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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.







THE LAKE WAS FULL OF ARTIFICIAL THINGS


—Wallace Stevens


Daniel was older than Miranda had expected. In 1970, when they had said good-bye, he had been twenty-two. Two years later he was dead, but now, approaching her with the bouncing walk which had always suited his personality so well, he appeared as a middle-aged man and quite gray, though solid and muscular.


Miranda noted with relief that he was smiling. “Randy!” he said. He laughed delightedly. “You look wonderful.”


Miranda glanced down at herself, wondering what, in fact, she did look like or if she had any form at all. She saw the flesh of her arms firm again and the skin smooth and tight. So she was the twenty-year-old. Isn’t that odd, she thought, turning her hands palms up to examine them. Then Daniel reached her. The sun was bright in the sky behind him, obscuring his face, giving him a halo. He put his arms around her. I feel him, she thought in astonishment. I smell him. She breathed in slowly. “Hello, Daniel,” she said.


He squeezed her slightly, then dropped his arms and looked around. Miranda looked outward, too. They were on the college campus. Surely this was not the setting she would have chosen. It unsettled her, as if she had been sent backward in time and gifted with prescience, but remained powerless to make any changes, was doomed to see it all again, moving to its inevitable conclusion. Daniel, however, seemed pleased.


He pointed off to the right. “There’s the creek,” he said, and suddenly she could hear it. “Memories there, right?” and she remembered lying beneath him on the grass by the water. She put her hands on his shoulders now; his clothes were rough against her palms and military—like his hair.


He gestured to the round brick building behind her. “Tollman Hall,” he said. “Am I right? God, this is great, Randy. I remember everything. Total recall. I had Physics 10 there with Dr. Fielding. Physics for nonmajors. I couldn’t manage my vectors and I got a B.” He laughed again, throwing an arm around Miranda. “It’s great to be back.”


They began to walk together toward the center of campus, slow walking with no destination, designed for conversation. They were all alone, Miranda noticed. The campus was deserted, then suddenly it wasn’t. Students appeared on the pathways. Long-hairs with headbands and straights with slide rules. Just what she remembered. “Tell me what everyone’s been doing,” Daniel said. “It’s been what? Thirty years? Don’t leave out a thing.”


Miranda stooped and picked a small daisy out of the grass. She twirled it absentmindedly in her fingers. It left a green stain on her thumb. Daniel stopped walking and waited beside her. “Well,” Miranda said. “I’ve lost touch with most of them. Gail got a job on Le Monde. She went to Germany for the reunification. I heard she was living there. The antinuclear movement was her permanent beat. She could still be there, I suppose.”


“So she’s still a radical,” said Daniel. “What stamina.”


“Margaret bought a bakery in San Francisco. Sixties cuisine. Whole grains. Tofu brownies. Heaviest cookies west of the Rockies. We’re in the same cable chapter so I keep up with her better. I saw her last marriage on TV. She’s been married three times now, everyone a loser.”


“What about Allen?” Daniel asked.


“Allen,” repeated Miranda. “Well, Allen had a promising career in jogging shoes. He was making great strides.” She glanced at Daniel’s face. “Sorry,” she said. “Allen always brought out the worst in me. He lost his father in an air collision over Kennedy. Sued the airline and discovered he never had to work again. In short, Allen is rich. Last I heard, and this was maybe twenty years ago, he was headed to the Philippines to buy himself a submissive bride.” She saw Daniel smile, the lines in his face deepening with his expression. “Oh, you’d like to blame me for Allen, wouldn’t you?” she said. “But it wouldn’t be fair. I dated him maybe three times, tops.” Miranda shook her head. “Such an enthusiastic participant in the sexual revolution. And then it all turned to women’s liberation on him. Poor Allen. We can only hope his tiny wife divorced him and won a large settlement when you could still get alimony.”


Daniel moved closer to her and they began to walk again, passing under the shade of a redwood grove. The grass changed to needles under their feet. “You needn’t be so hard on Allen,” he said. “I never minded about him. I always knew you loved me.”


“Did you?” asked Miranda anxiously. She looked at her feet, afraid to examine Daniel’s face. My god, she was wearing moccasins. Had she ever worn moccasins? “I did get married, Daniel,” she said. “I married a mathematician. His name was Michael.” Miranda dropped her daisy, petals intact.


Daniel continued to walk, swinging his arms easily. “Well, you were always hot for mathematics. I didn’t expect you to mourn me forever.”


“So it’s all right?”


Daniel stopped, turning to face her. He was still smiling, though it was not quite the smile she expected, not quite the easy, happy smile she remembered. “It’s all right that you got married, Randy,” he said softly. Something passed over his face and left it. “Hey!” he laughed again. “I remember something else from Physics 10. Zeno’s paradox. You know what that is?”


“No,” said Miranda.


“It’s an argument. Zeno argued that motion was impossible because it required an object to pass through an infinite number of points in a finite amount of time.” Daniel swung his arms energetically. “Think about it for minute, Randy. Can you fault it? Then think about how far I came to be here with you.”


“Miranda. Miranda.” It was her mother’s voice, rousing her for school. Only then it wasn’t. It was Dr. Matsui who merely sounded maternal, despite the fact that she had no children of her own and was not yet thirty. Miranda felt her chair returning slowly to its upright position. “Are you back?” Dr. Matsui asked. “How did it go?”


“It was short,” Miranda told her. She pulled the taped wires gently from her lids and opened her eyes. Dr. Matsui was seated beside her, reaching into Miranda’s hair to detach the clips which touched her scalp.


“Perhaps we recalled you too early,” she conceded. “Matthew spotted an apex so we pulled the plug. We just wanted a happy ending. It was happy, wasn’t it?”


“Yes.” Dr. Matsui’s hair, parted on one side and curving smoothly under her chin, bobbed before Miranda’s face. Miranda touched it briefly, then her own hair, her cheeks, and her nose. They felt solid under her hand, real, but no more so than Daniel had been. “Yes, it was,” she repeated. “He was so happy to see me. So glad to be back. But, Anna, he was so real. I thought you said it would be like a dream.”


“No,” Dr. Matsui told her. “I said it wouldn’t be. I said it was a memory of something that never happened and in that respect was like a dream. I wasn’t speaking of the quality of the experience.” She rolled her chair to the monitor and stripped the long feed-out sheet from it, tracing the curves quickly with one finger. Matthew, her technician, came to stand behind her. He leaned over her left shoulder, pointing. “There,” he said. “That’s Daniel. That’s what I put in.”


Dr. Matsui returned her chair to Miranda’s side. “Here’s the map,” she said. “Maybe I can explain better.”


Miranda tried to sit forward. One remaining clip pulled her hair and made her inhale sharply. She reached up to detach herself. “Sorry,” said Dr. Matsui sheepishly. She held out the paper for Miranda to see. “The dark wave is the Daniel we recorded off your memories earlier. Happy memories, right? You can see the fainter echo here as you responded to it with the original memories. Think of it as memory squared. Naturally, it’s going to be intense. Then, everything else here is the record of the additional activity you brought to this particular session. Look at these sharp peaks at the beginning. They indicate stress. You’ll see that nowhere else do they recur. On paper it looks to have been an entirely successful session. Of course, only you know the content of the experience.” Her dark eyes were searching and sympathetic. “Well,” she said. “Do you feel better about him?”


“Yes,” said Miranda. “I feel better.”


“Wonderful.” Dr. Matsui handed the feedback to Matthew. “Store it,” she told him.


Miranda spoke hesitatingly. “I had other things I wanted to say to him,” she said. “It doesn’t feel resolved.”


“I don’t think the sessions ever resolve things,” Dr. Matsui said. “The best they can do is open the mind to resolution. The resolution still has to be found in the real world.”


“Can I see him again?” Miranda asked.


Dr. Matsui interlaced her fingers and pressed them to her chest. “A repeat would be less expensive, of course,” she said. “Since we’ve already got Daniel. We could just run him through again. Still, I’m reluctant to advise it. I wonder what else we could possibly gain.”


“Please, Anna,” said Miranda. She was looking down at her arms, remembering how firmly fleshed they had seemed.


“Let’s wait and see how you’re feeling after our next couple of regular visits. If the old regrets persist and, more importantly, if they’re still interfering with your ability to get on with things, then ask me again.”


She was standing. Miranda swung her legs over the side of the chair and stood, too. Matthew walked with her to the door of the office. “We’ve got a goalie coming in next,” he confided. “She stepped into the goal while holding the ball; she wants to remember it the way it didn’t happen. Self-indulgent if you ask me. But then, athletes make the money, right?” He held the door open, his arm stretched in front of Miranda. “You feel better, don’t you?” he asked.


“Yes,” she reassured him.


She met Daniel for lunch at Frank Fats Café. They ordered fried clams and scallops, but the food never came. Daniel was twenty again and luminescent with youth. His hair was blond and his face was smooth. Had he really been so beautiful? Miranda wondered.


“I’d love a coke,” he said. “I haven’t had one in thirty years.”


“You’re kidding,” said Miranda. “They don’t have the real thing in heaven?”


Daniel looked puzzled.


“Skip it,” she told him. “I was just wondering what it was like being dead. You could tell me.”


“It’s classified,” said Daniel. “On a need-to-know basis.”


Miranda picked up her fork, which was heavy and cold. “This time it’s you who looks wonderful. Positively beatific. Last time you looked so—” she started to say old, but amended it. After all, he had looked no older than she did these days. Such things were relative. “Tired,” she finished.


“No, I wasn’t tired,” Daniel told her. “It was the war.”


“The war’s over now,” Miranda said and this time his smile was decidedly unpleasant.


“Is it?” he asked. “Just because you don’t read about it in the paper now? Just because you watch the evening news and there’s no body count in the corner of the screen?”


“Television’s not like that now,” Miranda began, but Daniel hadn’t stopped talking.


“What’s really going on in Southeast Asia? Do you even know?” Daniel shook his head. “Wars never end,” he said. He leaned threateningly over the table. “Do you imagine for one minute that it’s over for me?”


Miranda slammed her fork down. “Don’t do that,” she said. “Don’t try to make me guilty of that, too. You didn’t have to go. I begged you not to. Jesus, you knew what the war was. If you’d gone off to save the world from communist aggression, I would have disagreed, but I could have understood. But you knew better than that. I never forgave you for going.”


“It was so easy for you to see what was right,” Daniel responded angrily. “You were completely safe. You women could graduate without losing your deferment. Your goddamn birthday wasn’t drawn twelfth in the draft lottery and if it had been you wouldn’t have cared. When was your birthday drawn? You don’t even know.” Daniel leaned back and looked out the window. People appeared on the street. A woman in a red miniskirt got into a blue car. Then Daniel faced her again, large before Miranda. She couldn’t shut him out. “‘Go to Canada,’ you said. ‘That’s what I’d do.’ I wonder. Could you have married your mathematician in Canada? I can just picture you saying good-bye to your mother forever.”


“My mother’s dead now,” said Miranda. A knot of tears tightened about her throat.


“And so the hell am I.” Daniel reached for her wrists, holding them too hard, hurting her deliberately. “But you’re not, are you? You’re just fine.”


There was a voice behind Daniel. “Miranda. Miranda,” it called.


“Mother,” cried Miranda. But, of course, it wasn’t, it was Anna Matsui, gripping her wrists, bringing her back. Miranda gasped for breath and Dr. Matsui let go of her. “It was awful,” said Miranda. She began to cry. “He accused me …” She pulled the wires from her eyes recklessly. Tears spilled out of them. Miranda ached all over.


“He accused you of nothing.” Dr. Matsui’s voice was sharp and disappointed. “You accused yourself. The same old accusations. We made Daniel out of you, remember?” She rolled her chair backward, moved to the monitor for the feedback. Matthew handed it to her and she read it, shaking her head. Her short black hair flew against her cheeks. “It shouldn’t have happened,” she said. “We used only the memories that made you happy. And with your gift for lucid dreaming—well, I didn’t think there was a risk.” Her face was apologetic as she handed Miranda a tissue and waited for the crying to stop. “Matthew wanted to recall you earlier,” she confessed, “but I didn’t want it to end this way.”


“No!” said Miranda. “We can’t stop now. I never answered him.”


“You only need to answer yourself. It’s your memory and imagination confronting you. He speaks only with your voice, he behaves only as you expect him to.” Dr. Matsui examined the feedback map again. “I should never have agreed to a repeat. I certainly won’t send you back.” She looked at Miranda and softened her voice. “Lie still. Lie still until you feel better.”


“Like in another thirty years?” asked Miranda. She closed her eyes; her head hurt from the crying and the wires. She reached up to detach one close to her ear. “Everything he said to me was true,” she added tonelessly.


“Many things he didn’t say are bound to be true as well,” Dr. Matsui pointed out. “Therapy is not really concerned with truth, which is almost always merely a matter of perspective. Therapy is concerned with adjustment—adjustment to an unchangeable situation or to a changing truth.” She lifted a pen from her collar, clicking the point in and out absentmindedly. “In any given case,” she continued, “we face a number of elements within our control and a far greater number beyond it. In a case such as yours, where the patient has felt profoundly and morbidly guilty over an extended period of time, it is because she is focusing almost exclusively on her own behavior. ‘If only I hadn’t done x,’ she thinks, ‘then y would never have happened.’ Do you understand what I’m saying, Miranda?”


“No.”


“In these sessions we try to show you what might have happened if the elements you couldn’t control were changed. In your case we let you experience a continued relationship with Daniel. You see that you bore him no malice. You wished him nothing ill. If he had come back from the war, the bitterness of your last meeting would have been unimportant.”


“He asked me to marry him,” said Miranda. “He asked me to wait for him. I told you that. And I said that I was already seeing Allen. Allen! I said as far as I was concerned he was already gone.”


“You wish you could change that, of course. But what you really want to change is his death and that was beyond your control.” Dr. Matsui’s face was sweet and intense.


Miranda shook her head. “You’re not listening to me, Anna. I told you what happened, but I lied about why it happened. I pretended we had political differences. I thought my behavior would be palatable if it looked like a matter of conscience. But really I dated Allen for the first time before Daniel had even been drafted. Because I knew what was coming. I saw that his life was about to get complicated and messy. And I saw a way out of it. For me, of course. Not for him.” Miranda began to pick unhappily at the loose skin around her nails. “What do you think of that?” she asked. “What do you think of me now?”


“What do you think?” Dr. Matsui said and Miranda responded in disgust.


“I know what I think. I think I’m sick of talking to myself. Is that the best you therapists can manage? I think I’ll stay home and talk to the mirrors.” She pulled the remaining connections to her scalp and sat up. “Matthew,” she said. “Matthew!”


Matthew came to the side of her chair. He looked thin, concerned, and awkward. What a baby he was, really, she thought. He couldn’t be more than twenty-five. “How old are you, Matthew?” she asked.


“Twenty-seven.”


“Be a hell of a time to die, wouldn’t it?” She watched Matthew put a nervous hand on his short brown hair and run it backward. “I want your opinion about something, Matthew. A hypothetical case. I’m trusting you to answer honestly.”


Matthew glanced at Dr. Matsui, who gestured with her pen for him to go ahead. He turned back to Miranda. “What would you think of a woman who deserted her lover, a man she really claimed to love, because he got sick and she didn’t want to face the unpleasantness of it?”


Matthew spoke carefully. “I would imagine that it was motivated by cowardice rather than cruelty,” he said. “I think we should always forgive sins of cowardice. Even our own.” He stood looking at Miranda with his earnest, innocent face.


“All right, Matthew,” she said. “Thank you.” She lay back down in the chair and listened to the hum of the idle machines. “Anna,” she said. “He didn’t behave as I expected. I mean, sometimes he did and sometimes he didn’t. Even the first time.”


“Tell me about it,” said Dr. Matsui.


“The first session he was older than I expected. Like he hadn’t died, but had continued to age along with me.”


“Wish fulfillment.”


“Yes, but I was surprised by it. And I was surprised by the setting. And he said something very odd right at the end. He quoted me Zeno’s paradox and it really exists, but I never heard it before. It didn’t sound like something Daniel would say, either. It sounded more like my husband, Michael. Where did it come from?”


“Probably from just where you said,” Dr. Matsui told her. “Michael. You don’t think you remember it, but obviously you did. And husbands and lovers are bound to resemble each other, don’t you think? We often get bits of overlap. Our parents show up one way or another in almost all our memories.” Dr. Matsui stood. “Come in Tuesday,” she said. “We’ll talk some more.”


“I’d like to see him one more time,” said Miranda.


“Absolutely not,” Dr. Matsui answered, returning Miranda’s chair to its upright position.


*    *    *


“Where are we, Daniel?” Miranda asked. She couldn’t see anything.


“Camp Pendleton,” he answered. “On the beach. I used to run here mornings. Guys would bring their girlfriends. Not me, of course.”


Miranda watched the landscape fill in as he spoke. Fog remained. It was early and overcast. She heard the ocean and felt the wet, heavy air begin to curl her hair. She was barefoot on the sand and a little cold. “I’m so sorry, Daniel,” she said. “That’s all I ever really wanted to tell you. I loved you.”


“I know you did.” He put his arm around her. She leaned against him. I must look like his mother, she thought; in fact, her own son was older than Daniel now. She looked up at him carefully. He must have just arrived at camp. The hair had been all but shaved from his head.


“Maybe you were right, anyway,” Daniel told her. “Maybe I just shouldn’t have gone. I was so angry at you by then I didn’t care anymore. I even thought about dying with some sense of anticipation. Petulant, you know, like a little kid. I’ll go and get killed and then she’ll be sorry.”


“And she was,” said Miranda. “God, was she.” She turned to face him, pressed her lined cheek against his chest, smelled his clothes. He must have started smoking again. Daniel put both arms around her. She heard a gull cry out ecstatically.


“But when the time came I really didn’t want to die.” Daniel’s voice took on an unfamiliar edge, frightened, slightly hoarse. “When the time came I was willing to do anything rather than die.” He hid his face in her neck. “Do you have kids?” he asked. “Did you and Michael ever?”


“A son,” she said.


“How old? About six?”


Miranda wasn’t sure how old Jeremy was now. It changed every year. But she told him, wonderingly, “Of course not, Daniel. He’s all grown up. He owns a pizza franchise, can you believe it? He thinks I’m a bore.”


“Because I killed a kid during the war. A kid about six years old. I figured it was him or me. I shot him.” Miranda pushed back from Daniel trying to get a good look at his face. “They used kids, you know,” he said. “They counted on us not being able to kill them. I saw this little boy coming for me with his hands behind his back. I told him to stop. I shouted at him to stop. I pointed my rifle and said I was going to kill him. But he kept on coming.”


“Oh, Daniel,” said Miranda. “Maybe he didn’t speak English.”


“A pointed rifle is universal. He walked into the bullet.”


“What was he carrying?”


“Nothing,” said Daniel. “How could I know?”


“Daniel,” Miranda said. “I don’t believe you. You wouldn’t do that.” Her words unsettled her even more. “Not the way I remember you,” she said. “This is not the way I remember you.”


“It’s so easy for you to see what’s right,” said Daniel.


I’m going back, thought Miranda. Where am I really? I must be with Anna, but then she remembered that she was not. She was in her own study. She worked to feel the study chair beneath her, the ache in her back as she curved over her desk. Her feet dangled by the wheels; she concentrated until she could feel them. She saw her own hand, still holding the pencil, and she put it down. Things seemed very clear to her. She walked to the bedroom and summoned Dr. Matsui over the console. The doctor was with a patient. She waited perhaps fifteen minutes before Anna appeared.


“Daniel’s the one with the problem,” Miranda said. “It’s not me, after all.”


“There is no Daniel.” Dr. Matsui’s voice betrayed a startled concern. “Except in your mind and on my tapes. Apart from you, no Daniel.”


“No. He came for me again. Just like in our sessions. Just as intense. Do you understand? Not a dream.” She cut off Dr. Matsui’s protest. “It was not a dream, because I wasn’t asleep. I was working and then I was with him. I could feel him. I could smell him. He told me an absolutely horrible story about killing a child during the war. Where would I have gotten that? Not the sort of thing they send home in their letters to the bereaved.”


“There were a thousand ugly stories out of Vietnam,” said Dr. Matsui. “I know some and I wasn’t even born yet. Or just barely born. Remember My Lai?” Miranda watched her image clasp its hands. “You heard this story somewhere. It became part of your concept of the war. So you put it together now with Daniel.” Dr. Matsui’s voice took on its professional patina. “I’d like you to come in, Miranda. Immediately. I’d like to take a complete read-out and keep you monitored awhile. Maybe overnight. I don’t like the turn this is taking.”


“All right,” said Miranda. “I don’t want to be alone anyway. Because he’s going to come again.”


“No,” said Dr. Matsui firmly. “He’s not.”


Miranda took the elevator to the garage and unlocked her bicycle. She was not frightened and wondered why not. She felt unhappy and uncertain, but in complete control of herself. She pushed out into the bike lane.


When the helicopter appeared overhead, Miranda knew immediately where she was. A banana tree sketched itself in on her right. There was a smell in the air which was strange to her. Old diesel engines, which she recognized, but also something organic. A lushness almost turned to rot. In the distance the breathtaking green of rice growing. But the dirt at her feet was bare.


Miranda had never imagined a war could be so quiet. Then she heard the chopper. And she heard Daniel. He was screaming. He stood right next to her, beside a pile of sandbags, his rifle stretched out before him. A small, delicately featured child was just walking into Miranda’s view, his arms held behind him. All Miranda had to do was lift her hand.


“No, Daniel,” she said. “His hands are empty.”


Daniel didn’t move. The war stopped. “I killed him, Randy,” said Daniel. “You can’t change that.”


Miranda looked at the boy. His eyes were dark, a streak of dust ran all the way up one shoulder and onto his face. He was barefoot. “I know,” she said. “I can’t help him.” The child faded and disappeared. “I’m trying to help you.”


The boy reappeared again, back farther, at the very edge of her vision. He was beautiful, unbearably young. He began to walk to them once more.


“Can you help me?” Daniel asked.


Miranda pressed her palm into his back. He wore no shirt and was slick and sweaty. “I don’t know,” she said. “Was it a crime of cowardice or of cruelty? I’m told you can be forgiven the one, but not the other.”


Daniel dropped his rifle into the dirt. The landscape turned slowly about them, became mountainous. The air smelled cleaner and was cold.


A bird flew over them in a beautiful arc, and then it became a baseball and began to fall in slow motion, and then it became death and she could plot its trajectory. It was aimed at Daniel, whose rifle had reappeared in his hands.


Now, Miranda thought. She could stay and die with Daniel the way she’d always believed she should. Death moved so slowly in the sky. She could see its progress moment to moment. It descended like a series of scarcely differentiated still frames. “Look, Daniel,” she said, but he refused to look up. “It’s Zeno’s paradox in reverse. Finite points. Infinite time.” How long did she have to make this decision? A lifetime. Her lifetime.


Daniel reached out his hand to touch her hair. Gray, she knew. Her gray hair under his young hand. He was twenty-four. “Don’t stay,” he said. “Do you think I would have wanted you to? I would never have wanted that.”


So Miranda moved from his hand and found she was glad to do so. She began to think her way out, tried to feel the bicycle between her legs, the pedaling movement of her feet, her hands gripping too hard. “I always loved you,” she said as if it mattered to Daniel, who dimmed before her eyes. He looked through her as though she were already gone. She just glimpsed the soldiers who materialized beside him and death which grew to accommodate them. But they wouldn’t all die. Some of them would survive in pieces. She remembered this. And some would survive whole. Wouldn’t they?




THE POPLAR STREET STUDY


The 600 block of Poplar Street was known for its nice lawns. The Desmonds, who lived on the corner, had the very nicest—a tasteful display of seasonal flowers under the arch of an oriental bridge. The Narrs next door worked endlessly to keep the Desmonds’ grass out of their ornamental strawberries, but this irritation had never blossomed into gunfire the way the Simpson/Martin dogfight had.


Two years ago the Martins had acquired a dog—a nervous terrier who never stopped barking. People farther down the street were able to ignore the noise. It was so steady it became no more troublesome than the occasional jet overhead, or the comforting sound of power mowers on a Sunday morning. But the Simpsons, who shared a fence with the Martins, compared it to Chinese water torture. One night Mr. Simpson hysterically demanded a solution. Mr. Martin, who really had tried to train the dog, responded nastily that the only thing he could do was to shoot it. “The blood will be on your hands,” he said coldly, closing the door on Mr. Simpson’s hysteria. He walked calmly into the backyard and discharged a pistol into the air. He enjoyed it, picturing the guilt Mr. Simpson must be suffering, but the terrier, who had stopped barking in surprise at the sound of the gunshot, resumed its noise almost immediately, so the tableau was not really a convincing one.


Two months later the Simpsons moved out and the Andersons moved in. The Anderson were both black and Jewish, a nice family with two boys and a dog of their own. The barking seemed to trouble them less, although they did tell the Aldritches that the Simpsons had not mentioned the dog to them during the sale of the house and had described the neighborhood as “quiet.” Mrs. Aldritch imagined this was a complaint, although nothing in Mrs. Anderson’s tone suggested it.


At this point the trouble center of the block shifted to the Kramer house. Everyone knew that the Kramers’ marriage, which had survived for twenty miserable years, was gasping its last few breaths. Mr. Kramer had told them so. “A man has certain needs,” he hinted. Mr. Kramer had a drinking problem, which he displayed at every opportunity. He was overweight, balding, and flirtatious. Mrs. Kramer was a saint. Everyone said so.


The people of the 600 block knew each other without actually being friends. They were, for the most part, professionals, gone all day and tired at night. They took pride in their homes and protected their privacy.


There were only a few children: the Anderson boys, David and Joey, who were ten and eight years old, Sunny Aldritch, age eight, Tommy and Maureen Martin, eight and two, and the Evert baby, who was too little to count.


Once a year on the fourth of July they closed both ends of the street and had a block party with volleyball. The Kramers and the Andersons sometimes played bridge together and groups sometimes watched the world series or the superbowl at the Narrs’, where reception was inexplicably better. When the Simpsons had gone for four weeks without cutting their grass, Mrs. Desmond had organized a neighborhood improvement committee to deal with them. But for the most part, the 600 block was not a social unit. Only the children were really friends, and spent the weekends riding their bicycles together, up and down the street.


*    *    *


The first indication of crisis that Poplar Street had was the six o’clock news, which wasn’t on. Mr. Anderson turned on his television to see how the Padres were doing and got “Father Knows Best” reruns instead. On every channel. He went next door to check the Martins’ TV, but the Martins were eating and Mr. Martin said, rather shortly, that they never watched television during the dinner hour. Later Tommy Martin came to see if David and Joey could play, and interrupted the Andersons’ dinner. Mr. Anderson thought it was deliberate and told his wife that Mr. Martin was a bigot with a lot of repressed hostility. He tried to call and tell him so, but the phone was dead.


Mrs. Narr discovered that her phone was out of order at about the same time. She went to the Desmonds next door, planning to call the phone company and report it, but their phone didn’t work either. It was cocktail hour at the Desmonds and they persuaded her to stay and join them. Mrs. Desmond and Mrs. Narr got along well, in spite of their warring gardens. They were both attractive, well-groomed, ambitious women in their thirties. They were both married to older, admiring men. Mrs. Desmond worked in city government and Mrs. Narr sold real estate. Confident that someone else would eventually report the phones, they sipped martinis and complained about the Aldritches, who lived on the other side of the Narrs, but had so many cars they continually parked the oldest one in front of the Narrs’ house. “There’s a grease spot there nothing will ever remove,” Mrs. Narr said.


The Aldritches were a young couple with strange friends. Mrs. Aldritch must have been a child bride and she was totally ineffectual in controlling her daughter, Sunny, whose real name was Sunshine and who knew an astounding number of vulgar expressions. The Desmonds were sympathetic to Mrs. Narr’s complaints and sent her home with the comfortable feeling that she had been heard. Mrs. Desmond had even spoken of rejuvenating the Neighborhood Improvement Society, “if push came to shove,” she said. Mrs. Narr went to bed happy, one of the last on Poplar Street to turn out her light.


Only Mr. Kramer remained awake, having a solitary scotch and thinking that something was different. He thought of his wife, already asleep, and had another drink, still puzzling over the change until, at last, it came to him. It was amazingly quiet out. No planes. No trains. Even the Martins’ dog seemed muted. He sat out on the back patio for a long time, listening to the whisper of the natural world.


Friday morning came early to the 600 block, with so many people trying to get to so many offices, schools, and childcare centers on time. Mrs. Aldritch discovered she had no banana for Sunny’s cereal. She had raisins, but Sunny didn’t really like raisins, and Mrs. Aldritch thought she had time to get to the store if she took the car and made only the one purchase. She drove to the end of the block, then, suddenly, the car went dead. “Damn,” she thought. It had started up smoothly enough, although she had noticed it dripping oil. Mrs. Aldritch got out with the intention of looking under the hood, but was immediately distracted by an enormous presence on the Desmonds’ lawn. “My god, look at that!” she said to herself. At one end of the oriental bridge sat what appeared to be a piece of modern sculpture, huge, iridescent, with an obsidian slickness that made it appear permanently wet “The Desmonds were the ones,” she thought, “who made that huge fuss when the Kramers wanted to put those little gnomes in their yard and now they go and put up something like this.” The sculpture resembled an eight-foot mood ring. She could hardly wait to go home and tell her husband about it.


She turned, but peripherally she saw a slight tremor and looked back. Now there were two sculptured pieces and they began to grow horizontally in a movement which became the lifting of many arms. Suddenly the bulges at the top were clearly clusters of eyes, and she could make out, she thought, lips, too, rolled back to display drooping incisors. Each creature held an object in front of it in a single hand. The objects were identical, small, metallic boxes, perfectly square and they extended them toward Mrs. Aldritch, making her scream and then freeze as still as her car.


The sound of her scream brought the Desmonds to their front door and Mr. Anderson to her side. Mr. Anderson’s morning paper had not been delivered and the early news had been replaced by a Dean Martin/Jerry Lewis movie. Mr. Anderson had come outside with the intention of finding out what in hell was going on when he heard Mrs. Aldritch. He stood beside her now, his hand floating just above her shoulder, his mouth still open for the question he’d never asked. The creatures responded to his presence by waving their arms wildly and rubbing them together. The friction of their arms created a high, hollow sound, like a flute far off in the distance. Then a mechanical voice, lisping slightly and off-pitch like a record played a bit too fast, came from within the boxes. “Retain your composure if possible,” it said. “No one is going to be hurt.”


Down the street a door slammed and Sunny’s plaintive voice was heard. “Mommy! I thought you were making my breakfast! I’m starving to death. …” She appeared in front of the Aldritch house, caught sight of her mother, and began to run toward her. Mrs. Aldritch whirled, calling to Sunny to get back in the house instantly and to stay there. Sunny did not even pause and her mother caught her as she came, wrapping her arms about the child protectively. From inside her mother’s clutch, Sunny located the creatures. “Gross out,” she said. “Really.”


They heard Mr. Kramer’s car pull out and head in the opposite direction. At the end of the block it went dead, and moments later, Mr. Kramer ran toward them, white-faced and panting. Mr. Anderson caught his arm as he went past, slowing Mr. Kramer sufficiently to notice the creatures in his way. “My god,” sobbed Mr. Kramer. “My god. We’re surrounded.”


The 600 block of Poplar Street lived inside for two whole days. Mr. Martin and Mr. Aldritch, independently, tried to climb their back fences. They found that they froze upon reaching the top, and then some irresistible force gently pushed them back. Mr. Aldritch kept trying until he sprained his wrist. He had an over-the-fence acquaintance with his rear neighbors and tried to call to them. Mr. Anderson stood in his backyard and signaled repeated SOSes with bath towels and flashlights. Neither received any response. As nearly as they could tell, the blocks on every side of them were deserted.


The Narrs began to run out of food. Saturday had always been their big shopping day. Sunny, David, Joey, and Tommy began to find it tiresome indoors. They were active children, used to running and bicycling, and being children, they found it impossible to sustain an atmosphere of alarm. The creatures had remained on the corners and made no attempt to enter the block itself. “The Best of Johnny Carson” was the only show on television.


Sunny was the first child to defy her parents and venture outdoors. She rode her bicycle enticingly back and forth in front of the Andersons’ until David and Joey joined her and soon the Martin children were out, too, pedaling around as though it were a normal weekend. They discovered a wonderful new game. If they rode as hard as they could into the Poplar/Maxwell intersection, the bicycle would freeze up suddenly, then be spit back into Poplar Street. The Anderson boys rigged a jump so that they could be aloft at the moment of freezing.
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