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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.










INTRODUCTION



IT IS THE NATURE OF FICTION, and particularly of shorter fiction, to move from linear representation toward a quality we can only call vision.


This is especially true, it seems, of American fiction. We have taken naturally to the short story, and our major contributions have been within this medium. Emerging from the romance rather than the novel proper—and with its heritage in Irving, Hawthorne, Poe—American literary development has been from and toward a fiction of extremes. Representation, however accurate, has never seemed in itself an end; our aim has been toward a form which, rather than ascending from journalism, descends from poetry. The 1920’s were our most fertile period, and the most characteristic stories of that time adapt themselves to the traditions of realism which were then dominant—but it has become an intensely selective realism. Situation is condensed to a point where the stories appear virtually plotless; theme and intention remain implicit, often realized in stream-of-consciousness or symbolism; the story has become a regenerating form of words, a total suspension of force, motive, and process. These stories achieve a large measure of ambiguity and resonance, and exhibit the elliptical, visionary qualities of the best non-realism. There must be a periodic return to natural, casual forms—a kind of re-tooling—but always the urge is simultaneously toward something more complex and subtle, toward a form closer in quality and texture to life itself. (In some part, this inclination accounts for the uncertain nature of our fiction; we have no single representative voice.) Of course the short story is almost by definition metaphorical, in that it offers a reconstructed image of life. And in embracing the form so fully, we accept as well the processes of the form.


I suppose it is with Chekhov and Joyce (particularly the Joyce of “The Dead”) that many of us find our clearest antecedents; and perhaps Thomas Pynchon’s “Entropy” and Tillie Olsen’s “Tell Me a Riddle” are two of our more characteristic contemporary stories. Surrounded by new and often more popular or comprehensive forms, in a deluge of media and genre art, the contemporary writer looks to stake out a specific ground for fiction: to realize a quality and form with which nothing else can compete. He rejects the circumspect, circuitous “literary” style as false. He eschews breadth for depth, penetrating, whether by Olsen’s leaps in chronology and viewpoint or Pynchon’s intensely symbolic structures, as deep as he can on a limited field. The process is from the outside—from the skin—in, thus recalling Chekhov’s economy and the “symbolic naturalism” of Joyce. He wants to pierce directly to the essential qualities of experience, and to accomplish this will use any apparatus at hand; hence, the highly eclectic nature of our current fiction. At any rate, the story grows ever more complex and resonant yet, at the same time, ever more intangible. It is bare, unembellished … with the delicacy and inevitability of a colloidal suspension.


Now, this movement toward vision is threefold.


First, it is the process of any developing literature and has brought us, in America today, to a period of outstanding development within the short story form—while even our novel begins to borrow more and more from the mood and vocabulary of the shorter form.


Secondly, it is the record of fiction’s summary impingement upon the reader. He begins by accepting a story’s surface, its texture, and moves toward comprehension of its forms as the story occurs within him; adsorption becomes absorption. The ideal story perhaps follows Thurston’s advice to an assistant: it points one way and happens another. It is, like Durrell’s grass, “an assassin of polish.”


But this movement also manifests itself in the individual writer’s work. Here, it is the writer coming awake, discovering new possibilities in the fictional form and new direction in his own previous work, able to take on more tricks of balance within a single story—to distill image and concern into a new, more comprehensive form. A more mature and relevant fiction gathers out of old intimations, old intentions, old peripheral effects. This may occur consciously by way of retrospective analysis, or unconsciously, but inevitably in the serious writer it will occur. And often the writer will himself be surprised at what is coming onto the paper. He is working by instinct, and suddenly the work seems so much more aware, so much truer and more knowledgeable than its source; he marvels that he is able to control all this new material. Of course, it is simply that perception (sensation) is reconstructing itself toward conception (information) and that the ground between is always the artist’s chief concern. But this is after all the great satisfaction of creative work: the sudden self-generated insight, the epiphany, the intellectual-sensual pleasure of coming onto structures that hold a vision in suspension.


Kate Wilhelm says in one of the introductions included here: “I am so much smarter, know so much more about everything when I am writing than when I am not.” Elsewhere she gives evidence of her own development as a writer: “It happens occasionally that I don’t know what one of my stories means until it is done. I will know everything that takes place in it, how the people feel and react with each other, what parts of it need emphasis, what parts need understatement, and still if I were to try to sum up the statement being made, I would be unable to, or wrong.… It felt right.” And: “I was telling stories, directly, from my personal vision to the finished manuscript.”


So it is that the writer becomes increasingly aware of the complex, basically indefinable material with which he works, and of the ambiguous processes by which a story exists in the world. Consequently the work takes on further substance, develops a more informing image and becomes, in short, something considerable, something larger and more conclusive than its parts. This is the attainment of vision.


The stories collected here cover seven years of work in the short story form and dramatically illustrate Kate Wilhelm’s continuing development as a writer.


The earliest of them are unembellished, spare. Incident is clustered close about the structure; they demonstrate a remarkable clarity of sight, of observation. And from the first, in stories like “Sirloin and White Wine” and “A Time to Keep,” a singular voice evidences itself. It is tough and feminine; light and mordant. A voice concerned with the everyday necessities of life and with external patterns which intrude upon that life. A voice filled by, pervaded with, urgency. There is something she must tell you: the desperation of understanding, the impossibility of decision, the inevitability of desertion. And they exhibit more than mere technical excellence though that, in such stories as “The Most Beautiful Woman in the World” with its double streams of language and image, and “How Many Miles to Babylon?” with its complex shifts in chronology and tone, is obvious enough.


They are, first of all, easily accessible; they open themselves easily to the reader, and have about them the quality of direct, lived experience. They are stories which have for the most part (as has, even if but peripherally, much of our best contemporary work) embraced the genre. This is the “limited field” within which Kate Wilhelm aims for depth, for ever deeper penetration—in the vehicle of thriller, mystery, science fiction. But this is not, for her, a prescriptive genre affording more strictures than freedom, not a form which necessarily carries its own content. She has accepted the genre form as comfortable, as one in which she feels most at ease and most able to realize her specific interests, and has discarded the trappings, the pre-conceptions, the implied structures. Her work is, in final analysis, one that generates its own idiom, a fiction in which it is virtually impossible to separate story-as-object from story-as-experience.


In the seven years over which these stories were written, Miss Wilhelm has published (aside from collaborations) three novels, and is currently at work on another. Each has been progressively more comprehensive and satisfying.


By symbolizing a purely destructive force in a robot, a second force (bound, for personal and social reasons, to the robot’s destruction) in a man, The Killer Thing deals with a theme of social and personal responsibility in the vocabulary of science fiction. This dualism is carefully extended into the book’s whole, and technical effects are often stunning, so that at times the style seems almost to sparkle. By implication Miss Wilhelm is examining the forces of war in this novel and is, like much of the best current science fiction, reconstructing the moral problems brought home to us now in Vietnam.


Her latest novel, Let the Fire Fall, is even more in control of its substance and in tone approaches the experimental—some indication of the freedom and depth she is yet finding. The most recent of her stories, “A Cold Dark Night with Snow” (not included here), is non-sequential, containing remarkably effective shifts in point of view, modulations of tone, and reconstructions of chronology and incident. This depth of vision is to be carried over into her next novel as well. Its first-person narrator may be observer or participant—stepping outside herself to record things dispassionately, visualizing entire scenes in which she takes no part and which may or may not be actual. There are ambiguous interrelations on several levels, real and/or imaginary, objective and/or subjective, external and/or internal.


Similarly, the stories collected here. The earliest are highly readable, enjoyable, accomplished. There is a gradual, easily evident evolution toward more regenerative forms and concepts; a new subtlety, a gathering intensity of expression. And in the most recent of them—most especially in “The Planners” and “Windsong”—it seems to me that the writer achieves, with deceptive simplicity, true vision.


Yet, abstraction has no place in Kate Wilhelm’s work. Her theme is responsibility—but a tangible responsibility, one that shows itself (and is of account) only in day-today, person-to-person affairs. Just as the “statement” of The Killer Thing is carried in action and reaction, in pure narration, the awesome vision of “The Planners” is planted squarely in the actual workaday world of the scientist and that, in turn, in the mundane movements and preoccupations of its characters. This is, I feel, the essential quality of her voice, and it is by exploring this contrast that she in fact most often generates her story. Indeed, a story like “The Most Beautiful Woman in the World” is carefully built to this contrast, and it is difficult to account for the power of “The Downstairs Room” or “Countdown” or “Baby, You Were Great” in any more suitable terms.


Kate Wilhelm’s central image, then, is this: some huge, indifferent pattern imposes itself (often gratuitously) upon small, personal concerns, forcing characters toward decisions which they are incapable of making.


This imposition may be objective, as with “The Planners,” or psychological, as in “The Downstairs Room,” or ambiguously either/both. It may occur to the individual (“A Time to Keep”) or in the context of a social group (“The Planners” and “Windsong”). Wherever it does occur, the character’s choice is threefold: he may attempt to flee (“The Most Beautiful Women in the World”), accept the imposition and try to keep it shut off from his personal life (“The Planners” and “The Downstairs Room”), or accept it fully and disintegrate (“A Time to Keep”). Either way, desperation and desertion are inevitable: he surrenders contact with others and becomes, finally, sundered from life.


The strongest of these stories embody, in their imagery and language, the process of such disintegration. They are like verbal charts, registering the conflict of external and internal forces—at the same time objective and subjective, experience and object. They lay open for us the descent of the person into his personal hell, letting us experience the way in which he adapts, or gradually surrenders himself, to that hell. And the stories are themselves a progressive descent toward the final visions of “The Planners” and “Windsong,” which carry in turn the seed of Kate Wilhelm’s future work.


That work is to be much anticipated. I believe that her success in fitting her themes to genre forms has been a significant one and that now, gathering energy from her previous visions, she will move outward to a still deeper, more comprehensive fiction. For what these stories finally demonstrate—in their themes and central image, their structures, even in their exploitation of the genre—is that experience occurs when order and chance intersect. That life is, in the words of Simone de Beauvoir, the reworking of a destiny by a freedom.


JAMES SALLIS
London 1968











When human beings discovered language, stories came into being. A child at play tells himself stories throughout the day. Watch his lips move; watch him listen to his imaginary playmates, and you know he is telling stories. I told myself stories, then my younger brothers, then my own children, and one day I discovered that I could put my stories on paper and other adults would read them. I wrote my first commercial story in longhand, and with the check I received for it I bought a typewriter. Learning to write at the typewriter was difficult—the keys kept getting in the way, and my fingers were clumsy and demanded attention, but slowly the machine faded into the background, and again I was telling stories, directly, from my personal vision to the finished manuscript. You won’t read the same story that I saw; my words can’t push the same buttons for another that they push for me; our responses will be different. So a story has to do two things, at least: It has to bring to life that inner scene experienced by the writer, and it has to say something as nearly equivalent to that scene as is possible to the reader. Most of my stories are about a small part of life, but now and again there is one—like the first one in this collection—that seems to be about all of life, encapsulated. And again, perhaps it isn’t that at all.





UNBIRTHDAY PARTY


WELLMAN blinked rapidly, then shook his head. He was on the wrong floor. He could feel the difference, although visually there was very little that was not familiar. The elevator must have come up too swiftly, left him dizzy and on the wrong floor. He gazed about wonderingly. So like his floor. The corridor was not as well lighted as was his own. He felt certain he should have ridden higher than this. The many doors lining the corridor were closed. At the far end there was one that was partially opened, and from it was issuing laughter and music that seemed to be inviting him to join. He shook his head slightly and moved backward toward the elevator. The distant door opened fully and a woman stepped out.


“Oh, come on. This is the place.”


She was wearing a red dress that swirled gently about her long legs—chiffon, or something equally soft. She motioned from the doorway again and went back inside. He was drawn toward the noisy apartment, forgetting as he walked that he had meant to return to the elevator and his own floor.


The door resisted momentarily his push against it, then gave; there was a short shriek of pain, followed immediately by a louder peal of laughter. He had hit someone with the door. He looked about to apologize, but no one was paying any attention to him. Someone filled the space between him and the door and he was forced into the room, pressed by the bodies of the partygoers.


There was excitement in the room, much laughter, music, and the heady atmosphere created by champagne, good food and convivial people. Wellman decided he was glad he had come. He passed a table beautifully laid with silver and crystal, and decorated with tiny white rosebuds and shiny leaves of waxed philodendron. Some of the hors d’oeuvres were steaming, some icy cold, and the champagne was in silver buckets of ice. He helped himself. As yet no one had noticed him; no one had come up to demand his name or an explanation for his presence, or even to be introduced. He grinned to himself and refilled his glass, this time moving from the table, not wishing to be conspicuous and accosted too soon.


The apartment was very large with high ceilings and many rooms. He moved slowly for the next few minutes, getting nowhere near the door he had come in by. There were so many people he probably never would be noticed; even his clothes would draw no comment. Some of the guests were in formal wear, others in street clothes as plain, or even plainer, than his own. He caught a glimpse of the woman in red who had called to him and he started to make his way in her general direction, not caring if he got to her side or not. She must be the hostess, and it might prove embarrassing when she realized that he was not the man she obviously had thought he was in the dimly lighted hallway.


“Yar selgemid dex,” a tall, handsome man said, smiling pleasantly. The man made no effort to detain Wellman, who sidestepped him and continued to cross the room toward the woman in red. Wellman glanced over his shoulder and found that the man was regarding him with an amused expression. The man raised his glass in a salute. Wellman stepped into the middle of a group of people and lost sight of the sardonic face.


He was shoved a step or two sideways before he noticed this group’s preoccupation with a painting on a creamy wall. The painting was framed in what looked like a border woven of straws, red-striped paper straws. He turned his attention to the painting. It was a Rubens, he thought, but as he considered it the old master rotated out of the frame and was replaced by another work of art. This was a landscape, Gauguin, perhaps. It was replaced by a reproduction of a cereal box, complete with a price stamped on it. Someone clutched his arm and he turned to look into an alabaster-like face of an ascetic-looking woman with severe black hair pulled so tightly back that it seemed to be lifting her scalp. There were tears in her eyes.


“The beauty,” she said huskily. “The beauty of it!” There were ropelike cords in her neck.


The cereal box vanished and a spiral of black and white was there. He felt that he was slipping into it, around and down, around and down. The hand clutched harder, nails cutting through his coat, through his shirt, biting into his arm.


“I can’t stand it,” the woman moaned.


Wellman couldn’t either. He tried to disengage her hand, but she clung to him, and now her other hand was at his chest, scrabbling at his shirt. The next painting was a sprayed, gray, flat surface, unmarred by a line. The woman stiffened convulsively, her eyes rolling up until only whites showed. Wellman pried her hands loose and laid her on the floor; he stepped over her carefully and left the group. From nearby he could hear a voice:


“Five puz quak ler …”


He didn’t turn to look at the laughing face.


Someone touched his arm and he was facing a girl with an intent look. Her hair was long, swishing back and forth as she gyrated to music that seemed suddenly to be beating into his soul. It was a throbbing, primordial sound, no melody, no cohesion, just a beat that was almost a pain stabbing him deeply. He swayed opposite the girl. Her hair was the color of pale straw; her eyes were closed, with incredibly long lashes that weren’t quite straight. She wore a low-cut, beige dress that clung to her and was stretched tautly across her thighs. She was barefoot. Her movements became more animalistic. Her mouth parted slightly, showing white teeth clenched together. The intent look on her strained face became a grimace and she moved faster and faster with the beat, swaying toward him, away, toward him, away. He felt a film of perspiration cover him, and his hands began to tingle and clench. She was moving very fast now, not touching him, seemingly not even aware of him, but dancing at him without restraint. With a sudden gasping cry she fell to the floor, on her knees, her face buried in her hands, and still her body moved and worked, only slowly losing the intensity of the movements that had jerked her spasmodically. He began to back away from her, feeling horror and disgust. He drank his champagne, gulping it without tasting it, then he turned to fill the glass again.


“I say bomb them to hell and gone!”


Wellman spun around. A potbellied, red-haired man with a mottled face and quivering dewlaps was wagging his finger under the nose of a clergyman.


“Negotiate! You can’t bomb everyone who has a different opinion or a different way of governing.” Under a heavy wave of silver hair the clergyman’s face was benign, unlined, his eyes mild. His features were arranged in an almost-smile.


“God damn all pacifists! Give the world away because you’re running scared! Want a nigger in the White House? In your daughter’s bed? Want a Castro in every South American country? A Mao Tse-tung in every Asian country?”


“And the universities? I suppose you would bomb them too?”


“Put the sons of bitches in the army and let them learn to love the country and fear God!”


“You bastard!” The clergyman went pale, as if surprised and frightened by his own words. The almost-smile remained.


“Atheist!”


The clergyman flung his glass of champagne into the face of the red-haired man. Sputtering and coughing, the red-haired man raised his hand to ward off a blow, or perhaps simply to wipe his face. The clergyman hit him in the solar plexus with a hard, white-knuckled fist. The red-haired man fell to the floor and lay there retching. Wellman ran, pushing his way through the clusters of people. Someone caught his arm.


“Do you know who our host is?” It was the woman in red. Wellman breathed a sigh of relief. He would make his apologies for crashing the party and then go. “Is this your party?” the woman asked.


She was nearing middle age, he realized with a start. She had appeared so young, with a slender, graceful figure. But there were lines about her eyes that on closer inspection appeared cynical and tired. Her mouth had a sarcastic twist although her lips were full and soft-looking. She seemed aware that he was noting her lips. She moistened them.


“I thought it was your party,” he said. She put her hand on his arm. Her laugh was like chimes in a gentle wind.


“And I was certain that you were our host. You look so grim and purposeful.”


“Do I?” He was pleased by the description. “I was afraid that you were coming to toss me out.”


“Really! The most charming man in the room …”


The hand on his arm was leading him gently, without pressure, and they were leaving the roomful of people, passing through a doorway with dark velvet hangings. This room was empty and cool, with dim pink lights above a low, large bed covered with a white spread. She led him to the bed, her hand caressing his arm, her other hand slipping under his coat.


Her dress was in two parts. The diaphanous red outer part hung in the air like a brilliant cloud before settling to the floor; the inner, more intensely colored part fell to the center of it. The two parts looked like a large bloodstain, dried about the edges where the floor showed through the gauzy fabric, still dark and shiny in the middle.


She was frenzied when they met on the smooth sheets of the bed, and it came as a shock for Wellman to find that she was frigid. After it was over she bit him maliciously on his shoulder. Wellman closed his eyes in pain and opened them to find her gone. Far away he could hear someone screaming softly. He dressed and hurried from the pink room.


The party was still in full bloom, if anything more crowded than when he had left. He looked for the source of the screams. On the far wall there was a Dali painting, just rotating out of view when he turned his searching gaze to it. Replacing it was an ethereal, pastel-blue, Japanese scene. Someone in the group before the wall sobbed noisily. Everyone there appeared oblivious to the rest of the party attendees. Now and again within the group one embraced, or clutched, another, but seldom did an outsider enter their midst, or a member stray away.


Beyond that group he saw watching him the man who had been speaking gibberish. The man started to cross to him. Wellman turned his back. Didn’t anyone else care about who had screamed, or why? He almost bumped into a pale man whose eyes were glazed. He was wearing glasses with oversized lenses emphasized by heavy black frames.


“Is this your party?” the man asked, grabbing Wellman’s lapel, holding him firmly on the spot.


“No. I just wandered in,” Wellman said. He kept tension on the pull, so that when the man let him go, he staggered backward a step or two. The man had gone paler with his words; his pallor was alarming. He was thirty, Wellman thought, and not, as he had assumed at first, drunk. He looked like a graduate student, the effect of the large glasses, and of his hands that were ink-stained with fingernails bitten off to the quick.


“We all just wandered in,” the man said, his eyes out of focus disconcertingly. “It’s nobody’s party. No one was invited, yet here we all are. No celebration, yet there is champagne. Who planned it? Don’t you even care?” He bit at the nail of his left forefinger.


“Nap hoil selsten baax quiful …”


“You! Leave me alone! I’ll find out!” The ghastly young man spun about and elbowed his way through a throng of laughing people, leaving Wellman and the grinning man side by side.


“Why did you do that?” Wellman asked. “You understand us perfectly. Why are you making those noises?”


The man laughed harder, tears forming in his large brown eyes. He wiped at them with the back of his hand. He was holding a nearly full champagne glass, and very slowly he turned it upside down, laughing harder as he did so. Wellman backed several steps from him, turned and left as quickly as the pale man had done. Mad, he was as crazy as a loon. When he looked back, the man was gazing after him with a thoughtful, melancholy expression on his face.


Someone bumped into Wellman from behind and he swung around. It was the clergyman, and he was carrying a bucket of sudsy water and a mop. He thrust the mop at Wellman, who let him place it in his hand.


“You start over there, near the door. Someone spilled something over there. I’ll get the paint.”


“What are you talking about?” Wellman asked. “Are you the host, then?”


“Me! Gracious no. But think of his anger when he returns and finds his apartment in such turmoil. He’ll have us all thrown in jail.”


Wellman stood the mop against the wall. “Anyone with an apartment like this has to have a maid,” he said. “Let her clean it up. Or the person who spilled the stuff.”


“What is your name?” the clergyman cried furiously. “I’ll report you myself. I’ll come down and visit you in your cell and laugh at you. People like you, selfish, lazy, taking, never giving, never helping, never fearing the consequences of your acts. We are responsible. You are, I am …”


Wellman left him sputtering, searching his pockets for a notebook on which to write Wellman’s name.


He heard laughter like chimes in a gentle wind and turned to see the woman in the soft red cloud of a dress passing through the curtained doorway, leading a portly bald man. The man was half-turned toward the party; there was a look of pleading on his face. Wellman’s gaze followed his, and he saw a tall, angular woman, hands on her hips, an angry sneer twisting her mouth. She was dressed in gray; her hair was gray and sparse; her skin was gray. There was fierce hatred in her sunken eyes. Wellman shuddered and turned from her. He wanted to leave the party and the assorted freaks who had wandered in. A loud clattering sound erupted, and everyone turned to look toward the buffet table. The pale young man was standing on a chair, hitting a silver tray with a heavy serving spoon.


“Will our host please reveal himself?” he shouted. There was an answering hoot of derisive laughter, and an excited giggle, and much shuffling about of feet. No one claimed the honor.


“I’ll find out,” the pallid man cried. “Anyone else curious? Let’s find out. There must be something about here to tell us. Look in the drawers, in the closets, everywhere …”


He leaped from the chair, and several others swayed and pressed toward him. Within minutes they had pulled open drawers and closets and cabinets, strewing contents about. The rest of the party resumed as if there had been no interruption.


“I say everything has to be free of government control: labor, enterprise, prices, wages, education, everything. Soon as you control one aspect, you have to control them all.”


“Let big business fix wages and prices again, like a hundred years ago? Is that your idea of free?”


“They weren’t sucked dry by government tax collectors …”


“They starved.”


“They starved free!”


“Bullshit!”


“Why don’t you go to Russia if you like control and collectivism so much?”


“Why don’t you go to hell!”


Wellman didn’t see them, but he heard the sound of blows. He tried to find the source and failed. He was hemmed in so closely that all he could see was the third button of a dress shirt straight ahead of him at eye level. Turning his head slightly to the left he saw the soft swell of a pale breast with a faint blue tracery of veins. Behind him people were pushing, and he was forced to step upward. He was pressed against a deep-chested man with an open, sunburned face. The man was beaming at him. At his side was a woman with a lovely oval face the color of ivory; she had magnificent black eyes and softly curled black hair. Her beautiful lips were sharply drawn with pale pink. Her gown, from the abbreviated bodice to the soft folds about her golden-clad feet matched her lips exactly.


‘There is no body,” she said softly. “Only spirit. All else is illusory.” She moved closer to him and was solid enough, scented with a heady fragrance that made him want to melt. The man took his hand and clasped it in a grasp that threatened to mangle.


“You have chosen wisely, my boy,” the man said. “There is no body! Remember that. Always. There is only spirit. Adjunct of God. With God’s power. You are an adjunct of God.”


With that, Wellman was pushed from him, and he was beaming at the next person to be shoved up the single step. Wellman tried to turn to catch another glimpse of the most beautiful spirit he had seen, but already she was pressing against the next being. The new spirit was perspiring profusely, trying to get his arms around her.


“It is your body! You have made it. You have control over it. You have survived ten million years of incarnations to the highest point in the evolutionary scale attainable. Seize this control today. Demand it! It is yours for the taking.”


Wellman gaped at the man speaking. He was holding one hand over a candle, and with the other hand was running a six-inch hatpin into his body. He pulled it out and stuck it in again. His emaciated body was covered only by a loin-cloth; his hair was light brown and curly, down to his shoulders. His skin was dry-looking and white. He had a pointed beard and narrow light-green eyes that seemed to be staring into a place where other eyes couldn’t see.


The distraught young man searching for the host darted up the step, past the beautiful spirit, his hands pushing aside all who got in his way, his face intent.


“He has to be here! Who is doing the cooking? Who bought the food and the drinks? Who pays the light bills?” He snatched his glasses off, wiped them furiously, and jammed them back on.


“It is illusory,” the sunburned man said soothingly. “A wave of the hand. A flickering of light. A whim of God’s.”


“I drank the champagne and ate the food. I was hungry and now I am not. That is not illusion. Where do we go from here? Where do you go after the party?”


“Nowhere. Everywhere. Moments are eternal. Or non-existent. A whim of God’s.”


The man in the loincloth stuck the pin through his throat. “It makes no difference,” he said, “who opens the door through which we pass. You are here now. You can be your own master. That you are here demonstrates your correct decisions in the past. Make the next decision now. Seize control of that machine that is running you now. Be your own man!”


The pale man cursed him fluently and rushed past the group. Wellman followed him. “What do you mean, where do you go after you leave here? Back to where you came from, don’t you?”


The young man let out a despairing cry that was nearly a scream of anguish and darted away from him.


“Apol grexel gwa noqit …”


“Who are you?” Wellman said. “Why do you do that?” The man laughed, but this time Wellman was closer, staring at him directly. There were tears in the man’s eyes. They were haunted, tortured eyes. “You are as afraid as he is,” Wellman said. “You pretend it is all nonsense because you can’t find the answers yourself. You are as afraid as he is!”


A violent tremor shook the man. He steadied himself against the wall, staring intently for a second or two at the room full of people; he examined Wellman’s face. He opened his mouth, but closed it again without speaking. His face was twisted with pain, or pity, or both. He handed Wellman his glass, a diamond stickpin shooting fire as he moved. Without a word the man passed Wellman and went to the window. He didn’t pause, but lifted one leg over the sill, and without looking back, followed it with the other leg and slid over. Beyond the window the night was utterly black and silent. Wellman dropped the glass from a hand that had gone numb.


“See! You are helping to mess it up! You shall help to clean it up before he gets home!” It was the clergyman, again thrusting the mop at Wellman. He accepted it, not caring if he cleaned or not.


“Didn’t you see him?” he asked. “Jumped from the window. Didn’t you even see him?”


“That isn’t my job,” the clergyman said. “I have to keep this place clean, so that when he gets home he won’t put us all in jail. Do you know what jail is like, young man?” But Wellman had dropped the mop and had gone.


From the corner of his eye Wellman caught a blur of red and white, and when he turned to look at it, the red chiffon was coming to a stop beside a girl in a long white dress. She looked very young, wearing white gloves, and a small white flower in her hair. Her hair was soft brown, almost childish in its simplicity. Wellman found, himself going to them. The woman in red smiled at him mockingly. She had her hand on the arm of the girl, who turned large blue eyes toward him. Wellman put his hand on her other arm.


“May I get you something?” he asked.


“But we were going to talk …”


“She’ll still be here later,” he said, drawing her away from the woman in red. They danced, with his arm about her, and then they shared a single glass of champagne and a small turkey sandwich from a plate that she held. They laughed often. Her soft laugh held promises for him; there was a gladness in his breast that hadn’t been there before. When she had to leave, even though he knew he would see her again, he felt empty and tired. The woman in the red-cloud dress caught his arm and hissed something at him, but he didn’t catch her words. Her face was venomous. He shrugged away from her.


“But you’ll come back,” she said. “You’ll come back, and in your brain a memory will stir and you’ll wonder when or where we met before.”


He almost fell over the pale man, who evidently had given up his search and was sitting on the floor, huddled into a ball, his knees under his chin, his arms wrapped about his legs. He raised his head to look at Wellman, and his face was without hope. Mutely he put his forehead again on his knees.


Wellman saw the clergyman, his coat off, his sleeves rolled up, filth up his arms to his elbows, his attention fixed on the dirt on the floor that he was trying futilely to scrub away. He didn’t look up as Wellman skirted him.


A new painting slid into the straw frame: a pencil sketch of a nude. It was followed by a geometric pattern like an Indian blanket. The group was more intent than before, more gaunt, less aware of the rest of the party.


Wellman stopped before a bookshelf and began scanning titles. He sat on the floor before the shelf and read a little in several of the books. He never had heard of any of the authors, but the books were beautifully written and illustrated, and handsomely bound. They treated many subjects from poetry to mathematical theories, from short stories to philosophical essays. Suddenly the book he was reading was snatched from his hands. A bespectacled young woman riffled through the pages and tossed it back to him; she pulled other books from the shelves.


“Not a single best seller,” she said scornfully. “Illiterates.” She turned and marched stiffly away, leaving several books on the floor behind her. Wellman picked them up and replaced them on the shelf.


He heard weeping close by and turned to see the chiffon-dressed woman. When she saw him looking at her, she drew up and said haughtily, “That Goddamned mattress has made my back ache.”


The crowds thickened again and Wellman was being pushed by them. The surge was irresistible, and soon he ceased trying to struggle against it.


He caught a glimpse of two young men, arms entwined, rapt expressions on their faces. Behind them the curtains to the room with the pink lights stirred. There was a sinuous girl stripping in time to frenzied music, heavy with drums. Wellman saw her jaw moving and almost laughed as he realized she was chewing gum. A circle of men and women watched avidly as she stripped. There was a man with a green eye-shade hiding most of his face, his hands shuffling cards expertly, stacks of money in front of him. Across the table from him sat a white-haired man, and Wellman could see one of his hands under the table. It held a pistol.


He was swept on. His head ached then, and he felt sore from the jostling and pushing. Someone was moaning, a young woman clinging to the arm of a man who was reaching out with his free hand to pinch the breast of another girl who was not even looking at him.


Wellman tried to grab a pickpocket, but missed. He called to the man who had been robbed; the man grinned vacuously and vanished from his sight in a throng of merrymakers. Wellman felt his own pocket and knew the pickpocket had been there. He couldn’t free himself from the mass that he was caught up in to do anything about it. His head was aching abominably by then, and he felt that he couldn’t breathe in the haze-filled room. With an effort he forced his way to the side of the flowing tide of people, and stood leaning against the wall panting, his clothes disheveled. He pulled another man from the people streaming past. The man stared at him blankly.


“How do you get out of here?” Wellman asked, his breath still coming fast from his struggle to get free.


“Out?” the man said stupidly.


“Where is the door to the hallway?” Wellman asked.


The man indicated the direction with his thumb. “I thought you meant out,” he said laughing. Someone in the crowd behind him picked that up and repeated it to someone else, and they both laughed. Wellman started to push his way through in the direction the man had indicated. The laughter was spreading through the party by then and he could hear “Out” being said again and again. At the door he turned to look at them, but no one was paying any attention to him. He turned the doorknob as someone said laughingly, “I say fifteen minutes, five dollars says fifteen minutes. It never takes longer than that.”


Wellman pulled the door open then and started to step into the hallway. Someone slammed the door hard against his back, sending him sprawling to the wall on the other side. For a moment he was dazed; for a moment it seemed that everything was spinning away from him, memories of laughter, of champagne, a party …


Wellman blinked rapidly, then shook his head. He was on the wrong floor. He could feel the difference, although visually there was very little that was not familiar. The elevator must have come up too swiftly, left him dizzy and on the wrong floor. He gazed about wonderingly. So like his floor. The corridor was not as well lighted as was his own. He felt certain he should have ridden higher than this. The many doors lining the corridor were closed. At the far end there was one that was partially opened, and from it was issuing laughter and music that seemed to be inviting him to join.…











During brain surgery it was learned that electric currents could revive long-forgotten memories in patients. Snatches of conversations, music, scenes from the past could be replayed. More recently there has been a discovery that will permit sightless persons to “see” through the direction of an electric current into the brain. Electrodes in the brain can stimulate all of the emotions on cue—anger, love, timidity.… Through the ages writers have examined their own society and its discoveries, and sometimes they have found themselves leaving the familiar space-time dimensions in search of a frame that would fit the story more closely. Such stories might appear to be about someplace else, or some other time, or some other people, but actually they are about us in our time. Stories are twined about pegs so that ideally neither the story nor the pegs could exist without each other. The pegs might be historical, contemporary, futuristic; they might be mundane or fantastic. Whenever a story cannot be told without its own particular pegs, and when those pegs are based on the scientific possibilities that either exist, or could exist, then the story is science fiction. I never label a story until I have finished with it, and sometimes not even then. I think this one is a story about us, here and now. You may disagree.





BABY, YOU WERE GREAT
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