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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.








Chapter 1



Toward dawn Peter’s eyes started to burn. He rubbed them lightly, tried to focus on the book again, finally gave it up and turned off the light. The world was done in many shades of black, his room the blackest of them all. The black of the oak tree took shape from the black of the sky, as if drawing from the lightening sky its darkness, making itself solid, making the air above it, beyond it, thin and translucent. There were dried leaves on the tree, endlessly whispering in an unknown tongue that seemed almost intelligible, tenaciously hanging on through winter storms, scorching sun, winds, rains. Dead, brown leaves, useless and mindless, also stubborn.


Peter heard the alarm clock down the hall, muted, faint through doors and walls and distance. Moments later there was Ed’s deep voice, reassuringly vibrant even in the cold light of early morning, and Lillian’s morning-shrill voice that would change throughout the day, to become almost sultry by night. Did she practice, forgetting only when sleep had dimmed even the most urgent needs? Soon voices of the girls were there. That morning only one of the girls got up; the other, Bobby, was recovering from a virus. Lying in bed, looking at the cool sky that hadn’t turned to any color yet, but was like flawed milk glass, Peter listened to the morning noises in the house, not wanting to catch the words, unable not to hear them.


From down the hall, from the bathrooms, footsteps padding, thumping on stairs; water running, doors closing, slamming, a child’s agony, or hilarity.


“Is he up yet?” Ed’s voice.


“I don’t think he got into bed before dawn. I was up to see about Bobby and I could hear him moving about.”


“Let him sleep. How’s Bobby?”


The oak branches changed color as the sky brightened behind them. Peter thought about gradual changes, and tried to watch change happen, and failed.


“Mother, isn’t Bobby going to school again today?”


“No, dear. Why?”


“Her teacher said I should pick up her things, but I don’t want to. I’m supposed to go to band practice, and I don’t want to lug her books and notebook and everything else.”


“All right. Don’t worry about it.”


“For God’s sake…” Ed’s voice again.


“What…?”


“A leak. Pryor has the story about Wednesday’s executive hearings, complete with a list of the witnesses and quotes.”


“How does he do it?” Then, two octaves higher, decibels louder. “Elaine, aren’t you ready yet?”


The sky had turned clear blue, endless, and the oak tree had finished itself. Beautiful morning. Beautiful tree. How had it managed to escape the saw? Hadn’t some tree surgeon spotted it back there, or the contractor, when he put in the new driveway? A gray squirrel raced up the oak, stopped to regard Peter with unreadable, unwavering eyes. Smartass squirrel, five days in a row he had fed it peanuts, and it still watched him as if it knew about men and shotguns.


“I don’t care if it isn’t the sweater you wanted, Elaine. You’re going to make your father late if you don’t hurry. Now come on.”


The squirrel moved, gone in a blur of motion. The garage door opened, metal scraped metal, ending on a high, painful note; the car backed to the front of the old Georgian house. A horn sounded once, Ed’s touch very light; front door opened, banged. A revved-up motor, gears engaging. Silence.


Peter’s hands ached, and he realized he was clenching them.


He forced his fists to open, relax. He got up. Mrs. Haines, the housekeeper, would be there at nine, the maid soon after that, and if he was in the kitchen then, he would be in their way. He went down in robe and slippers.


“Morning, Peter, I guess we woke you up, didn’t we? Sorry.”


“Hi, Lil. No, I was awake.” She was almost forty and looked it in the morning, but not later in the day, and never at night.


“Did you ever sleep?”


“A little, not much. It’s all right. I don’t seem to miss it.” His fingers moved toward the spot on his scalp—the plug—that had been put there by doctors and he forced them instead to rub his beard. “Sorry about this. You mind if I show up unshaved for breakfast?”


“You know we don’t. Can I …?”


She made the polite noise but didn’t rise. She had folded the paper when he entered the breakfast room and held it, ready to reopen. Later she would speak of Ann Landers’ column with amusement.


“I’ll fix something,” he said. “Bobby better this morning?”


“Oh, yes. Probably she could have gone to school today, but one more day at home won’t hurt anything.”


“If you have anything to do today, Lil, go on. I’ll keep the princess quiet and content.”


“How did you guess! I do have an author’s tea at the library. If you’re sure. I don’t think she’s really sick now. A two-day virus or something.”


“Sure. Sure. She’ll be okay. I’ll read Kant to her.”


Lil looked at him quickly, but he went on into the kitchen. “Has she had breakfast yet?” he called back.


“No. Said she wasn’t hungry.”


He whistled as he scrambled eggs and made toast, and the whistle was for Lil’s benefit. If he wasn’t cheerful she might try to help. He heated two plates, took a carton of milk, and orange juice, and assembled two breakfasts on a tray. Folding a towel over his arm, spreading another over the tray, he went through the dining room and up the stairs. “You’ll spoil her to death,” Lil said to his back. He nodded. He thought it strange that she didn’t like for him to treat her children like people.


Outside Bobby’s door he paused a moment listening. She was reading. He could hear the pages rustle. He hit the door with his knee. “Madam, breakfast is served.”


“Peter? Is that you?” Getting out of bed sounds, bare feet running across the floor. Door flung wide. “What have you got?”


“Madam, such familiarity with the servants is beneath your high station. Really!” He turned his head. “You’re not even decent.”


Bobby laughed and ran back to the bed. “Can I eat in bed, Peter? Can you prop the tray up for me in bed?”


He propped the tray and they ate their breakfasts. Bobby chatted continuously, and now and again Peter answered her questions or volunteered a comment. Behind her noises he heard the housekeeper arrive and ten minutes later, the maid Rita, Lillian on the telephone, then coming up the stairs, pausing at Bobby’s door, going on to her own room, returning.


He promised to give Bobby a test in arithmetic later in the day, and to quiz her on spelling.


“Daddy says that you have to go to school too,” she said. Her expression said she didn’t believe it.


“He’s wrong,” Peter said. “What he meant was that he wishes I would go to school again. And if he were I, then he would go back to school. Or if I were he. Or me him, or whatever.” Bobby laughed at his worried look.


“It’s ‘If he was me,’” she said.


“Thank you, madam.”


“If you did go to school, what would you learn?”


“Not much.”


“I’m learning a lot. Why wouldn’t you learn a lot too?”


“Because I already learned a lot, pumpkin. I know more than anyone on earth. And that’s why.”


“I knew it! That’s what I told Daddy. You are just going to stay here with us, aren’t you?”


He heard Lil outside the door. Listening. He grinned at Bobby and made a face. She squealed, and Lil entered.


“Bobby, did you eat?”


She looked from the child to Peter sitting on the window seat, to the empty plates and the empty glasses. “Dear, I have to go out in a little while, but Uncle Peter will be here, and Mrs. Haines.”


“Okay,” Bobby said.


Lil felt her forehead and Bobby tried to move away from her hand. “Can I get up now?”


“I guess so. But don’t go outside and no roughhousing.” Lil turned to Peter. “You don’t have to stay with her all day, you know. I should have got her up and sent her to school this morning.”


Late in the afternoon Bobby slept and Peter read and thought. They wanted him to get back to a normal life. He worried them. What they didn’t tell him was what was a normal life. More school? Ed applied pressure now and then, not for anything as firm as a promise, rather an indication, a hint that Peter would be ready in the fall to go back for his doctorate.


It was the damnable insomnia, he thought. Too much time to think. And the thoughts went nowhere. Sometimes he thought that he was skirting something important, something too elusive to grasp, too important to let him be able to dismiss it along with the other amnesiac blanks that still seemed to make up most of his past. Sometimes when he tried to get inside his head, he managed to achieve peace for a while. It never lasted.


Dinner. Bobby was at table with the family. She was a pixie with short, very curly hair, too curly, she said often, trying to brush it straight. Elaine, a young lady of twelve now, experimented with lipstick and bras, tried not to be self-conscious about them, and failed. She was excited about a concert coming up in a week. Peter pledged to attend, with a guest. He didn’t know who his guest would be.


Ed was very muscular, with heavy bones, thick wrists, broad short hands with a powerful grip. He had always been proud of his strength. Now he looked tired, abstracted, thoughtful, graying, thickening. But he wasn’t old, only forty-two, forty-three. Peter couldn’t remember which it was. It was easier to visualize Ed behind a barn splitting logs than in an office all day. Lil, vivacious by dinnertime, her voice unctuous, dark blond hair shining, painted eyes: blue, green, black, white. Her daily act of magical transformation again successful. Peter stared at them and wondered who they were. Ed, who had been his favorite person on earth once, who still was, he supposed, was strange to him. This unfamiliarity with what should have been familiar made him uneasy.


He was drawn again and again to Ed’s lined face. Who was he? Why was he so old, so tired? What did he do, what did he know that cost him so heavily in years? The question brought only disquiet, a desire to be through with dinner, away from his brother.


“And what did you do at the office today, Daddy?”—“Oh, I wrote a couple of laws. It’s illegal now to park your bike anywhere but in front of your own house, and you can’t ride a boy’s bike ever.”—“Daddy! How could you!”—“For your own good, honey. For your own good.”—“My brother is a senator from Pennsylvania. He has lunch with the President.”—“Oh, really?”—“Sure, see the souvenir napkins? Here’s one with coq au vin. And here’s sloppy joe. And see that red stain? Burgundy.”


“What?” Peter said. “Sorry, Lil. Woolgathering.”


“I said, will you go with us to Wilmar Dukes’ party Saturday? Mrs. Dukes specifically invited you today when I saw her.”


“Oh, I don’t…”


“Parties at the Dukes house are always very nice,” Lil said. “You never know who’s going to be there. With what ax that needs grinding. One thing, nothing that’s said there ever leaks to the press. I just don’t know what he has over the press, but it’s sacred ground.”


“Do me a favor and come,” Ed said. “In fact, if you’d escort one of the girls from the office, I’d appreciate it a lot. If you’re up to it,” he added quickly.


“Oh, I’m up to anything,” Peter said. “But can’t she just go?”


“Mrs. Dukes wouldn’t invite an aide.” Lil’s laugh was not pleasant.


“I was going to wrangle her a date with someone, but this would work out much better,” Ed said. “She’s a clever girl, D. C. MacMannus. She can pick up nuances, drift in and out of groups and spot the gist of the conversation in a flash. I would appreciate it.”


Peter shrugged. “She’s willing to go like that?”


“Yes. She’ll use you for a few minutes, parade you before Mrs. Dukes once or twice, and then leave you alone. She won’t push herself at you at all.”


Peter laughed. “Can’t wait to meet the clever D. C.”


February night, too fast, dark before dark was due or wanted. Peter walked, thinking about darkness at night, light at day, darkness in daylight. Wondering when the headache would strike again. Wondering what he should do, wondering why he didn’t want to do anything, go anywhere, knowing that he didn’t want to die, that he wasn’t living.


A neighbor’s dog barked at him. Crazy black-tongued chow, claiming possession of the street, the air, the night. School seemed to belong to another life, not his, someone else’s life where the goals had been set up early and kept in neat alignment ever after. And the goal that had been straight ahead was a chimera off to one side now, but nothing had replaced it. School was a word they mentioned now and then. It had no meaning to him at all. He wondered when Ed would stop being oblique about it, how he would respond.


“Peter, we have to have a talk. Now don’t go all stiff-backed on me, or get apologetic, or anything. Man to man, boy. What are your plans?”—“Honorable, sir. Honorable. I think.”—”You know what I mean. Are you going back for your doctorate? Why in Christ’s name you didn’t tell me when the reclassification came through I’ll never know, but that’s done with. Now there’s the future to consider. You’re young, you have a year or less to finish. You can go to Harvard, or to Columbia, back to Berkeley, whatever you want.”—”I’m working over my thesis.”—Ed, silenced. What can you say to someone who’s writing a thesis?


Peter strode happily, feeling the cold on his face, swinging his hands to make a wind on them, to make them tingle, even hurt; feeling alive through his hands. The barking dog was silent now, but he would bark again when Peter returned. He wished Lil weren’t so uptight about him.


Whispers, as clear as if spoken through speakers, through police microphones, megaphones. “Ed, I’m worried about him. He’s so strange. Why doesn’t he sleep?” They had been in Ed’s study, he in the hall near the kitchen. Too far away to have been able to hear them.


“The wound. That happens sometimes, I’ve heard. He dozes, after all. They say that Edison, or was it Franklin, never really slept either. Catnaps.”


“Is he all right mentally? You know.”


“Of course he is.”


Of course, he was, Peter echoed. The dog began to bark again.





Chapter 2



Ed finished tying his black shoes, flawlessly shined, expensive, and stared at them for a long time. He was tired, with a fatigue that long weekends of loafing didn’t touch. Neither did skiing trips to Squaw Valley, or Colorado, or Switzerland. A small clock on the vanity table clicked softly as the minute hand passed the twelve, and he started. When he stood up, he took several deep breaths, squared his shoulders deliberately and left the bedroom, ready for another party, another long night.


Lil was at the far end of the hall, outside Peter’s door. When she saw him approaching, she put her finger to her lips. He joined her at the door. The girls were in Peter’s room.


“… If you’re writing a book, how does it start?” Elaine asked.


‘“Once upon a time,’ of course, how else?”


“Books don’t start like that any more.”


“What books don’t?”


“Any of them.”


“Mine does. So what you really mean is that books that don’t start like that, don’t start like that. Books that do start like that, do start like that.” Pause. “Isn’t that what you mean?”


“Now it is.”


In the hall outside the door Lil gave Ed a significant look.


“See what I mean?” she whispered.


“What do you mean?”


“He tells them terrible lies and makes them admit that they’re true. It just isn’t what I like to have someone do with them. It confuses them.”


Ed sighed. “Let’s go to the party.” Louder, he called, “Peter, ready?”


Ed drove to D. C.’s apartment and went in to fetch her. She came down wrapped from hooded head to toes in a dark cloak. “D. C., this is Peter. Miss MacMannus.” He got behind the wheel and started the long drive to the Dukeses’ house. Her hand was cool, her grip almost too hard for a girl, Peter decided. Lil talked about a book she was to review. No one seemed to be listening. At least no one contributed anything.


When Peter saw D. C. again, at the party, without the concealing outer cape, he saw that she was slender, and pretty, a standard good-looking American girl: healthy, wholesome, good skin, gleaming pale hair. Only her hands were not pretty. Big knuckles, crooked fingers, spatulate. He wondered if her knees were knobby, if her toes were ugly.


“There are zones,” she said, steering him toward a room cleared for dancing. “This is old folks’ corner. Foxtrots, minuets, the Charleston. Good place to talk. More seductions are begun here than almost anywhere else in Washington. Also it’s the quickest way to the bars.” A dozen couples were dancing, more people were clustered at the long tables that lined one wall.


“We might try a slow waltz toward the drinks,” Peter said.


“Right. If there’s anyone you should meet along the way, I’ll introduce you.” She smiled and nodded to people on the dance floor, waved to a woman framed in the doorway.


“Past Mrs. Dukes on the way?”


“Possibly. Why?”


“I’ll throw myself at your feet in front of her, swearing to do violence to myself if you say no.”


“Oh, that’ll really go over big. She’d dog our footsteps throughout eternity waiting to see such a spectacle.”


“Frankly, I think Mrs. Dukes is a frost.”


“Isn’t everyone? Nearly everyone.”


“Who isn’t?”


“Your brother. Senator Knute. A few more. Me, I hope. I’m not at all sure yet about you.”


“I’m the frostiest of them all.”


“Can you move just a little bit more? I can almost reach the champagne.…”


He leaned past her and took a hollow-stemmed goblet from the breakfront, handed it to her.


“Thanks. Isn’t there another one?”


“I’m a teetotaller.”


“You’re not!”


“What I am is a liar. What I want is a scotch, or possibly bourbon, or Irish. Anything but champagne. Decadent drink.”


“Oh, damn. You should have said so. Hard liquor on the east side, wines and punch on the west side. Always. Shall we waltz back across the floor?”


“D. C., you look lovely tonight.” Tall, pale man, hands like dangling doeskin gloves, waiting to be filled.


“Norman, this is Peter Roos. Norman Pryor.” At the look of ignorance on Peter’s face, she added gently, “The columnist, you know.”


He didn’t know, although probably he should. Stumbling into one of the blanks was always a surprise. He took the limp hand for a moment, and when he let it go, he was mildly interested that it didn’t flop like a fish. He suffered the close scrutiny that Pryor gave him before turning his full attention to D. C. Pryor’s eyes were penetrating, made a mockery of the other image he presented of ineffectual, effeminate, artistic hanger-on.


“D. C., you simply have to fill in some gaps for me, or the most distorted version of the hearings will be made public.…”


Peter watched the party, hating it, wishing it were over, unable to withdraw because he was Ed’s guest and it was important for him to be there. Important for D. C. to be there, he corrected. The first hour ended. Senator Dukes paused momentarily by Peter. Silver hair thin on top, long behind his ears, paunchy, hairy wrists, hairy fingers. Gracious. “Is there anything I can do for you, Peter? Anything at all?” Meaning it, apparently. He must have made a hidden signal to a waiter, who appeared silently with a tray. “Try one of these, Peter. Good honest sourmash whiskey. Only thing I touch.” He took two of the glasses, handed one to Peter, then nodded to his wife, raised his glass to Peter and drifted away. Mrs. Dukes, corseted into a cylinder, shiny in a metallic dress, shellacked from head to silver-clad toes, ready to fire. She smiled at Peter, turned to say something to her husband. Peter saw D. C. again. Tall and slender, long, pale hair, held back sleekly by a ribbon that picked up the green of her dress that picked up the green of her eyes. Clever, clever D. C., parrying Pryor’s questions adroitly, making him laugh. Peter admired the way she had learned to minimize her hands, how nearly invisible they were.


The party became louder, sedately noisy. Peter needed the drink Senator Dukes had given him. Too much noise made his head ache, made his hands perspire, and finally clench, and sometimes it brought on the headache.


The quietest place that Peter could find was in the seduction room, where couples still danced to fox-trot music that was provided live by five men who looked bored. He sat down as far from them as he could and tried not to hear the party. The columnist, Norman Pryor, ambled up to him and leaned against the wall.


“Bloody party, isn’t it?”


“I’ve seen worse,” Peter said.


“And better, I’ll bet. You interested in politics?”


“No.”


“Just as well. Addictive, you know. More kicks in politics than on a football field. How’s your head?”


“Fine,” Peter said. Pryor wasn’t looking at him, but kept flicking his gaze out at the people on the dance floor, those at the bar, keeping a watch on the archway that led to the wide hall and the other rooms where a rock group was playing, and where people were readying tables for the buffet. Peter closed his eyes, willing the party to stop, the noise to stop. He could feel the throbbing of a vein in his temple. The room, overheated only moments before, seemed chilly now. “The only other game with any kick, I guess,” he said, without opening his eyes, “is the science game. Instant rapport between scientists of all nations, everything from physics to parapsychology.”


“You’re a scientist, aren’t you?” Pryor said softly. “I had forgotten that. You studied under Gregory Grange, didn’t you?”


Peter opened his eyes suddenly and blinked, then lifted his glass and finished the drink quickly. He became aware that Pryor had gone very still, and glanced at him. Pryor was watching him thoughtfully.


When they had started working on his amnesia, they had sprung names at him randomly; with the electrodes on his scalp, the various machines measuring his blood pressure, his heart rate, his perspiration flow, they always knew instantly when they made a hit. And so painfully, slowly, over a period of ten months they had led him back to this self, this person called Peter Roos, with a background and past that were no longer areas of total blackness. He couldn’t stop the sudden lurch in his stomach, and the involuntary tightening of muscles that the name Grange produced in him then. He hadn’t thought of Grange in over three years. Pryor continued to regard him, and Peter finally managed a shrug.


“Is there an international science game?” Pryor asked softly.


“Not very damn likely, is it? I was just making polite party noises.” He knew Pryor didn’t believe him, and he didn’t care. He closed his eyes again. In a moment he heard Pryor leave. Only then did he try to loosen his grasp on the glass he was holding.


A man and a woman danced near Peter and stopped several feet to his left. The woman was laughing. The throbbing in his temple increased. He got up carefully and left the room.


He heard his name called and turned to see Ed and Senator Knute coming toward him. He recognized Knute from television newscasts and newspaper photographs. He had been out of town for the past weeks, so they had not yet met, although he was Ed’s closest friend in Washington. Ed made the introduction, then left them together.


Thomas Lynch Knute was very tall, six feet three, broad, with a large bony face, gray eyes, light hair that was thick and a little too long, not following fashion so much as out of carelessness.


“Call me Tom,” he said, shaking Peter’s hand with a steady pressure, “as soon as you feel that you can be comfortable with me. And until then don’t call me anything. It’s too hard to unlearn a name you stick on someone. Heading for the bar?”


“Yes, but slowly.”


“So’m I. This way.” Before he moved, he studied Peter openly, frankly, and suddenly smiled, and his smile was warm and personal and made him appear much younger than a senator should be. “Ed doesn’t realize how much he’s talked about you, I’m sure,” he said then. “He’s so damned anxious that we take to each other, I was prepared to boot you right off the planet on sight. I was beginning to feel like a homely girl being pushed out on a blind date, ready to despise the sucker. It would have been a mistake. Welcome home, Peter,” Then he turned and led the way to the bar.


Peter got a bourbon on the rocks and Tom Knute a scotch and soda,, and they moved away from the bar and stood near a wall, with the party before them, clusters of people talking, laughing, here and there a pair, or three people with heads close together in more serious conversations, D. C. with two men now, laughing at both of them, one of them the pale columnist, the other unknown; Ed and Senator Dukes and a four-star general talking…From the adjoining room the sound of acid rock, the clatter of silverware from yet another direction, laughter. It was a successful party.


“How long do these go on?” Peter asked.


“It’s like a well-oiled piece of machinery. Mrs. Dukes is a marvel at planning. Drinks from seven until ten, then a buffet from ten until eleven-thirty. The first guest departs at twelve, and by twelve-thirty all but a handful who have business to discuss have left. There might be eight or ten still here by one when black coffee is brought out.” He finished his drink and reached past Peter to put the glass down on a table. “Mrs. Dukes will then say good-night and vanish and the business at hand is dragged out.”


“Hard on the wives, isn’t it?”


“They’ll be sent home. You might be asked to escort Lil, and maybe my wife, home tonight, in fact.”


“Not just a gratuitous invitation, then,” Peter said.


“Nothing ever is around here.”


Peter glanced at the tall senator, but his eyes were narrowed, and his gaze fastened on the huddle that was Ed, Wilmar Dukes and the general.


“Excuse me,” Tom Knute said. “Think I’ll drift over that way. See you again in a little while.”


Because his head was aching, and he was drinking more than he usually did, and the fact that his dinner had been very early, therefore mostly uneaten, Peter was having trouble keeping the party in focus. And because a whole new set of memories had suddenly come to life, he added. The party had gone into slow motion, and the noise was like an electric circus now, pounding arrhythmically against his ears, catching him off guard with no defenses. He couldn’t stop hearing snatches of conversations.


“… million and a half worth of jewels…” Laughter, significant looks, more laughter.


“… commission report…”


“I can get you an advance copy.…”


“I’ve got it. Tell you, quash the summary somehow. Goddamn non sequitur…”


“… good kid, just needs a break. You know. Willing to do anything, anything at all…”


“So she went to Dr. Lockridge, in the city, Park Avenue, and all. And he said he hadn’t delivered a baby on his couch in forty years of practice and wouldn’t begin with her. The first abreaction probably would bring on labor. She’s suing him for malpractice. Says it’s his fault that she was in a state when she was admitted.…”


“… not just splintered; shredded, cast to the wind is more like it. Going to take them ten, twelve years to put the pieces back together.…”


“Hey! Hungry?”


Peter felt a tug on his arm and turned to see D. C. at his side. She was carrying a champagne glass in which the bubbling drink no longer bubbled.


“Are these parties always this noisy?”


“Noisy? I must be used to these affairs. Now, if you’d asked if I think it’s boring…”


Nearby a woman shrieked with laughter. She winced at the sound. “See what you mean.” She nodded toward the far door that led to a room that he hadn’t been in yet. “It’s quieter over there; that is, if you’re not eating.”


“Had supper early with the children,” he said. “Porridge and raisins with brown sugar and cream. In the upstairs nursery, with Nanny nearby.”


She looked at him with a quick penetrating directness. “You’re not easy,” she said.


The crowd in the room had thinned, with people leaving for the buffet in the other direction. Through the open door D. C. led him into a smaller room that had a fireplace with a large log sputtering and hissing, burning with a feeble, orange flame and a lot of smoke. There were half a dozen other people in the room, talking quietly in two separate groups. D. C. went to the fireplace, where there was a large green leather chair. She sat on a cushion on the floor and motioned for him to take the chair. “Better?”


“Yeah.” He looked past her at the damp log trying to burn. “I’m not really a crank,” he said. “Unduly sensitive to noise is all.”


“Oh.” She looked at him, then asked, “Are you all right?”


“Sure. Did pasty face worm out of you the information he was after?”


“Past—…You mean Norman Pryor. Actually he didn’t want anything. He had something to tell me.”


“Is that the same drink you got when we arrived on the scene?”


She held it up and looked at the smeary glass. “I’m not much of a drinker. Especially at a party like this.”


“Too busy gathering information?”


“Something like that.” She looked up at him and smiled. “Aren’t you just a tiny bit too drunk to try to ride that white charger tonight?”


Peter laughed then and leaned back in the chair, closing his eyes. “Clever, clever Miss MacMannus. You win.”


“But I’m not playing anything. Relax, Peter. Why don’t you just relax a little?”


“Because I might fly apart and splatter all over everyone in the house.”


“Okay, then hang on. But don’t bait me, all right? I’m not out to get you.”


“What are you out to get? Never mind. Delete that. Strike it out. Can I see you again?”


“Yes.”


He looked down at her pale hair, with a nimbus lightened by the fire behind her making her appear almost haloed. “I’d like to talk to you, but not tonight because I expect to be called on for escort duty for some ladies. When can I see you?”


She had straightened slightly at his words, and now she touched her glass to her lips.


“You didn’t know about the extracurricular meeting planned for tonight. Right? I managed to startle you after all.”


“You continue to startle me, Peter. In many ways. But no, I didn’t know about the meeting.” She nodded to someone across the room, and he turned to see Norman Pryor framed by the doorway. D. C. turned again to Peter. “Will you walk out with me? I have to talk to either your brother or Senator Knute before they start that meeting, and I don’t want it to appear that I am seeking out either of them.”


Peter regarded her for a minute or more, then nodded. “I’m glad you’re not out to get me,” he said. “When do you not work?” He stood up and gave her his hand, helping her from the floor. “I’d like to see you when the most important thing on your mind is what you’ll order for dessert.”


She put her hand on his arm and they started to walk again, toward the dining room. “Why don’t you give me a call?” she said. “I’m in the habit of eating dinner every night of the week.” He noticed for the first time that she had a dimple in her left cheek.


“Peter, there you are.” Tom Knute approached them, leading a small pregnant woman into the room. “Want you to meet Janice.”


Peter had put Ton Knute in the same category as Ed: very likable, instantly attractive, do-gooder when doing good wasn’t too difficult or costly, approaching middle age, settled. He found himself revising his opinion of Tom when he saw him with his wife. Now he seemed years younger than Ed, more vital and committed to living. Janice had the face of a child, a wise child that sees and understands and forgives all. She was near term, and he envied the child in her womb, envied her husband the bliss that must lie between her legs. She had the serenity of a madonna and the beauty. Especially between her and the canvas would the shadow always fall. He hoped that she would have many children; they would not age her and the world needed children borne of such a woman. That and more went on in the timeless interval of meeting her, holding her firm warm hand a moment, feeling exhilarated, awed even, by a presence that seemed extraordinary. The spoke to one another, her voice was low and throaty, and over it he could hear D. C. and Ed speaking.
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