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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.


      




ONE


HAVE A HAPPY Golden Straub Day!


Pete Laznett, naked and unshaven, stared sourly up at the gigantic letters parading in leisurely undulations across the sky outside his bathroom window. His house was in the best part of town—indeed, in these days just about the only residential part of town—high on a hill above the business district and the old harbor, so that the letters were almost level with his window. He could see the wires linking them one to another, and finally to the graceful solar-powered airship at their head.


Pete Laznett scratched himself and glowered. Whatever impression of innocent enthusiasm the message might possess had quickly been dispelled by the crimson CSI logo—standing for Cordwainer Hardware International—clearly visible on the airship’s slender flank. And, my God, they were starting early, weren’t they? Not yet six o’clock, and already they were at it. … Pete turned disgustedly from the window, ran water in the basin, washed and shaved. He avoided meeting his own eye in the mirror. It was one of those mornings when he preferred to remain anonymous.


For many years now the first Monday in August had been the most popular of all international holidays: Straub Day. It was the great family celebration, the day when everyone visited with their folks, or sent them some special gift. And this August of 2039 was to be even more significant, since it marked the fiftieth anniversary of Conrad Straub’s historic discovery. Thus, Golden Straub Day. And thus, in case anyone might conceivably have forgotten, the airborne Have a Happy Golden Straub Day!


In the normal course of events Pete Laznett had no objection to a little honest commercialism. Neither had he any objection to Conrad Straub’s invention—he used it all the time, had done so throughout his adult life. Straub Day, however, was another matter: he detested it. Officially, according to CH International, the rationale for Straub Day visits was twofold: filial love, which at this late date he didn’t dare pretend to, and filial gratitude for having been parented, which was difficult for him also. It wasn’t that Pete didn’t feel glad to be alive—life was good, and he rejoiced in it. But he saw in that no reason to be grateful to Maudie and Scudder Laznett. Parenthood for them had hardly been a shared and generous decision. They’d had him because they were what they were. The world had moved on and they hadn’t. They were simple people. They could have done no other.


No, his only real cause for gratitude was that they’d stopped at just the one kid, him—all too often their simple sort bred like rabbits. Possibly, since their simplicity was of a Puritanical flavor, they’d been unwilling to face again the necessarily passionate conjunction. For which sad state he was indeed grateful—relationships were complicated enough, even without siblings. So oblique a gratitude, however, would be unworthy grounds for a Straub Day visit.


He had quit home, and his parents, seventeen years before, and hadn’t been back since. In the beginning he had stayed away out of bitterness; later, embarrassment had set in; and, most recently, guilt. And, down all those seventeen years, he had sent only the most nominal of gifts. Straub Day raised unhappy ghosts, therefore, and made him feel bad, and he detested it.


This morning, however, August 6, 2039, Pete Laznett had woken early. He was going, in spite of everything, to visit with his folks. On Straub Day everyone visited with their folks, or sent them some special gift. It was what old man Straub would want.


Pete crossed the landing to his dressing room. He eased the wardrobe door open, sorted very quietly along the rack, and chose a sober city suit. He dressed without a sound. Emma, bless her, was discreetly staying in bed, pretending to be asleep. The truth was, though he hadn’t cared to say so, that he’d have preferred her to spend that particular night over at her own place. He felt edgy enough, without having to endure her tactful support. So he’d tiptoed out of the bedroom that morning, pretending that he didn’t know he’d woken her. And now she was pretending that he hadn’t.


They’d been sharing now for a long time, nearly three years. He was going to be away for a week or so and he knew he’d miss her. The last two Straub Days she’d visited with her folks and he’d gone with her. Emma’s parents lived less than an hour from the city. They were great. Pete’s, on the other hand, lived down the coast, a good four hours’ drive. And they were not great. To be honest, the last time he’d seen his parents, seventeen years ago, he’d found them a pain in the ass.


How flip, at age seventeen, that had been—how dismissive, that pain in the ass. But it had seemed to him at the time a fair enough description. Their crime had been to love him totally, obsessively, and each other not at all. Love? What a stupid word. More like they’d have stomped each other to death for the privilege of eating him up.


So he’d quit. And his bitterness had merged into embarrassment, and his embarrassment into guilt, and he’d stayed quit. But now, after seventeen years, he was going back. He’d stay, he thought, maybe for a week, long enough to disengage himself from them once and for all, and then go on again, a free man.


The decision had been sudden, only five days before, and—surprisingly—nothing to do with Emma. Once he’d made it, though, she’d encouraged him. She said she’d run a rent-a-folks business long enough—it was high time he got some of his own. And a week or so apart would be good for them both. … Neither proposition had seemed to him particularly convincing, but he was going all the same, and mainly on account of his mother’s recent screen-in.


He had to admit it, she had him worried. What she’d said and, more significantly, what she hadn’t. He’d learned to live with his guilt, but genuine concern for his parents was something new. A pain in the ass … he was older and wiser now: did they really deserve such flip dismissiveness?


His mother screened-in quite often nowadays—never his father, Pete had long since ceased to expect it.


Maudie Laznett, sitting bolt upright for the camera, hands folded (clenched?) in her lap, hair scraped back in a bun till it hurt, in the familiar red velvet chair against the familiar background of classy oak paneling and unread calf-bound books, wearing her very best, talk-to-her-sonday clothes. He’d known it all by heart.


“Why does you persist on staying down in that old city, boy?”


He’d known that by heart too. Likewise his reply. “I like it here. I love it.”


And hers. “You can’t. You just can’t, boy. Never in this world.”


Et seq. “Come on, Mother—when were you last here? Twenty years, it must be.”


“Forty, more like. But cities don’t change.”


“People do, though. For one thing, they go away.”


“Them with sense does. Leaving only the crazies—the crazies like you. Walking the empty streets.”


“Walking the uncrowded streets.” He always bothered. He couldn’t think why. “And living in the finest houses. You should see my place, Mother. It’s—”


“We has a fine house too, boy. See all them leather books—real leather, that is. This ain’t just Ferry Lane, this is the Schulman Cottage. You remember the Schulman Cottage.”


He remembered it well. Ten bedrooms, not counting staff quarters. “The city’s great, Mother. There’s restaurants, art galleries, pretty girls, real live theaters—”


“Old man Schulman’s place. You must remember it. A millionaire, he was.”


“I like the city, Mother.”


She paused. “We has pretty girls up here too, you know.”


She knew the script as well as he did. Sometimes she’d seem to have missed a line. But she always picked it up again later.


Now he’d say, “How many girls?”


And she’d say, “Enough,” the word heavily significant.


She’d mean two or three, so that a judgement would be made on his immoral ways, on the world’s immoral ways. Two or three were enough, surely, for any decent-living man. … Which was why for a time he’d tried dodging her screen-ins. Till she took to screening him during the working day.


Still, the script was the script. “How many girls?” he said.


And she didn’t answer, didn’t say “Enough”, didn’t say anything.


Instead she unfolded her hands and picked, astonishingly, at the hem of her sonday best slipover.


Finally, scarcely audible, “Scudder might like it if you come on up.”


“Scudder? Scudder Laznett?” He struggled to adjust to this new departure. Usually the invitation, the reproach, came later. But not involving Scudder. Never involving his father.


“You mean you’d like it?”


“You know I would, boy.”


Far too quick. So the other remained. A mild curiosity, but, at this stage, hardly more.


“Tell me, Mother—how is he?”


“Scudder?” It seemed to need an effort now, even to recognize the name. “I guess he’s out on call. Someone’s terminal, someone’s TV. You know the way things go.”


Perhaps she was getting deaf. “Not where, Mother—how is he?”


“Scudder? Fit as a squirrel. Least, not a word to the contrary.”


As ever, the ingrained indifference of thirty-six years’ unholy wedlock. Not a hair, not a line out of place. Not any more. But she wasn’t getting deaf. And he could read the sub-text as well as the next man. If she hadn’t answered him the first time it was either because she hadn’t wanted to, or she had.


And she must have noticed a change in his father, if there’d been one to notice, and felt at least a token concern, after thirty-six years So maybe Scudder was sick.


“I’ll drive on up.”


“You will?”


“I’ll come up Monday.” With Scudder sick, no more than his duty. “That’s Golden Straub Day, for God’s sake. I’ll come up Monday.”


“And stay the week?”


Scudder sick. Maybe, for all he knew, dying. “And stay the week.”


Maudie went back to her sonday best slipover. “I only asked on account of the room.” She was regretting her eagerness. “Not that there ain’t plenty. But we’ll need to put one in shape.”


“That’ll be great. Really great. …”


His Straub Day duty, no more than that. Arriving at seventeen and seventeen, at a half-way point, at mystical significances, would come later. A nice excuse. Nothing to do with his father sick, maybe dying—just a time to go back, disengage, and then go on again. And seventeen such an odd odd number.


Maudie’s off-handedness increased. “I wouldn’t want to push you, boy. Not if you’ve got work to do.”


“I’ll bring it with me. You do have screen cross-links, don’t you?”


“Ten channel. Trust Scudder for that.”


“See you Monday, then. Round noon.”


“Only, boy, if you’ve nothing better.”


He was out of the house by seven-thirty. He’d eaten breakfast first, and keyed-in his supervisor to tell him where he’d be in case of emergencies. Inevitably he got the Business Games’ answering service, a taped picture of some secretary asking him to leave a message: even the Games shut down on Straub Day—fortunes remained unmade, tax write-offs unwritten-off. Really avid players would have to make do with their home cassettes, but at least those were real-world oriented and to a limited degree self-generating, a huge improvement on the old bang-bangs.


He didn’t go up and say goodbye to Emma. He was still pretending she wasn’t awake, so disturbing her wouldn’t be kind. He hadn’t told her about Scudder, nor about going back to disengage and then go on again. And certainly not about the curious, and to him intriguing, coincidence of this, his first visit in seventeen years. Seventeen and seventeen—he was thirty-four now, and he’d finally quit home a few months after his seventeenth birthday, on Straub Day, 2022. It had been a bitter irony to quit on that particular day, when everyone else was visiting, or sending special gifts. But the irony, thank God, had been unintentional, lost in other, more desperate considerations. …


Seventeen and seventeen, however, a half-way point … it had a rightness about it somehow. But not one he’d have cared to try to tell Emma about. In fact he’d told her very little. Even so, he felt edgy enough, without having to endure her infinitely tactful support.


Anyway, why the production? He wasn’t really doing anything out of the ordinary. Everyone went to visit with their folks on Straub Day, or sent them a special gift. According to CH International, it was what the company’s founder, up on his Hebridean island, would want. Conrad Straub, civilization’s savior. …


For himself, Pete doubted very much if the old man cared a damn either way. Peter wasn’t being cynical, simply realistic. A merchandizing man himself, he reckoned he was screened in to what Conrad Straub’s true motives had been, back in the cutthroat merchandizing eighties. There would have been pride in achievement, certainly. But, far more than that, a passionate desire to be a billionaire before age forty.


Straub Days, the restoration of parenthood from an ungrateful chore to an honorable estate again … none of all that would have entered his head. Nor, to be honest, the saving of civilization. Not then, and probably not even today. Who, for God’s sake, except power-mad lunatics, saw themselves saving civilization? And Conrad Straub was no power-mad lunatic—simply a mild, bespectacled Central European who had seen the need for the product and who, back in August, 1989, had been lucky enough to be working in a small laboratory attached to the Roehampton myo-electric limb center near London, England. Certainly he’d come up with the basic idea, but even then he’d have had a hard time getting it off the ground if he hadn’t, at one of many infinitely boring official cocktail parties, met Sithel Cordwainer and been sufficiently drunk to confide in him.


Professor Cordwainer’s field had been male fertility, and the spermicidal effects of certain hypersonics emitted by electronic machinery. The connection, to them both, was boozily obvious. Straub had the electronic machinery, Cordwainer had the spermicidal effects. There would be no problem, over the martinis, in making the one produce the other. In vino, veritas. …


All the rest was myth. To begin with, inevitably, they’d had their detractors. They called Straub Mr Supersex, and his device the most expensive French Tickler in the world. Male contraception too, in the minds of men, was a no-no. But CH International took care of that. They de-emphasized Cordwainer, who was a lecherous old soul anyway and died shortly afterwards, and they fudged the spermicidal effects, shifting them by careful wording from the delivering organ to the receiving one. And finally they gave Conrad Straub selfless dedication, and years of striving towards the grand ideal. All of which made him, as well as a billionaire before age forty, into civilization’s savior. Which—like all sound merchandizing, like all successful myths—had more than a grain of truth in it. For, French Tickler or not, the Cordwainer-Straub device had saved civilization. But Peter was willing to bet that Straub himself had been a greedy crook then and—up on his Hebridean island—he was one still. And the chances were that he didn’t give a shit for civilization.


Pete slung his bag sourly on the car’s back seat—a week’s clothes, not a day more. For disengagement’s sake, at a half-way point, seven days in which his father could fairly be expected to commit himself, either get better or die.


He drove with the top down, in a careful city suiting. Emma would have suggested he wear something easier—easier, that is, for Scudder and Maudie. But Emma’d gone back to sleep again. So he wore, for his own ease, a careful city suiting. When he set out the sky was uniformly gray, but the forecast promised sun by mid-morning. Half the city, it seemed, was on the road with him, a reminder of the bad old last-century days, before his time, two and three abreast on the turnpike. There was a holiday feeling in the air. The comradely even played “Hap-py Straub Day!” at each other on their motor horns. Pete waved jocosely now and then, and distributed seasonal smiles.


Soon he left the city behind him, entering the wide belt of farmland reclaimed from the long-abandoned suburbs. Graceful fields of corn and barley, set among stands of pleasant young hardwoods. His sourness eased. For a while the road was familiar, full of happy memories. He’d traveled it hundreds of times, going north on winter weekends to the ski slopes. Then the signs took him off to the right, towards the coast, into sadder, half-forgotten country. Seventeen years was a long time.


At the first small town he came to the traffic slowed, stopped, crawled on, stopped again. Music could be heard, a brisk celebratory tooting. Pete stood up, leaned on the windshield. Over the tops of the cars in front he could see a crowd of people parading with banners down the tree-lined street. Others stood in neighborhood groups outside their neat, frame-built houses, while kids pelted in and out on their electric bikes. By now the sky had cleared. There were flags strung across between the trees, everyone wore their party clothes, and a stomping silver band led the procession.


Beyond them was the town square, with holiday stalls spread out on the grass round a municipal statue, across them the shadow of the high, white-painted church. Its door stood open, the minister on the steps, waiting for the parade’s arrival.


The woman in the car behind Pete hooted, not offensively, “Hap-py Straub Day!” The traffic ahead had moved on, leaving a gap. Pete sat down hastily, and edged forward. Under the trees the air was still and hot, smelling of roast beef for lunch, and fresh paint, and mown grass. Its innocence caught at his heart. And world. … But people picked and people chose. The thing was to know what you wanted and stick to it.


“Why does you persist on staying down in that old city, boy?”


Because he liked it. Because he loved it. He really did.


At last he came up to the procession, swung out, passed it. He dared an ambiguous fanfare on his horn, lost anyway in the ragged oompahs of the band. Then he picked up speed and was quickly out in the country again, climbing a gently-wooded escarpment. But the town, its smells, its innocence, stayed with him, tugging at his heart. He sighed. People picked and people chose. … Then, below him to the right he spotted the town’s Automated Industrial Complex, lightly screened by trees. A cheering sight: so even the frame-built Christian community behind him was a businesslike, socio-economic organism, self-sufficient like anywhere else. Quite separately from those few high income screen-in professionals who might live there, it ran its own AIC and earned its own keep. He felt better. The world, his world, made sense again.


The traffic, already light since his turn off the main arterial, was thinning steadily as it dispersed folkwards, doing its Straub Day duty, down narrow side roads. Pete drove easy, leaned back, enjoying the summer wind in his hair. Even the Neck, where his own folk lived, was self-sufficient, earned its own keep, if only by a whisker. Lobster fishing, some agriculture, the Country Club for tourists, local servicing personnel like his father. Possibly it depended on screen-in professionals rather more than was strictly healthy. But it worked well enough.


His father, Scudder Laznett—print-out, screen, and computer terminal servicing. He’d been at it now for forty years, army-trained. The wonder was that he’d been able to keep up with developments: electronics had come a long way since the nineties. But he was a dogged old bastard. And he’d always claimed that anything one man could design and build, another man could figure out. That didn’t apply to computer generates, of course. Nobody even tried to figure them out, so Scudder was in good company. And he knew his way round the replacement circuit bar index a lot better than most.


Scudder Laznett—born on the Neck in ‘71, when the place was still mostly up-market summer homes. Born on the Neck and raised there. And, apart from five pining years in the army, lived his whole life there. To Scudder, though he’d never have put it that way, life on the Neck was the nearest to a state of grace any man had a right to expect.


To Pete, at fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, life on the Neck had been straight up-and-down murder.


He felt a tension in his fingers on the steering wheel, and carefully relaxed them. It took all sorts. Some kids might have liked it, but not he. What did the place have to offer, for God’s sake? Boring trees, boring rocks, and a boring two-mile beach. Sand. Just sand. Backed by dunes. More sand. … It wasn’t even as if his father, wedded to his circuits, had been a mine of fascinating nature lore. A state of grace, perhaps, but only God knew why. Dragging him out on those endless walks, always the same, along the boring beach and back again, Silences, and manly farts, and then, safely away from the house, the inevitable vote-catching.


“Not that your mother don’t mean well, mind. But you’re not a kid. Pete. You can see for yourself the way things are.”


Certainly he could see for himself the way things were. But, to his father, such a rancid collusion, he’d never admitted it.


While his mother’s sole, and preferable, treachery, when Scudder wasn’t around, had been a tight gray line to her mouth, and a tight gray line to her life, and conversation on other matters.


And if not the joys of nature, what else? Gracious living? For the rich, maybe, in their rambling mansions set among the pine trees out above the rocks, but hardly for the Laznetts. For the Laznetts, Ferry Lane—winterized living units, the useful folks’ houses: gardeners, caretakers, handymen, garbage collectors, lobster fishers, electronics service engineers.


Old Grandpa Laznett, handyman—summer sycophant, winter drunk, always going to take off for some bright summer city and never quite making it, falling into a snowdrift one January night when Pete was ten, stiff as a plank in the morning when they dug him out. And Scudder Laznett, electronics service engineer—even thirty years after Conrad Straub had saved the world for civilization, still living on Ferry Lane, working the hours others chose for him.


And if not gracious living, then what? Continuity? A state of grace indeed, these days. But surely not back then, twenty, thirty, forty years ago, when change was god? Pete shrugged and smiled. If so, then Scudder Laznett of all people had been a man ahead of his time. The same wide sky, the same conjunctions of roof and rocky outcrop, the same snow in winter and the same dusty grass in summer. And even grudgingly, the same people. … A second generation Neck man, and fiercely content. Continuity. A state of grace indeed.


But there were other means to the same end, Pete told himself, jabbing at the brakes as he entered a corner too fast. People picked and people chose. The thing was to know what you wanted and stick to it.


And he did. He was building his own continuity. It could be done. Five years’ personal attendance at City College, three years’ merchandizing practical with Central Manufacturing, and climbing the Business Games ladder ever since. All in the same few square kilometres. Sky, conjunctions, snow and grass. And people too. Continuity.


And now Scudder Laznett, who had no right, was sick, maybe dying.


But Pete was going on. Not going back. Was going on.


After the corner the road straightened out and ran across a long causeway above salt marshes. Jigsaw pools of brackish water lay among expanses of hybrid cattail reed as far as the eye could see, fading from bitter green through blue and gray to a dull silver streak, probably the ocean. He merchandized. It would be the second crop of cattails that year, and it needed a month or so to harvest time. People would be hoping the frosts held off that long. Somewhere not very far inland there’d be an automated plant producing concentrated protein for cattle feed, and compressing the residue into fuel brickettes.


The valley was wide and flat, between low wooded shores, the air above it wavering in the heat. Herons waded. And the sky was huge, cloudless, startling in its unmerchandizable immensity.


As Pete came to the far side of the salt marsh he saw a winding tidal inlet that ended in a mud-banked pool, two white boats with blue gunnels moored well out from a bleached wooden jetty. And the trees on the shoreline cleared for a low, tin-roofed shack, its walls painted white and blue to match, lobster pots stacked in front of it, and piles of bright orange fishing nets. To one side a line of washing, shirts and pants, stiff as boards. Red check shirts and faded blue denim pants. While parked on the track that snaked through the trees to the highway was a sagging pick-up truck, its rear wheels up on bricks, an array of tools laid out on the beaten grass close by. The door of the shack stood open, and one of the windows showed dusty gingham curtains.


A life. Entire. One man’s life. And nothing moved.


Picked and chosen.


Suddenly, almost when the place was left behind, Pete was transfixed by a sense of total recognition. Unexamined, irresistible. He braked abruptly, drew in to the side, backed up. He sat for a moment, staring down at the shack. Then he switched off and got out of his car. The air was still and hot. He leaned on the white post-and-rail fence at the side of the highway. Silence. High overhead the calling of geese, and the distant beat of their wings. A car passed, its turbine humming softly. The silence again.


He remembered this place. He had stopped here once before, going south, had leaned on this same fence. Once before, seventeen years before.


Anger then had driven him on, anger outside thought, outside reason, for perhaps an hour. Anger, and a wish for vengeance, driving him on down the wide, curving highway. Fear too, those seventeen years ago, for what he had done. For its implications.


Gradually, the miles passing, his anger had cooled, and the wish for vengeance had been understood away: They’ll be sorry now, the bastards. They’ll be sorry, now it’s too late. … Young, so young—he’d known it even then. Till only the fear remained.


He’d coasted to a halt. Here. He’d left the car, his legs shaking. He’d leaned on the fence. … Here. And he’d looked down on the white-painted shack, the tidal inlet, the boats, the salt marsh stretching to the far silvery horizon.


For a while he’d seen none of it. Only his father, goaded at last beyond the refuge of his work, the ordered racks of his tools, the bench, the defensive precisions of circuit bar and capacitor, rising to his feet at last and shouting, ugly, unshaven, free with his spittle, pointing grotesquely. And his mother shedding not a tear, dry-eyed and silent in the door to her son’s bedroom while he flung things hotly into his bags. Dry-eyed on the silent porch as he loaded up the fifth-hand jalopy they’d given him three months before, on his seventeenth birthday. Dry-eyed at the mail box by the gate, not waving, the brown-shingled house silent behind her, as he drove explosively away. For a reason, a pretext, that he couldn’t even remember.


Silence and tearlessness her only weapons, her pride, her most cruel reproach. While Scudder Laznett stayed out of sight, back at his workbench no doubt, joining wires, making connections, and the old fat Labrador lolled and capered.


For a while he’d seen nothing, only these. And the fear. Until slowly his mind opened. A line of washing, shirts and pants, red check shirts and faded blue denim pants. Boats moored well out from the bleached wooden jetty. Not his father, not his mother, not himself. Jigsaw pools of brackish water among flat green cushions of spikey grass as far as the eye could see.


He remembered making no conscious sense of it all, drawing no soul-shaking conclusions. And certainly the fear had remained. For the fear was as real, and as reasonable, as the lobster pots and piles of bright orange fishing nets. But his father, and his mother, became mere distortions. And he himself, angry, vengeful, a distortion also.


So that later, when he was ready, and reconciled, he could turn away from the white post-and-rail fence and resume his journey. Taking his fear along with him as a reasonable, but in no sense dangerous, traveling companion.


And with it a new, wiser emotion: sorrow.


Pete leaned for a while, staring down. Nothing stayed. The spikey grass of the salt marsh had succumbed to science, was hybrid cattails now. The sorrow had been forgotten, overlaid. While even the lobster pots, the nets, the shirts and pants, the white and blue paint, after seventeen years couldn’t possibly be the same. And the fear?


The fear too had changed. Now, suddenly, it was that the man who lived in the shack might carelessly emerge. It dragged Pete upright and turned him quickly away. He didn’t want, didn’t dare, to see the man. He hadn’t seen him before, and he mustn’t see him now. He mustn’t know him, his face, his body, his easy movements, the way he stomped his feet and stretched and yawned, and went to finish fixing his ancient pick-up truck. A life, entire, picked and chosen, was too much, and seventeen years too long.


He returned to his car, resumed his journey, leaving his fear behind, taking with him as traveling companion only a remembered sorrow.


Nothing stayed. He was going home. To his father and mother. A different home, a different father, a different mother. A different he. All of them nursing a differently remembered sorrow. Thorns. Thickets. … Disengagement wasn’t going to be easy.


He’d have been a fool, of course, if he’d ever thought it would be.


He was.


A fool.


But he didn’t, for only the second time in seventeen years, turn back.


The road wound on up the coast, an hour’s drive more, past signs to tiny fishing harbors, winter ski resorts, tourist museums, past aromatic forests and vast potato farms, and derelict shopping plazas. Pete considered their remains. Further south such ruins would have been cleared and tidied, but up here, with so much land and so few people, who cared? A place had always had a ruin or two, comfortable to see—save in that crazy half-century when it’d all been build and knock down, knock down and build. A ruin or two didn’t do nobody no harm. Not that they were all that comfortable, mind, these huge slab-sided wrecks spilling glass across their barren parking lots. They didn’t moulder gracefully, they simply fell to pieces in large sharp lumps. Sheets of wall were held up on the cables going to their splintered neon signs. Or had slipped down, revealing perspectives of vinyl floor tile and unstocked hardware counters.


But the tourists, enough of them and no more, kept on coming anyway, and the locals had learned years ago not to see. Immaculacy was for other parts of the country, different, flashier temperaments.


He decided he too didn’t mind the crumbling supermarkets. He remembered them from his journey north. Not all of them had been abandoned then: some had still been fighting history, with sky-high 3-D billboards, and special offers written up on captive balloons, and their own TV stations. He preferred them the way they were now, unpushy, and was grateful to Conrad Straub. It was a slow business, saving civilization, but it could be done.
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