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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




CHAPTER I


AFTER A WHILE the lurching of the transport bus hit a rhythm I could adjust to. Every time I moved dust came up out of my denims, and even in the hot dark there was light enough to see the dirt from the Ohio orchards under my fingernails. I am in mourning, I thought. Ask me why I wear black. I am in mourning for my life. That’s … what? Oh yes, Masha in The Sea Gull.


The bus rattled and stank. It stank of sweat and insecticide. The insecticide was provided by the government to stop plant pests from moving into the Illinois orchards with the Croppers. It also discouraged fleas and lice among the passengers—not that most of us cared. If we had, we wouldn’t be Croppers.


I had got used to the lurching and the smell, I had settled back a little, shut my eyes, turned myself off, and started to think about nothing when a minor riot suddenly exploded in the bus. Somebody seemed to be kneeling on my chest. People were all over me, laughing and yelling. I woke up fighting.


But the pressure of the crowd pinned my arms down until I could hardly move. I felt window glass sticky against my cheek as the uproar jammed me sidewise. I was flattened against the wall by men crowding across the seats to peer out the windows on my side. The bus canted to the left. Most of the seats across the aisle were empty. I struggled to get my arms free.


“Get the hell off me,” I said.


“Take it easy, Rohan,” somebody told me.


“I said get the hell off.”


“Shut up. Take a look at that.”


The pressure eased a little, and I looked out through the smeared glass into the hot, dark night. Half a mile away was a big outdoor movie screen, big enough so the girl on it looked larger than life even this far away. For just a minute, seeing her alive and moving over there, I thought I must still be dreaming.


“Miranda!” somebody said, and whistled shrilly.


“Look at that! Look at her!”


“What a dish she was. …”


I thought, Yes, what a dish. A morsel cold upon dead Caesar’s trencher, that was Miranda, and who would have thought it? Until the day she died, who would have thought it?


“Slow down,” somebody else yelled to the driver. He didn’t pay any attention. The bus kept on rolling, fast. It couldn’t go fast enough to suit me. The screen as we passed it seemed to turn sidewise, but slowly, too slowly. I knew the picture I was watching. I knew the scene. I knew what was going to come on in the next moment or two, and I didn’t want to watch, but I couldn’t help it. Even if I’d shut my eyes, the colors and motions of those moving shadows a quarter of a mile away across the fields would have gone right on moving between my eyelids and my eyes. I knew the film that well.


Now on enormous door behind the larger-than-life Miranda opened and a man came into the brilliantly colored room a quarter of a mile off. He had heavy shoulders and a thick neck and a quick, intolerant way of moving. He wore his black hair cut so short it looked like a skullcap painted on his head, which all the critics agreed had a very fine shape. Too bad there was nothing inside it.


Somebody in the crowd piled around me yelled, “Hey, Rohan, that looks like you!” and somebody else said in a fierce, low voice, “Shut up!”


I paid no attention. I watched the young Rohan, of four years ago come up behind his wife and rest his hands on her waist, one on each side, like a belt. She laid her head back on his shoulder. It was like watching two gods make love, beautiful, gigantic, more vivid than life, and a long way off in space and time. The colors and shapes were brilliant in the magical room where they stood, untouched by the hot night air, untouched by time or change.


The screen turned sidewise as we rolled along the dusty road. The pair in the bright-colored room grew narrower and thinner until they were nothing but a dazzling vertical line, and then they were gone.


And then they were gone.


But not me. Miranda, yes. She was out of it, and a good thing, perhaps, considering how she died. But, as for me, I was trapped on a bus that traversed time, held down helpless while the wheels turned and my old, remembered world narrowed and thinned until it was nothing but that dazzling line. A line that went out, carrying Miranda with it.


“It’s all over and done with,” I told myself. “It happened three years ago and nobody remembers now. Not even you. …”


I heaved savagely against the press of bodies around me. They began to break up, groaning and catcalling. The man who had been jammed against my shoulder lost his balance as the bus lurched. I saw him begin to fall toward me. He tried to catch himself. One hand slapped against the window and the other came down heavily on my chest.


I hit him.


I hit him as hard as I could from my sitting position, and the numbing jolt against my fist was like a spotlight flashing out suddenly on a dark stage. I put all the weight of my shoulder into it. There was a bright, clear certainty in my mind. I felt very eager, very good. We’ll fight now, I thought. This is the easy way.


But it didn’t work. He caught the back of the next seat and scrambled out into the aisle. He stood there rubbing his jaw and staring down at me. He didn’t say a word. But there was a short, confused babble from the men around us.


“What’s up?”


“It’s Rohan again.”


“Hey, Rohan, why don’t you cut your throat?”


I looked at the man in the aisle. I was braced and ready and eager. The bus hummed on. Slowly the spotlight faded in my mind. I knew he wasn’t going to fight. My brief sense of relief ebbed.


I shrugged and sat back. The man went away. I reached into my denims and got out my bottle. I broke the seal and had a drink. It tasted like rat poison, but the first one always does, of course.


“How about it, Rohan?” the man in the next seat suggested.


“Isn’t enough,” I said, recapping the bottle.


“Sure there is.”


“It’s a long haul to Springfield.”


“You can’t drink all that.”


“Watch me.”


He gave up. There was still a good deal of clamor from the other men, and the driver gave a bored groan and switched on the TV screen at the front of the bus. A cops-and-robbers film came on, all the cops noble in red Comus coats, and the heroine wearing her hair in a wide halo of curls imitating the way Miranda had worn hers in Bright Illusion. Slowly the Croppers calmed down.


You don’t stay excited very long if you’re a Cropper. You haven’t got the energy. Or the interest. For most Croppers life is a closed circle. Once that contract’s signed, you know what’s ahead. The regular term is five years, but long before it’s up you owe the company so much in liquor bills and food that you never get out again. So nobody signs—sober. I couldn’t remember signing up myself. But my signature’s there in the company files, staggery, sprawling, but a valid Howard Rohan scrawled on the dotted line. I was in for life, or as long as the company wanted me. I couldn’t say I cared. Much. Oh, I thought about getting away sometimes. I wished there was a way out. But even if I found it, what then? Here at least I knew I’d always eat, always get the liquor I needed to shut out the world. And, except for work like this, what could I do in this life, outside the one thing that wasn’t for me any more?


I took another short drink. The second is never quite as bad as the first. But I nursed the bottle. I hadn’t meant to start this soon, but the sight of Miranda—and myself—had shaken me. I needed to turn myself off.


So I worked my way carefully into a warm and pleasant buzz, building a wall around me that hummed like happy bees in summer. Things blurred. Outward and inward things. I looked at the window and it turned into a TV screen with my reflection on it, my head with the uncut hair making the outline unfamiliar. The dirt, the dark, the unkempt hair blurred the image so you couldn’t see what three years had done to Howard Rohan.


I gazed through my own reflection, ignoring it, watching the summer night go by. Once or twice another bus exploded past with a roar. A few private cars slid along, little glowing glass bubbles riding the automatic hookup, their drivers dozing. Now and then a big red Prowler went purring by, teardrop-shaped to house the gadgetry in its swollen aft section. I always thought when I saw a Prowler of the propaganda the anti-Comus underground circulates. Big crimson teardrops running down Liberty’s face. Or big blood-drops labeled poison circulating through the arteries of the nation. Obvious stuff, but it sticks in the mind.


The only other thing to look at along the dark road was the series of Raleigh posters, one to the mile, regular as clockwork, fluorescing in full color when the headlights hit them. It’s irritating, having them come so fast. The image hasn’t had time to fade before the next image hits you in the face. But Comus never does anything by halves.


Like Howard Rohan, I thought. Miranda always said you didn’t know how to do things the easy way. But I never knew an easy way. “And that’s exactly why you’re sitting here now,” I told myself. “Dirty, itching, smelling unpleasantly of sweat and disinfectant. It ought to be easy to stop thinking. Stop feeling. And you might as well get used to it because you’re a Cropper for life, Rohan.” But it isn’t easy at all.


The TV screen interrupted itself to give a progress report on the President’s health. I looked blurrily down the bus, trying to focus on Raleigh’s face. It was an old news clip, Raleigh with the big square chin pushed forward and the big face firm and ruddy. But it’s been a long time since Raleigh really looked like that. He must be well past seventy now and he’s been re-elected President six times. Powerhouse Raleigh, the man who moved the nation after the Five Days’ War. But the powerhouse was running down now. He’d had his second stroke a week ago and nobody really believed he’d pull out of this one. He saved the nation. He founded Comus. That could be his epitaph.


Comus. Communications of the United States—Com. U.S. It got shortened into Comus within the first month after it started. Good old Comus. God of mirth and joy, he used to be. In his oldest meaning he was Greek and he meant carouse. Well, times change.


I thought what a strange new world we would have when Raleigh finally died. He brought us through bad times, the worst of bad times. I can’t even remember it, but my parents lived through the days when there was anarchy in America for a while, in the long aftermath of the Five Days’ War. And then Raleigh stepped in.


Maybe times make the man. Raleigh took on a gigantic job and he did the work of a giant. Whatever means he had to use, he used. He made no mistakes in those days, and afterward he seemed to get the idea that he couldn’t make mistakes at all. He had to pour skills and money first of all into communications to get supplies rolling because the survival of the nation depended on it, and afterward because the survival of the Raleigh regime depended on rigid control of the same communications. By the time he was finished he’d set the limits within which he could operate, and the limits were the borders of the nation. Later on he set up internal walls, not quite so high, shutting off areas within the borders, for the good of the nation.


He was our savior, thirty-odd years ago. He’s a benevolent dictator now. Oh, sure, benevolent. Maybe some of the men under him aren’t quite as popular as Raleigh, but while he lives we all know things can’t get really bad. And if society is stiffening at the joints just the way Raleigh is, well, anyhow, our way of life is pretty good, taken all in all. Up at the top it’s very, very fine. I know. I was up there. And at the bottom—well, nobody goes hungry. Not even Croppers.


Raleigh has stopped time. But time, all the same, is having his way with Andrew Raleigh. Slowly, slowly the calcium goes on thickening in his arteries, just as it thickens in the arteries of Comus. The joints stiffen, the mind lags. And even after Raleigh dies, Comus will be with us. Comus is a god. And his name once meant carouse.


I liked that. I had a drink on it. You know, my Friends, with what a brave Carouse I made a Second Marriage in my house …


Good old stiff-jointed, paternalistic Comus.


And took the Daughter of the Vine to Spouse.




CHAPTER II


THE BUS SLOWED down and light beat on my closed lids. I opened them. We were going through a small town. The bus had stopped at a crossing light and a theater marquee was shining right in my face. Know what its lights spelled out? That’s it. Howard and Miranda Rohan. A revival of the picture made from our biggest stage hit, Beautiful Dreamer.


Even through the buzzing in my head I began to wonder a little. Not very much. It had nothing to do with me. Three years can be longer than you’d believe. They have quietly turned me into somebody else, and I didn’t care, then. But it did come to me dimly that I’d been noticing a good many revivals of old films lately. Some of ours, many of others. All of them, of course, are propaganda—opinion readjustment, they call it. Some skillful, most heavy-handed. In Beautiful Dreamer I’d argued the Comus boys out of the worst of their ideas. In those days I could get away with it. I was a big name. Actor-manager and half of the top theater team in the country. My name in lights. My word law in the theater—within limits. Riding the crest of the wave. …


Well, if Comus was reviving old pictures it had a reason. It was probably worried about something. Things were going on in the world. Probably trouble. I didn’t want to know. I shut my eyes again as the bus picked up speed. The nameless little town went away, carrying Miranda’s lovely and incorruptible image with it into a small dot on the horizon and then into oblivion.


Think of something else. Think of Comus.


I rather like to think of Comus. It’s so big you have to pull up and back high in the air, miles high, to see it as a whole. That gets you away from people and things and close focusing. I like it up there, high above the world.


Looking down, I can imagine Comus visible in an intricate network like a spiderweb that touches every human being and every building in the United States. You can see it wink and sparkle everywhere it touches a human mind. Little crackling nerves of electromagnetic energy giving life to the complex machines that run the country for Comus. Chicago Area, St. Louis Area, with high walls between, miles and miles high, tenuous as air, real as granite. Within them, Comus, shaping public opinion among its other deific duties. Maybe different opinions in Baltimore Area and San Francisco Area. That’s only natural. Comus knows best, I suppose.


So we went jolting on through the hot night. I nursed my warm buzzing that blanketed thought. Cropping isn’t bad. You eat. You sleep. You get whiskey very cheap. You’re told what to do and you do it, and everything goes along fine and easy. You never think. You never remember, if you keep the bottle handy. You go rolling along in your own little magical room which the whiskey builds around you, its walls as far on every side as the buzz extends. Inside it, pleasant anesthesia. Inside it also dirt and, dust and discomfort. I itched. I needed a shave. I didn’t care. I didn’t have to in my portable magic room.


But then the bus slowed again. We were pulling into the bright, clean, richly colored belt of a check station and the top signal was on, so I knew Comus was combing the roads for somebody or something. Or else it was just feeling inquisitive about things in general and wanted to take a random sampling of how people feel about things. You never know with Comus. The bus got in line. I hoped my bottle would last.


Somebody called, “All out. Stay in line. Follow the guard.”


I put the bottle back in my pocket and shuffled out with the rest. If I took things easy the buzz ought to stay with me. I balanced it around me like a big intangible balloon. When the line stopped so did I, trying not very hard to keep my eyes open.


The check station was big and bright and flashy. It probably dated from the height of the Raleigh regime, about fifteen years ago, when the fad first came in for ornateness and ostentation. I’d seen even flashier places than this, with even more colored glass and even bigger Raleigh emblems, shield-shaped, with the AR monogram in neon tubes full of moving bubbles. And if the AR looks like ANDREW, REX, a man can’t help the initials he’s got, can he?


The light shining across the highway was blue and yellow and purple around its edges from the colored glass that bordered the windows of the station, but a strong, clear glare beat down on the cars before the door, where interrogations went on. I could hear the music of a dance band playing from some far-off ballroom, the sound turned low inside the station. I could hear the metallic voice of Comus inside, too, talking with the voice of authority from some central ganglion to this peripheral nerve ending out hem in the dark on the highway.


A couple of the big Prowlers were drawn up in the parking lot beside the station. You could see how red they were even with green and purple light from the colored windows bathing them. Two or three hedgehoppers stood quivering a little on their long bent legs with a queasy motion I hate to watch. They are dishonest little cars. They can go wherever a tank can, and they slip through the grass almost without leaving a track. Antennae whipped gently above them, feeling out messages with a sort of senseless, inanimate eagerness.


Overhead as the line shuffled on I thought I could hear a helicopter hum, a heavy buzzing that could be right in my own head. Comus monitors every Prowler squad with a helicopter, so taking side roads or cutting across country gets you nowhere if the call is out and Comus really wants the traffic sampled. In my mind’s eye I climbed a little higher than the helicopters and watched how their blood-red backs caught the starlight from a long way up, looking deep black-red in the darkness. I gazed down on them and they gazed down on their little broods of Prowlers, and there was a controlled, orderly feeling about it all. Everything in its place. Everything predictable. I was safe and untouchable in my little buzzing room floating high up in the middle of the air.


But while I waited a hedgehopper came rocking up the road and pulled into the pool of colored light beside the station. A man got out and went into the station, bright and immaculate in his red coat. The cross-country ’hopper stood there rocking like an uneasy spider. I was thinking about sneaking another drink.


Then I heard my own name called.


I felt a familiar, automatic response run out along my muscles at the cue. But I didn’t answer. I just stood there swaying a little.


“Howard Rohan. Step forward.”


Heads turned toward me. I stepped forward. A guard came down the line, neat and authoritative in his red uniform. He looked me up and down, taking in my faded denims, my dust, my stubbled chin. He took in my breath too.


“Right,” he said. “Follow me, Rohan.”


Inside the station everything seemed very bright and busy. My guard took me up to a counter with an imitation marble top made out of some synthetic. “We’ve found Rohan, sir,” he said to the man behind the marble.


The man was looking at my identification card. He bent it back and forth between his fingers. The plastic snapped every time he did it. Finally he said, “Better use a Prowler, I guess. It’s faster.” He stamped a plastic disc and handed it to the guard with my card. “Straight through by fast plane,” he said. “Priority. Check the prints first.”


So we went away to another counter, where my finger and retina prints were taken. I could have got mad. I could feel the anger hovering up inside me, waiting its cue. This was part of the life I had got away from, at a cost nobody but I could know. I had sunk without a trace into the particular oblivion I had chosen. I liked it down here. I couldn’t see that they had any right to haul me up again. But they had the power to do it. I didn’t doubt that. I decided to save the anger for somebody near the top, where it might do some good. These boys were just following orders. So I did what I was told, and not a thing more. I made my arm limp when they took the prints. I focused on nothing when they flashed the retina pattern. Then they looked at me and I looked at nothing, carefully balancing the anger in me to keep it from spouting up and getting me into trouble.


“Think we ought to clean him up first?” somebody asked.


“They want him fast,” somebody else said.


I just stood there breathing quietly, not even wondering. Of course they’d made some kind of mistake. They wanted some other Howard Rohan. (With my fingerprints and retina patterns? Never mind. It’s got to be some other Rohan …)


We got into a Prowler. I leaned back and shut my eyes. When I opened them the lights of an airfield shone into them. We got into a plane, not a jet, so we probably weren’t going very far. I felt my stomach complain when we took to the air. I had another drink. My guard looked at me uneasily, but he didn’t interfere. He had his orders. I didn’t wonder what they were.


We sat near the tail of the plane, with a couple of seats between us and the other passengers. So I wouldn’t contaminate anybody, I thought, admitting that they had a point there as I scratched myself. The TV screen at the front of the plane showed us a comedian whose timing was lousy. I used to think I was pretty good myself in comedy. I had a long run in the lead role of the new Shakespeare comedy they dug up in ’94, though just possibly the author’s name contributed something. Miranda always said—


Never mind. Don’t think about Miranda.


But, going back to civilization, here in the clean-smelling, gently humming plane, in the flowered plush seats, is it possible not to think of Miranda? God knows I didn’t think enough about her when she was alive. Maybe she still would be if I’d listened when she wanted to talk to me. If I’d thought more of her as a woman and less as a beautiful puppet to act as I wanted her to on stage.


Don’t think about Miranda.


My image in the window beside me caught my eye. I seemed to be flying along out there effortlessly, keeping pace with the plane, transparent though I was with the stars shining through me. I looked at myself out there and tried to think of anything but Miranda. It wasn’t any good. The thought of that last day was moving up on me inexorably, smooth and relentless, and how could I stop it? Once it starts, there’s nothing you can do.


It’s funny how quick a memory can be. I couldn’t get the bottle to my mouth fast enough to keep that last day, that last night from flashing back through my mind, completed from start to finish, the end simultaneous with the beginning and everything in between as clear and perfect as if I’d just finished living them, every detail there.


Life and the drowning man. That’s what they mean. The whole picture can flash by that fast. While the whiskey ran down my throat it went by again, retracing the well-worn groove of memory I had spent three years trying to wipe out.


Scene, backstage at the Andrew Raleigh Theater, New York’s best and newest. Characters, the cast and crews that were staging Beautiful Dreamer for a rerun, starring, of course, Howard and Miranda Rohan. Lead character, Rohan himself, husband, director, and co-star of the beautiful dreamer. Curtain rises on Rohan projecting frenzy better than Stanislavsky could have done it. Louder, anyhow.


Absent from stage, Miranda. Desperate search going on. Her understudy rehearsing hopefully while the search grows more and more desperate. No luck. Miranda missing from morning appointments, missing from her matinee, missing from rehearsal, missing from the night’s performance. Rohan going on with half a dozen drinks in him, too frantic to feel them. Rohan snatching drinks every time he steps off stage. Rohan, sober as a judge from start to finish.


Finish—phone call just after the second-act curtain. The police have found—them. Them? Them? There must be some mistake. Who could Miranda be with that she’d miss two performances in a row without a word to me? I forgot about the play. I walked out on the last act. That’s me, never-do-anything-by-halves Rohan. Drive yourself and your cast crazy working for impossible perfection, sure, but drop it flat and leave the audience buzzing and be all husband, desperate and bewildered, when word like this comes in. I guess I never was as good as I’d thought as actor, director, or husband if I could turn in a performance like that.


Actually I really did forget about the last act. Our two understudies struggled through it in front of a house frill of whispers and rumors while Rohan in a police car, with the siren making the kind of noise he felt like making, headed for the Saw Mill River Parkway and the wreck that had killed both of them. Miranda and her lover. The man I had never heard of.


Sometimes, now, I wonder if I’d ever really seen or heard of Miranda. The real one. If this could happen without my guessing, had I ever known her as she was? Thinking back over and over and over, I could remember times when she was moody and withdrawn, times when it seemed to me she was about to say something she never quite got out. Because I was busy and preoccupied. Because there was never a time for relaxation between jobs and the job at hand filled my whole mind. I can remember now the many times she almost told me—something. But she put it off too long.


The photographers hadn’t got there yet when the police car and I arrived. I saw her as they found her. She was lying half out of the smashed car, and except for the back of her head there was hardly a mark on her. She had nothing at all on except a Japanese kimono I had never seen before in my life. Why she had gone out that way, what unknown apartment they had left, where they were going, I never knew.


She looked beautiful. She always did look beautiful. Even when there was nothing remaining any more to control her body and arrange her gestures, she lay against the hillside in her flowery kimono as if a portrait painter had arranged her to show her beauty best. The kimono covered her very decently, considering. You had the feeling that Miranda’s ghost must have paused, looked back, and stooped to twitch the brightly colored silk into place, wanting her to look her best even now.


Did they ever find out who the man was? I think so. I’m not sure. It didn’t matter. Just a man of no special importance in the world to anyone except—perhaps—Miranda. I don’t remember how he looked at all.


What I remember is standing there wondering just when Miranda had made the decision that had led to this moment. It might have been any of the times when she had been on the verge of saying—something—to me and I hadn’t waited to listen.


What I remember is the feeling that I might have saved her—could have saved her—and I had not saved her. There would never be another chance. The curtain went down then.


The curtain never rose again.


You see how fast it goes through the mind? You can remember in no time at all. From the moment the rot-gut hit my throat to the time it began spreading around the walls of my stomach I lived the twelve tours over.


I drank the rest of my pint in a couple of gulps. There wasn’t much, but enough. The Rohan who had stood on the grassy bank above Miranda and the Rohan who floated easily along outside the plane window and the Rohan inside on the deep plush seat all got blurry together. They all passed out at the same moment.




CHAPTER III


I WOKE UP IN bed.


I was sober and it felt terrible. Everything around me had clarity too explicit to endure without my buzzing walls to filter out reality. The room was an average bedroom, a little on the luxury side. I sat up and began to shake all over. My head felt groggy and there was a sore spot at the inside of the elbow where the vein comes to the surface. Some kind of injection? I couldn’t remember a thing, but a dream I’d just been having stirring uneasily around in the back rooms of my mind, insisting it was important. I tried to remember.


It seems the whole population of the United States had shaken me by my shoulder and said they were in grave danger. No, it was President Raleigh, and he told me he’d never meant things to come to this, and after he died there’d be some changes made. No, after all, it was just a man in a red uniform who said his name was Comus. He was just about to kill himself and he wanted me to help. He planned to use a—what was it?


An antic.


That much I remembered clearly. He also told me. I was on my way to California, where I must be sure to look up a Mr. Heiress. I was to give his love to somebody whose name I didn’t catch at all. And he also advised me to collect swans. Even in a dream I rejected this kind of logic. I told him to go away.


But he was persistent. He told me a long, complicated tale in a hoarse whisper that tickled my ear, all about what an important man I’d once been and the big things the future might still hold in store if only I——But here a touch of irrational nightmare came in. Whatever it was he wanted me to do scared me. The whole country seemed to go unstable when I thought about it. He said I didn’t need to think about it, but he had to have help in killing himself on account of the antic. And don’t forget the swans.


I said I had nothing against the Secretary of Communications personally—and how he came into the conversation isn’t clear—and the man in the red coat kept whispering about you know what. Only I didn’t, and this was the part that scared me. He said I didn’t need to think about it now, because I’d remember when the time came—but he had to tell me while he could.


That part was pure nightmare. I wanted to yell at him that he was only a dream and to shut up and get out, but I was too groggy and he kept right on. When I put my hands over my ears he began to talk in letters of fire that hung in the air over his head. Luckily I couldn’t read. “And be sure you ask for the swans,” he said intensely, and vanished into thin air at the sound of approaching footsteps, leaving the letters of fire behind him. Just in time I reached out and pushed them into a bottomless pit which had been there all the time. They dropped, circling, getting clearer the farther they fell until I could almost read them. But not quite, thank God.


Just before they got too clear to escape, I woke up.


I was sitting there trying to make sense out of all this when a door opened and a man in a white coat came in. I looked up sharply, thinking for one irrational moment it would be a man I knew. The man who had sent for me. Ted Nye. I knew it had to be Ted. Nobody else had quite such connections as this, though the Howard Rohan of three years ago had known a lot of important people. None of whom would remember me now.


It had to be Ted Nye. Which was why the Secretary of Communications played a bit part in my dream. That cleared that much of it up, anyhow. Ted and I started out together a long time ago. I rose high. Ted topped me by a long shot and he was still up there, in the Communications chair in Raleigh’s cabinet, and slated to go even higher, for all I knew, when the old man died.


Much too important to be coming into my bedroom in a white coat, of course. The man in the doorway was a stranger. And a doctor, if the white coat meant anything. He took my wrist in a professional grip and looked searching at me. “Feeling all right?”


“I feel terrible. What I need is a drink.”


“You’ll do,” he said. “For now, anyhow. Get dressed.”


“What about that drink?”


He just shrugged and walked out, shutting the door. So I got up, shuddering a little. There were ants crawling around just under my skin. I went to the window and looked out. New York Area, Manhattan. Very familiar. By stretching my neck slightly I could probably see the roof of the Raleigh Theater, scene of my rise and fall. I didn’t try.


My clothes, neatly laundered, hung ready. In the bathroom was everything I needed to get myself clean and shaved. I settled for brushing my teeth. I felt grimy, but I wasn’t going to make concessions to anybody. Whoever had sent for me was going to get me just as I stood.


A guard in a red Comus uniform stood outside my door. Oddly enough, it all tallied with the dream. This was the door the population of the country had come in by. Here on the threshold the bottomless pit had opened. I looked down to see if the letters of fire had left any marks on the floor.


“Good morning, Mr. Rohan,” the guard said.


“I need a drink,” I told him. “See?” And I held out my hands to show him my shakes.


“Will you come with me, please?” he said politely. “Uh—would you like to clean up a little first?”


“No,” I said.


“This way, please,” he told me, shrugging.


Five minutes and three floors later he paused in front of a door, spoke briefly into his lapel mike, and then said, “In here, Mr. Rohan.” I went in.


It hadn’t changed much, Ted Nye’s office. At first glance you think you’ve walked into a picture gallery, and then you see all the pictures are live action. Ted’s desk is in the middle with all the banks of buttons on it that connect him with their nerve endings of the nation. There’s a small bar against one wall, a lot of deep chairs around, a glass tank full of tropical fish, and hanging from the ceiling a round brass cage with a round pale yellow canary inside.


A small man stood at the bar with his back to me. He wore knee-length shorts and a striped shirt. He was clinking glasses. Above him in heavy, ornate gold frames the United States unrolled itself across the walls. Clouds floated lazily in one frame over blue mountains marbled with snow. Next to that San Francisco stood dazzling against her green bay, tiny boats moving slowly over the water. Next to that a doll-sized tractor dragged a broad swath of harrows across a stretch of farmland, scoring the brown earth into patterns. And all of it merely the outward and visible background for the inward, invisible webs of Comus, drawn taut and singing with tension as Prowlers policed the roads of the nation, sifting the population man by man through psycho-polling research. They kept the electronic computers humming day and night, straight around the clock. I could imagine I felt them now, vibrating under my feet, for here was the heart of the Comus administration. And here before me in a striped shirt was the man who controlled Comus.


I was surprised at the sudden surge of bitter resentment that rose in me at the sight of him. We started out level. Look at us now. A wave of the intolerable itching which all Croppers are heir to swept over me and for an instant I could smell the sweat and disinfectant that halo all Croppers like a cloud. I probably carried it with me now, but mostly I was too used to it to notice. Resentment said, “What right has Ted Nye to stand here clean and happy and powerful, while I——” But reason broke in, “You asked for it, Rohan. Calm down.”


Without turning, Ted Nye said, “Come on in, Howard.”


I walked fast across the flowered carpet and reached past his hands at the bar. I grabbed the first bottle within striking distance and tipped it up to my mouth, hearing the gurgle, feeling the bottle jump in my hands a little as the whiskey poured down my throat. It was strange to taste good scotch again. Ted pulled the bottle away after a moment.


“That’s enough for now, Howard.” He looked up at me searchingly. “It’s been a long time,” he said.


I tried to return his gaze objectively. He was clean, all right, but this little dark wizened face had heavy shadows under the eyes and something was badly wrong somewhere in back of his face. Trouble. Ted Nye had his problems too.


I said coldly, “I don’t know you.”


His deep-set eyes darted anxiously at mine, the focus shifting rapidly from left eye to right in a ridiculous little dance. I felt better after the whiskey. I felt better than he looked.


“Having trouble with your memory?” he asked.


“No trouble. I like it this way.” Again the itching swept me, more a ghostly itch than a real one since my clothes at least were clean now. I held every muscle tense until it passed.


Still looking closely at me, Nye walked over to his desk and punched one of the shiny-faceted buttons under the little intercom screen. A greenish office with a greenish-tinged girl about two inches high came into focus in the greenish glass of the intercom. It occurred to me very briefly that every living thing here was scaled down to smallness to match Nye’s.


“Give me the file on Howard Rohan, Trudy,” he said to the minuscule girl. A musical humming and then a faint pop sounded, and from a slot on the desk a red folder came out like a tongue from a thin mouth. The canary moved uneasily on his perch, looking sidewise at the source of the musical sound. He tried a tentative chirp and then gave up and settled down into himself, closing his eyes.


Nye flipped the folder open, handed me the single sheet lying on top of the stack inside. I took it without much interest, glancing down casually. Then I shook my head to make my eyes come into focus, and my hand shook too. I couldn’t quite believe what I saw, but there it was—the staggering “Howard Rohan” scrawled on a dotted line, and the ironclad Cropper contract above it, the contract that said five years and meant the rest of my life.


Ted Nye twitched it neatly out of my hand as I stood there gaping. I made a futile grab. “Not so fast,” he said. “I’ve got a job for you. Howard. Do it and you can have this back.”


I said warily, “What kind of a job?”


Watching me, he said, “Theater. We’re setting up something new. Maybe a little bit dangerous. I need you, Howard.”


For a moment a shock of excitement flickered like lightning through my mind. I was back very briefly in the old, bright, shining days when Miranda was alive and Rohan was himself and all the lights were dazzling. But then I remembered. Rohan was washed up a long time ago. I thought of all the times since Miranda died when I’d blown up in my lines and had the curtain rung down on me. I remembered the times I’d gone on stage too drunk to be sure what play I was in. I thought of all the friends who’d lent me money until I couldn’t seem to find them any more.


I glanced around the office. “How do I get out of here?”


“Don’t act like this, Howard,” Nye said.


“It’s not acting.”


“You still hold a grudge, don’t you? I did everything I could for you when you cracked up, Howard. You must know that. At the end it wasn’t I who revoked your license. It was Comus. Maybe you think I control Comus. I don’t.”


I felt like laughing. Ten years Secretary of Communications, and he didn’t control Comus? But all I said was, “I’m not holding any grudges. I get along fine.”


“The hell you do.”


“Do I make trouble? Have I pulled any reports?”


He rubbed his face nervously. “Howard—we used to be friends. I’d like to help you if I can. And you could help me.”


I turned my back on him and looked up at San Francisco and the little boats streaking the bay on the other side of the continent. Yes, we’d been friends once. Very good friends. We’d shared an apartment a long time ago, when he was only an assistant to an undersecretary and I was still haunting the Comus offices for a license to walk the boards. Even in those days the worm had been eating at Ted Nye. Maybe because he was so small. But he’d always been a man to grab tigers by the tail. He looked now like somebody hanging on to too big a tiger, afraid to let go. But that was his problem, not mine.


I said with my back to him, “Why can’t you leave me alone, Ted?” I shut my eyes and focused on the faint buzzing the scotch I’d drunk was setting up around me. “You’ve got what you want.” I said. “Can’t you let me have what I want too?”


He said gently, “What’s that, Howard?”


“To be let alone, damn you.” The words came out firmly, but they didn’t quite ring true. Not quite. I made a frantic clutch at the walls of my buzzing room, in terror because they might stop buzzing. I could hear the sound grow thin, and it was Ted Nye’s fault. He had breached my only bulwark, and I wanted suddenly to kill him.


I thought, Maybe you don’t know it, but the world is dead. Everything’s dusty and still out there beyond the buzzing walls. The people aren’t real. They’re clockwork. You’re clockwork too. There are clockwork birds in the trees and clockwork mice in the walls, but nothing has been breathing flesh since Miranda stopped abruptly, glared at me, and then turned to slap at the green, and ail voices terrify me because they sound that single monotone keynote of despair.


Nye said, his voice shaking a little, “Don’t try me too far, Howard.” He was under a lot of tension, holding it down with an effort. “Maybe I know what you want better than you do.” He slapped the red folder with my name on it. “I’ve got your psychograph here, every damned thing in it right up to date. Up to last night, when you spilled your guts under Pentothal. I know what makes you tick. I know more about you than you know yourself. If you don’t——”


The intercom on the desk burst into its musical hum. He stopped abruptly, glared at me, and then turned to slap at the button as if he were slapping my face. He was very near some kind of breaking point.


The little greenish secretary said thinly, “Dr. Hall wants me to remind you about your rest period, Mr. Nye. And the senator from California says he can’t wait much longer. What shall I——”


“I don’t care what the hell they say,” Nye broke in sharply. “I’ll be busy another ten minutes. If Morris can’t wait, give him another appointment. I’ve got enough to worry about.” He struck the button again and the green protesting face dwindled to a dot and vanished. Nye swung around to me.


“Look,” he said. “You used to be a good actor once. Maybe even a great one. Right now you’re a drunken bum with nothing ahead of you but hard labor in Cropper camps until you get too beat to carry. Then they’ll dump you. I’m offering a chance to pull out of it. I’ve bought up your contract. I’ve got a job you may be able to do. I need you. I’d like to help you if I can. But it’s all up to you, Howard.”


I said desperately, “I’m washed up in the theater, Ted. Remember?”


“You think you are. Suppose we give it another try. I need actors, Howard. I’m scraping the bottom of the barrel. There aren’t enough qualified men in the country for the work I have in mind. Once we get the alcohol soaked out of you and the medication you need pumped in, you can do the job. I’m not asking you, Howard. I’m telling you.”


Something of his urgency vibrated a little through the thin drawn walls that protected me from the world. I knew I shouldn’t listen. But somewhere in one of those back rooms of the mind a wild, irrational Rohan who could still believe the impossible began to stir. Maybe there still was a chance for me. To get free of the contract, to be my own man again, to try once more for the old, wonderful, glittering life. …


For a moment the protective wall ceased vibrating. In that moment there came flooding back over me in one enormous wave the memory of the past. Miranda. The life we lived together. All the things we had known and shared in that vivid world there was so much to buy, so much to enjoy. I let the parties we went to swirl around in my mind like smoke. The wonderful parties. The music by the finest orchestras in the country. The magnificent gowns the women wore, the jewels like big drops of fire, the perfume, the glow. The dazzling talk, because the finest wits of the nation congregated right where we all did, around Andrew Raleigh. The old man himself, tall, ruddy-faced, in those wonderful, spotless, creaseless uniforms he wore once and then gave away. His air of majesty. That whole tremendous feel of being alive and functioning in the very center of the world while the universe revolved around us because we were ourselves, making it turn.
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