lookin’. You got an edycation. Ab likes you, I reckon. Why’n’t you take her with you?” Matt started backing toward the door. “She’s right purty when she fixes up and she kin cook right smart. You’d think a skillet was part of her hand the way she kin handle her. You don’t have to marry up with her lessen you feel like it.”

Matt backed, white-faced and incredulous, shaking his head vigorously. “You must be mad. You can’t give a girl away like that.” He turned to make a dash for the door.

A heavy hand fell on Matt’s shoulder and spun him around. “Son,” Jenkins said, “any man that’s alone with a girl more’n twenty minutes, it’s thought proper in these parts they should get married up quick. Since yore a stranger, I ain’t a-holdin’ you to it. But when Ab left me, she stopped bein’ my daughter. Nobody ask you to bring her back. That gal,” he said woefully, “eats more’n I do.”

Matt reached into his hip pocket. He pulled out his billfold and extracted a twenty-dollar bill.

“Here,” he said, extending it toward Jenkins. “Maybe this will make life a little more pleasant.”

Jenkins looked at the money wistfully, started to reach for it and jerked his hand away. “I cain’t do it. It ain’t worth it. You brung her back. You kin take her away.”

Matt glanced out the doorway toward the car and shuddered. He added another twenty to the one in his hand.

Jenkins sweated. His hand crept out. Finally, desperately, he crumpled the bills into his palm. “All right,” he said hoarsely. “Them’s mighty powerful reasons.”

Matt ran to the car as if he had escaped from bedlam. He opened the door and slipped in. “Get out. You’re home.”

“But, Paw — ”

“From now on he’ll be a doting father.” Matt reached across and opened the door for her. “Good-by.”

Slowly Abigail got out. She rounded the car and walked slowly to the porch. But when she reached the porch, she straightened. Jenkins, who was standing in the doorway, shrank from his five-foot-tall daughter as she approached.

“Dirty, nasty old man,” she said.

Jenkins flinched. After she had passed, he raised the bottle hastily to his beard. His hand must have slipped. By some unaccountable mischance, the bottle kept rising in the air, mouth downward. The bourbon gushed over his head.

Pathetically, looking more like Neptune than ever, Jenkins peered toward the car and shook his head.

Feverishly Matt turned the car and jumped it out of the yard. It had undoubtedly been an optical illusion. A bottle does not hang in the air without support.

Guy’s cabin should not have been so difficult to find. Although the night was dark, the directions were explicit. But for two hours Matt bounced back and forth along the dirt roads of the hills. He got tired and hungry.

For the fourth time he passed the cabin which fitted the directions in all instances but one: it was occupied. Lights streamed from the windows into the night. Matt turned into the steep driveway. He could, at least, ask directions.

As he walked toward the door, the odor of frying ham drifted from the house to tantalize him. Matt knocked, his mouth watering. Perhaps he could even get an invitation to supper.

The door swung open. “What kept you?”

Matt blinked. “Oh, no!” he said. For a frantic moment it was like the old vaudeville routine of the drunk in the hotel who keeps staggering back to knock on the same door. Each time he is more indignantly ejected until finally he complains, “My God, are you in all the rooms?”

“What are you doing here?” Matt asked faintly. “How did you — ? How could you — ?”

Abigail pulled him into the cabin. It looked bright and cheerful and clean. The floor was newly swept; a broom leaned in the corner. The two lower bunks on opposite walls were neatly made up. Two places were laid at the table. Food was cooking on the wood stove.

“Paw changed his mind,” she said.

“That’s not fair. I mean — he couldn’t, I gave him — ”

“Oh, that,” she said. She reached into a pocket of her gingham dress. “Here.”
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