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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.


      




ONE


AS THE SINGLE-CAR monorail train from Gracchus sped out of the last black tunnel into the honeyed sunlight of the valley, Jim Todhunter caught his first sight of Egremont, and his heart rejoiced.


The valley and its community looked as idyllic as their reputation, and if Jim regretted the suddenness of his reassignment from Gracchus, with the consequent interruption of his death researches in the city, to be sent to Egremont could hardly be regarded as a punishment. On the contrary, it seemed more like a consolation prize.


Jim unfolded the local map which Noel Resnick, Master of the House of Death in Egremont, had sent him just before his departure. While the monorail car sighed down towards the suburbs he tried to match the configurations of the map to the rich detail of the scene before him.


Except where a few green tongues of pine and fir forest encroached, the surrounding hills were a glory of orange, red and gold. To the north glinted the blue mirror of Lake Tulane over the dam. Even at this distance he thought he could make out the red and yellow butterflies of racing yachts.


An inviting scene indeed: orchards, farms, tree-lined avenues ruddy with the fall of the year, fountains splashing spouts of silver outside apartment blocks, little electric vehicles beetling about, the public transport pods swinging along a wire like beads, the geodesic domes of the micro-electronics factories …


And Downtown itself: which building was which? Was that the cable TV station or the Census Office? Which was the House of Death? Realizing that he was wasting this virgin moment, he tucked the map away as the train began to slow down automatically.


Jim was the only passenger. He wore a red bow-tie, loosely knotted: a dandyish touch which offset his otherwise plain suit—dun-coloured, appropriate to a death guide. However, the mood of his costume was not dour; it was quite unlike the gloom of priestly black. It suggested, perhaps, sand dunes coming into being and passing away in the wind, always changing, giving way to others. Jim’s sand dune, though, was speckled with fire at the throat.


He stretched his legs from the two-hour journey, then stood—bowing slightly—and hauled down his valise. He was a tall, raven-haired man in his late thirties, with a permanent slight stoop as though he never trusted doorways to be quite high enough to let him through.


A woman waited on the platform. This must be Marta Bettijohn, whom Resnick had promised would meet him. She was a cheerful, plumpish person with a rosy face and bright blue eyes. A buxom woman. She wore a yellow corduroy dress and brown tweed jacket. In her buttonhole was the silver insignia of the House of Death.


Jim tapped his own little silver rosette with his thumb, and grinned. He dropped the valise, and the two of them shook hands.


“A wonderful day, Jim! And a specially wonderful day for Egremont.”


He was taken aback.


“That sounds excessively flattering.”


“Oh, I didn’t mean …! Oh, I’m sorry—of course we’re all delighted to have you here! But Jim, what I meant was: Norman Harper is retiring today. Our P and J: our Pride and Joy! Didn’t you know that? The TV people will be beaming this ceremony out everywhere.” She glanced at her watch. “I couldn’t possibly miss it.”


“Well, I’ll be—! I must have missed the announcement. I’ve been pretty busy these last few days.”


She nodded. “I understand.”


“Well, well! Quite an auspicious moment to arrive, indeed! Norman Harper, eh? Of course, I knew that he lived here in Egremont … Who’s in charge of his death, in the House?” As soon as he had said this, Jim regretted it. It sounded as though he imagined that he ought to walk in and guide the poet’s death by rights just because he had come from the city. The remark smacked of pretension or vanity, but Marta Bettijohn seemed not to notice.


“How can any of us really guide his death?” she said. “Alice Huron is the lucky one, but I guess she’ll learn more from him than he from her. Not that Alice isn’t good—I don’t mean that. But he’s, well, Norman Harper. He’ll show her the way.”


Then Marta proceeded to show Jim the way: out of the station to a waiting electric runabout. Jim folded himself awkwardly into the passenger seat. Overhead, Egremont people were waiting briefly on the Beadway platform and hopping into transport pods that came by at half-minute intervals.


“This is Harper Street,” announced Marta proudly, as the runabout purred forward over a pastel mosaic of rubbery tiles. She pointed out the Farming Go-op and the Library, both in neoclassical style, the latter conveniently near the school complex: a glass and steel design resembling several ziggurats colliding with each other. Of course, most of the Library’s stock could be accessed directly on screen, she explained; but the borrowing of actual books was encouraged in Egremont—another example of Norman Harper’s influence over the community. A poem couldn’t be entirely appreciated on a screen.


As they passed the complex, a class of children was spilling out, laughing and shouting. Or perhaps a mixture of several classes, for there were older faces and younger faces. The children waved to the runabout, and Marta waved back as the youngsters raced up the steps of another Beadway terminal.


“I’m a guide at the school,” Marta told Jim. “Most of the kids will be watching Norman’s retirement on screen, but we’ll have some of them there in person: youth bidding adieu to age. Not too many, though! This isn’t a circus.”


“Hardly!”


“We held a class lottery. It’s something they’ll always remember. Down there is the Mall—you’ve heard of our Mall?”


It was a long cross-avenue, arcaded in crystal. Ferns, trees and tall cacti grew in troughs between the shops for as far as Jim could see, and at intervals milky fountains sprayed. Only a few people were about in the Mall this afternoon.


“You really must try the Three Spires restaurant down there. Finest food around: fish, French and country style.”


“You’ll be my guest?”


Marta wagged a finger at him.


“Oh, I wasn’t hinting. Besides—I oughtn’t to tell you yet, or you’ll hardly keep your mind on Norman’s ceremony—but we’ve fixed up a ‘get-to-know-you’ barbecue out at the lake this evening. Grilled trout! And a few bottles of the local white, from the Vinehouse.”


“Sounds great.”


They passed the Peace Office, an octagonal edifice in stone with a massive portico and a gravelled courtyard where standard bay trees alternated with cypresses in large terracotta pots. A few marble statues stood about like pillars of salt. Or like the frozen dead, erect. But there wouldn’t be any freezer freaks in Egremont. This community was happily adjusted … Perhaps that was why he had been transferred here: so that some of the adjustment could rub off?


“I’ll have to check in there.”


“No hurry, Jim—not this afternoon! You’ll see quite a few of the officers at the ceremony, anyway. A thousand guests—that needs handling with dignity and honour.”


A further five minutes’ drive brought them to the House of Death itself. Here passengers were descending from the Beadway every half-minute, down on to the wide gravel paths between the green lawns. Thirty or forty runabouts were already parked on the concourse between the House and the Hospital.


Both the Hospital and the House were stone and glass pyramids with gardens growing up over them, tier above tier. The coiled serpent of the physician rose from the peak of the first, and from the tip of the second its partner, the familiar and friendly insignia: a silver rosette, with all the petals of life gathered at just the right moment.


A blue moat flowed around the House of Death, dappled with water-lily leaves bearing one or two late blooms. A single bridge crossed this water of detachment. From a grassy knoll in a far corner of the grounds a thin line of smoke rose like incense, beneath which would be the crematorium, Jim decided. A faint odour of synthetic sandalwood hung in the air. A small domed pavilion of contemplation, in marble, stood in another corner; a few elderly people and a pale child were watching the gathering crowd from it.


A dais had been erected on the main lawn with half a dozen chairs and a microphone. Music was issuing from remote loudspeakers: a golden Brandenburg Concerto. As the thousand spectators were marshalled by Peace Officers in their white uniforms into receding rows, cross-legged, upon the turf, six people filed up to the dais and sat listening to the music of Bach.


“Come along.”


Marta tugged Jim by the arm, down through the ranks of the audience to the very front. They settled themselves on the short soft grass.


“That’s Norman Harper on the left,” whispered Marta.


“I recognize the face.”


“Of course.”


Norman Harper was a stocky, white-haired man with rutted features like eroded limestone. His eyes twinkled infectiously.


“And Noel. Noel Resnick.”


The Master of the House was a big, burly man, but even so there was a considered, conscious grace about his movements and gestures that seemed to render his weight negligible. Jim thought that there was something vaguely cartoon-like about Noel Resnick—as though an elephant should take up ballet dancing and so completely mesmerize its audience that it fully convinced them of its gracefulness. Resnick looked pleased with himself.


“That’s Alice Huron on the right.”


Jim stared at the woman who was to guide the poet. She had long black glossy hair, dark eyes, an equine nose, and a pronounced chin. Her fingers were noticeably long and slender, with several chunky rings on them. She must be almost six feet tall, which saved her chin from seeming too exaggerated, as did the fact that she held herself perfectly upright—without any of Jim’s defensive stoop. He found himself envying her: both for her coming duty, and for her deportment. Door lintels would raise their hats to her, instead of trying to bump her brow.


“And Lama Ananda.” A shaven-headed, saffron-robed man. Possibly he was just a westerner in eastern dress.


“Dr Claudio Menotti—our chief euthanaser.” The fat, ruddy-faced fellow exuded bonhomie; he looked like an operatic baritone.


“And Mayor Barnes. Mark Barnes.”


The Mayor of Egremont was a tall, middle-aged negro with a neatly-shaped vandyke beard. He appeared to scan the few fleecy clouds in the sky, wondering whether they could possibly have the impertinence to cast a few spots of rain down on the occasion. It hardly looked likely, though. Then the Mayor glanced round as though checking the whereabouts of the news gatherers, who stood with electronic cameras locked on their shoulders and aiming lenses pasted to their foreheads.


The music continued until everyone, including the children, had arrived and settled.


Finally Mayor Barnes rose, and silence fell.


“Friends,” he began. His voice was proud and passionate.




TWO


“THE MISSILES ARE all gone, the doomsday machines are dismantled, the day of the gun is over—long since! But we’ll never forget the debt that we owe to people like Norman Harper, who helped to make this possible …”


The poet inclined his head modestly. Perhaps he only saw himself as a poet, but to other people he was a legislator of mankind—an acknowledged one.


“We were going to destroy the whole of this fair world of ours and all the people in it because we couldn’t come to terms with death. Death was something that never happened to us, but only to the other fellow. We expelled the dead from our lives. We made them into strangers, who had nothing to do with us. We pushed death abroad beyond our personal frontier—into enemy territory. And when that happened, strangers—foreigners—all spelt death to us. Oh, we fantasized about an afterlife, even about reincarnation, but we never gave a thought to the business of our own dying which brings this life to an end …”


Jim sat up and took notice. The Mayor’s speech was going out across the whole land. In view of the recent accident in Gracchus, did this represent the opening word in a campaign against afterlife studies? To be sure, the idea that a soul might survive enriched the death encounter of those people who still believed in such a thing. So the notion of survival had its discreet uses. But if people could hope to survive death, wasn’t that equivalent to a denial of death?


“Defence—which was actually all directed against Death the Stranger—became one of the biggest forces on Earth. And oh boy, did we prosper! Did we get rich, on the bombs and warplanes and bullets! And what a lot of media fun we got from the spectacle of the other fellow’s death!”


If there was a campaign in embryo, perhaps it was directed against the freezer freaks? No frozen body had ever been revived, or ever would be, and the few rich people who opted for this course invariably retired from life gracefully. Still, they represented a kind of privileged opposition to the Houses of Death and the policy of timely euthanasia. Possibly some of these people imagined that they could live through’ the age of Good Death into some future death-denying era? That might well be their secret ambition. But obviously they did not believe in the survival of a soul, or else they would not have had themselves frozen when they became fatally ill or when the Census Office pulled their card. The soul was a horse of a different colour.


A horse—or a nightmare?


“Friends, we thrived on war—because the survivors of a war had magically defeated death. Soldier boys returning home were our immortals. They’d put off the evil hour. They’d outlived the other side. So we began to plan the biggest war of all—the total war. If we could live through the doomsday of the whole darn world, we really would have punched death in the eye! And we would just have been punching ourselves in the eye, hitting out at the death that is in all of us …”


“Too true,” murmured Marta Bettijohn, and Jim nodded automatically. He wished he could totally believe. The afternoon was so golden. The fact that Norman Harper had chosen to retire on the very day that Jim arrived in Egremont was surely a sign.


But had the poet exactly chosen to retire? Or had he been encouraged, as a political example …? Jim rejected the thought. Norman Harper looked absolutely at peace with himself. Maybe the ‘campaign’ was all in Jim’s imagination. Everything that Mayor Barnes said was so true. One day, when death really was second nature to everyone, perhaps this sort of oratory could wither away because it had become unnecessary.


Looking round at the audience, Jim realized the extent to which death had already become second nature, particularly for the younger people present. He felt momentarily like an anachronism, something out of date; then he shucked off the sensation. The sun shone down, gilding his spirit. He too was a guide in the House of Death, and a good one. He concentrated on believing—in the path which had saved perhaps a third of the human race from the fate of the rest. How could he be an anachronism? The world had been this way for most of his life.


“But some people understood: people like our own Norman Harper. They got us to shake hands with friendly, natural death again. Along with some others—who equally deserve our praise and thanks—he started the great movement which has led to the Houses of Death and the reconstruction of our whole society. So at last the Big Fear went away. Now that we accept the death that is part of us, we have a future again. For that we thank you, Norman, from the heart.”


Mayor Barnes sat down, to quiet applause.


“The man’s eloquent,” whispered Marta. “He could be a guide himself.”


“No, he’s an orator, a politician. You shouldn’t make speeches to the dying.”


“Well, of course not. But even so.”


Noel Resnick, Master of the House, rose next. He performed a slow mesmeric dance about the focal point of the microphone while he spoke, lifting himself up on right tiptoes then on left tiptoes. Jim recalled that stutterers occasionally ‘danced’ like this to lose their stutter.


“… there was no dialogue with one’s own death,” Resnick was saying in a firm voice. “Consequently so-called ‘men of good will’ spoke out against this country, or that group of people. Traitors were sought and pilloried as scapegoats. All this, because these men of ‘good will’ placed their own death out there. They drove it like a stake into the hearts of the enemies they manufactured. Confrontation and victory were the watchwords. So was ‘putting up a fight’—for freedom, for the individual, you name it—even if it meant mass death for everybody. And the real name of their enemy was always Death itself. But it just so happens that there is no enemy alien named ‘Death’. There is no war. There is no other side. There is only here, and us.”


Obviously Resnick too was something of a politician. Was he in competition with Mayor Barnes? The answer hardly interested Jim, yet he noted the existence of a question. He noted, too, that this Resnick was a tough Master—even if he had overcome a stutter, and perhaps because of this. The Master of the larger House of Death in Gracchus had been more sympathetic and flexible; but even he had put his foot down in the end.


A flight of wild ducks winged overhead in a V formation. How did the ducks learn to fly with such perfect symmetry? Why, in much the same way that a young child learns the symmetry of day and night, and of waking and sleeping. In its infant brain the child decides that there must exist a corresponding cycle of life and death too. As death follows life, so must another life follow death …


Was this really such a false decision, if the same instinctive sense of symmetry guided the wild ducks in their flight?


Jim shook his head as though to clear it of delusions—to shake the malaise of the old deluded days which he had hardly even known.


Instead, he concentrated on the jolly solidity of Marta Bettijohn—and on being in this crowd which could genuinely celebrate death as part of life. And especially he concentrated on the focus of their celebrations, the white-haired poet whom they all honoured on this, his last day in the public world.


Presently, Resnick ceased to sway about before the microphone like a vast pendulum bob, and sat down. Norman Harper stood, and embraced his audience with outstretched, gnarled hands.


“It’s my day to retire,” he said affectionately. “I shall not make a speech.” He chuckled softly. “How could I compete with what has gone before? Instead, let me simply quote a favourite passage from my own Book of Death.”


The poet closed his eyes. Like blind Homer he recited.




“The embryo bird must partly die


If its wings are to emerge, to fly.


The caterpillar dies, as well,


To become the butterfly, so swell.


While man himself dies every seven


Years, but goes not up to heaven.


So here is death, and here is life:


These Siamese twins shall know no strife …”





“Doggerel,” muttered Jim, despite himself.


“Hush!” said Marta. “What did you say?”


“Nothing, sorry.”




“Each life is several generations


Of births and deaths like transit stations;


And then the train returns at last


To where it started, in the past.


Our death is in us, not ‘out there’;


It grows out of us, like our hair.


It falls like hair, like Autumn leaves;


And in the earth new life achieves.


There is no Enemy, no Thief:


A dangerous and a false belief!


Many times in life we die


So that our new mind-wings can fly;


And when we finally fold those wings,


Our spirit sings, then dies away.


There is no more; there is no Sting.


We shall be as we were before.


The day is over, perfect day …”





Someone—a man—pushed roughly between Jim and Marta. The man ran to the front of the dais, where Norman Harper continued to recite, unaware of the disturbance.


The intruder raised his right hand. Something resembling a pipe stem was clutched in it.


A sharp crack sounded, then a second crack—no louder than two branches snapping underfoot.


Blood bloomed on Norman Harper’s throat and chest. Gagging, the poet staggered backwards. He crashed into the chair which he had been occupying so calmly just a few minutes earlier. Chair and poet plunged off the back of the dais on to the lawn. Both lay motionless.


Uncomprehending silence followed, for a few moments. During this pause the intruder lowered his right hand. He let what he held fall to the turf. Then somebody screamed, and someone else.


Marta seized Jim’s arm. Her fingers squeezed him cruelly.


“He—murdered—Norman!” she cried in Jim’s face. “He … a handgun!”


There was a huge incongruity about what had happened. It was like a TV play—but no TV play like this had been made or screened for many years. It was something from the proscribed archives. Jim sat dumbly watching it. The lead actor—the murderer—seemed to have little idea what to do now that he had performed his act. Nobody else seemed to have much idea what to do about him.


Back in the audience people were scrambling and shouting and crashing into each other. Mayor Barnes jumped up, knocking his own chair over. Leaping down from the dais, he knelt beside the poet, looking appalled. Dr Menotti joined him. Resnick rose too, and began oscillating back and forth on the platform in indecision. Alice Huron started to weep. The woman dragged her hair over her face like some ancient mourner. In full view of everyone she wept privately, as though her tears could wash away what had just happened. But no one was noticing her except for Jim. Somehow, she noticed Jim’s eyes upon her. Abruptly she calmed, seeming to freeze her feelings, and directed a quick look of hatred at him for what he had seen.


Breaking Marta’s grip as gently as he could, Jim scrambled to his feet. He took a few steps towards the murderer. But what should he do? Strike him to the ground? Pinion him? The murderer stood passively. While the murderer waited and Jim hesitated, two Peace Officers arrived and an attendant from the House ran over. These three men positioned themselves around the killer like chess pieces checking yet unable to capture the king. Jim bent and retrieved the gun. Its touch felt utterly strange, as though it had fallen from the stars. He handed it to one of the officers, who quickly hid it in his pocket.


A news gatherer was moving in now, filming the face of the killer—which was like a starving animal’s, thin and worn. It wore an expression of impassive despair—of a prey cornered by a predator. Yet the eyes were still looking for some exit. They hunted for some crack to slip through—but not for a crack in the real world, since no such crack existed. They looked for a crack in the order of things itself, as though the act of killing had been a magical gesture, a conjuration which might call up some rescuing demon out of a sudden hole in the ground. The murderer was in his fifties, and nearly bald: he was a field gone sterile. What little hair he had was grey. He wore one of the yellow tunics of a resident in the House of Death. As the TV man moved right up to him, he addressed the camera:


“There goes he, 
Instead of me,”


said the killer wryly.


“You see, I can make up poems too.”


“Stop filming!” Resnick shouted from the dais. “Stop recording!”


The news gatherer obediently switched off his camera However, his colleague round on the other side of the dais had not heard and continued to film the sprawled body of the poet. The newsman was like a simple robot which could not tell when the task set it had become grossly inappropriate. Noticing, and cursing, Resnick dealt with him too.


Presently, touching the killer as little as possible—as though he was red-hot or radioactive—the two officers and the attendant shepherded him away in the direction of the House.


Jim rejoined Marta. She was on her hands and knees. Someone must have knocked her over and now—too shocked to stand up on her own—she needed the support of all four limbs. She seemed to be hunting for something lost in the grass—her beliefs?


Offering her his hand, Jim hauled her up and supported her.


“I guess,” gasped Marta, “we won’t get out to the lake this evening.” She concentrated on this disappointment, rather than on the grotesque scene which the celebration had become. This clearly restored a certain sense of reality to her, since what had happened had been quite unreal.


She smiled coaxingly.


“I’d better show you your rooms in the House.” She squeezed Jim’s hand.


“Well, I’ll be—!” thought Jim. Did she want him to make love to her, to burn out the awful experience? He knew that death was a kind of lover to some women. But what had happened here this afternoon had been an act of rape …




THREE


AFTER COLLECTING HIS valise from the runabout, Jim walked back with Marta to the stone bridge over the moat. Twin sculptures flanked the way across: aluminium-winged butterflies a couple of feet high, mounted on white marble hourglasses. Gusts of wind set these butterflies rotating like the turnstiles of an auto-shop.


Following the ceremony of honour, the poet ought to have crossed this same bridge to separate himself from life in Egremont, and presently—in days or weeks, at the discretion of Alice Huron and his own inner promptings—from life itself. Right now the two metal butterflies looked like great sharp spinning knives to Jim. The murder had contaminated everything precious.


The glass doors whispered apart, and they entered a crowded foyer. At least a score of residents had gathered here. Voices were raised, some shrill and fearful, others angry and complaining. The whole death sequence of these clients had been set back. But at least they had taken refuge in the House, and an attendant and a guide were doing their best to soothe the situation.


Marta hurried Jim through the small crowd and led him along to the elevator core. They rose up to the twelfth tier.


This high up the pyramid there was space for just four staff apartments, one at each point of the compass. Jim’s new home faced west. As Marta held the door open for him, the westering sun was flooding through the canted glass louvres, dappling the local pine furnishings with shadows of yucca, holly, firethorn and fuchsia that grew outside on the balcony. Perspex privacy baffles stood at the north-and south-west corners of this balcony, and through the aerial garden was a view of distant suburbs fading into farmland.


The lounge opened on to a bedroom with white Venetian blinds. Jim dumped his bag on the bed. Returning to the lounge, he switched on the TV set.


Mayor Barnes stood addressing the camera. To judge by a backdrop of slanted glass and rose bushes with white blooms, he was being filmed elsewhere in the House.


Barnes? Had Resnick made a fool of himself by shouting at the news gatherers? True, the electronic news would have been subject to a thirty second delay loop for better editing before transmission—though the first vivid, blood-stained images of the poet crashing back on to the turf would have gone out as filmed; everyone had been struck dumb, to begin with.


Barnes looked quietly composed.


“… but we must not simply grieve at the manner in which Norman Harper has been cheated of his own good death. I believe that Norman would have wished us all to rededicate ourselves to the ideals represented by these Houses—especially if we hail from the unreconstructed era when a person’s death had no place in the social system but was something outside of it, something alien. If we suspect that we are polluted by the false programming of the old days—if we feel a mad ambition in ourselves to be frozen, or reincarnated, or translated on to some astral plane to avoid the truth of our life’s end—why don’t we all visit our local House of Death to discover the beauty of dying at the proper time? Why don’t we sign on for a seminar? The Houses are places of detachment, yes indeed—but they are not outside of the community. In a real sense they are its heart. The dying are often happy to share their experiences …”


‘More work,’ thought Jim wryly: more open-house seminars for the public, in addition to the school and TV presentations. Conducted discreetly, of course. Sensitively. Without infringing the right to privacy of any of the clients. But still, more work …


Mentally, he rapped himself over the knuckles for pride and selfishness.


“The alternative is to harbour murder in one’s bosom—and we’ve seen what comes of that today. The person who denies death is someone who mentally destroys the world for others. As Norman Harper wrote elsewhere in his Book of Death, ‘You should go gently into that good night …’”


“I told you he could be a guide,” said Marta.


“He’s using the event.”


“On the contrary, he’s defusing it. He’s preventing a domino effect. Don’t you realize how dangerous this is? It’s the first violence there’s been on any screen for years! How many kids have had their feelings scrambled by what they saw today? And how about all the poor, disturbed people who have trouble adjusting in any case? It was a direct attack on … everything.”


“Do you think it was planned as such?”


“Of course not.”


“In that case, you’re exaggerating. A few people still do murder other people. It happens in the cities, you know. The murder rate is very, very low, and falling. But it isn’t zero.”


“And it never should be news. Not one single killing should be news.”


Jim shrugged. “This one is.”


Marta moved closer to him, and touched his arm.


He said gently, “I can’t banish this from you, you know? I’d be taking the place of Death, if I tried. But Death isn’t anyone—neither seducer, nor executioner.”


She drew back suddenly.


“That may be your interpretation of my feelings. I find it rather insulting.”


“Even so, it’s what you feel.”


She looked down at the yellow and brown carpet-tiles.


“You’re a clever guide,” she said. “Perceptive. I guess you must have helped one or two women clients in your time—by proving that the Seducer is only human? Anyhow,” she rushed on, not wanting to hear the answer, “what did you mean by muttering ‘doggerel’ in the middle of Norman’s poem?”


“Nothing, really.”


“No, tell me.”


Jim realized that Marta had achieved a hold over him—an option on his private feelings—which was unfortunate on such brief acquaintance, though it was partly his own fault. It was as though the gunshots had briefly stripped them both naked to each other; and now they remembered each other’s nakedness.


“It’s just that so many valuable things did spring from our death anxieties in the past. So much philosophy. So much art.”


“Therefore Norman’s poetry isn’t really art, because he wasn’t anxious? What an ambivalent character you are!”
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