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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.







1


I was heading uptown to the employment office. The sidewalk was soft and green and dappled with tree shadows; the wind was warm.


I stopped by a snack machine, looked at the pictures of breakfast, and watched a man put in his credit card and get out a cup of coffee. He was a young guy, a little older than me. I could smell the coffee. I’d had hot water for lunch and dinner yesterday and hot water for breakfast. It felt good in my stomach but my legs felt weak.


The vibes of morning are always good. People walked by, giving out a kind of cheerfulness. I was blotting up that feeling until suddenly it seemed right that the snack machine should give out some free food just to be friendly.


I shoved my credit card into the slot and pushed levers for a cup of coffee with two creams and two sugars and some hot buttered scrambled eggs. My hands started shaking. My mouth watered. I could smell from people’s windows the perfume of bacon and toasted plankton and hot butter on hot toast.


The machine blinked a red sign, “000.00 balance,” and my credit card rolled out of the slot. I reached for it and dropped it.


The man drinking coffee looked at my shaking hands and then at my face. Hunger doesn’t show on the outside. I’d lost a hundred pounds already and I wasn’t even skinny yet. He couldn’t feel my vibes. I have a kind of round, cheerful face, like a kid, but I’m big.


I picked up the card and grinned at him. He grinned back.


“Hard night?” he asked sympathetically, meaning had I spent a night with a girlfriend?


I made an “okay” sign with one hand and he whistled and went away grinning, giving out happy vibes of remembering great long sex nights when he’d had the shakes in the morning.


I tried two more snack machines in the next three blocks. No food.


The best food machines in lower New York City are in the artists’ and sculptors’ commune. Artists don’t like to cook when they’re working on something. I passed it on the way to the employment office and went in. I went through a big pillared arcade with a ground-level park under the half ring of building, a terraced set of parks, like balconies or shelves hanging out. I could hear a stone knife whirring and someone hammering. Mixed in among the trees, the working artists were hard to see.


I found the machine that gave Chinese dinners and tried my credit card on that. I pushed for an egg foo yong and looked at the fine food pictures. The machine held my card for a while before rolling it out from another slot. It blinked a red light just once. More polite than the other machines, but it still had no kindness and gave no free food.


“Hello, George,” a sculptor called and halted the mallet and chisel he was using to pound chips from a rough statue. The sculptor laughed every time at a joke we had between us, laughing before he said it.


He asked, “How am I, George?”


He was glowing from exercise, enjoying doing sculptures in the classical Greek technique, like Praxiteles’. It was an order for a classical commune, from the Society for Creative Anachronism. Pink health flushed his bald head, curly black hair circled his ears, muscles bulged in his arms. He was feeling a nice buzz from the exercise and his ears were ringing from the after-echoes of his pounding. I felt it all.


“You’re fine, Mr. Xerxes,” I said. “How am I?”


“Very handsome, George. Losing weight has done you good.” He smiled. “Boys and girls will be attracted and chase you and fight for you.”


Mr. Xerxes did not know that my credit card had run out. He admired my willpower. Over the last two months he’d watched me lose a hundred fat pounds by just not eating. He’d given me a bottle of reducing metabolites, left over from when he’d reduced, and they’d helped turn the fat to fuel, so I hadn’t felt weak, just hungry. Buying two nickel bowls of plankton soup a day to make the last dollars stretch.


“Do you have a job for me, Mr. Xerxes? Can I help out?” I stuffed my hands into my pockets to keep them from shaking. The artists’ commune used to have errands for me when I was on student support.


“Not today, George.” Mr. Xerxes carefully arranged a stone block behind the statue’s ear, placed his chisel, and knocked a chip off the ear. His vibes were slightly disapproving. He thought I was too big now for kid errands. He didn’t know that they wouldn’t give me a job for a man.


I tried a row of five food machines with my credit card, but the machines worked and knew that my balance was 000.00 and held their food behind locked windows.


I went across the street past people going to their jobs. Pretending I was them, not me, I felt healthy and brisk and busy, blotting up their vibes. I went into Commune 1949, the old people’s place.


I went up the escalator, just letting it carry me, not running up it, passed two lawns and front-porch floors, and then got off at Mrs. Johnson’s floor. She had a small house entirely surrounded by a lawn, and the only way it didn’t look like a cottage was that it had the pillars that held up the four corners of the giant building, but she had vines growing on them. I walked through a lawn bright with yellow dandelions and pink clover and rang her bell.


“Come in,” she called through the intercom. “I’m in the kitchen.”


The door opened into a sweet smell of cake and orange icing that was almost solid, and the living room was like a movie from the forties. It didn’t have a television, because television hadn’t been around much in ’49. The old persons’ commune was strict in trying to stay fifty years behind. The whole house smelled like doughnuts and orange cake. Orange cake is my favorite kind, and doughnuts have a smell that is better than any taste.


Mrs. Johnson was in the kitchen, carefully smearing orange icing on a big cake. The sweet smell was overwhelmingly good. A pink cake was on the table. Strawberry or cherry?


I went only halfway in. It was a small kitchen and it wasn’t big enough for both of us. Mrs. Johnson is a big person.


“Anything I can do to help?” I asked. When I was little I’d always like to help her.


“Yes.” She smiled. “You can help me carry these cakes down to the stand. You’re just in time for the joke, George. We’re running an inflation this week, and these are one-hundred-dollar cakes. Mr. Duggan likes cake.”


“Can I clean the icing pan?” There was a pan still part full of pink icing. I tasted it with a finger. Pink peppermint.


She looked at me severely. “George, I’ve been very proud of you for sticking to your diet. I wouldn’t think of tempting you. Sweet things have no nutrition, no nutrition at all. You just stick to your salads.”


I’d known she would say that. When I was fat she always gave me cookies.


I picked up the orange cake and she picked up the pink cake and we took them down to the open park at ground level.


All the old people in the commune work for each other and sell to each other. The Social Security money goes around and around like a million dollars. On the way down the escalator she told me that they’d all raised their prices to ten times as much, to get even with Mr. Duggan, the dentist, for raising his prices. The game was being run by Mr. Kracken, who was an economist who used to be a President’s economic adviser.


“Mr. Kracken is the shark who always cleans everybody out at poker,” she said. “He’s our business manager. Dentist Duggan will get a surprise today! He’ll eat a home-cooked meal worth a thousand dollars!”


I just nodded, because I couldn’t speak. The orange icing was six inches from my mouth as I carried the cake, and I kept my mouth shut to resist the temptation to take a bite. My knees were weak; I put the cake on the front table of the cookies booth. “Gotta go.” I left fast and leaned against the wall outside, shaking, seeing black spots.


A sightseers’ bus went by slowly on a cushion of air over the green grass center strip, raising a flurry of small yellow butterflies.


I walked uptown fast, trying all the slot machines. None paid off with food. I thought of telling people I was hungry. I looked at the buildings and the dark sky to keep my mind off hunger. Everything was darker, getting cloudy. Sunlight was gone. People went by looking miserable, the good vibes of the morning were gone.


I stopped at the employment office, stuck my card into the information slot. Nothing came out. No job notice. No job.


Some friends who knew Zen and Jain Yoga had told me people could go without food for thirty days. They showed me how. The only trouble is, you shake a lot. When I touched a building, it felt as if the world were trembling. I couldn’t ask for help. It was like being trapped where no one could hear you. You can’t beg.


If I told the employment board that my student support money had run out, if I told them I needed money, they’d give me an adult support pension and a ticket to leave New York and never come back.


Ahmed the Arab came along the sidewalk, going fast, his legs rangy and swinging. Ahmed used to be king of our block gang when we were smaller, and he used to ask me to help him sometimes. This year Ahmed had a job working for the Rescue Squad. Maybe he would let me help him; maybe he could swing a job for me. I liked Ahmed a lot.


I signaled him as he came close. “Ahmed.”


He went on by, hurrying. “OK, George, come on.”


I fell into stride beside him. “What’s the rush?”


“Look at the clouds, man. Something’s getting ready to happen. We’ve got to stop it.”


I looked at the clouds. The way I felt was smeared all over the sky. Dangerous, dark, dirty clouds bulged down over the city, looking ready to burst and spill out fire and dirt. In high school Psychology-A they said that people usually see the kinds of things that match their mood. My mood was bad, I could see that, but I still did not know what the sky really looked like—dark, probably, but harmless.


“What is it?” I asked. “Is it smog?”


Ahmed stopped walking, and looked at my face. “No. It’s fear.”


He was right. Fear lay like a fog across the air. Fear was in the threatening clouds and in the darkness across the faces of the people. People went by under the heavy sky, hunched as if there were a cold rain falling. Buildings above us seemed to be swaying outward.


I shut my eyes, but the buildings seemed to sway out farther.


Last year when Ahmed had been training for the Rescue Squad he’d opened up a textbook and tried to explain something to me about the difference between inner reality and outer reality, and how mobs can panic when they all see the same idea. I opened my eyes and studied the people running at me, past me, and away from me. Just crowds going by. Crowds always rush in New York. Did they all see the buildings as leaning and ready to fall? Were they afraid to mention it?


“Ahmed, you Rescue Squad fink,” I said, “what would happen if we yelled earthquake good and loud? Would they all panic?”


“Probably so.” Ahmed was looking at me with interest, his lean face and black eyes intent. “How do you feel, George? You look sick.”


“I feel lousy. Something wrong in my head. Dizzy.” Talking made it worse. I braced my hand against a wall. The walls rocked, and I felt as if I were down flat while I was still standing up.


“What in creation is wrong with me?” I asked. “I can’t get this sick from skipping a meal or so, can I?” Mentioning food made my stomach feel strange and hollow and dry. I was thinking about death suddenly. “I’m not even hungry,” I told Ahmed. “Am I sick?”


Ahmed was the one who knew the answers.


“Man, you’ve got good pickup.” Ahmed studied my face. “Someone near here is in trouble and you’re tuned in to it.” He glanced at the sky east and west. “Which way is worst? We’ve got to find him fast.”


I looked up Fifth Avenue. The giant glass office buildings loomed and glittered insecurely, showing clouds through in dark green and reflecting clouds in the gray as if dissolving into the sky. I looked along Forty-second Street to the giant arches of the Transport Center. I looked down Fifth Avenue, past the stone lions of the library, and then west to the neon signs and excitement. The darkness came at me with teeth, like a giant mouth. Hard to describe.


“Man, it’s bad.” I was shaken. “It’s bad in every direction. It’s the whole city!”


“It can’t be,” Ahmed said. “It’s loud; we must be near where the victim is.”


He put his wrist radio up to his mouth and pushed the signal button.


“Statistics, please.”


A voice answered, “Statistics.”


Ahmed said carefully, “This is a priority call. I’m Rescue Squad badge fifty-four B. Give me today’s trends in hospital admissions, all rises above sigma reciprocal thirty. Point the center of any area with a sharp rise in”—he looked at me analytically—“dizziness, fatigue, and acute depression.” He considered me further. “Run a check on general anxiety syndromes and hypochondria.” He waited for the Statistics Department to collect data.


I wondered if I should be proud or ashamed of feeling sick.


He waited, lean, efficient, impatient, with black eyebrows and black intense eyes. He’d looked almost the same when he was ten and I was nine. His family were immigrants, speaking some non-American language, and they were the proud kind. Another person would burn with hate or love for fights or friends; Ahmed would burn about ideas. His ideas about adventure made him king of our block gang. He’d lead us into strange adventures and grown-up no-trespassing places just to look at things, and when we were trapped he’d lead us out of trouble at high speed or talk his way out with grown-ups. The feel of a place warned me: A bad-luck place looked bad. When he consulted me or asked me how a place looked to me, I’d feel proud.


He’d left us behind. We all dropped out of high school, but Ahmed got good marks, graduated, and qualified for advanced training. All the members of our gang had taken their adult retirement pensions and left the city, except Ahmed and me—and I heard Ahmed was the best detector in the Rescue Squad.


The wrist radio whistled and he put it to his ear. The little voice crackled off figures and statistical terms. Ahmed looked around at the people passing, surprised, then looked at me more respectfully. “It’s all over Manhattan. Women coming in with psychosomatic pregnancy. Pregnant women are coming in with nightmares. Men are coming in with imaginary ulcers and cancers. Lots of suicides and lots of hospital commitments for acute suicidal melancholy. You are right. The whole city is in trouble.”


He started along Forty-second Street toward Sixth Avenue, walking fast. “Need more help. Try different techniques.” A hanging sign announced, GYPSY TEA ROOM, ORIENTAL TEAS, EXOTIC PASTRIES, READINGS OF YOUR PERSONALITY AND FUTURE. Ahmed pushed through a swinging door and went up a moving escalator two steps at a time, with me right after him. We came out into the middle of a wide, low-ceilinged restaurant with little tables and spindly chairs.


Four old ladies were clustered around one table nibbling at cupcakes and talking. A businessman sat at a table near the window reading the Wall Street Journal. The teener students sat leaning against the glass wall window looking down into Forty-second Street and its swirling crowds. A fat woman sat at a table in a corner, holding a magazine up before her face. She lowered it and looked at us over the top. The four old ladies stopped talking and the businessman folded his Wall Street Journal and put it aside as if Ahmed and I were messengers of bad news. They were all in a miserable, nervous mood like the one I was in—expecting the worst from a doomed world.


Ahmed threaded his way among the tables toward the corner table where the fat woman sat. She put her magazine aside on another table as we approached. Her face was round and pleasant with smile creases all over it. She nodded and smiled at me and then did not smile at Ahmed at all, but instead stared straight back into his eyes as he sat down in front of her.


He leaned across the table. “All right, Bessie, you feel it too. Have you located who it is?”


She spoke in a low, intense voice, as if afraid to speak loudly. “I felt it yesterday for a while, Ahmed. I tried to use the tea leaves to trace it for the Rescue Squad, but she was feeling, not thinking. Today an hour ago it got loud and awful, but echoing and amplifying in so many other people with bad moods that are scared and they keep thinking up so many reasons why they feel so—” She paused and I knew what she was trying to describe. Trying to describe it made it worse. So … so … trapped, dying, forgotten … lost.


She spoke in a lower voice and her round face was worried. “The bad-dream feeling is hanging on, Ahmed. I wonder if I’m—”


She didn’t want to talk about it, but Ahmed had his mouth open for a question. I was sorry for her and butted in to stop him.


“What do you mean about people making echoes? How come all this crowd …?” I waved my hand in a vague way, indicating the city and the people. The city was not lost.


Ahmed looked at me impatiently. “Adults don’t like to use telepathy. They pretend they can’t. But say a man falls down an elevator shaft and breaks a leg. No one finds him, and he can’t reach a phone, so he’ll get desperate and pray and start using mind power. He’ll try to send his thoughts as loud as he can. He doesn’t know how loud he can send. But the dope doesn’t broadcast his name and where he is, he just broadcasts: ‘Help! I’ve got a broken leg!’ People pick up the thought and think it’s their thought. They think, ‘Help! I’ve got a broken leg.’ People come limping into the emergency clinic and get X rays of good legs. The doctors tell them to go home. But they are picking up the thought, ‘Help! I’m going to die unless I get help!’ so they hang around the clinics and bother the doctors. They are scared. The Rescue Squad uses them as tracers. Whenever there is an abnormal wave of people applying for help in one district, we try to find the center of the wave and locate someone in real trouble.”


The more he talked, the better I felt. It untuned me from the bad mood of the day, and Rescue Squad work was beginning to sound like something I could do. I know how people feel just by standing close to them. Maybe the Rescue Squad would let me join if I showed that I could detect people.


“Great,” I said. “What about preventing murders? How do you do that?”


Ahmed took out his silver badge and looked at it. “I’ll give you an example. Imagine an intelligent, sensitive kid with a vivid imagination. He is being bullied by a stupid father. He doesn’t say anything back; he just imagines what he will do to the big man when he grows up. Whenever the big man gets him mad, the kid clenches his fists and smiles and puts everything he’s got into a blast of mental energy, thinking of himself splitting the big man’s skull with an ax. He thinks loud. A lot of people in the district have nothing much to do, nothing much to think about. They never plan or imagine much and they act on the few thoughts that come to them. Get it?”


“The dopes act out what he is thinking.” I grinned.


Ahmed did not grin. He turned back to the fat woman. “Bessie, we’ve got to locate this victim. What do the tea leaves say about where she is?”


“I haven’t asked.” Bessie reached over to the other table and picked up an empty cup. It had a few soggy tea leaves in the bottom. “I was hoping that you would find her.” She heaved herself to her feet and waddled into the kitchen.


I was still standing. Ahmed looked at me with a disgusted expression. “Quit changing the subject. Do you want to help rescue someone or don’t you?”


Bessie came back with a round pot of tea and a fresh cup on a tray. She put the tray on the table and filled the cup, then poured half of the steaming tea back into the pot. I remembered that a way to get information from the group mind is to see how people interpret peculiar shapes like ink blots and tea leaves, and I stood quietly, trying not to bother her.


She lowered herself slowly into her chair, swirled the tea in the cup, and looked in. We waited. She rocked the cup, looking, then shut her eyes and put the cup down. She sat still, eyes closed, the eyelids squeezed tight in wrinkles.


“What was it?” Ahmed asked in a low voice.


“Nothing, nothing, just a—” She stopped and choked. “Just a damned, lousy, maggoty skull.”


That had to be a worse sign than getting the ace of spades in a card cut. Death. I began to get that sick feeling again. Death for Bessie?


“I’m sorry,” Ahmed said. “But push on, Bessie. Try another angle. We need the name and address.”


“She was not thinking about her name and address.” Bessie’s eyes were still tightly shut.


Suddenly Ahmed spoke in a strange voice. I’d heard that voice years ago when he was head of our gang, when he hypnotized another kid. It was a deep smooth voice and it penetrated inside of you.


“You need help and no one has come to help you. What are you thinking?”


The question got inside my head. An answer opened up and I started to answer, but Bessie answered first. “When I don’t think, just shut my eyes and hold still, I don’t feel anything; everything goes far away. When the bad things begin to happen I can stay far away and refuse to come back.” Bessie’s voice was dreamy.


The same dark sleepy ideas had formed in my own head. She was saying them for me. Suddenly I was afraid that the darkness would swallow me. It was like a night cloud or a pillow floating deep down and inviting you to come and put your head on it, but it moved a little and turned and showed a flash of shark teeth, so you knew it was a shark waiting to eat anyone who came close.


Bessie’s eyes snapped open and she straightened herself upright, her eyes so wide open that white showed around the rims. She was scared of sleeping. I was glad she had snapped out of it. She had been drifting down into the inviting dark toward that black monster.


“If you went in too deep, you could wake up dead,” I said and put a hand on Ahmed’s shoulder to warn him to slow down.


“I don’t care which one of you speaks for her,” he said without turning around. “But you have to learn to separate your thoughts from hers. You’re not thinking of dying, the victim is. She’s in danger of death somewhere.” He leaned across the table to Bessie again. “Where is she?”


I tightened my grip on Ahmed’s shoulder, but Bessie obediently picked up the teacup in fat fingers and looked in again. Her face was round and innocent, but I judged she was braver than I was.


I went around Bessie’s side of the table to look over her shoulder into the teacup. A few tea leaves were at the bottom of the cup, drifting in an obscure pattern. She tapped the side of the cup delicately with a fat finger. The pattern shifted. The leaves made some sort of picture, but I could not make out exactly what it was. It looked as if it meant something, but I could not see it clearly.


Bessie spoke sympathetically. “You’re thirsty, aren’t you? There, there, honeybunch. We’ll find you. We haven’t forgotten you. Just think where you are and we will….” Her voice died down to a low, fading mumble, like a windup doll running down. She put the cup down and put her head down into her spread hands.


I heard a whisper. “Tired of trying, tired of smiling. Let die. Let death be born. Death will come out to destroy the world, the worthless, dry, rotten—”


Ahmed reached across and grasped her shoulders and shook them. “Bessie, snap out of it. That’s not you. It’s the other one.”


Bessie lifted a changed face from her hands. The round smiling look was gone into sagging sorrowful folds like those of an old bloodhound. She mumbled, “It’s true. Why wait for someone to help you and love you? We are born and die. No one can help that No reason to hope. Hope hurts. Hope hurt her.” It bothered me to hear Bessie talk. It was as if she were dead. It was a corpse talking.


Bessie seemed to try to pull herself together and focus on Ahmed to report, but one eye went off focus and she did not seem to see him.


She said, “Hope hurts. She hates hope. She tries to kill it. She felt my thinking and she thought my feelings of life and hope were hers. I was remembering how Harry always helped me, and she blasted in blackness and hate—” She put her face down in her hands again. “Ahmed, he’s dead. She killed Harry’s ghost in my heart. He won’t ever come back anymore, even in my dreams.” Her face was dead, like a mask.


He reached over and shook her shoulder again. “Bessie, shame on you; snap out of it.”


She straightened and glared. “It’s true. All men are beasts. No one is going to help a woman. You want me to help you at your job and win you another medal for finding that girl, don’t you? You don’t care about her.” Her face was darkening, changing to something worse that reminded me of the black shapes of the clouds.


I had to pull her out of it, but I didn’t know what to do.


Ahmed clattered the spoon against the teacup with a loud clash and spoke in a loud casual voice. “How’s the restaurant business, Bessie? Are the new girls working out?”


She looked down at the teacup, surprised, and then looked vaguely around the restaurant. “Not many customers right now. It must be an off-hour. The girls are in the kitchen.” Her face began to pull back into its own shape, a pleasant restaurant-service mask, round and ready to smile. “Can I have the girls get you anything, Ahmed?”


She turned to me with a habit of kindness, and her words were less mechanical. “Would you like anything, young man? You look so energetic standing there! Most young people like our Turkish honey rolls.” She still wasn’t focused on me, didn’t see me, really, but I smiled back at her, glad to see her feeling better.


“No thank you, ma’am,” I said and glanced at Ahmed to see what he would want to do next.


“Bessie’s honey rolls are famous,” Ahmed said. “They are dripping with honey and have so much almond flavor they burn your mouth.” He rose easily, looking lazy. “I guess I’ll have a dozen to take along.”


The fat woman sat blinking her eyes up at him. Her round face did not look sick or sagging anymore, just sort of rumpled and meaningless, like your own face looks in the mirror in the morning. “Turkish honey-and-almond rolls,” she repeated. “One dozen.” She rang a little bell in the middle of the table and rose.


“Wait for me downstairs,” Ahmed told me. He turned to her. “Remember the time a Shriners Convention came in and they all wanted lobster and palm reading at once? Where did you get all those hot lobsters?” They moved off together to the counter, which displayed cookies and rolls. A pretty girl in a frilled apron trotted out of the kitchen and stood behind the counter.


Bessie laughed, starting with a nervous high-pitched giggle and ending up in a deep ho-ho sound like Santa Claus. “Do I remember? What a hassle! Imagine me on the phone trying to locate twenty palm readers in ten minutes! I certainly was grateful when you sent over those twenty young fellows and girls to read palms for my Shriners. I was really nervous until I saw they had their marks really listening, panting for the next word. I thought you must have gotten a circus tribe of Gypsies from the cooler. Ho ho. I didn’t know you had sent over the whole police class in Suspect Personality Analysis.”


I went out the door, down to the sidewalk. A few minutes later Ahmed came down the escalator two steps at a time and arrived at the sidewalk like a rocket “Here, carry these.” He thrust the paper bag of Turkish honey rolls at me. The warm, sweet smell was good. I took the bag and plunged my hand in.


“Just carry them. Don’t eat any.” Ahmed led the way down the subway stairs to the first underground walkway.


I pulled my hand out of the bag and followed. I was feeling so shaky I went down the stairs slowly, one at a time, instead of two at a time. When I got there Ahmed was looking at the signs that pointed in different directions, announcing what set of tracks led to each part of the city. For the first time I saw that he was uncertain and worried. He didn’t know which way to go. It was a strange thought for me, that Ahmed did not know which way to go. It meant he had been running without knowing which way to run.


He was thinking aloud: “We know that the victim is female, adult, younger than Bessie, probably pregnant, and is trapped someplace where there is no food or water for her. She expected help from the people she loves, and was disappointed, and now is angry with the thought of love and hates the thought of people giving help.”


I remembered Bessie’s suddenly sick and flabby face after the victim had struck out at Bessie’s thought of giving help. Angry seemed to be the understatement of the year. I remembered the wild, threatening sky, and I watched the people hurrying by, pale and anxious. Two chicks in bad shape passed. One was holding her stomach and muttering about Alka-Seltzer, and the other had red-rimmed eyes as if she had just been weeping. Can one person in trouble do that to a whole city full of people?


“Who is she, Ahmed?” I asked. “I mean, what is she anyhow?”


“I don’t understand it myself,” Ahmed said. Suddenly he attacked me again with his question, using that deep hypnotic voice to push me backward into the black whirlpools of the fear of death. “If you were thirsty, very thirsty, and there was only one place in the city you could go to buy a thirst quencher where—”


“I’m not thirsty.” I tried to swallow, and my tongue felt swollen, my mouth seemed dry and filled with sand, and my throat was coated with dry gravel. The world tilted over sideways. I braced my feet to remain standing. “I am thirsty. How did you do that? I want to go to the White Horse Tavern on Bleecker Street and drink a gallon of ginger ale and a bottle of brown beer.”


“You’re my compass. Let’s go there. I’ll buy for you.”


Ahmed ran down the Eighth Avenue subway stairs to the chair tracks. I followed, clutching the bag of sweet-smelling rolls as if it were a heavy suitcase full of rocks. The smell made me hungry and weak. I could still walk, but I was pretty sure that if Ahmed pushed me deep into that black mood just once more they’d have to send me back on a stretcher.


On the tracks we linked our chairs and Ahmed shifted the linked chairs from belt to belt until we were traveling at a good speed. The chairs moved along the tunnels, passing under bright store windows with beautiful mannequins dancing and displaying things to buy. I usually looked up when we got near the forest fire and waterfall three-dimensional pics, but today I did not look up. I sat with my elbows braced on my knees and my head hanging. Ahmed looked at me alertly, his black eyebrows furrowed and dark eyes scanning me up and down as if I were a medical diagram.


“Man, I’d like to see the suicide statistics right now. One look at you and I know it’s bad.”


I had enough life left to be annoyed. “I have my own feelings, not just some chick’s feelings. I’ve been sick all day. A virus or something.”


“Damn it, will you never understand? We’ve got to rescue this girl because she’s broadcasting. She’s broadcasting feeling sick!”


I looked at the floor between my feet. “That’s a lousy reason. Why can’t you rescue her just because she’s in trouble? Let her broadcast. High school Psych-A said that everybody broadcasts.”


“Listen—” Ahmed leaned forward ready to tell me an idea. His eyes began to glitter as the idea took him. “Maybe she broadcasts too loud. Statistics has been running data on trends and surges in popular action. They think that people who broadcast too loud might be causing some of the mass action.”


“I don’t get you, Ahmed.”


“I mean like they get a big surge of people going to Coney Island on a cloudy day, and they don’t have subway cars ready for it, and traffic ties up. They compare that day with other cloudy days, the same temperature and the same time of year in other years, and try to figure out what caused it. Sometimes it’s a factory vacation: but sometimes it’s one man, given the day off, who goes to the beach, and an extra crowd of a thousand or so people from all over the city, people that don’t know him, suddenly make excuses, clear schedules, and go to the beach, sometimes arriving at almost the same time, jamming up the subways for an hour, and making it hard for the Traffic Flow Control people.”


“Is it a club?” I was trying to make out what he meant, but I couldn’t see what it had to do with anything.


“No,” he said. “They didn’t know each other. It’s been checked. The Traffic Flow experts have to know what to expect. They started collecting names from the crowds. They found that most of the people in each surge are workers with an IQ below one hundred, but somehow doing all right with their lives. They seemed to be controlled by one man in the middle of the rush who had a reason to be going in that direction. The Statistics people call the man in the middle the Archetype. That’s an old Greek word. The original that other people are copied from—one real man and a thousand echoes.”


The idea of some people being echoes made me uneasy. It seemed insulting to call anyone an echo. “They must be wrong,” I said.


“Listen—” Ahmed leaned forward, his eyes brightening. “They think they are right, one man and a thousand echoes. They checked into the lives of the ones that seemed to be in the middle. The Archetypes are energetic ordinary people living average lives. When things go as usual for the Archetype, he acts normal and everybody controlled by him acts normal. Get it?”


I didn’t get it, and I didn’t like it. “An average healthy person is a good Joe. He wouldn’t want to control anyone,” I said, but I knew I was sugaring the picture. Humans can be bad. People love power over people. “Listen,” I said, “some people like taking advice. Maybe it’s like advice?”


Ahmed leaned back and pulled his chin. “It fits. Advice by ESP is what you mean. Maybe the Archetype doesn’t know he is broadcasting. He does just what the average man wants to do. Solves the same problems—and does it better. He broadcasts loud, pleasant, simple thoughts and they are easy to listen to if you have the same kind of life and problems. Maybe more than half the population below an IQ of one hundred have learned to use telepathic pickup and let the Archetypes do their thinking for them.”


Ahmed grew more excited; his eyes fixed on the picture he saw in his head. “Maybe the people who are letting Archetypes run their lives don’t even know they are following anyone else’s ideas. They just find these healthy, problem-solving thoughts going on in a corner of their mind. Notice how the average person believes that thinking means sitting quietly and looking far away, resting your chin in your hand like someone listening to distant music? Sometimes they say, ‘When there’s too much noise I can’t hear myself think.’ But when an intellectual, a real thinker, is thinking—” He had been talking louder with more excitement as the subject got hold of him. He was leaning forward, his eyes glittering.


I laughed, interrupting. “When an intellectual is thinking, he goes into high gear, leans forward, bugs his eyes at you, and practically climbs the wall with each word, like you, Ahmed. Are you an Archetype?”


He shook his head. “Only for my kind of person. If an average kind of person started picking up my kind of thinking, it wouldn’t solve his problems—so he would ignore it.”


He quit talking because I was laughing so hard. Laughing drove away the ghosts of despair. “Your kind of person! Ho Ho. Show me one. Ha ha. Ignore it? Hell, if a man found your thoughts in his head he’d go to a psychiatrist. He’d think he was going off his rails.”


Ahead we saw the big “14” signs signaling Fourteenth Street. I shifted gears on the linked seats and we began to slide sideways from moving cables to slower cables, slowing and going uphill.


We stopped. On the slow strip coming along, a girl was kneeling sideways in one of the seats. I thought she was tying a shoelace, but when I looked back I saw she was lying curled up, her knees under her chin, her thumb in her mouth. Regression. Retreat into infancy. Defeat.


Somehow it sent a shiver of fear through me. Defeat should not come so easily. Ahmed had leaped out of his chair and was halfway toward the stairs at the downtown end of the station.


“Ahmed!” I shouted.


He looked back and saw the girl. The seat carried her slowly by in the low-speed lane.


He waved for me to follow him and bounded up the moving stairs. “Come on,” he yelled back, “before it gets worse.”


When I got up top I saw Ahmed disappearing into the White Horse Tavern. I ran down the block and went in after him, into the cool shadows and paneled wood. Nothing seemed to move. My eyes adjusted slowly and I saw Ahmed with his elbows on the counter, sipping a beer, and discussing the weather with the bartender.


It was too much for me. The world was out of its mind in one way and Ahmed was out of his mind in a different way. I could not figure it out, and I was ready to knock Ahmed’s block off.


I was thirsty, but there was no use trying to drink or eat anything around that nut. I put my elbows on the bar a long way from Ahmed and called over to the bartender. “A quart of bock to go.” I tilted my head at Ahmed. “He’ll pay for it.”


I sounded normal enough, but the bartender jumped and moved fast. He plunked a bottle in a brown paper bag in front of me and rubbed the bar in front of me with wood polish.


“Nice weather,” he said, and looked around his place with his shoulders hunched, looking over his shoulders. “I wish I was outside walking in the fresh air. Have you been here before?”


“Once,” I said, picking up the bag. “I liked it.” I remembered the people who had shown me the place. Jean Fitzpatrick—she had shown me some of her poetry at a party—and a nice guy, her husband. Mort Fitzpatrick had played a slide whistle in his own tunes when we were walking along over to the tavern, and some bearded friends of theirs walked with us and talked odd philosophy and strange shared trips. The girl told me that she and her husband had a house in the neighborhood and invited me to a party there, which I turned down, and she asked me to drop in anytime.


I knew she meant the “anytime” invitation. Bohemians, the kind who collect art, and strange books and don’t get together in computer-matched communes because they like people who are different, and always have the door open and a pot of coffee ready to share with you.


“Do Jean Fitzpatrick and Mort Fitzpatrick still live around here?” I asked the bartender.


“I see them around. They haven’t been in recently.” He began to wipe and polish the bar away from me, moving toward Ahmed. “For all I know, they might have moved into a commune.”


Ahmed sipped his beer and glanced at us sidelong like a stranger.


I walked out into the gray day with a paper bag under my arm with its hard weight of bock beer inside. I could quit this crazy, sick-making business of being a detector. I could go look up somebody in the Village like Jean Fitzpatrick and tell how sick the day had been and how I couldn’t take it and had chickened out, until the story began to seem funny and the world became someplace I could stand.


Ahmed caught up with me and put a hand on my arm. I stopped myself from spinning around to hit him and just stood staring straight ahead.


“You angry?” he asked, walking around me to get a look at my face. “How do you feel?”


I said, “My feelings are my own business. OK? There is a girl around here I want to look up. I want to make sure she is all right. OK? Don’t let me hold you up on Rescue Squad business. Don’t wait for me. OK?” I started walking again, but the pest was walking right behind me. I had spelled it out clear and loud that I didn’t want company. I did not want to flatten him, because at other times he had been my friend.


“May I come along?” he asked politely. “Maybe I can help.”


I shrugged, walking along toward the river. What difference did it make? I was tired and there was too much going on in New York City. Ahmed would go away soon on his business. The picture of talking to the girl was warm, dark, relaxing. We’d share coffee and tell each other crazy little jokes and let the world go forgotten.


The house of the Fitzpatricks was one of those little tilted houses left over from a hundred years ago when the city was a town, lovingly restored by hand labor and brightened under many coats of paint by groups of volunteer decorators. It shone with white paint and red doors and red shutters with window boxes under each window growing green vines and weeds and wild flowers. The entire house was overhung by the gigantic girders of the Hudson River Drive with its hissing flow of traffic making a faint rumble through the air and shaking the ground underfoot.


I knocked on the bright red door. No one answered. I found an unused doorbell at the side and pushed it. Chimes sounded, but nothing stirred inside.


Homes in the mixed areas are lived in by guests. Day or night someone is there: travelers with weird projects or ways of thought that did not fit in anywhere, enjoying the tolerance of their xenophile hosts. Commune dropouts, inefficient looking refugees from the student or research worlds staving off a nervous breakdown by a vacation far away from pressure. It was considered legitimate to put your head inside and holler for attention if you couldn’t raise anyone by knocking and ringing. I turned the knob to go in. It would not turn. It was locked.


I felt as if they had locked the door when they saw me coming. The big dope, musclehead George, is coming; lock the door. This was a bad day, but I couldn’t go any farther. There was no place to go but here.


I stood shaking the knob dumbly, trying to turn it. It began to make a rattling noise like chains or like an alarm clock in a hospital. The sound went through my blood and almost froze my hand. I thought something was behind the door, and I thought it was opening and a monster with a skull face was standing there waiting.


I turned my back to the door and carefully, silently went down the two steps to the sidewalk. I had gone so far off my rails that I thought I heard the door creaking open, and I thought I felt the cold wind of someone reaching out to grab me.


I did not look back, just strode away, walking along the same direction I had been going, pretending I had not meant to touch that door.


Ahmed trotted beside me, sidling to get a view of my face, scuttling sideways and ahead of me like a big crab.


“What’s the matter? What is it?”


“She’s not…. Nobody was….” It was a lie. Somebody or something was in that house. Ignore it, walk away faster.


“Where are we going now?” Ahmed asked.


“Straight into the river,” I said and laughed. It sounded strange and hurt my chest like coughing. “The water is a mirage in the desert and you walk out on the dry sand looking for water to drown in. The sand is covered with all the lost dried things that sank out of sight. You die on the dry sand, crawling, looking for water. Nobody sees you. People sail overhead and see the reflections of the sky in the fake waves. Divers come and find your dried mummy on the bottom and make notes, wondering because they think there is water in the river. But it’s all dry.”


I stopped. The giant docks were ahead and between them the ancient, small wharves. There was no use going in that direction or in any direction. The world was shriveled and old, with thousands of years of dust settling on its mummy case. As I stood there, the world grew smaller, closing in on me like a lid shutting me into a box. I was dead, lying down, yet standing upright on the sidewalk. I could not move.


“Ahmed,” I said, hearing my voice from a great distance, “get me out of this. What’s a friend for?”


He danced around me like some evil goblin. “Why can’t you help yourself?”


“I can’t move,” I answered, being remarkably reasonable.


He circled me, looking at my face and the way I stood. He was moving with stops and starts like a bug looking for a place to bite. I imagined myself shooting a spray can of insecticide at him.


Suddenly he used the voice, the clear deep hypnotic voice that penetrates into the dark private world where I live when I’m asleep and dreaming.


“Why can’t you move?”


The gulf opened up beneath my feet. “Because I’d fall,” I answered.


He used the voice again, and it penetrated to an interior world where the dreams lived and were real all the time. I was shriveled and weak, lying on dust and bits of old cloth. A foul and dusty smell was in my nostrils and I was looking down over an edge where the air came up from below. The air from below smelled better. I had been there a long time. Ahmed’s voice reached me; it asked, “How far would you fall?”


I measured the distance with my eye. I was tired and the effort to think was very hard. Drop ten or twelve feet to the landing, then tangle your feet in the ladder lying there and pitch down the next flight of steep stairs…. Death waited at the bottom.


“A long way,” I answered. “I’m too heavy. Stairs are steep.”


“Your mouth is dry,” he said.


I could feel the thirst like flames, drying up my throat, thickening my tongue as he asked the question, the jackpot question.


“Tell me, what is your name?”


I tried to answer with my right name, George Sanford. I heard a voice croak, “Jean Dalais.”


“Where do you live?” he asked in a penetrating voice that rang inside my skull and rang into the evil other world where I or someone was on the floor smelling dust for the duration of eternity.


“Downstairs,” I heard myself answer.


“Where are you now?” he asked in the same penetrating voice. “In hell,” the voice answered from my head.


I struck out with careful aim to flatten him with the single blow. He was dangerous. I had to stop him and leave him stopped. I struck carefully with hatred. He fell backward and I started to run. I ran freely, one block, two blocks. My legs were my own, my body was my own, my mind was my own. I was George Sanford and I could move without fear of falling. No one was behind me. No one was in front of me. The sun shone through clouds, the fresh wind blew along the empty sidewalks. I was alone. I had left that capsule world of dead horror standing behind me like an abandoned phone booth.


This time I knew what to do to stay out of it. Don’t think back. Don’t remember what Ahmed was trying to do. Don’t bother about rescuing anyone. Take a walk along the edge of the pier in the foggy sunshine and think cheerful thoughts or think no thoughts at all.


I looked back and Ahmed was sitting on the sidewalk far back. I remembered that I was exceptionally strong and the coach had warned me to hold myself back when I hit. Even Ahmed? But he had been thinking, listening, off guard.


What had I said? Jean Dalais. Jean Fitzpatrick had showed me some of her poetry, and that had been the name signed to it. Was Jean Dalais really Jean Fitzpatrick? It was probably her name before she married Mort Fitzpatrick.


I had run by the white house with the red shutters. I looked—it was only a half block back. I went back, striding before fear could grip me again, and rattled the knob and pulled at the red door and looked at the lock.


Ahmed caught up with me. “You know how to pick locks?” I asked him.


“It’s too slow,” he answered in a low voice. “Let’s try the windows.”


He was right. The first window we tried was stuck only with New York soot. With our hands black and grimy with soot we climbed into the kitchen. The kitchen was neat except for a dried-up salad in a bowl. The sink was dry, the air was stuffy.


It was good manners to yell announcement of our trespassing.


“Jean!” I called. I got back echoes and silence and something falling off a shelf upstairs. The ghosts rose in my mind again and stood behind me, their claws outstretched. I looked over my shoulder and saw only the empty kitchen. My skin prickled. I was afraid of making a noise. Afraid death would hear me. Had to yell; afraid to yell. Had to move; afraid to move. Dying from cowardice. Someone else’s thoughts, with the odor of illness, the burning of thirst, the energy of anger. I was shriveling up inside.


I braced a hand on the kitchen table. “Upstairs in the attic,” I said. I knew what was wrong with me now. Jean Dalais was an Archetype. She was delirious and dreaming that she was me. Or I was really Jean Dalais suffering through another dream of rescue, and I was dreaming that strange people were downstairs in my kitchen looking for me. I, Jean, hated these hallucinations. I struck at the dream images of men with the true feeling of weakness and illness, with the memory of the time that had passed with no one helping me and the hatred of a world that trapped you and made hope a lie. I tried to blast the lies into vanishing.


The George Sanford hallucination slid down to a sitting position on the floor of the kitchen. The bottle of bock in its paper bag hit the floor beside him with a heavy clunk, sounding almost real. “You go look, Ahmed,” said the George Sanford mouth.


The other figure in the dream bent over and placed a phone on the floor. It hit the linoleum with another clunk and a musical chiming sound that seemed to be heard upstairs. “Hallucination’s getting more real. Can hear ’em now,” muttered the Sanford self—or was it Jean Dalais who was thinking?


“When I yell, dial zero and ask for the Rescue Squad to come over.” Ahmed picked up the paper bag of bock. “OK, George?” He started looking through the kitchen drawers. “Great stuff, beer, nothing better for extreme dehydration. Has salt in it. Keeps the system from liquid shock.”


He found the beer opener and slipped it into his hip pocket. “Liquid shock is from sudden changes in the water-versus-salt balance,” he remarked, going up the stairs softly, two at a time. He went out of sight and I heard his footsteps, very soft and inquiring. Even Ahmed was afraid of stirring up ghosts.


What had Bessie said about the victim? “Hope hurts.” She had tried to give the victim hope and the victim had struck her to the heart with a dagger of hatred and shared despair.


That was why I was sitting on the floor!


Danger, George, don’t think! I shut my eyes and blanked my mind.


The dream of rescue and the man images were gone. I was Jean Dalais sinking down into the dark, a warm velvet darkness, no sensation, no thought, only distantly the pressure of the attic floor against my face.
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