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‘Dick quietly produced serious fiction in a popular form and there can be no greater praise’ Michael Moorcock


 


‘One of the most original practitioners writing any kind of fiction, Dick made most of the European avant-garde seem like navel-gazers in a cul-de-sac’

The Sunday Times


 


‘The most consistently brilliant SF writer in the world’

John Brunner


 


‘Dick’s abundant storytelling gifts and the need to express his inner struggles combined to produce some of the most groundbreaking novels and ideas’

Waterstone’s Guide to Science Fiction, Fantasy and Horror


 


‘Dick’s plastic realities tell us more than we’ll ever want to know about the inside of our heads and the view looking out. In his tortured topographies of worlds never made, we see mindscapes that we ourselves, in our madder moments, have glimpsed and thought real. Dick travelled there on our behalf. It is our duty to read the reports he sent home’

James Lovegrove


 


‘Dick amused, enthralled and astounded his readers. There’s no pomposity in Dick’s work, no falseness. When the moment comes, Dick can pull out all the stops and sound the big, resonating chords, though calm, ironic understatement is his forte’

Brian W. Aldiss
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ONE

Peter Trilling watched quietly as the other children played in the dust by the side of the porch. They were intent on their game. Mary was carefully kneading and shaping brown lumps of clay into vague shapes. Noaks sweated furiously to keep up with her. Dave and Walter had already finished theirs and were resting. Abruptly, Mary tossed her black hair, arched her slim body, and set down a clay goat.

‘See?’ She demanded. ‘Where’s yours?’

Noaks hung his head; his hands were too slow and clumsy to keep up with the girl’s flying fingers. Mary had already swept up her clay goat and was rapidly reshaping it into a horse.

‘Look at mine,’ Noaks muttered thickly. He stood a clumsily formed airplane on its tail and gave it an accompanying noise with wet lips. ‘See? Pretty good, huh?’

Dave snorted. ‘That’s lousy. Look at this.’ He pushed his clay sheep forward, close to Walter’s dog.

Peter watched silently. Aloof from the other children, he sat curled up on the bottom step of the porch, arms folded, dark brown eyes liquid and huge. His tousled, sandy-colored hair hung down around his wide forehead. His cheeks were deeply tanned from the hot midsummer sun. He was a small child, thin and long-limbed; his neck was bony and his ears strangely shaped. He said very little; he liked to sit and watch the others.

‘What’s that?’ Noaks demanded.

‘A cow.’ Mary shaped the legs of her cow and set it on  the ground beside Noaks’ airplane. Noaks saw it with awe; he drew back unhappily, one hand on his airplane. Then he lifted it up and soared it plaintively.

Doctor Meade and Mrs. Trilling came down the stairs of the boarding house together. Peter drew aside, out of the doctor’s way; he carefully avoided contact with the blue pin-striped trouser leg, black shiny shoes. ‘Okay,’ Doctor Meade said briskly to his daughter, as he glanced at his gold pocket watch. ‘Time to go back up to Shady House.’

Mary got reluctantly to her feet. ‘Can’t I stay?’

Doctor Meade put his arm around his daughter affectionately. ‘Get going, you little Wanderer. Into the car.’ He turned back to Mrs. Trilling, again professional. ‘There’s nothing to worry about. Probably pollen from the broom plants. They’re flowering now.’

‘Those yellow things?’ Mrs. Trilling dabbed at her streaming eyes. Her plump face was swollen and red, eyes half-closed. ‘They didn’t do it last year.’

‘Allergies are strange,’ Doctor Meade said vaguely. He chewed on the stump of his cigar. ‘Mary, I told you to get in the car.’ He opened the door and slid in behind the wheel. ‘Give me a call, Mrs. Trilling, if those antihistamine pills don’t do the trick. I’ll probably be over tonight for dinner, anyhow.’

Nodding and wiping her eyes, Mrs. Trilling disappeared back inside the boarding house, to the hot kitchen and the piles of dishes left over from lunch. Mary moved sullenly toward the station wagon, hands deep in the pockets of her jeans. ‘That ruins the game,’ she muttered.

Peter slid off his step. ‘I’ll play,’ he said quietly. He picked up Mary’s discarded clay and began to reshape it.

 



Boiling summer sun streamed down on the hilly farms, the acres of wild brush and trees, the jutting cedars and  laurels and poplars. And pines, of course. They were leaving Patrick County, getting close to Carroll and the jutting projection of Beamer Knob. The road was in bad repair. The sleek yellow Packard coughed and hesitated as it pushed up the steep Virginia hills.

‘Ted, let’s go back,’ Peggy Barton groaned. ‘I’ve had all I can take.’ She hunched over and rummaged for a can of beer behind the seat. The can was warm. She dropped it back in the sack and settled sullenly against the door, beads of perspiration on her cheeks, arms folded furiously.

‘Later,’ Ted Barton murmured. He had rolled down the window and hung as far out as he could, a rapt, excited look on his face. His wife’s voice made no impression on him: his complete attention was on the road ahead, and what lay beyond the next hills. ‘Not much farther,’ he added, presently.

‘You and your damn town!’

‘I wonder how it’ll look. You know, Peg, it’s been eighteen years. I was only nine when my family moved away to Richmond. I wonder if anybody’ll remember me. That old teacher, Miss Baines. And the Negro gardener who took care of our place. Doctor Dolan. All kinds of people.’

‘Probably dead.’ Peg pulled herself up and tugged peevishly at the open collar of her blouse. Her dark hair hung moistly against her neck; drops of perspiration slid down her breasts, over her pale skin. She had taken off her shoes and stockings and rolled up her sleeves. Her skirt was wrinkled and grimy with dust. Flies buzzed around the car; one landed on her gleaming arm and she slapped at it wildly. ‘What a hell of a way to spend a vacation! We might as well have stayed in New York and suffered. At least there was something to drink.’

Ahead, the hills rose sharply. The Packard stalled, then pushed on as Barton shifted into low. Immense peaks lifted against the horizon; they were getting near the Appalachians. Barton’s eyes were wide with awe as the forests and mountains came nearer, old sights, familiar peaks and valleys and twists he hadn’t ever expected to see again.

‘Millgate is on the floor of a small valley,’ he murmured. ‘Mountains on all sides. Only this one road goes in, unless they’ve built more since I left. It’s a small town, honey. Sleepy and ordinary like a hundred other little towns. Two hardware stores, drugstores, blacksmith shop—’

‘Any bars? Please say it has a good bar!’

‘Not more than a few thousand people. Not many cars come this way. These farms aren’t much good, around here. The soil’s too rocky. Snows in the winter and gets hot as hell in the summer.’

‘No kidding,’ Peg muttered. Her flushed cheeks had gone white; she looked greenish around the lips. ‘Ted, I think I’m going to be carsick.’

‘We’ll be there soon,’ Barton answered vaguely. He hung farther out the window, craning his neck and trying to make out the scenery ahead. ‘By golly, there’s that old farmhouse! I remember that. And this cut-off.’ He turned from the main road onto a smaller side road. ‘It’s just over this ridge and then we’re there.’

The Packard picked up speed. It raced between dry fields and sagging fences. The road was cracked and weed-covered, broken and in bad repair. Narrow and sharp-turning.

Barton pulled his head inside. ‘I knew I’d find my way back here.’ He fumbled in his coat pocket and got out his lucky compass. ‘It led me back, Peg. My dad gave me this when I was eight. Got it at Berg’s Jewelry Store on Central  Street. The only jewelry store in Millgate. I can always depend on it. I’ve carried this little compass around with me, and—’

‘I know,’ Peg groaned wearily. ‘I’ve heard about it a million times.’

Barton lovingly put the little silver compass away. He gripped the wheel tight and peered ahead, his excitement growing as the car neared Millgate. ‘I know every inch of this road. You know, Peg, I remember once—’

‘Yes, you remember. My God, I wish you’d forget at least something. I’m so tired of hearing all the details of your childhood, all the lovely facts about Millgate, Virginia—sometimes I just feel like screaming!’

The road plunged around a steep curve, into a thick bank of haze. With his foot on the brake, Barton turned the nose of the Packard down and began to descend.

‘There she is,’ he said softly. ‘Look.’

Below them was a small valley, lost in the blue haze of midday. A stream wound among the dark green, a ribbon of black. Webs of dirt roads. Houses, a cluster in the center. Millgate itself. The massive, somber bowl of mountains that surrounded the valley on all sides. Barton’s heart thudded with painful excitement. His town—where he’d been born, raised, spent his childhood. He had never expected to see it again. While he and Peg were vacationing, driving through Baltimore, the idea had suddenly come. A quick cut-off at Richmond. To see it again, see how it had changed …

Millgate loomed ahead. Clumps of dusty brown houses and stores lined the road. Signs. A filling station. Cafes. A couple of road-houses, cars parked in the lots. Golden Glow Beer. The Packard swept past a drugstore, a dingy post office, and abruptly came out in the center of the town.

Side streets. Old houses. Parked cars. Bars and cheap  hotels. People moving slowly along. Farmers. White shirts of store owners. A tea room. Furniture store. Two grocery stores. A big market, fruit and vegetables.

Barton slowed down at a traffic light. He turned onto a side street and passed a small grammar school. A few kids were playing basketball on a dusty field. More houses, larger and well built. A fat middle-aged woman in a shapeless dress watering her garden. A team of horses.

‘Well?’ Peg demanded. ‘Say something! How does it look to you?’

Barton didn’t answer. He gripped the wheel with one hand; he was leaning out of the window, face blank. At the next cut-off he turned the car to the right and came out again on the highway. A moment later the Packard was moving slowly back among the drugstores, bars, cafes and filling stations. And still Barton hadn’t answered.

Peg felt a chill of uneasiness. There was something on her husband’s face that frightened her. A look she had never seen before. ‘What’s wrong?’ she demanded. ‘Has it all changed? Doesn’t it look familiar?’

Barton’s lips moved. ‘It must be,’ he muttered thickly. ‘I took the right turn … I remember the ridge and the hills.’

Peg caught his arm. ‘Ted, what’s wrong?’

Barton’s face was waxen. ‘I’ve never seen this town before,’ he muttered huskily, almost inaudibly. ‘It’s completely different.’ He turned to his wife, bewildered and scared. ‘This isn’t the Millgate I remember. This isn’t the town I grew up in!’




TWO

Barton brought the car to a halt. With shaking hands he pushed the door open and jumped down on the blazing pavement.

Nothing was familiar. All strange. Alien. This town was not the Millgate he had known. He could feel the difference. He had never been here in his life.

The hardware store next to the bar. It was old, an ancient wood building, leaning and sagging, its yellow paint peeled off. He could make out a dim interior, harnesses, farm equipment, tools, cans of paint, faded calendars on the walls. Behind the fly-specked window was a display of fertilizers and chemical sprays. Dead insects lay in heaps in the corners. Spider webs. Warped cardboard signs. It was an old store—old as hell.

He pulled the rusty screen door open and entered. A little dried-up old man sat behind the counter like a wrinkled spider, crouched in the shadows on his stool. Steel-rimmed glasses, vest, suspenders. A litter of papers and pencil stubs around him. The interior of the store was chill and dim, and incredibly cluttered. Barton made his way through the rows of dusty merchandise, up to the old man. His heart was hammering wildly. ‘Look here,’ he croaked.

The old man looked up nearsightedly. ‘You want something?’

‘How long have you been here?’

The old man raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you mean?’

‘This store! This place! How long have you been here?’

The old man was silent a moment. Then he lifted a gnarled hand and pointed to a plate on the ancient brass cash-register. 1927. The store had opened for business twenty-six years ago.

Twenty-six years ago Barton had been a year old. This store had been here while he grew up. His early years, as a child, growing up in Millgate. But he had never seen this store before. And he’d never seen this old man.

‘How long have you lived in Millgate?’ Barton demanded.

‘Forty years.’

‘Do you know me?’

The old man grunted angrily. ‘Never seen you before in my life.’ He lapsed into sullen silence and nervously ignored Barton.

‘I’m Ted Barton. Joe Barton’s kid. Remember Joe Barton? Big guy, broad shoulders, black hair? Used to live on Pine Street. We had a house there. Don’t you remember me?’ Sudden terror knifed at him. ‘The old park! Where is it? I used to play there. The old Civil War cannon. The Douglas Street school. When did they tear it down? Stazy’s Meat Market; what happened to Mrs. Stazy? Is she dead?’

The little old man had got slowly up from his stool. ‘You must have sunstroke, young fellow. There ain’t any Pine Street, not around here.’

Barton sagged. ‘They changed the name?’

The old man rested his yellowed hands on the counter and faced Barton defiantly. ‘I been here forty years. Longer than you been born. There never was any Pine Street around here, and no Douglas Street. There’s a little park, but it don’t amount to much. Maybe you been out in the sun too long. Maybe you better go lie down someplace.’ He eyed Barton with suspicion and fear. ‘You go see Doc Meade. You’re kinda mixed up.’

Dazed, Barton left the store. Blazing sunlight spilled over him as he reached the sidewalk. He wandered along, hands in his pockets. The little old grocery store across the street. He strained to remember. What had been there? Something else. Not a grocery store. What was it …

A shoe store. Boots, saddles, leather goods. That was it. Doyle’s Leather Goods. Hides tanned. Luggage. He had bought a belt there, a present for his father.

He crossed the street and entered the grocery store. Flies buzzed around the piles of fruit and vegetables. Dusty canned goods. A wheezing refrigerator in the back. A wire basket of eggs.

A fat middle-aged woman nodded pleasantly to him. ‘Afternoon. What can I do for you?’

Her smile was sympathetic. Barton said thickly, ‘I’m sorry to bother you. I used to live here, in this town. I’m looking for something. A place.’

‘A place? What place?’

‘A store.’ His lips almost refused to frame the words. ‘Doyle’s Leather Goods. Does the name mean anything to you?’

Perplexity crossed the woman’s broad face. ‘Where was it? On Jefferson Street?’

‘No,’ Barton muttered. ‘Right here on Central. Where I’m standing.’

Fear replaced perplexity. ‘I don’t understand, mister. We’ve been here since I was a child. My family built this store in 1889. I’ve been here all my life.’

Barton moved back toward the door. ‘I see.’

The woman came anxiously after him. ‘Maybe you’re in the wrong place. Maybe you’re looking for some other town. How long ago did you say …’

[image: 001]

Her voice faded, as Barton pushed out onto the street. He came to a sign post and read it without comprehension. Jefferson Street.

This wasn’t Central. He was on the wrong street. Sudden hope flickered. He’d got on the wrong street somehow. Doyle’s was on Central—and this was Jefferson. He looked quickly around. Which way was Central? He began to run, slowly at first, then faster. He turned a corner and came out on a small side street. Drab bars, run-down hotels and smoke shops.

He stopped a passer-by. ‘Where’s Central?’ he demanded. ‘I’m looking for Central Street. I must have got lost.’

The man’s thin face glittered with suspicion. ‘Go on,’ he said, and hurried off. A drunk lounging against the weatherbeaten side of a bar laughed loudly.

Barton floundered in terror. He stopped the next person, a young girl hurrying along with a package under her arm. ‘Central!’ he gasped. ‘Where’s Central Street?’

Giggling, the girl ran off. A few yards away she halted and shouted back, ‘There isn’t any Central Street!’

‘No Central Street,’ an old woman muttered, shaking her head as she passed Barton. Others agreed, not even pausing, but hurrying on.

The drunk laughed again, then belched. ‘No Central,’ he muttered. ‘They’ll all tell you that, mister. Everybody knows there’s no such street.’

‘There must be,’ Barton answered desperately. ‘There must be!’

 



He stood in front of the house he had been born in. Only it wasn’t his house anymore. It was a huge, rambling hotel instead of a small white and red bungalow. And the street wasn’t Pine Street. It was Fairmount.

He came to the newspaper office. It wasn’t the Millgate Weekly anymore. Now it was the Millgate Times. And it wasn’t a square gray concrete structure. It was a yellowed, sagging, two-story house of boards and tar paper, a converted apartment house.

Barton entered.

‘Can I help you?’ the young man behind the counter asked pleasantly. ‘You wanted to place an ad?’ He fumbled for a pad. ‘Or was it a subscription?’

‘I want information,’ Barton answered. ‘I want to see some old papers. June 1926.’

The young man blinked. He was plump and soft-looking in a white shirt, open at the neck. Pressed slacks and carefully cut fingernails. ‘1926? I’m afraid anything older than a year is stored down in the—’

‘Get it,’ Barton grated. He tossed a ten-dollar bill on the counter. ‘Hurry up!’

The youth swallowed, hesitated, then scuttled through the doorway like a frightened rat.

Barton threw himself down at a table and lit a cigarette. As he was stubbing out the first butt and lighting a second, the youth reappeared, red-faced and panting, lugging a massive board-bound book. ‘Here it is.’ He dropped it on the table with a crash and straightened up in relief. ‘Anything else you want to see, just—’

‘Okay,’ Barton grunted. With shaking fingers, he began turning the ancient yellowed sheets. 16 June 1926. The day of his birth. He found it, turned to the births and deaths, and traced the columns rapidly.

There it was. Black type on the yellow paper. His fingers touched it, his lips moved silently. They had his father’s name as Donald, not Joe. And the address was wrong. 1386 Fairmount instead of 1724 Pine. His mother’s name was given as Sarah Barton instead of Ruth. But the  important part was there. Theodore Barton, weight six pounds, eleven ounces, at the county hospital. But that was wrong, too. It was twisted, distorted. All garbled.
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