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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.


      




Prologue


They told him Carolyn and Robby were dead.


He refused to listen, refused to hear. It was some kind of grisly joke. An overturned boat didn’t mean people had drowned; not Carolyn, who swam like a fish; not Robby, who was always tightly tied into his life jacket.


He kept expecting Carolyn to appear, kept expecting the phone to ring. She would be there, he kept assuring himself, telling him what a mess it had all been, what a weird happening, angry that anyone had assumed she was gone for good, wrinkling her nose in distaste at the untidiness of it, whatever it was, that had happened to her. And Robby. Robby, whooping with glee as he tried to tell the story of it—it, whatever it was.


He did not believe they were dead. After eleven months, however, he had to accept that they were gone.




1


When Badger came into his apartment, running a little late as usual because that was safest, he went to the mirror, hands working at the knot of his tie, turning his face from side to side, lifting his chin, working his mouth, intently going through all the shaving expressions in order not to notice where he was putting the tie. Only when the sober silk was draped casually over the photograph did he empty his pockets onto the dresser top. The pictured faces were safely masked behind the looped fabric. Not seeing the picture had become a ritual. His face in the mirror stared back at him without expression, the shad-owed eyes barely noticing skin paler than usual for this time of year, wide mouth a bit more tightly clenched so that a little muscle below his left ear made a dancing bubble of flesh, jerk-jerk, twitch-twitch. All in all the strong, capable face he had become accustomed to, the dark auburn hair framing it a little untidy.


He ignored all of it as irrelevant. He avoided any thought at all about his appearance, or his body. Carolyn had liked his body. It was what she had probably liked most about him. He retreated into safer territory. He thought about Vivian and Vivian’s house warming to which he had been summoned for the evening. Sweet sister Vivian, whom he loved with an accustomed patience. And her husband George, whom he loathed to precisely the same degree.


“What will you bet?” he asked the face in the mirror. “What will you bet George has another obscure little wine?” No bet. George always had an obscure little wine. George collected obscure little wines and obscure little restaurants and some of the obscurer details of other people’s private lives. Details about the wines or the restaurants or the people were George’s conversational stock in trade, often communicated in the same tone a preteen might use on the phone with a friend—“I know something you don’t know.” Well, that was George. Badger poured himself an inch of Irish and carried it into the bathroom. “To Vivian,” he toasted. “To George.”


After showering, he selected another tie and put it on before the hall mirror as he phoned for his car to be brought around. He had been in the apartment almost half an hour. He had not looked at their picture once. Loss had proved to be something Badger had not handled well. Better not think about it at all.


Vivian’s apartment had once been a warehouse. Now, after extravagant renovation, it had become an architectural gem featured on the covers of national design magazines. He had been there only once before. When the place was half-finished Vivian had insisted he meet her for an escorted tour among the ladders and stacks of Sheetrock. They had been alone except for the workmen and one elderly tenant who threaded his way among the construction materials with three self-possessed little dogs at his heels and an expression of eccentric glee on his face. “I am at home,” he had called triumphantly, polishing his bald head with both hands, “at home among the ruins.” Badger had watched in apprehension as the old man had approached a ladder to a balcony bedroom very much under construction, but he had gone up it like a monkey, caroling his pleasure at every rung.


“Who?” he had asked Vivian, pointing covertly.


“Oh, that’s Myron Boyce,” she had told him. “Professor Boyce. He collects things, I think. Art? Or artifacts? I can never get them straight. Both, maybe. I think he’s an archaeologist. …” Badger considered this as an explanation for the old man’s cryptic remark as she went on, “I can never understand a word he says. At first I thought I was just ignorant, but now I think he does it purposely, talks crazy, I mean.”


Badger had watched the Professor scramble along the edge of the balcony like an aged but agile lemur, capering from time to time for the benefit of the workmen. “Maybe he is crazy.”


“Oh, I don’t think so,” she had said in a doubtful voice. “Not a professor.”


Dear Vivian. Never an unkind thought. Often, never a thought at all, he told himself, immediately feeling guilty, though he had long ago realized he could tolerate the idea of George more easily if he could convince himself Vivian was not quite bright.


The parking attendant in the underground garage was bulky, wary, but polite.


“Yes, sir? Can we help you, sir?” The editorial “we,” Badger thought. Like a nurse’s “we.” He discarded his instinctively flip reply as unduly provocative.


“I’m Badger Ettison, Vivian Victor’s brother. That’s Mrs. George Victor?”


The attendant nodded. He recognized the name. A man like this would always recognize the name. “Certainly, sir. Mrs. Victor said you were to have one of their parking spaces tonight. Down there to your left, number fifty-three, just beyond Mrs. Victor’s Porsche. Unless you’d like me to park it, sir? … Fine. If you’ll come back to the elevator, I’ll bring it down for you.”


“Very kind of you. Thank you very much.” Well, the place was certainly secure. Garage attendant on duty around the clock. Doorman at all times. Day and night porters. Elevator operators, too. None of this push-button jazz. Lord. George must have robbed a mint.


George hadn’t, of course. He had merely inherited a great deal of money. The apartment breathed money from the full-length triple-paned windows to the landscaped terrace outside them. Oddly muted, the sounds of traffic filtered up through the branches of flowering trees. A lovely hypocrisy. The hanging gardens of Babylon. A modern Tower of Babel. The babble greeted him as he entered a forty-foot living room: chatter, argument, expostulation, laughter, murmur of caterer’s men, tinkle of ice, soft piano music from the library. Neither George nor Vivian played any musical instrument, but of course they had a piano for entertaining. Of course.


“Badger. Dear boy! How very nice to see you. How wonderful to have you with us once again.” George, face already flushed from too many glasses of whatever he was drinking, bellowing pleasure so that no one in the room could miss it, dropping into an only slightly softer voice for the intimate questions. “How are you getting along? Do you feel you’re beginning to adjust?” Badger felt himself flush, anger rising like a tide. George liked this ostentatious inquiry into privacy, this intimate questioning in public. He seemed to think the act of violation acquired some kind of cachet if it were done under the gaze of the multitude. Badger believed George to be the kind of man who could engage in rape in the middle of a stadium, but his mounting fury was muted as Vivian fluttered between them like a clothesline of flowery laundry, all flounces and ruffles in constant, billowy motion.


“Badger, darling! Do come in; don’t stand there. George, hush. We agreed you were not to bother Badger tonight, and I was very serious about it. Now, Badger come meet some very nice people.” He was drawn away, leaving George behind to put on his kindly, paterfamilias expression, one of his more ponderous poses.


“You know the Carvers, Badger. Myrtle and Dom. My brother, Badger Ettison. You all met that terrible New Year’s Eve, remember? When it stormed!”


It had stormed. And they hadn’t been able to get a cab, none of them. So they’d stayed until after dawn, ending the party with scrambled eggs and Bloody Marys, the snow coming down outside like a curtain. Carolyn had—No. He would not think about Carolyn.


“Where’s Carolyn?” Myrtle asked. “Is she here?”


“No,” Vivian said, too quickly, cutting off the kindly-meant idle question. “I’ll explain later, Myrtle.” She drew him away by one arm. “Sorry, Badger. They didn’t know. Come meet someone you’ve never met before. Mahlia. My neighbor. She’s house-sitting for Myron Boyce. Remember the art expert I introduced you to? Or is he an archaeologist? I showed you his place when you came to see this one in process?” Vivian interrupted her chatter long enough to make the introduction. “Mahlia Waiwela. My brother, Badger Ettison. Get Badger a drink, will you, Mahlia?” She was gone, and he turned to take a drink from the woman’s hand with a sense of some terrible tragedy narrowly averted. At first he hardly saw her. She was merely a tall, slender figure in a white dress.


“What did my hasty sister tell me your name was? I can’t have heard it correctly?”


She laughed. The laugh brought his eyes to her mouth, and then to her face, and he saw her as a person, not merely as the usual array of cocktail party weaponry: chatter guns, gesture cannons. This was a person. Her eyes were amber, the color of autumn beech leaves touched with gold. The color of brown sugar syrup. The lashes around them were, he thought, too long to be real, but then he realized she was wearing no makeup at all. He maneuvered to one side of her, peered along the smooth line of a lowered eyelid to find it flawless and without guile. Her hair was almost straight, a dark silken flow to halfway down her back; her lips were wide, neither full nor thin, simply a calm, sweet curve, as natural as bending grass. He cataloged her. A beige-brown girl of considerable quality. He asked again, “Your name? What was it?”


“Wai,” she said, “as in why. Wayla. Waiwela. Polynesian. At least Mother was. She used to say various things about Papa from time to time, so I can’t guarantee his side of things. He was French. Very decidedly.” That explained the accent he had noticed immediately, a definitely French sound that combined with her soft, insinuating voice to make a more than attractive combination. “But what did your sister call you? A badger?”


“A childish contraction,” he said, thinking it was a long time since he’d met anyone new and had to explain the name. “Roger Ettison. Bad Roger Ettison, according to his older sister, who could not say Bad Roger without contracting it to Badger. It’s the only name I’ve used since age three.” He brought himself out of this ancient fable. “And you’re here doing what—house-sitting?”


“I’m here to attend university. Postgraduate.” She half turned away, looking at him from the corners of her eyes. “My field will be cultural anthropology. I intend to do my thesis on the quasi-kinship relationships among the staff of a major U.S. university and their effect upon achievement of tenure.”


This was said seriously, absolutely deadpan. For a moment he thought he had not heard her correctly, or that he had not understood what she had said. Then he saw a devil of light dancing in her left eye and was suddenly entranced. “Tit for tat.”


“Turnabout is fair play,” she said.


“Enough of the pot calling moiety black.”


“Exactly.” She grinned, and inside him some chill ice dam gave way all at once, letting him smile and feel the stretch of facial muscles he hadn’t used in months.


“Ah … house-sitting?”


“Well, Professor Boyce was-about to move into the apartment next door when he got a wonderful opportunity to go on some cooperative expedition with the Chinese. Tombs, he said. Very ancient tombs. Full of marvelous art objects. Which is Professor Boyce’s field, you know.”


“I didn’t know,” he answered soberly. “Had no idea.”


“You can take my word for it,” she said solemnly, sketching an oath-taking position, right hand lifted. “At any rate, there he was with this marvelous apartment full of all his treasures, and he had to go off and leave it and his three Lhasa Apsos for months and months. So. He knew I had no place to stay, and he believed me to be trustworthy, so he asked me to house-and dog-sit. Which I am doing. I met your sister in the elevator. I should say Ting, Ching, and Bing met your sister in the elevator. It took us fifteen minutes to untangle them and her.”


“Ting?”


“Ching and Bing. That’s what I call them. Don’t you dare tell. Their own names are unpronounceable. Ching’s real name, for example, is Padmasambhava. I really can’t say that, can you? And I simply won’t do what Professor Boyce does. He calls them his puppsies wuppsy.”


He laughed. The sound and feeling of laughter were startling, so startling that he stopped, swallowing the humor, though some of it remained on his face, quietly warm. “Who, or what, is a Padmas … what you said?”


“Padmasambhava was a guru—no, more than a guru. By all accounts he was a sorcerer, exorcist, and magician, from Kashmir. He came to Tibet at the request of King Thisrongdetsan—that’s Ting—to establish lamaism. Would you like to know more about him?”


He shook his head. “I think that’s all I can absorb for one night. Hold Bing’s real name in reserve for an emergency.” He sipped the drink, made a face.


“You don’t like that? I can get you something else.” She seemed genuinely concerned.


“Not at all. I’ll pretend to drink it until the next waiter orbits by, then we’ll see if they have some Irish. When I can get it, it’s all I drink. Particularly when I’m with Vivian and George.”


She made a face of sympathetic understanding. “You mean George’s wines, don’t you. Oh, I know. I’m so glad you said something. I thought perhaps it was my taste which had suffered—I worked for a wine importer for a while in Montreal, while I was an undergraduate. Vivian is sweet, she really is. She’s invited me to dinner half a dozen times since I’ve been here. But the wines!” She giggled, and he smiled with her. “It wouldn’t matter if he didn’t spend so much for them. But they’re all so exceedingly costly!”


“Exceedingly costly,” he repeated, mimicking her tone of voice, offended and haughty. “You sound like some duchess, saying that. Or some elderly lady with a great deal of very old money.”


“I sound like my Aunt Irene,” she explained. “On my father’s side. She is elderly, extremely French, and has a great deal of appropriately aged money. How funny that you should know that.”


Badger, who had had a good deal to do with elderly ladies with old money, grinned at her. “In my experience, old money simply means old enough that everyone has forgotten who stole it originally.”


“Then hers isn’t old enough. I’m sure Great-Grandfather was the one. However, in Aunt Irene’s lexicon, things are either reasonably priced or exceedingly costly. To Aunt Irene nothing is ever inexpensive.”


“Pity. When she feels that way, she can never buy a bargain.”


“A bargain would be beneath Aunt Irene. Not seemly.”


“How about you? Do you find bargains seemly?”


“Oh, well, I find them absolutely necessary. Aunt Irene may be very well set up, but she has not seen fit to share that state of affairs with the—dare I be honest?—possibly illegitimate daughter of her scape-grace younger brother, now deceased. Mother has always sworn that she and Father were well and truly married, in Father’s church, at that, but evidently it was never proved to Aunt Irene’s satisfaction.” She laughed about this, shaking her head, flushing a little as she did so. She might make light of it, he thought, but it obviously upset her. Seeing his concerned expression, she flushed a brighter red. “No! Now I’ve made you uncomfortable. Don’t be, please. A long time ago Mother told me it didn’t matter what a previous generation was thought to have done. Or not to have done, as the case may be. I find that very comforting.”


He looked down, a little discomfited by this flood of personal history. She gave him no respite, however.


“What did Vivian tell me about you? Ah. I remember now. You solve problems for people.”


He bowed, making light of Vivian’s typical slight inaccuracy. “I do. No problem too large, no problem too small. All questions answered with a minimum of fuss. Also available for weddings, bar mitzvahs, and housewarmings.”


“Will you solve any problem at all?”


He bowed again. “Well, there are some which haven’t been offered me. Like achieving world peace, or solving the problems of population and drought in Africa. Aside from unimportant issues like that, yes. If I don’t know anything about it, I’ll find someone who does. So far I’ve been willing to tackle anything at all.”


“No, really, I’m interested. What kinds of things do you do?”


He thought for a moment. Much of what he did was dull and very complicated. “Oh, let’s say a manufacturer buys some small subassembly from a contractor. And let’s say that contractor has trouble delivering on time, so the manufacturer is delayed and loses money. He might hire me to find out what the contractor’s problem is and fix it. Or sometimes people just need information and have no idea how to go about getting it.”


Her face was flushed, and she lowered her gaze for a moment. “I may want to consult you. Professionally. I’ll pay your fee, too, so that you’ll know I take it seriously.”


“I’d be honored.” Actually, her words chilled him. He had heard them before from cocktail party acquaintances. Too often they were preface to something better handled by a private investigator or an attorney. She was watching his eyes, and he made himself smile again. “Would you like to make an appointment?”


“Yes. Tonight. For about ten minutes, just before you go home. It has to do with the Professor’s apartment. Nothing better handled by the manager or the maintenance people, no—I could see you thinking that. I’ll bet people approach you all the time to do things you wouldn’t do on a bet.”


He was stunned by this perceptivity. “They do, yes.”


“Well, it’s nothing like that. I’ll probably leave before you do, so just knock on my door. It’s just across the hall, on this same floor. Greenleaves two. That’s what they call it. No numbered floors, you see. Each floor has a name instead. The floor is Greenleaves. Because of the terrace gardens, I suppose.”


“It eliminates worrying about the thirteenth floor.”


“I hadn’t thought of that, but it would, if there were thirteen floors in this building. I don’t think there are. But should I worry about it?”


“Only if you’re superstitious.” He sipped his drink, amused by her serious expression as she considered this.


“I wouldn’t call it superstition, but I am, I guess. I believe in things like that. Demons. Witches. My grandmama was supposed to be a witch. Spiritual influences. All that kind of thing. I can’t explain them, but I do believe in them. Don’t you?”


He wondered briefly if this were more of her devilment, not to be taken seriously, but then decided it was worth a serious answer. “Not a lot. Perhaps not at all. Certainly not in thirteen being unlucky, or black cats.”


“Black cats and thirteens have nothing to do with my problem. You will give me a consultation? Is it a deal?”


“A deal.” He smiled, shook her hand, surprising himself when his own lingered on hers. Her skin was silky, yet there were hard pads of callus at the base of her fingers. Work? he wondered. Or play? He wanted to know about her, more, much more about her, but he was swept away into Vivian’s circle of introductions once more.


She had evidently spoken to the Carvers. They lured him into their conversation but didn’t ask him anything about … anything. They talked about real estate, and whether it would be worth it to have a summer place in Vermont. For a time they chatted about the recent plague of books and movies about demonic possession, and Badger saw Mahlia’s head come up in surprise as she heard a few words.


“Some people really believe in them,” he said, loudly enough for her to hear, teasing her.


“Well,” said Carver, thinking about it, “if I were going mad, I suppose it would be comforting to believe that something outside myself—something terrible and inexorable, before which anyone would be helpless—had invaded me rather than believe in my own madness. And if I were the parent of a mad child or the husband of a mad wife, perhaps I would rather believe in demons than that my loved one was faulty.”


“There is a tendency to believe in perversity rather than malfunction,” Myrtle Carver interjected. “If my dishwasher doesn’t work—which, by the way, it does not—I’m firmly convinced it’s motivated by malice. I swear at it, kick it, and you can’t tell me the thing isn’t taking a vile pleasure in my frustration.”


“Paranoia.” Carver nodded. “The true basis for religion, the most primitive of all faiths!”


“I can visualize that tribe of suspicious australopithecines trying to figure out spells to keep the falling rocks and burning trees and hungry bears off their backs.”


“They probably did. Thinking creatures have to believe that other things also think. If other things think, they are capable of intent. Because much of the universe is hostile to life—or at least thoroughly hostile to comfort—it seems plentifully endowed with malice. Malice, not malfunction. Ergo, every falling rock is out to git you.” Dom raised his glass in a toast to malevolent nature.


“So he creates spells to keep the rock spirits quiet.” Badger sipped his drink, amused.


“Exactly. And when he falls over a rock anyhow, it’s because the spells weren’t strong enough, or they weren’t the right ones. How many thousands of years have men been searching for the right spells to keep things in place?”


“Since Solomon, at least,” said a voice from behind them. Mahlia. “The legends say he was very good at putting malign forces in their place and keeping them there.”


“Of course.” Carver nodded. “Solomon’s seal. One sure way of making things stay where they belong. Or, at least, where one puts them.”


“I want one for my dishwasher,” Myrtle said. “Something malign has definitely gotten into it.”


Her husband shook his head at her in mock alarm. “Not malice, dear. Simple malfunction, that’s all. No such thing as demons.”


“But what if they are real?” Mahlia asked. “Suppose most of the time it is just malfunction—of things, or of people, because there are all those mentally ill ones that no one can cure—suppose most of the time it is malfunction, but once in a while it is perversity, malice, a real demon in your dishwasher. How would you know the difference?”


“Easily,” said Myrtle triumphantly. “If it were a real demon, the spells would work!”


“A perfect argument,” Badger said, taking Mahlia’s arm and leading her away, toward the bar. “It’s always malfunction, except when it isn’t. Spells don’t work, except when they do. Demonic possession doesn’t exist, except when it does. I can make very few certain statements under that reasoning. How-ever, I can state with perfect certainty that your glass is empty and that I’ve had enough of discussion of malign spirits for one night.” He did not notice her flush. “Let’s get another drink.”


After that he caught glimpses of her from time to time, her face animated above the still column of her white-clad body, a dramatic contrast to her dark skin and nut-brown hair. She had a habit of pulling one long strand of hair from behind her ear, drawing it across her chin and twirling it there, a self-comforting little exercise the more engaging in that it was often her only movement. She would catch herself at it, flush, and push the hair back where it belonged, where it would hang, a separate little mink tail, waiting to be captured and twirled again.


Once she saw him looking at her and raised a hand in salute, tilting her head to one side like a surprised fawn. He decided she was lovely in an unassuming way, careful to carry the thought no further than that.


On her part, she watched him covertly, trying not to seem to do so, but sufficiently relaxed by the unaccustomed drink to forget her usual caution. He was very beautiful, she thought. Her artist’s mind set him among the great Greek sculptures—Apollo as a youth, perhaps. Or that great face of Athena, which could be either male or female, being both strong and sensitive. He was not tall, only a few inches taller than she, but well built, lithe, moving with a natural grace that made her hands itch for a pencil. She wanted to see him without clothes. Suddenly aware of what she was thinking, she flushed bright red and went to the ladies’ room. For shame, Mahlia, she told herself. But still she watched him.


There was a late buffet. The evening wore on. He found himself beside her on the terrace, heard himself saying, “It’s going to be early hours when this thing breaks up. Why don’t we sneak over to your place and you can tell me your situation right now?”


She hesitated. What she was thinking was all there in her hesitation, in her embarrassed expression. He knew she had reconsidered in the intervening hours, and he suddenly did not want her to have done so. “Come on. You said it would only take a minute.”


“It was presumptuous of me….” He had caught her by surprise, before she had an excuse ready.


“It was nothing of the kind. Come on. Let’s consult about your problem.” He nodded at the wrought-iron grill separating one section of the terrace from the other. “Is it over there?” The door at the center of the grill stood ajar.


She led him through, more reluctantly than he wanted. They crossed the matching terrace, directly into the breathless hush of a museum. Color shone at him from every wall and floor. Track lighting picked out forms of jewels and gold, throwing dramatic shadows behind them. It seemed sacrilege to step on the glowing rug before him, like walking on a carpet of gemmy flame. He knew very little about oriental art, but the word “treasure” breathed at him from every direction, from every gold-hued idol and Tibetan mandala.


“Good heavens,” he said. “What a collection!”


“It’s impressive, isn’t it?” she asked, almost whispering. “The first few days I was here, I tiptoed around as though it would all break or fall over if I coughed. This represents a lifetime of collecting. There are gifts from governments, gifts from ethnic groups—some of the rugs were given to him by the weavers in return for patterns he taught them—patterns that their ancestors had used. Can you imagine? He’s a lovely old man. Almost eighty.”


“I met him,” Badger said, then almost shouted as something pressed firmly against his calf. The three dogs were behind him, silent as little shadows, giving him a thorough smelling. “Ting,” he gasped. “I presume.”


“Or Ching or Bing,” she said. “They do everything together, so it doesn’t really matter. Come on. The problem is in the bedroom.”


They went through the apartment. It was not quite as large as the one next door, but had the same feeling of luxury. The balcony bedroom he had seen before, in its half-finished state, was less museumlike than the lower rooms. Still, beside the bed a six-armed Siva danced on a tall pillar, starkly bright against the white wall, two hands up, two out, two down, hands and torso surrounded by a circle of jeweled effulgence. The bed was low, long, mahogany and cane, covered with hand-woven wool in shades of blue and violet. Mahlia stood beside the bed, gnawing on one knuckle.


“Ahhh,” she said, delaying, hesitant once more. “You’re not going to … Oh, well. Will you just hear me out and not ask a lot of questions?”


“If you like. Though usually I get answers by asking questions. I can be attractively persistent when it comes to asking questions.”


“Well, hear me out first.” Still with that doubtful face, she turned to face him. “Someone comes in here, Badger. A man, perhaps fifty-five or sixty years old. There is gray at his temples. He carries a cane—maybe a cane. Maybe an umbrella. It has a silver handle, almost like an … oh, like a bird’s head? At an angle to the shaft of the cane. I think that’s right….


“He comes in here. There’s someone here. A young woman. Blond, I believe. Something is very wrong between them, and he hits at her, with the cane. Then he takes the handle in his fingers, and his fingers get all bloody. He flicks his hand, so….” And she turned, her face drawn into a grimace of horror and disgust, flicking her hand at the white wall against which the idol stood. Badger’s gaze followed the direction of those fingers, almost saw the blood drops flying away from them to spatter against the white wall. Almost he saw the pattern there.


Then Mahlia moved, drawing his eyes to her once more. “You see? Now, either that has happened or it will happen. That’s my problem. Has it already happened? I can’t tell.”


Badger felt as though his mouth were full of sand. Was he to take this seriously? Was it a game? A kind of role-playing affair played with unsuspecting participants? No. Her face was serious, a little embarrassed, not amused, not focused upon his own expression or reactions. He struggled for a response.


“Ah. Mahlia. Do I understand that you have … seen this? Dreamed it? Or been told of it?”


She sighed, flushing, gave him an uncomfortable look that could have meant anything at all. “You … you could say it was a kind of dream, yes.” She sighed again. “Can’t you just take it the way I said it? It happens. I just need to know whether it did or will—really, I just need to know whether it did happen. I thought of looking in the newspapers, but it could have happened and not been reported….”


“Well, if that’s all, I can tell you now. This place was originally a warehouse—for carpets, I think. There was no bedroom here until the renovation. Vivian brought me over while the work was going on. I met the Professor then, as a matter of fact. He was capering about up here like a mountain goat, and it wasn’t half-finished. Nothing can have happened in this room before you moved in because it didn’t exist. You’re the first inhabitant. Except for Professor Boyce. How about him? Right age?”


“Bald,” she said, her eyes fixed rigidly upon his face. “Totally bald, except around his ears. And he never moved in. So it couldn’t have happened.”


Badger remembered the agile figure on the balcony, the clownish face, the hands busy polishing his head. “Well then, it couldn’t have happened. Not here. That is, if this is actually the place.”


“It’s always the right place,” she said cryptically. “Besides, it was the same. The statue”—indicating the dancing Siva—“the bed, and the spread on it. The colors. Everything. This is the place. It hasn’t happened yet.”


A weirdo, he thought. A crazy. Or, at the least, a very flaky lady. She had seemed so sane, so balanced. Even now, watching his face, reading him, she knew what he was thinking.


“I’m not batty, really.”


“I didn’t think you were,” he said hypocritically.


“Yes. You did. Don’t be concerned over it, please. I should have had sense enough to realize that the bedroom wasn’t even here until the place was rebuilt.”


“This isn’t some kind of game, is it?” he asked in annoyance. “Not some kind of crazy game, or Candid Camera thing?”


“I wouldn’t do that.” She turned toward the steps, slapping her thigh to bring the dogs after her. “Let’s go back to the party.”


She preceded him to the terrace door and left him there with a red-faced mutter. “Sorry. Really. I shouldn’t have bothered you.”


Since it was more or less what he had been thinking, he murmured only a polite negation. “Not at all.”


He thought she had returned to her own apartment—to the Professor’s apartment—but later in the evening he saw her across the room again, deep in conversation with an old woman who kept pounding her knee with one bony fist. Though he had been abstemious in recent months, his experiences during the early part of the evening seemed to call for more drink, a kind of preventive against thought. Mahlia was a flake. Enough. A pretty flake. Quite enough. A sexy, hell-on-wheels flake, and not something to fool around with in his present state of mind. Though he accepted this, he kept returning to it, one simple circle of thought. Attractive, but not for Badger, not now. Not now, not for Badger, though attractive.


Vivian kept George away from him.


He came to himself in a corner, starting from something which was half sleep, half a darkening melancholia that left tears brimming at the edges of his eyes.


He shook his head angrily. It took a special kind of boor to fall asleep at one’s sister’s party. He shook himself awake, had a cup of coffee, and began to make farewells. “Nice to have seen you. Yes, we should make lunch soon. Call my office, won’t you, when you have a free hour or so. I’ll look forward to it.” Pleasant and meaningless. He wouldn’t see any of these people again until Vivian next invited him. None of them were his kind of people. None. Particularly George.


Luck would not allow him a total escape. As he stood at the door saying good night to Vivian, George lurched up, putting one unsteady arm around each of them. Across his shoulder, Badger saw Mahlia approaching, half smiling as if to say a polite goodbye. He put on his company face, raised one eyebrow, nodded. No hard feelings, crazy lady. George was saying … Oh, Lord, George was saying …


“… sorry not to have seen more of you recently, my boy. I realize it was a terrible shock, Badger….”


Don’t go on, Badger thought desperately. Don’t say anything else, George. Vivian was trying to hush him, but it didn’t do any good. George was impossible to quiet.


“… terrible shock, your wife and child dying like that, but one must get on with life….”


Mahlia’s voice rose over it all in a knifelike edge of comprehension. “But, your son’s not dead.”


“But your son’s not dead!”


Badger turned and fled. In the garage below he almost scraped the roof off the car as the door to the street rose too slowly. He did not know where he was going. He was not conscious of anything after that until he woke, curled on the bed in his own room, half-dressed, the picture of Carolyn and Robby clutched tight. The soaked mattress stank of alcohol. A bottle rattled beneath his feet. The clock on the bedside table gave him the time with digital precision. Eight-seventeen. There was no sunlight outside the windows. He had done it again, had one of those frenzied blackouts and slept an entire day away.


He set the photo on the table and looked at it for the first time in months. Carolyn. Blond, green-eyed, high-cheekboned, full-mouthed, like a princess from some English fairy tale, slightly turned away from the camera with that intriguing, secretive smile. And Robby, his tousle-headed form so full of life it seemed impossible he could be anything but alive. Four years old. A lithe, bronzed little frog shape in red swim trunks.


And all he could hear was Mahlia’s voice, saying with complete conviction, “But your son’s not dead.”


“Damn you, woman!” he screamed into the pillow. “Damn you. They are dead. Don’t you understand! Why did you have to say anything at all! Why make one of your flaky, crazy remarks about my family. They’re dead. Both of them. Get out of my life, my mind, my head. Get away from me!”


When he had yelled himself quiet once more, he still heard her. “But your son’s not dead.” How had she said that? “But, your son’s not dead?” Had that been it? Questioning. Horrified. Not a statement at all, just a shocked comment. “But, your son’s not dead?” A rising tone of disbelief. Shock and amazement. Pity and sympathy. Yes. That’s what she’d meant. That’s all she’d meant. He could forget about it. It hadn’t meant anything. Not anything at all.


Staggering, he rose, undressed, got himself into the shower. Then he stripped the bed and remade it. Finally he put the picture in the bottom drawer of the dresser.


“Let’s not play games with it anymore,” he told himself. “Let’s put it away. Let’s not hide it and pretend we’re not hiding it, let’s just put it away and start to forget.” Knowing as he said it that it would not be that easy, had not been that easy in the eleven months that had passed. Amazingly, when he had eaten something, he fell asleep again and did not wake until morning.
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Ron Frolius enjoyed few things in life. He found drinking overrated, and it escaped him how sex had acquired the reputation it had. He did enjoy eating. Molly, his wife, did well by him in that department, well enough he could overlook her infrequent demands upon him for the other thing. After all, the Bible did say to go forth and procreate, so he took it on occasionally as a kind of religious duty. The five kids served as proof of that, though they were grown up and gone. And not that she bothered him much anymore. She’d gotten real friendly with Martha and Simoney and that bunch of hens from around White Oak way. Spent a lot of time together, the dozen of them, gibble-gabbling in the parlor, going for midnight walks in the hills. It seemed silly to Ron, but Molly got a lot of enjoyment out of it. Since women missed out on things like plowing, they had to get their amusement where they could, which was just fine by Ron.
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