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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.


      







AGAPE AND EROS: THE ART OF THEODORE STURGEON



BY ROBERT A. HEINLEIN


GODBODY—


“The Last of the Wine.”


And the best.


Sometimes (not often) the last work of an artist, published after his death, is the capstone of his art, summing up what he had been telling the world all his life. In writing Godbody Theodore Sturgeon achieved this crowning statement. Again and again for half a century he has given us one message. In Godbody he tells us still again, and even more emphatically, the same timeless message that runs through all his writings and through all his living acts—a message that was ancient before he was born but which he made his own, then spoke it and sang it and shouted it and sometimes scolded us with it:


“Love one another.”


Simple. Ancient. Difficult.


Seldom attained.


Early this century, before World War I, I was taught in Sunday school that Jesus loves us, you and me and everyone, saint and sinner alike. Then the Kaiser raped poor innocent Belgium, and never again did the world seem sweet and warm and safe. Today I cannot promise you that Jesus loves you, but I can assure you that Ted Sturgeon loves you … did love you and does today—“does,” present tense, because what I still hold of my childhood faith includes a conviction that Ted did not cease to be when his worn-out body stopped breathing. It may be that villains die utterly. But not saints.


In fifty years of storytelling Sturgeon spoke to us of love, again and again and yet again, without ever repeating himself. One of the marks of his art was his unique talent for looking at an old situation from a new angle, one that no one else had ever noticed. He did not imitate (and could not be imitated) … and each of his stories was a love story.


Examples:


“Bianca’s Hands.” (That one? A story so horrible that editors not only bounced it but blacklisted the author? Yes, that one.)


“The World Well Lost.” (A love story, obviously—one about homosexuals. But please note that the copyright on it is 1953, many years before “gay pride” was even whispered, much less shouted. And Ted was not speaking in defense of himself but out of empathy for others. Ted was not even mildly homosexual. You can check this for yourself if you wish. I have no need to; I knew him intimately for more than forty years.)


“Some of Your Blood.” (Go back and read it again. Yes, George Smith makes Count Dracula look like a tenderfoot Scout. But Sturgeon invites you to look at it from George Smith’s angle.)


And so on, story after story for half a century. Some of Sturgeon’s yarns had adventure trappings, or science-fiction gadgets, or fantasy/weird/horror props, or who-dunnit gimmicks or other McGuffins, but in each, tucked away or displayed openly, you will find some searching comment on love, a new statement, not something borrowed from another writer.


In addition to this prime interest Ted was alive to every facet of the world around him: He had a lifelong passion for machinery; his interest in music was intense and professional; he delighted in travel; he relished teaching others what he had learned—but above all and at all times, waking and sleeping, he loved his fellow humans and expressed it in all aspects of his life.


I first met Theodore Sturgeon in 1944. He had just returned from the Caribbean, where he had been a heavy-machinery operator building airstrips for the U.S. Army Air Force. That job played out in ’44; no more airfields were being built in the Antilles; the emphasis was shifting to the Pacific Theater. Ted was 4-F, a waste of skin; his draft board laughed at him. He was not even eligible for limited service. Rheumatic fever in his high-school days had left him with a heart so disabled that simply staying alive through each day was a separate miracle.


That damaged heart not only kept Ted out of military service; ten years earlier it had robbed him of his dearest ambition: to be a circus acrobat. In high school, by grueling daily practice, he had transformed himself from that fabled ninety-pound weakling into a heavily muscled and highly skilled tumbler, one who could reasonably hope to join someday the “Greatest Show on Earth.” Then one morning he woke up ill.


He recovered … but with a badly damaged heart. A circus career was out of the question, and many other pursuits were foreclosed. Eventually his disability forced him into the one career open to anyone whose body is warm and mind still functioning: free-lance writing.


I once collected notes for an essay—the relation between physical disability and the literary pursuit; or Shakespeare was 4-F and so was Lord Byron and Julius Caesar and Somerset Maugham—and what’s your excuse, brother? Was it a queasy itch to see your name in print and a distaste for hard work? Or was it diabetes (polio, consumption, heart trouble) and a pressing need to pay the rent?


If we limit the discussion to science fiction, I can recall offhand several writers who got into the business not from choice but from physical disability coupled with financial necessity: Theodore Sturgeon, Robert A. Heinlein, Cleve Cartmill, H. G. Wells, Fletcher Pratt, Daniel F. Galouye, J. T. McIntosh. Each on this list wound up as a free-lance writer through physical limitations that crowded him into it … and I am sure that the list could be much longer, if we but knew.


So what was Sturgeon doing running bulldozers and backhoes and power shovels? Driving a Daisy Eight is not as easy as driving a car; rassling a dozer is no job for a man with a bad heart.


The answer is simple: Ted never paid any more attention to his physical limitations than he was forced to, and in wartime the physical examination for a civilian employee of the army or navy consisted of walking past the surgeon, who would then mark the prospect “fit for heavy manual labor.” I am not joking. In World War II, I hired many civilians for the Navy Field Service; the Army Field Service was not more demanding than we were—or we would have snatched their prospects away from them. This was a time when any warm body would do. A typist was a girl who could tell a typewriter from a washing machine. (Later we took out the washing machine.)


So Ted built airstrips in broiling sun and 120-degree heat and failed to drop dead. He outlasted the job and then came to New York.


I think Ted worked for a while for the University of California, in the Empire State Building, with John W. Campbell, Jr., the editor of Astounding Science Fiction, as his supervisor. No, I have not jumped my trolley; at that time the University of California occupied one entire floor in the Empire State Building. Campbell was supervisor in a classified section that wrote radar operation and maintenance manuals—and even the word “radar” was classified; one did not say that word. (And didn’t even think the word “uranium,” not even in one’s sleep.)


I am not certain what work Ted did, because in 1944 one did not poke into another man’s classified work. I knew a trifle about this radar project because I had a radar project of my own, with a touch of overlap. But Campbell is dead now, and so is George O. Smith and so is Ted; I can’t check. (Ted’s wife Jayne can’t be certain; I am speaking of the year she was born.)


As may be, Ted was writing at night for Campbell and sharing lodging with Jay Stanton, who was both Campbell’s assistant supervisor on the radar writing project and Campbell’s assistant editor at Street and Smith … and all three men were part of another project I ran for OpNav-23, a brainstorming job on antikamikaze measures. (I was wearing three hats, not unusual then. One tended to live on aspirin and soothing syrup.)


I had been ordered to round up science-fiction writers for this crash project—the wildest brains I could find, so Ted was a welcome recruit. Some of the others were George O. Smith, John W. Campbell, Jr., Murray Leinster, L. Ron Hubbard, Sprague de Camp, and Fletcher Pratt. On Saturday nights and Sundays this group usually gathered at my apartment in downtown Philadelphia.


At my request Campbell brought Sturgeon there. My first impression of Sturgeon was that no male had any business being that pretty. He was a golden boy, one that caused comparisons with Michelangelo’s David. Or Baldur. He was twenty-six but looked about twenty. He was tall, straight, broad-shouldered, and carried himself with the grace of a tightwire artist. He had a crown of golden curls, classic features and a sweet, permanent smile.


All this would have been inexcusable had it not been that he was honestly humble and warmly charming. When others spoke, Sturgeon listened with full attention. His interest in others caused one to forget his physical beauty.


My flat was about three hundred yards from the Broad Street Station; people came to these meetings from Washington, Scarsdale, Princeton, the Main Line, Manhattan, Arlington, etc.; my place was the most convenient rendezvous for most of the group. No one could drive a car (war restrictions), but the trains every thirty minutes on the Pennsylvania Railroad could get any member of the group there in two hours or less. It was a good neutral ground, too, for meetings that might include several officers (lieutenant to admiral), a corporal from OSS, a State Department officer, one sergeant, civil servants ranging from P-1 to P-6, contractors’ employees with clearances up to “top secret” but limited by “need to know,” and civilians with no official status and no clearance. I never worried about security because there was always one member of naval intelligence invariably present.


On Saturday nights there would be two or three in my bed, a couple on the couch and the rest on the living-room floor. If there was still overflow, I sent them a block down the street to a friend with more floor space if not beds. Hotel rooms? Let’s not be silly; this was 1944.


The first weekend Sturgeon was there he slept on the hall rug, a choice spot, while both L. Ron Hubbard and George O. Smith were in the overflow who had to walk down the street. In retrospect that seems like a wrong decision; Hubbard should not have been asked to walk, as both of his feet had been broken (drumhead-type injury) when his last ship was bombed. Ron had had a busy war—sunk four times and wounded again and again—and at that time was on limited duty at Princeton, attending military governors’ school.


On Sunday afternoon the working meeting was over, and we were sitting around in my living room. Ron and Ted had been swapping stories and horrible puns and harmonizing on songs—both were fine vocalists, one baritone, one tenor. I think it was the first time they had met, and they obviously enjoyed each other’s company.


Ron had run through a burlesque skit, playing all the parts; then Ted got up and made a speech “explaining” Marxism and featuring puns such as “Engels with dirty faces” (groan), and ending with “then comes the Revolution!” At that last word he jumped straight up into the air and into a full revolution—a back flip. His heels missed the ceiling by a scant inch, and he landed as perfectly as Mary Lou Retton on the exact spot on which he had been standing.


This with no warning—which is how I learned that Ted was a tumbler. This in a crowded room. This with no windup. I don’t think he could have done it in a phone booth but he did not have much more room.


Ron Hubbard leaned toward me, said quietly into my ear, “Uh huh, I can see him now, a skinny kid in a clown suit too big for him, piling out of that little car with the other clowns and bouncing straight into his routine.”


Ron was almost right.


I think it was a later weekend that we learned of Ted’s incredible ability to produce just from his vocal cords, no props, any sound he had ever heard—traffic noises, train noises, shipboard noises, animals, birds, machinery, any accent whatever.


Here is the first one I asked for: A frosty morning, a buzzsaw powered by a two-cycle engine cranked by a line. Start the engine despite the freezing weather, then use the saw to cut firewood. The saw hits a nail in the wood.


I’m sorry I can’t offer you a tape. Ted scored a cold four-oh.


Thirty-three years later, in front of a large audience at San Diego ComiCon, I asked Sturgeon to repeat that buzzsaw routine, defining it again for him, as he had forgotten ever doing it. He thought for a few seconds, then did it. Another four-oh.


The second one I demanded was this: A hen lays an egg, then announces it. The farm wife shoos her off the nest long enough to grab the egg and replace it with a china egg.


Another perfect score—I do not know when or where Sturgeon coped with cranky two-cycle engines or with temperamental hens … but this farm boy now speaking can testify that Ted had been there in each case and could reproduce the sounds as exactly as any equipment from Sony or Mitsubishi.


I hope that someone somewhere has taped and preserved some of Sturgeon’s jokes in dialect. I would like to hear again the one about the pub in London where one could get a bit of bread, a bit of cheese, a pint of bitter, a gammon of Yorkshire ham, a bit of pudding and a go with the barmaid, all for two and six. Try to imagine all that. Was anyone running a recorder?


Ted’s ear was phenomenal and not limited to parlor tricks. Mark Twain said that the difference between the right word and almost the right word was the difference between lightning and a lightning bug.


Sturgeon did not deal in lightning bugs.


Exempli gratia:


Godbody is written in multiple first person, a difficult narrative technique, believe me. Try this experiment. After you read Godbody, open it up anywhere, read three lines. Note the page number and write down who, in your opinion, is speaking. Do this several times.


Better yet, have someone help you, so that you do not know where the sample comes from—beginning, middle or end.


I predict that you will call correctly which of eight characters spoke each of these small samples.


Yet Sturgeon makes almost no use of spelled-out eccentricities of speech or other flags to mark his characters. Flagging is mechanical, a device any hack writer can copy. What Sturgeon does is subtle—each character has his own voice. How do you know at once who is calling on the telephone, if the caller is one familiar to you? By the caller’s voice, of course.


How does Sturgeon do this? First let’s dissect Paderewski’s hands to learn how he played the piano; then we’ll dissect Sturgeon’s brain to learn how he could give an imaginary person his own unique voice. Art on this level resists analysis; the critic who tries it gets egg on his face.


Godbody—Forget about art and enjoy it.


Some readers will feel that it is XXX-rated pornography. They will have plenty to go on.


Others will see it as a tender, gentle love story. They’ll be right.


Many will find it offensively coarse in language (people of my generation, especially). It does contain every one of the “seven words that must never be used on television,” plus four or five more that can’t be used but never got on the verboten list.


Others will see that Ted has always used the exact word—always “lightning,” never “lightning bug.” Those four-letter shockers are essential.


Some will complain that Godbody is loaded with sex and violence.


Others may answer that “Hamlet” (“Romeo and Juliet,” the Old Testament, Le Morte d’Arthur) is nothing but sex and violence.


Some will denounce Godbody as baldly sacrilegious. They’ll be right.


Others will see it as tenderly and beautifully reverent. And they will be right.


Others will say, “Yes, it’s a great story. But why did he have to stick so much nudity into it?”


I’ll answer that one myself, since it is too late to ask Sturgeon. God must love skin since he makes so much of it. Covering it with cloth or leather or fur in the name of “decency” is a vice thought up by dirty old men; don’t blame it on God.


Never mind what anyone says about this book. Read it, enjoy it, reread it, give it to someone you love. It is our last love letter from a man who loves all of us. Make the most of it today. Then keep it for a day when you are downhearted and need what it gives you.


And don’t be afraid to love.


—R.A.H, September, 1985










Dan Currier



IT MAY BE THAT after all this time, and after all that has happened, I do not remember that first time as it really was. Perhaps I remember it as it should have been; we do that sometimes, all of us. Whatever I’ve added, if I’ve added anything, was the right touch; the memory is perfect:


Midmorning, late spring in the Catskills, and the mist burning away, but still there an underwater-green with the rich new greenness of the spring-struck trees radiating through it. A broken old stone fence, green-grey, and at the corner of the two roads, he sat naked. He alone in all that green universe was red, was reds: fine hair down to his earlobes copper-orange, slab-sided cheeks picking a ripe-peach-red out of the bars of sun, gold-red on the down of his chest and lower belly. He was sitting absolutely boneless, comfortably round-shouldered, and with his chin gone to bed on his collarbones.


And—maybe this is the part I’ve added, but it remembers like a real memory, and I’d like to think it happened that way—around his head flew a circle of white moths, turned pale, pale apple-green in that light and amazing against that hair. I stopped the car. I don’t think it was because he was naked.


Because I couldn’t help myself, I called to him, “Hey!”


He raised his head, swiftly but not startled, and opened his eyes; then, as part of a flowing sequence without stopping anywhere, he placed his hands on the stones and lifted himself and vaulted down, landing lightly and already walking. Walking, his body moved forward as if on tracks, not bobbing up and down the way most of the rest of us do. If his shoulders had been the least bit wider they would have been too wide; if his body were by a finger’s breadth flatter it would have been too flat. He made no attempt to cover his nakedness and he wasn’t displaying it, either; it just didn’t matter to him. The moths whisked away in the wood as he stepped out in the road.


Then: his eyes. Think back now; in all the talk, in everything you have read or heard about Godbody, has anyone ever used a color-word for Godbody’s eyes? Someone with hair that color is called a redhead, but redheads don’t have red hair; it’s orange or russet or brown-gold, and you just can’t say that this man had red eyes and be right. Cinnamon, maybe, but that’s too brown. Sherry is too yellow, ruby is too red. His eyes were a rich color, that’s all you can say, and warm. He bent to put his elbows on the edge of the open window of the car and looked in at me and smiled. “Hi.”


What do you say? I didn’t know. I tried this: “What you doing, man?”


He took it as a straight question and gave me what was for him a straight answer. “Bein’ a bird.”


“What?”


Now you have to believe me: what came next was said with no effort to make impressions, or to startle. It was only the truth—his truth. “Was a bird for about an hour,” he said. “Tell you something about birds. People go around all the time sayin’, ‘Am I a man? Am I a woman, a real woman?’ Lookin’ at what they’ve done, wonderin’ if that’s what a man would do. Now, birds: they just birds. The one thing they never do is say, ‘Am I a bird?’”


I laughed. I’m afraid it was a silly little bleat of a laugh, but what do you say? Now I tried this: “What’s your name?”


“Godbody.”


“My name’s Currier.”


He just hung there on the window for the longest time without speaking. I kept looking at him because in some peculiar way I was afraid not to. I began to feel that I had to move, so I moved my feet; to turn my head would have broken something, and that would have been pretty bad. You don’t know what I mean. Neither did I at the time; neither do I now.


At last he touched me. He put his right hand very firmly just where my neck meets my shoulder. He had to slide his hand part way under my sports shirt to do it. My reaction was violent but motionless: does that say anything? The contact evoked a wild desire to do something, and a jaw-bunched, tooth-gritting effort not to. They canceled out, and it cost. Then he took his hand away.


“Why did you do that?”


In that straight-answer way of his, he said, “‘Currier’ don’t say anything. I wanted to find out who you are.”


Again (annoying myself) I produced that stupid bleat. “Who am I, then?”


He straightened up and smiled. “I’ll be seeing you again,” he said, and turned and sprang across the ditch and up onto the old wall. He waved once and dropped down out of sight into the dim green of the wood.


I sat there for some time like a stopped clock; nothing seemed to be happening inside at all. Perhaps the whole thing was soaking in, slowly. Then I found myself looking at the corner of the wall where I had first seen him, with a momentary feeling of disbelief. I actually craned my head out of the car window to see if he had left any footprints. Then there were his words, especially the last ones; the little emphasis he put on one word changed a rubber-stamp phrase like “I’ll be seeing you again” into a message.


Then there was that hand on my shoulder. I sat there trying to resist the temptation to reach up there and touch the place, for I could feel that electric contact just as if the hand were still there. I was trying to resist, I found, because to do so might wipe it away. I should have known better. It is there to this day. And this resistance brought to mind that other, the thing I wanted so desperately to do when he touched me. All I knew then was that it cost, it cost terribly not to do the thing I wanted to do, but I didn’t know what it was. I know now.


In short—I was very upset. I started the car and turned it around. I had things to do, people to see, but all I wanted then was home, and Liza. Driving back down the twisting dirt road to the highway, and then through town, I looked more or less as usual to people I passed, I suppose; I have a vague recollection of waving to one and smiling at another; but somehow I knew that there was in me an irreversible change, and all I could do, over and over again, was to ask myself the special question I used to guide me in my calling, and by which I judged all my decisions: “I am ordained a man of God; what has this to do with how I am behaving?” There was no answer, no matter how often or how intensely I asked; home and Liza, Liza and home were all that could matter.


The rest I remember less clearly, but more real; I mean, it doesn’t have the crystal perfection in my mind that gives my first glimpse of Godbody that dreamlike quality. I pulled into the drive and all the way to the garage doors, so I could go in the back, and went in through the kitchen. There was a flash of annoyance when I heard a man’s voice—only because of the pressure of wanting to be with Liza alone. It was Wellen—“Hobo” Wellen they called him, because his name was Hobart, and certainly not because of anything else about him. Hobo was one of those people who look tailored even in store-bought jeans, whose teeth are straighter than they ought to be and whose hair always seems to be blown exactly into place by any passing wind. People like that always make me feel too big and clumsy and put-together wrong, and somehow seem to have easy answers to things which puzzle me all the time.


“Hi, Rev,” he said with that bright smile of his. “Just dropped by to tell you a funny, and found you gone and a damsel in distress.”


“Oh darling, I’m glad you’re back.” Liza was pink and happy-looking. The drapes were down from the north windows and lying over the trestle table. “I just washed the windows and Hobo was trying to help me put the drapes back up.”


“Well, thanks, Hobo,” I said.


“It was nothing,” Hobo said. “It really was nothing—I couldn’t do it. I’ll leave it to you—you can go down on your knees and still reach up there.”


One thing I had learned about Hobo Wellen—never that I can recall, not once, did he speak to me without at least one reference to my size. He always made me feel that I had done something ridiculous to grow to six-four and that I should have known better. I said, “I appreciate it anyway, Hobo.”


“I’ll give you the funny,” Hobo said, “and then I got to cut out.” This was one of Hobo’s pastimes; I can’t say I enjoyed it but it apparently did him some good, and it was harmless, although sometimes his ‘funnies’ weren’t funny, and sometimes I wished he wouldn’t tell them in front of Liza. When you’re a minister you go along with things, though. They say of some pastors and priests, “He’ll take a drink, tell a yarn along with the rest of us,” and this is supposed to make them better at their jobs. I don’t do either one, but I find myself listening all the same, even at times like this, when I wanted desperately to be doing something else. This time the funny was about an airplane and the captain’s voice announcing that three of the engines had failed and the plane would crash. Instant panic, and then someone cried out “Somebody do something religious!” whereupon a gentleman in the front of the plane rose to his feet, whipped off his hat and came down the aisle collecting money. Lisa smiled and I grinned like an ape and clapped him on the shoulder and he left. That was the other thing about his ‘funnies’—they always took a sidewise swipe at the church.


As soon as he was gone I felt Liza’s touch on my arm and realized I had been staring at the door through which Hobo Wellen had left. The touch told me it had been a long frozen moment; and what had been going through my mind during it, I just do not know. A growing, mounting pressure of some kind, yes, but a pressure of what? Desire, love, wonder, and was that anger? Why anger? And fear with many faces, not the least of them the certainty that nothing would ever be the same again, that I stood on the borders of a new country with a long journey to make. This part of the fear was not so much the sure knowledge that there was danger ahead, though I knew there was, for I knew that there was discovery and excitement and enrichment too; it was the fear of change, which is a very special thing and perhaps not fear at all, for life is change, isn’t it? And why fear life?


“Dan!”


At last I looked at her; I took her elbows and looked down into her face, her dear face. Liza is one of those women who is the envy and despair of all the other women her age; she always had, always would look younger than she was and younger than all of them. It wasn’t only the small, slender, firm body and the smooth skin and clear eyes; it was the way she carried herself, the way, when she moved or spoke, she released energy rather than stoking it up and eking it out like the rest of us. She kept her masses of blue-fired black hair rolled and folded up into a gleaming dark helmet and her eyes were not green, as they seemed to be, but an illuminated blue full of so many flecks of gold that they seemed to be green.


“Dan—what is it?”


What moves a man to do the things he does? Sometimes he knows before he does them, sometimes he knows at the time; but what of the times when he acts not knowing why, not understanding even afterward? She was frightened, and instead of trying to comfort her, or trying to understand or explain, I watched my own two hands living a life of their own, rising to snatch the big pins out of the sides and back of her hair so that it tumbled down about her shoulders and back.


“Dan!”


Why didn’t I comfort her, why didn’t I look for one single word to still the birth of terror in that face? Did I like it? Dan Currier, who, when he bumbled into hurting someone even a little, was almost obsessed with efforts at instant consolation? Or was it the certainty that whatever was going to happen would make up a thousand times over for any distress on the way?


She was trying to say something: “Dan, I don’t know what you’re thinking. If you think I was, if you think he—let me go. Let me go!” or some such. I kissed her, I corked up her words and her breath with my mouth. Her eyes, so huge and close, were big enough for me and a dozen like me to tumble into and drown; I tumbled, I drowned. When I released her she was crying; I’d seen her cry many times before but never like this, except maybe that once on the roller-coaster and the other time when I was in the accident and the radio said I had been killed and they were mistaken and I walked in the door without a scratch. I said, “Come.”


She went with me willingly, bewildered, until she found herself at the foot of the stairs, and then she held back—not much at all, but even that little made something explode inside me. I picked her up like a doll and sprang up the stairs two at a time and crossed the upstairs hall as if my feet, somehow, weren’t touching the floor; but we were at the top of an arc, having been thrown by some huge force. The bed was a blaze of gold from the tops of the two wide windows and a floodlight of sun; there was nothing on it but the bottom sheet, and I dropped her, or threw her down. She bounced, she screamed; I took her wrist and hauled her up sitting and broke the two top buttons off the soft denim jacket, then got hold of the hem and snapped it off over her head. She wore nothing under it, which was a vast surprise to me; I hadn’t known, one way or the other—how could I? I punched her shoulder with the heel of my hand and down she went on her back; I snapped her waistband as if it had been a single thread and snatched her skirt off. Her sandals had disappeared somewhere along the way, and she lay naked in that glory of light. I had seen her naked before, of course, but I had never let myself look at her, really look, and as I got out of my clothes—it seemed to take forever, but it couldn’t have been long, for I tore my shirt and ripped the zipper in my trousers halfway down; one of my socks, I found later, was still in its shoe!—I held her pinned down to the bed in the circle of my vision with her eyes tied to mine in the center of it. I was breathing deeply but not rapidly at all—strange, that—while her breath came and went like a pulse, making and losing shadows between her ribs and the superb taut hollows at the sides of her belly. And as I held her so, where she lay with her arms crossed over her breasts and her hips half-turned, one knee drawn up to conceal herself, something from me—a demand which was not anger, but still was like a fury—reached out invisible hands and pulled those arms down and away from her breasts, dropped the small strong hands curled to the sheet, rolled back the hips, straightened that leg. The sunlight (you take pictures in your mind at certain moments) slanted down through the hair on the mound between her legs and tinted the skin under it, making the clear cream-color radiate up—a wonder. It was all a wonder, even in the violence and speed of the act itself, frozen forever in the mind, ready to be retrieved forever after, spellbinding, breathtaking.
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