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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.


      




 


It is the essence of moral responsibility to determine beforehand the consequences of our action or inaction.


—Richard Nixon,
No More Vietnams




PRELUDE


The alien pink Moon peers into Philip K. Dick’s apartment in Santa Ana, California. The year is 1982 (although maybe not the 1982 of most history books), and Dick himself has just suffered a debilitating stroke.


The Moon pins him to the floor in a circle of pink light. It projects—weirdly—an arc of lunar surface onto his back. Craters, maria, and bays ripple across the jacket that he was wearing when the stroke felled him. He is still wearing it as, subconsciously conscious, he lies waiting for someone—a friend, a neighbor, the police—to find him and dispatch him to the hospital.


A hefty tomcat stalks into this ring of pink light, sits down beside the stricken man. The cat meows once, nuzzles Dick’s brow, grates his cheek with a tongue like wet Velcro. After a while, the cat gingerly mounts its owner’s jacket, pads across the shadowy map of the Moon, and settles down in the clammy swale of the small of Dick’s back for a winter snooze.


February, thinks the quasi-conscious stroke victim, is a fucking horrible time to die. …


Soon, tiny machines in the fallen writer’s blood begin to build a half-substantive, half-astral simulacrum to warehouse his mind and memories.


Half-assed’s more like it, thinks Dick, noting the buzz in his veins. This is weird. This is all-fired fucking weird.


His second self is a sort of material ghost, which rises buck-naked and shimmering from the mortal body of the stricken man. So swiftly, silently, and imperceptibly is Philip K. Dick2 lifted out of Philip K. Dick1 that Harvey Wallbanger, the cat, doesn’t even stir. The other cats in the apartment are equally unaffected.


It feels to Dick2 as if someone has left a freezer door open somewhere, and he looks upon his fallen self with astonished pity. “You poor bastard,” he says. “Crazy shit like this always happens to you. It’s happened again.”


A tangible ghost, Dick2 knows that intangible nanocomputers in the circulatory system of Dick1 used that body as a template for his own miraculous form.


Goosebumps begin to prickle Dick2’s resurrected flesh, and he begins trembling with compassion as well as the cold. Dick1 has not arisen—he will never arise again—and Dick2, bereaved, loves him as fully as Dick1 loved each of his friends in life.


A life, Dick2 realizes, that is soon to end. A life that the evil policies of King Richard twisted into a parody of the real thing in Dick1’s middle age, and a life for which Dick2 mourns as he stands shivering in the frigid lunar pinkness.


This is another secret ascension, reflects Dick2. My second fucking secret ascension. I understand—again—that this world is irreal, and that above or beyond it dwells some benign but hidden Entity who wants to remove our blinders. Although we’re occluded, this Entity wants us to see through our occlusion to the reality that eternally appertains. …


Time and space are illusions, Dick2 tells himself, walking to a closet to find something with which to cover his nakedness. For at the moment it is warmth that Dick2 wants, not profound ontological insights. When he opens the closet door, he finds that his half-astral body can indeed impinge upon the “solid” forms of this world. And why not? If Dick1’s world is actually irreal, then why shouldn’t a ghost—to some, the very essence of irreality—be able to function within it?


And I can function here, thinks Dick2, the pre-ghost of the yet living Philip K. Dick. At least for a time. Until the Entity behind our occlusion withdraws its support. …


The pre-ghost rifles the stuff in the closet like a prop lady going through the trunk of a theater company. He just wants to get warm. To bundle himself in comfortable clothes that don’t make any kind of premeditated statement—except, possibly, that he isn’t a proponent of empty style-consciousness.


At last he finds some worn trousers, a loose denim work shirt, and a silver jacket. This last is a name-brand jobbie, with an affected little designer tag, but he—Dick1—bought it on a whim because he needed a jacket and liked the sportiness of its cut, and he—Dick2—is delighted to snug into it as soon as he’s pulled on the pants and shirt.


No underwear.


Why do I need underwear? wonders the Dickian pre-ghost. Isn’t it clear that I don’t? Biology’s behind me. Us half-astral beings are no longer slaves to secretions and exudates. …


Dick2 falls into an easy chair, tugs on some slouchy, low-cut tennis shoes, glances again at Dick1.


You’re doomed, he thinks. You were always doomed. You managed to get as far as you did only because you were too fucking proud to succumb to the lie of consensus reality. You wouldn’t pull in your antennae. And look where it got you, Phil. Just look.


Dick2 rises, shuffles around the apartment, eventually sits down at the desk in the room where Dick1’s typewriter resides. He begins to type. Silently but maniacally, his fingers tap-dance the keys. The type arms blur in their cage, a hundred hummingbirds hammering at the mendaciousness of the night. Time is telescoped, reality turned upside down.


Neighbors, barging in, find Dick1 sprawled unconscious on the living-room rug. Harvey Wallbanger meows, and friends arrive to ferry the comatose writer to a nearby medical facility. Every once in a while, someone enters the apartment to take away a cat or a paperback novel or a toothbrush, but, through all of this, Dick2 continues to type.


February falls, March marches in, and the pre-ghost becomes a true ghost when a new series of merciless strokes, triggering heart failure, abstracts Philip K. Dick1 from the alternative irreality of the time stream in which he lived.


You poor fucking bastard, mourns the feverish consciousness at his typewriter, fingers still furiously tapping. God-speed.


Bizarre images elbow the brain of Dick2. Writing on erasable parchment, invisible bond, he takes himself to the Moon. A tunnel opens in the spot where the Moon should be, and he goes through it to the Omicron Ceti binary, seventy parsecs distant, there to meet the Entity sustaining this entire irreal Cosmos. They rap, God and the ghost at the machine, and at the end of their colloquy Dick2 is sent spiraling back through the hoops of his consciousness to an apartment in Santa Ana, California.


The ghost stops typing. He has been mind-wiped. Somewhere in King Richard’s Amerika—apparently one of the mountain states—he catches a disturbing glimpse of his primary’s burial, but he can no longer remember the identity of this person—which is to say, he can no longer recall his own identity.


If he could read, a skill that he has forgotten, he could put a name to himself by pulling out X1’s driver’s license, or scanning his book plates, or trying to dig up some of his canceled checks. Unfortunately, just back from his chat with the Deity, all he knows about himself now is that he has fallen prey to an unforgiving kind of amnesia.


I need help, thinks X2. God knows, I need help.


Although the apartment holds him several more days, he works up his courage by doing snuff and brewing hot black coffee. Finally, he ventures out of doors. Mysteriously, greenbacks bulge in X1’s wallet, and he—X2—is able to extract them from the billfold at will, a karmic gift of startling proportion. On the sidewalks, out in the wan March sunlight, he, the ghost, acquires full substance. He suddenly possesses both a shadow and a voice.


Impressed by this second shot at life, X2 hails a cab.


It comes squealing up. “Where to, buddy?” asks the driver. He is a real human being, the erstwhile ghost observes. A dude with a brilliant bald spot. A dude whose breath reeks of jalapeño peppers and bravura cheddar.


“The airport,” X2 says. “Take me to the airport.”
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In order to clean their cage, Cal Pickford picked up two of the varmints known as Brezhnev bears. Although they didn’t stink (at least no worse than did most of the critters in the Happy Puppy Pet Emporium), or gobble live mice, or scream like banshees, or secrete venom or musk, or need a lot of arduous grooming, or go belly up if he once forgot to feed them, or parrot his every thoughtless cuss word, Cal wrinkled his nose and unceremoniously dropped the “bears” into a deep cardboard box full of cedar chips.


The fall didn’t hurt them, but it was a less than delicate way to treat the creatures, easily the pet shop’s most profitable item since his arrival.


Cal knew why he disliked them, of course, but as he worked at the rear of the shop in West Georgia Commons mall dumping out the pee-soaked carpeting of cedar chips from his fifth glass cage of the morning and replacing it with a fresh layer of newsprint and a clean floor of chips, he tried not to think about the popular, but grotesque, beasties. Let the ugly-cute varmints scurry, and let the with-it young professionals (UpMos) who regarded them as status symbols plop down their cash to buy ’em.


Today, Lia monopolized Cal’s thoughts. She was in only the third week of her private practice as a psychotherapist over in Warm Springs, but if clients didn’t soon start signing up with her for sessions, his pay as a pet-shop hand would fall far short of what the Bonner-Pickfords needed to meet the payments on either Lia’s new “preowned” car or the rent on their apartment in Pine Mountain. Cal had a paid-for ’68 Dodge Dart for his commute to LaGrange, but Lia had mortgaged her success as a shrink to a ’79 Mercury Cougar. Together they were just scraping by.


That they both lived seventeen-plus miles from their jobs made no sense, but after moving to Georgia from Colorado, where they had met at a Red Rocks folk-rock concert in ’76, Lia had insisted on living as near her surviving relatives—her invalid mother, Emily, and her brother, Jeff, and his family—as possible. Because Jeff managed a horse farm northwest of Pine Mountain, Pine Mountain had snared them, but Cal still wondered how he—a superannuated hippie cowboy—had ever ended up in King Richard’s Solid South, land of cotton, cloggers, and Co’ Cola.


Suddenly, Cal was aware of another presence at the back of the shop. He looked up and saw a man of immense size walking between the aisles, scrutinizing everything around him. Occasionally, this well-dressed man—his three-piece suit was conspicuously at odds with his middle linebacker’s physique—would pick an item off a shelf (a currying comb or a container of flea powder), examine it briefly, and then set it back down. He peered at the ceiling and into the corners of the shop, as well as at the merchandise, and he carried himself with menacing authority.


“Anything I can do for you?” Cal asked, squatting beside a bag of cedar chips.


The man stopped and stared down at him. “Just looking.”


“Well, go right ahead. We’re glad to have browsers.”


“I didn’t say I was browsing,” the big man replied, stepping closer to Cal’s row of glass cages. “I said I was looking.”


“Looking’s okay, too. Go ahead and look.”


The interloper scrutinized Cal as if he were a currying comb or a box of flea powder. “One thing I don’t do is browse. Guess I’ll never be your typical goddamn ‘browser.’”


A bruiser’s more like it, Cal thought, decidedly uncomfortable with this line of talk. Why was the guy still looking at him, for God’s sake, and why would he come into the Happy Puppy and put his hands all over everything if he weren’t in the market for some kind of animal or pet product?


“If there’s anything I can help you with,” Cal said, “let me know.”


“You’ll be the first to know, buddy,” the man said, the line of his lips vaguely resembling a smirk. But the smirk faded, and the man ambled slowly back toward the front of the shop, picking up or squinting at various items as he walked. Eventually, he swaggered past the cash computer into the main concourse of the mall.


Cal, shaken, tried to recall what he had been thinking about before the interruption.


“Pickford!” Mr. Kemmings, the owner of this franchise of the Pet Emporium, shouted. “Pickford, come up here, please!”


Cal was up to his elbows in cedar chips, fragrant red shavings sticking to his arms like flower petals. He brushed them back down into the sack, shouted “Coming!” at his employer, and then hurried to wash up at a sink in the shop’s restroom. When he finally got to the front, Mr. Kemmings, who was trying to sell a couple of ring doves to an old woman in a tweed suit, told him to wait on a second customer.


This woman had just entered. Although she was decades younger than the Agatha Christie character harkening to Mr. Kemmings, she hovered much closer to forty than did Cal, who was still six years shy of that scary personal benchmark. Thirty-nine, Cal estimated. Maybe as much as forty-one. She wore a black cape, sunglasses, and scarlet riding britches tucked into tall leather boots.


Incognito, Cal thought. She’s sauntering around incognito.


Mr. Kemmings said, “This lady says she’d like to buy a pet, Pickford. She wants recommendations. Help her.”


“Yes, sir.” In Colorado, you said, “Yeah” or “All right” or “You bet.” In Georgia, you said, “Yes, sir” or “Yes, ma’am.”


The woman in sunglasses was peering through her mirror lenses at a tank of tropical fish.


“Do you like fish?” Cal asked her.


“Only when they’re baked and served with lemon and a sprig of parsley. Preferably on rice.”


“You’d have to bake a whole school of these to make a meal,” Cal said. “And even one red snapper’d be cheaper.”


The woman straightened. Her mirrors tracked him down. “I’m not terribly concerned about costs.”


“I wish we’d known that. We could’ve stocked a few animals from endangered species.” Immediately, Cal regretted the sarcasm. If Mr. Kemmings heard crap like that, the old guy’d can him, and then what would he and Lia do?


Surprisingly, the woman was smiling. “That’s pretty witty for a pet-store flunky, Mr. Pickford.”


“I’m sorry. Really. I shouldn’t’ve said it.”


“Why not? It’s a free country.”


Cal’s mind gave him a troubling flash of the big guy who had preceded this woman into the shop. “If you’re rich, white, and Republican, maybe. Otherwise you’d better hope whoever you’re talking to isn’t wired.” Cal couldn’t believe he’d said that. Out of the frying pan. Into the inferno. Lia would have to buy him an asbestos mitten for his tongue, his most inflammatory appendage.


A wry smile replaced the woman’s warm one. “No, it’s free even for people like you, Mr. Pickford. In these United States, one out of three’s a passing grade. You can flag ’em all and still prosper if you’re not an avowed antipatriot.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I’d like it better if you said, ‘Yes, miss.’”


“Yes, miss.”


“I’m assuming you’re saying that freely—with no sense of being yanked about.”


“Yes, ma’am. I mean, Yes, miss.”


“I came in here to buy a pet, a friend to keep me company when there’s no one else who’ll do.”


How often can that happen? Cal thought, for this woman, whether pushing forty or glancing back over her shoulder at it, had a nice figure and a well-proportioned face. Her sunglasses couldn’t hide the pleasing symmetry of her features.


Aloud he said, “Are you a dog person or a cat person? Maybe that would help me get a fix on you.”


“I hope I’m not either, Mr. Pickford. You make both sobriquets sound like titles.”


“Titles?”


“His Royal Highness, the Prince of Wales, Dog Person. All-Star Center Fielder Murph Dailey, Cat Person. Can you imagine those words engraved on dinner invitations?”


Suddenly, Cal was frightened. Who was he talking to? Was this person maybe—in actual fact—wired? What about the guy who’d come in ahead of her? Most of Mr. K.’s customers had an easy-going, unpretentious, down-home manner about them. You didn’t see that many upper-crusters bopping around West Georgia Commons. Even if they had money, or breeding, or both, they also had enough of one or both to act like everyday Americans instead of the highfalutin characters in a play by Oscar Wilde. Cal was now certain that his “rich, white, and Republican” remark had been a big mistake. This woman was letting him know. She wanted him to sweat. And that was the only “fix” on her that she intended him to arrive at.


Maybe she’d like to buy a snake, Cal thought. A rattler. Or possibly our boa constrictor.


“I’ve heard a good deal about Brezhnev bears,” she said. “You have some, don’t you? I believe I’d like to see them.”


“Take her back there,” Mr. Kemmings encouraged Cal. The boss had lost the battle with his own customer, but apparently didn’t want to steal Cal’s potential sale. “We’ve got a good stock of ’em right now, miss, but they’re going like hot cakes. Pick one or two out before the weekend crowd gets in here.”


Hot cakes. Cal imagined drenching the naked backs of Brezhnev bears with Log Cabin syrup.


Shaking this image from his head, he led his customer to the benches at the shop’s rear. Here were six aquariums, each housing—on cedar chips, not in water—two or more of the popular pets. One of the aquariums still needed its chips dumped and replaced, but Cal squared his back to it, shielding it from the woman’s view, and she began scrutinizing the “bears” in the other cages.


“My, they’re odd little animals, aren’t they?”


Cal said nothing.


“How long have you been selling them?”


“Me personally or Mr. Kemmings’s shop? I’ve only been here since the middle of January. About eight weeks.”


“I meant the shop, of course.”


“Well, the Happy Puppy Pet Emporium’s had them ever since the first shipments arrived from the Soviet Union. Maybe six months. That’s because Nixon’s secretary of agriculture, Hiram Berthelot, hails from Woodbury, not that far from here, and I guess he wanted local pet stores to be among the first in the country to offer the critters for sale.”


“The efficacy of friends in high places.”


“I guess so. Anyway, New Yorkers had to wait a month or two longer than Atlantans to buy theirs.”


Gracefully lifting the wings of her cape, the woman squatted before an aquarium. She put the tip of one finger to the glass, an inch away from the tawny-maned head of one of the animals. “They’re not really bears, I know that. So what are they?”


“They’re cavies, ma’am.” Cal swallowed. “I mean, miss.” He felt again that this woman was toying with him. A person totally ignorant of Brezhnev bears was a person who had been marooned on an uncharted island for the past half year.


“Cavies?”


“Guinea pigs. Most scientists don’t like to call them that anymore, though. ‘Guinea pig’ has some bad connotations.”


“But they’re naked. Except for their bushy little manes, that is. Guinea pigs have hair. Some of them have quite a lot of hair. When I was a girl, a friend of mine owned two Peruvian guinea pigs, and they looked like tangled balls of chocolate- or soot-colored yarn. She had to clip them every month or so just to be able to tell their heads from their heinies.”


“These guinea pigs—cavies—were bred especially for laboratory research by Soviet scientists, miss. That’s why they’re nicknamed Brezhnev bears. Sort of a tip of the hat to détente and President Nixon’s foreign-policy successes.”


Cal hated himself for choosing his words with such craven care, but this lady—and the strange guy who’d come in ahead of her—had him spooked. If he blew his job at the mall, Lia might finally stop trying to rescue him from his suicidal impulses. She wanted their move to Georgia to be a fresh start, not a rehash of past problems.


The woman stood up, simultaneously releasing her cape. “But why are they hairless?”


“To reduce the need for hands-on care. That’s what makes them such good pets for busy young people with jobs. Also, it pretty much cuts out the gamy odor that you get with regular guinea pigs, and that’s another plus. With all the cultural and technological exchanges we’ve got going with the Soviets nowadays, it was almost inevitable that Secretary Berthelot would arrange to import some of these bald commie cavies for American laboratories.”


“And the manes?”


“I think they’re just for cuteness. The Kremlin has a strain that’s completely naked. Unfortunately, they give most people the willies. But Brezhnev bears, well, their looks mostly make you giggle and feel protective and want to take a couple home for pets or conversation pieces.”


“Or status symbols?”


“That, too.”


“Do you think, Mr. Pickford, I’m the sort of woman who requires status symbols to bolster her ego?”


“No, miss. You asked to see them.”


“I know I did. And I’m going to buy a pair. Not for status, though. For their cuteness. For their company.”


She selected two cavies, and Cal showed her some unoccupied aquariums so that she could buy one of those, too—along with a bag of guinea-pig pellets, a water bottle, and a large sack of cedar chips. Her total bill came to $122.00, plus tax, and Mr. Kemmings, beaming, let Cal ring it all up himself.


Maybe now I’ll learn your name, Cal thought. He was ready to receive from their customer a check or credit card. He wanted to know her name partly because he felt that knowing it would make her less intimidating and partly because he had the odd suspicion that he ought to know it already.


But rather than a check or a credit card, the woman handed over cash. A one-hundred-dollar bill, a twenty, and a ten.


Feeling stymied, or possibly even subtly mocked, Cal gave her three dollars and twelve cents in change. The two pennies (he noted, as he always did) bore in profile the graven likeness of Richard Nixon, the only living president ever to secure this honor. Moreover, King Richard’s men had achieved this coup not after his retirement but during the first year of his third term. Both pennies, in fact, were from that year, 1977, with the word Liberty to the left of RN’s visage and a D (for the Denver mint) stamped a quarter inch beneath his ski-slope nose.


“Is there anything else I should know about their care?” the woman asked, pocketing her change.


“Keep them warm. Sixty-five degrees, or about that, or they’ll catch cold and cash in their chips.” (Pun half-assedly intended.)


“Can do. However, it’s only about fifty outside today. How do I get them to my car?”


Cal remembered that a nippy March headwind had fought his Dart all the way to the mall this morning. The “bears” could stand a few minutes in such conditions, of course, but if one of them were a trifle puny when it left the shop, even brief exposure to the cold could be life-threatening. And because Mr. K. guaranteed the health of his animals for a week after purchase, any Brezhnev bear that died during that time meant lost profits.


But the boss had overheard. “Pickford’ll help you, miss,” he said, walking toward them from the hamsters and gerbils. “Drive your car around back. Park it where you see our name on one of the service doors. We’ll load your purchases for you.”


We’ll? What’s this “we’ll” business? Mr. K. was fifty-eight, going on eighty-five, with a damaged ticker and chronic shortness of breath. Cal didn’t expect him to tote heavy pet supplies to customers’ automobiles, but he resented his use of the royal “we” almost as much as he resented having a living man’s kisser on legal coins of the realm.


Outside, after squeezing through the door with an aquarium in which two scared Brezhnev bears were running amok, Cal encountered a big, cordovan-colored Cadillac. He tried to hold a nonchalant look on his face as he eased the cage onto the leather-upholstered seat and put everything else in the Fleetwood’s trunk.


“You like my car?”


“I couldn’t afford gas for it, much less the insurance.”


“Why hasn’t a smart fellow your age—over thirty?—found more challenging, and better-paying work?” A significant gesture at the pet store. “Were you ever in trouble with the authorities?”


The wind whipping past Cal’s sweated work shirt chilled him. “No, ma’am—miss, I mean. It’s just that I love animals.”


“Oh.”


“But my wife’s a psychotherapist,” he blurted.


“That must be handy for you. Where does she practice?”


“Warm Springs. Her brother owns the office, thank God, so we don’t have to pay rent. Her name’s Lia. Dr. Lia Bonner.”


“That’s good to know.” Smiling, the woman took off her silver shades. Bright blue eyes whose irises had a cool lack of depth. Tinted contacts? “That’s really good to know.”


She replaced her sunglasses, gave Cal a five-dollar tip, slid into her Cadillac, and drove off around the back of the mall into an encroaching twilight zone of mist or fog. Only a moment later, another car—a late-model Plymouth—followed the Cadillac into this same spooky murk.


At least she has her Brezhnev bears, Cal thought. Because all I’ve got is my unfocused terror. …
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Dr. Lia Bonner sat in her Warm Springs office, waiting for clients to walk in. She had ten or twelve already, including a few referrals from doctors at the county hospital and the Roosevelt/Warms Springs rehab center, but unless she got some consulting work from area industries—Millikin, Goody, Georgia-Pacific—she might not be able to keep her shingle out.


After all, you met with your clients only once a week, if that often, for only an hour or so a session. With only twelve clients, you could hardly expect to stay busy shrinking heads every hour of every day, and for the past three weeks Lia had spent most of her time making telephone calls, paying visits to the merchants and manufacturers who might one day let her session with their troubled employees, and shooing away the salespeople who wanted her to buy couches, filing cabinets, or computer systems.


I can hardly afford dog food for Viking, she wanted to shout. How could I justify seventy-five dollars for a plastic floor protector?


Cal had insisted that it was a mistake to leave Colorado. He’d had steady, if not spectacularly lucrative, work with Arvill Rudd, on his ranch near Gardner, above Walsenburg, and Lia had been doing okay sessioning with clients in a rented house near Walsenburg’s hospital. But when her father died in a collision with a logging truck on the West Point Highway in Harris County, Georgia, a wreck that had also severely crippled her mother, Lia—more homesick than she had ever been—had told Cal that it was time to move south.


“What the hell’re we gonna do in Georgia, Lia?”


“I’ll set up a new practice, and you’ll find a job. There’s really nothing but legal technicalities to keep us here now.”


“This is where I was born, gal. It’s the country I was meant for. I have a job.”


“Right. But I was born in Georgia, and that’s the place I was meant for. We’ve lived out here in Marlboro Country ever since we got married. Given the Travel Restrictions Act, it would’ve been stupid to object, but now it’s your turn to go where I go.”


“But you came out here of your own free will, and I’ve never so much as set foot in Dixie.”


“Cal, my daddy’s dead, and my mama’s going to be a cripple from now on. I want to be down there for her. You ought to understand my feelings. You know what it’s like to lose your folks.”


Wearily, Cal had said, “You get over it, Lia.”


“Ha! That’s really ironic. That’s one of the things you most emphatically haven’t gotten over.”


“Lia …” (Warning her.)


“Cal, you should take advantage of my expertise. You should sit down and talk to me about that. I could help you.”


But he had deflected her argument. “I’ll never make a Georgia Boy. I’m a cowboy, not a cracker.”


Cowboy or no, he was a cracker today, and Lia felt a twinge of guilt every time she drove to West Georgia Commons to meet him and saw him puttering around inside the Happy Puppy Pet Emporium with a sack of cedar chips or a blow dryer for his poofy Brezhnev bears. It was a far cry from bucking hay for Arvill Rudd or delivering calves on cold February nights with his arms halfway up the birth canal of an exhausted heifer.


The dust of forage; the steaming slime of new life.


Cal had loved those things, and seeing her husband kowtowing to customers and feeding parakeets sometimes made her wonder if she were being selfish. Then she remembered that she had lived in Gardner for five years and that her mother was in the Warm Springs nursing home, confined either to bed or a wheelchair, and she knew that she’d done only what simple decency required.


Exactly, Lia thought. And Cal’s getting acclimatized.


What had finally enabled her to convince Cal, though, was the fact that the Internal Travel Restrictions Act—passed in 1971 mostly as a means of controlling antiwar protesters, but still in effect eight years after victory in Vietnam—allowed residents of one state to travel to another, or to make a permanent change of state residency, only under strictly policed conditions.


Those freest to move about were politicians with national reputations; well-connected business types (especially if they kept Republican campaign coffers brimming); professional athletes on major-league franchises; registered truckers; federal employees in the military, the postal service, or domestic intelligence; and Congressionally certified entertainers. Rock musicians and folk singers often had trouble getting certified; and when Pete Seeger, Bob Dylan, and Joan Baez, along with several other big-name figures in the folk-rock counterculture, dropped permanently from sight during a single eight-month period in 1973, only complete airheads and paid administration flunkies tried to attribute their separate disappearances to “coincidence.”


In any case, you had to have an “in” with the Powers That Be to travel freely in King Richard’s United States, and most “little people”—ordinary folks with civilian employment—could go from one state to another only if they met the criteria qualifying them for an exemption from the Internal Travel Restrictions Act.


These criteria were mercantile, educational, or “humanitarian” in character, and Lia, on scholarship in Colorado Springs at a school recommended by a paternal uncle, knew all the categories by heart. After all, by wedding Cal and settling with him in Gardner, Colorado, she had cut herself off from Georgia forever—unless, of course, a humanitarian exemption presented itself.


Well, the death of someone in your immediate family was grounds for exemption, but it was good for only two weeks after that death, and you had to act quickly to get it. If, by chance, you wanted to file for residence in the state where the funeral was being held, you had to show the authorities cause. Inheriting a farm or a business was almost always sufficient, but you could also prevail if you proved to them that a spouse or child of the decedent now required your care. Lia thanked God that she met this criterion even as she rebuked Him for taking her father and incapacitating her mother.


So here she was in Georgia, with Cal dutifully in tow. It had meant a jumble of red tape getting here and then a puppet theater full of pulled strings establishing her practice. That was why Cal had been able to go to work before she did. Having earned all her professional credentials out of state, she’d had to buttonhole her state representative in LaGrange, write letters to the governor, and impose on her brother Jeff’s acquaintance with a federal judge to get set up. Had it all been worth it? A shingle was only a shingle, and the act of hanging it out by no means guaranteed you either a clientele or a livelihood.


I can’t believe this, Lia thought. I scratched and clawed to get back home, and now—irony of ironies—I’m homesick for Huerfano County and my tumbledown office in Walsenburg.


Don’t tell Cal, she advised herself. He’ll say, “My lord, Lia, you wouldn’t be happy in heaven,” as if any place in this country even remotely approximated that metaphysical Happy Hunting Ground.


And if you’ve really begun to think of Cal’s Rockies as home again—which you haven’t, not at all—then Thomas Wolfe was right: “You can’t go home again.” No, you can’t. Just try to reverse an exemption to the ITR Act already acted upon. …


Lia got up from her desk and went to the window overlooking the truncated main thoroughfare of Warm Springs. Hard to believe that President Roosevelt once visited this town on a regular basis. He came for the springs, of course, seeking relief from the pain of his paralysis. And today, not a half mile away, there’s the Little White House, his residence while he was here. You can pay a park ranger three dollars and tour the place, eyeing FDR’s photographs, cigarette holders, and cane collection. I did that as a little girl, when it didn’t cost so much, and in the summer there’d almost always be a crowd.


That’s what I need today. A crowd. Tourists with neuroses and psychoses—a few problems to analyze and exorcise.


Lia laughed. Nearly all tourism today was in-state stuff, small potatoes. A body would have to have real mental problems to try to get an ITR exemption—just to come from New England or the West Coast to visit FDR’s Little White House, even with planned side trips to West Point Lake and Callaway Gardens. Maybe if you were rich and powerful or if you knew people. Otherwise, forget it. You might as well plan a trip to the Censorinus crater on the next NASA t-ship flight. Your chances of vacationing out of state were about as good as your chances of cadging a spot on that ship to Von Braunville, the U.S. moonbase.


Lia returned to her desk, took a pack of playing cards from her drawer, and dealt herself a hand of solitaire.


“Dr. Bonner,” Miss Bledsoe, Lia’s young black secretary, said, “you got somebody here to see you.”


Lia scraped her fanned playing cards out of view. “You scared me, Shawanda. I thought you’d gone out for the mail.”


“I been back awhile. You want to see this person?”


“Who is it? Somebody who’s been here before?”


“No, ma’am. I don’t know who it is, rightly. He wants to talk to a doctor, though. That much he say.”


“Does he know what kind of doctor I am, Shawanda?” Lia was being cautious because Shawanda would let just about anybody in who claimed to have business with Lia: office-supply salesmen, advance people for religious cults, and, twice, curious members of her own family.


“He say he needs a ‘head doctor,’ ma’am.”


“Have you had him fill out the forms? I know we need clients, but maybe we don’t need to usher people in right off the street.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“‘Yes, ma’am, he’s filled out the forms’? Or just ‘Yes, ma’am, I agree with you’?”


“He hasn’t touched no forms.”


“Shawanda, why not?” Lia tried not to sound exasperated. She knew that she ought to call her secretary “Miss Bledsoe” rather than “Shawanda,” but the young woman—actually, an adolescent of eighteen or nineteen—had such a coltish look and such immature gestures and work habits that Lia couldn’t sustain the masquerade of formality.


Besides, Shawanda sometimes spontaneously confided in her, and Lia had hired her not only because she could pay her only minimum wage—a necessity right now—but also because Shawanda was the grandchild of the woman who had been Lia’s parents’ cook from the late 1940s to the mid-1960s. Shawanda had been graduated from Harris County High School last June, and she was well versed in social science, math, and clarinet playing. Her spelling wanted improvement, and her command of English had a lot to do with her mood and her audience. Because the University of Georgia currently admitted blacks on a quota system, using the percentage of black Americans nationwide as its baseline figure, the girl could not go on to college. If Lia hadn’t offered her a secretarial job, she would have never found work that wasn’t domestic in nature.


“Ma’am?”


“I said why hasn’t this person filled out our forms?”


“Dr. Bonner, I don’t think he can write.”


Lia stood up. “Is this an adult person, Shawanda?” She feared that their would-be client was either a child or a poor black. Lia hoped not—not because she disdained to treat children or blacks, but because the visitor would have limited resources and she wasn’t going to be able to dispense charity forever.


“This is most definitely a grown person, Dr. Bonner. This is, in fac’, a grown man. A grown white man. With a beard.”


“Does he look like a bum?”


“He’s not sportin’ his Sunday best, but I don’t know if that means he’s a bum.”


“And he can’t write?”


“I don’t know. He won’t write, that’s for sure. He pushed the papers away and said, ‘Lemme see the doctor.’”


Jesus, Lia thought. I ought to go to the door and take a peek at him, but even if he looks like the Penultimate Vagrant, reeking of the sidewalk and unwashed winter clothes, he could still be as rich as that crazy Howard Hughes. Dare I turn away Howard Hughes? For that matter, dare I turn away a guy with unresoled shoes? No. Not if I want to eat.


“Send him in, Shawanda.”


Shawanda—attractively lanky—went out to tell only the day’s second client that, yes, the doctor would see him.


The man peeked playfully around the edge of the door, as if he might not have any greater wish to remain in Lia’s office than she had to meet with a bum who could not pay. This was reassuring. If he had doubts about her, then he was clearly not someone trying to mooch therapy just to be mooching therapy. He had standards. Lia had a glimmer of hope.


“How do you do?” she said, seated again at her desk. “What can I do for you?”


“I wanted to know if you had a coffee maker.”


“A coffee maker?”


Her caller chuckled. “Yeah. One of those jobbies that you use filter paper with. Or even an old-fashioned percolator. But I see you’ve got a filter-paper outfit, the new-fangled sort.”


Uh-oh. Maybe he only cadged free therapy from psychotherapists with acceptable coffee makers. Did hers pass?


Lia pointed him to the lounger opposite her desk, a well-padded piece of art that she was buying on time. The man was casually but not sloppily dressed. He looked a few years past middle age. He had a high forehead, a fairly neat pepper-and-salt beard, and eyes either melancholy or menacingly hooded, depending on how the light struck them. Mostly, Lia decided, they were sad-seeming, with incongruous laugh lines at their corners and an equally incongruous mirthfulness etched around his slightly heavy mouth. How to get a handle on the guy?


Seedily distinguished, Lia thought. That’s it. He’s seedily distinguished.


“I’ll do the coffee,” he said, crossing to the table with the automatic coffee maker. “I see you’ve got all the ingredients right here. A pitcher of H2O, a bag of Brim—dear God, woman, the damn decaffeinated kind!—and a box of these filters.” He shook a filter at her. It reminded her of a wimple for an elfin nun. Pretty soon, the coffee maker—once Jeff’s, it needed a good vinegar rinse—was steaming away, making eerie puffing noises and dripping aromatic brown fluid into the Silex beaker.


“Hope you don’t mind,” he said, sitting down in the lounger. The hollows under his eyes and his precise body movements suggested that he had once carried more weight than he did now. “You know, miss, decaffeinated coffee makes about as much sense as zero-proof Scotch.”


“I like the taste. I don’t like the kick.”


“I like the kick. I don’t like the taste. And if you applied the same logic to sex, you’d be just as well off doing sit-ups solo in front of a mirror.”


Lia blinked. Who is this character? she wondered. He wasn’t your typical manic-depressive. And if he was manic-depressive, she had caught him on the upswing, spouting one-liners and baiting her with saturnine charm. An atypical manic-depressive.


Composing herself, Lia said, “A couple of questions. What’s your name? And what can I help you with?”


“To answer your first question, I don’t know what my name is, and I’m not sure who I am.”


“What?”


“I think I’m having a keenly severe bout of amnesia—radical amnesia. Only this time it’s like I’m dead to the person that I ordinarily am. Or used to be.”


My God, Lia thought. You hope for a customer and you get a guy who’s so messed up he scares you. Amnesia, he says, and you were waiting for somebody with a minor personality quirk.


Lia shifted her weight. She could hear Cal telling her, “My lord, gal, you wouldn’t be happy in heaven.”


Now the man was saying, “And so I dropped in on you, see? To get help. And to give it, by answering a prayer that you probably considered only a half-assed sort of wish.” He looked at the coffee maker. “Listen to that thing. Swear to God, it sounds like an emphysema victim.” He took a balled-up handkerchief from the pocket of his Members Only jacket and wiped his brow. “I love that stuff, coffee—real coffee. I have to have it. Making it, though, that can terrify me. All the goddamn gasping and steaming.”


“It’s a borrowed coffee maker, that’s all. An old one. It’s certainly nothing to precipitate anxiety.”


“Just coffee, huh? Listen, most reputable therapists know that almost anything can precipitate anxiety.”


Beneath the desk, Lia closed her knees on her hands. “Forgive me. You’re right. But it’s just a coffee maker, and you’re safe here.” The question is, Am I safe here? You look respectable enough, even kindly, but your opening gambit—amnesia!—caught me off-guard. Any other doozies like that in your natty beard?


Aloud, Lia told him, “If you really have amnesia, you need a thorough medical examination. There’s a hospital within a short drive of here.”


“Doctor, you don’t pray—half-assedly wish—for a client and then try to shunt him off on somebody else when he shows up.”


“I’m a psychologist, not a psychiatrist. You need to consult someone who’s had medical training. Amnesia often has a physical cause—usually, in fact.”


“Mine doesn’t. Mine’s a mechanism for putting truly painful shit behind me and not having to deal with it.”


“I appreciate your wanting me to take you on. You probably guessed by the swarms of folks in my waiting room that I’m just covered up with work. But I do adhere to certain standards.”


The man in the lounger, his hands folded across his middle, simply stared at her. With amusement, Lia thought.


“And if you know that your amnesia’s a mechanism for avoiding emotional pain,” she accused, “it’s probably not radical amnesia. You recall that much about your past persona.”


“If it were total amnesia, Doctor, I wouldn’t be here. I’d be lying in the fetal position on some street corner.”


“So you’ve come here, knowing that you’re subject to spells of amnesia, with exactly what in mind?”


He laughed. “Thank you. You’re conceding that I’ve got one—a mind, that is—and I’m grateful.”


“No praise, no blame,” Lia said, startling herself. Where had that gnomic utterance come from?


“But what I had in mind was this, Doctor—answering your prayer and helping myself. You can help me do both by showing me the way to anamnesis.”


“Anamnesis?” Curiouser and curiouser, Lia thought.


“Literally, the loss of amnesia. Salvation through knowledge, or gnosis. You’ll recall, I hope, that Plato considered learning nothing more than a form of remembering.”


“And you want me to help you remember your life so that you can learn who you are? Is that it?”


“Half of it, I guess. The other half’s harder.”


“Harder than curing you of amnesia? Or, in your terminology, leading you to anamnesis?”


“Exactamente, señorita hermosa.”


Perhaps I can help him, Lia reflected, taking her hands from between her knees and putting them on the blotter on her desk, as if to declare her sympathy for this odd person. Maybe I can. And I need to do just that if I’m going to call myself a psychologist and make a living at it. I can’t force him to go to the hospital if he doesn’t want to go, and it would be unethical to turn him away if he really wants me to treat him. But does he have any money? Is it bitchy of me to wonder if he can pay?


Steeling herself, Lia said, “I hope you won’t think ill of me, but I need to know if you can afford therapy.”


“I don’t think ill of you. Money’s a fact of life. It’s also a fact of death, I guess.”


Lia waited. I haven’t offended him, she thought, but what am I to make of his aphoristic little reply?


“Once,” he said, shifting on the lounger so that he could reach his hip pocket, “money was definitely a problem in my life. That I can’t forget. Today, though, I seem to be flush.”


He tossed his wallet at Lia. It skidded across her blotter, bulging with notes of various denominations. She didn’t even have to pick it up to tell that her client—putting a possessive in front of “client” no longer seemed foolish—was more than “flush”: he was the nearest thing to Daddy Warbucks she’d ever bumped into. Still, it was demeaning to have a billfold tossed at you as if you were a dog waiting for a leftover pork chop.


Then, picking up the wallet, she had an idea. “Wait a minute. Don’t you have some identification in here? A driver’s license? Credit cards? Something to induce, uh, anamnesis?”


“No, miss. Only money. But go ahead and look.”


Curiouser and curiouser is a total understatement, Lia told herself, finding that the wallet contained no plastic, no pictures, not even a library card. Only money.


“Where did all this come from?” she asked.


“I’m not sure. I didn’t filch it from the petty-cash fund at General Dynamics, though. I have this weird idea that it’s, well, karmic money; that it’s what I would’ve made in a perfect world if God or some other truly just observer had translated my spiritual struggles into—what?—coin of the realm, I guess. But it isn’t coins, is it? Just the quiet stuff.” He laughed.


Lia put his billfold down and wiped her hands on her skirt. What’s happening here? What the hell is going on in my office this morning?


“Well?” the man said.


“Well what?”


“Do you think there’s enough there to buy me a cup of coffee? Even if it’s castrated—decaffeinated, I mean—it seems to’ve dripped itself to drinkability.” He laughed again, a tight, almost maniacal chuckle.


“There’s plenty,” Lia said. “I’ll be glad to take you on.”
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“Why not clean your last cage and treat yourself to an early lunch?” Mr. Kemmings said when Cal came back inside.


It was already eleven-thirty. It took Cal about twenty minutes an aquarium, if he scrubbed it out good, bathed the “bears” in warm soap and water, and dried the varmints with a blow dryer. Thank God, they required this treatment just once a week. Still, today’s “early” lunch would net him only ten extra minutes. Sockdolager! Mr. Kemmings’s generosity was breathtaking.


But Mr. K. knew what time it was. “Take a whole hour,” he said. “You deserve it. You handled that lady, Pickford. I fobbed her off on you, you know. There was something about her that made me afraid to wait on her. But you took her on and made a nice sale. A very nice sale.”


“Yes, sir. And I thought I’d be lucky to sell her a couple of white mice.”


“White mice?”


“Sure. I had her sized up to take them home and eat them like My Main Squeeze.”


Mr. Kemmings laughed. My Main Squeeze was the Happy Puppy Pet Emporium’s boa constrictor. It was gratifying to hear Mr. K. get out a genuine chuckle. He wasn’t a bad old geezer—just the kind of dyed-in-the-wool Calvinist that Cal himself, his Christian name aside, would never make. Protestant Work Ethic straight down the line, that was Mr. K. A fair day’s sweat for a fair day’s wage.


“What made you jittery?” Cal asked. “Do you know who she is?”


“I don’t know her name, but she seemed familiar. I believe that’s what had me shook.”


“She’s some kind of moneyed swell, Mr. Kemmings. You should’ve seen her car.” Silently, he added, To say nothing of the humongous goon who came in ahead of her.


“Did you get a look at her auto tag?”


“No, I was too—” Cal stopped. Hadn’t he put a ten-pound sack of cedar chips into the Caddie’s trunk? Of course. Slowly, then, it broke on his mind’s eye, an image of the woman’s license plate. “It was a federal tag,” he said, interpreting this vision. “Not a Georgia tag, but a tag with, uh, some kind of big-shot U.S. government seal or emblem.” His own fear came back, intenser than before, raised exponentially by the fact that he and Mr. K. had found an empirical basis for their dis-ease.


“You think she was FBI?” Cal asked. “A Nixonian No-Knock?”


“Agents don’t advertise. They’d be fools to label themselves.”


“What, then?”


“I don’t know. Maybe the wife of some high muckamuck. Maybe somebody connected with Fort Benning down in Columbus. Even high muckamucks and their families have lives to live. Sometimes they probably go shopping like regular people. It isn’t necessarily a visit to get ourselves all lathered up over.”


“It isn’t necessarily not that kind of visit, either. Why are we so damned spooked?”


“Maybe she’s with some federal agency. Maybe she was making an undercover inspection—to see if we were meeting federal standards for psittacosis control or something.”


“Mr. Kemmings, she didn’t even look at the parakeets. Or the macaws. Or any of the other birds. Her visit had nothing to do with psittacosis.”


“Maybe it didn’t. If it was official, and if we flunked, we’ll hear about it, and there’s nothing we can do about it until we do.”


“Yes, sir.”


“I’m going to feed My Main Squeeze. It’s been a couple of days since he last ate, and he’s moving around again.”


Cal wondered how this sweet old guy could stomach watching the Pet Emporium’s boa constrictor take into its elongate craw the cute white mice that sustained it. It ate them alive, of course, and the paranoid anxiety that he and Mr. K. felt in the wake of their visitor’s leavetaking could hardly compare to the terror of the mice that Mr. K. put into Squeeze’s cage. Cal closed his eyes and clenched his fists.


“I wish you’d wait until my lunch break,” he said.


“I guess I could,” Mr. K. acknowledged, “but whether you’re here or somewhere else, the same thing’ll happen.”


Mr. Kemmings was already scooping the first of the serpent’s intended victims out of its cage, a pink-eyed little mouse with fur the color of a baby harp seal’s. Cal had a flash of his boss in caribou-leather boots and a hooded parka smashing a Louisville Slugger on the skull of one of these dewy-eyed seals. Meanwhile, its mother barked a protest, and gouts of blood from this and nearby bludgeonings incarnadined the ice. So vivid was this image that an arctic chill swept through the shop, scouring Cal’s bones and turning his knuckles white.


Calm down, he thought. Today, Calvin, your every reaction is out of all proportion to its stimulus. He unballed his fists and tried to shake the tightness out of his fingers.


Mr. Kemmings would never bash a harp seal. As a young man (Cal had learned from some of his boss’s off-hand reminiscences), Mr. K. had opened a small factory in Pine Mountain—this was at the end of World War II, in which a heart murmur had kept him from serving—producing argyle socks by hand and employing eight or twelve local people. The business had prospered until a man in Athens, Georgia, invented an automated process for making the stockings and Mr. K.’s workers could not equal their competitor’s output. And so in 1956 or 1957 the factory in Pine Mountain had closed.


“What I hated about that,” he told Cal, “wasn’t getting whipped by a fella smarter than me but having to let go all the good people who depended on me for jobs.”


“What’d they do?”


“They looked elsewhere. So did I. And I finally landed a job administering some social programs here in Troup County—from ’58 to ’76—and that was what kept food on our table. I could’ve gone for thirty years and got an even bigger pension, but when Nixon won his third term, I opted for an early retirement from government work. Sheer luck gave me the Happy Puppy franchise when they built West Georgia Commons, but I’m glad I got it.”


So you can feed baby harp seals—I mean, white mice—to My Main Squeeze, Cal thought. But he was being unfair. How could you get down on a man who worried so much about other people and who wore to the pet shop every day another pair of the argyle socks made in his long-defunct factory? They were poignantly out-of-style socks, but so lovingly wrought that a man could still wear them to work three decades after their manufacture.


Now Mr. Kemmings was putting the mouse into My Main Squeeze’s glass prison. Cal started to return to the cavies, but his boss stopped him. Cal glanced sidelong at the rodent, which was already scurrying from side to side at one end of the cage. The boa lifted its big head, flicked its tongue, uncoiled the foremost foot of its eight-foot body, and loosened the hinge of its jaw so that it could engulf its bewhiskered lunch. In the boa’s simple movements was so much easy menace that Cal began imagining the situation from the mouse’s point of view. Fright to the second power. Terror cubed.


“Jesus. I don’t know how you can do that, Mr. Kemmings.”


“My Main Squeeze depends on me to do it. If I didn’t do it, he’d die.”


“Couldn’t Squeeze get by on yogurt or field peas or something?”


“I seriously doubt it.”


“Even canned dog food’d be better than this.”


“For you, Pickford. Not for Squeeze.”


Mr. K. was actually blocking Cal’s route to the back, and now the rodent, its little body aquiver from snout to tail tip, stood before the boa on three legs, one forepaw lifted and its flinty red eyes glittering like struck match heads. Squeeze, coolly swaying the forepart of its length, was hypnotizing Mickey. Either that or a built-in defense mechanism—an ancient crisis-activated kindness of the genes—was hypnotizing the mouse.


Cal’s own fear was palpable now. “Mr. Kemmings—”


“Why can’t we pity critters that crawl? We stigmatize them as evil. We allegorize them as satanic tools. Then we revile them for behaving as nature has made them behave.”


“There’s no odor as sickening as snake, Mr. Kemmings.”


“You can get used to a smell, Pickford.”


“Maybe so. But put me in a monkey house any day. That’s a strong smell, but at least it’s mammalian.”


“And that’s provincial prejudice speaking, not reason.”


“I think my nostrils and my gut have more to do with it than my brain, Mr. Kemmings.”


Cal was looking at the floor, the random lay of the tiles. He knew that My Main Squeeze had caught and engorged Mickey—the bumps on the glass had told him so—and he had no wish to see the serpent peristaltically mangle the mouse as it worked the paralyzed lump down its digestive tract.


“Squeeze is only behaving according to plan. He needs fresh meat. Otherwise he gets puny, curls up, and dies. To hate an animal because it behaves as it’s been born to do is idiotic. You demean yourself as well as the object of your scorn. You have to transcend those kinds of feelings and develop empathy for natural behavior that you once saw as base or hateful. Squeeze doesn’t arbitrarily inflict hurt on the world. In some ways, he’s a model inmate of our mortal penitentiary. He moves only when hunger goads him to move. The remainder of the time he slumbers, doing no evil to anyone and dreaming about … well, who can say?”


“And the mice that he murders when he’s awake?”


“At least they’re put to good use. They die to make more life—that’s the only way to look at it.”


“If you’re a fan of life squamous and snaky.”


Mr. K. chuckled in spite of himself. “You’re an incorrigible snake hater, Pickford. I’ve talked your head off campaigning for them, and you’ve missed your early lunch. Go on now. You can get that final ‘bear’ cage after you’ve eaten. Take an hour.”


But Cal refused, declaring that he’d enjoy his mouse sandwich—well, his Chick-Fil-A—a whole lot more if he finished what he’d started. That said, he went to do what he had to do, leaving Mr. K. to fish out another victim for My Main Squeeze and the boa to flick its tongue in benign anticipation of dessert.


The pellet-littered and pee-soaked cedar chips had to go into a Dempsy Dumpster behind the pet store. Cal carried them out in an old chip sack, which he heaved up and over the side of the khaki-colored dumpster. Then he returned to peel the sodden sheets of newspaper off the glass floor of the aquarium. He hated peeling away the newspaper. The stench of urine was more concentrated in the paper than in the chips, and the newsprint almost always came off on his hands, marking him with blurred headlines and fractured photos of sports figures and politicians.


But Cal bent to the task anyway, and as he was easing back the topmost layer of darkened newsprint, he realized that it bore upon it obituaries better than two weeks old. Death notices. The irony—the incongruity—of discovering death notices preserved in cavy pee gave him pause. Human beings exited the womb in the throes of their mothers’ birth pangs, struggled through infancy and childhood to become adults, and suffered how many daily indignities to define themselves as humane persons? And at the end, what? A funeral and oblivion. It seemed God’s final obscene raspberry to consign their obituary notices to the bottom of a cage for Brezhnev bears.


On his knees, gripping the plastic cap around the edge of the aquarium, Cal peered down at the obituaries. What he had to do was simple: He had to read them. He would show these people who had died, suffering this final cosmic, not to say comic, indignity, that much honor. What had the Atlanta Constitution’s obit reporter written about them? He might lose some of the extra half hour that Mr. K. had given him for lunch, but you made that sort of sacrifice for members of the species to which you belonged. Simple decency demanded it.


So Cal, stooped forward over the reeking newsprint, read, and from each of the notices he learned the date of birth, educational and employment history, noteworthy accomplishments, and surviving relatives. A woman, 28, a ballerina, dead of bone cancer. A man 71, the retired vice president of a meat-packing firm, the victim of congestive heart failure. A 17-year-old boy, not yet out of high school, shot in the head at a fast-food place near I-85 by “person or persons unknown,” who may have been shooting at random from a car speeding by on the overpass. Jesus.


Cal lifted the sodden sheet, flipped it, and found an obituary on the other side that hit him like an open-handed slap:


PHILIP K. DICK, NOTED AMERICAN WRITER, 
DIES AT 53 IN AFTERMATH OF DISABLING STROKE 
IN SANTA ANA, CALIFORNIA




Philip Kindred Dick, who suffered a stroke in Santa Ana, California, on Feb. 18, died yesterday at 8:10 A.M. in the Western Medical Center there. He was 53.


Dick forged a reputation as a significant post-War figure in American letters with an outpouring of highly original novels from the mid 1950s to the early 1970s.


His first novel, “Voices from the Streets” in 1953, won little immediate approval, being disjointed and overlong, but the critic Orville Prescott nevertheless hailed it for its “unique sense of vision and stinging critique of middle-class American values.”


Seven important books followed: “Mary and the Giant” (1956), “A Time for George Stavros” (1957), “Pilgrim on the Hill” (1957), “The Broken Bubble of Thisbe Holt” (1958), “Puttering About in a Small Land” (1958), and “In Milton Lumky Territory” (1959), which Time magazine praised as “the most devastating mimetic deconstruction of capitalism since Arthur Miller’s ‘Death of a Salesman.’”


Dick’s productivity declined during the 1960s. Some argued that he had burned himself out writing seven major novels in as many years.


But in the eight years prior to Richard Nixon’s presidency, he still managed to release three noteworthy works: “Confessions of a Crap Artist” (1962), which many consider his finest novel; “The Man Whose Teeth Were All Exactly Alike” (1963), combining oblique social comment with Dick’s idiosyncratic interest in paleoanthropology; and, strangest of all, “Nicholas and the Higs” (1967).


Most of Dick’s bibliographers believe that “Nicholas and the Higs” was written in the late 1950s, set aside by the author as “unsalvageable,” and completely revised in the three years following John F. Kennedy’s assassination on Nov. 22, 1963, in Dallas, Texas.


This odd book was almost universally panned. One reviewer called it an “undisciplined prank” and “concrete proof” of Dick’s failing powers as a novelist. Others faulted Dick for attempting to out-Pynchon Pynchon (the apocalyptic American novelist Thomas Pynchon, best known at that time for “V”).


Most objections to “Nicholas and the Higs,” in fact, stemmed from Dick’s quirky incorporation of fantasy or science-fictional elements into an otherwise naturalistic narrative. …





“Pickford, are you all right?” Cal heard this question as if from a great distance. But then he realized that Mr. K.—finding him peering into the bottom of a guinea-pig cage—must be thinking that he had pulled a muscle or suddenly become ill. Maybe his boss thought that he was going to throw up into the aquarium. Both numb and alarmed, Cal realized that this was a definite possibility.


“Pickford!” Mr. K.’s voice had skyed to a falsetto.


“I’m okay,” Cal hastened to assure him. “Really, I’m okay.” But he made no move to stand up, fascinated by both the fact of Philip K. Dick’s obituary—the man had died nearly three weeks ago, without his learning of it until now—and its clinical summing up of Dick’s place in American letters. So Cal continued to stare at, and struggled to finish reading, the sodden death notice.


“Can’t you move? Do you need me to get a paramedic?”


“I’ve just found out that someone I love has died,” Cal said, tears spontaneously misting his vision.


“Your mother? Your father?”


“No, no. Nothing like that, Mr. Kemmings. I’m okay, really. Just give me a couple of minutes. Please.”




… Successful work by Pynchon, Joseph Heller, James Barth, and Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., may have prompted Dick’s own ventures into “literary surrealism,” but most critics agree that it was not his forte.


After “Nicholas and the Higs,” Dick published no new book for fourteen years. In 1981, however, “Valis,” his last novel, appeared from Banshee Books, a small New York paperback house specializing in crime, martial arts, and science-fiction titles. Labeled science fiction, “Valis” strikes most partisans of Dick’s work as a sordid record of the total unraveling of his personality.


“This book has no literary merit at all,” wrote Luke Santini in a Harper’s magazine article entitled “A Crap Artist Craps Out” (Nov. 1981). “It may have value as a case history for students of psychiatry and abnormal human behavior, but as a work of art, it falls somewhere between subway graffiti and the fanatic propaganda of the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society.”


Banshee Books earned intense industry criticism for publishing “Valis.” The firm received these criticisms for exploiting the past reputation of the author rather than for the garbled content of the novel itself.


Then, charging a seditious libel of Pres. Nixon, the Board of Media Censorship in Washington, D.C., formed during the chief executive’s first term, seized a second 60,000-copy printing of “Valis” before Banshee Books could distribute it. …





“Cal!” Mr. Kemmings cried, and seldom did he use anyone’s first name. “I can’t leave you doubled over like this, son.”


“I’m okay, I’m okay. Just a couple more minutes.”




Rumors have long circulated that Dick wrote at least twenty unpublished novels during his 14-year “silence.” Most reliable scholars discount these rumors, but some concede that Dick may have done two or three “absurdist,” “surrealist,” or “quasi-speculative” novels in the vein of “Nicholas and the Higs” and “Valis.”


If so, they had literary or political shortcomings that kept them from print. Representatives of Dick’s major publisher—Hartford, Brice—claim that no one at their firm ever saw these rumored non-realist novels. In 1979, the company had rejected “Valis.”


Wilhelm Pauls, a professor of Contemporary American Literature at California State University at Fullerton, calls Dick’s death “a tragedy for American letters.”


“He wasn’t a Hemingway or a Faulkner,” Pauls says, “but he was still a first-rate, if oddballish, talent. I think you’d have to rank him with writers like Nathaniel West, John Purdy, and D. Keith Mano.
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