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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.






      

      Spiritus intus alit, totamque infusa per artus


      Mens agitat molem et magno se corpore miscet.


      VERGIL: Aeneid, VI 726-7

      










      

      Part One: Molem
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      After the birth they put her in a bed, a large woman wasted by worry and hunger, so that it was not only over her emptied

         belly that her skin hung old-clothes-fashion. In spite of her wide pelvic girdle she had had a difficult labour; the tired-faced

         doctor had judged her a few per cent worse off than those others who competed for space in the hospital ward, so she had been

         allotted the bed. She showed no sign of appreciation. She would have shown no sign of resentment, either, if she had been

         treated the same as most other women passed through the delivery room that day, and taken to an arm-chair to rest for a mere

         couple of hours while they scrubbed down the floor with a solution of caustic soda, for lack of disinfectant, burned the kraft

         paper off the delivery table and put on fresh, for lack of laundry facilities.

      


      

      The crisis had been gestating just about as long as the child. It had culminated a week or two ahead of him. There were two

         panes out from the window next to her bed, and the gaps had been covered with newspaper and adhesive tape. The woman in the

         bed on the right had a gunshot wound and lay with puzzled eyes staring at the ceiling. In one corner of that ceiling was the

         trace left by a licking tongue of greasy smoke, exactly the same shade of black edged with grey as would have been left by

         a candle, but two feet wide.

      


      

      From the street noise came, unfamiliar, disturbing. Last month there would have been the drone of traffic, a buzz of people

         wandering in sunlight, a predictable, comforting background with commonplace associations. Now there was the occasional hoarse

         shout, grossly amplified, but blurred by the direction of the portable loudhailer so that it was impossible to tell more than

         that orders were being given. Also there was the growl-rumble-clank of a heavy tracked vehicle; the acid bite of police whistles; stamping of unison feet. Automatically

         the mind tensed, wondering whether there would follow the stammer of guns.

      


      

      An hour or so after the birth a woman in olive-green battle-dress came to the door of the ward. Her hair was cut man-short

         and there was a belt with a shiny brown holster strapped around her waist. She looked about her curiously and went away.

      


      

      Another hour, and an old man came pushing a squeaky trolley with two urns on it, one containing watery soup and one containing

         watery coffee. There was also bread. A nurse hurried in directly after and distributed bowls and mugs to those patients who

         could eat.

      


      

      And a little later still another nurse came, her face drawn and her mouth down-turned, with the doctor who had supervised

         the delivery.

      


      

      Every available bed was in use; only the fact that there weren’t more beds had ensured the floor-space was left between patient

         and patient. Awkwardly, sometimes having to sidle, the nurse and doctor came to the new mother.

      


      

      ‘You – uh – ’ The doctor changed his mind about putting it that way, cleared his throat, tried again. ‘You haven’t seen your

         baby yet, Mrs –?’

      


      

      ‘Miss,’ said the woman in the bed. Her eyelids rolled down like blinds over her lack-lustre eyes. Her hair tangled untidily

         on the pillow, dark and greasy. ‘Miss Sarah Howson.’

      


      

      ‘I see.’ The doctor wasn’t sure if he did or didn’t, but the remark filled a silence even though the silence was subjective,

         already occupied in reality by the clanging of empty tin bowls as they were collected up after the patients’ meal.

      


      

      The nurse whispered something to the doctor, showing him a roneotyped form: square grey lines on grey paper. He nodded.


      

      ‘I’m sorry about the delay, Miss Howson,’ he said. ‘But things are difficult at the moment … Have you chosen a name for him

         yet?’ And, catching himself because he was never sure under present circumstances how far the normal routine had actually

         deteriorated: ‘You were told you have a boy, weren’t you?’

      


      

      

      ‘I guess so. Yes, somebody did say.’ The woman rolled her heavy head from side to side as though seeking an impossible position

         of comfort.

      


      

      ‘If you’ve chosen a name, we can enter it on the record of the birth,’ the doctor prompted.


      

      ‘I – ’ She rubbed her forehead. ‘I guess … Say, are you the doctor who was there?’ Her eyes opened again, searched his face.

         ‘Yes, you’re the one. Doc, it was bad, wasn’t it?’

      


      

      ‘Yes, it was pretty bad,’ the doctor agreed.


      

      ‘Did it –? I mean, is there permanent –?’


      

      ‘Oh no, there’s no permanent damage!’ the doctor cut in, hoping to sound reassuring in spite of his splitting headache and

         gut-souring exhaustion. He wasn’t sure of anything any more, it seemed – no one was, currently – but it was a habit to be

         reassuring.

      


      

      Where had it all gone? How? The safe calm world of a few weeks back had split apart, and they said ‘crisis’ without explaining

         anything. To most people it meant nothing of itself; it was just that a bus didn’t show at your regular stop, and the electricity

         failed in the middle of cooking dinner, and there was a slogan half-finished, smeared letters of red paint, on the sidewalk,

         and a monument to a dead hero had tilted crazily on its shattered plinth, and the prices of food had soared, and the radio

         groaned old records and said every fifteen minutes that people should be calm.

      


      

      Also to the doctor it meant probing hideous wounds for bits of stone and splinters of glass; it meant shortages of disinfectants,

         antibiotics and even blankets; it meant concussion, shot-wounds and home-made incendiary bombs thrown through the windows.

      


      

      Now there were the strange uniformed men speaking a dozen languages, on street-corners with their guns easily slung; there

         were officers who came asking questions about needed supplies and surplus bed space if any; there were food-ration stands

         at big intersections and measured handouts of basic nourishment, followed by the stamping of the left hand with a one-day

         indelible ink to prevent you calling back until tomorrow – all as though the population had been turned at a blow into a blend of criminals and charity patients.

      


      

      ‘Oh, damn …’ said the mother, head rolling anew. ‘I hoped never to go through that again. And I still could, huh?’


      

      The nurse gave a sour glance at the doctor, who forced himself back to the present. The idea was to get the name fixed in

         the woman’s mind, to displace the simple idea ‘baby’, to offer some sort of handle to her when she was compelled to grasp

         the facts.

      


      

      ‘Have you chosen a name for your son?’ the doctor demanded loudly.


      

      ‘Name? Well – Gerald, I guess. After his father.’ Beginning to reveal puzzlement, the woman gazed directly at the doctor and

         frowned. ‘What’s this all about, anyway? Why didn’t you bring him to me long ago? Is something wrong?’

      


      

      The hell with soft-pedalling. The hell with finesse. The doctor said shortly, ‘Yes, I’m sorry to tell you there is.’


      

      ‘Such as what? No arms, no legs?’


      

      ‘No, nothing so bad, fortunately. There’s a – a generalized deformity. It may well be possible to put it right, in time, of

         course; it’s too soon to say, though.’

      


      

      The woman stared for a long moment. Then she gave a harsh chuckle.


      

      ‘Well, God damn! Isn’t that just like the bastard? He wouldn’t marry me – said there wasn’t anything certain enough about

         the world to make plans for life … So then when I’d been through it I was telling myself at least I’d have a son for my old

         age – heh-heh – and here’s a cripple. I have to support him instead of …’ The chuckling returned, and ran together into a

         dull shuddering moan.

      


      

      ‘How about the father?’ the doctor said, swallowing against nausea. Call this a part of the crisis, too: it didn’t help.


      

      ‘Him? He was killed. I thought that was how he’d end up, you know – once it came down to fighting. Oh God, oh God.’


      

      ‘We’ll bring you your son now, Miss Howson,’ the nurse said.


      

      When the doctor got back to the ward office there was the short-haired woman waiting for him. She had taken off the jacket of her battledress and hung it on a peg while she went through the records of admission. The national flash on the

         shoulder said ISRAEL. The doctor thought irrelevantly that she didn’t look like a Jewess with her scalpel-thin nose and piercing blue eyes.

      


      

      ‘A woman called Howson,’ she said, looking up. ‘We had a dossier on a man named Gerald Pond, whose body was found near the

         reservoir they dynamited right at the start of the rising. He’s supposed to have had a woman-friend called Howson.’

      


      

      ‘That could be right,’ the doctor said. He dropped limp into a chair. ‘I just delivered her of a son. Crippled.’


      

      ‘Badly?’


      

      ‘One shoulder higher than the other, one leg shorter than the other, spinal deformity – pretty much of a mess.’ The doctor

         hesitated. ‘You’re not thinking of taking her in for questioning, for heaven’s sake! She had a hell of a time on the delivery

         table, and now she has to face the shock of the kid – it’s monstrous!’

      


      

      ‘Don’t jump to conclusions,’ said the Israeli woman. ‘Where is she?’


      

      ‘In the ward. Fourth bed from the end.’


      

      ‘I’d like to take a look at her.’


      

      She rose. The doctor made no move to accompany her. He waited till she was out of the room, then went behind the desk at which

         she had been sitting and took out from a drawer the last cigarette in the last pack he had. He had lit it and returned to

         his chair before she came back.

      


      

      ‘Are you arresting her?’ he asked sourly.


      

      ‘No.’ The Israeli woman sat down briskly and made a note on the carbon copy of a list she was consulting. ‘No, she’s not involved

         with the terrorists. She’s about as a-political as one can get and still talk coherently. She was afraid of being left alone

         – she must be what? Forty? – and she didn’t believe that this man Pond meant exactly what he said: he regarded sex as a necessary

         act and her as a routine provision. She kidded herself into thinking she could break through his obsession with revolution

         and sabotage and reduce him to – wedding-bells, furniture on credit, all that …’ She gave a wry smile. ‘Sad, isn’t it?’

      


      

      ‘You have a dossier on her too, presumably,’ said the doctor in a sarcastic tone. ‘You didn’t get details like that on the

         spur of the moment.’

      


      

      ‘Hmmm? No, we have no dossier on her, and it won’t be worth the trouble of putting one together, to my mind.’


      

      ‘Oh, marvellous!’ the doctor said. ‘I’m glad to know you draw the line occasionally.’


      

      ‘We don’t make the messes, you know,’ the Israeli woman said. ‘They just call us in to clear them up.’


      

      ‘Well, hell! If all you have to do is – is walk in that ward and look at someone and say there’s trouble, yes or no, it’s a pity you don’t do it before the mess happens instead of afterwards!’

         The doctor was very tired, and moreover very resentful of these polyglot strangers with the authority of world opinion at

         their back; he scarcely knew what he was saying.

      


      

      He also scarcely knew what the Israeli woman meant when she answered, ‘There aren’t enough of us yet, doctor. Not yet.’
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      After three days they sent Sarah Howson home from the hospital with the child, and also with papers: a nursing mother’s emergency

         ration card, a medical supply voucher, a medical inspection voucher, a booklet of baby-food coupons and a diaper-service voucher.

      


      

      She came back to the narrow, long street with its double row of identical three-storey houses, façades covered in cracked

         yellow plaster, garbage piled up in the gutters because ‘the crisis’ had stopped municipal clearance services. The day after

         her return, a pair of huge trucks painted the same drab green as the soldiers’ battledress came growling down the street:

         one ate the garbage with a maw above which a roller-brush turned like a dirty moustache, the other hosed the pavement with a smelly germicide. Water was still being sold from carts; it would take months to repair the reservoir Gerald Pond

         and his companions had so efficiently dynamited, and there was little rain at this time of year.

      


      

      She spent the first evening back at home clearing her two rooms of everything that might remind her of Gerald Pond – old clothes,

         shoes, letters, books on political subjects. She kept the novels, not to read but because they might be saleable. If the baby

         hadn’t been quiet, she would cheerfully have thrown him out with the rest, and Gerald Howson would unknowing have left the

         unknowing world.

      


      

      But he was a passive child, then and always. Hunger might bring a thin crying; the noise didn’t last, and he accepted discomfort

         as a fact of existence, because his distorted body was uncomfortable simply to live in.

      


      

      The evening little Gerald achieved his first week of Individual existence the soldiers came down the street in an open truck:

         four of them, and an officer, and a driver. The driver stopped alongside the entrance of the house where Sarah Howson lodged,

         pulling into a gap between two parked cars but not making any serious attempt to get to the kerb. ‘The crisis’ had also interrupted

         gasoline distribution; the cars here had mostly not moved for a fortnight, and already kids had begun to treat them as abandoned

         wrecks, slashing the tyres, opening the filler caps, scratching names and obscene words on the paintwork with knives or nails.

      


      

      The people on the street, the people looking from their cautiously curtained windows, saw the soldiers arrive and felt a stir

         of nameless alarm. A few of them knew for sure they had done something illegal; a black market had followed the crisis with

         blurring speed. Many more, adrift on the unfamiliar sea of circumstance, were afraid that they might have infringed some regulation

         imposed by the pacifying forces, or unwittingly have aided the terrorists. The fact of pacification was scarcely new, but

         it had been an elsewhere thing – it was reported in the papers and on TV, and it affected people with dark skins in distant

         countries with jungles and deserts.

      


      

      

      Two of the soldiers waited, lounging, by the house door. Their shoulder-flashes said PAKISTAN and they were tall, good-looking, swarthy, with bright wide smiles as they exchanged casual comments. But they also carried

         slung guns.

      


      

      The other two soldiers and the officer banged on the door until they were admitted. With the frightened landlord they went

         upstairs, to the top, to Sarah Howson’s two rooms. They knocked again there.

      


      

      When she opened to them, the deflated woman with her big rayon house-dress belted to a wide overlap around her waist, the

         officer was polite, and saluted parade-stiffly. He said, ‘Miss Sarah Howson?’

      


      

      ‘Yes. What is it?’ The dark dull eyes searched the military exterior, seeming to plead for clues to an inward humanity.


      

      ‘I believe you were formerly an – ah – an intimate friend of Gerald Pond. Is that correct?’


      

      ‘Yes.’ She seemed to sag still more, but there was no protestation in the tone with which she uttered the rest of what she

         had to say. ‘But he’s dead now. And anyway I never mixed in these political things.’

      


      

      The officer made no comment. He said only, ‘Well, I must ask you to come with us, please. It is necessary to ask you some

         questions.’

      


      

      ‘All right.’ She stood back apathetically from the door. ‘Come in and wait while I get changed. Is it going to take long?’


      

      ‘That depends on you, I’m afraid,’ the officer shrugged.


      

      ‘It’s the kid, you see.’ She scuffed at the floor with bare feet. ‘Do I take him along or try and get someone to mind him

         for a while?’

      


      

      The officer frowned and consulted a paper from his pocket. ‘Oh, that’s right,’ he said after a pause. ‘Well, you’d better

         bring him with you, I guess.’

      


      

      They went to police headquarters. There had been blood on the handsome white stone steps, but that was gone now; there were

         still shrapnel-scars and bullet-pocks, however, and some smashed windows were still out. The police were no longer in charge. Uniformed or not, they had to show passes on entering, and the armed men guarding the door had shoulder-flashes saying

         DENMARK. Sarah Howson looked at them, and not for the first time since Pond’s death wondered how he had convinced himself that he

         and his companions would win out when the world stood ready to act against them.

      


      

      In the lobby of the building the officer spotted and called to a uniformed woman whose blouse bore white discs with a red

         cross instead of the national identification marks. She was pleasant-voiced and smiling, and Sarah Howson let her take the

         shawl-wrapped bundle of her son.

      


      

      The smile vanished the instant hands discerned, through the thin cloth, the twisted spine and lopsided shoulders.


      

      ‘Your baby will be well looked after until you leave,’ the officer said. ‘This way, please.’ He pointed down a door-flanked

         corridor. ‘It may be necessary to wait a while, I’m afraid.’

      


      

      They went to an office overlooking the square in front of the building. The evening sun lit it, orange and gold over the pale

         grey walls and brown and dark-green furniture.

      


      

      ‘Sit down, please,’ the officer said, and went to the desk to pick up the handset of the internal phone. He dialled a three-digit

         code, waited.

      


      

      Then: ‘Miss Kronstadt, please.’


      

      And after a further pause: ‘Oh, Miss Kronstadt! We have rather an interesting visitor. One of our bright young sanitary experts

         was down at the municipal incinerators yesterday, getting them back in regular operation, and he happened to spot a name on

         a letter when it blew out of the truck being unloaded. The name was Gerald Pond. We had him listed for dead, of course, so

         we didn’t follow up until this afternoon when we found out he had a mistress still living at the same address –’

      


      

      He checked, and looked at the phone as though it had bitten him. Rather slowly, he said, ‘You mean I just send her home? Are

         you sure she wasn’t –? … Damn! I’m sorry, I should have checked with you first, but I never thought you’d have reached her

         so quickly. Okay, I’ll have her taken home … What?’

      


      

      He listened. Sarah Howson felt a stir of interest disperse the cloud of her apathy, and found that if she paid attention she could just catch the words from the phone.

      


      

      ‘No, keep her there a few minutes. I’ll drop in as soon as I can. I would like to have another chance to see her, though I

         doubt if we can use more information on Pond than we have already – there’s a two-hundred-page dossier here now.’

      


      

      The officer cradled the phone with a shrug and opened the pocket of his jacket to extract a pack of curious cigarettes with

         paper striped in pale grey and white. He gave one to Sarah Howson and lit it for her with a zippo lighter made from an expended

         shell-case.

      


      

      The door opened and the woman came in briskly: the one with man-short hair and Israeli shoulder-flashes. Sarah Howson crushed

         out her cigarette and looked at her.

      


      

      ‘I’ve seen you before,’ she said.


      

      ‘That’s right.’ A quick smile. ‘I’m Ilse Kronstadt. You were in the city hospital when I called there the other day.’ She

         perched on the edge of the desk, one leg swinging. ‘How’s the baby?’

      


      

      Sarah Howson shrugged.


      

      ‘You’re being looked after all right? I mean – you’re provided with proper rations, proper services for the kid?’


      

      ‘I guess so. Not that –’ She broke off.


      

      ‘Not that diaper-service and baby-food coupons help much with the real problem,’ Ilse Kronstadt murmured. ‘Isn’t that what

         you were going to say?’

      


      

      Sarah Howson nodded. Distractedly, she played with the dead butt of her cigarette. Watching her, Ilse Kronstadt began to frown.


      

      ‘Is it right – about your grandfather, I mean?’ she said suddenly.


      

      ‘What?’ Startled, Sarah Howson jerked her head back. ‘My grandfather – what about him?’


      

      Sympathy had gone from the Israeli woman, as though a light had been turned off behind her eyes. She got to her feet.


      

      ‘That was bad,’ she said. ‘You weren’t any shy virgin, were you? And you knew you shouldn’t have children, with your family history! To use a pregnancy as blackmail – especially on a man like Pond, who didn’t give a damn about anything

         except his own dirty little yen for power – Ach!’ Her accusing gaze raked the older woman like machine-gun fire, and she stamped her foot. The Pakistani officer looked, bewildered,

         from one to the other of them.

      


      

      ‘No, it’s not true!’ stammered Sarah Howson. ‘I didn’t – I –!’


      

      ‘Well, it’s done now,’ Ilse Kronstadt sighed, and turned away. ‘I guess all you can do is try and make it up to the kid. His

         physical heredity may be all to hell, but his intellectual endowment should be okay – there’s first-rate material on the Pond

         side, and you’re not stupid. Lazy-minded and selfish, but not stupid.’

      


      

      Sullen, resentful colour was creeping into Sarah Howson’s face. She said after a pause, ‘All right, tell me: wihat do I do

         to – “make it up to the kid”? I’m not a kid myself any longer, am I? I’ve no money, no special training, no husband! What’s

         left for me? Sweeping floors! Washing dishes!’

      


      

      ‘The only way that matters, to make it up to the kid,’ Ilse Kronstadt said, ‘is to love him.’


      

      ‘Oh, sure,’ Sarah Howson said bitterly. ‘What’s that bit about “flesh of my flesh, bone of my bone”? Don’t preach to me. I

         had nothing but preaching from Gerald, and it got him a shot in the head and me a crippled boy to nurse. Can I go now? I’ve

         had enough.’

      


      

      The piercing blue eyes closed briefly, and the lids squeezed and the lips pressed together and the forehead drew down to furrows

         at the top of the sharp nose.

      


      

      ‘Yes, you can go. There are too many people like you in the world for us to cure the world’s sickness overnight. But even if

         you can’t love the kid wholeheartedly, Miss Howson, you can at least remember that there was a time when you wanted a baby,

         for a reason you aren’t likely to forget.’

      


      

      ‘He’ll remind me every time I look at him,’ Sarah Howson said curtly, and got up from her chair. The officer reached for the

         phone again and spoke to a different number.

      


      

      ‘Nurse, bring the Howson baby back to the lobby, please!’


      

      

      When the unwilling mother had gone, he gave Ilse Kronstadt a questioning glance.


      

      ‘What was that about her grandfather?’


      

      ‘Never mind,’ was the sighing answer. ‘There are a million problems like hers. I wish I could concern myself with all of them,

         but I just can’t.’

      


      

      She briskened. ‘At least the big problem is soluble. We should be out of here in another month, I guess.’
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      Things continued badly for a while longer. Stores remained closed; sporadic outbreaks confirmed that the thwarted terrorists

         were still capable of striking blindly, like children in tantrums. There were some fires, and the main city bridge was closed

         for two days by a plastic bomb explosion.

      


      

      Little by little calm oozed back. Sarah Howson made no attempt to chart its progress. There was news on TV when the broadcasting

         schedule was restored; there was also – had been, throughout the crisis – radio news. Sometimes she caught snatches of information:

         something about the new government, something else about advisers and foreign loans and public welfare services … It was beyond

         her scope. She saw black headlines on discarded newspapers when she went down the street, and read them without understanding.

         There was no association in her mind between the arrival of technical experts and the fact that water became available at

         her kitchen sink whenever she wanted it, as in the old days, rather than for two hours morning and evening, as during ‘the

         crisis’. There was no connexion that she could see between the new government and the cans of baby-food issued against coupons

         at the corner store, labelled in six languages and bearing a coloured picture as well, for the benefit of illiterates.

      


      

      It was agreed by everyone that things were worse now. In fact, from the material point of view, things were slightly better. What depressed people so much was a subjective consideration. It had happened here. We, our families, our city, our country, have been shamed in the eyes of the world; murder was done on our streets, there

         were dynamite outrages and acts of terrorism here. Shame and self-condemnation turned readily to depression and apathy.

      


      

      There was no true economic depression, and little unemployment, during the next few years, but some of the savour of life

         seemed to be missing. Fashions no longer changed so quickly and colourfully. Cars no longer sported startling decoration,

         but became functional and monotonous. People felt obscurely that to treat themselves to luxuries was a betrayal of – of something; as it were, they wanted to be seen to concentrate on the search for a new national goal, a symbol of status to redeem their

         world-watched failure.

      


      

      Extravagance became a mark of social irresponsibility, the badge of the fringe criminal – the man with influence, the black

         marketeer. These latter regarded the average run of the population, puritanical, working hard as though to escape a horrible

         memory, as mugs. The ‘mugs’ condemned those who were blatantly enjoying themselves as parasites.

      


      

     	 Through this epoch Sarah Howson moved like a sleepwalker, measuring her life by routine events. For a while there was some

         sort of an allowance, issued in scrip and redeemable at specified stores, which was just about enough to keep her and the

         child. She didn’t bother to wonder about it, even though it was much discussed by ordinary folk – usually they condemned it,

         because it was available to women like Sarah Howson, who had committed the double crime of bearing an illegitimate child and

         also associating with a known terrorist. But these discussions she seldom heard; hardly anyone talked to her in the street

         where she lived, now.

      


      

      When the period of the allowance expired, she got work for a while cleaning offices and serving at the counter of a canteen.

         Wages were low, part of the general syndrome of reaction against affluence which had followed the upheaval. She hunted without

         much success for better-paid employment.

      


      

      Then she met a widower with a teenage son and daughter who wanted a housekeeper-mistress and didn’t mind about the brat or her decaying looks. She moved across the city to his apartment in a large, crumbling near-tenement block and was

         at least secured against poverty. There was a roof and a bed, food, a little spending money for clothes, for the child, for

         a bottle of liquor on Saturday night.

      


      

      Young Gerald endured what happened to him without objection: being placed in a crèche while his mother worked as a cleaner,

         being put aside, like an inanimate object, at the widower’s apartment when they moved there. At the crèche, naturally, they

         had clucked sympathetically about his deformity and made inquiries into his medical record, which was already long. But there

         was nothing to be done except exercise his limbs and enable him to make the best possible use of them. He learned to talk

         late, but quickly; surveying the world with bright grave eyes set in his idiot’s face, he progressed from concrete to abstract

         concepts without difficulty, as though he had delayed speaking deliberately until he had thought the matter through.

      


      

      But by then he was no longer being sent to the crèche, so no one with specialized knowledge noted this promising development.


      

      Crawling hurt him; he did it only for a short period, whimpering after a brief all-fours excursion like a dog with a thorn

         in its pad. He was four before he got his awkward limbs sufficiently organized to stand up without support, but he had already

         learned to get around a room with his hands on the wall or clutching chairs and tables. Once he could stand without toppling,

         he seemed almost to force himself to finish the job; swaying on slow uneven legs, he set out into the middle of the room –

         fell – rose without complaint and tried again.

      


      

      He would always limp, but at least when it came time for schooling he could walk a straight line, achieve a hobbling run for

         twenty yards, and climb stairs with alternate feet rather than using the same foot for every step.

      


      

      His mother’s attitude was one of indifference by now. Here he was: a fact, to be endured. So there was no praise or encouragement

         when he mastered some difficult task such as the stairs – only a shrug of qualified relief that he wasn’t totally helpless. The widower sometimes took him on his knee, told him stories, or answered questions for him, but showed no great

         enthusiasm for the job. He would excuse himself by saying he was too old to be much interested in young kids – after all,

         his own children were of an age to leave home, maybe to marry. But sometimes he was more honest, and confessed that the kid

         disturbed him. The eyes – maybe that was it: the bright eyes in the slack face. Or else it was the adult form of the sentences

         that emerged in the hesitant babyish voice.

      


      

      When she was feeling more than usually tolerant of her son, Sarah Howson took him around the stores with her, defiantly accepting

         the murmurs of false pity which inevitably echoed around her. Here, in this part of the city, she wasn’t known as Gerald Pond’s

         mistress. But taking him out involved getting the folding push-chair down the narrow, many-angled stairway of the apartment

         block, so she didn’t do it often. Before she left to get married, the widower’s daughter took him a few times to a children’s

         park and put him on swings and showed him the animals kept there – a pony, rabbits, squirrels and bushbabies. But the last

         time she tried it he sat silent, staring at the agility of the monkeys, and tears crawled down his cheeks.

      


      

      There was TV in the apartment, and he learned early how to switch it on and change channels. He spent a great deal of time

         gazing at it, obviously not understanding a fraction of what was going on … and yet perhaps he did; it was impossible to be

         sure. One thing was definite, if surprising: before he started school, before he could read or write, he could be trusted

         to answer the phone and memorize a message flawlessly, even if it included a phone number of full cross-country direct-dialling

         length.

      


      

      He had seen few books before he began in school. Neither his mother nor the widower read for pleasure, though they took in

         a daily paper. The son bought men’s magazines for the spicy items and the nudes; the daughter bought fashion magazines occasionally,

         though the climate was still against excessive elegance, and romantic novels and love-comics.

      


      

      His first steps towards reading came from the TV. He figured out for himself the sound-to-symbol idea, and school only fil	led in the details for him – he already had the outline. He progressed so rapidly that the class-teacher into whose care

         he was put came around to see his mother after six weeks. She was young and idealistic, and acutely conscious of the prevailing

         mood of the country.

      


      

      She tried to persuade Sarah Howson that her son was too promising to be made to suffer the knocks and mockery of the other

         children in a regular school. The government had lately set up a number of special schools, one of them on the outskirts of

         the city, for children in need of unusual treatment. Why not, she demanded, arrange for his transfer?

      


      

      Sarah Howson was briefly tempted, although she had visions of forms, applications, letters to write, interviews, appointments,

         all of which dismayed her. She inquired if he could be sent to the special school as a boarding pupil.

      


      

      The teacher checked the regulations, and found the answer: no, not when the home was less than one hour’s travel by public

         transport from the nearest such school. (Except as provided for in clause X, subsection Y, paragraph Z … and so on.)

      


      

      Sarah Howson thought it over. And finally shook her head. She said, ‘Listen! You’re pretty much of a kid yourself still. I’m

         not. Anything could happen to me. My man isn’t going to want to be responsible for Gerry, is he? Not his kid! No, Gerry has

         to learn to look after himself. It’s a hard world, for God’s sake! If he’s as bright as you say, he’ll make out. To my mind,

         he’s got to. Sooner or later.’

      


      

      For a while thereafter, she did take more interest in him, though; She had vague visions that he wasn’t going to be useless

         after all – support in old age, earn a decent living at some desk job … But the habit wasn’t there, and the interest declined.

      


      

      There was trouble sometimes. There was taunting and sometimes cruelty, and once he was made to climb a tree under goading

         from a kids’ gang and fell from a ten-foot branch, a fall which luckily did no more than bruise him, but the bruise was huge

         and remained tender for more than three weeks. Seeing it, Sarah Howson had a sudden appalling recollection of her meeting with the Israeli woman, and firmly slapped down the memory.

      


      

      There was also the time when he wouldn’t go to school because of the torment he underwent. When he was escorted there to stop

         him playing hookey, he refused to co-operate; he drew faces on his books, or sat gazing at the ceiling and pretended not to

         hear when he was spoken to.

      


      

      He got over that eventually. The mood of the city, and the country, was changing. The trauma of ‘the crisis’ was receding,

         a little joy was no longer suspect, frills and fun were coming back into style. Relaxing, people were more tolerant. He made

         his first friends when he was about thirteen, at about the same time that local storekeepers and housewives found that he

         was willing to limp on errands or feed the cat when the family was away – and could be trusted to complete the job, unlike

         other boys who might equally well decide to go to a movie with the gang instead.

      


      

      He was considering a career when the widower died. He had vague thoughts of some job where his deformity and other, newly

         discovered, peculiarities were irrelevant. But the widower died, and he was legally of age to quit school.

      


      

      And his mother was ill. It was some months before it was known to be from inoperable cancer, but he had suspected it might

         be ever since the first symptoms. Before she was ill enough to be hospitalized, he was having to support her by what odd jobs

         he could find: making up accounts for people, washing-up in a nearby bar and grill on Saturdays, and suchlike. He had had

         little acquaintance with hope in his life so far. By the time of his mother’s death, which left him alone at seventeen, ugly,

         awkward, a year lost on the schooling which he had figured would continue to college if he could get a public scholarship,

         he was embittered.

      


      

      He found a room a couple of blocks from the old apartment, which had been reclaimed by the municipal housing authority for

         a family with children. And kept going as he had been: with odd jobs for subsistence, with books and magazines, with TV when

         he could beg entrance to someone’s home and a movie occasionally when he had spare cash for escapism.

      


      

      

      At twenty, Gerald Howson was convinced that the world which had been uncaring when he was born was uncaring now, and he spent

         as much time as possible withdrawing from it into a private universe where there was nobody to stare at him, nobody to shout

         at him for clumsiness, nobody to resent his existence because his form blasphemed the shape of humanity.
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