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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.









LITTLE DOORS


Once upon a time … began the story Jerome Crawleigh was trying to read but couldn’t.


Squeezing crocodile tears out from his eyelids’ tender embrace, Crawleigh pinched the bridge of his fine Roman nose. Good God, was there no end to the books to be devoured and digested before he could begin to write his own latest? And his field—children’s literature—was comparatively empty. What if he had chosen some other, older byway of literature, more crowded with primary texts and execrable exegeses? Wouldn’t that have been just dandy?


Ah, exegesis—such a resounding, academic word. When in doubt, explicate. Extricate yourself from words with more words, analogous to some hair of the dog on the morning after. Something of a self-perpetuating cycle. But what the hell, give it a go. Perhaps penetrate the thicket of cliché that hid the elusive hare of fairy-tale truth.…


Once: Not twice or thrice, but once. Singular, not-to-be-duplicated experience. Yet by implication, if unique wonders happened once, others might again.


Upon: What other preposition would do so well here? During, in, on? Definitely not! We need the connotation of “in the course of,” indicating simultaneous progression and fixity in a particular milieu.


A: Here, a neat touch of vagueness and remoteness. Not “the” time (as of a certain king, perhaps), but “a” time, nebulous and mistily distant


Time: Ah, yes, the most loaded word in the language. Not its counterpart, space, an intuitively graspable dimension, but time, breeder of paradox, reviver of hopes and loves. If the tale to be told were merely distant in space, how easily discounted or disproved. But “dis-placed” in time, what power it gains! So—


Once upon a time …


But Crawleigh’s professorial spell, although woven by a past master, was not strong enough to get beyond this initial obstacle. Something was wrong with his brain today. Dropping the offending book upon his littered desktop, where it snapped shut with a dusty clap, he pushed blunt fingers through curly greying hair, as if to palpitate the reluctant organ. Was it the office itself that was to blame? Dark wood moldings waxed by generations of janitors; shelf upon shelf of accusatory books, their spines stiff as soldiers’; yellowing framed diplomas on cracked plaster walls, constricting his life as surely as if the frames had been dropped like hoops over his head and around his arms.


Possibly. Quite possibly the office was at fault. He ought to get out. But where would he go? Not home. No, definitely not home. Upon his unexpected arrival, there would be unpleasant questions aplenty from Connie to greet him. He would face her usual endless prying into his affairs, her tirades about his meager pay and her lack of status among other university wives. Not the faculty lounge either. At the moment, the company of his fellow pedants was least attractive to him.


Suddenly he thought of Audrey. How many days had it been since his last tryst with audacious Audrey, queen of the copiers, Zenobia of the Xerox shop? Just the tonic for his blues, just the girl he’d hate to lose. Audrey it was.


Crawleigh emerged from behind his desk, moved to the coat rack and snatched his modified safari jacket from its hook. With his desert boots and cords and jacket, he thought he looked rather rakish, explorer of an intellectual terrain.


And besides, he felt more comfortable with Audrey, dressed so.


Crawleigh left his office behind.


Out on the quad, under the elms, Crawleigh began to feel better almost immediately. Seeing the students idling in the young shade of the newly leafed trees recalled his own youth to him, reminding him of a time when he had had dreams and hopes and desires similar to theirs.


And were such things gone now entirely from his life? he wondered as he traced a diagonal across the grassy square. Or had the simple wants and plans of his youth merely been transmuted into mature shapes? Was loss involved, or only metamorphosis?


Crawleigh tried to put by such ponderous puzzles. He was in search of forgetfulness right now, not answers. The anodyne of Audrey was augury enough.


As Crawleigh approached the big arch that framed one entrance to the campus, his gaze was attracted by a bright dab of colors down by the ground, at the foot of the marble gateway. Intrigued, he stopped to investigate.


My, my, the art students had been busy with their guerrilla activities again. Not content with formal galleries, they had recently taken to creating public displays that would ostensibly reach more people.


This piece seemed more whimsical than strident.


Painted on the marble surface of the arch was a tiny trompe l’oeil. Starting at ground level, a flight of stairs led up to a little door. The golden knob and black hinges were rendered in minute detail. The whole thing looked quite convincingly like an entrance into the solid marble structure. But the only creature that could have used such a door would have been small as a mouse.


And in fact … why, yes, there were words below the painting that said—so discerned Crawleigh while bending down without regard for propriety—“The Mouse Collective.”


Straightening up, Crawleigh found himself smiling. His fancy was tickled. As students’ conceptions went, this wasn’t too sophomoric.


Moving under and beyond the arch, out into the public street, Crawleigh kept his eyes open for further works by the Mouse Collective, and was not disappointed.


A painted ladder ran up a retaining wall and into a drainpipe.


A curtained window big as a playing card mimicked the human-sized one set beside it.


Small steps made of wood were nailed in a spiral on a tree. Up in the branches, Crawleigh thought to detect a tiny treehouse.


At the base of a stop sign was painted a mouse-sized traffic light, glowing perpetually green.


A nail-studded, wood-grained, rusty-ringed trap door was illusioned into the sidewalk.


After noting these fanciful brainchildren of the Mouse Collective, Crawleigh began to grow bored with the project. As usual, no one knew when to stop. Just because once was clever, twice was not twice as clever. Crawleigh ceased looking for the little paintings, and in fact soon forgot about them.


In a couple of minutes he came to the Street, which cut perpendicularly across his path. Traffic was thick today, car horns blaring as drivers jostled for parking spaces.


The Street was the commercial heart of the town’s university district. Here, around the university bookstore, dozens of businesses had gathered over the decades. A dry cleaner, a liquor store, two ice-creameries, clothing stores, shoe stores, a Store 24, an Army-Navy surplus outlet, jewelry and lingerie boutiques, several restaurants, a deli, a grocery, a hardware store, a toy store, a computer vendor—


—and, of course, those invaluable adjuncts to exploding and processing information, rival copy shops.


In one of which worked Audrey. Disarmingly simple, naive urchin, waif, and savior of overcivilized senses, thought Crawleigh. Be there today, when I need you.


Arriving at the door of the copy place, Crawleigh saw her through the window and let out an involuntary relieved sigh. Then he went in.


The interior of the shop was hot and noisy and smelled of obscure chemicals. Automatic feeders sucked in sheets to be copied faster than the eye could follow. Light blasted the images off them onto blanks, and copies and originals were spat out by the insatiable machines. Workers scurried to collate paper and placate the crowd of customers.


Audrey unwittingly presented her profile to Crawleigh. She was copying pages of a book. She left the copier lid up during the process, so that her form was bathed in a garish green light as each page was zapped, transforming her visage into something from another world.


She was small and skinny. Her tight blue-and-white-striped stovepipe pants revealed her legs to be without any excess flesh, from thigh to ankle. (How unlike cloyingly constant Connie’s chubby calves!) She wore ankle socks, white high heels. Her black hair was teased on top and short except where it feathered her neck.


Finishing the task at hand, she scooped up the copies from the out-tray and turned toward the counter.


Her features were plain, perhaps sharp, but not homely: simply undistinguished by any great beauty or vitality. To compensate, she wore too much makeup. Dark eyeliner, glossy lipstick, lots of blush. A few stray arcs of hair cut across her forehead. She was twenty-two years old.


Crawleigh had never seen anyone so outlandishly attractive to him. That wasn’t precisely right. (And we must have precision mustn’t we?) Audrey was so quintessentially like a thousand, thousand other young women her age that she affected Crawleigh like an archetype. When he made love to her, he felt he was tapping into the essence of a generation, pinning a symbol to the mattress.


Every litcrit’s wet dream.


Crawleigh saw Audrey’s face pass through three or four distinct emotions when she spotted him. Surprise, anger, interest, a determination to play the coquette. She was so delightfully transparent!


“Hello, Audrey,” Crawleigh said.


As usual, she was chewing gum. Ringing up the sale, she snapped the elastic fodder deliberately, knowing he couldn’t stand it.


“Oh, Professor Crawleigh. What a surprise. I thought you moved outta town or something. Haven’t seen you in so long.”


Crawleigh experienced the delightful thrill that came from bantering with double meanings, trying to maintain at least a surface of innocence, yet also trying to get across the rather salacious things he intended.


“Ah, well,” Crawleigh replied, “you know how busy life becomes around midterms. I barely get to leave the department. And I just haven’t needed your services till today.”


“Izzat so?” Audrey studied her polished nails as if they contained infinite secrets. “Next!” she called out, and stuck out her hand for something to be copied. Receiving a loose page, she turned as if their conversation were over.


Crawleigh was not discouraged, having played this game before. “If I drop something off later this afternoon, will you attend to it personally? I need it quite desperately.”


Audrey spoke back over her small shoulder. “Okay. But don’t make it too late. I’m done at three.”


“Wonderful,” said Crawleigh, meaning it.


When Audrey smiled then, she was almost special looking.


And when she stepped into Crawleigh’s car at three, he was smiling too.


The book—if it was ever started, let alone finished—was going to be burdened with one of those weighty titles complete with colon that assured academic immortality.


The Last Innocents: Children’s Fantastic Literature in America and Britain during the First Decade of the Twentieth Century.


The projected text that Crawleigh had in mind—the Platonic ideal that always outshone the reality—was going to concentrate on two authors of genius.


For the sake of glorious symmetry, one of the geniuses would be British and female, the other male and American.


The envelopes, please.


Edith Nesbit.


Lyman Frank Baum.


Through the carapace of Crawleigh’s cynicism and jadedness, these names still sent a thrill along his nerves. Simply to hear or read them was to be propelled back in time to his youth, when, as a solitary sort of kid, he had hid on many a summer day in the fantasies of these two, who—he knew even then, as a ten-year-old surrounded by the insanity of a world orgasming in its second great war of the century—had been special voices from an era far, far away and utterly unreachable.


What was it about the first decade of this mad, bad century that made it so luminous and special in Crawleigh’s mind? He was not fool enough to imagine that life then had been Edenic, nor human nature other than its frequently rancid self. No, he knew the litany of facts as well as any other educated person. Child labor, endemic diseases running rampant, bigotry, hunger, outhouses, colonialism, jingoism, the Armenian genocide, illiteracy, poverty, fires that would decimate wooden cities, and of course, lurking just around the corner, The War to End All Wars.… Taken all in all, not an objectively pleasant time to live.


But if one tried to understand the era in the only way one could ever apprehend the past—through its art and artifacts—then one was forced to conclude that the decade had been possessed of a certain uninhibited innocence that had vanished forever from the globe.


The Wizard of Oz. The Five Children and It. Queen Zixi of Ix. The Story of the Amulet. The Magical Monarch of Mo. Gone, all gone, that unselfconsciously delightful writing. Current fantasy was produced mainly for adults, and the little bit Crawleigh had sampled was a botched, stereotyped, unmagical mess. And what of juvenile literature today? Full of drugs and pregnancies, child abuse and death. Jesus, you could practically see each author panting to be hailed as the next Balzac of the training-bra set.


His book would illuminate this whole fallen condition, and the glory whence it had descended. The outline had him starting back with the Victorians for a running jump. Thackeray, Lang, Stockton, MacDonald, certainly Carroll. Then land in the era of his main concern, and spend the largest portion of the book there. Perhaps with a digression on fantasy in early comics: Herriman’s Krazy Kat and McCay’s Little Nemo.


Yes, a fine ambition this book, and certain to be widely appreciated. The culmination of a life of reading.


If only he could just finish these last few texts.


Crawleigh had gotten through the book that had stumped him the other day. A minor work, but useful as one more citation. Now he was ready to read one last critical work that had just reached him.


The book was by a colleague of Crawleigh’s whom he had often met at numerous literary conferences. Judd Mitchell. When he and Mitchell last talked, the other man had let slip a bit of his newest thesis, and Crawleigh had grown nervous, since it touched peripherally on Crawleigh’s own. But now Mitchell’s book was in hand, and a quick riffle through it had shown Crawleigh that it certainly didn’t poach on his territory to any great extent.


Feeling quite relieved and even generous toward Mitchell for hewing to what was expected of him, Crawleigh settled back in his office chair to study the book at greater length.


A couple of hours passed. Crawleigh stopped only to light a stenchy pipe and discharge clouds of smoke. He found himself enjoying the book. Mitchell had a certain facileness with facts. Nothing like Crawleigh’s own witty yet deep style, of course. Too bad about the man’s personal life. Crawleigh had recently heard rumors that Mitchell had lit out for parts unknown, abandoning wife and family. Something about accumulated gambling debts coming to light.


Midway through the book, Crawleigh came upon a passage that affected him like a pitchfork to the rear.




Perhaps one of the most curious books for children that has ever been written is the neglected Little Doors, by Alfred Bigelow Strayhorn. Published by the once-prestigious but now defunct firm of Drinkwater & Sons, in 1903, the story concerns the Alicelike adventures of a girl named Judy, who encounters a surprisingly mercenary cast of characters, including a Shylockian shark and a racehorse who escapes the glue factory by gaining wings. Judy’s encounter with Professor Mouse, who explains the theory of little doors, is particularly well-done. But the cumulative effect of the narrative is vastly more unsettling than the sum of its parts.… Of course, it is most fruitful to read the book as a sustained attack on capitalism and its wastage of human souls …





Crawleigh abandoned Mitchell’s book and puffed contemplatively on his pipe. Once one discounted Mitchell’s inane socialism, the man seemed to have stumbled upon an undeniably exciting find. In Crawleigh’s own extensive searches of the literature, he had never encountered the book cited by Mitchell. (And why did that queer title strike him so deeply?) Now he knew he had to track it down, though. If he failed to incorporate it into his study, everyone would soon be making unflattering comparisons between his book and Mitchell’s, in terms of completeness.


To the library, then! Descend like the Visigoths on Rome! Pillage the stacks, burn the card catalog, smash the terminals, rape the librarians.…


One shouldn’t start thinking in such violent sexual imagery on a hot April afternoon, of course, unless one was quite prepared to act on it, Crawleigh reminded himself.


So up he got and went to seek Audrey’s awesomely attractive and appreciated little arse.


Which now reared under the sweaty sheets like two little melons.


It was Audrey’s lunch hour. Crawleigh had cajoled her to come with him back to her apartment, which was not far from the Street.


Audrey lived in a single room with a kitchen alcove and bath and one window. The shade there was pulled down now, an ebony oblong framed by hot white light on top and two sides. The room was plunged into that peculiar deracinating artificial darkness that could only be found when you shut out the sun in the middle of a bright day and retreated inside from the busy world with its bustling billions. Crawleigh felt simultaneously ancient and infantile. He was sated, yet not bored with life. On the other hand, he felt no immediate impulse to get up and get busy. Simply to lie here beside Audrey was his sole ambition for the moment.


Crawleigh rested on his back; Audrey on her belly. Turning his gaze on his little nymph, Crawleigh saw that Audrey’s arms formed a cage around her head, while her face was buried in the sheets.


This was most unlike Audrey. Usually after sex she was quite talkative, regaling him with really amazingly funny anecdotes about her daily travails and accomplishments. It was astounding how much drama she could extract from such trivial situations, and Crawleigh always listened with gleeful indulgence.


Something must be wrong now. Crawleigh experienced a mortal shiver as he considered the possibility that perhaps his performance had been below par.


Crawleigh laid a hand on her sheet-covered rump and squeezed with what he hoped was proper affection.


“Was it all right today, dear? I really enjoyed it.”


Audrey’s mattress-muffled voice drifted up. “Yeah. I came.”


Crawleigh grew slightly miffed at her easy vulgarity. Such talk was fine during the act itself, but afterward things should be, well, more romantic. Connie, for all her other faults, was never so coarse.


“For heaven’s sake, then, why the sulking? You’d think I just tortured you.”


Audrey whirled around and pushed up, coming to rest on her haunches, looking down on naked Crawleigh with the twisted sheet pooling around her thin waist. In the half-light, her little pink-tipped breasts reminded Crawleigh of apples. Her face was really angry.


“It is torture!” she cried. “Mental torture. I really like you, Jerry, but I can only see you whenever you have a lousy minute to spare. And when we’re together, we never leave this stinking room. There’s more to life than sex, you know. When are we gonna go someplace exciting, do something different? I gotta come back to this room every day after work as it is, without spending lunchtime here too!”


Crawleigh was unprepared for the vehemence of this outburst. He had had no sense of mistreating Audrey, and he was taken aback by her accusations.


All he could think to say was, “You must have had an awful day at work to get so upset, dear.”


“So what if I did?” Audrey shot back. “I always have an awful day at that place. You know what it’s like—people shouting and insulting you, standing over those hot stinking machines for eight hours, making twenty-five cents over minimum wage—I hate it! I really hate it! Do you think that’s what I wanna do with the rest of my life?”


Crawleigh had never given the matter any thought at all, so he was quite unprepared to answer. Trying to divert the argument back to safer ground, Crawleigh said, “Well, perhaps I have been neglecting to give you the proper, ah, stimulation. But you must realize, dear, that it is not easy for us to be together. You know how small this town is. Everyone knows everyone else. If we were to go places together, my wife would soon learn. And then where would we be?”


“Why don’t you ditch that old cow?” Audrey demanded.


Crawleigh smiled as the mental image of Connie as a cow in a dress was conjured up. “It’s not so easy as all that, Audrey. You’re an adult. Surely you know how such things work. We must give it time. Listen, I have an idea. The very next out-of-state conference I have to go to, you’ll come along.”


For a moment Audrey seemed mollified. But then, without warning, she threw herself down on Crawleigh and began to weep. Crawleigh wrapped his arms around her shaking body. Her skin felt like a handful of rose petals.


“Oh, I’m so ordinary,” Audrey wailed. “I’m so plain and ordinary that no one could love me.”


Patting her, Crawleigh said, “That’s not true. You’re my princess. My princess.”


Audrey seemed not to hear.


O, frabjous day, they’d found the book!


Crawleigh stood in the English Department offices. He had just opened the little door on his mailbox and withdrawn a slip that reported on his request for the volume mentioned by Mitchell. After failing to locate it in any of the university’s collections, he had initiated the search of associated facilities. And wouldn’t you know it, his fabulous luck was holding. It was available right here in sleepy old College Town, at a private library Crawleigh had often passed but never visited. It would be delivered by a campus courier later that day.


Crawleigh could barely contain his excitement when he returned to his office. Why, he even felt charitable toward Connie, who that morning had unexpectedly gone to the trouble of rousing herself from bed before eleven and sharing breakfast with him.


To pass the time until the courier arrived, Crawleigh idly picked up one of his favorite novels not written by The Illustrious Pair. Look Homeward, Angel, set in the period Crawleigh worshipped, had always struck him as somehow akin to fantasy, concerned as it was with the mysteries of Time and Space.


Crawleigh flipped open the book to the famous preface.




… a stone, a leaf, an unfound door … the unspeakable and incommunicable prison of this earth … the lost lane-end into heaven …





The words filled him as always with profound melancholy, and he became so lost in the book that hours passed. When a knock sounded at the office door, he emerged reluctantly from the text.


The courier demanded a signature for his package, and Crawleigh complied. Taking the plainly wrapped parcel with trembling hands, Crawleigh shut the door on the messenger and the world.


Peeling off the old-fashioned brown paper and twine, Crawleigh settled down to look at this obscure book, whose title had so profoundly affected him.


The book was a hardcover, about ten by twelve inches, and fairly thin. Its cover was the kind simply not made any more: the burgundy cloth framed an inset colored plate. The plate depicted a curious scene.


Stretching away to a horizon line was an arid, stony plain. Standing in the foreground of the picture was a door and its frame, unattached to any building. Its knob was gold, its hinges black, and it was open. Within this door was an identical one, but smaller. Within the second, a third, within the third, a fourth, within the fourth …


Crawleigh couldn’t count the painted doors past twenty. There was a small pinprick of green in the very center of the stacked doors, as if the very last portal, however far away and miniscule, opened onto another, more verdant world.


The title was not given on the cover.


Intrigued, Crawleigh opened the book. Inside, beneath the copyright information, was the colophon of the publishers, Drinkwater & Sons: an eccentric house with gables, turrets, chimneys and at least a dozen doors in it on all levels.


Here at last, on the facing page, was title and author:


LITTLE DOORS


by


Alfred Bigelow Strayhorn


Crawleigh flipped to page one and began to read.




Once upon a time … began the story Princess Ordinary was trying to read but couldn’t.





Odd opening, thought Crawleigh. He had expected to be introduced right away to the heroine mentioned by Judd Mitchell, named Judy. Oh well, auctorial intentions were not always immediately fathomable, even (especially?) in children’s literature. On with the story.




Princess Ordinary finally gave up and tossed the book of fairy tales down with a pettish sigh.


“Drat it all!” she exclaimed, and kicked her satin hassock with her pretty little velvet-shod foot. “Why can’t I enter these old tales as if they were my own dreams, as I once did when I was a child? Surely one doesn’t lose talents as one grows older, but only gains new skills, moving on from strength to strength. At least that’s the way things should be.” The Princess paused for a moment. “At least they should be that way for princesses, who are special, even if they’re as ordinary and drab as I fear I am.”


The Princess stood up then, and moved to a wood-framed mirror that stood across the room from her. (The Princess was to be found this morning in her luxurious bedroom, for that was where she liked best to read, and lately she had taken to staying in the one room almost all day.)


At the mirror, she pirouetted with rather more abandon than she felt, holding out her full skirts with one hand to add a little extra graceful touch she had seen her mother employ at royal dances. But in spite of all her airs, Princess Ordinary was forced to admit that the reflection greeting her gaze was that of a young woman whom no one would ever call beautiful. Her hair was an awful coal-black—everyone in this kingdom thought only golden hair was to be admired—and her nose and chin were sharp in a way that betokened a certain sullenness. No, the Princess was just what her name implied: a common sort of girl who, except for the accident of her royal birth, might just as easily have been found waiting on customers in a shop; which of course is not to say that she hadn’t a good heart and soul that were to be cherished as much as those of a real beauty, but only that they could not be so easily inferred from her appearance.


Princess Ordinary spun the mirror—which was mounted in a frame on pins through its middle—so that the glass faced to the wall. Now, curiously enough, the wood used for this mirror had once been a door (there was a shortage of lumber at the time) and it still retained its handle on the back side. Seeing the silly handle to a door that could never be opened, the Princess laughed, but only for a moment. She was soon sober again.


“Not only am I ordinary” she cried in a fit of pique, “but the whole world is quite unimaginative and boring! There isn’t a single thing in it that interests me any more, and I wish I could leave it all behind!”


At that exact moment, the Princess’s tutor appeared in the door. He had come looking for her for her daily lesson (for the Princess wasn’t so old that she had quit learning, nor should any of us ever be), and when he heard the Princess’s wish, he was moved to let out a blast of steam.


The tutor, you see, was a mechanical man named Steel Daniel, and had been constructed especially to be Princess Ordinary’s companion. Consequently, he had great affection for her and did not like to see her upset.


“Is that really what you desire, Princess?” asked Steel Daniel. “To visit another world where things are perhaps more to your liking, but definitely not as they are here?”


“Yes,” said the Princess, stamping her foot (the one that had not kicked the hassock, for that one was a trifle sore). “Any world must be better than this one. I’ll go anywhere that extends a welcome.”


The Princess did not stop to think about how she would be leaving her mother and father and Steel Daniel behind, and truth to tell, she didn’t precisely care just then.


“Well, in that case,” said Daniel, “I have no choice but to obey your commands. I will tell you whom you must visit to satisfy your wish. It is Professor Mouse, who lives far away, over much treacherous terrain. You must journey to him on foot, disguised as a commoner, and no one can help you. The only aids I can proffer are these.”


Steel Daniel opened a little door in his chest and took out a magic stone and a magic leaf. Princess Ordinary took them, and, before you could say tara-cum-diddle, she was clothed like a peasant girl and marching down the path leading from the castle gate, without so much as a fare-thee-well …





Perplexed, Crawleigh shut the book. Where were the characters itemized by Mitchell? Except for Professor Mouse, they were nonexistent. Had Mitchell gone over the edge at the end, beset as he was with personal troubles? Did Crawleigh even have the same book?


Whatever the explanation, Crawleigh would have to proceed as if this were the text to be dissected. What else could he do? He would take Xeroxes (Audrey’s job, that), and use them to refute anyone who sided with Mitchell’s version of the book.


But for now, he had had enough of Little Doors. The reading had left him with an unexplainable headache, and he resolved to go home for the day.


When Crawleigh arrived to pick up Audrey, he found her still packing. The shade was up today, letting Saturday sunlight spill in, and Crawleigh found the room foreign-looking. Audrey was frantically rummaging through her dresser and closet, tossing clothes into an open suitcase. Her cheap turntable was spinning, and loud music filled the air.


“Oh, Jerry,” she cried when he let himself in after knocking. “What am I gonna pack? What kind of restaurants will we be going to? What kind of people am I gonna meet? Oh, Christ, why didn’t I buy that goddam dress I saw on sale last week?”


Crawleigh refrained from telling Audrey that she wouldn’t be meeting any of his colleagues if he could help it. The MLA conference—held in San Francisco this year—was just the place where news of his perfidies would disseminate the fastest. Audrey would have to stay in the hotel room until he was free to be with her; or otherwise amuse herself inconspicuously during the day.


But time enough to tell her this when they were on the plane.


“Listen, dear, just take what you consider to be most stylish, and I’m sure you’ll look fine. We don’t have much time, you realize, if we’re going to make our flight.”


Audrey frantically stuffed loose shirttails and sleeves and legs into the battered suitcase. “Jesus, I’m gonna forget something important, I just know it.”


While Audrey finished, Crawleigh moved idly about the room, still bemused by how strange it looked to him today. He picked up the empty cardboard record-sleeve lying by the turntable and studied it. It was good to know a few names in the rock and roll world to drop in front of students, and Crawleigh relied on Audrey for this knowledge, in addition to the carnal variety.


This particular record cover showed a fuzzy close-up photo of a katydid, and said:


STEELY DAN


Katy Lied


As Crawleigh read the title, the singer’s words leaped into sonic focus.




A kingdom where the sky is burning,


A vision of the child returning.


Any world that I’m welcome to,


Any world that I’m welcome to,


Is better than the one I come from.





A shiver ran down Crawleigh’s spine with the velocity of chilled honey.


How in the hell—? What synchronicity could account for the close parallel of this song with Princess Ordinary’s lament? Was it simply that these pop-prophets had somehow read the obscure book he was currently researching, or was it all coincidence, a mere common concatenation of certain sounds, simply a new linguistic shuffle bringing up the same sequence, after nearly a century?


Crawleigh probably would have let the mystery bother him if Audrey hadn’t yelled loudly then, and begun to swear.


“Yow! Oh, Christ, I broke a frigging fingernail! Why the hell aren’t you helping me Jerry, if we’re so late?”


Crawleigh hastened to Audrey’s side and together they got the stuffed suitcase closed and locked.


Aboard the jet, Crawleigh tried a dozen times to find a way to tell Audrey of the peculiar conditions that bore on her accompanying him. But she was enjoying her first air-journey so much that he hadn’t the heart right then.


In the middle of the flight, as their plane crossed a seemingly limitless desert, she turned a radiantly excited face toward him and said, “Oh, Jerry, this is all just like a dream. I feel like—I don’t know. Like the princess in that book you let me read a year ago.”


Crawleigh’s stomach churned.


In the lobby of the hotel, he had a nervous fifteen minutes as they registered together, fearing that some acquaintance would surely see them. Crawleigh’s luck held, however, and they got up to their room without being accosted.


Audrey threw herself down on the queen-size bed, bouncing and squealing.


“What a palace,” she said. “This room’s bigger’n my whole apartment.”


“Glad you like it,” Crawleigh said, fiddling nervously with the luggage where the bellhop had set it. “I picked it with you in mind.”


With this as an opening, he plunged ahead and told her.


Crawleigh had always thought that crestfallen was just a word. But when Audrey’s face underwent the transformation he witnessed and her whole body seemed to cave in on itself, he knew the reality behind the word.


For a minute, Audrey sat as if devoid of breath or spirit. Then she shot to her feet and faced Crawleigh quivering with rage.


“You—you fucking liar!”


She pushed past Crawleigh, elbowing him in the gut, and raced out the door.


Crawleigh sat on the bed, an arm across his sore stomach. His free hand—behind him for support—felt that the cover was still warm from Audrey.


Well, this was not turning out as he had planned. But perhaps he could still salvage the star-crossed seminar somehow. Audrey had to return to the room. He held the plane tickets and all the money. And when she did, he would have an eloquent speech ready that would soothe her ruffled feathers and have her falling all over him.


When Crawleigh’s midriff felt normal, he got up and unpacked his bag. Lying on top was Little Doors. He had hoped to get some work done amid everything else this trip, and he had still not finished the book.


After pacing anxiously a bit, Crawleigh determined to read to pass the time until Audrey came back. He settled down in a chair.




When the Crow approached Princess Ordinary, she was nearly dying of hunger.


The Crow, fully as big as a human, alighted beside the famished Princess in the midst of the desert she was then traversing. His appearance was quite frightening, and Princess Ordinary wished she still had either the magic stone or the magic leaf to protect herself with. But the stone had been used up saving her from the Jelly-Dragons, and the leaf had crumbled up after expanding into a flying carpet and carrying her over the Unutterable. Consequently, lacking either of these two tokens, she had to hope that the Crow possessed a nature belied by his exterior.


“Oh, help me, please, good Crow,” cried out the Princess. “I am dying in this wasteland, and will surely end my days here unless you come to my aid. Let me mount you so that you may carry me away.”


“That I cannot do,” said the Crow, “for I can support only myself in the air. However, I can bring you sustenance that will enable you to make it out of the desert under your own power.”


“Oh, please do then.”


The Crow flew away with mighty beats of his wings. Princess Ordinary found herself disbelieving his professed inability to carry her, but what could she do about it? Soon he returned, bearing a bright red berry in his beak.


“Eat this,” Crow said, speaking around the fruit.


“It won’t do anything bad to me, will it?”


“Of course not!” replied Crow indignantly.


The Princess took the berry then and swallowed it. It was the sweetest food she had ever tasted. But as soon as it hit her belly, she knew she had done wrong. She was revitalized, but another thing had also happened. Placing a hand on her belly, the Princess cried out:


“Now I shall have a baby! You lied to me, Crow! You lied!”


But the Crow just laughed and flew away.





Crawleigh felt sick. He threw the book across the room, hoping it would hit the wall and fall to pieces. But it landed safely atop a pile of shirts.


Audrey came back around midnight. She crawled naked into bed beside the sleeping Crawleigh and woke him up by straddling him and rocking against him until he was erect. Then she made love to him as if possessed.


The semester was over. Normally Crawleigh would have felt an immense relief and excitement at the prospect of a summer’s worth of free time stretching ahead of him. But at the close of this semester he felt nothing but trepidation and unease. Nothing was going right, in either his personal or his professional life.


Regarding the former, Audrey had refused to see him since they got back from San Francisco and their aborted vacation. He missed her more than he had ever imagined he would.


And for his current project—he was impossibly stumped by that damnable Little Doors.


He had finished reading the book. But he still didn’t know what to make of it. That it was important—perhaps pivotal—to his thesis was no longer in doubt. He simultaneously blessed and cursed the day he had learned of it. But exactly what it meant was not clear.


The central nugget of mystery was contained in a single speech, at the very end of the book, by the one constant character in both Crawleigh’s and Mitchell’s versions of the story.


Professor Mouse.


With late May breezes blowing into his office, Crawleigh took the irritating book down from its shelf. It was long overdue, but he ignored the notices mailed to him. He couldn’t give it up till he understood it.


Opening to a well-thumbed page, Crawleigh studied the central passage for the hundredth time.




“You claim,” said Princess Ordinary, rubbing her swollen belly, “that I can leave this world only through a little door. Well, I would be glad to follow your advice—for this world has not treated me well of late, and I am anxious to reach another—but I am at a loss as to what a little door is. Do you mean something like the tiny door by which I entered your burrow? Am I in another world already?”


Professor Mouse curried his snout with his paws before answering. “No, my dear. I am afraid you have misunderstood me. A little door is not a physical thing, although it may very well manifest itself as one to your senses. A little door is more a twist in the universe that results from a state of mind occasioned by certain special everyday things which most people have come to take for granted, but which are really quite special.”


“Such as what?” asked the Princess.


“Oh my, there are so many I could hardly name them all. But I’ll tell you a few. February 29th is a little door, of course, just like New Year’s Eve and the First of May. So are the four hinges of the day: midnight, six a.m., noon, and six p.m. Certain books are little doors. Special smells and tastes that reach back to your childhood are little doors. Shifting dapples of sun and shade in the forest are little doors. Mountains are little doors, although to be sure they are quite big. Your birthday is a little door, and I daresay a full moon is one too. Cats with double-paws are little doors. So is the call of a hunter’s horn. A trunk full of memories in an attic could be a little door. And it is indisputable that love is a little door, as is memory. My goodness, I could go on and on.”


Princess Ordinary tried to understand and did indeed feel herself trembling on the verge of some new knowledge. But still she had a question.


“You say all these common but uncommon things are little doors to somewhere else. Why then, I could have encountered any number of little doors back home, without ever having to undertake this dreadful, tiresome journey. Why have I never been able to, say, step through my mirror, as I have often wished?”


“Ah, you lacked the key to a little door,” the big mouse said patiently. “You see, little doors do not always open when you wish. You must approach them with the proper state of mind. Your emotions and attitude are the key, and they must be strong. Serenity or desperation, desire for or aversion toward—these are some of the states during which a little door may open. I say ‘may’ since nothing is certain in this world, and many have wished for little doors to open and never been so lucky. And of course there are those rare instances when the last thing a person thought he wanted was to enter a little door, but it opened up and swallowed him anyway.”


“So on this journey,” said the Princess slowly and thoughtfully, “what I did was refine my desires until they were pure and intense enough to open a little door.”


“Exactly,” agreed Mouse.


A light broke upon the Princess then, making her look quite beautiful. “Then the quest was its own goal, wasn’t it? And now I can leave your burrow and find my little door.”


“Of course,” said Professor Mouse.


And so she did.





Crawleigh looked up.


Audrey had walked in silently, and now stood looking at him.


Crawleigh felt two polar emotions. He had told her never to come here. But he was glad she had. Finally he adopted a cautious neutrality.


“Well, Audrey—what can I do for you?”


For a long second she studied his face, at last saying. “You’ve knocked me up. I forgot to take my pills with me to California, and now I’ve missed a period.”


Crawleigh felt the world billow around him like a sail in the wind. He grew nauseous, then unnaturally calm. What a stupid little slut, he thought. But I’ll take care of her, out of the goodness of my heart.


“I’ll pay for the abortion of course,” Crawleigh said. “We’ll have it done out of state, if you want, so no one will ever know. And I’ll even come with you.”


Audrey was silent. Crawleigh thought she hadn’t expected him to take it so calmly.


“That’s all you have to say?”


“Yes. What else could we do? Certainly not—”


“Damn you!” Audrey shrieked.


She ran out the door.


For a moment, Crawleigh sat shocked.


Then he followed.


Out on the quad, Crawleigh spotted her, still running. She was headed toward the arch.


Heedless of onlookers, Crawleigh took off after her.


“Audrey! Wait!”


She kept running.


Crawleigh gained slowly.


When Audrey got to within a few feet of the arch, the world inverted.


Crawleigh saw the huge arch shrink into insignificance.


At the same time, the painted door and the painted stairs at the base of the arch assumed solidity and reality as they swelled larger than lifesize. The stairs projected out into the quad, a luminous flight of veined marble. At the top, the hammered-silver door with its golden knob and iron hinges beckoned like a distillation of every forbidden door in every fairy tale ever written or narrated.


From far, far away, Crawleigh heard the campus bells chime noon. A car horn sounded long and loud, dopplering away as in some dream.


Audrey had stopped. Crawleigh did too. They seemed the only people in the world. Crawleigh felt ageless.


Confronting Crawleigh, Audrey said, in a voice hushed with reverence, “It’s happening, Jerry, it’s really happening, isn’t it? The big, good thing I always wished for. I guess I finally wished hard enough, or was scared enough, or something …”


Stupefied and fearful, Crawleigh could not bring himself to share Audrey’s delighted childlike awe.


“Don’t be a fool, Audrey, it’s only some hallucination or delusion. I can’t explain what’s happening, but I know it’s not real. There’s no escape from this world. Stop running, and let’s confront this problem like adults.”


Crawleigh felt insane and deceitful, arguing so prosaically in front of this magnificent apparition. But he didn’t know what else to do.


His imagination had failed him.


Ignoring her former lover’s advice, Audrey moved to the first step. She placed one foot delicately on the surface, testing its solidity. When it held her, she brought the other foot up too.


She looked beseechingly back at Crawleigh, who averted his eyes.


Slowly at first, then with more and more confidence, Audrey climbed all the stairs until she stood at the top.


She gripped the golden knob.


Crawleigh heard the click of her painted nails on its metal. He raised his eyes to watch whatever would come next.


Audrey opened the little door.


A world too marvelous to be trapped in words revealed itself beyond. Its sky seemed to be gloriously on fire, and the radiance that spilled out the door made Audrey lambent. Crawleigh winced, and flung up his hands as if blinded.


Audrey turned to face Crawleigh. The sight had transfigured her plain features into something otherworldly.


She spoke softly. “It’s so wonderful. Just what I always dreamed. Come with me, Jerry. Everything will be okay there.”


Crawleigh shook his head, mute.


Audrey stepped through—


—and pulled the door shut. Crawleigh fainted then.


And when he awoke, with the campus medics bending over him, he said: “Audrey—”


But no one could tell him where she was.









BILLY


Billy’s father was in the delivery room when Billy was born. Billy’s father stood by his wife’s white-gowned left shoulder, holding her hand, as the Doctor and nurses worked to deliver the baby boy everyone expected. To Billy’s father, the operating room lights seemed those of another world, and the air smelled like the inside of a medicine cabinet. His wife’s face was covered with sweat. She seemed to be having a difficult time.


The first moment Billy’s father suspected that something was wrong was when one of the nurses blanched and averted her face. Then the Doctor paled, and seemed to fumble between Billy’s mother’s legs. Recovering, the Doctor continued the delivery.


Billy’s father wanted to ask what the matter was. But at the same time, he didn’t want to alarm his wife. So he kept quiet and only continued to squeeze his wife’s hand.


In the next thirty seconds, his wife screamed, a young nurse retched and rushed off, clutching her stomach, the baby emerged, its cord was cut, and, inexplicably, before Billy’s father could get a good look at the infant, it was rushed from the room.


Billy’s father leaned down to his wife’s ear and whispered, “You did wonderful, dear. I’ll be right with you. I’ve got to see the Doctor now though.”


Billy’s father walked over in his green antistatic slippers to the Doctor.


The Doctor said, “Please step outside with me for a moment.”


In the corridor, his mask now dangling around his neck, the Doctor said, “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. Your son exhibits a grave congenital deficiency.”


Billy’s father nodded, not knowing what to say. The Doctor seemed to be having a difficult time finding words also.


“He’s—anencephalic,” the Doctor finally managed to say.


“I don’t understand,” said Billy’s father.


“Your son’s skull never fully developed. It’s open. In fact, it ends approximately above his eyes. Consequently, his brain never developed either. Such specimens—ah, children—usually possess only a small portion of gray matter above the spinal cord.”


Billy’s father thought a moment. “I take it this is a critical problem.”


“It’s normally fatal. Children with this trauma usually don’t live beyond an hour or so.”


“This is bad news,” said Billy’s father.


“Yes, it is,” agreed the Doctor. “Do you want me to tell your wife?”


“No. I will.”


Billy’s father went to his wife’s room, where she was resting. She looked angelic and fulfilled. He told her what the Doctor had said.


When Billy’s mother was done weeping, her husband left her to inquire what forms he had to fill out in connection with their son’s death, or stillbirth.


He found their Doctor surrounded by a group of his fellows, all conferring with animation and wonder.


“I can’t understand it—”


“Not in the literature—”


“Autonomic functions are being supported somehow—”


“Do we dare attempt a bone graft?”


“I doubt it would take.”


“He surely can’t live his life without one.”


“The possible infections alone—”


“Not to mention the cosmetic appearance—”


Billy’s father interrupted politely. “Doctor, please. What kind of paperwork is there to be done before my son can be buried?”


All the doctors fell silent. Finally, Billy’s Doctor spoke.


“Well, you see, it hasn’t happened yet.”


Billy’s father’s brain hurt. Once more he was forced to say, “I don’t understand …”


“It’s your son. He hasn’t died. He’s breathing normally. His EKG is fine. No brain activity, of course. Not surprising, since he hasn’t got one. Doesn’t respond to visual stimuli either. But he’s alive. And he gives every indication of continuing to live for an indefinite period.”


Billy’s father considered long and hard. “This is good news, then. I guess.”


“I suppose so,” the Doctor agreed.


“I’ll go tell my wife.”


Billy’s father returned to his wife’s bedside. He told her the news.


Billy’s mother seemed to take the new development in stride.


“We’ll call him Billy,” she said when they had finished discussing what this meant for their lives.


“Of course,” said Billy’s father. “It’s what we planned all along.”


Billy came home from the hospital a week later.


It had turned out that he did not need any special equipment to survive. As the doctors had finally concluded, he possessed just enough gray matter to insure the continuation of his vital functions.


Billy’s mother was thus able to carry home her child, who was wrapped in a gay blue blanket, on her lap in the car, while her husband drove.


Once home, Billy was installed in the nursery his parents had prepared before his birth. It was a very nice and pleasant sunny room, with popular cartoon pictures on the wall.


Unfortunately, Billy could not appreciate these decorative touches. When he wasn’t sleeping he lay motionless on his back, his dumb, passive, blank eyes—which, however, were a beautiful, startling green—fixed implacably on an unvarying point on the ceiling.


He stared at the point so long and hard that Billy’s father began to imagine he could see the paint starting to blister and peel under his son’s unfathomable eyes, slick and depthless as polished jade.


In addition to this fixity of vision and lack of interest in his surroundings, young Billy exhibited few of the gestures or reactions of a normal baby. He seldom moved his limbs, and had to be rotated manually to avoid bedsores. This chore his parents performed conscientiously and tenderly, on a regular schedule.


Also, Billy made no noises of any sort. He was utterly silent. No gurgles or whimpers, cries or primitive syllables, ever issued from his lips. Billy’s parents knew he possessed a complete vocal apparatus, but assumed correctly that the neural controls need to operate it were missing.


They had been ready to put up with sleepless nights due to their baby’s wailing. Instead, their house seemed somehow quieter than it had before Billy’s birth.


Sometimes at night Billy’s mother and father lay in bed, awake, tensed for a cry that never came.


Since it never came, after a while they stopped listening.


One instinct that Billy possessed to a sufficient degree was that of suckling.


Billy’s mother had decided while still pregnant with Billy that she would breast-feed her infant. When she came home with Billy, she remained determined to follow this course. Several times a day, then, Billy’s mother would hold him to her tit and Billy would take her sweet milk eagerly, his tiny lips and throat working silently. After feeding, he never even burped. Neither did he exhibit colic.


Thus was Billy able to take the nourishment necessary for his survival and, indeed, his growth.


While nursing Billy, his mother would gaze down at her child with a complex mixture of emotions. She would note how the bony pink ridge of his cranial crater—below which grew a smattering of fine hair like a monk’s tonsure—was hardening and changing color, from roseate to peachy. She refrained from looking inside.


The doctors had decided that no cosmetic repairs were possible for Billy’s tragically grave prenatal malformation. They admonished his parents to keep the interior of Billy’s partial skull free of foreign objects (the exposed backs of the eyes were particularly sensitive), and to wash the rim daily with a mild solution of hydrogen peroxide and water, being most careful not to allow any of the solution to come in contact with Billy’s tiny, yet hard-working brain fragment. (Truth to tell, the doctors felt that Billy would not survive for long, so they were reluctant to expend much time and energy on him, when there were so many other more curable patients demanding their skill and attention.)


Billy was supposed to wear a protective surgical cap, but his mother felt that it would do Billy’s skull good to receive fresh air, and so she soon abandoned this practice.


Indeed, Billy’s appearance quickly came to seem so natural to his parents that they almost forgot his unique condition. After supper each night they would stand by Billy’s crib, holding hands and gazing down on their silent, motionless son, speculating wordlessly about his future.


One night Billy’s father said, “I imagine that we’ll always have to care for Billy. He won’t ever be normal, will he?”


“No,” admitted Billy’s mother, “he won’t ever be special, as we had hoped. But I don’t mind. Do you?”


“No. But we must never try to have another child.”


“I agree.”


When Billy was sixteen years old, his life changed forever.


Billy had attained the normal stature of an average sixteen-year-old. His unlined, emotionless face was attractive in the manner of a well-designed mannequin. His narrow crescent of hair, kept neatly trimmed by his mother, was a common brown. His eyes remained the same empty mint-green pools.


Each morning Billy’s mother removed him from bed. She took off his pajamas, bathed him, dressed him in pants and shirt, socks but no shoes, and fed him. (Billy had progressed to solid food at the appropriate stage in his development, mastication apparently being as instinctive as suckling, and within his limited capabilities.) Then she sat him down in a comfortably padded chair and left for work. Billy’s muscles were kept well-toned by a series of exercises which his father put him through each night, and he would maintain whatever pose he was arranged in.


Billy’s mother knew she could leave her son safely alone while she worked, for he would make no movement of consequence to endanger himself. The only thing she worried about was a spontaneous fire of some sort, in which case Billy would continue to sit until consumed. (Billy’s reaction to even a pinprick was nil.) But after installation of an elaborate fire alarm system and a machine that would automatically dial 911, she managed to rest easy.
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