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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.







Chapter I
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After Panama the voyage became a sunny blue and white dream. The ship slid through the water with a lazy motion; there was every inducement to relax, to ponder, to meditate. As the sparkling days passed, the first part of the voyage began to lose reality, for which Betty Haverhill was grateful. With melancholy amusement she considered herself as she had been only a month before. Innocent, naïve: these were the obvious adjectives. Angry persons had used others: smug, pampered, vain, self-centered—but these were undeserved, unkind half-truths. Betty was deficient in worldly wisdom, and she had been guilty of superficiality, for which much of the blame could be laid to Mother.


Mother’s world, and perforce much of Betty’s, was restricted to things which were ‘nice’. She kept claret and sherry, but very little whiskey; she preferred lobster to steak, Chopin to Bach. For the benefit of her married friends she archly endorsed the principle of a man around the house, but Betty’s father had wandered away after two uneasy years, and Mother had never remarried.


They lived in a district of pleasant old homes in Menlo Park, thirty miles south of San Francisco. Mother was not a snob, but class-consciousness was the air she breathed. It simply had never occurred to her that plumbers, garbage-men and the like existed apart from their duties. She saw them fulfilling their roles as an organic necessity, in the same manner that a piano provides music, or a walnut tree bears walnuts. Betty had learned, therefore, to classify people by the most obvious of their aspects. Halfway across the Atlantic, considering this matter, she became vaguely excited, as if a truth of great import hovered at the verge of her mind. Everyone, she thought, moved through life behind a screen of symbols: words, clothes, gestures. It was an essential step in the process of growing up to recognize the symbols for what they were, and to feel behind them for the concealed personality. The applicable word was ‘sympathy’ in its classic sense, without overtones of pity. ‘Tout comprendre, c’est tout pardonner’: who wrote that? Voltaire? Surely he was wrong. One could understand selfishness and cruelty without condoning them. Betty wondered if she truly understood these qualities. No, she decided, heaving a sigh. I am more or less normal; there are many sensations I have not yet experienced. Perhaps I still am not completely sophisticated. And if I’m not, I don’t want to be. Remembering the Betty Haverhill who had embarked on the Garda so short a time ago, she sighed again for her lost girlhood.


Betty’s mother, having no inclination toward men, took it for granted that Betty shared her views. By one means or another she arranged that Betty met only the nicest boys of the best families, with the result that Betty, disillusioned with the bumptious young twerps presented to her, skipped the boy-crazy stage and gave very little worry. Mother was encouraged in one of her most cherished ambitions: a medical career for Betty. Betty obligingly struggled through two years of the pre-med curriculum at Stanford, tinkering with ideas and objects she privately felt were far better ignored. At the end of her fourth semester she flunked out of school with great relief.


Mother was shocked by Betty’s nonchalance. “I’m absolutely astounded! I had no idea your grades were so bad!”


“Oh come, Mother. You knew all about my midterms.”


“But I thought the finals were mainly what counted.”


“I made the same grades in my finals.”


Mother bit her lips. “In my day we’d consider it a disgrace.”


“It’s been done before. It’ll be done again.”


“But you’d so planned on a career! I just can’t understand it!”


Betty patted her mother’s shoulder. “I’d make a terrible doctor. In the first place, I can’t stand the sight of blood.”


“There’s always psychology, or even research! Think of Doctor Salk, think of the good he’s done!”


“The fact remains, they’ve flunked me out.”


Mother said with determination, “You can make up your grades! It’s just a matter of having a goal! If you will something hard enough, you can do it!”


Betty seated herself in the big green armchair and drew a deep breath. “Actually, Mother, it’s all for the best. Something much more exciting has come up. I telephoned Father this morning and told him the news. He wasn’t disturbed or even surprised. He didn’t think I was cut out to be a doctor either.”


“He wouldn’t,” said Mother scornfully.


Betty’s father, a mining engineer who had made a great deal of money from tungsten, then uranium, then half a dozen other things, lived a free-and-easy life in Denver, and represented everything of which Mother disapproved.


“Anyway,” Betty added casually, “Father said that if I wanted to travel he’d pay all the expenses—to Europe, around the world, anywhere I wanted to go. Naturally I said I loved the idea.”


The two shocks, related but distinct, struck Mother dumb. “That’s ridiculous,” she said at last.


“Mother! How can you say that! It’s wonderful!”


“You’re so young, so inexperienced!”


“Not for long. Travel is broadening—you’ve said so yourself. Now don’t let’s argue, Mother—because I’m absolutely determined.”


Nevertheless, there was argument, until Betty finally lost her temper. She pointed out that she was of age, of sound mind and good character, at liberty to travel to Gehenna, if she felt like it.


Mother sniffed. “What of all your boy friends? What of Ted Bunpole?”


“He’s the least of my worries.”


“Are you sure?” asked Mother with unaccustomed archness. “I thought that perhaps there was some sort of an understanding.”


Betty laughed incredulously. “Who told you that? Ted?”


“I should think he’d be just the kind of boy you’d like. I’ve known his mother all my life. He’s got a good job, a nice car, he played football at college.”


Betty looked curiously at her mother. “I believe you’d rather have me marry that pest than to go to Europe.”


“Yes, I would, since you seem bent on giving up your career. I really don’t see what you have against Ted.”


“In the first place,” said Betty, “he’s a typical young jerk. He’s got some ridiculous office job and calls himself a junior executive. He wears a hat. He makes three-fifty a month, he’s just bought a new car on which he pays a hundred and fifty. He reads men’s magazines. He goes to prize fights. He drinks nothing but Haig and Haig and calls for it in bars. They pour him any old rot-gut and he doesn’t know the difference. His idea of living it up is a weekend at Las Vegas. Shall I go on?”


Mother said coldly, “You do Ted a great injustice. He’s a perfectly normal young man with a great deal of charm.”


“What really clinches it,” said Betty, “is the name: Ted Bunpole. When you say it fast it sounds like Bumple. I’d be Mrs. Betty Bumple.”


Mother turned away. “You’re simply impossible. Go on your trip! If something awful happens, don’t expect any sympathy from me.”
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Ted Bunpole was also disturbed to learn of Betty’s plans. “I don’t like this, Betty. Not at all! In fact, I’m against it.”


Betty said that, with all the will in the world, she couldn’t care less. She was in a bad humor, not improved by the fact that Mother had ostentatiously left them alone in the living room.


Ted had dressed carefully for the occasion, in slacks of a soft smoke-brown corduroy, a shirt of muted green, blue and red tartan, a gray cashmere sweater. He bent forward, took Betty’s hands, which Betty snatched away. Ted pretended not to notice. “I’ve got a wonderful idea. Here’s you, here’s me: let’s get married. Right now. We’ll jump in the Merc and be in Reno in no time at all.”


“Are you out of your mind? I’m going to Europe. I’ve already bought my ticket.”


Ted compressed his lips. “You’re a headstrong little son of a gun.”


“I’m nothing of the sort.” Betty picked a banana out of the fruit bowl, peeled it. “I just know what I want to do, and I plan to do it.”


“Well then,” growled Ted, “exactly what are you doing?”


“I’m sailing in about three weeks, on a freighter, from San Francisco to Genoa. The voyage takes over a month. It costs three hundred and eighty-five dollars. There are only twelve passengers. I leave on July 22nd.”


“Mmf. And how long are you planning to stay away?”


“As long as I feel like it.”


“Mmf.” Ted kicked out his legs, slumped deeper into the chair.


“You look the picture of disgust,” said Betty through the banana.


“Why shouldn’t I be disgusted? I want you to marry me and you go flying off to Europe. You’ll probably take up with some long-haired artist, you’ll get pregnant and then you’ll wonder why good old Ted doesn’t show up to make an honest woman out of you.”


Betty laughed. “You’re just sore that the artist made out where you didn’t.”


Ted jerked up in his chair, his face blazing with such fury that Betty thought she had carried things too far.


“The trouble with you,” croaked Ted, “is that you’re spoiled rotten! Darling little Betty. Surrounded by a bunch of females, all cooing and pampering. Your nose runs, one of your aunts brings a handkerchief. You yawn, another aunt holds her hand over your mouth. You go to the bathroom—”


Betty interrupted. “Exactly how am I spoiled? I’m curious.”


“You’re a snob.”


“Because I won’t marry you? That’s not snobbery, that’s good taste. You make three-fifty a month—”


“Three-sixty.”


“—three-sixty—so you got a raise. You still spend half of it on that foolish pile of tin and the other half on clothes. You haven’t read a book since the Kinsey Report. And you have the nerve to ask me to marry you. You’d stick me in a tract house along the Bayshore Highway, with two TV sets and a pop-up toaster. No, no, Ted Bumple—not for me. There’s thousands of girls who’ll ride to Reno in your Mercury, and be happy as a pig with you and your TV sets. I may get pregnant by the artist but I’m damned if I’ll let myself in for a living death.”


There was a pause. Ted rose heavily to his feet. “That’s pretty definite. I hope you don’t get hurt.”


“Hurt? Why should I get hurt?”


Ted shrugged. “Some strange types batting around the world. You’re just a kid.”


Betty laughed ruefully. “You and Mother: a fine pair of vultures! You’d be glad if something did happen to me!”


“Of course not,” said Ted in irritation. “I don’t wish anyone bad luck.” He started for the door, paused. “What’s the name of this scow you’re going on?”


“The Garda, as in Lake Garda.”


At the door Ted swung around, turned his smile on Betty. “How about going out tomorrow night? Dinner in the city? Something grand, really fine?”


“No thanks, Ted. In the first place you can’t afford it. You have your car payment to make. In the second place, I don’t want to argue any more. In the third place—well, never mind; you’d only be mad all over again.”


“Please?”


“No.”


“Pretty please?”


“Don’t tease, Ted.”


“Gad! You’re a stubborn witch!” cried Ted. He tried to seize Betty, to kiss her into sighing submission, as he had seen it done in the movies, but Betty stepped back and swung the door between them. Ted marched down the walk toward his car, which suddenly he hated.


Betty called after him, “Goodnight, Ted! Drive carefully!”




Chapter II
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The Garda, a Mediterranean Line freighter flying the Italian flag, sailed from San Francisco on the evening of July 22nd, bound for ports in El Salvador, Panama, Venezuela, Spain and Italy. Betty’s father could not be on hand, but he had sent a bon voyage telegram. Mother, Aunt Ethel and Uncle Graham drove Betty to the dock. Mother had been maddeningly deliberate.


They arrived on the dock an hour before sailing time. Mother was dismayed when she saw the ship. “It’s just an old tramp steamer!”


“It’s informal,” Betty agreed. “That’s the charm of freighter travel.”


Betty’s three best girl friends had been waiting in a car nearby, and with them was Ted Bunpole, uncharacteristically diffident. Everyone climbed the gangway, Uncle Graham and Ted carrying Betty’s suitcases. Five or six seamen, swarthy, dirty and rather under-sized, leaned against the rail, watching with unabashed interest.


“They don’t seem a very cleanly lot,” Mother remarked. “I hope they know their business.”


“They brought the ship here,” said Betty, “presumably they can take it away again.”


“I wish I shared your confidence.”


Betty surrendered her ticket and passport to an officious young officer in sun-tans, who she later learned to be the purser. A mess-boy led them along passageways, up two flights of steep steel stairs. Cabin #2 was on the port side of the bridge deck, aft. It contained two neat white beds, each with its reading light and electric fan, a writing desk with a swivel chair, a wash-basin, a medicine cabinet and two clothes closets.


“Very nice,” said Aunt Ethel. “As clean as can be!”


Mother could hardly disagree. “Don’t forget, always lock your suitcases and your cabin door, or you’ll lose everything you own!”


Leaving the cabin, they climbed to the top deck. There were several dozen other people here—passengers and those who had come to see them off. Betty, eagerly looking here and there, was able to pick out a number of her fellow passengers: four Latin-American ladies in pink and green floral prints; a short gray-haired man of sixty; a tall, dark lad of Betty’s own age; an intellectual-looking couple.


Ted and Uncle Graham found seats for everyone who wanted to sit. There was half an hour of strained last-minute conversation; then one of the ship’s officers came up on deck, passed among the various groups announcing that the ship departed in fifteen minutes. Betty descended with her friends and family to the gangway. Aunt Ethel kissed her, gave her a hug; Uncle Graham pecked at her cheek. Mother gripped both of Betty’s hands, her eyes brimming with tears. Betty began to cry, then laughed. “We look so funny; we’ve got to behave ourselves! Now don’t mope while I’m gone.”


“I’ll try not to,” quavered Mother, “I really do hope you’ll have a wonderful time. Just be careful—very, very careful!”


“Of course, Mother! Don’t worry! Thousands of people travel!”


They kissed each other; Mother turned and descended the gangway.


The lines were thrown off, the ship’s whistle blew, a pair of tugs pulled the ship out into the stream.


Betty climbed back up to the top deck, went out on the wing of the flying bridge, waved until the figures on the dock could no longer be seen. She drew a deep breath, infinitely relieved that the farewells were over. Now—to make the acquaintance of the other passengers. Beside her stood the intellectual-looking couple. Alec Cato (so he introduced himself) was in his late forties, wearing a baggy brown tweed jacket and old gray flannel slacks. He had a round pale face, distinguished mainly by heavy black horn-rim glasses, a sparse sprinkle of kinky black hair. His wife, Ora, thin and tough as a smoked herring, was of indeterminate age, with an inquisitive beak of a nose, a crest of rank red hair.


“You’re traveling alone?” asked Ora Cato, raking Betty with sharp black eyes.


“Yes,” said Betty lamely. She felt a pang of annoyance. There was no reason for her to be on the defensive. “Yes,” she said airily. “I’m traveling alone.”


She looked around, to appraise the other passengers. To her right stood the Latin-American ladies; beyond, Ted Bunpole leaned against the rail, grinning blandly. He moved around the four Latin-American ladies, joined her.


For a moment Betty could not find her tongue. Then she cried angrily, “What in heaven’s name are you doing here?”


“Surprised?” asked Ted.


“Yes,” said Betty grimly. “I’m surprised.”


“I thought you’d be.”


“Do you mind explaining what you’re doing here?”


“It’s obvious. I’m traveling to Europe. You talked me into it. I sold my car, quit my job, and here I am.”


Betty could hardly speak for fury. “I came on this ship to see a few new faces. Now I’ve got to look at you.”


“Your pleasure is flattering.”


“It’s not pleasure.”


“It should be,” said Ted. “I’m your boy, just the way you like me. No more expensive car, no more stupefying job. I’m going to be a vagabond musician. We’ll roam the highways and byways, you dancing for coppers, me with a red bandana around my head playing the accordion.”


Betty looked at him, uncertain whether to laugh or to cry. Actually it was rather touching—but it made her want to kick him. She drew a deep breath. “I hate to be rude—”


“Then don’t be. Pretend you don’t know me, that I’m just a passenger on the ship, that you’re meeting me for the first time.”


Betty tried to see him objectively. Tall, loosely muscular, with a blond crew-cut, a face disfigured by a tooth-paste grin, immaculate in faded blue slacks, a yellow T-shirt, a faded blue jacket with dark-blue trim, dark-blue sneakers. “Right out of the band-box,” sneered Betty.


“The sea air doesn’t improve your disposition. Would you like me to roll in the dirt?”


“I’d like you to jump off the ship.” Betty turned back to the Catos.


“I see you’ve got a friend aboard,” said Ora in a bright voice.


“He is nothing of the kind,” said Betty flatly. “I had no idea he was coming.”


“Awkward,” said Alec Cato, “but romantic.”


Betty made a disgusted sound. “As romantic as a sucker-fish on a shark.”


“You make a very unconvincing shark,” said Alec. “An angel-fish perhaps.”


“And you, my dear,” said Ora, “qualify as a pike, or a skate.”


“Oh, we’re all queer fish, one way or another.”
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The Garda swung around the Ferry Building, moving parallel to the Embarcadero. The sun was a murky orange ball low in the sky pouring molten metal through the Golden Gate. The skyline of the city glowed orange, windows gleamed, and a chilly wind blew in from the ocean.


The Latin-American ladies shivered and went below. A dark massive man whom Betty had not seen before came up on deck. He wore a light-gray suit, well-polished yellow shoes, a Panama hat with a very wide brim. His features were blunt, large, rather heavy; he seemed to be smiling. Betty wondered what amused him. He looked casually around the deck, went to stand behind the forward bulkhead. Betty had already examined the two remaining passengers. The elder was a pink-faced man of sixty, plump and agile as a tennis ball. He was bald, with an untidy fringe of gray hair, merry and sly like a debauched kewpie doll. The other was a tall thin lad in well-worn clothes, dark and handsome, but hardly as old as Betty.


Betty counted the passengers: eleven. Three unattached men, not counting the old man with the pink face. Two, omitting Ted. The handsome lad seemed very young. One then: the massive dark man. He turned his head; their glances met. Betty felt a quiver of not unpleasant uneasiness. One man, at least.


The ship passed under the Golden Gate Bridge and out into the Pacific. A bell rang below, signaling dinner.


The mess-hall occupied the forward section of the deck-house. There were three large tables across the forward bulkhead, a single smaller table to the rear. Captain Alberto Frascatore, stocky and gray-haired, with an affable red-nosed face, a mouth glinting with gold teeth, and the mild-appearing Chief Engineer occupied two seats at the central table. They rose when the passengers entered, smiling with the good-fellowship demanded of them in their position as hosts.


There was a period of confusion while the passengers found seats. The four Latin-American ladies settled themselves at the table to the starboard, with a flouncing of skirts and staccato discussion. Alec and Ora Cato made for the table to the port. Betty, ignoring Ted’s significant glance, slipped into the seat beside Alec. Ted darted forward, intent on the seat opposite Betty, but a massive shape ambled in front of him. Ted glared, turned and made for a seat at the central table across the aisle from Betty, but this was already occupied by the pink-faced old Bacchus, with the handsome youth beside him.


The only vacant space left was at the small table to the rear of the room. Ted slowly walked to the table, flung himself into one of the chairs, and regarded the room with moody dislike.


Captain Frascatore addressed the Latin-American ladies in Spanish; they tittered appreciatively. Then, in heavily accented English, he spoke to the others. “We must introduce ourselves. I am Captain Frascatore. This is Chief Engineer Buscoglio. These ladies—” he waved his hand “—they are going to El Salvador. They do not speak English, I will not introduce them, but they are very nice all the same. This—” he indicated the big dark man sitting at his right “—is Mr. Mik Finsch. I know him because he has come north with us from El Salvador. He has just sold his finca, which is coffee plantation, and now he goes to Europe.”


Mik Finsch nodded, his mouth curving up at the corners into what seemed a chronic half-smile. Striking man, thought Betty. Finsch observed her interest; his half-smile trembled into almost a grin. He nodded slightly. Betty quickly turned down her eyes.


“This lady and this gentleman, they are married. I think they are Professor and Mrs. Professor Cato.”


“Alec and Ora.”


“And this young lady, she is not married. Her name is…?”


“Betty Haverhill.”


“And this gentleman. He is Italian, I think.”


“I am Nello di Prieri.”


“His father is Marquis di Prieri,” said the captain with a glittering gold-toothed grin. “And now we eat. Zuppa di verdura. Vegetable soup.”


“My name,” said Ted loudly, “is Ted Bunpole.”


“Yes,” said the captain. “I forget. Excuse me. This gentleman is Mr. Bunpole. An odd name, no?”


“We’ve only been able to trace it to William the Conqueror,” said Ted thickly. “It was Bonpoillez then.”


“And now it’s Bumple.” Betty almost said it, but held her tongue.


After the soup came grilled fish with green salad, then roast veal with green beans and potato balls, then fruit, cheese and coffee. On each table were two bottles of wine, white Soave and red Valpolicella.


In spite of the presence of Ted Bunpole at her back, Betty enjoyed herself immensely, chattering with Alec and Ora, and with Mr. McFinch (as Betty had understood the name).


“McFinch?” inquired Harry Mayberry. “That sounds Irish.”


“No,” said Finsch. “I am not Irish. My father was a Belgian. I never knew my mother. I am a citizen of the Netherlands. My name is Finsch. Mik Finsch.”


“He lives in El Salvador,” the captain explained once more. “He is a coffee grower.”


“No longer,” said Finsch. “I have been many things, but now I am nothing.” He lifted a bottle of wine, inspected the label. “Valpolicella. A good wine.” He turned to Ora. “May I fill your glass?”


“By all means,” said Ora.


“And yours?” He held the bottle toward Betty.


“Please,” said Betty, staring in fascination at the great hand, almost enveloping the bottle. Black hair grew on the fingers, the nails were clean, and glistened faintly, as if professionally manicured.


Betty flicked her gaze up to Finsch’s face, then to the wine, and was careful not to look at Mik Finsch again for several minutes.


Dining among so many citizens of foreign countries, Betty already felt transplanted into a strange land. At first glance they seemed much like the people at home, but there were definite differences: tricks of gesture, unfamiliar mannerisms, odd turns of speech. Still—Betty turned a wry glance to her left—where could she find a more eccentric pair than Alec and Ora? Or to her right, at the next table, a more unctuous pink lizard than Harry Mayberry? Nevertheless, they were no more than departures from a known pattern, houses built of familiar bricks. How could she know the minds of Nello di Prieri, of Mik Finsch, or Captain Frascatore, even of the highly respectable Salvadorean ladies? It was exactly this strangeness, she thought, which made travel interesting.


Captain Frascatore, a garrulous and inquisitive host, made it clear that no one’s business would be allowed to remain his own. During dinner and over bitter black Italian coffee, Betty learned:


A: Alec Cato was assistant professor in the English Department at the University of California, on sabbatical leave. He and Ora were considering a visit to Moscow, where they might participate in some kind of international symposium. Possibly they might return to Europe via Kiev, the Crimea and Istanbul.


B: Harry Mayberry owned a dry-cleaning plant in Oakland, across the bay from San Francisco. He had traveled extensively in Mexico, but never before had taken a sea voyage.


C: Nello di Prieri, on the last leg of a rough-and-tumble tour of the world, was an aristocrat by inclination as well as by birth. He professed to embody in himself the purest principles of both pragmatism and idealism. “I try anything! No matter what, if it does not kill me—I try it! Then after, if I like it, I do it again!” He had chewed ghat in Iran, betel-nut in Bali, coca in Peru; he had smoked opium in Singapore, marijuana in Los Angeles. Only the Himalaya Mountains had prevented him from riding his Vespa motor-scooter into Nepal.


D: Mik Finsch, sitting back with an air of indulgent boredom, had little to say. His manners were punctilious and formal, with a kind of ponderous grace. When Ora admired a ring he wore on the little finger of his right hand, he said in his measured heavy voice, “Yes, it is nice. It once belonged to a woman of Djakarta. She tried to kill me with a knife—a very terrible knife, hollow and full of poison, like the tooth of a snake. I hit her—here!” He put a great fist across the table against Betty’s jaw. “I crushed the bone. The ear-ring fell from her head.” He looked placidly at the ring. “It is my souvenir.”


“Now he is a coffee planter,” said the captain, with an amiable shrug, as if to emphasize the changes which may overtake a man.


Mik Finsch lit a cigar. “Then I was a rubber planter. But I could not stay. They killed many men; they took the women to the mountains for a death more slow, eh? They drove the Dutch away, who had done so much for them. So for four years now I have planted coffee. It is all the same; one must only know how to deal with natives.”


E: The Salvadorean ladies had come to Los Angeles to visit relatives, and would disembark at La Libertad, port to the city of San Salvador.


“It is too bad,” said the captain, “they did not know we would stop at Los Angeles. So they travel by train to San Francisco. They might have come aboard at Los Angeles.”


“How long do we stop in Los Angeles?” asked Betty.


“Not long. Only a few hours. We take some cargo, and one passenger. She will be with you.”


“Oh,” said Betty. “I wondered if I was to have the cabin all to myself.”


“No,” said the captain. “But she is very nice. Very beautiful!” He blew a kiss from his fingertips. “She is the wife of our agent at La Libertad; she goes to visit him.” He looked around the table. “There will be many beautiful women on the Garda. Perhaps we have a beauty contest. You have a bathing suit?” he asked Betty.


“I’ll enter a women’s beauty contest, if the men put on bathing suits for a men’s beauty contest.”


The captain showed his gold teeth in great amusement. “Where is the beauty? I am too fat, and my legs are too thin. The crew they will laugh at me.”


“I concede right now,” said Harry Mayberry. “I’m too bald and I’m white as lard.”


“The beauty contest is only for girls,” declared Captain Frascatore.


“I’d like to be the judge,” said Harry Mayberry. “I’ve admired beautiful women all my life. Unfortunately from a distance.”


Mik Finsch nodded his big dark head. “Beautiful women are excellent things. After all, that is the reason we are on this earth, eh? To drink good wine,” he raised his glass, “to have good things to eat, to smoke good cigars, to enjoy the friendship of beautiful women.” He drank his wine with satisfaction.


After dinner, Betty, Alec, Ora and Ted went forward to the bow, where they watched the dark water dashing against the cut-water. The sky was overcast, the night pitch-black. Along the shore an occasional spatter of lights could be seen, and once or twice the flicker of headlights along the coast highway. Ted contrived to stand so that his shoulder touched Betty’s. She moved irritably away.


Ted turned his head down to her. Betty could not read his expression, but she knew it was angry and sullen. Too bad. Ted would simply have to suffer. If he thought that dogging her footsteps would soften her, he was wrong.


Ora Cato said, “I’m getting cold. I think I’ll go back. I want to straighten out the cabin.”


“I think I’ll do the same,” said Betty.


Ted took Betty’s arm. “I want to talk to you.”


Betty pulled away. “I’m going back where it’s warm.” She followed quickly on the heels of Alec and Ora. Ted remained behind staring bitterly toward the shore.


On the way to the deck-house Betty thrust aside every trace of pity; she could accept absolutely no responsibility for Ted. Of course—and Betty’s conscience gave an uneasy twinge—there had been times when for lack of anything better to do, she had flirted with Ted, teasing him, blowing hot and cold. Cruel perhaps—but not consciously cruel. Betty had only been testing her weapons: a kitten sharpening its claws on a handy piece of furniture…Well, that was all in the past. No more flirting—certainly not with Ted. With Mik Finsch, perhaps. A small mild flirtation. Of course she must be careful, because Mik Finsch was clearly no Ted Bunpole, to be put in his place with a sharp word. Mik Finsch was a man of the world; he would be over-powering; her ego would count for nothing.


She passed from the darkness of the deck into the brightness of the deck-house, climbed two flights of steel stairs, sauntered down the corridor toward her cabin. The ship was still unfamiliar; she took the wrong turning and almost blundered into the wheel-house. She retraced her steps, listening to the sounds of the ship. From somewhere, apparently the radio room, came a beep-beep beep-beep-beep, rising in pitch, cutting off abruptly. Alone in the dim corridor, lined with blank oak doors, Betty suddenly became nervous and was glad to reach the security of Cabin #2.


She unpacked and arranged her belongings, considering her fellow passengers. And Ted. Poor silly irritating Ted.


Rap-rap. A cautious diffident knock.


“Who is it?” called Betty.


“Me. Ted.”


“What do you want?”


“I want to talk to you.”


She ran to the door, flung it open, prepared to deliver a tongue-lashing. Ted stood in the doorway, looking forlorn and dejected. “Oh come on in,” said Betty. “But you can’t stay long because I’m going to bed.”
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