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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.


      




Foreword
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The short story is one of those peripatetic forms of literature that, in its changing shape and form, is always threatening to get lost. But the public waits, watches, and still reads short stories because they satisfy the mind and emotions in a particular way. A good short story is like a well-cut precious stone—small, beautiful, faceted and faintly mysterious. Nothing else quite does what it can do. Kate Wilhelm is a superb practitioner of that special art, as this collection of her work so deftly illustrates.


One of Ms. Wilhelm’s greatest gifts is her versatility. She is impossible to classify, and this characteristic is one of her greatest strengths. (It is also a reason why it is likely that not everyone will like all the stories in this book.) Of the eight stories in the present volume three could be labeled as science fiction: “Planet Story,”


“State of Grace” and “Mrs. Bagley Goes to Mars.” Yet of the three probably only “Planet Story” is “hard core” science fiction. A team of men and women explore a planet full of abundant and complex life to ascertain if, in time, it should be colonized. The author makes clear that there is nothing to fear on the planet—the balance of nature is perfect and fitted for human life. But one after another of the explorers becomes subject to paralyzing fits of unreasoning, absolute terror. The planet is designated uninhabitable after four deaths, and no one ever understands quite why. This apparent Eden has no place for man, his fall or his’glory. The story resonates with the fears of Adam and Cain.


Both “Mrs. Bagley Goes to Mars” and “State of Grace” are full of humor, a quality that is not ordinarily associated with Ms. Wilhelm’s writing. In the former, Mrs. Bagley is the typical, bored, working mother of a teen-aged rotten kid. (Her work consists of sewing plastic covers for tanks or something.) Her husband does something in the Bronx. Joey the son is about to graduate, illiterate, from high school. Life is full of dreary desperation, so Mrs. Bagley goes to Mars, which isn’t much different from earth. After a brief stay, and an even briefer return to her happy home, she leaves for good—for Ganymede.


“State of Grace” is also about a lower-middle-class couple, this time living in Florida, and minus the son. In their back yard is a huge oak tree, and in it are small, lemur-like creatures that may or may not actually exist. The wife is convinced that they do, and that they are magic, bringing good or bad luck according to treatment received. Howard, the husband, is half convinced that there is something special in the tree, and Wilhelm recounts his frustrated attempts to ferret out what the something is. He fails in various ludicrous fashions, and with no dignity whatsoever. It is his failure, and his wife’s belief, that underscores the accuracy of the story’s title.


Justly, Ms. Wilhelm is best known as a science fiction writer. The three stories briefly described above illustrate her skill with the genre. They also demonstrate a growing preoccupation of the author—the absurdity of so much of contemporary life. The angle of vision, that of satire not always gentle, is reminiscent of S. J. Perelman with more than a touch of Peter deVries. The writing is what may well be called social science fiction, which is the locus of at least half of the SF published today. Wilhelm seldom writes of man’s involvement with the theories and hardware of modern chemistry, physics and technology. Instead, she carefully follows the technical “advances,” and then, half by extrapolation and half by watching the newspapers, presents the reader with an unexpected (yet immediately recognizable) fusion of the two that illustrates the changed habits and lives of her characters—us.


“Ladies and Gentlemen, This Is Your Crisis” is her sharpest piece in this vein in the present volume. With absolutely no moral stated (Wilhelm never states morals, all is done by the indirection of absolute reality) she etches yet another design on the great abstract eye of our living rooms—television.


“Ladies and Gentlemen, This Is Your Crisis” is a study in counterpoint. A husband and wife of absolutely no redeeming social value whatsoever, and unpleasantly similar to the husband and wife of “Mrs. Bagley Goes to Mars” and “State of Grace,” race home from work on a Friday afternoon to their very expensive wall television to watch the game show to end all game shows. The title of the program is the title of the story and involves four individuals (two men and two women) who are mentally ill. The way for them to get well is through Crisis Therapy, which involves the possibilities of sudden death, complete mental breakdown, and/or a prize of a million dollars, tax free. All or any of the above can and do take place live, on-camera. The program lasts, without break, from Friday noons to Sunday midnights and is horrible. Viewers, in this case the couple, Lottie and Butcher, live through the agonies of each of the “contestants” while living through their own pathetic passions that threaten mayhem and murder as the weekend proceeds. The story, aptly told through the cold eye of the third person, moves swiftly and is as devastating an indictment of the role of television in our contemporary social order as anything I have read.


Something striking has happened to Kate Wilhelm’s writing over the last half-dozen years. Beginning somewhere around the time of her novel Margaret and I (1971), or perhaps even earlier with her novella The Abyss (1967), her vision has sharpened; her ability to tap the reader’s unsuspecting unconscious has grown in strength and power; she is on the edge of being a major contemporary writer, and recognition of that fact is overdue.


I commented at the opening of this introduction that Ms. Wilhelm’s writing was all but impossible to classify, and have then proceeded to talk of groups of stories with common themes or techniques. To my mind, if there is one element that is at the center of her strength as a writer, it is her ability to lift the edge off the surface of everyday reality—not to show us the seething incoherence of libido energy as so many contemporary authors do—rather, she lifts that edge to show us sometimes beautiful and always mysterious patterns underneath that we almost, but not quite, understand. We, all of us, desperately want and need to understand those patterns—they are fundamental somehow to our whole state of being, individually and as members of embattled Western culture. Wilhelm has sensed this need, she feels it, and at her best she helps us with those ever-so-strange patterns. Her stories make us stop stock-still, and, I guess the word is, listen.


Some analogies are in order. The best short stories of Katherine Ann Porter, “Pale Horse, Pale Rider,” Daphne DuMaurier, “Kiss Me Again, Stranger,” and Shirley Jackson, “The Lottery” all, in their own ways, have this same mysterious power; it appears unique to the short story form. It is also striking that the comparisons that came to mind are of works by twentieth century women. Just what the significance is I cannot say; I do not know, but I would like to.


There are three stories in this volume that illustrate this power. One is the title story, “Somerset Dreams”; the other two are “Symbiosis,” and “The Hounds.” I will leave “Symbiosis” to the readers’ conjectures, but I would like to say something about the other two.


In some ways “Somerset Dreams” is more complex than “The Hounds.” It is told in the first person, present tense; the effect is initially purposefully awkward and feeds into the story’s impact. It is about a young woman in her late twenties, Janet Matthews, who is on summer vacation back in Somerset, the small town she grew up in. Somerset is dying; there are only forty old people left in it, all of whom Janet knows well. Almost simultaneously with her arrival in the town, also arrive a Harvard professor of psychology and nine graduate students. They have come to compare dream patterns of the urban-bred students with the inhabitants of Somerset. As one of the students says,




In the city we know pretty much what each of us dreams, we’ve been subjects and experimenters all year now, and we decided to hunt up a place where there were none of the same things at all and then run a comparison… . What we … expect is that our own dreams will change, but that the patterns of the dreams of the people already here will remain relatively stable.





The hypothesis is more than borne out. Janet, by profession an anesthesiologist in New York City, agrees to help the Harvard team of researchers gain the cooperation of the local townspeople in recording their dreams. The outcome of the group’s research, although logical, and consistent with much of the contemporary work being done in dream research, is truly horrifying.


“Somerset Dreams” is representative of Wilhelm’s writing at its best. The story is full of flashbacks, a technique that becomes a part of the story’s theme. And the theme itself, the multiple means of slow, creeping death, is beautifully explored. A kaleidoscope of detail is given until the reader is enmeshed—“… cul-de-sac. I say the word again and again to myself, liking it very much, thinking what a wonderful word it is, so mysterious, so full of meanings, layers and layers of meanings.” Or again—“I can hear voices from the big room with its Victorian furniture and the grandfather clock that always stutters on the second tick. I hear it now: tick-t… t… tick.” The connections between dream research and the archetypal figure of the vampire are only hinted at, that is enough. One also comes to appreciate the significance of Janet as anesthesiologist, one whose skill is to deliver “controlled, small doses of death.” The kaleidoscope design becomes a three-dimensional maze, and slowly the horror of the situation fully ensnares the reader. Hallucination, dream and memory make up the three dimensions of the story’s maze, and the Minotaur in the middle of the maze is the death wish we all recognize. He is an unfortunately beautiful animal.


The heroine of “Somerset Dreams” at one place in the story says of the students studying the town—“I think of them as so very young, prying into things they cannot understand, trying to find answers that, if found, will make them question all of reality.” Wilhelm’s art can do that very thing, make us question the nature of reality, and that, indeed, is her aim. Her fiction pries, probes, suggests meanings that her readers respond to in ways almost primitive. The process is often not very pleasant: there is a touch of the Greek in her, both Plato and Euripides. Enlightenment is there, but not without its perils.


In conversation once I asked her about “The Hounds,” to me the most forceful story in the collection. It is a longish story and limns out clearly what I have been seeking to describe in her short fiction. She said, and I believe her, that she was puzzled by the story, that she didn’t really understand it or why she wrote it. There are undoubtedly many ways to interpret “The Hounds.” To me it is a fable—a chilling reworking of the Greek myth of the goddess Artemis (or Diana) and the hunter Actaeon. The original myth is starkly simple. Diana, goddess of the moon and of the hunt, was notoriously chaste. She would have nothing to do with males, either mortal or divine. She lived in the forest and was both very private and very jealous. Actaeon was the classic Greek youth of skill and beauty, and a devotee of the goddess. One day, while hunting, he accidentally stumbled upon the goddess at her bath. Except under extraordinary circumstances no mortal could look upon a god and live. Though the circumstances were accidental and extraordinary in retrospect, Diana’s punishment of the unsuspecting youth was sure and swift: she changed the man into a stag and he was torn to pieces by his own hunting dogs.


“The Hounds” is the story of Rose Ellen and her husband Martin. Like many of the scientists involved with the space program in Florida a few years back, at forty-nine Martin loses his position when the government money runs out. Deciding not to look for another job in his field he opts instead to return to the land and buys a small farm in Kentucky.


Rose Ellen is opposed to this (it turns out that she has grown up on a small farm with a father who drank and was killed—while drunk—in a head-on car accident), but she has always played the role of the dutiful wife, quiet, loving, but intelligently submissive. The move from affluent, suburban Florida to rural Kentucky is accomplished with so little trauma that everyone is surprised. The three children adjust with ease; Martin gets a job in the local high school teaching general science and Rose Ellen does substitute teaching in the grade school. All is placid.


Enter the dogs, two of them, probably salukis. They are incredibly beautiful—lean, sleek, with soft flowing silver hair and great golden eyes. They follow Rose Ellen home from school one day and are hers, attaching themselves to her with completely unmenacing possession. From the outset Rose is unrea-soningly terrified of them.


I will not describe the remainder of the story, but only mention some details that are significant. When Rose Ellen first remembers her father, just before she sees the dogs for the first timé, it is a memory of how he used to fight with her mother—violent arguments that ended in reconciliations in bed. “They fought like animals.” Rose Ellen and Martin never fight; not, at any rate, until after the arrival of the hounds.


Her father had a hunting dog, a hound, that her mother let loose one day. It never came back, but one could hear its distinctive howl in the night.


Rose Ellen will not, cannot, touch the dogs. When Martin does, the first time, his reaction is extremely sensual, almost sexual. But Rose’s recurring dream makes it clear that if she ever petted them, embraced them, she would be trapped forever; they would never let her go. It is the dream itself that is the key to the story. There she is, the woman in white, riding with the hounds to the hunt. Their prey is a stag, and should she dream the dream once more, she, knife in hand, would be involved in the kill itself; her marriage would end and her life be destroyed.


The story finally is about freedom, or rather, about license, the necessary license that is associated with the god of wine and drunkenness, Dionysus. Rose Ellen has never fully experienced this abandon. It is associated with her father and death and the dogs. A part of her wants it—to be Diana, to be one with nature, to be Mother Nature’s archetypal feminine destroyer. But it cannot be, not for Rose Ellen, or for most of us in this civilized last quarter of the twentieth century. Our power over (with?) Nature is too great. There is too much at stake.


So these are some of the things Kate Wilhelm writes about. She is very gifted, and she tells us both more and less about the world we live in, and about tomorrow, than we may wish to know. Read with pleasure. Here is an artist at work.


R. GLENN WRIGHT


East Lansing, Michigan 
September, 1977







Somerset Dreams
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I AM ALONE in my mother’s house, listening to the ghosts who live here now, studying the shadowed features of the moon that is incredibly white in a milky sky. It is easier to believe that it is a face lined with care than to accept mountains and craters. There a nose, long and beaked, there a mouth, dark, partially open. A broad creased forehead … They say that children believe the sun and moon follow them about. Not only children … Why just a face? Where is the rest of the body? Submerged in an ethereal fluid that deceives one into believing it does not exist? Only when this captive body comes into view, stirring the waters, clouding them, does one realize that space is not empty at all. When the moon passes, and the sky clears once more, the other lights are still there. Other faces at incredible distances? I wonder what the bodies of such brilliant swimmers must be like. But I turn my gaze from the moon, feeling now the hypnotic spell, wrenching free of it.


The yard has turned silvery and lovely although it is not a lovely place any more. Below the rustlings in the house I hear the water of Cobb’s Run rippling softly, breaking on the remains of an old dam. It will be cool by the flowing water, I think, and I pull on shorts and a blouse. I wonder how many others are out in the moonlight. I know there are some. Does anyone sleep peacefully in Somerset now? I would like to wander out by the brook with nothing on, but even to think of it makes me smile. Someone would see me, and by morning there would be stories of a young naked woman, and by noon the naked woman would be a ghost pointing here and there. By evening old Mr. Larson, or Miss Louise, would be dead. Each is waiting only for the sign that it is time.


I anoint myself with insect repellent. It is guaranteed to be odorless, but I can smell it anyway, and can feel it, greaseless and very wet, on my arms and legs.


I slip from the house where my mother and father are sleeping. The night is still hot, our house doesn’t cool off until almost morning, and there is no wind at all, only the moon that fills the sky. Someone is giggling in the yard and I shush her, too close to the house, to Mother’s windows on the second floor. We race down the path to the pool made by damming the run and we jump into the silver-sheened water. Someone grabs my ankle and I hold my breath and wrestle under the surface with one of the boys. I can’t tell which one it is. Now and then someone lets a shriek escape and we are motionless, afraid Father will appear and order us out. We play in the water at least an hour, until the wind starts and blows the mosquitoes away, and then we stumble over the rocks and out to the grass where now the night is cool and we are pleasantly tired and ready for sleep. When I get back to the house I see the door closing and I stop, holding my breath. I listen as hard as I can, and finally hear the tread on the steps: Father, going back to bed.


I slip on sandals and pick up my cigarettes and lighter without turning on the light. The moonlight is enough. In the hall I pause outside the door of my parents’ room, and then go down the stairs. I don’t need a light in this house, even after a year’s absence. The whole downstairs is wide open, the kitchen door, the front door, all the windows. Only the screens are between me and the world. I think of the barred windows of my 87th Street apartment and smile again, and think how good to be free and home once more. The night air is still and warm, perfumed with grass and phlox and the rambling rose on the garage trellis. I had forgotten how much stronger the fragrance is at night. The mosquitoes are whining about my face, but they don’t land on me. The path has grown up now with weeds and volunteer columbines and snapdragons. By day it is an unruly strip with splashes of brilliant colors, now it is silver and gray and dark red.


At the creek I find a smooth rock and sit on it, not thinking, watching” the light change on the moving water, and when the wind starts to blow, I think it must be three in the morning. I return to the unquiet house and go to bed, and this time I am able to fall asleep.


I walk to town, remembering how I used to skip, or ride my bike on the sidewalks that were large limestone slabs, as slick as polished marble when they were wet. I am bemused by the tilted slabs, thinking of the ground below shoving and trying to rid itself of their weight. I am more bemused by myself; I detest people who assign anthropomorphic concepts to nature. I don’t do it anywhere but here in Somerset. I wear a shift to town, observing the customs even now. After high school, girls no longer wore shorts, or pants, in town.


I have been counting: seven closed-up houses on First Street. Our house is at the far end of First Street, one ninth of a mile from the other end of town where Magnolia Avenue starts up the mountain as Highway 590. All the side streets are named for flowers. I pass Wisteria Avenue and see that the wicker furniture is still on the porch of Sagamore House. The apple trees are still there, gnarled, like the hands of men so old that they are curling in on themselves, no longer able to reach for the world, no longer desiring the world. I come back every year, and every year I am surprised to see that some things are unchanged. The four apple trees in the yard of the Sagamore House are important to me; I am always afraid that this year they will have been cut down or felled by one of the tornadoes that now and again roar like express trains from the southwest, to die in the mountains beyond the town.


How matter-of-factly we accepted the long, hot, dry summers, the soul-killing winters, the droughts, the tornadoes, the blizzards. The worst weather in any part of the country is equaled in Somerset. We accept it as normal.


I am not certain why the apple trees are so important. In the early spring, tempted by a hot sun into folly, they bloom prematurely year after year, and are like torches of white light. There is always a late frost that turns them black, and then they are just trees, growing more and more crooked, producing scant fruit, lovely to climb, however.


In Mr. Larson’s store, where I buy my groceries when I am home, I learn from Agnes McCombs that a station wagon and two cars have arrived early this morning with students and a doctor from Harvard. Agnes leaves and I say goodbye absently. I am thinking of yet another rite of passage that took place here, in old Mr. Larson’s store when I was thirteen. He always handed out chunks of “homemade baloney” to the children while their mothers shopped, but that day, with the tidbit extended, he regarded me with twinkling eyes and withdrew the meat impaled on a two-pronged fork. “Mebbe you’d like a Coke, Miss Janet?”


He is so old, eighty, ninety. I used to think he was a hundred then, and he changes little. His hands are like the apple trees. I ask him, “Why are they here? What are they doing?”


“Didn’t say. Good to see you home again, Janet. The old house need any repairs?”


“Everything’s fine. Why’d Miss Dorothea let them in?”


“Money. Been six, seven years since anyone’s put up at the Sagamore. Taxes don’t go down much, you know.”


I can’t explain the fury that is threatening to explode within me, erupting to the surface as tears, or a fishwife’s scolding. Mr. Larson nods. “We figured that mebbe you could sidle up to ‘em. Find out what they’re up to.” He rummages under the counter and brings out a letter. “From your dad,” he says, peering at the return address. “He still thriving?”


“About the same. I visited him last month. I guess he thought of things he forgot to tell me and put them in a letter.”


Mr. Larson shakes his head sadly. “A fine man, your dad.” After a moment, he adds, “Could be for the best, I reckon.”


I know what he means, that without Mother, with the town like it is, with his only child a woman nearing thirty … But he doesn’t know what Father is like or he couldn’t say that. I finish my shopping and greet Poor Haddie, who is back with the truck. He’s been making his delivery to the Sagamore House. He will bring my things later. Leaving, I try to say to myself Haddie without the Poor and the word sounds naked, the name of a stranger, not of the lumbering delivery “boy” I have known all my life.


I have other visits to make. Dr. Warren’s shingle needs a bit of paint, I note as I enter his house. He doesn’t really practice now, although people talk to him about their sore throats and their aches and pains, and now and again he suggests that this or that might help. If they get really ill, they go to Hawley, twenty-eight miles away, over the mountain. Dr. Warren never fails to warn me that the world isn’t ready for a lady doctor, and I still try to tell him that I am probably one of the highest-paid anesthesiologists in the world, but he forgets in the intervening year. I always end up listening to advice about sticking with nursing where a woman is really accepted. Dr. Warren delivered me back there at the house in the upstairs bedroom, with my father assisting gravely, although later he broke down and cried like a baby himself, or so Dr. Warren said. I suspect he did.


Dr. Warren and his wife, Norma, make a fuss over me and tears are standing in my eyes as they serve me coffee with cream so thick that it has to be scooped up in a spoon. They too seem to think I will find out what the flatland foreigners want with our town.


Sagamore House. I try to see it again with the eyes of my childhood: romantic, forbidding, magnificent, with heavy drapes and massive, ornately carved furniture. I have a snapshot memory of crawling among the clawed feet, staring eye to eye at the lions and gargoyles and sticking out my tongue at them. The hotel has shrunk, the magic paled and the castle become merely a three-storied wooden building, with cupolas and many chimneys and gables, gray, like everything else in the town. Only the apple trees on the wide velvety lawn are still magic. I enter by the back door and surprise Miss Dorothea and Miss Annie, who are bustling about with an air of frantic haste.


There are cries and real tears and many pats and kisses, and the inevitable coffee, and then I am seated at the long work table with a colander of unshelled peas in my lap, and a pan for them.


“… and they said it wasn’t possible to send the bus any more. Not twenty-eight miles each way twice a day. And you can’t argue with that since no one’s done a thing about the road in four years and it’s getting so dangerous that …”


A cul-de-sac, I am thinking, listening first to Dorothea and then to Annie, and sometimes both together. Somerset used to be the link between Hawley and Jefferson, but a dam was built on the river and the bridge was inundated, and now Somerset lies dying in a cul-de-sac. I say the word again and again to myself, liking it very much, thinking what a wonderful word it is, so mysterious, so full of meanings, layers and layers of meanings. …


I know they want to hear about my father, but won’t ask, so I tell them that I saw him last month and that he is about the same. And the subject changes briskly, back to the departure of the last four families with school-age children.


The door from the lobby is pushed open and the Harvard doctor steps inside the kitchen. I don’t like him. I can’t decide if it is actually hatred, or simple dislike, but I wish he were not here, that he had stayed at Harvard. He is fortyish, pink and paunchy, with soft pink hands, and thin brown hair. I suspect that he whines when he doesn’t get his way.


“Miss Dorothea, I wonder if you can tell me where the boys can rent a boat, and buy fishing things?” It registers on him that he doesn’t know me and he stares pointedly.


I say, “I’m Janet Matthews.”


“Oh, do you live here, too?”


Manners of a pig, I think, and I nod. “At the end of First Street. The big white house that’s afloat in a sea of weeds.”


He has trouble fitting me into his list of characters. He introduces himself after a long pause while he puckers his forehead and purses his lips. I am proud of Dorothea and Annie for leaving him alone to flounder. I know it is an effort for them. He says, “I am Dr. Staunton.”


“Medical doctor.”


“No.” He starts to turn back toward the door and I stop him again.


“What is your doctorate, Dr. Staunton?” I can almost hear the gasp from Dorothea, although no sound issues.


“Psychology,” he says, and clearly he is in a bad temper now. He doesn’t wait for any more questions, or the answer to his question to Dorothea.


I go back to shelling the peas and Annie rolls out her piecrust and Dorothea turns her attention back to the Newburg sauce that she hasn’t stopped stirring once. A giggle comes from Annie, and we all ignore it. Presently the peas are finished and I leave to continue my walk through the town, gradually making my way home, stopping to visit several other people on the way. Decay and death are spreading in Somerset, like a disease that starts very slowly, in a hidden place, and emerges only when it is assured of absolute success in the destruction of the host.


The afternoon is very hot and still, and I try to sleep, but give it up after fifteen minutes. I think of the canoe that we used to keep in the garage, and I think of the lake that is a mile away, and presently I am wrestling with the car carriers, and then getting the canoe hoisted up, scratching the finish on the car.


I float down the river in silence, surprising a beaver and three or four frolicking otters; I see a covey of quail rise with an absurd noise like a herd of horses. A fish jumps, almost landing in the canoe. I have sneaked out alone, determined this time to take the rapids, with no audience, no one to applaud my success, or to stand in fearful silence and watch me fail. The current becomes swifter and I can hear the muted roar, still far ahead, but it seems that any chances to change my mind are flashing by too fast to be seized now, and I know that I am afraid, terribly afraid of the white water and the rocks and sharp pitches and deceptive pools that suck and suck in a never-ending circle of death. I want to shoot the rapids, and I am so afraid. The roar grows and it is all there is, and now the current is an express belt, carrying me along on its surface with no side eddies or curves. It goes straight to the rocks. I can’t turn the canoe. At the last minute I jump out and swim desperately away from the band of swift water, and I am crying and blinded by my tears and I find my way to shore by the feel of the current. I scrape my knees on a rock and stand up and walk from the river to fall face down in the weeds that line the banks. The canoe is lost, and I won’t tell anyone what has happened. The following summer he buys another canoe, but I never try the rapids again.
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