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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.






All great changes are irksome to the human mind, 
especially those which are attended with 
great dangers and uncertain effects.

—John Adams

in a letter to James Warren

 

An acre in Middlesex is better than a principality in Utopia. 

—Thomas Babington, Lord Macaulay

on Lord Bacon


One

 

New Streets and Roads

 

 

It was about five-thirty in the morning when Moore awoke. There was a harsh, blue-white light outside the window, shining through the dusty slats of the blinds. There were no signs of motion, nothing moving between the source of the light and the window. The light was very near, its glare unsoftened by distance. When Moore finally rubbed away the last bleary webs of sleep, he couldn't remember where he was. It seemed to him that he hadn't slept normally. It may have been that he had been drugged or tampered with, his brain rhythms may have been adjusted to induce a long coma, or nurses may have been bribed to feed him barbiturates over a period of months or even years. Where was he? How long had he been asleep? He swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He was naked. He walked to the window. When he got there, he hesitated for a few seconds, not wanting to be either stunned or disappointed too quickly. He left the exciting part for as long as he could, smiling to himself in the dimness. Then he raised one of the blind's metal ribs and stared out. 

The ground was covered with snow. Tall pole lamps stood in parallel ranks about a white-covered parking lot. There were no cars out there. Innumerable specks of brightness shone on the crust of the snow. "Very lovely," thought Moore. "Where am I? Have I slept for centuries? Have I awakened in some strange culture, with which I will have nothing in common?" He ran a hand through his dark hair, pretending to be worried. He spent a few seconds trying bewilderment, being puzzled, attempting to be not immediately in possession of the facts. He wanted the feeling to last awhile, he wanted time for full development. It didn't work; he was too bored. "No," he thought, "tomorrow I'll be worried. That's soon enough." He yawned and let the slat fall back into place. His pale body was tiger-striped with shadows and blue-white brightness. 

Now that he was awake, there was nothing else to do but dress and get ready to catch the bus. He looked around his room. It was a simple, bare college dormitory room. It had a low, uncomfortable bed with a thin mattress, a cheap, green-painted wooden chair, a wobbly desk, and a lamp. In the closet was a small dresser and a mirror. The bathroom was down the hall. He scooped up the clothes he had worn the day before and left the room. His feet slapped on the cold tiles of the hallway, and he stubbed his toe on the raised threshold of the bathroom. He went to the sink where he had left his toilet articles and began to shave. Many of the other men had already taken their showers, and he greeted them sleepily. 

 

* * *

 

Eileen Brant opened her eyes. The room was flooded with light. The window was open, and the salmon-colored drapes were billowing in the warm breeze. Beyond the window, Brant could see the curving tops of palm trees; from her point of view, an aluminum fence intercepted the trees before the trunks reached the nourishing earth. The fence marked the farther boundary of an asphalt-paved parking lot. There were no cars in the lot. Brant got out of bed and undid the ties of her nightgown. She yawned and tossed the garment onto the bed. 

A pleasant fragrance came in through the window, smells of strange flowers and shrubs she had never seen before. There was also a rather loud noise, a generator in the back of the dormitory. As she became aware of the sound, she realized how much it irritated her. She smiled and shook off the feeling. She hummed to herself. 

"I have been washed up on some foreign shore," she thought. "I am Nausicaa, a beautiful princess, and I am stranded on the golden sands of a wonderful dark island. My memory is still floating half-dead in the waves. I don't know where I am. I don't know who I am, other than Nausicaa, a highly prized royal daughter. And to make everything fitting, Odysseus must be playing a silly game of ball with his minions, who will all join in carrying me to his palace, where I will astound them with my lies and my athletic prowess." 

Brant remembered that she was naked. She hurried to the closet and grabbed the clothes she had worn the day before. She threw them onto the bed and put on a quilted robe. She didn't see any reason to lock the door to her room when she left, and she went down to the lavatory to wash up before breakfast. 

 

* * *

 

The little Arab kid had left Staefler's supper on the wooden stool. Staefler just looked at it for a few seconds; the whole room seemed to have just two attributes: heat and odors. The wooden bowl of mutton stew added to both. Wisps of steam rose from the dark, viscous stuff. A heavy, almost noxious smell of grease and spices spread from the stew to fill the dark room. Staefler sighed and went toward the stool, but he changed his mind and instead sat back down on the edge of the bed. He decided to wait until he was a little hungrier. 

The room was small and square, virtually empty of furniture. There was an old wooden fan on the ceiling that could not be made to operate. There was the bed and the stool and a small night stand with a porcelain basin of water. There was no mirror, no dresser, no chair for whatever visitor Staefler might persuade into his room. The walls had been white, but were now a cracked and peeling yellow. Rust-red stains made a kind of Moorish pattern around the room. Staefler wiped the sweat from his face and fell back on his pillow. He wondered what he could do to kill the rest of the evening. 

There was a bar not too far away, run by a Hungarian immigrant. Staefler liked to go down there late at night, when all the casual drinkers and the wandering Europeans had drifted elsewhere. There was a pinball machine in the dark rear alcove. Staefler had a great store of competitive energy in him, and he tested himself against games. The women of the city laughed at him when they discovered how serious he was. "Hemingway shot things," he would say. "I play things." He meant it. The pinball machine was the only challenge that he acknowledged in the entire city of Al-Dur, and he was determined to turn it over. 

He had almost beaten the machine the night before. Staefler had gone into the bar about eleven o'clock and gotten his usual absinthe Suissesse. He carried the drink back to the machine, which was called Hi-Lo Express, the letters of the name glowing in red and blue on the vertical backglass. He slipped a coin into the slot and hit the red reset button to clear the previous score. A ball popped in front of the spring plunger. The idea was to use the machine's flippers to keep the ball in play. He was aiming for the targets which would light the letters H-I L-0 E-X-P-R-E-S-S. If he completed the sequence, the other features on the playing area would increase in value. In over a week's playing, he had never been able to light all the letters. 

Staefler had almost beaten the machine. His hands clenched as he remembered the frustration of the night before. He had needed fifty-five thousand points to win, and he had gotten fifty-one thousand. He had used his last coin, and he had walked back to his room in a bitter mood. What had made the situation worse was that he had watched a young native boy beat the machine easily. Staefler didn't like the way the natives slammed the pin-ball machine mercilessly, thinking it would help jar points on the Scoreboard. That was not finesse or skill, to Staefler's way of thinking. It didn't prove anything about one's maturity. When Staefler played, he barely jolted the machine. He used the flippers gently, sending the ball up to the bumpers in slow, easy arcs, instead of bashing the thing around in unpredictable, careening paths that often left the player hopeless when the ball shot by the flippers. 

Staefler sat up again on his cot, unclenching his fists. He took a deep breath. Tonight, he knew, tonight he would win. He forgot the mutton stew completely. He checked his pockets and made sure that he had the coins for the machine and enough for the absinthe. Then he went out to the bar. 

It was raining. The narrow brick streets were filling with dark water, and broken spouts sent cascades of cold rain onto the shoulders of the pedestrians. The rain did nothing to clean the air, though. The thick, hot smell of garbage and human wastes nauseated Staefler. He was grateful when he arrived at the bar and entered its cool, dimly lit rooms. He got his drink and went back to the alcove. The pinball machine was gone. In its place was a large, gaudy jukebox. Staefler just stared. Then he turned and walked quickly out of the bar and back to his room. He crossed the empty lot behind the auberge in which he was staying and ran up the back stairs of the building. He turned the key in the lock and pushed his door open with his shoulder; he went in and lay down on the bed. He closed his eyes, but he knew that he wouldn't be able to sleep. In the morning he would be on his way. 

 

* * *

 

Moore's plane landed at Orly. He ignored the flight attendants' insistent farewells and hurried through the terminal. He had packed everything in two small zippered bags so that he wouldn't have to wait for his luggage to be unloaded. He still had to go through customs, however, but that wasn't as much trouble as just getting through the security check before boarding. As he walked toward the main terminal, he heard his name being called on the public address system. "Mr. Norman Moore, please go to the white courtesy phones in the lobby. Mr. Norman Moore, please pick up any white courtesy telephone." Moore was very excited. He'd always wanted to be paged. There was a white phone on the wall just a few feet away. He straightened his posture and walked determinedly toward it. 

"Hello, this is Norman Moore," he said into the phone, wondering who would answer.

"Ah, hello, Monsieur Moore," said a man's voice. "I am Etienne Crisafi, the representative here in Paris of Utopia 3."

"Yes, of course," said Moore. "I'm glad you contacted me. I didn't have any idea where I was supposed to go next."

"If you'll collect your things and wait by the sign that says Gentilly, right next to the newsstand as you came into the main lobby, I'll meet you and the others in about ten minutes." 

"Fine," said Moore. He hung up the phone and looked around. He spotted the sign without any difficulty; there were already two men and three women waiting there. He shrugged and went over to join the group. 

 

* * *

 

"Well," thought Eileen Brant as she stepped into the long hall leading to the terminal, "here I am in a foreign country." She walked along the carpeted corridor, noticing with amusement the arrangement of signs. They were in several languages, but here the French was on top. At the end of the hall she emerged into a large, well-lighted lobby. A hanging sign told her several times that her luggage would be somewhere below, at the bottom of an escalator. She adjusted her hat, removed her left glove, and stepped on the moving stair. "So far, it isn't so different," she thought. "Je me finderai la lavatorie." 

That was the limit of her plans for the future. She had neglected to leave the Utopia 3 brochure out when she had packed, so now it was somewhere amid all the other belongings she had brought with her, in one of her five suitcases. She didn't know whom she was supposed to contact in Paris, or where she was supposed to go. She decided not to worry about it all until after she had found the ladies' room. There might still be something informative in her purse.... 

But there wasn't. When she came out of the ladies' room, there was a tall, gaunt man waiting for her. He had her luggage piled beside him. Brant looked at him for several seconds. "Avez-vous le porter ou les directions?" she asked in terrible French. 

"Excuse me, madame," said the man, smiling. "My name is Etienne Crisafi. I am from Utopia 3. I am come to see that your arrival has been satisfactory." 

"It is, I suppose," said Brant, very relieved. "What do I do now?"

Crisafi gestured, and a uniformed man stood up and approached them. "Take these bags to the bus," said Crisafi. The other man nodded. "If you will allow me?" Crisafi offered Brant his arm; she pretended not to notice, nodded, and followed him. 

"Ah," thought Brant, as they walked briskly through the underground baggage-claim area, "so this is Paris. This is France. So this is Europe. Everyone is so cultured. Everyone is so sophisticated. I hope that I don't make a total fool of myself. I wish I hadn't taken this glove off." 

Crisafi turned his head and smiled at her. "Do you enjoy our weather?"

Brant forced herself to smile back. "Yes, of course," she said. "The air conditioning is very much like that which we experienced at Kennedy." 

"Yes, your Kennedy. You have had several, have you not?"

Brant's sudden frown indicated to Crisafi that he had touched a sensitive area. He seemed flustered for a moment. "Is this our group?" asked Brant, as they approached a small gathering of men and women leaning against a wall. 

"Yes, madame," said Crisafi. "I will leave you here. Please make introductions. I will find the remainder of our members, and then we can start off for Utopia 3. We ought to be there by dinnertime, if the traffic permits us." 

Brant went up to a broad window. She could see a huge field paved with gray concrete, striped with yellow lines, with pole lamps planted at regular intervals across it. Far in the distance there was a bluish-green blur that might have been any of several phenomena: mountain, ocean, forest, city. "So this is France," she thought again. 

 

* * *

 

When Staefler woke up, his head hurt. The sun was shining in through the single window, bright and hot on his face. He muttered to the Arab kid to roll down the awning. There was no answer; Staefler turned over, cursing. The room was empty. He sat up, rubbing his eyes. His temples throbbed. He wished that he had something to drink. 

The stew from the night before was still sitting on the stool. A thin white layer of fat had congealed across the top of the bowl, looking in that perilously hot room like a bowl of frozen milk. Beside the stool, on the floor, was another bowl filled with a thick yellow gruel. Staefler ignored it, too. He picked up his clothes from a heap in the corner and got dressed. He ran his hand through his hair in a futile attempt at grooming. Then he went out to find the Arab kid. 

The boy was sitting at a table in a cafe near the auberge. Staefler glared at the kid, but the boy didn't seem to care. "What's going on?" yelled Staefler. The Arab kid shrugged. He was eating tripe, prepared a la mode de Caen. Staefler went through the gate in the iron fence around the cafe and shook the boy by the shoulder. The Arab kid looked up silently, then stood and followed Staefler back to the room. 

"We're going away," said Staefler, while he waited for the boy to unlock the door to their apartment. "I've got to get out of this place. We'll go down and talk to that guy who owns the herring boat. We ought to be able to work passage to Cailly." The Arab kid never gave him a sign that he comprehended or, if he did, that it mattered to him. 

Staefler's belongings were few enough to fit inside a narrow cardboard suitcase; the boy gathered them up and stuffed them into the container. He had no possessions of his own, other than the rough woolen sack he wore every day. The two of them walked quietly past the office of the aubergiste and into the street, hoping not to meet their landlord coming in. They owed him enough money that he could demand their arrest if he caught them trying to run without paying. Their luck held, at least as far as the street. Staefler started for the waterfront, and the Arab kid walked close behind, carrying the flimsy suitcase in both arms. 

"We're on our way," said Staefler. "We've had enough of this stinking city. God, I've had enough of this whole stinking country. Out on the water. It will do me good, I think. And then France. At least in France you don't have to live on garbage. You always hear how they've got food in France." The Arab kid never said a word. 

 

* * *

 

The utopiates rode in a chocolate-brown minibus with blue-tinted windows. The bus was air-conditioned, and tunes from their favorite stage shows and movies played tinnily several inches above their heads. Every few minutes there would be a sharp crack on the speakers, and Etienne Crisafi's voice would interrupt. "Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen," he would say. "We are now passing an impressive and famous village or vista." Moore, who was sitting on the left side of the bus, would turn to gaze through his window if the scene were on that side, and Brant, a few seats behind him on the other side of the aisle, would look out her window if the attraction were in that direction. They drove for two hours, until Crisafi pulled off the road at a small restaurant for lunch. Moore was depressed; he ate a cheeseburger, french fries, and a Coke. Brant was becoming increasingly exhilarated; she ordered a provincial specialty, a kind of vegetable stew in a crepe, with a glass of local wine. After lunch they boarded the bus, taking the same seats. 

"Ladies and gentlemen, excuse me," said Crisafi on the public address system; the bus was just then passing a village, hazy and brown on the horizon, while nearby peasants bent over in fields of hay like in the foreground of "The Gleaners." "We will be arriving at Utopia 3 in a very short time. I think it is fitting that I give you some more details concerning the place and the institution that you will come to call home. Indeed, the word 'institution' is entirely in error, and I hope you will immediately forget that ever I uttered it, for what Utopia 3 has succeeded in doing is abandoning all such things as institutions, replacing them with traits which human beings have idealized for centuries. You will come to act from motives of love and generosity. You will see. It will not happen all at once, of course. It is a gradual thing. But do not doubt it." 

The minibus rattled along the rough highway. Crisafi's voice droned on, seemingly unaffected by the difficult turns he as driver was forced to make. "The physical existence of Utopia 3 is itself a miracle of understanding and human sympathy," he said. "Many, many thousands of square miles of land were donated by various contiguous nations, in much the way that in America the Delmarva peninsula is made up of parts of three states: Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia. In that case the portions of states retain their sovereignty. In Utopia 3, however, that has luckily not been the case. Our new independent land contains bits that were formerly governed by Italy, France, Switzerland, East and West Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Austria, Hungary, and Yugoslavia. These cities, once glorious in their own right, have been emptied, evacuated, and donated by a generous Europe to our cause: Strasbourg, Nancy, Zurich, Bern, Stuttgart, Munich, Nuremberg, Frankfurt, Florence, Milan, Venice, Parma, Padua, Trieste, Zagreb, Vienna, Salzburg, Budapest, Cracow, Breslau, Prague, and Munich. Oh, I'm sorry. I listed Munich twice. In any event, these cities and others are now devoid of inhabitants, waiting with their architecture and fountains just for you and your enlightened ways. Walk along their echoing, abandoned streets. Feel the slippery morning mists on the dark stones. Run your fingers over the uncountable cases of canned goods left like baked Pompeiian potteries on grocery shelves. This vast quadrilateral of Utopia 3 is yours to do with as you will. Here is the entrance, if you care to look on your right." Crisafi braked the minibus, and it rolled to a stop by a gravel path. The way led for several yards toward a thick pine forest. There was a fence of split timbers running along the road; to Moore it seemed that the fence had been matching their journey for many miles. The only break in it was this gravel path. In the middle of the path, where it crossed through the timber barrier, was a tall gray obelisk. Moore gazed at it while he waited for Crisafi to tell them what to do. 

"Here is what you should do," said their guide. "Get your belongings and follow me. We shall form a group by the obelisk." Moore stood in the aisle and gathered his two small parcels. He turned and saw Brant do the same. The others on the bus had begun filing out, stretching in the warm, dusky sunlight and moving slowly toward the entrance to Utopia 3. Moore stopped and smiled. 

"Can I give you a hand?" he asked.

"I can manage," she said curtly.

"You heard Monsieur Crisafi," said Moore, a little offended. "We're going to be acting out of love and generosity soon. I was just offering." 

Brant sighed. "I'm sorry," she said. "Maybe I'm a little tired. But usually when someone says 'love,' he means something else altogether." Nevertheless, she let him carry one of her five suitcases. They walked leisurely along the gravel path. Moore listened to the crunching of the white stones beneath his crepe soles. He heard birds twittering in the forest. 

"A nice place," he said.

"We'll see," said Brant.

"My name's Moore. Norman Moore."

"I'm Eileen Brant," she said, dropping her suitcases beside the obelisk. The thing was tall, twice as high as the tallest person in their group. It was made of concrete with small rocks of various colors stuck in it. There was a bronze plaque bolted to one face. On the plaque were the words: 

 

Never in the course of history have so many people gladly ripped asunder the ties that bound them to their homes. These people have gone away to make new lives elsewhere. Others have come to take their places in a new land. Between both groups a strange and wonderful new bond has been forged—that of gratitude, love, hope, and good wishes." 

Robert W. Hanson.

 

Beneath that plaque was another, which read:

 

This monument a gift of Mr. & Mrs. Burl H. McClees

Gift of Mr. & Mrs. Julian Gremillion

Gift of Mr. Lindsey Dobrian

Gift of Mr. & Mrs. Nathaniel Roussarie

Gift of Mrs. Jeffisonia Odom

Gift of Mr. & Mrs. Walker Montgomery Smith

Gift of Mr.R.J.Bitola

Gift of Miss Willie Mae York

Gift of Mr. & Mrs. M. de Vere Legendre, 
in memory of Jean-Baptiste, taken in infancy

Gift of Mr. & Mrs. Frank Wiedorn, Jr.

Gift of Mr. Eldon MacDay

Gift of Mr. & Mrs. Charles F. Treadway

 

"Where did all the people go?" asked Moore. "The ones who used to be in Munich and Prague and all those other big cities?"

"They have mostly gone to live with relatives," said Crisafi, walking around their group with a large clipboard in his hand. "You are Monsieur Moore? And Mademoiselle Brant?" They nodded, and he checked them off on his list. He frowned. "One seems to be missing. We are not all here." 

"Mr. Suarez got sick back in Cardetrone," said one of the other women in the group. "He decided to catch a bus home."

"Ah," said Crisafi, "I see. I wish he had told me, though. Now we will be one too few."

The evening deepened around them. They waited for Crisafi to finish his administrative duties. "What did you do back before this?" asked Moore. 

Brant shook her head. "Not much," she said. "I was executive secretary to the late, fabulously wealthy Robert L. Jennings, Senior. Then I was executive secretary to Robert L. Jennings, Junior. When they started taking applications for this place, I shot mine in first thing. What were you?" 

"I was a consultant."

Brant laughed skeptically. "A consultant? What does that mean?"

"Corporations hired me to make decisions affecting their future."

"I see," said Brant. Before she could say more, Crisafi asked for their attention.

"I will leave you here, my ladies and my gentlemen," he said. "A member of the staff will arrive shortly to show you to the lodge. In the meantime, I suggest that you get to know each other. You will be spending the rest of your lives together, wandering about the towering but vacant heart of a once-mighty continent. So long." The man waved and started back toward the brown minibus. They all watched him climb aboard; a few seconds later he had turned the bus around and was driving back toward Paris. 

"If this is such a great place," said Moore, "why doesn't he live here?"

"He's like our Virgil, guiding us through the Inferno of Orly and Paris, through the Purgatorio of the countryside, until we reached the Paradiso of Utopia 3." 

"Very lovely, very lovely," murmured Moore. "And you are my Beatrice." She smiled at him, and together they waited for the new guide to arrive. 

 

* * *

 

It was still a little before noon when Staefler and the Arab kid took their leave of the fishing boat in Cailly. The captain offered to keep them on at regular wages if they'd work the return trip, but Staefler was determined to go ashore in France. He anticipated a drastic change in his life, although none of the details came clearly in his imaginings. Indeed, so far, things were pretty much as they had been. Staefler wandered up the narrow waterfront alleys with the Arab kid following silently behind, carrying the bulging suitcase. 

Staefler stopped outside a waterfront bar, trying to get an idea of the place through the grimy front window. "Well," he thought, "this town isn't France, after all. Things will change more when I hit the road." He shrugged and pushed his way past the crowd of sailors at the door. He ordered wine mixed with water for himself and a glass of club soda for the Arab kid. 

As Staefler turned to find a quiet corner to sit in, a tall man wearing blue jeans and a torn sweatshirt put his hand on Staefler's shoulder. "Hello," he said. "I followed you and the boy from the wharves." 

"Uh," said Staefler. Holding the two drinks, he was unable to do more than shrug beneath the man's grip.

"There's no reason to be so unfriendly," said the stranger. "This isn't Paris, you know. I'm Pulgovich. I used to work that same herring boat, maybe two, three years ago." 

"I just wanted passage to Cailly," said Staefler.

"Well, now you're here. Are you planning on staying?"

Staefler tried to find the Arab kid in the crowded bar. He couldn't see him; he put the boy's drink on a table filled with empty glasses and bottles and took a gulp of his own wine. "I want to see some more of this country," he said. "I figure on getting a bus to Marseille in the morning. I want to take my time and see some of the landscape between here and Geneva, and then I'll cut across to Genoa and Trieste." 

Pulgovich chewed his lip for a few seconds. "You're not getting in to see Genoa without a card from the Utopia 3 people."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

The stranger laughed. "You haven't kept up with things for a while."

"Oh, hell," said Staefler, finishing his wine.

"That's what I said," said Pulgovich. "They couldn't just give them a big chunk of the Sahara or something. We had to turn over the white meat of Europe to them." 

"A bunch of nuts."

"The hope of humanity," said Pulgovich, spitting. "They probably have plans to gather in Vienna once a year and play badminton in the nude. The rest of us go on like always, but they think they're special." 

"I don't want to hear about it," said Staefler.

Pulgovich put his hand on Staefler's shoulder again. "There's a ping-pong table in the back. Do you play ping-pong?"

"I used to," said Staefler. "Let me get another glass of wine."

"You have to get a ball for a franc and leave a ten-franc deposit on the paddles."

Staefler forced his way back through the crowd to the bar. He still hadn't been able to find the Arab kid, although of course he hadn't searched very carefully. He paid for a glass of wine and with the change got the ping-pong ball and two very dilapidated paddles. He saw Pulgovich's red face only a few feet away. The stranger pulled Staefler's arm and pointed toward the back of the bar. The ping-pong table was empty, but there were quite a few people crowded nearby. Pulgovich took one of the paddles and began directing the other customers away from the table. Staefler set his wine glass on the table's edge, against the net. He hit an easy serve; Pulgovich returned it just as softly. Staefler hit back with a little more force, and he saw Pulgovich smile. The stranger sent the ball over the net with a lot of topspin, but Staefler wasn't fooled. They volleyed for a few minutes, testing each other's skill. "Ready?" asked Pulgovich at last. 

"I guess so," said Staefler. He felt confident. Pulgovich was good, and Staefler hadn't played in several years, but Staefler was sure that he wasn't badly overmatched. 

"Do you want to play for fun?" asked Pulgovich. "Or do you want to play for real?"

Staefler drank the rest of his wine and put the empty glass on a nearby table. "Ten bucks on the first game," he said. Pulgovich didn't say anything; he tossed the ping-pong ball across the net. Staefler hit it back, and they volleyed for the serve, which Pulgovich won. Staefler felt the familiar flush of excitement, the joy of competition that he needed so much. He wanted to beat Pulgovich. It wasn't the money at all; he was sure that even the stranger understood that. All he wanted was to beat Pulgovich. 

The two men played for almost an hour. Staefler lost the first three games, but after a short time he realized that Pulgovich's flashy style was limited to a few basic tricks. After Staefler learned that, he began to use Pulgovich's weaknesses against him. Staefler won the last five games in a row, along with a good deal of the stranger's money. 

"You played hard," said Pulgovich. "I like that. I hate playing against somebody who plays for pleasure. I don't mind losing to somebody like you." 

"I don't mind winning," said Staefler. "Here, you keep the ball. I'm planning on leaving soon."

Pulgovich's smile disappeared. "You don't think you want to stay around? There isn't anybody else in the whole town who plays as good as you." 

"That's one of the reasons I'm going," said Staefler. Pulgovich frowned, but Staefler just gave him his paddle, letting the other man collect the deposit money. The gesture was another insult. Staefler walked through the crowded bar, his spirits as high as they'd been in weeks. Outside again in the cool, fresh air, he wondered where he could find a place to stay. He turned around to head up the alley, away from the waterfront, and almost bumped into the Arab kid, who was still dragging the suitcase of Staefler's belongings. "All right," said Staefler, "come on." 

They spent the rest of the day in Cailly and the night in the entrance hall of an old and foul-smelling tenement building. Staefler awoke early the next morning; the Arab kid was already awake, sitting quietly on the suitcase, waiting for the older man. "Come on," said Staefler. The two left the building and walked into the center of town. Staefler stood by the side of the main road and tried to get a ride. The morning sun was hot, and the poor night's sleep had made him irritable. After an aggravating length of time passed, a truck driver stopped and opened the door of his cab. He looked down at Staefler. 

"Where you going?" asked the driver.

"Anywhere," said Staefler.

"You can't lose like that," said the driver. Staefler climbed onto the seat next to the driver, and the boy had to perch on a narrow shelf behind their heads. He clutched the piece of luggage to his chest and held his legs out of the driver's way. They rode for hours like that, the truck driver doing most of the talking, Staefler answering a few questions, mostly with grunts or grudging sentences, the Arab kid saying nothing. The road turned into a well-maintained highway, then to double-lane asphalt, then to single-lane broken blacktop, finally to a narrow gravel trail. They bounced along uncomfortably for a few miles until they came to a crossroad. The bad road went on, paralleling the edge of a dense forest; the driver was turning onto the other branch, which was a better, smoother highway. 

"Are you going into a city?" asked Staefler.

"Sure," said the man. "I'm carrying a load of tubifex worms for the goldfish of Paris."

"Well, let us out here," said Staefler. "I'm not ready for the city yet. I want to stay in the country."

"All right," said the driver. "You've been courteous passengers."

"And you've been very kind," said Staefler. He jumped down and began walking along the gravel road. He heard the Arab kid slam the truck's door. He could hear the boy's slow steps behind him, making gritty, rhythmic sounds on the small stones. 

The day had grown hotter and more humid, much like the weather Staefler had hoped to leave behind. On his right the forest looked cool and pleasant. There was a fence of split timbers at the edge of the woods; Staefler supposed that the huge forest was private property. He respected the owner's rights too much to trespass. They walked on, hoping for a ride to come along. As the afternoon passed, Staefler became thirstier and more tired. He stopped often to rest, and the Arab kid looked more fatigued than ever, literally dragging the suitcase behind him on the ground. Just when Staefler was about to quit for the evening, he saw a group of people standing at a gap in the timber fence. "That's lucky," he thought. "Let's see if I can promote some supper." He walked up to the people, who were gathered around a strange obelisk. A woman with a clipboard was talking to them. 

"All right, listen up," said the woman. "I'm the guide from the lodge. We're going to assemble in the bus in ten minutes. It's about a half hour's drive to the lodge. You'll have dinner on arrival, and there'll be just enough time for room assignments. Everything else will have to wait until tomorrow. Before we get on the bus, I want to run through this list of names. Did Monsieur Crisafi appoint a group leader? No? All right. Avellard? Speak up if I'm pronouncing your name wrong. Avellard?" 
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