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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.




‘No city, no town, no community of more than one thousand people or two hundred buildings to the square mile shall be built or permitted to exist anywhere in the United States of America.’


– CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED STATES,
Thirtieth Amendment




INTRODUCTION


Science fiction has plenty of staples: alien visitors, interplanetary adventures, time travel and the catastrophe, either natural or man-made. The latter are especially plentiful but that’s only to be expected – scientific and technological progress mean that with every passing year, we have more ways to do ourselves in. If you give us enough rope we’ll hang ourselves and sometimes it seems like we’re racing to make as much rope as we can, as if we’re afraid we won’t have time to hang ourselves before a comet hits us.


But there’s also a sub-genre called the cosy catastrophe. This is where some terrible cataclysm has wiped out enough of the world’s population to cause a complete breakdown in the social order but has somehow left all the shopping malls intact. Survivors scavenge for food, tools, clothing and whatever else they need and choose the best available shelter to live in (the same force that protected the shopping malls has also left a lot of great real estate empty but safe for occupancy). Eventually, some brighter-than-average survivor figures out how to get the lights on again – these days it might be a couple of computer geniuses/hackers/prodigies, who will also get the internet up and running again, too. The cosy catastrophe is just what it sounds like: Never-Never Land but with a lot more mod cons.


This novel is not one of those. Leigh Brackett was too good a writer to make anything that easy.


George Lucas kicked science fiction cinema into high gear in May, 1977 with Star Wars – more precisely, Episode IV: A New Hope. The entire sold-out theatre cheered the opening narrative scrolling upward, which told us that we had come upon a story in progress (I personally thought that Lucas was honouring the ancient storytelling tradition of beginning an epic in medias res). We could hardly wait for the next instalment, which happened to be written by Leigh Brackett.


We were all pretty thrilled about that, too. Leigh Brackett was one of ours. Hardcore print SF fans knew her as the Queen of the Pulps. She had already written space opera like The Big Jump and The Starmen of Llyrdis. But her first published book was actually a hard-boiled private-eye novel called No Good From A Corpse. Its noir sensibility attracted Howard Hawks, who insisted that someone get ‘this guy Brackett’ in to work on the script for a movie called The Big Sleep.


Leigh Brackett had a lot of range and you can read all about her other work online in her entry in The Encyclopaedia of Science Fiction (http://www.sf-encyclopedia.com – check it out). I can tell you that she was a lovely woman who enjoyed the company of other science fiction writers and readers. She and her husband, writer Edmond ‘World-Wrecker’ Hamilton, were regular attendees at conventions in the midwestern US and at the annual world science fiction conventions for most of their professional lives.


But I was talking about her range, which shows here in particular. The Long Tomorrow is a departure, from hard-boiled private-eye noir, from space opera, from Martian adventure stories, from the science-fantasy that she enjoyed writing so much. This novel is set in a near-future that no longer exists in our particular time-line, but which you may find disturbingly familiar anyway.


In 1955, when this book was published, many people in the US mistakenly believed that there could and would be survivors after a nuclear war, so you’ll have to suspend your disbelief on that score. But once you do, you’ll find The Long Tomorrow is no cosy catastrophe, nor are there any deformed mutants with super-powers or strange viruses that cause the dead to rise and shamble around in search of brains to eat. Instead we have a United States where people live in small villages under religious rule because the thirtieth amendment to the constitution makes it a federal offence to have a city with a population of more than one thousand residents and/or two hundred buildings within one square mile. Radio, television, even electricity itself is banned as sinful, the sort of thing that could bring down the Lord’s wrath in another terrible war. Steam engines running on coal and wood are only permitted for the boats that carry traders from one village to another. And God help the out-of-towner who looks like he might have something forbidden in his wagon, because the wages of sin is death – no exceptions, no appeal.


Cousins Len and Esau Colter are curious about the old world from their grandmother’s childhood even as they try to live within the restrictions of the one they’ve always known. When those restrictions prove to be too much – when they discover that curiosity by itself is enough to get them caned in the public square (and that’s after a beat-down from their fathers) – they light out for the territories. Actually, they head for the notorious forbidden city of Bartorstown where – they’ve heard – people are allowed to satisfy their curiosity about anything, even becoming scientists if they want, and all the old technologies have been revived allowing people to live in comfort.


Their months-long journey on a river barge is something like an anti-Tom-Sawyer-Huck-Finn adventure. The men who can tell them about Bartorstown won’t, saying only that it’s not what they expect. And of course it isn’t – nothing ever is. Len Coulter also discovers that there are some things in your life that you can never leave completely behind, that being a good person is no protection against evil, and, depending on where you stand, sometimes freedom looks like a cage.


This is in a number of ways very much a book of its time, and not just in that it postulates humanity surviving a nuclear war; I mention it because readers will notice, particularly those under forty. However, there is also much in this book that is exceptional, that confounds expectation. There are no simple solutions; Brackett chose instead to raise questions instead of answering them. The book comes to an end but the story itself does not.


Which is not to say it isn’t a satisfying read. It’s a genuine page-turner. The mystery of Bartorstown will have readers on tenterhooks as they try to figure out what the Coulter boys are rushing toward and why those who know are so ambivalent about taking them there. The answer has as much to do with the people involved as it does with the place itself.


Leigh Brackett was always openly proud of writing escapist fiction. Reading The Long Tomorrow will take you out of today and immerse you in another world, and though it’s impossible, you may find yourself thinking that doesn’t make it totally implausible.


Pat Cadigan




BOOK ONE




ONE


Len Colter sat in the shade under the wall of the horse barn, eating pone and sweet butter and contemplating a sin. He was fourteen years old, and he had lived all of them on the farm at Piper’s Run, where opportunities for real sinning were comfortably few. But now Piper’s Run was more than thirty miles away, and he was having a look at the world, bright with distractions and gaudy with possibilities. He was at the Canfield Fair. And for the first time in his life Len Colter was faced with a major decision.


He was finding it difficult.


‘Pa will beat the daylights out of me,’ he said, ‘if he finds out.’ Cousin Esau said, ‘You scared?’ He had turned fifteen just three weeks ago, which meant that he would not have to go to school any more with the children. He was still a long way from being counted among the men, but it was a big step and Len was impressed by it. Esau was taller than Len, and he had dark eyes that glittered and shone all the time like the eyes of an unbroken colt, looking everywhere for something and never quite finding it, perhaps because he did not know yet what it was. His hands were restless and very clever.


‘Well?’ demanded Esau. ‘Are you?’


Len would have liked to lie, but he knew that Esau would not be fooled for a minute. He squirmed a little, ate the last bite of pone, sucked the butter off his fingers, and said, ‘Yes.’


‘Huh,’ said Esau. ‘I thought you were getting grown-up. You should have still stayed home with the babies this year. Afraid of a licking!’


‘I’ve had lickings before,’ said Len, ‘and if you think Pa can’t lay ’em on, you try it some time. And I ain’t even cried the last two years now. Well, not much, anyway.’ He brooded, his knees hunched up and his hands crossed on top of them, and his chin on his hands. He was a thin, healthy, rather solemn-faced boy. He wore homespun trousers and sturdy hand-pegged boots, covered thick in dust, and a shirt of coarse-loomed cotton with a narrow neckband and no collar. His hair was a light brown, cut off square above the shoulders and again above the eyes, and on his head he wore a brown flat-crowned hat with a wide brim.


Len’s people were New Mennonites, and they wore brown hats to distinguish themselves from the original Old Mennonites, who wore black ones. Back in the Twentieth Century, only two generations before, there had been just the Old Mennonites and Amish, and only a few tens of thousands of them, and they had been regarded as quaint and queer because they held to the old simple handcraft ways and would have no part of cities or machines. But when the cities ended, and men found that in the changed world these of all folk were best fitted to survive, the Mennonites had swiftly multiplied into the millions they now counted.


‘No,’ said Len slowly, ‘it’s not the licking I’m scared of. It’s Pa. You know how he feels about these preachin’s. He forbid me. And Uncle David forbid you. You know how they feel. I don’t think I want Pa mad at me, not that mad.’


‘He can’t do no more than lick you,’ Esau said.


Len shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Well, all right. Don’t go, then.’


‘You going, for sure?’


‘For sure. But I don’t need you.’


Esau leaned back against the wall and appeared to have forgotten Len, who moved the toes of his boots back and forth to make two stubby fans in the dust and continued to brood. The warm air was heavy with the smell of feed and animals, laced through with wood smoke and the fragrance of cooking. There were voices in the air, too, many voices, all blended together into a humming noise. You could think it was like a swarm of bees, or a wind rising and falling in the jack pines, but it was more than that. It was the world talking.


Esau said, ‘They fall down on the ground and scream and roll.’


Len breathed deep, and his insides quivered. The fairgrounds stretched away into immensity on all sides, crammed with wagons and carts and sheds and stock and people, and this was the last day. One more night lying under the wagon, wrapped up tight against the September chill, watching the fires burn red and mysterious and wondering about the strangers who slept around them. Tomorrow the wagon would rattle away, back to Piper’s Run, and he would not see such a thing again for another year. Perhaps never. In the midst of life we are in death. Or he might break a leg next year, or Pa might make him stay home like Brother James had had to this time, to see to Granma and the stock.


‘Women, too,’ said Esau.


Len hugged his knees tighter. ‘How do you know? You never been.’


‘I heard.’


‘Women,’ whispered Len. He shut his eyes, and behind the lids there were pictures of wild preachings such as a New Mennonite never heard, of great smoking fires and vague frenzies and a figure, much resembling Ma in her bonnet and voluminous homespun skirts, lying on the ground and kicking like Baby Esther having a tantrum. Temptation came upon him, and he was lost.


He stood up, looking down at Esau. He said, ‘I’ll go.’


‘Ah,’ said Esau. He got up too. He held out his hand, and Len shook it. They nodded at each other and grinned. Len’s heart was pounding and he had a guilty feeling as though Pa stood right behind him listening to every word, but there was an exhilaration in this, too. There was a denial of authority, an assertion of self, a sense of being. He felt suddenly that he had grown several inches and broadened out, and that Esau’s eyes showed a new respect.


‘When do we go?’ he asked.


‘After dark, late. You be ready. I’ll let you know.’


The wagons of the Colter brothers were drawn up side by side, so that would not be hard. Len nodded.


‘I’ll pretend like I’m asleep, but I won’t be.’


‘Better not,’ said Esau. His grip tightened, enough to squeeze Len’s knuckles together so he’d remember. ‘Just don’t let on about this, Lennie.’


‘Ow,’ said Len, and stuck his lip out angrily. ‘What do you think I am, a baby?’


Esau grinned, lapsing into the easy comradeship that is becoming between men. ‘’Course not. That’s settled, then. Let’s go look over the horses again. I might want to give my dad some advice about that black mare he’s thinking of trading for.’


They walked together along the side of the horse barn. It was the biggest barn Len had ever seen, four or five times as long as the one at home. The old siding had been patched a good bit, and it was all weathered now to an even gray, but here and there where the original wood was projected you could still see a smudge of red paint. Len looked at it, and then he paused and looked around the fairground, screwing up his eyes so that everything danced and quivered.


‘What you doing now?’ demanded Esau impatiently.


‘Trying to see.’


‘Well, you can’t see with your eyes shut. Anyway, what do you mean, trying to see?’


‘How the buildings looked when they were all painted like Gran said. Remember? When she was a little girl.’


‘Yeah,’ said Esau. ‘Some red, some white. They must have been something.’ He squinted his eyes up too. The sheds and the buildings blurred, but remained unpainted.


‘Anyway,’ said Len stoutly, giving up, ‘I bet they never had a fair as big as this one before, ever.’


‘What are you talking about?’ Esau said. ‘Why, Gran said there was a million people here, and a million of those automobiles or cars or whatever you called them, all lined up in rows as far as you could see, with the sun just blazing on the shiny parts. A million of ’em!’


‘Aw,’ said Len, ‘there couldn’t be. Where’d they all have room to camp?’


‘Dummy, they didn’t have to camp. Gran said they came here from Piper’s Run in less than an hour, and they went back the same day.’


‘I know that’s what Gran said,’ Len remarked thoughtfully. ‘But do you really believe it?’


‘Sure I believe it!’ Esau’s dark eyes snapped. ‘I wish I’d lived in those days. I’d have done things.’


‘Like what?’


‘Like driving one of those cars, fast. Like even flying, maybe.’


‘Esau!’ said Len, deeply shocked. ‘Better not let your pa hear you say that.’


Esau flushed a little and muttered that he was not afraid, but he glanced around uneasily. They turned the corner of the barn. On the gable end, up above the door, there were four numbers made out of pieces of wood and nailed on. Len looked up at them. A one, a nine with a chunk gone out of the tail, a five, with the little front part missing, and a two. Esau said that was the year the barn was built, and that would be before even Gran was born. It made Len think of the meetinghouse in Piper’s Run – Gran still called it a church – that had a date on it too, hidden way down behind the lilac bushes. That one said 1842 – before, Len thought, almost anybody was born. He shook his head, overcome with a sense of the ancientness of the world.


They went in and looked at the horses, talking wisely of withers and cannon bones but keeping out of the way of the men who stood in small groups in front of this stall and that, with slow words and very quick eyes. They were almost all New Mennonites, differing from Len and Esau only in size and in the splendid beards that fanned across their chests, though their upper lips were clean shaven. A few, however, wore full whiskers and slouch hats of various sorts, and their clothes were cut to no particular pattern. Len stared at these furtively, with an intense curiosity. These men, or others like them – perhaps even still other kinds of men that he had not seen yet – were the ones who met secretly in fields and woods and preached and yelled and rolled on the ground. He could hear Pa’s voice saying, ‘A man’s religion, his sect, is his own affair. But those people have no religion or sect. They’re a mob, with a mob’s fear and cruelty, and with half-crazy, cunning men stirring them up against others.’ And then getting close-lipped and grim when Len questioned further and saying, ‘You’re forbidden to go, that’s all. No God-fearing person takes part in such wickedness.’ He understood now, and no wonder Pa hadn’t wanted to talk about those women rolling on the ground and probably showing their drawers and everything. Len shivered with excitement and wished it would come night.


Esau decided that although the black mare in question was a trifle ewe-necked she looked as though she would handle well in harness, though his own choice would have been the fine bay stallion at the top of the row. And wouldn’t he just take a cart flying! But you had to think of the women, who needed something safe and gentle. Len agreed, and they wandered out again, and Esau said, ‘Let’s see what they’re doing about those cows.’


They meant Pa and Uncle David, and Len discovered that he would rather not see Pa just now. So he suggested going down to the traders’ wagons instead. Cows you could and did see all the time. But traders’ wagons were another matter. Three, four times in a summer, maybe, you saw one in Piper’s Run, and here there were nineteen of them all together in one place at the same time.


‘Besides,’ said Len with pure and simple greed, ‘you never can tell. Mr Hostetter might give us some more of those sugar nuts.’


‘Fat chance,’ said Esau. But he went.


The traders’ wagons were all drawn up in a line, their tongues outward and their backs in against a long shed. They were enormous wagons, with canvas tilts and all sorts of things hung to their ribs inside, so they were like dim, odorous caves on wheels.


Len looked at them, wide-eyed. To him they were not wagons, they were adventurous ships that had voyaged here from afar. He had listened to the traders’ casual talk, and it had given him a vague vision of the whole wide and cityless land, the green, slow, comfortable agrarian land, in which only a very few old folk could remember the awesome cities that had dominated the world before the Destruction. His mind held a blurred jumble of the faraway places of which the traders spoke: the little shipping settlements and fishing hamlets along the Atlantic, the lumber camps of the Appalachians, these endless New Mennonite farm lands of the Midwest, the southern hunters and hill farmers, the great rivers westward with their barges and boats, the plains beyond and the horsemen and ranches and herds of wild cattle, the lofty mountains and the land and sea still farther west. A land as wide now as it had been centuries before, and through its dusty roads and sleepy villages these great trader wagons rolled, and rested, and rolled again.


Mr Hostetter’s wagon was the fifth one down, and Len knew it very well, because Mr Hostetter brought it to Piper’s Run every spring on his way north and again every fall on his way south, and he had been doing that for more years than Len could personally remember. Other traders dropped through haphazardly, but Mr Hostetter seemed like one of their own, though he had come from somewhere in Pennsylvania. He wore the same flat brown hat and the same beard, and went to meeting when he happened to be there on the Sabbath, and he had rather disappointed Len by telling him that where he came from was no different from where Len came from except that there were mountains around it, which did not seem right for a place with a magical name like Pennsylvania.


‘If,’ said Len, harking back to the sugar nuts, ‘we offered to feed and water his team—’ One could not beg, but the laborer is worthy of his hire.


Esau shrugged. ‘We can try.’


The long shed, open on its front but closed in back to afford protection from rain, was partitioned off into stalls, one for each wagon. There wasn’t much left in them now, after two and a half days, but women were still bargaining over copper kettles, and knives from the village forges of the East, or bolts of cotton cloth brought up from the South, or clocks from New England. The bulk cane sugar, Len knew, had gone early, but he was hoping that Mr Hostetter had held onto a few small treasures for the sake of old friends.


‘Huh,’ said Esau. ‘Look at that.’


Mr Hostetter’s stall was empty and deserted.


‘Sold out.’


Len stared at the stall, frowning. Then he said, ‘His team still have to eat, don’t they? And maybe we can help load stuff in the wagon. Let’s go out back.’


They went through the doorway at the rear of the stall, ducking around under the tailboard of the wagon and on past its side. The great wheels with the six-inch iron tires stood higher than Len did, and the canvas tilt loomed up like a cloud overhead, with EDW. HOSTETTER, GENERAL MERCHANDISE painted on it in neat letters faded to gray by the sun and rain.


‘He’s here,’ said Len. ‘I can hear him talking.’


Esau nodded. They went past the front wheel. Mr Hostetter was just opposite, on the other side of the wagon.


‘You’re crazy,’ said Mr Hostetter. ‘I’m telling you—’


The voice of another man interrupted. ‘Don’t worry so much, Ed. It’s all right. I’ve got to—’


The man broke off short as Len and Esau came around the front of the wagon. He was facing them across Mr Hostetter’s shoulder, a tall lean young fellow with long ginger hair and a full beard, dressed in plain leather. He was a trader from somewhere down South, and Len had seen him before in the shed. The name on his wagon tilt was William Soames.


‘Company,’ he said to Mr Hostetter. He did not seem to mind, but Mr Hostetter turned around. He was a big man, large-jointed and awkward, very brown in the skin and blue in the eyes, and with two wide streaks of gray in his sandy beard, one on each side of his mouth. His movements were always slow and his smile was always friendly. But now he turned around fast, and he was not smiling at all, and Len stopped as though something had hit him. He stared at Mr Hostetter as at a stranger, and Mr Hostetter looked at him with a queer kind of a hot, blank glare. And Esau muttered, ‘I guess they’re busy, Len. We better go.’


‘What do you want?’ said Hostetter.


‘Nothing,’ said Len. ‘We just thought maybe . . .’ He let his voice trail off.


‘Maybe what?’


‘We could feed your horses,’ said Len, feebly.


Esau caught him by the arm. ‘He wanted more of those sugar nuts,’ he said to Hostetter. ‘You know how kids are. Come on, Len.’


Soames laughed. ‘Don’t reckon he’s got any more. But how would some pecans do? Mighty fine!’


He reached into his pocket and pulled out four or five nuts. He put them in Len’s hand. Len said, ‘Thank you,’ looking from him to Mr Hostetter, who said quietly, ‘My team’s all taken care of. Run along now, boys.’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Len, and ran. Esau loped at his heels. When they were around the corner of the shed they stopped and shared out the pecans.


‘What was the matter with him?’ he asked, meaning Hostetter. He was as astonished as though old Shep back at the farm had turned and snarled at him.


‘Aw,’ said Esau, cracking the thin brown shells, ‘he and the foreigner were rowing over some trading deal, that’s all.’ He was mad at Hostetter, so he gave Len a good hard shove. ‘You and your sugar nuts! Come on, it’s almost time for supper. Or have you forgotten we’re going somewhere tonight?’


‘No,’ said Len, and something pricked with a delightful pain inside his belly. ‘I ain’t forgotten.’




TWO


That nervous pricking in his middle was all that kept Len awake at first, after he had rolled up for the night under the family wagon. The outside air was chilly, the blanket was warm, he was comfortably full of supper, and it had been a long day. His eyelids would droop and things would get dim and far away, all washed over with a pleasant darkness. Then pung! would go that particular nerve, warning him, and he would tense up again, remembering Esau and the preaching.


After a while he began to hear things. Ma and Pa snored in the wagon overhead, and the fairgrounds were dark except for burned-out coals of the fires. They should have been quiet. But they were not. Horses moved and harness jingled. He heard a light cart go with a creak and a rattle, and way off somewhere a heavy wagon groaned on its way, the team snorting as they pulled. The strange people, the non-Mennonites like the gingery trader in his buckskin clothes, had all left just after sundown, heading for the preaching place. But these were other people going, people who did not want to be seen. Len stopped being sleepy. He listened to the unseen hoofs and the stealthy wheels, and he began to wish that he had not agreed to go.


He sat up cross-legged under the wagon bed, the blanket pulled around his shoulders. Esau had not come yet. Len stared across at Uncle David’s wagon, hoping maybe Esau had gone to sleep himself. It was a long way, and cold and dark, and they would get caught sure. Besides that, he had felt guilty all through supper, not wanting to look straight at Pa. It was the first time he had, deliberately and of choice, disobeyed his father, and he knew the guilt must show all over his face. But Pa. hadn’t noticed it, and somehow that made Len feel worse instead of better. It meant Pa trusted him so much that he never bothered to look for it.


There was a stir in the shadows under Uncle David’s wagon, and it was Esau, coming quietly on all fours.


I’ll tell him, thought Len. I’ll say I won’t go.


Esau crept closer. He grinned, and his eyes shone bright in the glow of the banked-up fire. He put his head close to Len’s and whispered, ‘They’re all asleep. Roll your blanket up like you were still in it, just in case.’


I won’t go, thought Len. But the words never came out of his mouth. He rolled up his blanket and slid away after Esau, into the night. And right away, as soon as he was out of sight of the wagon, he was glad. The darkness was full of motion, of a going and a secret excitement, and he was going too. The taste of wickedness was sweet in his mouth, and the stars had never looked so bright.


They went carefully until they came to an open lane, and then they began to run. A high-wheeled cart raced by them, the horse stepping high and fast, and Esau panted, ‘Come on, come on!’ He laughed, and Len laughed, running. In a few minutes they were out of the fairgrounds and on the main road, deep in dust from three rainless weeks. Dust hung in the air, roiled up by the passing wheels and roiled again before it could settle. A team of horses loomed up in it, huge and ghostly, shaking foam off their bits. They were pulling a wagon with an open tilt, and the man who drove them looked like a blacksmith, with thick arms and a short blond beard. There was a stout red-cheeked woman beside him. She had a rag tied over her head instead of a bonnet and her skirts blew out on the wind. From under the tied-up edge of the tilt there looked a row of little heads, all yellow as corn silk. Esau ran fast beside the wagon, shouting, with Len pounding along behind him. The man pulled down his horses and squinted at them. The woman looked too, and they both laughed.


‘Lookit ’em,’ the man said. ‘Little flat-hats. Where you goin’ without your mama, little flat-hats?’


‘We’re going to the preaching,’ Esau said, mad about the flat-hat and madder still about the little, but not mad enough to lose the chance of a lift. ‘May we ride with you?’


‘Why not?’ said the man, and laughed again. He said some stuff about Gentiles and Samaritans that Len did not quite understand, and some more about listening to a Word, and then he told them to get in, that they were late already. The horses had not stopped all this time, and Len and Esau were floundering in the roadside briers, keeping up. They scrambled in over the tailboard and lay gasping on the straw that was there, and the man yelled to the horses and they were off again, banging and bumping and the dust flying up through the cracks in the floor boards. The straw was dusty. There was a big dog in it, and seven kids, all staring at Len and Esau with round-eyed hostility. They stared back, and then the oldest boy pointed and said, ‘Looka the funny hats.’ They all laughed. Esau asked, ‘What’s it to you?’ and the boy said, ‘This’s our wagon, that’s what’s it to me, and if you don’t like it you can get out.’ They went on making fun of their clothes, and Len glowered, thinking that they didn’t have much room to talk. They were all seven barefoot and had no hats at all, though they looked thrifty enough, and clean. He didn’t say anything back, though, and neither did Esau. Three or four miles was a long way to walk at night.


The dog was friendly. He licked their faces all over and sat on them impartially, all the way to the preaching ground. And Len wondered if the woman on the wagon seat would get down on the ground and roll, and if the man would roll with her. He thought how silly they would look, and giggled, and suddenly he was not mad at the yellow-haired kids any more.


The wagon came in finally among many others in a very large open field that sloped down toward a little river, running maybe twenty feet wide now with the dry weather, and low between its banks. Len thought there must be as many people as there had been at the fair, only they were all crowded together, the rigs jammed in a rough circle at the back and everybody gathered in the center, sitting on the ground. One flatbed wagon, with the horses unhitched, was pulled close to the riverbank. Everybody was facing it, and a man was standing on it, in the light of a huge bonfire. He was a young man, tall and big-chested. His black beard came down almost to his waist, shiny as a crow’s breast in the spring, and he kept shaking it as he moved around, tossing his head and shouting. His voice was high and piercing, and it did not come in a continuous flow of words. It came in short sharp pieces that stabbed the air, each one, clear to the farthest rows before the next one was flung out. It was a minute before Len realized the man was preaching. He was used to a different way of it in Sabbath meeting, when Pa or Uncle David or anybody could get up and speak to God, or about Him. They always did it quietly, with their hands folded.


He had been staring out over the side of the wagon. Now, before the wheels had fairly stopped turning, Esau punched him and said, ‘Come on.’ He jumped out over the tailboard. Len followed him. The man called something after them about the Word, and all seven of the kids made faces. Len said politely, ‘Thank you for the ride.’ Then he ran after Esau.


From here the preaching man looked small and far away, and Len couldn’t hear much of what he said. Esau whispered, ‘I think we can get right up close, but don’t make any noise.’ Len nodded. They scuttled around behind the parked rigs, and Len noticed that there were others who seemed to want to remain out of sight. They hung back on the edges of the crowd, in among the wagons, and Len could see them only as dark shapes silhouetted against the firelight. Some of them had taken their hats off, but the cut of their clothes and hair still gave them away. They were of Len’s own people. He knew how they felt. He had a shyness himself about being seen.


As he and Esau worked their way down toward the river, the voice of the preaching man grew louder. There was something strident about it, and stirring, like the scream of an angry stallion. His words came clearer.


‘—went a-whoring after strange gods. You know that, my friends. Your own parents have told you, your own old grannies and your aged grandpas have confessed it, how that the hearts of the people were full of wickedness, and blasphemies, and lust—’


Len’s skin prickled with excitement. He followed Esau in and out through a confusion of wheels and horses’ legs, holding his breath. And finally they were where they could see out from the shelter of a good black shadow between the wheels of a cart, and the preacher was only a few yards away.


‘They lusted, my brethren. They lusted after everything strange, and new, and unnatural. And Satan saw that they did and he blinded their eyes, the heavenly eyes of the soul, so that they were like foolish children, crying after the luxuries and the soul-rotting pleasures. And they forgot God.’


A moaning and a rocking swept over the people who sat on the ground. Len caught hold of a wheel spoke in each hand and thrust his face between them.


The preaching man sprang to the very edge of the wagon. The night wind shook out his beard and his long black hair, and behind him the fire burned and shot up smoke and sparks, and the preaching man’s eyes burned too, huge and black. He flung his arm out straight, pointing at the people, and said in a curious harsh whisper that carried like a cry, ‘They forgot God!’


Again the rocking and the moaning. It was louder this time. Len’s heart had begun to pound.


‘Yes, my brethren. They forgot. But did God forget? No, I tell you, He did not forget! He watched them. He saw their iniquities. He saw how the Devil had hold on them, and He saw that they liked it – yes, my friends, they liked old Satan the Betrayer, and they would not leave his ways for the ways of God. And why? Because Satan’s ways were easy and smooth, and there was always some new luxury just around the next bend in the downward path.’


Len became conscious of Esau, crouched beside him in the dust. He was staring at the preaching man, and his eyes glittered. His mouth was open wide. Len’s pulses hammered. The voice of the preaching man seemed to flick him like a whip on nerves he had never known he had before. He forgot about Esau. He hung to his wheelspokes and thought hungrily, Go on, go on!


‘And so what did God do, when He saw that His children had turned from Him? You know what He did, my brethren! You know!’


Moan and rock, and the moaning became a low strange howl.


‘He said, “They have sinned! They have sinned against My laws, and against My prophets, who warned them even in old Jerusalem against the luxuries of Egypt and of Babylon! And they have exalted themselves in their pride. They have climbed up into the heavens which are My throne, and they have rent open the earth which is My footstool, and they have loosed the sacred fire which lies at the very heart of things, and which only I, the Lord Jehovah, should dare to touch.” And God said, “Even so, I am merciful. Let them be cleansed of their sin.”’


The howling rose louder, and all across the open field there was a tossing of arms and a writhing of heads.


‘Let them be cleansed!’ cried the preaching man. His body was strained up, quivering, and the sparks shot up past him. ‘God said it, and they were cleansed, my brethren! With their own sins they were chastised. They were burned with the fires of their own making, yea, and the proud towers vanished in the blazing of the wrath of God! And with fire and famine and thirst and fear they were driven from their cities, from the places of iniquity and lust, even our own fathers and our fathers’ fathers, who had sinned, and the places of iniquity were made not, even as Sodom and Gomorrah.’


Somewhere across the crowd a woman screamed and fell backward, beating her head against the earth. Len never noticed.


The voice of the preaching man sank down again to that harsh far-carrying whisper.


‘And so we were spared of God’s mercy, to find His way and follow it.’


‘Hallelujah,’ screamed the crowd. ‘Hallelujah!’


The preaching man held up his hands. The crowd quieted. Len held his breath, waiting. His eyes were fixed on the black burning eyes of the man on the wagon. He saw them narrow down, until they looked like the eyes of a cat just ready to spring, only they were the wrong color.


‘But,’ said the preaching man, ‘Satan is still with us.’


The rows of people jerked forward with a feral yelp, held down and under by the hands of the preacher.


‘He wants us back. He remembers what it was like, the Devil does, when he had all those soft fair women to serve him, and all the rich men, and the cities all shining with lights to be his shrines! He remembers, and he wants them back! So he sends his emissaries among us – oh, you wouldn’t know them from your own God-fearing folk, my brethren, with their meek ways and sober garments! But they go about secretly proselyting, tempting our boys and young men, dangling the forbidden serpent’s fruit in front of them, and on the brow of every one of them is the mark of the beast – the mark of Bartorstown!’


Len pricked his ears up higher at that. He had heard the name of Bartorstown just once before, from Granma, and he remembered it because of the way Pa had shut her up. The crowd yowled, and some of them got up on their feet. Esau pressed up closer against Len, and he was quivering all over. ‘Ain’t this something?’ he whispered. ‘Ain’t this something!’


The preaching man looked all around. He didn’t quiet the people this time, he let them quiet down of themselves, out of their eagerness to hear what he had to say next. And Len sensed something new in the air. He did not know what it was, but it excited him so he wanted to scream and leap up and down, and at the same time it made him uneasy. It was something these people understood, they and the preaching man together.


‘Now,’ said the man on the wagon, quietly, ‘there are some sects, all God-fearing folk, I’m not saying they don’t try, that think it’s enough to say to one of these emissaries of Satan, “Go, leave our community, and don’t come back.” Now maybe they just don’t understand that what they’re really saying is, “Go, and corrupt somebody else, we’ll keep our own house clean”!’ A sharp downward wave of his hands stifled a cry from the people as though he had shoved a cork in their mouths. ‘No, my friends. That is not our way. We think of our neighbor as ourself. We honor the government law that says there shall be no more cities. And we honor the Word of God, who saith that if our right eye offend us we must pluck it out, and if our right hand offend us we must cut it off, and that the righteous can have no part with evil men, no, not if they be our own brothers or fathers or sons!’


A noise went up from the people now that turned Len hot all over and closed up his throat and made his eyeballs prick. Somebody threw wood on the bonfire. It roared up a torrent of sparks and a yellow glaring of flame, and there were people rolling on the ground now, men and women both, clawing up the dirt with their fingers and screaming. Their eyes were all white, and it was not funny. And over the crowd and the firelight went the voice of the preaching man, howling shrill and mighty like a great animal in the night.


‘If there be evil among you, cast it forth!’


A lank boy with the beard just sprouting on his chin leaped up. He pointed. He cried out, ‘I accuse him!’ and the froth ran wet in the corners of his mouth.


There was a sudden violent surge in one place. A man had sprung up and tried to run, and others caught him. Their shoulders heaved and their legs danced, and the people around them hunkered out of the way, pushing and tugging at them. They dragged the man back finally, and Len got a clear look at him. It was the ginger-haired trader William Soames. But his face was different now, pale and still and awful.


The preaching man yelled something about root and branch. He was crouched on the edge of the wagon now, his hands high in the air. They began to strip the trader. They tore the stout leather shirt off his back and they ripped the buckskin breeches from his legs, exposing him white and stark. He wore soft boots on his feet and one of these came off, and the other they forgot and left on him. Then they drew back away from him, so that he was all alone in the middle of an open space. Somebody threw a stone.


It hit Soames on the mouth. He reeled over a little and put up his arms, but another stone came, and another, and sticks and clods of earth, and his white skin was all blotched and streaked. He turned this way and that, falling, stumbling, doubling up, trying to find a way out, trying to ward off the blows. His mouth was open and his teeth showed with the blood running over them and down into his beard, but Len couldn’t hear whether he cried out or not because of the noise the crowd was making, a gasping screeching greedy obscene gabble, and the stones kept hitting him. Then the whole mob began to move toward the river, driving him. He came close past the cart, past the shadow where Len was watching through the spokes, and Len saw clearly into his eyes. The men came after him, their boots striking heavy on the dusty ground, and the women came too, with their hair flying and the stones in their hands. Soames fell down the bank into the shallow river. The men and women went after him and covered him the way flies cover a piece of offal after a butchering, and their hands rose and fell.


Len turned his head and looked at Esau, He was crying, and his face was white. Esau had his arms folded tight across his middle, and his body was bent over them. His eyes were huge and staring. Suddenly he turned and rushed away on all fours under the cart. Len bolted after him, scrambling, crabwise, with the air dark and whirling around him. All he could think about was the pecans Soames had given him. He turned sick and stopped to vomit, with a terrible icy coldness on him. The crowd still screamed by the riverbank. When he straightened up, Esau was gone in the shadows.


In a panic he fled between the carts and the wagons. He kept saying, ‘Esau! Esau!’ but there was no answer, or if there was he couldn’t hear it for the voice of murder in his ears. He shot out blindly into an open space, and there was a tall looming figure there that stretched out long arms and caught him.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/images/9780575131736.jpg
&
z

LEIGH BRACKETT
‘The Long Tomorrow

‘By far Leigh Brackett’s best novel . . . a great work of science fiction’
THE NEW YORKTIMES





OEBPS/images/2.jpg





OEBPS/images/1.jpg





