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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.


      




CHILDREN OF THE WIND




THE ONLY REAL TROUBLE WITH TWINS, Robert Lamotti often thought, was that there were two of them. He sat in his makeshift study and listened to their voices as they came down the stairs and began to speak in exaggerated whispers. He was working; they knew they were not to disturb him, but the whispers were more disruptive than shouts. He wondered if they knew that. He strained to hear:


“Come on, men, and keep it down. The Indians are sleeping. Let’s raid their camp.” J-1.


“Sh. Watch out for the guard.” J-2.


“We’ll sneak around the fire …”


Robert turned back to the manuscript he was supposed to be considering. The whispers faded a little as the boys went into the living room a few steps down the hallway. After a moment, Robert put down the manuscript and stared broodingly at the window. Rain hid the world beyond. It was May; it was a weekend; therefore it rained. Last weekend it had rained, and the one before that. His room was so cramped that he had to edge in sideways to get around his desk, and he, like the twins, was feeling cabin feverish. Some days he hated this study, hated this apartment with the worn carpeting, the cheap furniture, the putty-colored walls. They were trying to save enough money to make a down payment on their own house, meanwhile getting by with what they had been able to afford when they were first married, nearly eight years ago. His desk was scarred, the entire place airless. When they opened the windows, soot rode in on the sound waves of the incessant traffic a few feet away. Only his Newbury Award books on his shelves were cheering; everything else in the whole apartment was dreary. He denied the thought even as it formed. June had worked miracles with the place; her art hung on the walls, patches of light in the dim apartment, button days like this, the mean, narrow windows overcame her efforts. Now it just looked bleak. Everything did.


He sighed and scowled at the manuscripts he had brought home to read over the weekend. Children’s books. Badly written, badly conceived—the books, not the children—badly plotted … The whispers returned and he grinned slightly. He remembered being about their age, six, or probably a bit older—the twins were precocious—playing in his father’s 1950 Plymouth with Harry, his best friend, rafting up the Nile, crocodiles hot on their trail. And his father’s shout, “You kids get the hell out of that car! Didn’t I tell you not to play in the car?” Creeping out, diving into the dangerous water, swimming to shore, suffering wounds from the crocodiles that had heads bigger than they were, a million teeth. They rode the Plymouth to Mars, dove to the bottom of the sea in it, fought off the Indians from it, evaded the alien hordes. The car had been maroon, he remembered vividly, with black upholstery and a clock on the dash, the first one he had ever seen in a car, built right in. It had not kept time very well, but that was minor. The clock had been important, part of the spaceship controls, the submarine periscope control …


Suddenly he was jolted from the reverie by grunts from the hall, scraping noises, giggles, and muffled shouts. He went to the door and watched his two sons shooting the rapids. They were bouncing down the stairs on sofa cushions, laughing gleefully, calling encouragement to each other.


“Hang on! There’s sharks!”


“Shoot ’em! Harpoon ’em!”


They bounced to a stop at the bottom of the staircase.


“Follow me, men!” J-1 leaped to his feet, came to a jerking halt, and looked up at his father.


J-1 was John, always the leader, the first one born, the first one to get chicken pox, the first one down the rapids. He glanced over his shoulder at James, and they both picked up the cushions and tiptoed past Robert, into the living room. He was biting his cheek hard to keep his expression stern.


Now Robert saw June at the top of the staircase, pale, strained-looking. Wordlessly she turned and vanished in the upper hallway. A door slammed.


It was the damn rain, Robert thought, and went to the living room. “Come on, jays. We’re going out for a while.”


“Where?”


“It’s raining.”


“I know it’s raining. And I don’t know where. We’ll decide later. Get your things on, rain gear, boots. And be quiet!”


They scrambled up the stairs, jostling each other, stifling laughter, and he examined the cushions. Not good for them, but no damage showed anyway. Lumps had developed the year they bought the sofa; a few more made little difference. It was the damn rain, he thought again, and tried to decide where to take the jays, what to do with them out in the rain. A movie? A museum? Shopping? The rain beat against the windows without pause, driven by a cold wind; his scowl deepened as he got his raincoat from the hall closet and pulled it on, still undecided what to do with the boisterous jays for the rest of the day.


JUNE WAS IN the room they called her studio. She had put gray vinyl over the carpet and did not have curtains or drapes at the single window, only a shade now raised all the way. There was her drawing table, an old white kitchen cabinet cluttered with brushes, pencils, drawing pads, some mason jars of water … A gooseneck lamp was clamped to the table, turned on. Another floor lamp was on, as was the ceiling light. It was not enough. The room felt shadowed, oppressive. She sat at her drawing table and tried to relax her shoulders, ease the stiffness from her wrists and hands. She knew when the boys came upstairs, went into their room, knew when they raced back down. She heard Robert approach her door and hesitate momentarily, then tap.


“Yes?” The stiffness was in her throat, her voice. She did not turn to look at him when he opened the door.


“I’m taking the kids out, probably to a movie.”


“Fine.”


“We’ll be back before dinner.”


“I’ll be sure to have it ready.”


He remembered he had promised to cook this weekend. “I’ll stop at the store and bring something to make when we get home,” he said hurriedly, trying to sound as if that had been his plan from the start.


She shrugged, still facing her drawing table, feeling the stiffness in her muscles tighten even more.


“Honey?”


“I’m fine,” she said. “Just go, will you?”


He watched her for another moment, then left, and she took a deep breath, another, consciously tried to relax.


She stared at the tentative sketches on her pad and slowly drew a heavy black line diagonally through the page, then the next page, and the next. Abruptly she stood up and walked to the window and looked at the rain. Ten feet away the brick wall of the next apartment building wept. The jays would catch cold, she thought distantly.


She had met Robert two months after going to work for the publishing company where he was a junior editor of children’s books. She had been hired in the art department. Six months later they were married, and within two months she had become pregnant. They knew they could not afford to start a family, but if she could keep her job up to the ninth month and get a leave of absence, return a few months after the child was born—they had decided finally—it would not be impossible, just set them back a little in their plans to buy their own house. On a brilliantly sunny day they had found this apartment with three bedrooms. She would take the upstairs middle room for a studio. He would convert the minuscule dining room into an office, and the child would have the third bedroom. It had seemed so simple.


But the pregnancy had not been an easy one. Her doctor had insisted that she stop working during the fifth month, making a mockery of all their careful planning. The day the twins were born and she gazed at the beautiful boys, she had been transported, even felt holy, and she and Robert had laughed together, saying it was best after all to get it all over with at once, since they really had wanted two children eventually, and, besides, who had ever seen such beautiful babies?


Their hair was dark, like Robert’s and wavy, like hers. Their eyes were bright blue, her eyes; the dimples in their right cheeks were his. They had her physical coordination and dexterity and his verbal facility. And so it went.


At age three, labeled antisocial and noncooperative, they had been expelled from their first day-care center. The next one had sent a long letter, suggesting psychological help for their hyperactivity and poor social adjustment. There had been another one or two, but the boys were not good candidates for day care, with its regimentation and with the other children who did not come in matched sets. They had each other. They were highly intelligent—too intelligent, she thought—and had little tolerance for slower thinkers. They caught on the first time and wanted something new, no matter, it often appeared, what the subject was. They had been readers from age four, and had picked up Spanish from one of the numerous sitters who had come, tried to manage them, and left shortly afterward. Not hyperactive, Robert maintained, simply energetic and bright. He was proud of their precocity, but worried about their good looks. That would get them in trouble, he said darkly. She wished they were just a little less intelligent, and she delighted in their beauty.


When it became apparent that she would not be able to keep a job, June had decided, almost with relief, to go freelance. She had not expected to be able to get much done until they started real school, she had explained to Robert and to her mother and various friends, but she had not considered the time she would have to spend in taking them to the special school, first for half-days, and this year for whole days. She got home at ten, and left again to pick them up shortly before two. Then there were the holidays, and the colds and sore throats, and chicken pox and measles, and the visits to the doctor and the dentist, and the obligatory birthday parties, and what seemed like constant shopping for new shoes and jeans because they were growing so fast.


The worst part was, she admitted to herself, she accomplished nothing during the hours she had; she did not know why she could get nothing done even when she was alone. She could not explain it. She felt as if time were something tangible, something looming over her, ready to fall on her. She was constantly aware of her two-o’clock bus to catch, constantly aware of dinner at six-thirty, their bath time at seven-thirty, bed at eight. If Robert was five minutes overdue, she was aware of that. Heaven must be a place, she thought, where there were no clocks, no deadlines, no schedules, no time hurdles lined up with deadly regularity.


She had been staring blindly. Gradually she became aware of the random water trails, aware of the rain again. They would all be soaked by the time they got home. She turned to her sketches, bad, mechanical, lifeless. She left the studio, went downstairs to the kitchen, and stood aimlessly at the counter. Gingerbread, she decided, hot gingerbread, the fragrance welcoming them when they got home, telling them she was not mad at them.


ROBERT WAS READING to the jays when June finished cleaning up the kitchen. She stopped outside the boys’ door and listened to the discussion they were having. Robert had been reading one of the manuscripts to them.


“Dumb,” J-2 was saying.


“Why?”


“Kids don’t talk like that.”


“What’s wrong with it?”


“‘Oh, Daddy, thank you!’” J-1 said in a whining falsetto. Both boys giggled.


“Shut up and listen,” Robert ordered and the giggling got louder.


June moved on to her studio and entered. He could get away with that, but if she ever said shut up to them, they would withdraw into a hurt silence. And yet, she knew, she understood them better than he did. She shook her head impatiently. Like so many of her thoughts, this one did not make much sense. Dumb, she told herself, and picked up the drawings that had turned out sour. Why? Sometimes her hands seemed to have a will of their own; they worked, pictures appeared, and they were right; they matched some kind of template in her head that she could not even find until she had the lines on paper. Other times her hands made wooden figures, silly figures. This was a simple story, aimed at first- and second-grade children, about an Amazon Indian boy who confronted his fears and found them to be ordinary, everyday objects that he had distorted. A gleaming, man-eating leopard became a bush with glowing fireflies at rest on it. An alligator became a moss-covered log. A screaming demon became a monkey annoyed at being disturbed. She picked up the manuscript and flipped through the pages, looking for a clue, something she had missed before, a hint of the pictures her hands should be creating. The story was charming, told simply yet with an elegance of language perfectly suited to the imagery and the age of the Indian child. Tomorrow, she decided, she would read this to the jays and hear their opinion.


“Honey, are you working?”


She looked up at Robert in the doorway and shook her head, returned the manuscript to the table and left the studio with him.


“I’m sorry about this afternoon,” he said when they were in the living room. “I thought they were settled down for an hour at least with the models they were making.”


“It’s okay. I was afraid they’d hurt themselves. I’m jumpy.”


“Not okay,” he said. “I told you I’d be responsible and I wasn’t.”


Suddenly the tightness was back. She felt her shoulders go stiff, and the back of her neck. Her stomach seemed to clench. “It’s over and done with,” she said, hearing the stiffness in her voice.


“We have to talk. Don’t pull away like that, honey. You’re closing me out.”


“We have talked! And talked! What’s the point?”


“The point is that you haven’t talked. You don’t say anything. How can we fix it so you can work? What will it take? Just tell me.”


She shook her head helplessly. “This is exactly the way it was in March, and in January. I told you I need time and you said you’d take over on weekends. And sometimes you actually do take over on weekends. But that’s not enough. I have to know you will, really know it, and I don’t.”


And there was Easter, she thought, and twice we went out to your sister’s place, and my mother came one weekend, and there was the party for Ed … What was the use? She stood up.


“They’re still playing,” she said.


“I’ll go.”


From, the top of the stairs J-1 called, in the same falsetto he had assumed before, “Daddy, dear, may we please have a drink of water? If it isn’t too much trouble.”


Robert smiled, but when he turned to June, the strained expression was on her face. She looked pinched, too tight, the way she had when the kids had gone bumping down the stairs.


“I’ll be right back,” he muttered and hurried from the room, half-expecting to see the jays sliding down the banister, or doing something else strictly forbidden. Instead, they were sitting side by side on the top step, their chins cupped in their hands, grinning wickedly.


WHEN HE RETURNED to the living room, June was not there. He went upstairs and stopped outside her studio door, hand raised to knock. He stood motionless for several seconds, then drew back, and slowly went down again. She was right; they had had the same conversation several times. And it got them nowhere. If he could understand why she found it impossible to work when the boys were in school, then maybe they could go on from there, but he simply could not fathom that mystery. They were not the same, he had to remind himself more often. He could pick up and put down a manuscript he was reading, or even editing, repeatedly and not be bothered by the interruptions, but she was not like that. When she was interrupted, she might not get back to what she had been doing for days, sometimes never. When the boys got chicken pox, she had been working on an assignment for a school magazine—almost an insignificant job he had thought at the time, but one she had welcomed. She had put it aside and finally had called the editor and begged off it entirely and never had gone back to the drawings, although they had been quite good. He shook his head and after a minute or two went into his office and picked up another of the submission manuscripts.


It was pointless, he decided after a few minutes; he could not concentrate now. Something had to give. Over the Christmas holidays they had gone to his sister’s place for a visit; her warning came to mind, sharp and clear: “You’ll lose her, Robert,” his sister had said. “You’ve had what, three promotions in the past few years? You’re making it, and she feels that she’s sinking backwards faster and faster. How long do you suppose she’ll be able to tolerate that?”


“One of us had better be making some money,” he had snapped. “Things are easing a little with the jays. Every year it gets a little easier.”


She had shaken her head. “Do you promise a starving man food in a few years? You’re acting like a fool, dear brother, and it’s an act, because you’re not a fool.”


“What’s that mean? You think I should quit my job and let her support us for a few years? Is that a solution?”


“A solution? Come off it! Have you even found out what the problem is yet? Talk to her, Robert.”


“The problem is that the kids wear her down and she can’t get any work done,” he said coldly. “And we’ve tried various ways to get around it and nothing has worked yet.”


Her smile had become mocking then. She had always been able to do that to him, make him feel insecure, afraid to glance down at his fly, certain his face was dirty, that something was wrong somewhere that she could see perfectly well and would not mention, but would make him find out for himself no matter how embarrassing it might become. Rita was four years older than he was, a tall, hand some woman with jet hair, dark languid eyes, and a way of looking at men that suggested she knew things they would not be willing to discuss with their counselors.


She had not told him that day what she suspected, or knew, the problem was between him and June. The solution he had suggested was not working, he admitted, and it was his fault. But, damn it, he thought with a flash of irritation, why couldn’t she just use the hours she had every day? It didn’t make sense. He went to the kitchen and mixed himself a drink. What he really wanted was to go up and take her to bed right now and make love to her for hours, the way they used to do.


June wondered that she had not seen before that the colors she had been thinking of using for the Amazon book were wrong. She worked in watercolors, and all her previous illustrations had been in pale washes, or black and white, and that was wrong for this book. Dark colors, menacing colors with deep shadows and suggestions of things lurking within them. Her hands had come alive and life flowed from her fingers through her pencils onto the paper; the Indian boy lived in the line drawings; the leopard was real although no more than half a dozen lines defined it. The alligator could swish its tail if it chose. She knew she was too tired to paint, but she started mixing her colors anyway. Deep green jungle colors … the boy’s shirt a startling white … a knowing macaw in each picture, brilliant red and green, and all else dark—blacks, browns, greens so dark they became black …


When she fell into bed, Robert moved sleepily and turned over so that she could fit into his contours. He roused enough in a minute or two to turn again, to reach for her, but she was already in a profound sleep. Gray dawn light was edging in around the shades.


That afternoon she showed Robert the one illustration she had finished. “The others are just rough sketches,” she said, “still in the idea stage, but I wanted to get one in color.”


“Wow! That’s terrific!” He studied it with narrowed eyes, then said, “But Myra won’t go for it.”


Myra Boylston was the editor of the book, not for his company, but a friendly rival.


“Why not?”


“It’s too elemental, for one thing. And it would be too disturbing for kids that young, I’m afraid. At least, she’ll think so. You know her books, light, cheerful, upbeat every time.”


“Would you go for it?”


“Damned if I know,” he said thoughtfully. “I turned down that manuscript, remember. It struck me as too pat, too easy. It suggests the darkness and then takes it all away again. You’ve put it back, but possibly too strong. I don’t know. Maybe I would have bought the package.”


He wouldn’t have taken the illustrations, she thought dully. She had a headache behind her eyes, an ache between her shoulders. He could put in words what she could only feel: She had restored the darkness, and that was right. There was a darkness in the book that the author had denied. There was a darkness in children that editors denied, that parents denied, and that was what she had illustrated, what she would have put in the other pictures for this book, but, of course, Myra would reject it. Tiredly she went to the door.


“I’d better do something about dinner.”


“My turn,” he said, coming to her, putting his arm about her shoulders. “A deal’s a deal.”


The jays were in their room making paper airplanes.


“Can we see it, Mom?” J-1 called.


“Sure. I want to read the book to you, anyway.”


Robert’s hand tightened on her shoulder and she was startled by the realization that he didn’t want them to see the picture. The boys were already entering the studio; June and Robert moved out of their way. She propped up the illustration against the wall and waited.


“Hey, that’s neato, kiddo,” J-1 said.


“Good God!” Robert muttered. “Where’d you hear that?”


Neither bothered to answer. They were both engrossed in the picture, the two dark heads together, communicating silently with each other, one nodding at something the other might have subvocalized, or might not have. June had moved closer to them, was watching them intently, part of the silent communication system in a way that he seldom was. For a moment he felt chilled. From the hour they were born she had been able to tell them apart and when he once demanded to know how, she had been unable to explain. The best she could do was say they looked the same, but they didn’t feel the same. Later, after they had been around for a few months, he had distinguished them and not mistaken one for the other since, but she had known from the start when they had been as identical as two blades of grass. And sometimes, as in this moment, he knew she felt through them, with them, something from which he was excluded.


“I like that shadow,” J-2 said pointing. “It’s got a snake in it. Look.”


J-1 nodded and peered closer. “Can we have it on our wall when you’re done with it?”


“That might be sooner than you think,” June said, but she was satisfied. It worked with children, and even if, Myra turned it down, she knew she had done a good piece of work, that she could still do good work. “You want to see the sketches for the rest of the pictures?”


Looking at them, watching them examine the drawings, looking past them to the finished painting, Robert felt a disquiet that renewed his chill. He would never publish that picture. From where he stood the shadows had a deep reddish undertone, like blood nightmares, he thought vaguely. The nightmares where nothing is red and everything is when you don’t really look at it. He had always thought of them as blood nightmares, the worst kind, the darkest of childhood fears. They should not have anything like that on their wall, ever. They should not even be allowed to look at it. What dark undercurrents stirred through her to allow her to paint that picture? She never had done anything like it before. His gaze finally came to rest on her.


June turned to look at him, as if sensing his continuing scrutiny, and she saw him as a judge.


ON FRIDAY AFTERNOON she sat in the office of the school psychologist and waited for him to begin. The office was too cheerful, too sunny and friendly, with posters of cartoon characters, Einstein, the solar system, and one, oddly, of mushrooms in sunlight. That one fascinated her. The mushrooms were poking up from a bed of wood shavings, with dewdrops along the margins, reflecting back the sun in iridescent patterns. Dr. Voorhis was extracting sheets of paper from a file folder. He was in his fifties, bald, and benign looking. She was terrified of him.


“Sorry,” he said finally. “I thought I had everything out and ready. You know, don’t you, that we like to talk with the parents of all our children each spring?” He peered at her over the tops of half-glasses and smiled gently. “You have wonderful children, Mrs. Lamotti. It’s been a privilege to work with them this year, observe them.”


The flow of relief that flooded from her left her feeling boneless. She swallowed and nodded. “But Mrs. Jarles said there was a problem.”


“Problems for some people are sometimes no trouble for others,” he said. “She has a problem because she has a class of fourteen children to supervise. I have no problem with your boys because I can look at them as two extraordinary children and appreciate them for their uniqueness.”


“What have they done?” she asked then, trying unsuccessfully to soften the harshness in her voice.


“Let me get to it in due time,” the psychologist said. “Relax, Mrs. Lamotti. Please. Would you like coffee? Tea?” When she shook her head, he went on. “I promise not to talk about norms and social adaptations and learning curves. Okay? I just want to talk about John and James, and you and your husband, and your plans for the future. No jargon.”


It was true that he did not use the jargon, but he said the same things others had said in the past: very intelligent, read at an adult level, highly developed mathematical and verbal skills, independent thinkers …


“Mrs. Lamotti, your eyes have glazed over,” Dr. Voorhis said suddenly. “You know all this already, don’t you?”


“I’m sorry,” she said. “Please, just tell me what happened this time.”


He nodded. “You realize that every child in this school is gifted, of course, but they aren’t all gifted in the same areas, and few are as gifted as your sons. And even fewer in this age group are able to maintain a fantasy for as long a period as your sons. On Monday they apparently started speaking an invented language and they have continued throughout the week to pretend that it’s the only language they know, at least with the other children.”


“Not at home,” she whispered.


“That’s understandable, isn’t it? It’s their language to use with their peers. And somehow, through this language, and through charades, they have managed to frighten several other children quite badly.”


“We’ll make them stop,” she said in the same whisper. She felt stupefied, unable to grasp what was so terrible. The jays were playing one of their games; that was all it seemed to her.


“I already talked to them,” Dr. Voorhis said. “It’s over with by now. But, you see, they’ll do something else that we can’t anticipate, and it might be even worse.”


“What are you saying?” she cried then. “They’re six years old! They’re babies, not monsters! If the other children were frightened, maybe they have problems of their own!”


“They do, of course,” he agreed. “Mrs. Lamotti, you said it yourself. They’re six years old, and almost by definition that makes them monsters. Emotionally they’re babies, infants, but intellectually they’re adolescents or even beyond. And that’s a dangerous combination, Mrs. Lamotti. Please, let’s have some coffee and discuss this.”


She realized that she had jumped up, that she had started to turn, to go for the door, to leave this cheerful office, this perceptive man. She sat down again wordlessly.


THAT NIGHT SHE repeated to Robert what the psychologist had said, “They need physical challenges, not intellectual. I told him they hate group sports and he said that was typical, but they could take up swimming, or gymnastics, something like that, or as many as we can find for them.”


Robert frowned. “All this because they played a trick on some stupid kids?”


“They aren’t stupid kids,” she said wearily. “They’re all gifted, some musically gifted, and one’s already an artist. The jays made them believe they were battling monsters or something, that there were more lurking in the shrubbery, around the turn in the hall. You know they can do that.”


He bit back his comments and let her continue.


“He said that kids don’t develop any real empathy until they’re older, eight or nine even. And until then the jays might pick on anyone they can, to whatever extent they can get away with, and think of it as a game.”


“Bullshit!”


“Why didn’t you go and tell him that?” she snapped.


“You know I had sales conferences all day.”


“Well, don’t give me your simple one-word answers!”


“And don’t you turn it into a big deal. That’s his business, to find problems where none exist.”


She studied him, then said quietly, “One of the little girls became hysterical and had an asthmatic attack. That’s a problem, Robert. The jays did it to her on purpose.”


“Christ! All right, what does the guy suggest we do now?”


“Enroll them in as many physical activities as possible, keep them as busy as we can physically, keep a close watch on them, love them.” Her voice broke and she became silent, studying her hands in her lap.


The silence became extended. Finally he said, “It’s a damn shame we don’t live on a farm, give them cows to milk, a garden to put in, horses to round up …”


She nodded.


They both knew she would have to take the jays to whatever classes they could find to start swimming lessons, take them to play tennis or some damn thing. Neither spoke of it again that night.


ON SUNDAY EVENING Robert’s sister Rita dropped in on them unexpectedly. Her usually languid eyes were flashing with anger; there was high color on her cheeks.


“I can’t talk to him! He won’t hear a word I say! Robert, you have to help me. Please!”


He got her a drink and June fussed over her until she calmed down a little. Then, with a rush, she told them.


“You know how long we’ve been planning this trip. Over a year. Our first real family trip, our first real vacation in years. Carson has those exhibitions in Scotland, England, Germany, Italy … I don’t even remember them all. Four months of exhibition golf! And for once I wasn’t going to be a golf widow, and now this.”


“What?” Robert asked in exasperation. “What happened?”


“It’s Lorne. You know he had appendicitis in the fall, and then that awful infection. Given to him in the hospital, I should add. It wasn’t his fault. And this spring the broken arm. It’s been a terrible year! Terrible! Poor child; none of it was his fault, and Carson’s acting like he did it all on purpose, just to mess up our trip.”


It took another drink and a lot of backing and filling but she finally told them that the private school where her eleven-year-old son was a student had notified them that he could not be advanced to seventh grade. He had missed too much work to make up in the time remaining to him. And Carson had his heart set on Lorne’s attending the same prep school he had gone to. The only way Lorne would make it was by going to summer classes and finishing his courses. And they simply could not leave him with servants or a sitter, she said finally, and that meant that she had to beg Robert and June to please spend the summer in the house with Lorne. There would be the housekeeper and the gardener, and the school was just across the lake, of course, so Lorne could walk over. And the jays could go to day camp there, go with him, return with him …


“I’ve been begging him all weekend to let us take a tutor along with us and he just screams at me. And at Lorne, of course. He’s furious. Robert, you could commute. It’s only an hour and a half, and the trains are always on time. You could sublet your apartment for a thousand dollars a month. There’s food in the freezer and the garden. It wouldn’t cost you a cent, not a cent, and there would be help for the boys. June could get some work done …”


IT WAS LIKE leaving the gray Kansas plains and landing in the land of Oz, June decided happily. Everything was green, or blooming, or both. Grady Lake sparkled under a light, riffling breeze. She felt that even the air sparkled. The house was an old farmhouse that Carson had remodeled and added to several times until by now the original box shape was lost to wings and ells. It was painted apple green and had russet shutters and a red-tile roof. Carson had bought the property for the pasture, with gentle rises on one side, a small stream along the far end. He had turned it into a nine-hole golf course before the house was touched. The grass looked fake, it was so perfect. Behind the course a small wooded area offered all the excitement small boys could want. There were two footbridges over the tiny stream that was one of the sources of the lake. Crawfish lived on the edges of the stream, minnows darted among the rocks of the bottom. Closer to the house were vegetable gardens, flower gardens, a greenhouse, and finally a barn with the garden equipment, a rowboat, and two cars that Rita and Carson had urged them to use when they wanted.


Perfect, perfect, perfect, June kept singing silently. At this end of the lake the water was shallow, no more than five feet deep, and warm already. The property was very nearly at the end of the lake, and directly across from it was the private school that Lorne attended, and where the day camp would start in one week. It was a ten-minute walk. Perfect, perfect.


“Happy?” Robert asked, coming to her side at the end of the patio.


“The good fairy from the East waved her wand and presto! Here we are. Where are the Munchkins?”


“Lorne’s showing them the barn, and then he wants to show us all the new exercise machine Carson bought.” His pleasure was as deep as hers as he looked over the property. A fence on one side, the road, the lake, and finally the school grounds. It was a good territory for the small dynamos, he thought, almost enviously. He never had envied Rita her good fortune in landing a rich husband; he knew the price she had to pay, and was willing to pay. She had been a golf widow throughout her married life. But he could envy the boys this playground.


They came into view, Lorne leading in a dead run. He was a tall boy, more like his father every year in appearance, very fair with skin that burned easily, reddish blond hair, pale blue eyes. Behind him the twins pounded, their sturdy legs pumping hard in their futile effort to keep up. They were red-faced with exertion. Lorne veered toward the patio, looked back, and yelled at the jays.


“Beat you!” He turned to Robert. “Want to see the new stuff now?”


“Sure,” he said, and waited for the twins. They were dripping sweat. They all entered a new section of the house through sliding glass doors that opened to the patio. The first room held a large Jacuzzi and showers; next was the exercise room. It was over forty feet long with a Universal weight machine, a rowing machine, a stationary bicycle, other things that looked like medieval torture instruments. Along the wall was a strip of indoor/outdoor carpeting with a hole sunken in one end—a putting area, marked off at five-foot intervals. It always had delighted Carson to challenge his guests to a putting match, starting at the five-foot mark and moving back five feet at a time. He, of course, could sink a putt from a mile away. Robert had played that mean little game only once with him.


Lorne showed the jays various pieces of equipment, then picked up a ball and positioned it at the ten-foot mark on the putting strip. He lifted a club, swung it a couple of times, then tapped the ball and watched it roll surely down the strip and into the hole. He glanced at the twins, picked up another ball, and placed it on the same spot. He handed the club to J-1.


“Your turn.”


“You want me to put the ball in the hole?”


“If you think you can.”


With a shrug J-1 scooped up the ball, trotted down the room, and dropped it into the cup, then came back.


“You little chicken! I knew you couldn’t do it!”


J-2 cocked his head. “Drums!” he said excitedly.


“Come on!” J-1 thrust the club at Lorne, and they dashed from the room.


Robert hid behind a coughing fit, but June looked at Lorne; his features were contorted by rage. He saw her glance and his face went blank. Wordlessly he threw down the club and stalked out.


She returned the club to the rack, looked about the room absently, and said, “We’d better go see where they all went. Are you all done?”


“Christ! He was so much like Carson it was uncanny. The little jay was perfect.”


“Not a way to make a friend,” she said lightly, but she felt uneasy and wished the incident had not happened, that Lorne had not seen her appraisal, that he had not instantly assumed a mask. She shrugged. “Let’s go find the little devils.”


“What I think,” Robert said, taking her hand, “is that Lorne’s met his match, maybe for the first time. It’ll do him good to get his comeuppance now and then.”


They wandered outside and saw the twins vanish over the footbridge. They walked slowly toward them, then waited at the small dock. The jays had reappeared, were dashing back. Lorne was on the end of the dock throwing stones into the water.


Robert and June watched the twins as they pounded back. Their hair was plastered to their red faces; sweat made crooked tracks down their temples.


“There’s a haunted house,” J-1 finally said.


“And a wizard with a magic wand,” J-2 added.


“They tried to hide the house in the forest, but we found it anyway. All black—”


“You dopes!” Lorne yelled from the end of the dock. “That’s the Cooperton house. I told you. They moved to Florida and the house is for sale.”


“And the wizard tried to catch us but we got away—”


“He’s Mr. Mackie. He’s my teacher!” Furiously Lorne stripped off his T-shirt. He yanked off his sneakers and flung them toward the lawn. “I’m going swimming.” Before Robert or June could speak, he made a shallow dive into the water. It was only three feet deep at the end of the dock. He surfaced a dozen feet out and began a strong crawl across the lake.


“Robert—” June began, but he was looking past her. She turned to see a stocky man in shorts and a tank top on the bridge. He was swinging a pliant piece of bamboo.


“That’s the wizard,” J-1 breathed.


J-2 said something that sounded like gibberish and June remembered what the psychologist had told her: They had invented a secret language. Abruptly she started to walk toward the house.


“Come on, you two. You’re filthy and smell like a kennel. March.”


The man had drawn close enough to speak.


“Walt Mackie,” he said. “And you must be June Lamotti. And the jays. John and James. Is that right?”


June paused to shake his hand briefly. He made no attempt to shake hands with the boys, simply examined them with interest. “I’m taking them in for a scrub,” she said.


Robert joined them and she left the two men talking. The jays were very quiet.


“They’re a handful, I expect,” Walt Mackie was saying, watching the jays out of sight.


“Understatement time,” Robert said, grinning. He raised his voice and yelled, “Hey, Lorne, come on in!”


The boy had stopped swimming, was afloat on his back. He did not respond, might not have heard.


“He’s like a seal,” Mackie said. “You don’t have to worry about him in the water. Do the jays swim?”


“Dog-paddle a little. We’re hoping they’ll get better this summer.”


“Guaranteed. Rita said they’ll be in day camp, and believe me, they’ll come out like fish. That’s where he learned.”


They both continued to watch Lorne. He was doing an effortless backhand, cutting through the water without a splash.


“We wanted him on the school swim team, but Carson nixed it. The kid’s got to be a golfer, not a swimmer.”


“Damn shame he missed out on this summer’s trip.”


Mackie looked at him in surprise. “Not according to Lorne. Have you asked him about it?”


“No. We assumed he was as disappointed as Rita.”


“No way. He hates golf, hates hotels, hates restaurants. I’m not saying he broke his arm on purpose, mind you, but it sure kept him off the links all spring. And he’s smart enough. He could have wrapped up everything in the sixth grade in a month, if he’d wanted to.”


“Did you say that to his parents?” Robert asked sharply, unhappy with the direction this was going.


“Sure. Carson and I went to school together. I know him from way back. Funny thing about parents is that they believe what they want to believe about their kids.” He looked at Robert again, and this time held the gaze. “I like the kid, you see. And he’s being fucked over. I’m on his side and hope you and your wife will be too. He can use some friends.”


Robert finally took a long breath and turned away. “Maybe you’d better tell us what we’ve let ourselves in for.”


Lorne was coming in now, gliding through the water easily and very fast.


“In a minute,” Mackie said, and they both watched the boy until he climbed the ladder, grabbed his shirt, and nodded to them.


“Lorne,” Robert said in an even tone, “you’re a great swimmer, but while we’re responsible for you this summer, you’re not to go in the water without permission.”
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