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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.


In his nightmare, Stuart is a little boy lying on a table in a doctor’s office examination room. He is tense and stiff and his fists clench as the doctor removes stitches from the right side of his groin. The area around the sutures is numb so Stuart feels no pain, but he can feel the dull tug of each one being pulled through the holes in his flesh.


“Looks like I forgot to cut something off while I had you on the table, Stuart,” Dr. Furgeson says.


“What?” Stuart cries as he tries to sit up. Hands on his shoulders hold him down. Stuart looks up at his mother’s upside-down face.


“Just hold still, honey,” she says, smiling down at him with too much lipstick, bright red hair still smelling of that morning’s permanent. “It’ll be over before you know it.”


“I hope you’ll take this like a big boy and not give me any trouble,” Dr. Furgeson says. “Gotta make sure you can pee right, Stuart.” He takes something from the cupboard over the sink. He tears open its wrapping.


Stuart lifts his head for a moment. Eyes widen when he sees the long hypodermic needle.


“This will hurt, Stuart. You may scream, if you like.” Dr. Furgeson grins down at him.


He lifts his head again as the needle is stabbed into the head of his penis. The pain is exquisite and radiates through his body, all the way up to his throat, where it threatens to cut off his scream. His penis becomes numb, but the throbbing pain lingers deep.


Something else is ripped open. Stuart looks up to see Dr. Furgeson removing a pair of scissors from the wrapper. The three-inch blades glimmer beneath the fluorescent lights as Dr. Furgeson opens and closes them: Snick-snick-snick.


“You won’t feel this at all,” the doctor says as he leans over Stuart.


Stuart struggles and his mother pushes his shoulders down harder as she says, “It has to be done, Stuey, honey, you won’t feel it, and it’ll all be over before you know it.”


He lifts his head, still screaming, just in time to see the scissors close with a metallic snick. In time to see the head of his penis pop into the air, then drop between his thighs as dark blood bubbles up and dribbles down his penis, over his groin. Blood spurts into the air in jets of red, spattering Dr. Furgeson’s white coat.


Dr. Furgeson, grinning around large white teeth, says, “It’ll be good as new in no time.”


Stuart thought he was screaming when he sat up in bed, but he only gasped for breath. His face and neck were slick with perspiration. He turned to see if he had disturbed Amelia.


She lay on her side, bare back to him, and softly snored, undisturbed. The waves of blonde on her pillow were all gone, and for a moment, Stuart thought he was in bed with a stranger.


He sighed as he remembered the haircut. He slid his legs over the edge of the bed and waited for the residue of the dream to evaporate, but it would not. Stuart stood and wondered if he was getting up for awhile, or just going to the bathroom. He decided he was up, put on the ratty old paint-spattered gray sweatshirt and baggy sweat pants he kept on a chair by the bed. Stuart did not own a robe. Never had gotten the hang of them.


The house was cold and one or both of the cats had absconded with his slippers again. He went to his open closet and felt around the pile of clothes on the floor with a bare foot, found his flip-flops and slipped them on. He tried not to let them slap his heels too loudly as he shuffled past the bed. He looked back at Amelia one more time.


She had allowed some vile little man who called himself Romeo to cut off that thick, glorious mane of golden hair. Now it was short, chopped, blocky. Stuart was not bothered by the appearance of the new hairstyle—it was not unattractive, once he had recovered from the shock of seeing it for the first time—but it smacked of being hip. He loathed hip.


Downstairs in the kitchen, he turned on the fluorescent light over the sink, above the small window that looked out on the back yard. He found one of his slippers in the sink, abandoned there by Hieronymus or Hermione, his Manx cats. He dropped it to the floor, leaned his elbows on the sink’s edge and let his head hang low for a moment, then looked out the window. The fluorescent glare on the pane against the black night outside allowed him to see nothing but his own reflection. He was still shaken by the dream.


The incident in the doctor’s office exam room had not happened exactly as it had in the nightmare, of course. But what really had happened seemed almost as bad when he thought about it, replayed the vivid memory in his mind.


Eight year-old Stuart had been a little too enthusiastic in helping his uncle move a piano into the house. His mother had bought the piano on the condition that Stuart would take lessons and practice, practice, practice. He was so eager to get started; he had given himself a hernia. The surgery went smoothly, and he had gone home three days later. On the day he removed the stitches, Dr. Furgeson realized he had not performed a procedure he had intended to perform on the operating table while Stuart was anesthetized. The words in the nightmare had been Dr. Furgeson’s. So had the voice. Stuart’s mother had been there, and had held him down. She had not been as garishly made-up as she was in the dream, but she had worn just a touch more makeup than usual, and she’d had her hair done that morning. They were to attend a church potluck lunch right after Stuart’s doctor appointment, and she had dressed in her Sunday best, even though it was Wednesday.


Dr. Furgeson had explained that the opening of Stuart’s urethra was smaller than it should be and slightly misshapen. It needed to be enlarged so he could urinate properly. Stuart saw the hypodermic needle. The pain from the injection that was to numb his penis was exquisite, indeed, every bit as excruciating as it had been in the nightmare, and worse.


Everything had happened just as it had in the dream except the actual cutting. Dr. Furgeson had not cut off the head of Stuart’s penis. But he had cut off the very tip. And Stuart remembered lifting his head just in time to see that tiny piece of flesh pop into the air as it was snipped off, followed by a glistening red bead of blood.


Stuart remembered Dr. Furgeson’s teeth being very large and white, and when he spoke, his lips had to do a little extra work to speak around them. It seemed the doctor had been smiling all the time, as if the size and position of his teeth would not allow him to stop.


A stool scraped over the wood floor as Stuart scooted it up to the bar between the kitchen and dining room, reached over and turned on the twelve-inch television. He found a Three Stooges short and made himself a bowl of Cap’n Crunch. He watched what remained of the short and sat through the next, chuckled as he chewed his cereal. And he tried to forget about the dream and get the metallic whisper of those scissors out of his mind. Snick-snick-snick. Snick-snick-snick.


Hermione wandered into the kitchen. The cat stopped and looked up at Stuart with wide eyes, as if to ask what the hell he was doing up at such an hour.


“You think you could find something to drag around the house besides my slippers?” he muttered down at the gray Manx.


Hermione meowed her denial, blamed it all on Hieronymus, then sniffed around the cupboards. Making her rounds, Stuart forgotten.


By four-thirty, Stuart was feeling sleepy again. He rinsed the bowl, turned off the television. He went back to the sink, reached up and switched off the fluorescent light.


Dr. Furgeson grinned at him from the window. He held up his small shiny scissors in his right hand, level with his shoulder, blades open wide. His back was stiff, large teeth a bright white in his mouth.


At first, Stuart thought it was a reflection in the glass and spun around with a gasp, expecting to see the doctor behind him. He was not there. Stuart turned to the window again in time to catch a glimpse of the doctor’s white coat as he ducked out of view just outside the window.


His hands trembled and he put them on the edge of the sink, clutched it hard. He thought something was thumping loudly somewhere in the house, but it was only his heart beating in his ears. His mouth hung open as he stared wide-eyed through the glass at the darkness.


That’s impossible, he thought.


For an instant, Stuart felt the pain of the injection in the tip of his penis, felt it all the way up to his throat, just long enough to make him press his thighs together reflexively.


He saw a flash of gray in the darkness outside—Dr. Furgeson’s white coat as he hurried across the back yard diagonally, the coat’s clean bright white muted by the darkness. He bent at the waist, ducking to stay out of sight.


Moving against the cold, powerful gusts of fear that sent gooseflesh over his body, Stuart rushed through the shadows to the back door. He grabbed the long black Mag-Lite flashlight from its hook beside the door. He reached over to flip on the outdoor light but remembered he had not yet replaced the bulb that had burnt out a couple days ago, and went outside. The flashlight was heavy enough to serve as a weapon if necessary, almost too heavy for his shivering hand as he turned it on and aimed it ahead of him. He tucked the butt of the light under his right arm.


It had rained all day the day before and the early morning was cold and damp. Dark, the moon hidden behind clouds. The wet grass brushed against his feet, unprotected in the flip-flops.


Stuart stopped several feet away from the house. He swept the flashlight slowly over the small yard, over Amelia’s rose bushes hunched along the six-foot tall wooden fence that surrounded it. He turned, went to the gate beside the house. Beyond it, a narrow strip of grass between the house and fence led to the front. The gate was closed and latched.


His heartbeat still throbbed in his ears. But it was not loud enough to prevent him from hearing the whispery snick-snick-snick of scissors somewhere in the dark. He spun around, shone the light in the direction of the sound.


There was no place to hide. The yard was empty, no one there but Stuart.


He went to the side fence, thinking perhaps the sound had come from the next yard. He stood on his toes to peer over the top. The house next door was vacant and for sale. The yard, thick with weeds, was empty.


Stuart turned around and came face to face with a figure in the dark. The figure said, “What’re you—”


He cried out in strangled fear, lifted the flashlight to strike.


“Stu!” Amelia took a step back, stared at him with round eyes and a slack jaw, right hand pressed to her chest. She wore a blue robe and slippers, face white in the darkness. The newly short, spiky hair made her look momentarily unfamiliar, a total stranger in the dark.


“What’re you doing in the back yard at four-thirty in the morning?” she asked. Her voice was high and soft with sleepy surprise.


“I… I’m sorry,” he said. He sounded hoarse and winded. “I thought I, um, saw someone. Earlier. Out here.”


“Well, they’re probably in the house by now. You left the back door wide open, the cats could’ve gotten out.” She forced a small laugh to cover the tremble in her voice, but it was too late.


“I did?”


“Yes, you did. Are you through? I mean, are you coming in, or do you want to wander around out here in the dark awhile longer?” Another hollow laugh.


Stuart looked around the yard one more time. He knew he had not imagined it. He had seen Dr. Furgeson outside the window, grinning—flesh and blood, not an apparition, not a fuzzy hallucination. He had done enough acid in high school and college to know what hallucinations looked like. The doctor had darted across the yard bent over to avoid being seen. Would a hallucination try to duck out of sight?


“Stuart?” Amelia stepped toward him. She sounded concerned now. “Are you all right?”


He forced his lips into a smile. He did not want her to know what he was feeling. He was not too sure what he was feeling himself. He only knew he did not like it.


They went inside and back to bed. But Stuart did not go back to sleep.









Two.


At work later that day, the snick of the scissors haunted him, distracted him, and he got very little done. He had gotten very little done for weeks—enough weeks to make up months. When he started work in the morning, his mind seized up, yielded nothing. His hand worked on its own, looked busy to cover for him.


Stuart was always afraid he would come to work only to be told he no longer had a cubicle, that his services were no longer required at Carnival Greetings. That fear took the bus to work with him every morning, straddled his shoulder and gnawed at the base of his skull. He smiled at everyone, kept quiet, stayed in his cubicle and hoped no one would notice him until the work started flowing again, until everything had blown over.


If Owl-Man had worked, he would not have to do that. He was pretty sure if Owl-Man had worked out the way everyone had hoped—the way Stuart had always known it would not—they probably would have given him a promotion, a paid vacation, and a trip to someplace exotic. But Owl-Man had failed miserably. Stuart was a perfect scapegoat, and with each passing day, he wondered why they were withholding the ax, why they continued to put it off.


That’s probably part of the punishment, he thought. Knowing it’s going to happen sooner or later. Having to wait.


That would not have happened on Allen Cohen’s watch. When one of Al’s projects failed—Stuart knew of only two—he took responsibility for it, and treated it as a personal challenge, which he met by succeeding brilliantly with his next project. Allen was that way about everything, not just work, and Stuart had liked that about him. A true optimist, but one who kept it to himself. He was, in fact, rather grumpy. A curmudgeonly optimist, no “have a nice day” from Al, but he was there with support when you needed it. Owl-Man would not have happened on Al’s watch if he worked there for a hundred years, because Al was incapable of coming up with such a stupid idea.


But Al was gone. Two years ago, Carnival Greetings had become a member of the CorpAmeritron family of companies. Allen’s old office was occupied now by a quiet but jittery guy in his early thirties named Adrian Chalmers. The door to his office was always open—something Adrian called his “open door policy”—to show his willingness to listen to employees at any time. On his first day at Carnival, he assured everyone that his door would remain open as long as he was there. Betting began immediately. No one believed he would leave his office door open all day, every day. If he did, he would not do it for very long. But he did. Adrian Chalmers left the door of his outer office open at all times. The inner office’s door was always closed, of course. To get through that door, you first had to get past his secretary, Myrna, and you had better have an appointment, too, and if you don’t, you’d better make one, otherwise you can just march yourself back out that door and quit wasting the precious time of busy people, thank you very much.


Chalmers was not a responsibility-taker, he was a blame-placer, and he placed the blame for the entire Owl-Man fiasco on Stuart’s shoulders. Those exact words had not come out of his mouth, or anyone else’s, but Stuart knew it and so did everyone else at Carnival. The blade of the guillotine had begun its descent. It was only a matter of time now.


The entire situation chewed away at Stuart’s insides like maggots at dead flesh on a carcass.


It seemed Stuart had been born with a pencil in his hand. For as long as he could remember, he had always been happiest when drawing or painting. Before he could speak his first word, he could communicate a simple but distinct idea with a picture. His mother had saved everything he had ever drawn or painted while growing up. She had boxes of them. Each had a small piece of paper clipped to the top left corner which gave the date and time the piece was done in large, round numbers. Some of the attached slips included brief notes about Stuart’s state of mind at the time. Much of what Stuart had created early on was not as bright or cheerful as might be expected from a child. Some of it was quite dark and violent. His mother had monitored carefully what he read, what kind of music he listened to, and what he watched on television, prohibiting anything remotely violent or sexual, or anything that dealt with the supernatural (the last including everything from The Twilight Zone to Bewitched to Scooby Doo, Where Are You?). The appearance of violence and brooding images in his drawings and paintings disturbed her, because she knew he had not been exposed to such things. She told the stories to this day to her church friends—“The Girls,” she called them. “Oh, the things he drew when he was just a chubby little toddler,” she’d say with a click of her tongue. “What he put me through. I got so worried that for awhile I even considered taking him to… you know… one of those doctors. A psychologist.” She always whispered the word. Wouldn’t want anyone besides The Girls to hear such a thing. Betty Mullond’s church had always believed psychiatry to be the work of Satan. Having more than its fair share of nuts in the pews as well as well as in the pulpits, the church’s stance had softened out of necessity over the decades, but going to a psychologist or psychiatrist was still considered a last resort, and then only to a psychologist or psychiatrist who had graduated from one of the church’s own religious colleges, and whose approach to each patient was Bible-based and Christ-centered.


Some of Stuart’s early drawings and watercolors, even a few from his Crayola period, still hung on her walls in attractive frames. But the dark, sometimes even bloody pictures he had created were shown to no one. They remained in boxes, put away in the crawlspace she referred to as the attic, or in a closet. They were not the work of a healthy Christian boy who sang in the church choir and got consistently good grades in every class at church school. What would people think?


Stuart’s father, Delbert, had harbored no interest whatsoever in his son’s work, and therefore did not care if he drew smiley faces or sex organs.


At no point could Stuart remember ever wanting to do anything with his life besides draw and paint. He had not entertained the idea that he was an artist until high school. It was so much a part of him, he did not think of it as something that could be labeled—that would be like naming his fingers and toes. It was not something he chose to do, but simply who he was.


In junior high, Stuart made up his mind to work in comic books when he got out of school. He had read comics throughout his childhood, teen years, and even later, as an adult. He’d spent hours studying the colorful panels, the actions of the characters, the backgrounds. Finally, he created his own comic book superhero. The character was based on a photograph of an owl he had seen in a National Geographic magazine. The owl had been dark and sleek, sinister, with an ominous depth in its round eyes. Stuart had created Owl-Man. Knowing how his mother would react, he had kept his Owl-Man work tucked away under his bed. She did not approve of comic books and would not let him read them. He had sneaked across the street to read Darrell Fitch’s comic books. It was Darrell who had introduced him to them. Stuart was fascinated by their fluid, action-driven images, and in the case of the horror comics, deep shadows and creepy moods. He went over to Darrell’s almost every day, devoured one comic book after another and then reread them. His mother had no idea, of course. Not only were comic books forbidden by the church, but Stuart was not supposed to be spending time with Darrell at all. The boy was a known troublemaker, and the Fitches were Catholic.


His mother had found all his Owl-Man panels, of course. Before telling his dad, she had asked why Stuart had drawn them. When he told her he planned to do that for a living, her lips had trembled and her eyes had filled with tears. He’d known precisely what was on her mind. She was wondering what people would think if Stuart were to do such a thing. It had always been his mother’s hope that he would go into the ministry. Stuart supposed it could not have been much worse had he told her he preferred kissing boys to girls. Even after his first exhibit, right after graduating from college, Stuart’s parents had still asked, now and then, what kind of work he planned to do.


Everything seemed to have come full-circle. Owl-Man had gotten him into trouble again. First as an ominous and violent comic book superhero who flew silently above the city’s streets at night with hang-glider wings that slid out from beneath his cape, then as a chubby figure of fun, a doodle. This time, of course, there was no tearful, righteously indignant response from his mother. No, this time he would have to hang around Carnival and eat human waste for awhile, then lose his job. They were just waiting to get the final numbers from the Owl-Man disaster so they could hold them over Stuart’s head.


Barbara McNab, who worked in the cubicle across from Stuart’s, was still home with the flu after two days. That made the day quieter than usual, and the quiet left Stuart open for distraction. Barbara muttered and grumbled to herself as she worked. He had grown so accustomed to her muffled voice; he hardly noticed it anymore, until it was gone. In the unusual quiet, he heard the snicking of scissors.


The hours till lunch seemed to stretch on forever. After lunch, more of the same as he discarded one sketch after another of a cartoon moonscape he was working on.


Sometime in the afternoon, Stuart’s ex-wife Molly would drop their thirteen-year-old son James at the house before running off to spend a couple weeks with her rich and handsome ski instructor at his lodge near Lake Tahoe. That was the only good thing he could think of about being at work that day: avoiding Molly. He looked forward to seeing his son, though.


James seemed to be going through some changes when Stuart had last seen him about three weeks ago. And not all the changes appeared to be good ones. Until he started thinking about scissors and a certain doctor from his past, Stuart had been preoccupied with worry about his son. He hoped things went better between them this time. But he was not in the mood to exchange pleasantries with his ex-wife. He seldom was, but even less so now.


As his right hand rounded off a crater, he frowned down at his work and muttered, “Happy skiing, or… break a leg… or whatever the hell they say on the slopes.”


Even better, he would not have to sit around and listen to Amelia and Molly get along so well, like a couple of old ladies working on a quilt. Stuart found it unnatural, and it gave him the creeps.


Stuart had told Amelia everything about his years with Molly. They had married as soon as Molly became pregnant. James was not planned, but they were both thrilled by the news and drove to Las Vegas that night. They were wed in a small, over lit, all-night chapel by a man with a pronounced stutter. Their witnesses had been an old woman in a sequined magenta dress and a midget in top hat and tails. Their families were furious that they had not been included, so a formal ceremony was held later for their benefit. Stuart had no choice but to get a steady job, and began his work at Carnival Greetings, while Molly worked as a legal secretary. He put his own painting aside for the time being to pay as much attention as possible to James. The first seven or eight years were better than Stuart ever could have hoped. After that, things changed, gradually but steadily. Molly began to go out with her girlfriends. Stuart did not mind at all, until it began to happen three or four nights a week. She stayed out later and later, came home swaying from liquor. They fought about it repeatedly, and each fight was louder than the last. She was bored, she said. He said they would go out more; they could leave James with her mother or sister. But that was not what she meant. It took a few years to figure out what she really meant—she was bored with him, with being home all the time and having to live her days around James’s schedule and Stuart’s schedule. He asked why she had married him in the first place.


“I don’t know,” Molly had said. “It was a mistake. My mistake. I’m not a wife, Stu. I don’t have it in me. I just wasn’t wired for it. I’ve been unfaithful to you. At least… several times. I think we should get a divorce.”


They agreed to remain civil for James’s sake and to share custody of him. James was free to go back and forth between them as he pleased, and he spent equal time with each. But lately, he was happy with neither of them. That was another problem altogether.


When Amelia and Molly hit it off like two high school girls at a slumber party—it happened the moment they met, as if they had known each other for years, as if Amelia knew nothing about the way Molly had treated him—it felt to Stuart like a betrayal. He never said so to Amelia because he knew how it would sound—like he was simply being too sensitive, something he had been told all his life. He was too sensitive. He heard it from his parents, teachers, and friends. He let little things gnaw at him and big things eat him alive. His grandmother used to tell him, “You’re gonna age yourself ahead of time, you keep that up. You want hair as white as mine when you’re in college?” Stuart hated hearing it, no matter how it was put. He would never admit it, but he knew it was true. As willing as people always had been to point it out to him, though, none of them told him what to do about it. He had been unable to figure that out on his own, so he had learned to keep it to himself. He was no less sensitive; he simply did not express it. Good thing Grandma was gone and could not see the strands of silver in his chocolate-brown hair.


In the quiet, his pen’s scrape was loud as he sketched. In the texture of that sound, Stuart detected another smaller sound:


Snick-snick-snick. Snick-snick-snick.









Three.


Amelia was most productive in the morning, and as usual, she started working as soon as Stuart left the house. Like Stuart, she was an artist. Unlike Stuart, her work had been dismissed by the art snobs. But her pieces sold steadily on the Internet, and for good money. She had started out by posting a few things on eBay. They had sold so quickly, she started her own website. Each piece was made from the disassembled parts of obsolete technology: a mobile of rotary dials from old telephones, a dinosaur constructed of the guts of an old adding machine, an abstract piece made of parts from a Betamax VCR. It wasn’t an original idea, but she put her own spin on it, and the work made her happy. She spent a couple hours tending to orders, then went to work on a bouquet of flowers made of old television tubes.


At two o’clock, an alarm clock went off in the bedroom she had converted into a studio. She had set the clock that morning to remind her that Molly would be bringing James over. Before starting work, she had eaten a banana with her coffee, and by the time the alarm went off, she was hungry again. She made some tuna salad, enough for three, in case Molly and James were hungry. She was making a sandwich for herself when the doorbell rang.


“Oh, my god, your hair!” Molly exclaimed as she came in, putting a palm flat against each cheek.


Even James gawked at her, open-mouthed. There was genuine sadness in his eyes. “It’s gone,” he said quietly.


Amelia’s eyes widened when she saw that James had shaved his head. His hair was a shadow on his skull. “You should talk!”


“Yeah, isn’t that nice?” Molly said. “This is what I get for letting him go get his own haircut. Chemo chic.” She took off her coat and tossed it over the back of the sofa.


Amelia offered tuna salad sandwiches, but they declined. James removed his coat and went straight to the computer in the corner of the small dining room, but not before telling Amelia in a low, morose voice that he thought she had made a big mistake with the haircut.


“You are definitely your father’s son,” she said.


Amelia and Molly sat at the tiled bar. Amelia nibbled on half of her sandwich and some baby carrots, and they both drank Diet Dr. Pepper on ice. They talked about Molly’s handsome, wealthy ski instructor for awhile, before Molly looked at Amelia with a troubled expression.


“I’m sorry, but I can’t adjust to your hair,” Molly said. She asked hesitantly, “Are you sure nothing’s wrong?”


“Wrong? What do you mean?”


“Cutting your hair off like that, all of a sudden, “Molly shrugged.” I don’t know, it just seems a little severe.”


“You mean, like in some kind of emotional half-drunken breakdown, or something? Maybe in front of a mirror? Like something out of a fifties Bette Davis movie?”


Molly shook her head, laughing. “No, nothing like that. But you said it’s been long like that all your life.”


“Too long. I’ve been thinking about cutting it for months. But I had no idea Stu would react the way he has.”


“He isn’t happy with it?”


Amelia made a laughing sound, but it was not quite a laugh. It was hollow, chilly. She lowered her voice, even though James was completely engrossed in whatever he was doing at the computer. “I thought he might be disappointed. But the way he’s taken it, the way he’s behaved… I think he’s getting over it now, but it’s almost like I’ve had a mastectomy, or something.”


Molly leaned forward over the bar and said loudly, “Because you cut your hair?”


She shook her head uncertainly. “I don’t know.” She took another small bite of her sandwich and chewed for a moment. “Something’s been wrong for awhile now; my haircut is just part of it. I think. Actually, my haircut probably has nothing to do with it.”


“Uh-huh,” Molly said. It was a knowing sound. She took one of the baby carrots from Amelia’s plate and snapped it between her teeth. “What’s he doing?”


“It’s nothing he’s doing. He’s just… not here. Know what I mean? He’s somewhere else most of the time. Inside himself. You look at his face and there’s a lot of activity there, like he’s listening to an intense conversation in his head. Sometimes, you have to shout at him to get his attention. A couple times, usually.” She told Molly about finding Stuart in the back yard the night before, about the almost childlike expression of terror on his face when he nearly hit her with the flashlight.


Molly took the untouched half of Amelia’s tuna sandwich from the plate and took a couple bites, chewed slowly, frowned. “Hmm. I’ve never known him to walk in his sleep, that’s new. But I told you he was moody.”


“No, it’s not a mood thing. Not exactly. It’s something else.” Amelia frowned, sipped her cola, and wiped her fingers on a paper towel. “It’s like there’s something else going on.”


“Another woman?”


“No, nothing like that. I mean, like there’s something going on somewhere else and he’s missing it. I don’t know. It’s hard to describe.”


“I know what you mean. Maybe moody is the wrong word. I may not know what to call it, but I recognize it.” She took a couple more bites of the sandwich half.


“What is it?”


“It’s him. The way he is. If I’m not mistaken, I warned you about it the first time we spoke.”


“Yeah, you and your warnings. I’m not complaining, Molly, I’m worried, that’s all. If there’s something wrong, I want to know about it. And help, if I can.”


Molly finished the half of Amelia’s sandwich, licked her fingertips. She stopped suddenly and looked at Amelia. “He’s not having nightmares, is he? Recurring nightmares?”


“Not that I know of.”


Amelia sighed and nodded her head once, as if perhaps she were relieved. “He’ll tell you what’s on his mind when he’s ready. He never talks until he’s ready.”


“You want me to make another sandwich?”


“Nah. I’m not hungry.”


“I don’t mind that he keeps things to himself,” Amelia said. “He always talks sooner or later. In fact, we talk a lot. More than you probably think. But I’m afraid this is something serious that he isn’t telling me. Maybe something he doesn’t want to tell me. He’s been working out.”


“What? Stuart?”


“Yeah. Joined a health club and everything. He goes two or three times a week, sometimes before work, sometimes after. Lifts weights. He just started taking a class in Thai kickboxing. Before that, he took a class in something called Modern Arnis, some kind of Philippine martial art. In fact, I think he’s still taking classes in that.” A small laugh slipped out. “He looks fabulous, Molly, and he’s so limber these days. You wouldn’t believe it if you saw him.”


Molly’s mouth curled downward, lower lip curled out. She made a hmph sound. “He jogged for awhile when James was little, but it didn’t last. He’s always been careful about his diet. Used to go on walks. But a health club? He hates people who belong to health clubs.”


“That’s why it surprised me. I’m not complaining, believe me. It’s just odd. I didn’t think it would last, but he’s been at it all year.”


“Is he still upset about that… what was that character he did for Carnival? Owl-Man?”


Amelia closed her eyes and curled her upper lip at the name. “Oh, god, that thing. It’s been awhile, but yes, that’s still bothering him. He’s waiting for the ax to fall.”


“The ax? You mean he might lose his job?”


“I don’t think he will, and I’ve told him that. But he seems to think it’s coming.”


“Whoa, wait a second, what did I miss? When did this get so serious?”


“Didn’t I tell you all about it?”


Molly shook her head. “This is the first chance we’ve had to sit down and talk for… jeez, I don’t know, months.”


“You’ve been too preoccupied with your ski instructor.”


“James told me a little about the situation. That Carnival had poured a lot of money into a cartoon character Stuart had come up with and the whole thing flopped. Is that about right?”


“It’s accurate, but not true. Owl-Man was an accident, and Stu was opposed to the whole thing from the beginning. It was just a little character he doodled. You know how he’s always doodling things? No matter where he is or what he’s doing?”


Molly nodded.


Amelia finished her Dr. Pepper, took the plate and glass to the sink and rinsed them as she talked. “Well, Owl-Man was just a doodle, not something Stu was doing for work. It was a character he’d come up with when he was a kid. He was doodling Owl-Man before CorpAmeritron came along and took over the shop.” She put the plate and glass on the drain board and dried her hands, left the kitchen and went to the computer desk in the corner, opened a drawer. “Excuse me, James.”


Slouched in the chair, James held a joystick in his lap. Slender black headphones covered his ears. His intense eyes did not move from the monitor. Amelia was gone before he knew she was there.


She handed Molly the dog-eared sheet of beverage-stained binder paper she had taken from the desk drawer. “He’d leave me notes with Owl-Man doodled on them. Sometimes they were cartoons with captions, sometimes just absent-minded doodles. I always thought he was cute. Owl-Man, I mean.”


Doodles of varying shapes and sizes—faces, a human hand, an odd-looking long-necked bird—were scattered over the page, but a large one near the center stood out. A short, tubby, befuddled-looking man in an ill-fitting owl suit with a cape and hood dangled from a ledge by one hand, and the seat of his costume had ripped open to reveal his round butt.


“He is cute,” Molly said.


“Chalmers thought so, too. Remember, Stu doodles at work, too. Chalmers happened to see an Owl-Man doodle on Stu’s desk one day and went berserk for it. At the time, he was looking for something they could build a whole line of merchandise around. Instead of going through the process of licensing something from a movie or television show that everyone was already familiar with, Chalmers decides they’ll come up with something in-house that’s all their own. Something they can put on cards and calendars, sweatshirts and coffee mugs. And right away, he decides Owl-Man is that character.”


“Shit!” James barked as he slapped a palm on the desktop.


Molly turned to him and shouted, “Hey! If you don’t want to be sociable, you could—James, take off those headphones!”


He took them off, but did not turn to his mother.


While Molly told James at length to watch his language or his computer game privileges would be revoked, Amelia left the bar and put a kettle of water on the stove for tea.


“If Stuart didn’t like the idea, why didn’t he just say no?” Molly asked as she turned back to the bar.


“He couldn’t. He’d doodled Owl-Man at work, and that made it the property of Carnival Greetings.”


“So, they just took Stuart’s character and did whatever they wanted with it?”


“Not exactly. Stu decided if they were going to do it no matter what, he wanted to make sure it was done as well as possible. When Chalmers asked him to head up the project, he said yes. It wouldn’t have mattered, though; they would have done it without him. Want some raspberry tea?”


“No, I’ve got shopping to do and tea goes right through me.”


Amelia got a mug from the cupboard, a teabag from a box on a shelf. She dropped the teabag into the cup and set it on the counter. As the red kettle on the stove began to whisper with heat, Amelia leaned against the edge of the counter and faced Molly at the bar.


“Last year, they launched a line of Owl-Man back-to-school supplies, and they sat on shelves untouched for—well, you know this, right?”


Molly nodded. “James told me about that part. But that’s all he told me.” She glanced over her shoulder at her son. “He doesn’t talk much these days, and when he does, it’s usually profanity or computer speak.” She frowned at Amelia. “Why didn’t they do some test marketing first?”


“That was the test marketing. The research department determined that Owl-Man would be most appealing to children of a certain age. That’s when they decided on back-to-school supplies. They were launched in selected parts of the country. And they didn’t sell. People ignored them in droves. Even worse were the back-to-school greeting cards. Stu said nobody knew what to do with them. Were parents supposed to give them to kids? Were teachers supposed to give them to students? Actually, they were for students to give to each other, but since greeting cards don’t come with instructions, nobody knew that. Carnival tried a different approach in their advertising, but by then, it was too late. They even hired actors to make appearances as Owl-Man at stores carrying the Carnival back-to-school line. Stu still has one of the costumes upstairs. One of the Owl-Man guys overdosed on heroin and choked to death on his own vomit in his Owl-Man suit. I think that was in Seattle. Stu doesn’t know how they did it, but they managed to keep it out of the news. The whole thing was a disaster, top to bottom. Then, as if all that wasn’t bad enough, the guy in research? The guy who told them Owl-Man would appeal to children of a certain age? He went completely nuts one day and ran up and down the corridors naked and crying like a baby. He urinated all over the candy machine. He’d been coming to pieces for months, but nobody knew. His little boy had been run over and killed by a dairy truck, his wife had left him, and he was unraveling like a ball of yarn. Turns out only a small fraction of the research that was supposed to have been done on Owl-Man was actually done. The rest was… management used the word ‘manufactured.’”


“He made it up?”


The kettle began to whistle. Amelia took it off the burner and poured steaming water into her mug. “Yep, he made it all up.”


“But how could Stuart possibly be fired for this?” Molly asked.


Amelia put her tea on the bar and sat on the stool again. “You think Chalmers will take responsibility for it? Even though it was his idea. Stu’s afraid they’ll either fire him or make his life miserable. They’ve been doing that already. He gets nothing but the crappiest assignments.”


“No wonder he’s so upset.”


Amelia frowned as she dipped her teabag absently. “It’s not that he’s upset, exactly. And I don’t think Owl-Man was the cause of it, either. It made things worse, but he started behaving differently just before that. Right after he started painting again.”


“He’s painting again?” There was a spark of surprise in Molly’s eyes. “He’s painting regularly?”


“Yeah.” Amelia removed the spoon from her tea and put the bag in its bowl on the bar. “I thought it was great at first. But he disappears into the garage at night, stays in there for hours, and when he comes out, it’s like he’s been jogging in the desert. He always looks so drained and sweaty.”


“What kind of work is he doing?”


Amelia shrugged as she sipped her tea. “He doesn’t show me anything. I’ve asked, but he says nothing is ready. Why? You look bothered.”


Molly frowned and chewed her lip thoughtfully. “He’s always been that way when he’s working on something. First, it was when he was working on something of his own, but later, he got that way with some of his Carnival work, too. He says he’s never happier than when he’s painting, but it sure doesn’t seem that way. Painting seems to make him miserable. And a real pain in the ass to live with.”


“You should talk,” Amelia said with a smirk.


“I know, I know. I was the one who screwed everybody from here to the Silicon Valley. But I was always easy to live with. And all I needed was a little therapy and a divorce. I don’t think it’ll be as easy to fix him, though.”


“You talk about him like he’s a lunatic, or something, Molly, and he’s not. In the—what is it? Three? More than that—in the years we’ve been together, he’s been great. That’s why this worries me. It’s not like him. Usually, he’s wonderful to be with; I don’t know what your problem was.”


Molly nodded slowly, stared at the bar for several seconds. Sadness moved over her face, like the shadow of a passing cloud. “Maybe I exaggerate. Maybe.” She spoke quietly and did not look up to meet Amelia’s eyes. “He’s an artist, and there are no mentally healthy artists, they don’t exist. Mentally healthy artists are like military intelligence and Jews for Jesus. Oxymorons. For me… he was tough to live with. But that’s mostly because of me. I was never cut out for marriage. Just took me a long time to figure it out.” Finally, she looked up. Smiled a little, but not much. “You’re a lot more laid back than I am, I guess, more accepting. And more giving. That’s why you’re much better for him.” She grinned, but the passing sadness lingered in her eyes. “Let’s go see what he’s working on.”


Amelia’s mouth dropped open, but her eyes were smiling. “No!”


Molly laughed. “Oh, come on, you know you want to. I bet you’ve gone out to that garage half a dozen times to see what—”


“I have not!” She laughed, shook her head. “I’ve wanted to, but I haven’t. I’m anxious to see what he’s doing, but if he says it’s not ready, then I don’t want to see it. Like a Christmas present, I guess. I can’t wait to see what it is, but I don’t want to peek early and spoil the surprise.”


“Aren’t you the romantic.”


“What do you mean?”


Molly put a hand to her suddenly heaving bosom, tipped her head back. With breathy, mock passion, she said, “Your love has resurrected the artist in him, the passion you’ve brought to his life has reignited the flame of his creativity and—”


“Oh, knock it off,” Amelia said.


“C’mon, let’s go take a look. I’m serious.”


“No. It wouldn’t feel right.” She lifted the mug to her lips, blew on the tea again, sipped.


“Might make you feel better. Maybe you’d stop worrying about him so much if you knew what he was doing. Might even save your life.”


“Save my—what are you talking about?”


“Think about it. If Shelly Duvall hadn’t waited so long to take a look at the manuscript Jack Nicholson was working on all the time in The Shining and had seen it was about a thousand pages of the same sentence over and over, she might have had time to grab the kid and—”


“You are so mean today, Molly!”


Molly’s head dropped forward and her shoulders bobbed with laughter for a moment. She lifted her head, took a deep breath. “I’m only half-joking, Amelia. It might be good for you. Wouldn’t you feel better if you knew he was working on the most beautiful thing he’s ever done, and he’s just got his mind wrapped around that?”


Amelia hesitated this time, just for a moment, then shook her head.


“Okay, tell you what,” Molly said as she stood, smiled. “I’ll go take a look by myself, then you won’t have anything to feel bad about.”


Amelia winced. “I wish you wouldn’t, Molly, really.”


“I’ll just take a peek; I’ll be in and out.” She walked past the bar and crossed the kitchen, went through the door into the hall. Her footsteps on the hard wood floor faded to the other side of the house.


It felt wrong to Amelia, and she was a little angry at Molly for doing it. But what could she have done to stop her? Stuart would tell her to get angry and kick the crazy bitch out, but Amelia was incapable of maintaining anger. When it came, it passed over her like a chill—as it did when Molly ignored her request to stay out of the garage—and then disappeared completely. Even when she wanted to hold onto it and make it last awhile, it slipped from her grasp like water. She could not stay angry long enough to kick anyone anywhere. Anger in others made her tense, and she usually walked away from it as quickly as possible. She could not keep Molly from going to the garage, but she would never tell Stuart about it.


Amelia’s eyes turned to James at the computer. He was on another planet. He looked heavier. Something else for Stuart to worry about. He had obsessed about it the last few times James had stayed with them. It occurred to Amelia that James’s gradual weight gain might have been part of Stuart’s inspiration to start working out. It probably reminded him a little too much of his own years as the fattest kid in the room. He had given her no other reason than, “I just want to get into better shape.”


Whatever his reason, it was the kind of thing he would not have hesitated to share with her a year or so ago. Not anymore.


At the sound of Molly’s footsteps coming back up the hall, Amelia turned on the stool, thinking, That was fast.


“There are no paintings out there,” Molly said.


Amelia frowned at her. “There’s got to be something. Nothing on the easel?”


“Nothing.”


Although tempted now, Amelia decided not to go look for herself. There had to be paintings out there somewhere and she did not want to see them until Stu was ready to show her. But where were they?


“Unless he keeps them locked in that big wooden cabinet,” Molly said.


“The one against the wall?”


Molly nodded.


“Oh, there’s nothing but junk in that—locked?”


“Yeah. There’s a big padlock on it.”


“You mean the one with the sliding accordion door? It doesn’t have a lock.”


Molly’s eyebrows rose as she shrugged. “It does now.”


Amelia left the kitchen and walked down the hall at a quick pace, Molly behind her, through the door that opened off the small laundry room.


When Stu had decided to start painting again, he had cleaned up the messy, cluttered garage, stacked everything neatly on the high shelves and in cupboards and in the large wooden cabinet against the wall. But now, the things once stored on the deep cabinet’s broad shelves were stacked in a front corner of the garage. A large toolbox, unused tennis racquets, a rusted old tackle box, several cardboard boxes filled with Christmas decorations, others containing assorted junk. The four adjustable wooden shelves that had held them had been leaned against the side of the cabinet. The cabinet’s door—narrow, hinged slats of wood that folded up when the door was slid open—no longer latched and always stood open an inch or so. Now it was closed tight, held by a large silver padlock on a hasp.


Amelia walked over to the cabinet slowly, tugged on the lock. It was secure. She looked around the garage, her mouth open slightly. The easel stood beside a table covered with brushes and painting knives. A crumpled smock had been tossed over the corner of the table, smeared with paint.


“When he first set this up,” she said quietly, “he only came out here two or three times a month. But in the last few months or so, he’s out here all the time. Every night. Sometimes late.”


Molly nodded at the cabinet, hands on her hips. “Maybe he’s got a woman in there, you think?”


Amelia said nothing as she continued to look around slowly, brow creased.


When she saw the worry in Amelia’s eyes, Molly said, “Hey, like I said, he’s an artist. So he keeps his paintings locked up in the cabinet, big deal. I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you.”


“Yeah. You’re probably right. Nothing to worry about.” But Amelia worried, anyway.









Four.


When Stuart stepped into the dining room and saw the back of the bald figure seated at the computer, a bolt of fear shot through him—the kind of fear that buckled knees and soiled pants. It lasted only a couple seconds, but hit him so hard, he stepped backward and leaned his shoulder against the edge of the dining room’s arched doorway, wondering if Amelia was okay. He was certain, for those few seconds, that it was Dr. Furgeson who sat at the desk. The doctor had come into Stuart’s home, made himself comfortable, and had done god only knew what with Amelia.


But of course, that was not the case. The head was bald, but with a shadow of returning hair. The shoulders were fleshy and rounded, and the thick neck was creased with the beginnings of fatty rolls in back.


James has shaved his head, Stuart thought as the fear quickly receded. A tremor lingered in his hands and knees as he took a deep breath, pulled himself together.


On the bus ride home, Stuart had prepared himself to greet his son. He practiced smiling. Others on the bus probably thought he was a lunatic, but he did not care. Stuart had not been doing much smiling lately, but he wanted none of the darkness inside him to be evident to James. He did not want to give the boy any reason to distance himself further from Stuart, from everyone.


James was being eaten alive by computers, by the Internet. Role playing games, space battle games, chat rooms, and Stuart could only guess what else. James did not talk about it. He did not talk about much of anything, because he spent all his time there, slouched in the chair, head craned forward slightly. For the last two years, Stuart had watched his son crawl inside himself and shut everyone out. The only people he communicated with regularly were the ones on the other side of that glowing monitor screen.


Stuart crossed the dining room, smiled as he put a hand on James’s head and brushed it over the tiny, whisker-like bristles of hair. “How come nobody told me you had brain surgery?” He knew it was the wrong thing to say before he finished saying it. It sounded sarcastic, in spite of his friendly tone, and reminded him of something his own father would have said. Stuart laughed to cover it up. He meant nothing by it, but knew James probably would read something into it.


James jerked his head away from Stuart’s hand. He did not remove the headphones or take his eyes from the monitor. He wore a black T-shirt with Godzilla blowing a stream of radiation—not the computer-generated American Godzilla, but the original Japanese monster, the guy in the rubber suit.


Stuart pulled a chair over from the dining table and took a seat beside his son. James still did not look at him, or even acknowledge his presence. Stuart cleared his throat loudly, reached over and lifted the headphones off James’s ears, put them on the desk. He smiled at the boy.


“Thought I’d say hi,” he said.


“Hi.” Still gazing at the screen.


“So. What’s up with you lately?”


After a few long moments of moving the joystick back and forth quickly, James said, “Nothin’.”


“Think you could play that later?”


“If I stop now, I have to start over.” A quick glance at his dad. “Can’t we do the father-son shit later?”


Stuart flinched, lifted a brow. He had never heard James swear before. Most surprising, and troubling, was not the word “shit”, but the casual way in which James used it, as if he said it a thousand times a day and it no longer had any meaning to him.


Of course he does, he thought. So did I at that age. But not when I was talking to my parents.


Stuart reached over and pressed the button on the top edge of the keyboard that severed the Internet connection. “No, we’re going to do the father-son shit now.”


James slouched even further in the chair. He let out an angry breath as he put the joystick on the desk.


“Do you talk to your mother that way?”


“Yeah. She doesn’t notice ‘cause she never listens to me. Besides, she talks that way all the time.”


“How many times have I told you not to look to your mother as a good example? Of anything.”


“What do you care how I talk?” James asked quietly, staring at the dead screen.


Stuart leaned forward, elbows on his thighs, and whispered, “What’s the matter, James? The last time you were here, you barely said a dozen words the whole time. And the time before that. Something’s bothering you. I wish you’d tell me what it is.”
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