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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.


      




 


So here was this land, forged of all the fantasy, all the make-believe, all the fairy tales and folk stories, all the fictions and traditions of the race of Man. And in this land stalked and lurked and ran all the creatures and all the situations the every-busy minds of all the flighty little primates had ever given birth …


It was madness, surely, when viewed in the cold light of human logic, but there it was, all around me. I rode through a landscape that was not the kind of landscape that one would find on earth, but a fairy landscape frosted by the starlight that came from stars among which was not recognizable a single one of the constellations that one saw on the human earth. A land of the impossible, where silly saws were laws, where there could be no such thing as logic since it was all built of imagination, which knew no kind of logic. …
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I kept remembering that old friend of mine and what he’d said to me that last time I had seen him. It had been only two days before he had been killed—on an open highway which, at the time of the accident, had not been as heavily traveled as it was at other times, his car a twisted block of wreckage and the tire marks showing how it all had happened, how his car had struck another which suddenly had swerved out of its lane into his path. Except that there had been no sign of that other car.


I tried to put it out of my mind and think of something else, but as the hours went by and the long ribbon of concrete kept unrolling ahead of me and the springtime countryside went flashing past, I found myself time and time again going back to that last evening I had seen him.


He had sat like a shrunken gnome in the great lounge chair which threatened to engulf him in its pattern of red and yellow tapestry, rolling the brandy glass between his palms and looking up at me.


“I think that we are haunted,” he had said, “by all the fantasies, all the make-believe, all the ogres that we have ever dreamed, dating from that day when the caveman squatted in the dark beside his fire and stared out into the blackness of the night which lay beyond the cave. Imagining what might be out there. Knowing, of course, what might be out there, for he would have been the one to know—a hunter, a gatherer, a roamer of the wilderness. He had eyes to see and nose to smell and ears to hear and all these senses, more than likely, were much sharper than those we have today. So he would have known all the things that might be prowling in the darkness. He knew, of course, but he didn’t trust himself, he didn’t trust those senses. For that busy little brain of his, for all its brutishness, was busily conjuring up other forms and shapes, other kinds of life, other menaces …”


“And you think it is the same with us?” I asked.


“Yes, of course,” he said, “but in a different way.”


A small breath of air had been blowing from the garden through the open doors that led out to the patio and the room was faintly perfumed with the scent of springtime bloom. And through the doors as well came the distant muttering of a plane as it circled over the Potomac to line up for a landing on the field across the river.


“In a different way,” he said. “I’d have to think it out. Not the kind of ogres, perhaps, that the caveman dreamed. For his were physical and most of those conjured up today, I would imagine, would be intellectual.”


I had the feeling that he was about to say much more about this strange conceit of his, but at that moment his nephew, Philip Freeman, came into the room. Philip, who worked at State, had a strange and amusing story to tell about a visiting VIP and after that our talk had fallen to other things and there was no further mention of our haunting.


Up ahead of me loomed the warning sign for the exit to the Old Military Road and I cut my speed to make the turn and once I was on the road I cut it even further. After several hundred miles of steady driving at a cruising speed of eighty miles an hour, forty seemed like crawling and forty was too fast for the kind of road I found myself upon.


I had, in fact, almost forgotten that there could be a road like this. At one time it had been blacktop, but in many stretches the blacktop had broken up in some springtime thaw and the surface had been patched with crushed rock which, through years of wear, had been pulverized into a fine white dust. The road was narrow and this narrowness was underlined by a heavy growth of brush, almost like a hedge, which had grown in on either side, encroaching on the shoulders so that one moved through a leafy avenue that made the road seem a shallow, twisting ditch.


The throughway had followed the ridgetop, but the Old Military Road immediately began to dip down between the hills and this, of course, was the way that I remembered it, although I had not recalled that the dip had been so sharp once one had left the ridge road, which some years back had been re-engineered and widened into the throughway I had been traveling.


A different kind of world, I thought, and that, of course, had been what I sought. Although I’d not expected to find this different world so abruptly, by the simple process of turning off the throughway. And the world, more than likely, was not so entirely different; it was, I told myself, my imagination that had made it seem so different, a self-willed seeing of what I had been looking forward to.


Would I really find Pilot Knob unchanged? I wondered. It seemed unlikely, on the face of it, that the little village would have changed. It had had no chance to change. It had lain for all these years so far outside the stream of current affairs, so untouched and so ignored, that there would have been no reason for a change. But the question, I admitted to myself, was not so much whether Pilot Knob had changed, but how much I might have changed.


Why, I wondered, should a man so yearn toward his past, knowing even as he yearned that no autumn tree could flame as brightly as it had on a certain morning thirty years before, that the waters of the creek could not run as clear or cold or deep as he remembered them, that much, in fact, of what he did remember were experiences reserved for someone no more than ten years old?


There had been a hundred other places (and more convenient places) I could have chosen—places where there also would have been freedom from the clatter of the phone, where there’d be no memos to be written, no deadlines to be met, no important persons one must know, no need of being continuously well-informed and knowledgeable, no necessity of conforming to a complicated set of sophisticated folk customs. A hundred other places where a man would have time to think and write, where he need not shave except when he wanted to, where sloppy clothes could be worn and no one would notice them, where one could be lazy if one wished, unconcerned if one wished, ignorant if one wished, where a person never needed to be clever and never needed to be witty and could deal in a comfortable sort of gossip that was entirely insignificant.


A hundred other places and yet when I’d made my decision, there’d been no question of exactly where I’d go. Kidding myself, perhaps, but happy in the kidding. Running home, but not admitting to myself that I was running home. Even knowing as I drove those long paved miles that there was no such place as I thought there was and that there never had been, that the years had twisted the memory of it into that pleasant sort of fantasy with which men beguile themselves in thinking back upon their youth.


The day had been moving into evening when I’d turned off the throughway and in places now, when the road plunged down from one small valley to another, heavy dark had started to creep in. Off across the valleys, in the gathering dusk, glowed the soft white spheres of fruit trees in full bloom and at times I caught little gusts of fragrance from blooming trees, hidden from my sight, but much closer by. Even with evening no more than setting in, it seemed to me that I could smell, as well, the strange perfume of fog rising from the meadows that lay along the winding creeks.


I had told myself, for years, that I knew this country I was driving through. That its imprint had so remained upon my mind from childhood that I could drive unerringly to Pilot Knob once I was upon the road. But now I began to suspect that I was wrong. For I had not, so far, recognized one specific feature of the landscape. The general features, surely, for the country was exactly as I had remembered it, but there had not been one specific place I had been able to put a finger on and say exactly where I was. It was exasperating and a bit humiliating and I wondered if this was the way that it would be when I got to Pilot Knob.


The road was bad, far worse than I had expected it to be. Why, I wondered, had the people who were responsible allowed it to get into this condition? The snaking curves that ran along the contours, of the hills could be understood, of course, but not the chuck holes and stretches of deep dust, and long ago something should have been done about the narrow stone bridges where there would not have been room for two cars to pass. Not that there were any other cars. I seemed alone upon the road.


The darkness deepened and I turned on the lights. Some time passed, and I cut my speed, at times creeping along at no more than twenty miles an hour. Those snaking turns were coming up much too fast for safety.


Pilot Knob, I knew, could not be too distant, forty miles at most from where I’d turned off the throughway, and since that time I was fairly certain I had covered much more than half of those forty miles. I would have known if I’d checked my mileage when I’d turned off, but I hadn’t.


The road grew worse instead of better, and suddenly it seemed much worse than it had been before. I was driving up a narrow gorge, with the hills crowding close on either side and massive boulders squatting by the roadside, just at the edge of the fan of light thrown by the headlamps. The evening had changed as well. The few stars that had been in the sky were gone and from far off I heard the distant muttering of thunder, rolling down the funnel of the hills.


I wondered if I’d missed a turn somewhere, if in the darkness I had taken a road that led out of the valley. Checking back mentally, I could not remember that there had been any place where the road had split. Since I had turned off on the Old Military Road, there had been this single road, with now and then a farm road coming into it, but always at right angles or very nearly so.


Turning a sharp bend, I glimpsed, off to the right, a low huddle of buildings, with a gleam of light from a single window. I lifted my foot off the accelerator and moved it toward the brake, half-minded to stop and ask my way. But for some reason which I do not pretend to know, I decided not to do it and drove on. If it should be necessary, I could always find another place where I could turn around and come back to ask directions. Or there would be another little farm where I could stop to ask.


There was another place, about a mile beyond—another huddle of buildings crouched against the looming hillside, with a single window, almost exactly, it seemed to me, like the one I’d seen just down the road.


My attention had been diverted from the road for a moment when I first caught the gleam of light from the single window and when I turned back, I saw something coming down the road at me, arrowing down the cone of light straight at me, and for a fraction of the second I suppose I froze at what I saw, my mind refusing to accept what my senses told me. For it was a dinosaur.


I don’t know much of dinosaurs and have no great desire to know, there being many other things that are of more interest to me. But one summer, several years before, I had gone out to Montana and spent a week with a team of paleontologists who were happily (and sweatily) digging in what they called a fossil bed, unearthing God knows what interesting items and events from sixty million years before. While I had been there they had dug up a nearly perfect skeleton of a Triceratops, and while Triceratops is not so great a find, there being many fossils of them, there had been great excitement because this particular beast had been somewhat different in a vastly technical way from any of the others that had been found.


And here, charging down the road at me, not in fossil bone, but in solid flesh, was Triceratops. He had his head down and the two great horns above his eyes were spearing straight at me and behind the horns was the flaring shield. He was intent upon his coming and had built up a lot of speed and he was so big that he seemed to fill the road. There was enough power and weight behind that charge, I knew, to roll up the car into a mass of metal.


I jerked frantically at the wheel, not really knowing what I was about to do, but knowing, I suppose, that something must be done. Maybe I hoped to send the car skittering up the hillside far enough to miss the charge; perhaps I thought there might be room enough to turn around and flee.


The car spun and skidded, with the cone of light slicing off the road and cutting through the tangled brush and rock of the hillside. I could no longer see the dinosaur and I expected any moment to feel the impact of that great armored head as it smashed into the car.


The rear wheels, in skidding, had settled down into a ditch and the road was so narrow that the front wheels had climbed the bank of the opposite side, so that the car was tilted and I was leaning back in the seat, looking upward through the windshield. The engine died and the headlights dimmed and I was a sitting duck, square across the road, waiting for old Triceratops to hit.


I didn’t wait. I slapped the door open and tumbled out and went tearing up the hillside, banging into boulders and bouncing off the brush. Behind me, at any second, I thought I’d hear a crash, but there wasn’t any crash.


I was tripped up by a rock and fell into a bush that scratched me up considerably and still there was no sound from down there on the road. And that was strange; Triceratops, moving at a walk, would have hit the car by now.


I pulled myself out of the bush and hunkered on the hillside. The backscatter of the car’s lights, reflected off the hillside, lit the road dimly for a hundred feet or so in each direction. The road was empty; there was no dinosaur. But still he must be around somewhere, for there had been one of the creatures on the loose; I was sure of that. I had seen him plain as day and there was no mistaking him. He might have sneaked off in the dark and might be laying for me, although the idea of a lumbering beast like Triceratops sneaking off seemed a bit absurd. He was not built for sneaking.


I crouched there, shaking, and behind me the thunder growled among the hills and on the chill night air I detected the scent of apple blossoms.


It was ridiculous, I told myself, the good old psychological defense leaping to my aid. There hadn’t been a dinosaur, there couldn’t have been a dinosaur. Not here in these boyhood hills of mine, not more than twenty miles from my boyhood home of Pilot Knob. I had just imagined it. I had seen something else and thought it was a dinosaur.


But good old psychological aid or not, I knew damn well exactly what I’d seen, for I still could see it in my mind, the great flare of the frill, with the coal-red eyes glowing in the headlights. I didn’t know what was going on and there was no way to explain it (for a Triceratops on this country road, sixty million years at least after the last Triceratops had died, was impossible), but I still could not accept the belief that it had not been there.


I got shakily to my feet and went carefully down to the car, gingerly picking my way through the loose and shattered hillside stone, which had a tendency to slide beneath my feet. The thunder was louder now and the hills to the west, which lay down the slot of valley up which the road came winding were outlined every few seconds by lightning flashes. The storm was moving fast and getting close. The car was jammed across the road with the rear wheels in the ditch and the back part of the body only an inch or two above the roadbed. I got into it, switched off the lights, and started the motor. But when I tried to move it, there was no forward motion. The rear wheels spun with a whining sound, hurling a shower of dirt and pebbles into the fender wells. I tried to back up to gain some room, but the wheels still spun. It became apparent the car was tightly stuck.


I shut off the motor and got out, standing a moment, listening to the pauses between the rolls of thunder, for any sound that might denote some great beast lurking in the dark. There was nothing to be heard.


I started walking up the road, not too brave about it—downright scared, in fact—ready to break and run at the slightest movement in the dark, or the smallest sound.


Up ahead of me I saw the house I had spotted. The light still shone out of the single window, but the rest of the house was dark. A lightning flash lit the land with a bright blue glow and I could see that the house was small and tumbledown, crouched close against the land, with a crazy chimney that leaned against the wind. Up the hill beyond the house a ramshackle barn staggered drunkenly against a haystack that stood at one corner of it and beyond the barn was a peeled-pole corral that shone like a curious arrangement of bare and polished bones in the lightning flash. A large woodpile loomed at the back of the house and alongside it was an ancient car with its rear end held up by a plank placed across a couple of sawhorses.


In that single lightning flash, I recognized the place. Not this specific place, of course, but the kind of place it was. For when I had been a boy in Pilot Knob, there had been places such as this—hardscrabble acreages (one would hesitate to call them farms) where hopeless families broke their hearts, year after endless year, to keep food upon the tables and clothes upon their bodies. Such places had been in this country twenty years ago and they still were here and times had not really changed. No matter what might happen in the world outside, the people here, I realized, still lived much as they had always lived.


With the way lighted by the lightning flashes, I followed the path up toward the lighted window and finally stood before a door. I mounted the rickety stairs up to the stoop and knocked.


I didn’t have to wait. The door came open almost instantly. It was as if the people inside had been waiting for me, had, indeed, been expecting me.


The man who opened the door was small and grizzly. He wore a hat and pipe. The teeth that clenched the pipe were yellow; the eyes that looked out from under the drooping brim of the big black hat were a washed out blue.


“Well, come on in,” he yelled at me. “Don’t stay gawking there. The storm is about to break and it will wet your hide.”


I stepped in and he closed the door behind me. I was in a kitchen. A large woman, with her body proportionately larger than her head, dressed in a shapeless Mother Hubbard sort of garment and with a piece of cloth tied about her head, stood in front of the wood-burning stove on top of which supper was in the process of being cooked. A rickety table covered by a piece of green oilcloth was set for the meal and the light in the room came from a kerosene, lantern set in the center of the table.


“I’m sorry to trouble you,” I said, “but I’m stuck just down the road. And I would guess that I am lost as well.”


“These here be tangly roads,” said the man, “for one who ain’t used to them. They wind about a lot and some of them end up going nowhere. Where might you be headed, stranger?”


“Pilot Knob,” I said.


He nodded sagely. “You took the wrong turning just down the road a piece.”


“I was wondering,” I said, “if you could hitch up a horse and pull me back onto the road. The car skidded and the back wheels went into the ditch. I’ll be more than willing to pay you for your trouble.”


“Here, stranger, sit,” he said, pulling a chair out from the table. “We’re just about to eat and there’s enough for three and we’d be proud to have you join us.”


“But the car,” I reminded him. “I’m in something of a hurry.”


He shook his head. “Can’t be done. Not tonight, at least. The horses aren’t in the barn. They’re out in the pasture somewhere, probably up atop the hill. Couldn’t pay me enough, no one could, to go out hunting them with it about to rain and the rattlesnakes.”


“But rattlesnakes,” I said, somewhat foolishly and to no great point, “aren’t out at night.”


“Let me tell you, son,” he said, “no one ever rightly knows about a rattlesnake.”


“I forgot myself,” I said. “My name is Horton Smith.” I was getting tired of his calling me “son” and “stranger.”


The woman turned from the stove, a big fork held in her hand.


“Smith,” she said, excited. “Why, that is our name, too! Could it be that you are kin?”


“No, Maw,” said the man. “There is a passel of Smiths. Just because a man’s named Smith don’t signify that he’d be related to us. But,” he said, “it seems to me that this fortunate similarity of names might call for a snort.”


He reached down under the table and brought up a gallon jug. From a shelf behind him he picked up a couple of glasses.


“You look to me like a city feller,” he said, “but I hear that some of them are fairly good at drinking. Now this stuff ain’t what you’d rightly call first class likker, but it is top grade corn squeezings and it is guaranteed not to poison you. Don’t take too big a slug to start with or it might strangle you. But along about the third gulp that you take you don’t need to worry none, because by that time you will be acclimated to it. I tell you there ain’t nothing cozier on a night like this than to cuddle up alongside a jug of moonshine. I got it off Old Joe Hopkins. He makes it on an island in the river …”


He had hoisted the jug to pour, but now a startled look ran across his face and he looked sharply at me. “Say, you ain’t a revenooer, are you?”


“No,” I said, “I’m not a revenuer.”


He resumed the pouring operation. “You never can be sure,” he said. “They come pussyfooting around and there ain’t no way to know them. Used to be a man could spot them a country mile, but now they’re getting tricky. They fix themselves up to look like almost anybody.”


He shoved one of the glasses across the table at me.


“Mr. Smith,” he said, “I am downright sorry about not being able to oblige you. Not right away, at least. Not tonight, not with this storm coming up. Come morning, I’ll be purely tickled to hitch up a horse and drag your car out of there.”


“But the car is across the road. It is blocking traffic.”


“Mister,” said the woman standing at the stove, “that needn’t bother you. That road don’t go nowhere. Just up the hill a piece to an old abandoned house and then it peters out.”


“They do say,” said the man, “that the house is haunted.”


“Perhaps you have a phone. I could call …”


“We ain’t got a phone,” the woman said.


“What a man wants with a phone,” said the man, “is more than I can cipher. Jingling all the time. People calling up just to jaw at you. Never gives a person a purely peaceful moment.”


“Phones cost money,” said the woman.


“I suppose I could walk down the road,” I said. “There was a farm down there. They might be able …”


The man wagged his head. “Go ahead and grab that glass,” he said, “and put a snort; inside you. Worth your life to go walking down that road. I ain’t one to say much against a neighbor, but no one should be allowed to keep a pack of vicious dogs. They guard the place, of course, and they keep the varmints off, but a man’s life ain’t worth a hoot should he stumble on them in the dark.”


I picked up the glass and sampled the liquor and it was pretty bad. But it did light a little fire down inside of me.


“You don’t want to go nowhere,” said the woman. “It is about to rain.”


I took another drink and it didn’t taste half bad. It tasted better than the first one had and it stoked up the fire.


“You’d best sit down, Mr. Smith,” the woman said. “I’m about to take up the victuals. Paw, you hand him down a plate and cup …”


“But I…”


“Shucks,” said the man, “you won’t refuse to eat with us, now will you? The old woman has cooked up a mess of hog jowls with some greens and they’ll be licking good. There ain’t no one in the world can cook up better hog jowls. I been sitting here fair drooling for them to be done.” He looked at me speculatively. “I’ll bet you never yet have sunk a tooth into real hog jowls. They ain’t city food.”


“You’d be wrong,” I told him. “I have eaten them, many years ago.” To tell the truth, I was hungry and hog jowls sounded fine.


“Go ahead,” he said, “and finish up the glass. It will curl your toes.”


I finished up the drink and he reached up on the shelf and took down a cup and plate and got a knife and fork and spoon out of a drawer in the table and set a place for me. The woman brought the food and put it on the table.


“Now, mister,” she said, “you just draw up a chair to the place that’s set for you. And, Paw, you take that pipe out of your mouth.” She said to me, “It’s bad enough he wears that hat all the time—he even sleeps in it—but I will not stand him sitting at the table and trying to fork his victuals in around that pipe.”


She settled down into her chair. “You just pitch in and help yourself,” she told me. “It ain’t no fancy eating, but it’s clean and there is plenty of it and I hope you like it.”


It was very tasty and satisfactorily filling and there did seem plenty of it; almost as if, I thought, they had expected, all along, that an extra person would drop in for supper.


Halfway through the meal the rain started coming down, solid sheets of rain that hammered at the shaky house, making such an uproar that we had to raise our voices to be heard above it.


“There ain’t nothing,” said the man, once he had begun to slow his shoveling in of food, “that is better than hog jowls, barring mayhaps a possum. Now, you take a possum and you fixed him up with sweet pertaters and there ain’t a thing that goes down as smooth. Used to have a lot of possum, but we ain’t had one of them for a coon’s age now. To collect a possum a man must have a dog and after old Preacher up and died, I didn’t have the heart to get another dog. I purely loved that pup and I couldn’t bring myself to get another dog to take his place.”


The woman wiped a tear away. “He was the finest dog we ever had,” she said. “Just like family. He slept underneath the stove and it got so hot at times that his fur would sort of sizzle, but he never seemed to mind. I guess he liked it hot. Maybe you think Preacher is a funny name to call a dog, but he looked just like a preacher. Acted like one, too, solemn, and sort of dignified and sad …”


“Except when he was hunting possum,” Paw said. “He was a ring-tailed terror when he was after possum.”


“We never did mean to be irreligious,” said the woman. “You just couldn’t call him by any other name even if you tried. He looked just like a preacher.”


We finished eating and Paw put the pipe back into his mouth and reached for the jug.


“Thanks,” I said, “but no more for me. I must be getting on. If you’d let me take a few sticks from the woodpile, I might be able to wedge them underneath the wheels …”


“I wouldn’t think on it,” said Paw. “Not in this storm, I wouldn’t. It’d be a scandal to the jaybirds to let you go out in it. You stay here snug and dry and we’ll do some drinking and you can start tomorrow. We ain’t got a second bed, but we have a couch you can stretch out on. It’s real comfortable and you won’t have no trouble sleeping. The horses will come down early in the morning and we can catch them up and drag you out of there.”


“I couldn’t think of it,” I said. “I’ve imposed on you enough.”


“It’s a plumb pleasure to have you,” he said. “A new face to talk with ain’t something that comes along too often. Me and Maw, we just sit and look at one another. We ain’t got a thing to say. We’ve jawed at one another so long we have said it all.”


He filled my glass and shoved it across the table. “Wrap yourself around that,” he told me, “and be thankful you got shelter on a night like this and I don’t want to hear no more about leaving here until morning comes.”


I picked up the glass and had a good long drink and I must admit that the idea of not going out into the storm had some attraction for me.


“There is some advantage, after all,” said Paw, “to not having a dog to go out after possum, although I must admit I sorrily miss old Preacher. But not having any dog gives you a lot more sitting time and I don’t suppose a young sprout like you appreciates it, but sitting time is the most valuable there is. You do a lot of thinking and you do a lot of dreaming and you’re a better man for it. Most of the skonks you run across get that way because they don’t take no sitting time. They’re everlastingly on the push and they are running all the time and they think they’re running after something, but mostly they are running from themselves.”


“I think you’re right,” I said, thinking of myself. “I think you’re entirely right.”


I had another drink and it felt so good I had another one.


“Here, young fellow,” said Paw, “hold out that glass of yours. You’re running kind of low.”


I held out the glass and the jug gurgled and the glass was full again.


“Here we sit,” said Paw, “as snug as bugs and ain’t a tarnation thing to do except to sit here and do some friendly drinking and a little talking and pay time no heed. Time,” he said, “is a man’s best friend if he makes good use of it and a man’s worst enemy if he lets it run him. Most people who live by the clock are miserable sorts of critters. But living by the sun, that is something different.”


There was something wrong, I knew. I could feel the edge of wrongness. Something about these two, as if I should have known them, as if I’d met them somewhere many years ago and suddenly would know them and remember who they were and where I’d met them and what kind of folks they were. But reach for the memory of them as best I could, it all eluded me.


The man was talking again and I realized I was only hearing part of what he said. I knew he was talking about coon hunting and the best bait to use for catfish and a lot of other very friendly things, but I had missed, I knew, a great amount of detail.
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