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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.


      




 


 


 


The God of our fathers raised up Jesus, whom ye slew and hanged on a tree.


Acts, 5:30


Now I Joseph was walking, and I walked not. And I looked up to the air and saw the air in amazement. And I looked up to the pole of the heaven and saw it standing still, and the fowls of the heaven without motion. And I looked upon the earth and saw a dish set, and workmen lying by it, and their hands were in the dish: and they that were chewing chewed not, and they that were lifting the food lifted it not, and they that put it to their mouth put it not thereto, but the faces of all of them were looking upward. And behold there were sheep being driven, and they went not forward but stood still; and the shepherd lifted his hand to smite them with his staff, and his hand remained up. And I looked upon the stream of the river and saw the mouths of the kids upon the water and they drank not. And of a sudden all things moved onward in their course.


Book of James, or Protevangelium, XVIII:2




Chapter One




When I was young we were giants’ captives.


They stripped us, tortured us with facecloths,


Left us to endure alone


The moonwashed branches on the windows


In the long clock-ticking night.


We voyaged deep under that black ocean


Where Earth eats her daughters in silence,


And always returned. By day we had red-jam smiles,


Breadcrumb fingers, corn hair.


In our pockets were stones, gray string, nails


Scavenged as we went. We knew the secret


Undersides of things, the roofs of tables.


Only insects were smaller than ourselves.


We caught locusts and made them spit tobacco,


Poured dust on pismires, puffed ladybirds away.


We dreamed of being smaller still: built pebble fences,


Roads in dirt, peered with one eye


Under green blades. All Eden was


Our afternoon. It was the time before


They taught us time: before we knew.





—Gene Anderson


Before he was born he remembered the darkness and the light. The darkness was the color of old blood, and in it there were drifting shapes that were not stars.


He remembered the doctor’s face—he had plump cheeks and a ragged black mustache—and a voice saying: “My gosh, he’s a big one, isn’t he?”


When he was four, he told his mother some of the things he could remember; later he heard her saying to his father, “What an imagination Gene has.” But she was thinking, What a strange child.


By the time he learned to walk, he was already too large for infants’ clothing, and his mother had to buy shoes for him at the boys’ store. His father, who was worried about money then, said that he had taken up the wrong trade; he should have been a cobbler.


The Andersons lived in a small town called Dog River in northern Oregon. It was the only world Gene knew, and he did not understand then how pure the air and water were, how blue the sky. From their yard he could see two snowcapped mountains, Hood and Adams.


From the time Gene was very young he could glimpse the other worlds that were all around him; in some of these worlds, things were just the same as they were here, and in some they were different. He was not more than two when he found out how to reach with his mind into another world and turn it. He could put a marble on the floor, for instance, and then reach into another world where the marble was in a slightly different place, and bring it into this world: then there would be two marbles. He was four when he first realized that other people could not do this.


One afternoon he was turning somersaults on the lawn with Zelda Owens’ little brother Danny, mesmerized by the stiff grass-blades against his forehead, the green sun-warmed smell, and the surprising way the world turned to thump him on the back. Danny was looking for something in the grass, tearing out big clumps with his fingers. He was crying. Gene asked him what the matter was, and he said he had lost his nickel.


“Why don’t you make it come back?” Gene asked. Danny did not seem to understand; he kept on beating the lawn with his hands, pulling up grass and dirt. Gene gave him a nickel to make him stop crying, and then Danny said it was his nickel and that Gene had stolen it, and ran into the house to tell his mother.


Later that day, on Zelda’s porch, Zelda and Petie Everett were playing “Can you do this?” Zelda could wriggle her ears and cross her eyes; Petie could make a noise like a cork by putting his finger into his mouth and pulling it out again, and he could bend his thumb back until it touched his arm. Gene could not do any of these things, but he said, “Can you do this?”


A beetle was crawling across the warped yellow boards of the porch. Gene knelt and put his finger in front of it to make it change direction. Then he reached into the shadows and found the place where it could just as easily have gone the other way. Gene turned it there, and then there were two beetles. He turned the beetle again, and now there were three, crawling away from each other as fast as they could.


Zelda and Petie were crouching beside him. Petie said, “Aw, that ain’t nothing. You had them in your hand.”


They argued about this, and Gene lost because he was outnumbered. When he left, Zelda and Petie were shouting, “Liar, liar, your pants on fire!”


One day when Gene was five, after a hard morning rain, he was sailing walnut boats in the gutter. When he tired of this, he brought a bucket full of dirt from the garden and made dams. The mud washed away, but he built the dams up again with twigs and straw, and sent his boats down the stream to watch them tip over the dams and spin in the whirlpools.


A boy he didn’t know came down the street carrying a long stick. Before Gene realized what he was doing, he had broken one of the dams. “Don’t do that,” Gene said, but already the boy was breaking another one.


Gene got up and rushed at him; he was the taller, although the other boy was two years older. The boy jabbed him with his stick and danced away; Gene could not get near enough to hit him. The boy broke the last of the dams and then hit him with the stick again; Gene was crying with anger and pain. At that moment he felt with his mind where the nerves and muscles of the other boy’s arm were; he reached in and turned them in a way he had never done before. The stick fell. Gene picked it up and began to beat the other boy, who ran away crying.


That evening the boy’s father brought him to Gene’s house with his right arm in a sling; he said the boy’s arm was paralyzed because Gene had hit him on the shoulder. He was very angry, and shouted at Gene’s father. Gene denied everything, but he was frightened, and he reached in again to make the boy’s arm well. When the father saw him moving his arm, his face changed, and he took the boy away.


Gene’s parents were nearly the same height, but his father was squarely built, dark and muscular, whereas his mother was small-boned and had thick auburn hair, now turning gray. Her skin was very pale and fine, and she had bright blue eyes. Gene was their only child. She told him, weeping, about her two stillborn daughters, and he used to imagine that he would meet them in heaven. His birth had been so difficult, she told him, that she could never have another baby. He felt guilty about this, and resolved to make it up to her by being a good son, but he forgot this whenever he was angry with her.


Gene’s father was a carpenter; he had a shop in the garage where Gene often sat and watched him work. Gene loved the aromatic smells of cut pine, glue and shellac, and he liked to watch the clean white shavings curl out under the plane. When he was still very young his father began letting him help with small tasks, carrying boards from the stack, measuring, clamping pieces together to be glued. He let Gene use the hand-saw and play at nailing boards together. One day when he was busy, he said, “Cut this piece eighteen and seven-eighths inches for me, Gene, can you do that?” Feeling proud and honored, the boy measured the board and sawed it, but when he brought it to his father, it was too short; he had made a mistake in the measurement. “Well, that’s ruined,” his father said, and threw the piece down.


Gene’s eyes filled with tears. “I can fix it,” he said.


“No, you can’t.” His father went to the other side of the room for another board.


Gene picked up the rejected piece and laid it on the worktable beside the frame his father was making. He reached into the shadows to a place where he had cut it correctly; it jumped a little and was longer. “Look, Dad,” he said, “it’s all right.”


At first Gene’s father would not come; when Gene insisted, he looked at the board impatiently, then stared at it, picked it up, and finally measured it with his steel rule. He knew it was the same board because of the two knots near one end. There was something in his mind that he would not let himself think.


“It’s all right, isn’t it?” Gene asked. He was afraid, and didn’t know why.


“Yes, it is,” Gene’s father said slowly. He rubbed his eyes with his hands. “I must be getting tired. Gene, you go on out and play.”


From these things he learned that his power was somehow dangerous and shameful, and he kept it a secret. For a long time he did not even use it when he was alone, unless he had lost some toy and wanted to bring it back. Once or twice it happened by itself, and that disturbed him.


He often daydreamed that he was a magical changeling, a prince given away in infancy, and that someday his real father would come to take him away to his kingdom, or perhaps would touch Gene on the forehead while he was asleep, conferring on him some power greater than he could imagine.


In the first grade he was a foot taller than any of the other children. The desks were too small for him; he had to sit sideways with his legs in the aisle. On the first day, the teacher gave all the children strips of purple and yellow paper and showed them how to make paper chains, first a purple link, then a yellow one. Gene liked the yellow ones best, and made his chain all of yellow. A girl across the aisle showed it to the teacher and said, “He’s doing it wrong.”


Later they were coloring in their books; there was a picture of a rabbit; Gene colored its fur blue, as the teacher had told them, but he made the insides of its ears yellow instead of pink. When the teacher came by to look at their work, the same girl said, “Look, he’s doing it wrong again. He can’t do anything right, can he?”


The teacher said, “That’s all right, Dolores; he can do it that way if he wants to,” but when she was gone the girl stuck out her tongue. Gene was angry, and turned all her crayons to yellow ones. When she saw them, she called to the teacher that he had taken her crayons. Gene denied it, and the teacher brought her other crayons, but as soon as her back was turned Gene changed them to yellow too. She began to scream, and the teacher moved Gene all the way across the room. From that day on, the other children understood that he was a troublemaker. They began calling him “Big Feet,” then just “Feet.” They were not brave enough to attack him, because he was so much bigger, but they threw stones at him from behind, and when he chased them they scattered, shouting, “Fee-eet, Fee-eet, can’t sit in his sea-eat.”


After a few weeks of this he discovered an overgrown corner of the playground where he could lie hidden, and then he spent every recess there, pulling sweet grass stems and sucking the nectar. He daydreamed often of sending himself into another world, but his power was not strong enough for that: the largest thing he had ever turned from one world into another was the piece of wood for his father, and afterward he had had a headache. Even with smaller things, if he used his power too often, he became weak and dizzy.


After school and on weekends life was better; there was a group of neighborhood children of mixed ages, none of whom were Gene’s classmates, and they did not mind his being tall. In the winter they went sledding and had snowball fights, and made snowmen that melted little by little until they were only slumped mounds in their circles of grass. In the long summer evenings they played King of the Hill, Red Light and hide-and-seek. He never forgot the scent of the tall lilacs in the dusk, and the lonesome sound of “All-ee-all-ee-out’s in free.”


Long after the other children had left it behind, he was still engrossed by the world of small things. There were different sorts of grasses that were good to suck: one kind slipped with a sliding sweetness out of its sheath, and another would only break. There was a weed growing close to the ground that bore tiny grayish-green buttons, and these buttons were also good to eat. He learned to stretch a grass-blade tight between his thumbs pressed together as if in prayer, and then by blowing into the hollow between the first and second joints of his thumbs, to make a shattering squawk. Noises could be made with the bitter milky stems of dandelions, too, and with the stalks of green onions.


He never had a tricycle, because by the time he was old enough he was too big. When he was seven his parents gave him a bicycle, and all that summer he explored the country roads across the river and into the hills.


Often he left his bicycle beside the road and walked up a little way into the woods. When he sat down with the trees all around him he had a curious feeling that they were aware of him as he was of them, or at least that there was some intelligence watching him. This feeling disturbed him, and he never stayed long in the woods, but he kept on going there because he needed solitude.


Even in town however, there were quiet places where he could be alone. One of them was the long tree-shaded lawn below the library, where he sat for hours reading books of fairy tales. The library had a set of Grimm, with old-fashioned engraved illustrations that were all the more mysterious because they were so dark and badly printed. He avoided stories about giants—they were always monsters, to be outwitted or killed by the hero—but he liked stories about the Little People, their trickiness and magical powers, and he liked the “Brownie” books of Palmer Cox. The verses were labored and dull, but he never tired of the illustrations; each one was full of hundreds of tiny figures, all doing different things, but all together. His daydreams were of secret caverns under the earth, hidden treasures, and a mysterious fellowship.


Because he was growing so fast, his clothes seldom fitted; either his wrists and ankles stuck out and his shirts bound him across the chest, or, if he had new clothes, the sleeves hung over his hands and his pants-legs had to be rolled up. He used this as an excuse not to go to church with his parents, but there were other reasons. The first time he went to Sunday school, the lesson was about David and Goliath, and after that, for a while, he had a new nickname. The hard pews in church made his bottom ache, and he did not understand the purpose of all that varnished wood, the tall organ-pipes, the minister in his pulpit talking on and on, the bad singing.


When he had a nickel and had spent it, he could always reach into another world where it was still in his pocket. If he wanted more, he could multiply the nickel as he had done with the beetle. From the time he found this out, he always had money for candy or anything else he wanted, and he sometimes treated other children to a bottle of pop or a package of gum. Once or twice they asked him for money, saying, “Come on, you’re rich,” and he foolishly gave it to them.


One day his mother said to him, “Gene, Mrs. Everett says Petie told her you bought him a model airplane. Did you?”


He saw that he was in trouble, although he didn’t understand why, and he said, “Petie’s a liar. He lies all the time.”


“But she says Zelda Owens saw you. And I talked to her mother, and Zelda says you gave her some money, too.”


“Only a quarter.”


She put her hand on his jaw to make him look at her. “Gene, tell me the truth. Did you give Petie the money to buy that airplane?”


“Aw—yeah.”


“But where did you get the money?”


He knew that if he told the truth his father would beat him for lying. He told his mother that he had found a five-dollar bill on the street. She let him go, but he knew she thought he had stolen the money.


That night while his mother was washing the dishes, his father made him sit down in the living room and gave him a lecture about stealing. Gene insisted on his story about finding money on the street; the guiltier he felt, the more vehement he became. At last he said, “You believe everybody else, but you won’t believe me,” and ran into his room.


After that he never gave other children money, and whenever he got anything for himself that he could not have bought with his allowance, he smuggled it into the house and hid it.


Gene Anderson never had any of the usual childhood illnesses; once in a while he had a fever, but it passed away overnight. When he was seven his mother took him to the dentist for the first time, and he disliked this so much that from then on he examined his teeth every night, using a little piece of mirror that he had found behind the garage, and when he discovered a cavity, he made it go away. After a while he must have learned how to recognize them without looking; he stopped thinking about cavities, but he never had another.


One Saturday when he was eight, his father took him downtown to Dr. Rodeman’s office where he was to have his tonsils out. He was apprehensive about this, but his father told him that it would not hurt, and that he could have an ice cream cone afterward.


Dr. Rodeman made him lie down on his table and put a little gauze mask over his face. Something sweetish and stinging dripped onto the mask; his lungs were full of tiny bright needles. In terror of his life, he reached out and did something without knowing what it was. He heard the doctor say, “That’s funny, this can seems to be empty. Just a minute.”


Then he understood what he had done, and when the doctor brought another can, he made that one empty, too. Dr. Rodeman took the mask away and stood looking at him with an odd expression. He told Gene’s father that they would have to come back next week, but they never did, and he never had his tonsils out.


Gene knew that his parents suspected there was something strange about him, other than his tallness, but they never talked to him about it. He knew that they were worried about his future. Once a visitor stupidly asked him, “And what do you want to be when you grow up?” Gene was almost as tall as he was. “I mean, when you get older.”


“I want to be a giant,” Gene said, and left the room. His mother lectured him about politeness afterward, but her eyes were moist.


Because Gene was so tall and strong, his father began to make use of him again, in the afternoons after school and on weekends. He learned to plane a board smooth, to use a miter box, to make and read working drawings. Under supervision, he was allowed to use the bench saw, and his father promised that in a year or two he would teach him to work on the lathe.


Once or twice, during school vacations, Gene’s father took him to a house he was building with another carpenter, and it was here that Gene first glimpsed the satisfaction of having imagined something new and then made it real. The things he could make were only copies of other things. He tried imagining things and then looking for them in the shadows, but they were not always there. Occasionally, when he had been given a present he didn’t like, he found that he could reach through into another world where his parents had decided on something else. In this way he got a book that was his favorite for a long time: an illustrated copy of The Little Lame Prince, by Miss Mulock.


All through school he was too big to sit with his knees under the desk. It did not occur to anybody, and certainly not to him, that they might have brought in a bigger desk from another grade. He sat sideways, cramped into the narrow space between the seat and the desk, with his feet in the aisle. He wore men’s shoes with pointed toes until the fourth grade, when the teacher gave him permission to come to school in tennis shoes. “Feet” was still his nickname. Several times the teacher called him that without thinking, and there was a roar of laughter.


In school he wrote at first in large, awkward loops, but when the teacher criticized him for this, he began to write smaller, then smaller still. The teacher complained about that, too, but he kept on until he could get hundreds of words on a page. He began to make carvings out of soft pine, little figures that he kept in walnut shells hinged with adhesive tape.


In the fourth grade there was another boy who was almost as tall as Gene, a lumpish, red-faced creature whose lower lip was always shiny with spit. His name was Paul Cooley; he was twelve years old and had been kept back three times. He was the son of the police chief, a red-faced man who dressed like a sheriff and carried a revolver on his hip. Whenever Paul saw Gene he called out, “Hey, Feet, you stink,” and then laughed, looking around as if he had said something clever. They fought at recess, and Gene beat him; afterward Paul wanted to make friends, but Gene disliked his dullness and his slobbering lip.


One Sunday afternoon Gene was playing alone in the upper story of a half-finished house of his father’s, as he often did. The floor was strewn with sawdust and with nails dropped by the carpenters; through the window openings he could see the tops of maple trees. He was pretending that it was his house, and that he was grown and could do anything he liked.


He heard footsteps below, and in a moment a shaggy head appeared over the top of the stairwell: it was Paul’s. He hesitated when he saw Gene, then came up. “Hey, Feet, what you doing here?”


“Nothing.”


“You want a cigarette?” He pulled a pack of Luckies out of his pocket and offered it.


“No.”


“Well, okay.” Paul lit a cigarette and tossed the match away, still burning.


“Don’t do that,” said Gene, and stamped it out. Paul struck another match and dropped it.


“This is my dad’s house. You better quit.” Gene stepped on the second match, but Paul was already lighting a third. Because Gene did not want to fight him again, he reached with his mind and made the match disappear, then the rest of the pack.


Paul looked stupidly at his empty hand. “What’d you do with my matches?”


“Nothing.”


There was a whistle outside, then a low voice: “Hey, Paul?”


He turned his head. “Up here!” Two boys came up the stairs; they were twelve-year-olds, friends of Paul’s. One of them, a tall boy wearing a baseball cap, was already smoking. “Who’s this?” he said.


“That’s Feet, he stinks,” said Paul, and laughed vacantly. “He took my matches away and he won’t give ’em back.”


“Yeah?” The two boys came toward Gene. “Listen, why don’t you give him back his matches?”


“I haven’t got them.”


The two looked at each other. “Grab him!” said one, and they wrestled him to the floor. While they held him, Paul went through his pockets, pulling out a few coins, a wad of string, some baseball cards and a wadded handkerchief. “Guess I’ll keep these for my matches,” he said, and laughed again.


“Lemme see them cards,” said the tall one, and they let Gene up. Paul was backing away, but they tripped him, sat on him, took the cards and money out of his fist. While Gene was putting out their dropped cigarettes, Paul got up and rushed at him. He took Gene off balance and fell with him half out of the window. “You took my matches! You took my matches!” he blubbered. Gene was pinned by his weight across the window frame, one arm under him, his head down.


“Get his pants,” somebody said. Hands were fumbling with Gene’s belt buckle. He kicked and struggled, but all he accomplished was to force his body farther out the window. He was crying. Blindly he reached and turned, felt Paul’s weight slip away from him. He heard a shriek, then a thump below that echoed against the house like a pistol shot.


He grasped the window frame and pulled himself in. Below, Paul lay with his head on a blood-spattered two-by-four.


The other two were gray-faced. “You killed him!” the tall one said. “ I’m going to tell my dad!”


Their footsteps rattled down the stairs. Gene followed. They were running down the street toward town; he went the other way. He ran until a pain in his side forced him to stop; then he went on, weeping and groaning, up the hill into the trees. It was about three o’clock on a Sunday afternoon; he was nine years old, and he knew he couldn’t go home.




Chapter Two


Dog River, Oregon, named after the stream discovered by Lewis and Clark in 1805, is situated at the confluence of the Dog and the Columbia. The river was originally named Labeasche, after Francis Labiche, one of the expedition’s French watermen. (Neither Lewis nor Clark was strong on spelling.) “Labiche” was taken by many to mean “the bitch,” but this fact apparently has nothing to do with the name finally selected for the river and the town: it comes, rather, from the experience of some early travelers who were reduced by starvation to eating dogs.


Dog River lies in a fertile valley largely devoted to apples, pears, and strawberries. Most of the valley is flat as a table, but the town itself is hilly; up from the river, the streets rise so steeply that at some intersections there are concrete steps with pipe railings. Behind the County Library, the hill is so abrupt that there is no street at all, only a switchback wooden staircase that rises to the suburban district sixty feet above.


The business section, which is entirely modern, is four blocks long; here will be found the First National Bank, the Odeon Theatre, the courthouse, the Bon Ton department store, the newspaper office, the two drug stores, the Medical Building, Stein’s Meat Market, and the Book and Art Shoppe.


The town is not hostile to immigrants, of whom there are many: Mayor Hilbert, for example, was born in Germany, and Desmond Pike, the editor and publisher of the Dog River Gazette, is English; but it congratulates itself that its young people are almost uniformly fair-skinned and pleasing in appearance.


Morris Stein and his family are the only Jews known to live in town. There is one black family, headed by a man who works as a janitor at the Dog River Hotel near the railroad depot. Out in the valley, much of the most productive orchard land was formerly owned by Japanese immigrants and their descendants, all of whom, however, were taken away to internment camps during the Second World War. The town is staunchly Republican. The state anthem, “Oregon, My Oregon,” is sung with fervor in the schools. The high-school football team, known as the Beavers, has a traditional rivalry with the team of Dalles City, twenty miles to the east.


Many of the residents of Dog River came to Oregon during the first quarter of the century from Iowa, Nebraska, and other midwestern states. Among these were Donald R. Anderson, from North Dakota, and Mildred Sonderlund, from Ohio. They met in Springfield, where Anderson was working in a sawmill and Mildred was teaching elementary school. After their marriage in 1939 they moved to Dog River, where Anderson set himself up as a carpenter and builder. Their only child, Gene, was born there in 1944.


Tom Cooley, the son of a Portland bootlegger, was nineteen when he married Ellen McIntyre, the daughter of a Dog River orchardist. Their first child, Paul, was born in 1941; he was an infant when the war broke out. Cooley served in the Marine Corps, reaching the rank of sergeant. After his discharge, he worked for a while as a beer distributor and had a part interest in the Idle Hour Billiard Parlor, along with his cousin Jerry, who had been in the Marines with him. In 1944 he and Jerry sold out their shares in the billiard parlor and bought an apple orchard which had come on the market cheap. (The former owner, a Mr. Takamatsu, was in a relocation camp in Colorado.) Cooley was a silent partner in the orchard operation; he wanted something to keep him busy. In 1947 he became Dog River’s chief of police.


Chief Cooley cruised the back roads around Dog River for three days and nights, ranging as far east as Dalles City and as far west as Portland. He drove slowly in his eight-cylinder Buick, watching both sides of the road and peering into every car he passed. Once on Monday morning and twice on Tuesday he saw a man on foot ducking into the underbrush. Cooley leaped out each time with his gun drawn, pursued the man and caught him, but all three times it turned out to be some tramp or migrant laborer with a guilty conscience. At night Cooley sometimes drove with his lights and motor off, coasting down a long hill, looking and listening. Toward dawn he parked the car and slept for a few hours. He stopped five times for gas and food, once for a bottle of blended rye. By Wednesday morning he had put nearly two thousand miles on the Buick.


Cooley was a short, sturdy, red-faced man who carried a .45 in a belt holster and wore a cowboy hat. He was the entire police department of Dog River. Under ordinary circumstances, the job did not call for anything more demanding than hustling an occasional drunk or vagrant into the county jail.


He came down out of the hills into town, red-eyed and unshaven; he slewed into the driveway, scattering chickens, and yanked on the emergency brake. Tess Williams, his wife’s sister, met him inside the door. His voice was thick. “How’s Ellen?”


“Where have you been, you sawed-off son of a bitch? She’s half out of her mind, is how she is.”


Cooley started up the stairs. “And Mayor Hilbert’s been on the phone seven times!” she called after him.


“Tell’m go shit in his hat,” said Cooley, and staggered into the bedroom.


Gus Hilbert came around at four that afternoon, when Cooley was up and dressed. Hilbert was a big man, popeyed and balding; he ran the town’s one movie theater, in which, until her retirement a few years ago, his wife Ethel had played the Golden Wurlitzer organ.


He found Cooley at the kitchen table eating bacon and eggs. The chief had shaved, and looked a little better, but he still looked like a man who had been on a three-day drunk.


Hilbert dropped his hat on the table and sat down. “Tom, you through making a fool of yourself now?”


Cooley looked at him and said nothing.


“You know by now that kid’s gone. Hitched a ride somewhere, he’s out of the state.”


“By now,” said Cooley.


“Even if he wasn’t, he’s a juvenile. What was you going to do if you found him, beat him up? Shoot him with that damn gun?”


“He killed my boy, Gus.”


Hilbert said after a moment, “How’s Ellen?”


“Okay. She’s asleep upstairs. Doc Phillips gave her something.”


“I know what a knock this is for you, Tom, and Ellen too, but you can’t take the damn law in your own hands, and I can’t let you do it. Now what I want to know is, have you given it up? Because if you haven’t, I’ve got to take your badge.”


“Think you’re man enough?” Cooley asked, and put down his fork.


“Now, Tom, don’t be that way.”


“You can have the goddamn badge any time you want it,” Cooley said. He got up and threw his plate into the sink. The scared faces of two young children appeared in the doorway and then vanished. “You kids stay the hell out of here!” Cooley shouted.


“Tom, are you coming back to work? That’s all I’m asking. There was an armed robbery at the Idle Hour Monday night, I had to call in the sheriff, and there’s some vandalism up at the junior high school.”


“Yeah, I’m coming back to work. What the hell else can I do?”


“Okay. Get some rest first. God, you look awful.”


The following afternoon, just after lunch time, Cooley got out of his car in front of the Andersons’ house and stood looking it over. It was a white one-story house with wood siding and a shake roof, behind a picket fence and a big maple tree. Unraked leaves were all over the yard. At the end of the driveway was a garage; through the open doors he could see workbenches and stacks of lumber. He climbed the porch steps, looking at the scratches on the paint, and rang the bell.


After a moment the door opened. “Afternoon, Miz Anderson,” Cooley said. “Like to come in and talk to you, if you don’t mind.” She was pale, and her eyes were pink-rimmed.


“Yes, come in,” she said. She led him into the living room. “Mr. Cooley, I want you to know we’re terribly sorry about what happened.”


“Appreciate that,” Cooley said. He put his hat on his knee and took out a dog-eared notebook.


“My husband and I were at your house Tuesday night, but Mrs. Williams told us you were out of town. She said your wife was ill. I hope she’s feeling better?”


“Sure. She’ll be all right. Now about your boy—haven’t heard from him, I suppose?”


“No. Nothing.”


“Any idea where he might of gone?”


“No. I’ve racked my brains.”


“Some relative, maybe?”


She shook her head. “We don’t have any family in Oregon. I have a sister in Iowa, and Don’s brother lives in Utah.”


“Mind giving me their addresses?”


After a moment Mrs. Anderson said, “I don’t see any point in it. They never met Gene—he doesn’t know where they are.”


“Might help anyway—you never know.”


When she remained silent, Cooley said, “What about the boy—what does he like to do? Any hobbies?”


“He likes to draw. And reading—he likes to read.”


“Got a recent photo of him?”


She shook her head slowly. “No.”


“Well, an old one, then—whatever you got. You must have some pictures.”


“They’re put away,” she said. “I don’t know where they are.”


Chief Cooley closed his notebook. “This ain’t the right attitude, Miz Anderson,” he said. “I’m just trying to do my job.”


“I’m sorry,” she said.


“Well, thanks a hell of a lot for nothing,” Cooley told her, and put on his hat. “I can find my way out.”


When Donald Anderson came home that night, she told him about Cooley’s visit.


“Why didn’t you give him the pictures?” Anderson asked. “What are you afraid of?”


“I don’t know. I don’t trust that man.”


“Well, I don’t like him either, but he’s trying to find Gene. What can he do to him? He’s just a boy—it must of been an accident. The worst that could happen, they’d send him to a home for a year.”


Mrs. Anderson closed her eyes. “I hope he’s safe,” she said. “And I hope Chief Cooley doesn’t find him, ever.”


On the Sunday after the funeral, Cooley drove past the Methodist Church and saw Donald Anderson’s gray Chevy pickup in the parking lot. He kept on going, drove through the quiet neighborhood where the Andersons lived, and parked in the alley. The air was crisp and cool; threads of blue smoke rose from chimneys toward an overcast sky. There was no sound except for the lonesome barking of a dog up the hill.


Cooley jimmied open a basement window and let himself down into the musty darkness. He found the stairs, climbed them, opened the door into the kitchen. The pendulum clock on the wall was ticking quietly. There was a rich fragrance in the room; he felt the oven door, and it was warm. A gray cat came from somewhere, looked at him with slitted eyes and made a querulous sound.


There were two doors in the back of the kitchen; one led to the narrow screened porch. Cooley opened the other and went in, followed by the cat. This room was obviously newer than the rest of the house; the walls and ceiling were covered with Firtex, a gray, pulpy material made from wood fibers. The room was cold, and the air had a lifeless smell. There was a narrow metal bed, some bookshelves, a bureau, a wooden desk, an easy chair, and a floor lamp. A model airplane hung from the ceiling. Games and puzzles were stacked on the bookshelves. The bare floor and the woodwork were painted dark blue.


The cat watched him as he opened desk drawers one by one and sorted through the papers inside. Most of them were drawings in pencil and ink; some were partly ink, partly crayon. There was a clutter of ink bottles, pens, brushes, erasers, rulers; some baseball cards with a rubber band around them; gum wrappers, dice, a stamp album; glue, string, paper clips. He put everything back and closed the drawers.


In the closet he found a gray windbreaker, a yellow slicker and hood, galoshes, a pair of shoes neatly lined up with the laces tied. In the corner there was a tall stack of magazines, mostly Boy’s Life. Bile rose in Cooley’s throat. They had kept the kid’s room and all his stuff waiting for him, because they thought he was coming back.


Cooley thought about Paul’s room at home. He had cleaned it all out, the baseball bat and mitt, the piles of dirty socks, trading cards, the clothing, the cigarettes hidden in the back of the drawer. He didn’t want anything to remind him. He had closed the door on the empty room.


The other two, the girls, were not much good; he had never wanted girls. It was Paul he had counted on, his firstborn, awkward and eager. All that life and energy now was nothing but a lump of meat in a box with dirt shoveled over it.


The cat followed him out, and he shut the door. Beyond the kitchen was the living-dining room—a table with an embroidered cloth, an oil space heater emitting a cheerful warmth, a sofa, chairs. The walls were plaster painted with gray calsomine, powdery to the touch. The first of the three doors opened into a room crowded with a brass bed, a desk, a green metal filing cabinet. The room smelled of stale cigars.


The next was the bathroom. The third was a woman’s bedroom, with a flowered quilt on the bed, a dressing table and chiffonier. Cooley went through the drawers, feeling under stacks of stockings, underwear, folded clothing. In the third drawer his fingers struck something hard. He drew out a leather jewel case and a stack of photo albums.


The cat climbed on the bed to watch him. He turned the pages of the first album: snapshots of the Andersons with their arms around each other in front of what looked like a 1928 Ford sedan. Mrs. Anderson’s hair was bobbed, and she wore a cloche hat. The Andersons at the beach, with four other people, waving at the camera. Pictures of houses.


The next album was baby pictures, all of the same child, fat-cheeked and bright-eyed, patent-leather shoes on his feet and a knitted cap on his head. Under this there was a stack of matted enlargements, and as soon as he felt that one of them was in a metal frame, Cooley knew. He pulled it out: it was a picture of the kid in his first suit, gawky and shy, probably taken not more than a year or two ago.


Cooley wrapped the picture and the jewel box in a pillowcase, put everything else back where he had found it. On the way home he looked into the jewel box—a few garnet rings and pendants that looked old, some junk necklaces and earrings, a gold two-and-a-half dollar piece. He kept the coin and threw the rest of the jewelry into a ravine. Let them wonder.




Chapter Three




Trees


Reach up in darkness


Fingers tasting water


Secret drinkers







Light


Filters up their trunks


Their itchy toes


Dabble in the sun





—Gene Anderson


Five miles from Dog River, up an old logging road, there was a hunting lodge, formerly the property of Dr. C. B. Landecker, who gave it to the Boy Scouts in 1938. The lodge consisted of a large living room, a primitive kitchen and pantry, and two small bedrooms downstairs; upstairs there was a loft full of camp beds and cots. In the clearing behind the house there were two outbuildings in an advanced state of disrepair, a well, a barbecue pit, a clothesline, and a heap of old lumber, the remains of a third outbuilding, which the Scouts had been using for firewood. There were recent tire-marks in the soft ground when Gene came into the clearing at twilight, but the building was empty and dark. He felt the lock with his fingers, turned it and went in.


Vague shapes of furniture loomed in the darkness; there was a stale smell. Gene felt his way into one of the bedrooms, took two blankets and carried them outside. Under the sagging porch he cleared away a few rocks and tin cans, spread his blankets, and rolled himself up in them for the night.


Out in the deep darkness there were howls, cries of anguish, with long silent intervals between them. Even in his refuge, there were mysterious and alarming sounds—skitterings of tiny legs, crunches, clicks. The apples he had eaten on his way through the orchards were a hard lump in his stomach. He knew that he would lie awake all night and be tired in the morning; in the middle of this thought, he fell asleep.


In the morning, the clearing was empty and silent. Gene went into the house again and looked around. In the kitchen and pantry he found some useful things, a pot and a skillet, a knife, fork, and spoon, a can-opener, a can of pork and beans, a box of matches, a salt-shaker and half a box of crackers. He copied the pot and skillet, for fear they would be missed; the rest of the things he simply took. He rolled everything up in the blankets and tied them together with a clothesline. Then he slipped out of the house and into the trees, following a little stream.


In the hills above the river, the trees stand shoulder to shoulder, more than a hundred feet tall and five hundred years old: Douglas fir, western hemlock, red cedar, Ponderosa pine, Oregon white oak. Some of them were full-grown in 1579, when Sir Francis Drake sailed up the Pacific coast looking for a northwest passage. Where the land is level, the trees stand by themselves in a brown gloom, but on the slopes and in the narrow valleys they are surrounded by an anarchy of underbrush, hazel and mazzard cherry, bracken fern, trailing blackberry.


Before noon Gene Anderson had found the place he wanted, in a thick stand of fir and oak on a hillside so steep that no one would think of climbing it. Halfway up the hill, entirely screened by tall firs, stood a giant oak. Its trunk was more than two feet across, gray and fissured like an elephant’s body; the thick branches curved out knobby and strong to support the crown fifty feet overhead.


Gene ate his pork and beans on the hillside, then rolled everything up in the blankets again and hid them under a log. He went back to the Boy Scout camp; the clearing was deserted except for a few sparrows pecking around the kitchen door.


In one of the outbuildings he found a hammer and some nails, a hatchet, a saw, a pick, and a little shovel. He wrapped these in a tarpaulin and carried them back to his hillside. By that time it was late afternoon, and it was dark under the trees. He ate pork and beans again, spread the tarpaulin under the log and slept there wrapped in his blankets.


The next day he went back to the camp and sorted out pieces of usable lumber from the pile in the clearing. He carried these up to the hillside and went back for more. Exhausted, he slept again under the log.


Early the next morning he climbed to the fork of the old oak, pulled up lumber with the clothesline and began to build his house. He notched the limbs to make the floor level, and braced it underneath with pieces cut from two-by-fours. By nightfall he had the framing up and the floor laid, and he slept there that night, under the tarpaulin, in a cold drizzle of rain.


The house took shape as he had seen it in his mind: eight feet square, eight feet high at one end and seven feet at the other, with a sloping shed roof. He covered the roof with a tarpaulin and nailed it down around the edges. The only opening was a narrow door, hinged at the top with shoe leather. Along one side he made his bed of fir branches; on another wall he put up shelves for his belongings, and on the third wall, the one opposite the door, a wider shelf that could serve as a desk or workbench.


On Monday he went down to the Boy Scout camp again. No one was there, but he saw fresh tire-marks in the road, and that made him uneasy. He determined to get everything he needed in this one trip and not come back again.


Inside, the living room was in some disorder; sofa cushions and scattered newspapers were on the floor. Gene went through into the pantry, found a gunny sack, and began to fill it. He took cans of soup, condensed milk, Spam, beef stew, green beans, corn, and peaches; a tin plate and cup, a candle, and a roll of toilet paper; a flashlight and some batteries, a kerosene lamp, a bar of soap. In one of the closets he found a pair of heavy boots, a sheepskin coat, and a hat with earlaps; they were all too big for him, but he took them anyhow.


The gunny sack was full, and he began on another one. In the tool shed he found a gallon jug, a bucket, a screwdriver and some other tools, a yardstick, a rusty pair of scissors, some brushes and cans of paint. He finished filling up his sack with the books he found over a desk in the living room: a dictionary, a cook book, the Boy Scout Handbook for Boys, and four novels in worn cloth bindings. He copied and replaced all the books, because he was afraid their absence would be too conspicuous. He gathered up the newspapers from the floor and put them in too, and an old copy of The American Boy. A little kerosene heater and a can of kerosene went into a third sack, along with a pillow from one of the beds.


He now had far more than he could carry in one trip, but it was getting late, and he was afraid of being caught in the house if someone should come back. He carried the gunny sacks, and a folding canvas chair that caught his eye at the last moment, a few hundred yards into the woods and left two of the sacks there while he carried the third sack home. By the time he had come back twice, for the other two sacks and the chair, he was too tired to sort out his belongings. He set up the kerosene stove, filled and lit it, and for the first time had a hot meal in his own house: vegetable soup, Spam, pork and beans, with condensed milk to drink and a chocolate bar for dessert.
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