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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.


      




PROLOGUE


WILLIAM ERIC SPRINGER: b. Pine Oaks, Illinois 7/4/10; educated in local public schools; B.S., University of Illinois 1932; LL.B., University of Virginia 1935; practiced law in Virginia, Kentucky, and Illinois 1935–40; Illinois State Legislature 1940; assistant minority leader 1944; elected Congress 1948; elected Senate 1950; majority whip 1954; reelected Senate 1956; majority leader 1960; reelected 1962, 1968, 1974. Elected president of the U.S. 1980; renominated and defeated 1984.


PERSONAL DATA: Married Eunice Constance Blake, 1938; Arthur Blake Springer b. 1940 (d. 1963). Married Hope Johnson 1958 (d. 1987). Author, Years of Decision, Years of Hope (1959); The Power and the Vision, Memoirs of a President (1987). Autobiography in progress, Residence: 1185 Park Avenue, NYC.










Don’t think I can get a thing out today.


Not a thing, not a thing. Sensation of dim blockage not only of the mind but of the bowels; it is, then—and let me try to get this right—as if all of this rhetoric were choked within coils of possibility: too weak, distracted, dispirited even for simple recitation of the facts. Tomorrow, then, or perhaps the day after—the constant flickering of the light on this machine as I speak is a pain in the ass. Voice as light; the reduction of words to image. Incontinence beckons again.


Coming into Peoria there was music, five of the bands massed to greet me at the steps of the town hall, noise all around, color, return of native son in triumph after all these years. It must have hit me for the first time then—although again there might have been hints before then—a complete hint of disassociation. I did not know where I was. Suddenly all of it was flicking in and out of focus: one moment the town hall, the limousine, the noise, and the pressure against me on the seat (I thought, as I had a thousand times in open limousines, of Kennedy, leaning forward slightly to touch my shoetops with a glistening forefinger, which trembled only slightly out of the field of vision); and the next some dim, gray, open space in which I floated like a bottle bobbing in the sea, a flick! in the recession of consciousness—and then back into focus again, one high-school youth bleating madly through his sousaphone, dangling like an elevated prick into the car. But although I saw, I did not know where I was, literally could not place the segment for an instant: who was I? where was this? what was going on? And the panic began. Never had this hit me in public before. A few times perhaps in bed, once in a cabinet meeting—but those were moments instantly controlled. But this one went on, appallingly on. I could feel the sweat begin to come out of me in little ball-joints of excrescence, and I straightened, leaned against the seat, and opened my mouth, warning myself to take slow breaths. Slow breaths. Hope: “Bill, what is wrong? What’s the matter, Bill?” Never could get a thing past that bitch—not that her knowledge ever did her any good either. “Bill, you’re very white. Are you all right, Bill? All right?” shoving hip to thigh against me in the enclosure of the limousine then, and I could feel myself swinging perilously into alignment finally, a sense of history returning along with time and place, and I said, “Yes, Hope, I’m all right, everything is all right,” forcing a trembling little wave above the door, the wind glancing off my palm, then another, and indeed I did feel better. Somewhere between the bleats of sousaphone and Hope’s own kind, blurred words, I could feel assertiveness returning, a sensation that I had made some awful passage and was now coming out through the other end—all illusory perhaps but very comforting at the time. There is nothing like going briefly crazy and coming away from it to give you a shot of optimism, let me tell you. Let me tell you that, among other things. We welcome the president of the United States. Returned native son for the first time in so and so many years. Triumphant reelection campaign. First Lady too. She pressed my palm, gave me little glances dappled by the sun. You might have thought—even the local dignitaries and Secret Service might have thought—that we were lovers. Ah, well. Future of America within our grasp. Future of Americans also within our grasp. The end of the century approaching, crucial choices for the next two thousand years—the next four thousand years—and then, just as I was coming toward the end of it, one more image of Kennedy thrust into mind as if seen through rips in the mesh of consciousness, and falling, falling into her arms, their arms, the burning of the brain. … That was a very difficult election.


Eggs with bacon on toast with a side order of hashed browns. Sounds of the road rising and filtering through all the sounds of the diner. A 1938 Packard Eight, straight cylinders with floor-shift and high cushions. Explosion of sun against the visors, the road falling.


Merrick is on duty during the days this week. He and Henry alternate, of course (I am very cunning and alert to everything that is going around me; this senility and now incontinence are merely by-products of my cunning; like the observant freak at the sideshow they permit me to watch the others without drawing attention to myself) so that Henry was my day-attendant last week and will again be next. But on the other hand, Merrick is the one with whom I have to contend this week, and I do not like him very much, although under all of the difficult circumstances attending this case, there is no particular reason why I should. Merrick is forty, or perhaps he is forty-two years old; he looks like a cabinet minister, at least in certain flashes and aspects of the light, but he is little more than a skilled male nurse—which is not to say that he is to be derogated on these grounds alone. I wonder why they will not allow me female nurses—but it is not mine to speculate. Perhaps they feel that I am at least potentially violent, but except for that one unfortunate situation, I have never been. Violent.


Tapes jamming in the recorder, the spool slamming to halt, and the tape exploding then in a filthy mess out of the machine and on the rug. It was necessary for me to call Merrick for assistance, my own old hands being insufficient to scoop the damned tape from the rug, untangle and feed it into the machine again. And in fury I bellowed for Merrick, helpless tears coming into my helpless old eyes, my helpless old frame shuddering and shaking in its chair, the microphone falling away from my lips as I bellowed and bellowed for him … increasingly, I disgust myself. Self-revulsion may be the last identity of the aged, the last expression of the will which they are permitted. Merrick came in (I imagine that he is sitting in the outer room reading a newspaper, although this is pure sentiment; Merrick, I am convinced, can neither read nor write, undoubtedly he listens to my ravings with a disinterested ear, pausing now and then to take small, careful swallows from the pint bottle of gin which I can see bulging in his pocket) and saw the mess and stooped over to pick it up, shaking his head, his face carefully blank.


“Now, Mr. President,” he said, “this is happening too often. This is the third time this week you’ve had an accident with the recorder, Mr. President. Don’t you think that maybe you should rest for a while? Or at least you could use casettes, now casettes don’t spill all over—”


“I’ll do whatever I want,” I said. Merrick does not bring out the best in me. “I don’t want a cassette. I want something that I can feel. I want to see accumulation. Don’t call me Mr. President.”


“Why, Mr. President, you are the president, I mean you were. It’s only proper—”


“Don’t give me any of your shit,” I said. Sometimes I enjoy using obscenity before Merrick merely to gauge his reaction. Henry never shrugs, is as likely to answer me scatologically as not, but Merrick underneath his shell of white has some lurking beast of Protestant ethic: obscenity disturbs him, even more when it comes from an ex- chief of state. “Clean up that filthy mess and go,” I said.


He continued at his work, casting shy, careful glances over his shoulder. “All of the excitement,” he said, “all of this excitement is not so good for you, Mr. President. Perhaps a nap—”


“I don’t want a nap,” I said. “I don’t want to be told what to do. I don’t have to take orders from you. Don’t call me Mr. President.”


A sudden roiling dust came up before my eyes; I realized that I was about to incur another spell of weakness. Not two hours before the machine, not three hours out of the bed, and I felt myself beginning to lurch and totter once more inside, all powers failing. I could not bear for him to see my disgrace. “Get out of here, Merrick,” I said.


He stood there, strips of tape like ribbons of state filtering through his fingers, one spool dangling from his wrist like a scrotal sac. His eyes showed new alertness. “You’re not well,” he said.


“Get out of here.”


“Upsy-daisy, Mr. President,” Merrick said, laying the spools and tape carefully on the floor and coming over to extend an arm, pull me crumpling from the chair. “Now, we’ll just take care of that later. We’ll just clean that up a little later on this morning and have it nice for you when you’re ready to come back. We’ll have everything for you later. But it’s time for a rest now; you don’t look well. And also, some medicine will make you feel much better.”


I could not resist him. Falling across him, riding his back like an insect, I could see the layers of white rising against my eyes, a field of white, becoming all perception. I struggled. against him, flapped my hands like paper on the surfaces, but no good, no good. He carried me easily. He is 270 pounds. He used to be an amateur boxing champion, he once told me. There is no way in which I could resist him—and then again why should I? Without his presence, without the presence of the others in these rooms, how could I live? I would not trust myself to breathe.


“Come along, Mr. President,” Merrick said, and we tottered and tumbled from the room. As we did this, I had a sudden jagged vision of the procession through the halls for the State of the Union and said to Merrick, “Yes, Mr. Speaker, yes,” but he did not gauge the sense of this, having neither irony nor recollection, and after a time I did not gauge the sense of it either, being preoccupied with more immediate necessities. How can I continue the tapes if my health continues to flag? How will I finish my work?


Hovering above Eunice, Arthur’s squalls from the next room mounting and mounting, it occurred to me that all I wanted to do was to finish, that lust or simple necessity had made me a beast and my concern was no longer for mutuality, for her pleasure, for the ethics of sex itself, but only to come and be done with it before the wretched screams became insuperable and she would have to rear from the bed, throw over the sheets, lumber off, sighing, into the next room to feed him. At the beginning I had performed with gentleness and fire, just as she had asked, but as the first blade of sound came from his bedroom, the rhythm of my purpose broke and I was suspended on flaming wire, merely trying to come into her before all of it was gone and once again I would have to dwindle into the gloom of self, ponder my losses while listening to the slobbering and sucks from the next room. Completely supplanted. Jabbing and jabbing away at her, all purpose concentrated into my organ, I thought for an instant that I could break through into the other side of her, force her to an excess of feeling that she had not known before. But then it all went away, and I was in the capitol with the two of them, the governor looking at me grimly, his eyes slanting toward knowledge, then away in contrived disinterest in that way of his, and I told him, “You haven’t got the votes. That’s all. They’re not there.”


“You’re job isn’t to tell me I don’t have the votes,” he said. “Your job is to get me the votes.”


“We can’t,” Connors said, looking away from me. “We’ve been up and down the aisles on this one. The resistance is too strong; they’re getting too much pressure downstate. It won’t go through.”


“Yes it will,” the governor said. He jabbed Connors once in the chest, not too lightly, and reinforced that conviction which I had had from the first—that there was in the governor perhaps the desire to possess, but in Connors it was the need for possession, and this was the real, the operable relationship, Connors’ pervasive need to be fucked, to literally be empty and dominated and overtaken. By that insight I turned away—it Was too disgusting—and found myself in fact walking out of the office, and the governor said, “Bill, where the fuck are you going?”


“I’m going away,” I said. “I have nothing else to say. There’s nothing more to do here. We came to give you a message and now it’s given. We haven’t got the votes.”


“Stay here,” the governor said. “I want to talk—”


“No,” I said. I do not know where that sudden conviction came from, but it came flaring from within; and it was as if I was seeing Connors, the governor himself through the other end of a very powerful telescope, dwindled figures revolving in statuary configuration like ruined stars whose light reflected the disasters of a hundred million years ago. “I can’t stay and I can’t talk. You say you’re asking for information, but you’re really not. You say you’re here to listen, but you’re only interested in telling. I can’t go through with it anymore. Not under those terms.”


“Come on, Bill,” Connors said. There was a little wavering edge in his voice—or then again I may have merely constructed this out of my own disordered perceptions. “You can’t walk away from this. We’ve all got to stay and figure—”


“No,” I said again and opened the large door, shoving at it, pushing, grunting a little. “I won’t stay. I won’t participate in this anymore. You can’t ram this through because they’re on your ass, and if we try to, it’s going to drag down all of us, including myself, and I won’t have that—I’ll take gas or something I’ve made up myself. But I’ll make damned sure that it’s mine and that it’s worth the trouble and that a lot of people see me taking the pipe so that they’ll remember what I did for them.”


This statement simply came out of me. In retrospect it may have to be recorded as one of the Great Moments of Political Insight—in fact, I trust that it will be. But moments of great insight never look like that at the time, all that they seem to be is a particularly appropriate response to a particularly grating stimulus.


“I mean that,” I said, and even as Connors bellowed and whined behind me, the governor grumbling quietly, as was his habit, I walked out of the doors and through the padded surfaces of the statehouse, shaking my head. “Excuse me, excuse me,” to servants, porters, legislative scribes, housekeepers, and so on, “I’ll find my own way out.”


In retrospect, it can be seen that I did indeed find my own way out, but at the time it was simply obvious to me that the Public Service Commissioner was a crook and was taking kickbacks from power and light—and anyone over the age of twelve with a passing glance at the newsstands could see this—so why get involved? And even if the commissioner was not a crook, even if he had been hung in the newspapers, as they say, well, the shadow is as good as the act, sometimes better in this trade, and what to say?


I felt my seed rising within me, little kernels shaking and shaking in the dim interior of myself, crying for issuance with their little separate voices, while far below me Eunice twirled and grunted on the spit of myself, her eyes closed, her fists coiled, her breasts seeming to shrivel and retract within. She was a good-hearted woman, had her points, never tried to take them away from her, but she retreated from sex, found it a descent rather than a rising. I do not believe that in the twelve years we had together I was able to bring her to orgasm more than once or twice—and those were accidents.


“Get it over with,” she was saying, the screams pouring heavily from the next room, “for God’s sake get it over with!” Not a pretty attitude, one must admit, from one’s own wedded wife, but on the other hand that was my desire too, that was all that I was interested in doing—getting it over with. And finally, with squeals and small cries, I felt myself shuddering, beginning to move toward the edge—over which (I always had this fantasy) I might tumble fecklessly and never be heard from again—reaching forward, grasping her breasts, pulling out the nipples and two small stains of milk opening, and beginning to spread out from their flat, slippery surfaces as I poured into her.


“Well, are you done now?” she said, still sliding in and working her fissure. “Is it over?” Her eyes wide and moist, no intent to hurt there, I could see that, nor intent to insult; she simply did not know what was happening. At length I came off her in little, lofting stages, sliding first to belly, then flat to chest, and coming off her in a grumbling turn that sent my eyes ceilingward. “All right,” she said, standing, taking her nightgown from the bottom of the bed, patting it into place around her, “all right, then,” heading through the door. And I lay there, soaked by my own own semen and the cries of my first-born, looking at the patterns which the cobwebs made on the ceiling—or maybe the spirals and network were merely in my eyes, filmed against the pupils, those cross-hatches through which I would have to perceive all of my life as I would know it, endless imperfection, perfect patterning.


Connors died of a heart attack on the floor six months after that while making a quorum call.


Going down to Joliet, the three of us in Mack’s La Salle, beating off in the back seat early because (we were told) it would make us come slower with the whores, and Mack saying, “Nate Leopold went to this place, they still talk about him there.” That was a shock, going to the whorehouse where Nate Leopold had been; for a moment, even in the midst of the pictures I was making in my head, a clear, bright image of the dead boy’s eyes, staring—was there any collaboration between Babe and myself? Was anything welding us together other than the simple, sodden need to fuck, and at the same whorehouse?


“What the fuck does that matter?” Jim was saying beside me, “Everybody goes here, even he would, but I don’t think he ever got it off.” That was something to think about also.


“How about Loeb?” I asked them. “Did he ever go here too?” And they began to laugh. I could not quite understand the laughter for a moment, with the La Salle slamming along the state highway, hitting the rocks, making the curves perilously—and then at last I got it, could see the joke too.


“Oh,” I said, “oh, I see—they could have saved the money, helped each other out.” And that was it, Mack laughing and slamming the gearshift, Jim hitting me on the knee, thinking of the whores and their moist temples into which I would evacuate—then a long, singing blank space and into the whorehouse itself, a two-family on a sidestreet and slamming at last against the girl on the bed, her body long, my prick long, the two of us melding densely, surprising response from her, considering that she was a prostitute. But then again most of what I knew about them I knew only from books—there were many years before I understood that passion had to do with situation, not so much with role. And then at last, falling away from her, breathing pause on the bed, I asked, “Did Nate Leopold ever come in here?” and—oh, my God, the look on her face—oh, my Good Lord, how she looked at me. Then (I am beginning to drool into the microphone) she hit me—slobber all over the mike, my hands palsied and freckled, shaking against the wire, the spools overflowing, starting to foul again. Do not go gentle, my friends.


Inauguration: they needed something simple and straightforward, something at last which would cut through all that had happened and make sense of it for them. This is the key to political success, Henry, do not kid yourself. Are you listening, Henry? Of course you’re not listening, sitting over there in the corner reading a newspaper, while I sputter and babble into this machine. Henry, you’d do far better listening to me than chasing those lies … ah fuck yourself, you asshole, you want to read the newspaper, it’s all right with me—just make sure that the urinal is strapped tight onto the leg, eh, Henry? No piss into your careful cupped palm for you.


Something simple and to the point, which would tell where we had been and where we were going, not that anyone knew where the fuck we had been—of course not—that anyone knew where we were going to go or why or for that matter there was any need to go anywhere, the need to go places having been deeply ingrained into the American psyche long before Springer, Bill Eric, first saw the mild continental light—but what is there to say? Ours not to reason why, Henry, ours merely to carry on the traditions of our forefathers. And so in this two hundred and fourth year of the republic, in this ninety and sixth year before the tricentennial, Springer, Bill Eric, endeavored to add his voice to all those who had preceded, beckoning all those who would follow.


No need to evoke images of the bicentennial, of course. That was better not discussed. No, this was a looking forward, not a looking back, soldering old enemies together, slaking old passions; and so it was resolved to give them a little of this, a little of that, a little of progress, and a little of eternity, a soupcon of dedication, and an earnest nod of or to tradition … you know how it is, Henry. And so the speech grew and grew through the sheer and shaping hands of the assembled team; and at last, in the cold and blue weather of that Washington January (it was decided to keep the ceremonies in Washington, after all; it was important for morale, to keep up appearances; surely you recall all of that, Henry?), Springer, Bill Eric, was inaugurated as the thirty-ninth president of the United States. Do you recall that? Standing here in the place where others have stood, we pick up the standard which has fallen, countless times been raised, countless times knowing that in America this is the way it must always be and we are framed eternally between what we can and can never do … but what we can never do today we will do tomorrow. Pick up the standard, let fall the standard, possibilities and promise, the awesome splendor of this great land as riven through its landscapes … ah, well, compromise candidates arising from bitter national conventions must do the best they can. It is not to say how it might have been but only how much worse all could be spoken. Rhetoric will get you nowhere, Henry.
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