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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.






 

 

ONE

 

Loren Rullman

 

 

 

Death was in the nighttime sky. Loren Rullman tilted his head and gazed out from the corners of his eyes. Mura’s Star, only a pinprick now, still shone. Loren remembered when it had been the brightest star: a sudden star which had appeared in the sky, pouring out energy in a white glare, bathing the earth in deadly light, changing life in a thousand subtle ways.

He turned away from the star and saw two people standing under the streetlight on the corner. Loren, seated on the curb, squinted at them so he could see them more clearly. The man wore a dark tunic and slacks; both garments fit him perfectly and had no rips or patches. His handsome face, with its straight nose, hollow cheeks, and large dark eyes, was framed by a mass of unruly black hair; his skin was pale gold. The woman was clothed in a long yellow robe. Her short brown hair was a stiff cap; her eyes were restless, roaming over the dancers who swayed and shook in the center of the street.

Loren was sure that they were rooftop people. They did not belong here. Their clothing marked them; it made them a target and yet protected them at the same time. Anyone robbing them might be shot by an unseen guard. Even so, the two were taking a risk. He wondered why they were here.

Losing interest in the pair, Loren began to watch the street dancers. There were seven of them, children fueled by dope and booze, sashaying and swaying to the music of worn drums and empty bottles. The musicians, nine young men in the center of the street, played a monotonous, rapid beat: tum-DUM-tum-dum on the drums, ping-ping-ping on the bottles. Loren’s old bones ached as the children danced past him, their feet pounding against the broken pavement. There were plenty of fools like them, he thought, kids who wanted to be screen dancers or holo bodies, hoping for talent buyers to find them.

Suddenly one of the children whirled away from the others and began to dance alone. She spun on one foot as her red hair whipped around her head. She leaped high into the air, flipping backwards, then circled the others, who had now stopped dancing and only swayed, watching her. For a moment, Loren could almost believe that she might one day dance on a screen before the entire city.

He had not expected to live in such a world. He could remember when there had been no Mura’s Star. He counted the years in his mind, almost losing the chain of numbers; seventy-five years. It must have been that many, for he had been six years old when Mura’s Star first appeared.

Named after the astronomer and astrophysicist Miriamne Mura, the star had at first been an aesthetic delight and the subject of numerous papers. Mura had been the first to spot the new pinprick of light which had blossomed and had come to dominate the heavens, visible even during daytime. She was also the first to declare publicly what the star was: a white hole spewing light toward the earth. Somewhere in the universe, a dying star had collapsed, becoming a black hole, opening a tunnel through space and time, and at the end of the tunnel, light-years from the earth, the white hole had shone brightly. It had been an omen.

Loren had lived to see the quiet world of his childhood disintegrate. He had been a good student then, dreaming of a career in law. His legal training had become obsolete. He had survived because he had a quick mind and good health.

He sighed. He was old and weak now, almost unwilling to struggle any more. It was more difficult to supplement his food ration by foraging and stealing. The doctors at the public hospital had muttered about his cataracts and turned him away, unwilling to spend time on a man who could not live much longer. Loren had lost track of his children long ago.

Loren’s stomach rumbled softly. He could not remember when he had last eaten. The day before, he had been unable to stop thinking about food; now he had almost no appetite. The redheaded girl still danced, leaping and spinning around on one foot. Laughing suddenly, she turned and ran down a side street. The other children, as if unwilling to risk comparison with her, did not resume their own dancing. The band, after a few more halfhearted beats, stopped playing.

Someone coughed nearby. Loren turned slightly and saw a skinny figure staggering down the street. Two of the children skipped stones near the figure’s feet until it stumbled and fell.

I wish I had never seen this world, Loren thought. He had lost control of his own life as the society around him crumbled. Mura’s Star, appearing in the year 2000, had welcomed the new century. Twenty years after its appearance, Loren, just out of law school, had begun work on the staff of an ambitious congressman. Ten years later, he was a go-between for New York’s mayor and the heads of various gangs who had parceled out control of the streets among themselves. Loren, able to get along with the gang leaders, many of whom had pretensions to literacy and culture, rationalized his work; his young wife, Alma, was a frail, nervous woman, who needed to be protected from the chaotic world around her. Forty years after the appearance of Mura’s Star, Loren, a bystander, had been swept up by police trying to stop a riot. He was in jail for several months before the authorities managed to get him out. A few years later, after Alma’s suicide, he had managed to get his two sons papers that would allow them to immigrate to the Midwest before he was arrested and thrown into prison during a political power struggle. He had survived the prison work gangs and, after his release, lived by doing odd jobs for some of the gang leaders he had known.

Now he was too old even for that. He lived in a hallway and got handouts from those who needed someone who could read and write. If the light was strong and he looked out of the sides of his eyes, he could manage. He had never heard anything from his sons.

Loren sat on the curb, trying to summon enough strength to get up and go back to his hallway. In a few hours, it would be morning, and impossible for him to sleep through the noise of the hallway traffic. For a moment, he had a vivid picture of a careless passerby striking him on the head and bringing about Loren’s painless death. That would be best, he thought.

Suddenly one of the children was in front of him, weaving uncertainly. Someone grabbed him around the neck and he heard a childish giggle. The boy in front of Loren said, “Stick your fingers around him, like this.” He made a wringing motion with his hands. A little girl was rummaging through Loren’s pockets.

The old man was afraid. This was not what he wanted—dying in the streets at the hands of these children while others looked on. Loren would have to live through this, too, the way he had forced himself in the end to live through everything else. He pushed the girl away, then grabbed the hands around his neck, freeing himself from their grip. Two more children ran up and poked him painfully with sticks. He heard a rip; one stick had torn his shirt. “Blow away, blow away,” the boy in front of him yelled. Loren heard a sharp slap.

The boy reeled away from him. Loren struggled to stand and felt a blow on the side of his head. He was suddenly dizzy. He fell again to the curb, unable for a moment to move.

The children ran into the street. Loren looked up and saw his deliverer, the well-dressed, dark-haired man from the rooftops. The children had not risked attacking the man. He watched Loren, averted his eyes, then began to turn away. His yellow-robed female companion grabbed his arm.

“Cet _ome ira,” she said in a low voice. The dark-haired man pushed her away. She moved closer to Loren, motioning to him with her hand.

“Come with us,” she said in rapid, accented tones. “Simon is a doctor, he will help you.” Her eyes gazed past him as her hands clutched nervously at his sleeve.

“No,” the man said.

“Yes.” She helped Loren up. He swayed a bit, still dizzy. His left arm was numb. He tried to flex his fingers and failed. “He’s half-dead already,” the woman went on. Loren felt fearful of the pair. He tried to pull away and fell against the woman. Her strong hands held his right arm. “Come with us,” she insisted.

Her companion shrugged. They began to walk down the street, Loren shuffling, unable to move his feet more than a few inches at a time. “We will give you some food, eh?” the woman continued. “You are hungry, are you not?” She laughed.

Loren looked at her. Her frantic, wide-open eyes seemed familiar. He tried to remember and finally called up the image; she had Alma’s eyes.

“I love you,” Alma had said once before trying to plunge a knife into his chest. “I love you,” she had said again after her release from the hospital. He had found her dead body two hours later on the bathroom floor.

For a second, Loren thought that this woman had said the same words.

He shook his head. She gestured with her free arm, waving it toward a nearby building. “It is not far,” she murmured.

Exhausted now, Loren thought only of food and rest. He wanted to sleep in a bed, in a room where he would not hear shouting, footsteps, arguments, and the rumbling of tanks in the streets, where he would not smell piss, sweat, and the grease which cooked bad food. He looked up at the building toward which the woman had gestured. Above it, he saw the light of Mura’s Star.

 

 


 

 

TWO

 

Simon Negron

 

 

Simon Negron got out of bed and looked back at the sleeping woman. The blood on her stomach and breasts was drying. The dead man's corpse was curled in a fetal position at her feet. Simon walked around his side of the bed, gave the man's body a nudge, and it rolled to the floor, flopping over onto its back. The corpse's eyes still stared, and its mouth hung open, its tongue lolling out the side. It was a scrawny old body, now covered with knife wounds.

For a moment, Simon was vaguely uneasy. He was half-dead when he got here, Simon told himself, so it doesn't matter. He walked over to the window and looked down at the streets fifty stories below. In the darkness of night, he could not see the millions roaming the streets, nor the thousands of troops guarding the high buildings. But their faint sounds reached his ears. Above him, he could hear the hum of a helicopter landing on the roof of his building.

He turned from the window and gazed again at the sleeping woman. He flattened his back against the wall as if he could flee from her that way. His right hand shook for a few seconds; he clenched it and pressed it against his thigh. He looked at the fat, bloodied stomach of Jeanne Deauville Steinman and recalled its firm flatness of three years ago, when she had been a dancer, newly married to his colleague Marvin Steinman.

Simon had been attracted by her slim body, her vivacity, and had been excited at the prospect of luring her away from the fat arms of that buffoon Steinman. After their affair had been only a few months old, Simon learned that there were other lovers besides himself, and that the phlegmatic Steinman prided himself on his open-mindedness in allowing his wife to act as she did. Simon had been angry, fighting with a friend when the man had spoken too freely, in Simon's presence, of Jeanne's ministrations to himself.

Jeanne had laughed at Simon's anger, as she had laughed at his urging her to divorce Steinman, and then they had gone downstairs, into the streets. They had found a middle-aged vagrant that first time. Jeanne had taunted the man until he came at Simon with a knife. Simon had managed to kill him, while Jeanne laughed her high-pitched, hysterical chuckle. That became her pattern. Sometimes one of the men, like the old one tonight, did not fight back. Those Jeanne killed herself. Had one of them killed Simon, he doubted it would have made much difference to her.

He watched Jeanne as she slept, and then heard a soft buzzing sound coming from the other side of the bed. He walked over to his videophone, pressed the button for visual black-out, and lifted his receiver. "Hello," he whispered.

"Julio 204," a female voice said. Inwardly Simon groaned.

"Reference?"

"Sam Karenga."

Simon sighed. Sam, he was sure, was already suspected by the police. "Has there been a diagnosis?" he asked.

"It's an inherited form of epilepsy. My little boy has seizures, and the doctor we went to could have stopped them with Dilantin. He even knew the proper dosage. But of course he can't give us any."

"Can you afford a thousand every three months?"

"Oh, no, doctor, five hundred maybe, but not—"

"Then there's no point in discussing it."

"Wait! I can manage six hundred, but a thousand is impossible, please."

"Eight hundred's the limit. And you'll have to accept the fact that I may stop supplying you, if it's too much trouble. Where did you meet with Karenga before?"

"My husband has an office in the World Trade Center. He met him there." Simon winced. Sam was getting careless.

"Fine. Tell him to be there with the money in small bills and coins at ten o'clock tomorrow. Half of it must be coins and the other half gold certificates, not city issue. Remember that, or no medicine."

The woman began to cry. "Oh, thank you, Doctor, you don't know how much—"

He hung up and dialed a number. A deep voice answered. "Karenga."

"Julio 204," Simon said. "Meet that guy with the epileptic kid at ten tomorrow morning at his office. Take some Dilantin. Did he tell you how much he needs?"

"He told me the dosage."

"Take him enough for three months. He'll give you eight hundred. Keep half."

"Fine."

"I assume you checked this guy out."

"Sure." Karenga hung up.

Jeanne was awake. She sat up quickly. "You are being very foolish, Simon. The police will find out soon and arrest you. Marvin would never risk it." She spoke rapidly, with traces of a French accent.

"Marvin wouldn't risk a goddamn thing."

"I am serious, Simon. You must have enough money by now." She was calm, her voice gentle, almost soothing. She might be calm for hours or days before her illness manifested itself once more. She was mad, and there was nothing he or any other doctor could do about it.

"I need more if I'm going to get to Florida," he muttered. "I have to buy papers to immigrate. I have to make sure I'm not extradited."

She got up and walked across the room to the sink. Her protruding belly and waffled buttocks repelled him. She picked up a washcloth and began to sponge the blood off her body.

"Try not to use up my water ration."

"Shut up." Jeanne continued to wash. "I am the one who must use up fuel, dumping that body into the river."

"I'll help you get him up the stairs."

She leaned against the sink. "You act as if you are doing me a favor by seeing me. Johnny and Charlie liked me in the past, it would be no trouble—"

"That's it, Jeanne, liked you. In the past. Do you ever look in the mirror? You look like one of those fat starch-fed sluts in the streets who go for half a credit."

She hurled the washcloth at him. "See if you can do better, Simon. You will soon be calling me again. And we are bound together now, whether you like it or not." She walked to where her clothes lay on the floor and began to dress.

Simon realized he was sweating. He wiped his forehead with his arm. He stood up and looked at the murdered man. The crime was punishable by fifty years at hard labor, if the police ever found out, which they never would. Jeanne could mention it. She could also mention the conversations with Karenga. She would never let him leave the city.

She fastened her robe and smiled at him. His shoulder muscles tightened; a claw seemed to grip his head. She said, "Marvin has to go out Tuesday. I shall see you then."

"I'm looking forward to it."

 

In the morning, Simon got up early to wash the blood off his floor before going to the office. He dressed quickly and climbed the few flights of stairs to his roof to wait for the medical center's helicopter.

Dimly, he heard the sounds of the tanks on morning patrols in the streets fifty-five stories below. The city was awake. Those who had no work were on their way to ration centers. The city government believed that the unemployed should be kept occupied by reporting daily to the centers, where the recipients would stand on line for four to six hours waiting for food. Occasionally they rioted. One of the more serious riots had occurred two days before, and extra militia had been called in. Two hundred people had died. The riot had occurred five blocks away from the medical center where Simon worked.

Two young men who lived on the floor below him were crossing the rope bridge linking this building to the one next door. They hung on to the bridge's sides as they scampered across. The medical center's helicopter whirred loudly as it approached, then settled gently on the roof.

Simon ran to it and climbed in quickly. As it took off, he noticed a new passenger sitting next to Cliff Mahoney. She was young and pretty, with thick, short red hair and sad green eyes. Mahoney grinned.

"Simon, we have a new colleague, transferred from Chicago a week ago." Mahoney turned to the woman. "This guy is Simon Negron, he's a G.P."

The woman smiled. "I'm Yola Kozlowski." She extended her hand solemnly.

"Glad to know you, Doctor." Simon shook her hand. Her fingers were cold.

"Yola's been trying to get here for a while," Mahoney said. "Just received permission to move."

"I'm really amazed by New York." The young woman spoke softly. "I'm only allotted one room here. In Chicago, you can get two, if you're a doctor. But it seems like a much more interesting city. Besides, I wanted to work with Dr. Greenbaum. I'm glad he took me on as a partner when he needed one." Yola Kozlowski blushed, as if embarrassed at having said so much.

"You're a psychiatrist, then," Simon said.

"I just finished my two years of service a year ago, so I haven't had much time to practice. I want to work with adolescents."

"Any particular reason?"

"I feel that if a person can be helped at that age, he'll have less trouble as an adult, be more resilient. It's harder to work with adults. Their habits are set, their identities and their illnesses are intimately connected."

The helicopter landed on the roof of the medical center. Its three passengers got out and the pilot took off again.

"I'd better hurry. I think I'm a little late. Goodbye." Yola hurried ahead of the two men. Mahoney took Simon's arm, digging his fingers into the flesh above the elbow. Simon stiffened.

"You busy this Wednesday?"

"No."

"Good. Moira and I are having a couple of people over to meet Yola, and I thought you might like to come." Mahoney smiled. "You know, Simon, you're past the age where you should live in a single, and you could do worse than a bright girl like that. You could pull in a lot of money together."      

"I wish you'd stop trying to throw every unattached woman of your acquaintance at me." He was suddenly repelled by Mahoney's broad grin and familiar manner.

Mahoney laughed. "I wouldn't want to deprive them of your charm, boy." He clapped Simon on the back as they walked toward the stairwell. Simon could hear the rapid clicking of Yola Kozlowski's heels two flights below.

 

Simon, finished with his last appointment of the morning, sat at his desk, bored. Often the faces and bodies of the patients seemed to melt together in his mind; he had to consult his files to remember who they were. Few of them were interesting enough to recall without the files. He had to send the most interesting to the specialists, the doctors who had been able to afford the extra training that Simon's poverty had not allowed him to buy. He had to take the small fees and endure the snobbery of the specialists, who either patronized him or ignored him. He wouldn't have had to practice illegally if he had been a specialist; he would have been as respectable and rich as the others, those former spoiled brats who had it all handed to them. Well, he thought, he would be able to get out of it soon.

Mahoney, Simon realized, might be right. The only way he could get a bigger cut was to go into partnership with at least one specialist, someone like Yola Kozlowski, a naive kid who might marry him.

There was a knock at his door. He looked up as Linda Pura peered in at him from behind the open door. "Mind if I come in?"

He motioned to her. The small woman entered, closed the door, and crossed the room quickly, settling herself on the worn beige sofa against the wall. "It's so quiet in here," she said, pulling her white coat down over her knees. "I just finished with a four-year-old. His mother brought him in for a check-up. 'Tell him it isn't going to hurt,' she said to me. Of course, the kid started screaming at that. I don't know why parents think that kind of comment is comforting."

Simon nodded absently. Linda, a pediatrician, had an office down the hall. She had asked him once about a partnership, but he had put her off. Something about Linda disturbed him. She had dangerous thoughts—which she often mentioned to him, as if trying to draw him into a conspiracy. He ran enough risks without involving himself with her. Yet he had trouble avoiding the woman. She was almost the only person in the center who was friendly to him without apparently wanting anything in return.

"How's Ramon?" Simon asked.

"He's fine. He's pretty worn out most of the time." Linda lowered her voice. "I've been doing some research these past couple of weekends."

"In the lab?"

"In the library. Mura's Syndrome."

Simon sat up, pulling his feet under his chair. "It's on the list now, Linda. Leave it alone. You can't do anything about it anyway. It can't be treated, and it's always fatal."

"And you accept that? A disease which drives its victims insane, sometimes for months or years, before a fever burns them up and kills them? Don't you care?"

"Of course I care." He tried to look concerned. "But there's nothing I can do."

"You sound like my priest. He's quite well educated, and keeps up with intellectual trends. He says that Mura's Syndrome is God's way of demonstrating the indeterminacy of the universe on a biological level, that both it and Mura's Star are mysteries we can't question, signs of God's will. He says the victims will be purged by their suffering and achieve salvation." Linda's dark, almond-shaped eyes glittered. "I can't accept that. We should be doing research, finding out why it affects some and not others. We know it's a virus of some sort, that Mura's Star might have affected it and produced a new disease. A lot of people believe it might have started in a research lab, you know—that it might originally have been something perfectly harmless."

Linda, Simon thought, was becoming obsessed with this problem. He would have to remain more distant in the future, avoid her before she landed in real trouble.

Simon got up. "It's on the list, there's nothing you can do. Let's go to lunch." He moved toward the sofa.

"The list!" She shook her head. Her long black hair swayed. "A woman brought in her baby a month ago. The child was underweight. It turned out that the baby has a metabolic disorder, methymalonic aciduria, which, in time, produces mental retardation. It's on the list, so I couldn't do a thing. All the baby needs is massive doses of vitamin B-12 and a low-protein diet. And if I tell the mother that, and help her at all, I risk the death penalty." Her brown eyes shifted slightly, and Simon knew Linda had given the mother help after all. But no one would ever prove it.

"Let's go eat." For a moment, he wondered if he should be seen with Linda. But at least in the cafeteria she was not likely to discuss dangerous topics. He wondered how much the baby's mother had paid Linda. Maybe Linda hadn't even asked for a fee. He resented Linda’s thinking Simon was like her. She had been as poor as he was once, and she was still ready to risk everything.

She stood up, looking weary. "Fine."

 

Simon was finishing a cheese sandwich on stale bread, when a heavy hand pressed down on his shoulder, "Hi, Simon." Cliff Mahoney placed his tray next to Simon's and sat down. "Hi, Linda."

"Hello, Cliff." Linda's mouth twisted slightly.

"I heard you were pregnant again. Hell, don't you think that two's enough?" Mahoney laughed jovially. "Why don't you get an abortion? You, at least, don't have to go to a clinic."

Linda got up. "I have to get back to the office. See you, Simon." She hurried off, leaving her unfinished salad on the tray.

"Did you hear the news this morning?" Mahoney said quickly.

"Didn't have time. I had a full slate."

"There was quite a problem out at Kennedy, when one of the food-supply planes came in. About five hundred people tried to get to the plane. A lot of them got shot."

Simon shrugged as he swallowed the last of his sandwich. "They've been having a lot of those problems lately," he said absently.

"Not with the planes. You know how they're guarded. That sort of thing's suicide. Not that I wouldn't mind getting my hands on some of that stuff." Mahoney licked his thick lips, as if tasting the flown-in wines, cheeses, and delicacies only the very rich could afford.

"People are desperate," Simon muttered. "They've cut the rations for the unemployed, they only get twelve hundred calories a day now. I'm afraid there might even be a raid on a medical center one of these days. Maybe not here, but at one of the ones the Service uses. Most people can't get so much as an aspirin there."

"Frankly," Mahoney said, lowering his voice, "I think they ought to stop drafting doctors altogether and make everybody pay. Besides, everybody knows having free clinics is just a front for the army, so they can get their own care without having to pay much for it."

"That's dangerous talk, Cliff."

"Anyway, we've already started to get rid of genetically inherited defects with the list. Seems to me we could do with less of the street people. If they can't pay, they shouldn't get treatment."

Something jarred Simon's thoughts. "Strange," he murmured, "that Mura's Syndrome's on the list, when it has nothing to do with genetic flaws."

Mahoney leaned back, twisting his fat fingers around his fork. "Maybe somebody knows something we don't, and maybe you'd better just not worry about it." Cliff grinned suddenly. "Hey, there's Marvin." He stood up. "Hey, Steinman, over here!" He waved his arms, and the fat bulk that was Marvin Steinman proceeded toward Simon's table.

Steinman sat down across from Simon. He made soft slurping sounds as he started on his soup. "Linda's pregnant again," Mahoney offered. "Those damn Filipino refugees think they can breed as much as they want."

"Calm down, Cliff," Steinman said in his whispery voice. "Ramon Pura reenlisted in the medical service. They're not so bad."

"He's crazy."

"Maybe not," Steinman replied. "He'll have friends in the army."

"Jeanne tells me you'll be busy next Tuesday," Simon said. Mahoney raised a heavy eyebrow disapprovingly.

"Well, I trust you and Cliff won't talk. McKee and I are going to be giving some shots to a lot of the city officials. But we've got to keep it quiet. There were rumors about some cases of cholera in Brooklyn. And a couple of friends of mine in the Service clinics have seen a few polio cases over the last few months."

"That's ridiculous," Mahoney said. "The clinics can give anyone who wants one a vaccination or booster."

"Come on, Cliff," Simon said. "How long do you think anyone will stand on those lines, waiting for a shot, if they've already been on the food lines?"

"I wouldn't know," Mahoney replied. "I don't go into the streets, and it's been years since I was in the Service." He smiled slightly. Simon felt a flash of anger, then fear. Perhaps Mahoney knew about his ventures. Then he relaxed. Cliff couldn't know; he was only jibing at Simon's past. "They ought to quit treating anyone who can't pay," Mahoney went on.

"Quite right," Steinman said. "Besides, who knows what genetic faults many of them might be carrying? We can't screen them, and not everything will turn up as a disease, so many traits are recessive. We can't afford to have the species as a whole weakened by these genetic traits."

Simon thought of Jeanne. He stared at Steinman's spectacles. "I wonder what keeps myopia off the list," he said quietly.

Mahoney laughed. "The ophthalmologists and oculists, of course. Can you imagine what would happen to the dentists if soft teeth or pyorrhea got put on it?" He chuckled and rose to his feet. "I've got to head back to my office. See you." Mahoney picked up his tray and left. Steinman turned back to Simon and grinned.

"Jeanne was a bit upset when she got home last night," he said. "Really, Simon, if you're going to see her, don't get her so annoyed that she takes it out on me."

Simon felt his muscles tighten. Don't you know she has Mura's Syndrome? he wanted to shout. But Marvin must know. It was probably why he didn't care what his wife did. He wondered if Steinman had a hold on him, if the fat man knew anything about his activities, about his illegal patients. Simon wished he had never started seeing Jeanne. He had lost control of her; he could not even prove she was a murderer, because he had helped destroy the evidence. He watched Marvin Steinman's spectacled, gray eyes and could read nothing in them.

"She just doesn't seem happy with your relationship," Steinman was saying. "She hasn't been well. You know that, of course."

Simon rose. "I understand," he replied, hating the fat man's complacency, disgusted with someone who would pander for his wife, yet realizing that he too was catering to Jeanne's needs in a deadlier fashion. "I'd better get back to work."

Steinman smiled, and let him go.

 

Late that afternoon, Simon went over to the heavily guarded bank where he kept his safety-deposit box. He picked up some of the money Sam Karenga had left, checked the small number of medical supplies he kept there, and replaced the bottle of Dilantin that Karenga had taken.

When he left the bank, the spring breezes had grown cooler. The bridge linking the bank's building with the office complex next door swayed as he crossed; his feet clattered against the planks. He clutched the ropes at his sides and hurried as much as he could. Two young men in dark suits scampered easily over the bridge next to him. It was easy to tell, when you were on the bridges, who had grown up rich; such people moved over the bridges easily, while Simon crept along, trying not to look down. He would never get used to it.

The office building and the medical center, fortunately, were connected by an enclosed bridge with glass windows. Simon hurried through it and noticed in passing that one of the windows was broken. The wind whistled through it. He crossed the roof of the center and stood, holding his bag, waiting for the helicopter that would take him home.

He heard footsteps behind him and turned to face Yola Kozlowski. "You're going home late."

She smiled. "When a patient's in the middle of handling an emotional crisis, I can't just leave." She glanced down at his hands. "You're taking your bag home."

"Sometimes a patient calls after hours. General practitioners get almost as many off-duty calls as obstetricians."

"It's nice of you to be so helpful to them."

"Well, you specialists can make your money on duty. We have to make it when we can."

She lowered her eyelids. He said, "How about helping me use up some rations tonight? I've got a couple of steaks, if you're not choosy about the cut. At least they're meat. I pick up more rations here tomorrow, so I don't need to keep them." He stopped. He had extended the invitation impulsively while staring at Yola Kozlowski's slim hips.

She blushed. "Sure."

"All right," he said. Yola stared at the rooftop under her feet, and then looked around nervously. Simon felt tired. He looked at Yola and felt unexcited by the pretty, awkward young woman. She stood with her shoulders hunched forward and her stomach thrust out; he imagined that she would be awkward in bed. It was still better than an evening with Jeanne Steinman.

He heard the sound of the approaching helicopter and looked up. "Well, it's finally here," Yola said, looking relieved. He took her arm and they ran quickly toward the landing vehicle.

 

Yola had decided to prepare the steaks herself. As she broiled them in Simon's small oven, she talked of her family in Chicago, her shyness dissipated by the gin Simon had served. He lay on his bed, head propped up by a pillow, listening with slight interest and trying to appear attentive while ignoring the loud voices of those passing in the hallway.

Yola Kozlowski was the daughter of a member of Chicago's militia, who had trained in aeronautics only to see his dreams smashed with the demise of the space program. Her mother had become wealthy managing a successful beauty salon, located at the top of one of Chicago's tall buildings. "We even had a toilet that you could close off from the other rooms. At least we didn't have to avert our eyes every time someone took a piss, or share a bathroom with everyone on the whole floor." She giggled and turned around, her face flushed. She looked unsteady.

"Nice to be rich," Simon muttered.

"I don't know," Yola said, looking solemn. "I had a rough time when I was doing my two years of service, because I'd been so sheltered, and yet I felt as though I should have reenlisted anyway. So I rationalized by saying I wouldn't have had much of a chance to use my psychiatric training there. Oh, well, even poor people are better off in cities than in the country, I guess. I've heard it's pretty grim out there."

Simon sipped his gin. "I've heard that too, but I don't know if I believe it. It's easy to get into New York, but you can't get out without a pass. Maybe they're hiding something."

"I don't know. At least you can get ahead in a city."

"I'm sure everyone on the food lines thinks so." Simon gestured toward the oven. "They're probably done." Yola removed the steaks, put them on two small plates, and handed one to Simon. She remained on her seat near the oven.

"You know, Simon," she said, motioning with her glass of gin, "I've thought of setting up a practice among the poor, living with them, treating them, even if it is practically hopeless."

He chuckled. "You wouldn't live an hour. My parents had six kids. I'm the only one still alive. They shot my father during a food riot."

Yola grew pale. "How did you get into med school?"

"I was lucky, I got through high school just before the city closed the public schools. And I had an uncle in the militia, who put the screws to a couple of men who owed him a favor. So I got a scholarship to college and med school."

"He must have been close to you. I guess it proves you can get ahead if people care about you and love you."

Simon sighed, feeling he would have to explain the obvious. "You're wrong, Yola. He looked around at the family and decided to give his help to someone who had the brains to get ahead. What's the point of helping somebody who'll never get ahead and be able to pay you back? He helped me, I gave some money to my cousin, so she could get into food distribution, we both paid my uncle back, and all of us forgot about the rest."

"The rest of who?"

"The family."

Yola was quiet. Simon looked at her and thought of a redheaded adolescent at a rooftop party. He remembered how he and Toby Montalvo had stood in a street staring upward, speculating about the lives of the people who flew among buildings as if they were gods. He had always supposed they were happy people.

"Have another drink, Yola." She held out her glass.

 

Yola Kozlowski had lost her shyness after her third drink, and she was not awkward in bed, although Simon sensed her skill was the product of an eagerness to please rather than experience. She continued to caress him after they had finished, until he impatiently brushed her hands away and turned on his side, facing her. She looked at him with her sad eyes, opened her mouth as if she was going to speak, closed it again, then turned over with her back to him.

Simon lay there silently. He began to doze, feeling as though he were being pulled under the surface of water and then left to float, drifting near the surface, unable to sink and unable to rise. He remained dimly conscious of the woman at his side. Something about her—he could not be sure what it was—made him feel isolated and alone as he drifted. His arms twitched. Something heavy settled on his chest, but instead of pushing him under, into unconsciousness, it pushed him up, up—he was awake.

A sound buzzed in his ear. Someone was calling him. He pushed the visual black-out button on his phone and picked up the receiver.

"Simon, it's me." It was Jeanne's voice. He turned on the small screen and saw her pug-nosed face peering at him. "Marvin will be away on Sunday. You may come over here then." She sounded calm enough. He looked over at Yola, who still slept.

"I can't," he said recklessly. "I don't want to meet you there. I don't want to meet you here."

"When, then?"

"I don't know." He paused, suddenly apprehensive, trying to think of an excuse. "I've been busy lately. I haven't slept well. I need to rest up."

"Who is there with you?" Jeanne lifted her head, pointing her chin at him.

He felt a movement next to him and looked over his shoulder. Yola was awake, staring at the screen. Her eyes widened a bit.

"I'll talk to you some other time, Jeanne," he said at last. Jeanne's image watched him unblinkingly, silently. Then she shrugged.

"Very well," she said, and the screen went blank.

Simon hung up, worried. Jeanne was rarely calm. He turned over on his back.

Yola was still watching him. "Jeanne Steinman?" the young doctor said. Her green eyes narrowed.

"You know her?"

"I know of her." The words sounded flat. "I saw her at a party just after I arrived. She didn't leave with her husband." She lay down again, her back to him.

He was tired. He reached over to grab the bottle of gin at the side of the bed, and swallowed two mouthfuls. He could not tell whether Yola was upset or simply disappointed. But he did not care what she thought. He reached toward her and grabbed her arm, digging his fingers into the flesh. She pulled her arm away and curled up tightly, pulling her knees to her chest.

He did not feel up to forcing her. He burrowed under the covers, hoping he could sleep. He tried not to think about Jeanne and what she might have told Marvin. But Marvin didn't care about Simon and had nothing to gain from him. He stretched out his legs, trying to relax.

He was not going to sleep if he kept thinking about Jeanne. None of it would matter soon, anyway. He would leave and go south; he'd have enough money soon. Once he got out of New York, he could get help from Titus Echeverria. He'd made a good bet with Titus, and it hadn't cost him much: helping him steal when they were kids, taking an exam for Titus so Titus could get a civil service job and make connections. He had known helping his friend would pay off eventually. Now Titus was down south, in business for himself, and he had promised Simon he'd help him if he ever followed. Titus had in fact planted the idea of escape in Simon's mind, of going south, away from the cold, the dirt, the clouds.

He dreamed of sunshine warming his body, warm air brushing his face, and at last fell asleep.

 

Simon awoke feeling thirsty. His mouth was cottony and his eyes were sore. It was still dark outside.

Yola stood by the sink, washing up. From the back, she looked like a tall, redheaded boy, with her flat ass and muscled legs. He found himself noticing her feet for the first time. They were big, ugly feet, with stubby toes and flat arches. She lifted one leg for a moment and he saw the calluses on her heel.

He said, "Could you get me a glass of water?"

She filled a glass and handed it to him wordlessly. Abruptly, she crossed the small room and picked up the clothes draped on the chair.

"Where are you going?"

She pulled her blue sweater over her head. "I want to go back to my apartment." She stepped into her underpants, balancing unsteadily first on one leg, then the other. "I don't have a change of clothes for tomorrow." She reached for her skirt, not looking at him.

"Are you upset about something?"

"What could I be upset about?"

He looked at his watch on the night table and saw that it was two o'clock. She probably wanted him to persuade her to stay. He was suddenly bored with her, irritated by her big feet and vulnerable eyes. "I'll call you a cab. There's probably a copter headed your way with some passengers. You might have to wait a bit."

"That's quite all right." Her voice was high.

The phone buzzed again. He pushed the black-out button and picked it up.

"Julio 204, Karenga," the deep voice said. Simon switched on the screen and the broad, dark face of Sam Karenga appeared.

"I'm busy now, Sam. Why don't you take some time off, relax a bit." He needed time to decide what to do about Sam.

"This time it's René," Karenga said. "And he wants you now, at his place. I'll bring my bag. I think you'd better get dressed. See you in an hour." The receiver clicked in Simon's ear as Karenga's face faded from the screen.

"A patient?" Yola asked.

He did not reply.

"You're treating people illegally, aren't you?"

His head jerked up. "Don't be foolish."

"I don't care, Simon, really. I get so angry about the list sometimes. It keeps us from helping and from learning. Already we know less than doctors did years ago."

"Sure," he muttered, trying to stay calm. "Ever seen a diabetic?"

"No, it's pretty rare."

"It's not rare. You just don't see the ones that have it." He paused; "Why don't you come with me to see my patient? He's an interesting fellow, a businessman of sorts." Yola would be an accomplice then, he thought, and if René's people thought she might be unreliable, they would take care of her for him. It would be out of his hands.

Yola said nothing.

"Not afraid, are you? I thought you were the noble creature who wanted to set up a practice with the people."

"I'll go," she said. "Call the cab." She clenched her hands and waited for him to pick up the phone.

 

The helicab transported them to the rooftop of an office building. They got out, paid the driver, waved goodbye to the drunken partygoers with whom they had shared the cab, and walked over the debris-covered roof to the entrance. They went in, took an elevator to the second floor, and got out.

"A friend of Sam's works here," Simon said to Yola as they walked down the hallway. He removed a key from his pocket, opened a door, and they walked through a cluttered office to one of the windows. He opened the window and looked out. "They don't patrol these fire escapes too closely at night," he whispered.

From the window, the noise in the street was almost deafening. "Why didn't we just go over the roofs the rest of the way?" Yola asked.

"Because we can't get there over the roof. It isn't that kind of place. You've been sheltered." He climbed out, helped Yola onto the ledge, and closed the window. They climbed down into an alley and ran quickly toward the street. Simon heard gunfire. He grabbed her arm and peered around the side of the building.

The patrolmen in front of the building were practicing with their guns, using three dogs in the street as targets. A group of young people stood across the street from the patrolmen, cheering them on. "Kill the motherfuckers!" a small boy yelled, dancing lightly on his toes. The dogs raced back and forth, yipping; one fell, and the others ran off. Simon and Yola plunged into a crowd of people moving up the street.

"Where are we?" she shouted at Simon. She clutched his arm. "Is he near here?" A tank rolled by them in the street. The crowd of people around them moved toward a subway entrance. Simon stopped and turned toward Yola as people pushed around them. 

"We have to take a train," he yelled. "Don't hang onto my arm, and stick close."

"But—"

"Come on." He pushed the woman in front of him as they descended the stairs. They moved onto the platform just as a train rumbled by and screeched deafeningly to a halt. The mass of humans pushed forward. He realized that Yola was no longer with him.

"Simon!" He turned toward the voice and saw Yola behind him, wedged in among three husky young men. One of them was pulling at her clothes while the other two held her arms. The people near her looked away or continued to push toward the train. Yola began to scream.

The police would not be on duty in the subway for another three hours.

Simon, rid of at least one problem, wedged himself into the train. The doors slid shut behind him. As the train began to move, he saw the men drag Yola behind the stairs. One of them seemed to be laughing as he pulled out a knife.
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