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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.
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Foreword

by Larry McCaffery

I. Preliminary Remarks


“And now, though the idea behind the [Normalcy] program was still the same … a new idea was gaining weight daily—to examine Irregulars always more meticulously, with a view, perhaps to letting one live—one which might benefit all of humanity by his very difference; one who might be a genius, a great artist in some field. … It was the thin end of the wedge for Homo superior, who would, by definition, be an Irregular.”

—Theodore Sturgeon, “Prodigy” (1948)



INNOVATIVE ART THAT really matters—Citizen Kane, Waiting for Godot, the music of Charlie Parker, John Cage, Bob Dylan and Jimi Hendrix, Pynchon’s V., the short fictions of Borges, the collaborations of Brecht and Weil, “The Waste Land,” Picasso’s Guernica, or the works of Warhol and Pollock—always manages to alter fundamentally our notions of what a given genre can do. One of the subsets of innovation that is especially attuned to postmodernism’s spirit of intertextuality, collaboration, and the dismantling of distinctions between high art and popular culture has been the exploration by “serious” artists of commercial genres. These sorts of artistic leaps often have an especially broad impact precisely because the artist is working with, and extending, codes, themes and motifs that a mass audience is already familiar with. When an artist confounds our expectations by exploring and extending the boundaries of a popular genre—the way Dylan did with folk music in his pre-electric albums, and as Sturgeon does with a variety of genres throughout this volume—the reverberations seem larger and more intimate simply because more people are in touch with (and hence can appreciate) the nature of the transformations involved.

II. A Saucer of Loneliness

Don’t talk to me about the Fifties if all you’re going to say are the predictable clichés about Eisenhower, prosperity, conservatism and drive-in movies. There was a lot more going on back then than tail fins, ICBMs, and McCarthyism. Like Ted Sturgeon.

The first time I encountered a work by Theodore Sturgeon was sometime in 1957. I was an eleven-year-old kid growing up in what seems, in retrospect, almost a parody of an alienating environment: living with two alcoholic parents in a hyper-repressive military community on Okinawa. And as with a lot of other alienated kids from that era, science fiction—together with rock ‘n’ roll—provided me with some of my first intimations about the existence of another, alternative world that was totally alien from the limited, limiting world I was living in, and yet utterly exhilarating, exotic, and alive. It was a world in which Robert Sheckley and Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry and Philip K. Dick, Jerry Lee Lewis and Ray Bradbury, Theodore Sturgeon and Little Richard were all equally important.

The writer who was most responsible for creating a bridge between me and that other, more sensuous, more exciting world of open-ended possibilities was Theodore Sturgeon. My introduction to Sturgeon’s work wasn’t through the usual sf magazines or books but through a chance conjunction of a radio and a tape recorder—a couple of those technological devices that were already transforming my world into something that FELT like the sf worlds I was just then reading about for the first time.1 Of course, a lot of kids in those days had radios, but it was the tape recorder I had won one Saturday night at the Harbor View bingo game that really changed my life. This may not seem like much in today’s age, where there’s a Blockbuster Video store on every streetcorner and in which mechanical reproductions of all sorts are as commonplace as the common cold, but for an eleven-year-old kid to personally own a tape recorder in 1957 was a very big deal indeed. For one thing, having a tape recorder meant that I was now freed from having to save up enough money to purchase the latest tunes by Pat Boone, Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis, the Everly Brothers and Coasters, Patti Page, Dean Martin, Stan Freberg, and, above all, Elvis Presley. Elvis was especially important because my dad disapproved of Elvis so much that my playing “Heartbreak Hotel” on the living room’s hi-fi set would frequently result in him taking me to the barber shop, where I would be relieved of all that unruly excess hair I kept trying (unsuccessfully) to coax into something resembling Elvis’s magnificent ducktail.

The only thing more important to me in those days than being sure I had my tape recorder rolling on Saturday morning for the Top 50 radio broadcast was the ritual I observed each Thursday evening when I would slip under the covers with my radio to listen to (and record) the weekly science fiction broadcast X Minus One. And the first show I ever taped—one I would listen to again and again over the next few years—was “A Saucer of Loneliness” by Theodore Sturgeon.

What struck me then was how different that story seemed from all the others I was reading and listening to. Here was a story that was undeniably sf, but without any of the gadgets or alien invasions or technological extrapolations or other plot devices from that era. In today’s terms, the story might be categorized as “psychological sf,” but what seems most obvious is that the story is pure Sturgeon, a love story warmly and lyrically presented, subtly nuanced in its depiction of two people struggling to connect with other beings. Undeniably science fiction, it was also obviously a story that used its sf motifs as a means of metaphorizing a universal human condition.

III. The Professor’s Teddy Bear

Twenty three years later, I finally met the man responsible for “A Saucer of Loneliness.” Like other literary critics who wind up teaching and writing about science fiction, I had drifted away from the field in my late teens, and only rediscovered it when I decided in middle age to prepare a course (at San Diego State University) in contemporary science fiction. I encountered a number of pleasant surprises while doing background reading for this course, but nothing really prepared me for the shock and amazement I felt when I opened More than Human and read the first page. Not only did that opening passage remind me of a different passage—the opening to Benjy’s section in Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury2—which had once jolted me out of my plans to pursue a career as a lawyer, but it immediately placed me back in contact with the Sturgeon stories that had so enthralled me as a young boy.

A few months later, when I discovered Sturgeon was living in San Diego, I gave him a call to see if I could entice him into visiting my class, even though I could only offer him a Mexican lunch by way of payment. Ted agreed, and in just a few weeks I was guiding Theodore Sturgeon—who in 1980 looked very much like an impish hippie, with a ponytail and bell-bottoms—to the front of a large lecture hall to answer questions from an overflow crowd of students. The q&a session that followed was one of the most memorable I’ve ever seen or heard. Ted quickly took control of the discussion and directed it to boldly go to realms where none of these kids had ever gone before. Mixing stories about his background and influences together with more specific anecdotes about the writing of More than Human that clarified some of the book’s treatment of para-psychological union, Sturgeon was soon bringing to life a whole slew of issues concerning mankind’s long-term potential, communication, music, sexual identity and so on. The real highlight of the class was an exchange between Ted and a gorgeous 20-year-old red-headed co-ed who somewhat timidly asked Sturgeon if he felt that More than Human’s notion of homo gestalt anticipated the experiments from the 1960s with communes, sexual experimentation, and so on. I’m not sure about the rest of the class, but I was certainly blown away when Ted proceeded to use this occasion to launch into an extended discussion, vividly illustrated by his own experiences, about marriage, jealousy, group sex, homosexuality, and his personal efforts at determining the ideal number of participants in a committed sexual relationship. My only regret about that afternoon is that I can’t remember what that number was.

IV. The Perfect Host: Ted Sturgeon’s Sun Sessions

The Perfect Host—the fifth installment in this grandly ambitious Complete Stories of Theodore Sturgeon series—is a revelation, a gift to be treasured, a mind-blower, a time machine, a stick of literary dynamite, an eye-opener. Or, to borrow an analogy from Sturgeon’s own favorite resource of simile (music), it can probably best be compared to one of the more impressive of the recent “boxed set” compilations on compact disc. Like, say, The Capitol Years: The Best of Frank Sinatra, or Charlie Parker: The Complete Savoy Sessions, The Perfect Host provides enough of a representative sampling of Sturgeon’s “greatest hits” (e.g., such classic Golden [Age] Oldies as “Unite and Conquer,” “Prodigy,” and the volume’s title story) to give the uninitiated a good sense of what all the fuss was about way back when. And at the same time it offers a generous selection of alternate takes, rarities (notably several of Sturgeon’s best forays into other forms of genre writing, such as his wonderfully-rendered cowpoke yarn “Scars” and his jazz-drenched tour de force crime story, “Die, Maestro, Die!”3), and previously unreleased cuts (including one of the volume’s major finds, “Quietly,” which appears to be an early warm-up for More than Human)—which altogether offer even the most knowledgeable Sturgeon fan the chance to gain a more complete picture of the author’s influences and range, and an awareness of patterns of connection and influence that were not so evident in the stories’ original formats (magazines, anthologies, radio dramatizations). Add to this Paul Williams’s informative “liner notes,” and some nifty new packaging, and it becomes obvious (to me) that The Perfect Host deserves to be considered one of the major literary events of the year. Actually, given the transformative impact that the stories from this period of Sturgeon’s career had on the science fiction and fantasy genres, a more accurate comparison would be to boxed sets focused on Elvis Presley’s Sun Sessions or Bob Dylan’s Highway 61 Revisited.

V. Stranger in a Strange Land

As was the case with Presley’s and Dylan’s arrivals on the pop music scenes in their respective eras, it is difficult today to appreciate just how truly out of place—how truly “Irregular”—this totally cool-cat Sturgeon dude must have seemed while he was bebopping his way onto the center stage of the commercial sf and fantasy scenes during the late 1940s. It must have been a little as if this long-haired Italian painter named Michaelangelo had showed up as one of the illustrators for Disney back in the ’30s. Indeed, Sturgeon’s anti-intellectualism and mysticism, his fascination with sexual desire and other ecstatic states of human consciousness, his abhorrence for conformity (and frequent suggestion that science was not only potentially dangerous but one of the principal agents of conformity), his experiments with language and metaphor as a means of depicting the inner, irrational lives of characters, and his love of jazz—all these features indicate that the authors from this era with whom Sturgeon shared the deepest affinities were not genre writers of any sort but the Beats.

Of course, by the time Sturgeon was writing the stories included in this volume he was already recognized as one of the leading luminaries of science fiction’s “Golden Age,” a community of writers and a body of work that John Campbell had helped nurture as an influential magazine editor since 1937. But “Golden Age” or not, it’s important to recall that this was still a fairly conservative commercial genre that Sturgeon was trying to earn his livelihood in in the late ’40s. Yes, there were plenty of other talented writers around who found themselves forced to earn a living with the clichés and formula-methods of genre sf. And talented artists nearly always find ways to loosen the corset of genre expectations to give themselves enough room to move around in, personally and artistically, so that they can produce genre works that seem to them fresh and original.

On the other hand, as The Perfect Host demonstrates, truly great writers like Theodore Sturgeon are rarely content with merely loosening these restrictive norms; what they are often after are much more thoroughgoing reconfigurations that will permit them to break on through to an entirely new textual space—an alternate genre world where they can set themselves and their readers down and begin exploring what they really want to write about. In this regard, one thinks of the way Dashiell Hammett recast the elements of the classical detective novel back in the late ’20s to accommodate new themes and character types which contrasted starkly with those that had previously been central to the genre. The end result was the “Hard-boiled” novel, which portrayed a world in which chaos, mystery and depravity were no longer isolatable elements that could be identified, contained and eliminated via the careful application of ratiocination and logic but far more active agents permeating not merely all aspects of society, but the nature of truth and perception.

Interestingly enough, classic detective fiction shares a number of key assumptions with the science fiction field during the period when Sturgeon was writing the stories that appear in The Perfect Host. The most important commonality between these two genres was a faith in the power of men’s minds, disciplined by logic and scientific method, to solve nature’s riddles—and a consequent emphasis on characters and plot lines which embodied this faith. These norms—which had been originally championed by Campbell and had replaced the genre paradigms that had governed science fiction during the rise of the pulps in the 1930s—had helped channel the limitations of sf authors, enabling them to sacrifice a certain amount of wild imagining in order to attain a much greater degree of credibility and conviction in their work. The end result was sf which was more thoughtful and credible, which had better speculative development, and which was more effective as literature as well.

VI. More than Non-Human: Sturgeon Breaks on Through

However, even such undeniable advances within genre sf had a downside, especially for an author like Sturgeon, who was obviously unsuited by temperament to approach the craft of writing from any position requiring him to sacrifice anything, least of all wild imagination. Certainly the stories in The Perfect Host make it clear that Sturgeon had little interest in depicting the usual sort of science fiction characters (courageous, bold, self-restrained, dedicated to applying technology for the betterment of mankind).4 or plot lines. These stories make it equally clear that by now Sturgeon had found a way to present some very radical topics indeed. These include a greater attention to semiology, philosophy, psychology and sexual desire, and a related set of concerns that would later be explored in his greatest work, More than Human, the postulated existence of being without ego, of a movement across the borders of a unified self, and of displacement of physical fusion onto a mental plane.

A different way to put this is that what one finds throughout these stories is a writer grappling mightily with a means of humanizing science fiction, often via the incorporation of stylistic features new to genre writing. Examples of Sturgeon’s innovative approach to form here include his use of multiple points of view and the story-within-a-story device, stream of consciousness, poetic discontinuities and other methods of conveying the movement of the mind, and a whole host of metafictional devices.

Related to these metafictional impulses is a general foregrounding of authorial self-consciousness that wouldn’t be common in sf until the late-Sixties “New Wave” work of Delany, LeGuin and others. While many of these stories are about “love” in the most obvious, romantic sense, it is equally apparent that nearly all of them are about Sturgeon’s own love affair with language. Sturgeon was probably the first American sf author to bring language to the foreground of his work, not merely in the sense of unfolding his narratives within prose mannerisms that are lyrical and rely on assonance, alliteration and other poetic devices, but also in the sense of providing an ongoing (frequently hilarious) commentary on the limits of language even as they offer themselves as new possibilities of how words can function. This sort of reflexiveness and inquiry into the role of language and of the artist appears in a surprisingly large number of these selections.5 Many of them describe individuals who are seeking a form of union and connection that will also preserve their individuality and sense of freedom. These questions, meanwhile, are frequently analogous to those of Sturgeon himself. Can he, the stories seem to be asking, find a stylistic and semiotic freedom that is not simply a meaningless cliché or incoherence? Can he find a form that will not trap him inside existing genre norms?6 Can he construct a verbal, textual space where he will be free to examine those philosophical and psychological issues that prior sf (or crime, or fantasy, or western) spaces simply could not express?

One of the most obvious indications of Sturgeon’s impulse to construct a verbal space that mediates between social space and the private, inner space of the story proper is the manner in which he chooses to constantly draw attention to his own linguistic performance. Consider the following passage, which appears near the outset of “The Hurkle Is a Happy Beast”:


“Lirht is either in a different universal plane or in another island galaxy. Perhaps these terms mean the same thing. … Now, on Lirht, in its greatest city, there was trouble, the nature of which does not matter to us, and a gwik named Hvov, whom you may immediately forget, blew up a building which was important for reasons we cannot understand… So on Lirht, while the decisions on the fate of the miserable Hvov were being formulated, gwik still fardled, funted, and fupped. The great central hewton still beat out its mighty pulse, and in the anams the corsons grew…”



This sort of playful, reflexive commentary is one of the many ways that Sturgeon demonstrates his resistance to, and liberation from, the conventions concerning how one should use words to present reality. This sort of foregrounding is reinforced by a more general self-consciousness about the strange and problematic relationship between words and things—and the problematical position of human beings, who participate in both7. The end result is that throughout nearly all the selections in The Perfect Host readers are compelled to submit to the turbulence, or share in the delight, of Sturgeon’s mind working itself out in visibly verbal performances.

The obvious analogy would be jazz.

VII. CODA:
Literary Critic Announces Refutation to Sturgeon’s Law

Borrego Springs, California. At a press conference today, postmodernist expert and cyberpunk promoter, Dr. Larry McCaffery announced results of recent tests he has been conducting to determine the accuracy of “Sturgeon’s Law.” First proposed by the late science fiction author Theodore Sturgeon in the mid-1950s, Sturgeon’s Law essentially states, “Of course 90 percent of science fiction is crap, 90 percent of everything is crap.” According to McCaffery, however, his own literary research indicates that while Sturgeon’s Law is valid in the great majority of cases, there are important exceptions—specifically, Sturgeon’s own stories. “After careful analysis of some 17 stories written by Sturgeon himself and collected into The Perfect Host: Volume Five of the Complete Stories of Theodore Sturgeon, I’m forced to conclude that Sturgeon’s Law simply doesn’t apply to Sturgeon’s own stories.” When pressed, McCaffery added that readers and critics could continue to apply Sturgeon’s Law in the great majority of cases: “Careful measurements taken on a control group of non-Sturgeon stories consistently produced “crap-percentages” that were consistently in the 93 to 97 percent range; however, this percentage dropped drastically when applied to Sturgeon’s own stories.

Asked if he could explain the remarkable disparity in crap-percentages, McCaffery cited a number of possible factors that might have contributed to his findings: “Empathy is undoubtedly one of the main factors. If you look at the main characters in the 17 stories I conducted my readings on, you’ll find that, first of all, they’re a marvelously motley crowd: you’ve got your usual sf types—scientists, military figures, and so on—but you’ve also got cowpokes, outcasts, musicians, murderers, misfits, kids, old people, idiots, geniuses, heroes, villains, and several different kinds of aliens. And yet somehow Sturgeon seemed to be able to empathize with them all, even with truly repellent figures like Fluke, the hipster jazz musician and murderer in ‘Die, Maestro, Die!’”

Asked if the empathy factor might not be related to the well-known theme of ‘Love’ which Sturgeon himself had posited as being one of the commonalities present in all his stories, McCaffery agreed, but hastened to add, “There’s no question that ‘love’ is one of the building blocks in all Sturgeon stories, but there’s so many different kinds of love—so many “isotopes,” as it were—that just noting its presence in his work doesn’t really tell you much. It’s like saying that carbon is one of the common features of human beings—that’s true, but unless you know something about what that carbon is combined with, you aren’t going to really know much about any given person. For instance, in the case of these particular 17 stories, my research was able to identify several different kinds of love—parental love (“Quietly,” “Prodigy”), romantic love (for example, “The Martian and the Moron,”” One Foot and the Grave” and “The Dark Goddess”), and of course sexual love (in “Scars,” “The Music,” “Till Death Do Us Join” and “Die, Maestro, Die!”). You could also say that Sturgeon ‘loves’ all his characters in the sense that he cares enough about them to produce some understanding of them—whereas in most crappy genre writing, the authors don’t really (if you’ll pardon the expression) give a shit about their characters, especially the bad guys. This doesn’t mean he forgives them or sympathizes with them—just that he empathizes with them.”

McCaffery also noted that Sturgeon’s well-known stylistic virtuosity undoubtedly contributed to the low level of crap detected in the stories he analyzed. “One of the things that my readings of these stories confirmed is that Sturgeon’s stories nearly always exhibited a far greater attention to language—assonance, alliteration and other features of sound, patterns of symbol and metaphor, and so forth—than do the works in the control group.”

By way of conclusion, McCaffery noted, “There’s a lot of other tests that need to be done, and there will no doubt be other experiments that will contradict these findings. That’s okay. Ted Sturgeon himself would have welcomed these sorts of contradictions and controversy. He always liked to keep things stirred up.”

Larry McCaffery
April 1998

Foreword Notes

1. Sturgeon reminds us of how truly mind-altering radios seemed earlier in this century in several stories in The Perfect Host—most notably “The Martian and the Moron.”

2. “‘And Faulkner—have you read any of Faulkner?’”—“The Martian and the Moron.” Surely other readers and critics have noted the likely influence of Faulkner on Sturgeon’s writing?

3. For what it’s worth: in the humble opinion of the author of this Foreword, “Scars” and “Die, Maestro, Die!” are the two finest stories included in The Perfect Host.

4. To the contrary, Sturgeon’s choice of characters in this volume’s stories tends to run towards madmen, misfits, freaks, murderers, and other similar “abnormal” figures.

5. “The Martian and the Moron,” “Unite and Conquer,” “The Hurkle Is a Happy Beast,” “Die, Maestro Die!”, “The Perfect Host,” “The Love of Heaven” and “Prodigy” are all stories that, at least on one level, can be read as allegories of the artist generally, and of the sf writer in particular.

6. “This sort of thing is strictly against the rules.”—“The Perfect Host”

7. Cf.: “It isn’t easy to to tell what happened next.” from “One Foot and the Grave”; “It’s sort of hard to describe.” from Hulon, in “What Dead Men Tell”; “Damnit, it’s hard to find words that make sense!” from “One Foot and the Grave”; “Please don’t translate. It couldn’t be phrased as well in English.” from “The Martian and the Moron”; “There is no word for it.” from “The Perfect Host.”





Quietly

SHE WAS BORN in a house near a very old town, quietly. Her father was turning the pages of very old books, and thinking strange thoughts in the gloom of his study. Her mother lay silent and suffering, two flights above him. Her father was lost in his studies, but waiting for some sign, some faint sound of the borning. Her mother lay still by the light of a candle. The peak of her suffering came to her swiftly. Her eyes puckered deep, and they looked like the mouths of the burrows of animals scarring the face of a white limestone cliff. She stiffened, and, crushing the pillow beneath the taut arch of her nape, she bit her thin lips and she buried her nails in her palms. The breath whistled out of her delicate, quivering nostrils; and then she decided to draw no more, and in silence she trembled and died.

“You’re a fool,” said the doctor.

“Do your work,” snapped the child’s father.

The doctor went on with his work amongst the clutter and clabber of childbirth. The windows at dawn were at last showing lighter than their frames, but the light did not challenge the doctor’s lamp. Rolled up and tumbled away, the bedclothes strayed off on the floor, full of hollows and shadows. Rolled away, useless and spent and inert, the body of the mother lay out of the lamplight, graying with the growing dawn.

The doctor, his supple hands saving the child, said, “My work is to heal and to cure, and to right what I can of the bungling of fools. But it is also to fight fools’ work by speaking my mind. Why didn’t you call me days ago? Why didn’t you send her to the hospital?”

“She wouldn’t have gone,” said the father starkly.

The doctor glanced up at him. The father was flat, wide, tall, with a nose like an eave and sea-going eyes. “You couldn’t have taken her? You could carry off six like her under your arm.”

“She wouldn’t have gone,” repeated the father. “She’d have died.”

“She did,” said the doctor bluntly.

“Then she was bound to. I had her for a day or so more. In that time, with all she fought, she did not have to fight me as well.”

The doctor wrapped up the child and put it in the waiting basket. “You loved her, didn’t you?”

“That is not a doctor’s question. Have you written out the things to be done and what the child will eat?”

“Yes.”

“And the certificate for her?” He motioned toward the corpse. “And whatever papers are necessary for the child?”

“All those.”

“You are paid.”

“Too well, in money.”

“Good. Now go. Do not come back here for anything, ever.”

The doctor moved to a basin and washed his hands. “You’ll send for me if I’m needed? Children sicken, you know.”

“This one won’t. I am not accustomed to failure and there will be none of it in my house. The child will not sicken.”

The doctor packed his instruments, glanced around the room, and walked out. The father followed him to the door with that in his bearing which ensured the departure and was not polite. At the door the doctor turned suddenly, to stare up into the long controlled face, to look blatantly at the signs in it of the naked grief that was about to break there. “Have you no friends, man?”

“Friends!” spat the father. “There are friends about me as there is disease about you. No sickness will get the better of you if it is within your power. No friend will eat, and suck, and weaken me. Go back to your ingrown nails and your physics and your death-watches, and leave me to myself.”

The doctor shrugged and left, blowing what seemed to be a taint out of his nostrils.

She was born quietly, and quietly she passed her childhood. Her father, when he thought about her silence in other terms than appreciation, thought her a mute. When she showed she was not, he felt no surprise.

The house was large and as alone as its master. The rooms and the stairs and the wide hallways were carpeted, wall to wall, with heavy gray rugs. The house was old and solid, its timbers pegged, its paneling and joinery screwed and glued and immovable. Inside the brassbound oaken slab of a door, a cushioned vestibule held a rack for shoes. Barefoot he glided about the house, and barefoot his daughter toddled until, early indeed, she learned his soundless stride.

He named her—Quietly. Quietly she grew.

She was not beautiful—not if mannequins and calendar girls are beautiful. Her face was her father’s, but softened with womanliness and with something else. Her nose was his, but rounded. She had his far-horizoned gray eyes, but wide and wide-set. Her jaw was strong and planar, yet only a part of the clean complex curve of shoulder, neck and cheek. Her hair fell to her waist and was the color of black-iron heated until it just begins to glow its deepest red.

He taught her strangely. He brought her, in his teaching, not only the contents of his library, but the quintessence of his own astonishing experience. All that he said was simple—simple and quiet. He explained that often, saying,

“What is basic is simple. Complicated things are not basic, and are not important.”

So everything she learned was simple. She learned about earning—that things could be had without being earned, but that without being earned, they could not be kept. She learned about fear—that it’s not a shameful thing, nor a foolish one, since it is the essence of self-preservation; but that he who truly hides his fear is accepted as superior. She learned about giving—that to give is to get, but that to give too much is to take and to lose. She learned to define evil: that which is extreme. She learned to define good: that which is moderate. She learned, above all, to be alone. She learned to accept aloneness at any time—halfway through a meal, or on waking, or even in the midst of a lesson, for her father would sometimes leave a sentence unfinished and step out of the room, to be gone, sometimes, for days. There were occasions when there was no food in the house, or when there was food hidden. In these cases, she did without, or she went into the woods and made snares and caught small animals or collected berries and wild birds’ eggs. The one inexcusable offense was to sit frightened and bleat her father’s name. That happened once, and all her life she bore the scar of it, for he shouted at her. Her conditioning made her immune to the one thing that had taken her father by surprise—the dreadful fact that aloneness can come to any human being, without warning or justice.

“If you ever leave me,” he said once, “you must find your own way.”

“Why would I ever leave you?”

“Because you must. You will. For a year.”

“You sometimes speak as if you knew the future, Father.”

“I do,” he responded immediately. “I do because I make my own.”

“I’ll never leave you,” she said positively, and he smiled.

She hunted, but only to eat. She loved flowers, but never cut one. She ran and climbed, and in the warm days would leave the house naked and leap through the meadows to the woods which began at the top of the hill. She followed secret glades and deer-runs known only to her, to a secret pool, cold in the shade, but with its margins all but steaming at the end of three midday hours, when the sun vaulted over it on a thick pillar of light.

One August evening, after swimming and drying her clean brown body in the sun, she returned to the house by the orchard path, stopping for a while by her rabbit-hutches. When the lengthening shadows reminded her of the hour, and her healthy young appetite gave a sudden and hearty seconding, she skipped to the kitchen door.

It was locked.

She paused, a small frown flickering between her wide-set eyes, then shrugged. Small and unexpected changes in her environment were part of her father’s way. “Nothing is ‘always,’ Quietly,” he had often said. “Look, child. The spoon is in the drawer. It is there today. It was there yesterday and last year. So by all means say ‘The spoon is in the drawer.’ But when you say ‘the spoon is always in the drawer,’ you are saying, partly, ‘The spoon will be in the drawer tomorrow.’ You can’t know that!”

The kitchen door had always been unlocked until now… She shrugged, and went round to the side door.

The side door and the front door and the wide doors over the cellar steps, and the bedroom windows which opened on the roof of the shed—they were all locked.

She went back to the kitchen door and stood looking at it. She was eighteen now, strong, well-balanced as she shifted her weight from one bare foot to the other, well-balanced as she thought.

She was hungry and naked. It was growing cool. She gazed without expression at the expressionless windows. A small breeze stroked her body, leaving a brief puckering of gooseflesh. She stepped to the door and tried it again. It never occurred to her to knock. If her father were inside at all, the chances were that he would be in the study or upstairs, to be called only by thunderous hammering—something unthinkable in that house. There could be no possibility that her father had locked the doors by mistake, for he was not a man who made mistakes.

Well, then, she must wait. She went to the shed, which was warm and dry, if nothing else. But—it was locked. So was the barn.

Then she knew.

“You must find your own way … you will leave. You must. For a year…” It had been that way when first she was left by herself in the house; when first lunch-time had come and she suddenly realized that he had made no effort to prepare it. Always there had been a warning beforehand, buried in a lesson, perhaps, or mentioned casually in conversation. And this was like him. She must leave, but she would not be sent away, with clothes and money and a starting-place somewhere.

She went into the garden and looked about her. The tomatoes were green, but edible. It would be a crime to take any of the baby ears of corn, but in this emergency … she shook her head stubbornly. Not the corn. Let it grow. It was not responsible for her plight. A rabbit, then.

She walked to the hutches. The rabbits tumbled towards her, wanting more food. She smiled at them. There had always been rabbits. Always … suddenly it became clear to her that these rabbits were part of the place, as the corn was, as were the tomatoes. And she no longer had any part of it.

She nodded, looked briefly, bleakly, up at the house and strode away through the orchard. She did not look back for an hour, when she was on the mountain’s shoulder. Then she paused.

The house was invisible now, and dark. So he had gone away. She wondered remotely if she hated him. She had never hated anything in her life. She missed him, however, as much as one can who has never attached any importance to the idea of loneliness.

Beyond the house, far beyond, the lights of the town drifted like crumbs in a cup of ink. She had had no compulsion to go to the town. She was not known there, but she knew that she resembled her father very strongly, and that she would be brought back to the house by well-meaning but uncomprehending strangers who would do what they could to upset her father’s plans for her. She did not question those plans for a moment. Her father held a position in her cosmos outside such mutable abstracts. His law governed her as completely as did gravity.

The wind touched her again, colder now, and, as before, its breath brought her back to her immediate problem. She cast about her for a fallen tree, found one, and broke off a thick four-foot piece. She worked her way carefully into the darkening forest. A glance up through the trees told her that tonight, at least, she need not fear rain.

She chose a spot where two large trees grew close together, with a bed of moss at their roots. She gathered up dry leaves and piled them up over and beside the moss. Setting her club close to her hand, she lay down, pulled a mountain of leaves over her, and almost instantly lost her hunger in a deep sleep.

She woke before the sun was up, rested and ravenous. She stood up, shaking the leaves from her firm body, and immediately set about the business of breakfast. Retracing her steps of the night before, she reached a meadow. She gathered clover heads and tender shoots of upland grass, and found, to her joy, the “walking” vine known as a Judas traveller. She uprooted about twenty feet of its tough, meandering stem and carefully stripped it until she had ten or twelve feet of flexible withe. This she took back into the woods, made a noose-snare by tying down a sapling so that when triggered, it would snap up and draw the noose tight. She put down the clover and shoots as bait, blocking them from behind so that they must be approached through the noose, and then went back to the meadow. She selected some round, smooth stones, and then stepped to a tree at the edge of the forest, put her back against the trunk, and stood there motionless.

The sun was up now. Great lazy clouds floated overhead, brindling the hills. She saw a woodchuck out on the meadow, and let it be. Hungry as she was, she did not consider its rank flesh worth the trouble of cutting it off from its nearby burrow. She waited patiently.

A movement caught her eye—something like a clump of grass moving within the field of grass. Moving very carefully, she set down her handful of stones. She raised her club up and back in her right hand, and with her left tossed a pebble to the side of the moving thing she had seen. As it fell, the surprised head of a grouse popped upward. Quietly’s club, unerringly thrown to turn end over end in a horizontal plane, caught the bird solidly on its ruff. In a half-dozen great bounds she was on the stunned creature and had wrung its neck.

She carried it back into the woods toward the two trees where she had slept. On her way was the snare. The sapling was upright, and a fat cottontail hung kicking in the noose. It had caught him around the withers; he was very much alive and frightened. Quietly looked at him thoughtfully for a moment, then dropped her grouse and bent the sapling down, catching the rabbit deftly at the nape of the neck. She slackened the noose, smoothed the animal’s rumpled fur, and let him go, smiling a little as his powder-puff quarters disappeared through the trees. She had the grouse, and no way to carry anything extra. In addition, she had perfect confidence in her ability to get more food when she wanted it.

From a basalt outcropping she got an edged stone. She stripped some dead reeds for the soft, dry pith inside, crumbled it, and pounded with the stone on the rock until she had a spark. Nursing it carefully with her breath, feeding it with more pith and then with leaves, she soon had a healthy little fire. She spitted the bird with a green stick, singed it, plucked it. Then, pinching out the soft underflesh, she cut it with her stone against the rock and cleaned the grouse. With two forked sticks she made a frame for the spit. She piled stones around her fire to shelter it and to concentrate the heat. Then she squatted beside it and, between turnings, occupied herself by patiently combing out her long heavy hair with her fingers, and braiding it tightly.

At last it was ready—or at least, ready enough for her clamoring appetite. She ate slowly, however, and she ate the whole bird. She took the neck-bones apart for the tiny succulent strips of muscle there, and she cracked the other bones and sucked out the marrow. Then she gathered up the remains, scooped out a hole, and buried them. She drew up a large chunk of root to the fire, to keep it fed for the next few hours, wiped her hands and mouth carefully on some grass, and with a green twig meticulously cleaned her teeth.

Then she stretched out in a bright patch of warm mid-morning sun and quietly, half somnolently, began to think.

She had nothing—no clothes, no shelter, no knife or axe or other tools. She did not question the fact that she must take care of herself completely for at least a year.

She was not worried, and she was certainly not frightened. Fear is a functional thing, and she was happy to yield to it when it had a function. Now it had none, so she was not afraid.

She rolled over and cupped her chin in her hands. Food? Well, hunting was good. She could snare or club what she needed, and if she had to go a day or two without, she could stand it. There would be nuts and berries throughout the fall, and eggs aplenty in the spring and early summer. There was plenty of ash to be fire-cured and shaped and trimmed with stone, so that she could make bows and arrows. She had killed deer before this way. Clothing? She wanted none, at least until the cold came. By then she should have enough pelts to keep her warm—fox and deer and skunk and possibly coon and beaver. There were caves in these parts; she could certainly find one. She could make rope from grasses for her snares, and possibly dig a pitfall or two. It would be hard, sometimes, but she would survive.

She lay still for a long while, her mind flickering over this detail and that. Gradually she let it go blank. What is complicated is by definition not important. This above all was her father’s creed, and she had learned from babyhood that, after a time of preoccupation with details, it paid to leave them for a while to see what basic, if any, emerged from their framework.

It came, without effort on her part. It was a sudden realization that her father had not turned her out so that she could prove her woodcraft. That was past proving. Had he expected her to live off the land for a year, he could have judged her ability to do it years ago without this specific trial. No, he expected her to go farther.

She forced her thoughts to turn to the towns. The only one she had ever seen was the one near the house. She had never been there, but she had seen it from the mountainside. She remembered:

“Why are they all clustered together like sheep in the winter, Father?”

“Like botflies on carrion,” he had answered. “They are built that way because they are used by folk who cannot bear to be by themselves.”

“Why not?”

“Each of them seeks better company than he finds when he is alone. You’ll see for yourself, one day.”

Quietly sat up and looked at the trees around her, and listened for a moment to the whispering song of their high branches. She shut her eyes and remembered the pictures she had seen, of crowds pushing up narrow, dirty streets, of ill-kempt children and of fat, bald, sickly doctors whose duty it was to heal and to cure. She thought of the noble things: great curved dams and high buildings with their windows lit. So much that was wrong—so much that was not wrong but was simply inconsistent. And it would be noisy, noisy, noisy.

Why not live out her year here in the hills, with her fire-building and her hunting and her thoughts? It would not be so different; her father had said, “The same laws, the same forces, apply to men everywhere as apply to beasts. Kill or be killed, fill your belly, reproduce your kind. The difference is only in the fact that men kill and eat and reproduce beyond necessity, without regard to their basic need.”

That was it, then—that difference which he wanted her to see. And why not let her accept the truth of it, without this?

She remembered again—years back. “Quietly, what would it feel like if I hit you, hard, with my open hand?”

She had considered, carefully. “It would thump and it would sting.”

He had nodded, and then lashed out brutally and struck her. It was one of the very few times when he had suddenly gathered her up and held her close. She was stiff and silent for a long moment. Then she trembled and hid her face in his shoulder, and cried without making a sound. He held her, rocking her a little, until she quieted, and then said, “Never forget this, child. You did not cry when you answered my question. You could not; you had no reason to. You did not know what it would feel like. Now you are crying. Imagination is a good thing, but it can only approximate experience. You can only learn by doing. If ever you want to know what a thing is like, do it, Quietly, do it.”

Quietly rose and stepped to her fire to push the root-chunk further into the coals. She had a year, and the decision of what to do with it was hers. Her father’s wish was obviously that she live out her year in the world—other people’s world. She could follow his wish, or not. If she did not, she would survive; by the same token, she had no doubt of surviving if she did what he obviously wanted. Survival was not the question, nor was it a matter of which she would enjoy the most; for enjoyment had always been a substance to be squeezed from events as they were lived, and she would enjoy what she did, or not, only as her capacity for enjoyment changed, and not as events dictated. The important consideration sprang from her training. If, in any matter, she did what was expected of her, she was rewarded by the food or the quiet or the freedom her action had earned. If she did not do as her father wished, she took the consequences—not in punishment from him, but in the exact deprivation that her lack warranted. If it were made possible for her to eat, and through her own choice she did not eat, then she went hungry. If, in the afternoon, she refused the privilege of a certain one of her father’s books, that book was unavailable to her in the evening. To accede to her father’s wishes was invariably to do the functional thing, to make the most of opportunity when it offered itself; and so rigorously did he control his environment—and hers—that there never had been an accident which proved this principle false.

To stay in the hills, or to go to the towns … she was free to choose. Purely by the placement of events, she knew which her father wished her to do. The fact that she did not want the opportunity to live among other people was unimportant. The fact that she may never have another opportunity if she did not take this one was important, vitally so.

She stared into the fire, felt its radiant heat, watched its pale sunlit flames. The living flame was the symbol of her competence here in the hills. Its vitality was the product of her own hands. She was its master.

Abruptly she bent, scattered it, kicked earth over its coals, turned the heavy, glowing chunk face downward in the ground and palmed earth around it. Then she marched off, leaving behind her, already forgotten, the dwindling smoke of her indecision.

By evening she had crossed the range through a high pass, and was descending the westward slope. Twice she had seen people, and both times she had kept herself hidden. She was determined to live with people, but she wished to choose her own point of entrance. The first she saw was a young man in what she considered a bewildering amount of clothing—rough shoes, heavy socks, breeches and a flannel shirt, and over all a knapsack and a bandolier. She gained on him, keeping to the rocks in the pass, and was about to call when he stopped, aimed his rifle at some movement on the hillside, and fired. The roar of the gun caught Quietly completely by surprise, and she dropped behind a boulder, rocking back and forth, with her hands over her ears. She had heard guns before, but never this close. She peered out after a moment; he was staring fixedly across the cut, with his gun resting on his left forearm. He raised it abruptly and fired twice more, waited, shrugged, and then trudged off. Quietly sat watching him in utter amazement and disgust. Far off on the hillside she could discern the jerky motions of a rock-squirrel kicking and kicking its life away. The man had hit it with his first bullet, and had fired again as it writhed there. It was wanton; it was useless. Quietly felt no particular pity for the animal; she was not a sentimentalist, and had a scale of values for the lower orders. What offended her was the waste of a life, of powder, even of skill—the skill of the man himself and that of the precision workers who had made his weapon. He had not wanted the creature for fur or flesh, but had as his only apparent desire an affirmation of the evident fact that he was bigger and stronger and more intelligent than a chipmunk. Enter civilization she would, but not in the company of this pervert.

Her second encounter was just over the crest of the mountain. There was a well-beaten trail following the ridge, and near the point at which she encountered it was a shelter made of logs, and roofed startlingly with asphalt shingle. There were neat piles of wood stacked beside it, and from it came the rhythmic sound of a voice—a light, full voice, chanting in a near-monotone. Quietly drew closer, stopped near the open window with one hand on the logs, and listened:


“One moment in Annihilation’s Waste,

One moment, of the Well of Life to taste—

The Stars are setting and the Caravan

Starts for the Dawn of Nothing—OH! make haste!”



The “OH!” emerged as an explosive squeak. Quietly started and pursed her lips. What was this?


“How long, how long, in definite Pursuit

Of This and That endeavor and dispute? …



(and here the voice rang with something between a toll and a tinkle)


… Better be merry with the fruitful Grape

Than sadder after none, or bitter, Fruit.”



Slowly, Quietly leaned to the window and with one eye peered inside.

A thin young man with a pot-belly, dressed in shorts which emphasized his bony knees, strode back and forth within the shelter, holding in front of him a battered book with a rococo cover done in gray and tarnished gold. His face was pink, his nose was peeling, and the backs of his legs were fish-belly white.

On the earthen floor by the far wall crouched a girl of about Quietly’s age, with coarse hair, spectacles, bad teeth and an adoring expression. “Oh, Carstairs,” she cooed, as the young man stopped to blow his nose on a khaki handkerchief, “You read gorgeously—just gorgeously! Anyone can tell—” and here her voice became a whisper—“that you’ve really lived!”

Quietly fled.

Three hours and ten miles later, Quietly walked the timberline tiredly, wondering whether to keep to the woods and kill something for her supper, or to go on until she found some suitable crevice between the scales of civilization into which she might crawl. She was hungry and she had come a long way. She skirted cornfields now, and buckwheat, and for a while she followed a fence which enclosed grazing land, though she saw no cattle. She judged that she had another two hours of light and an hour of dusk. If she were going to a make a snare, she would have to do it very soon.

Suddenly she stopped, head up, nostrils dilating. From the woods to the right she heard faint sounds of splashing and calling. A pleasant vision of cool water crossed her mind. She had found a spring about noon, and had been able to wet her face and arms in it and drink, but that had been hours ago. She turned toward the sounds.

She reached a creek about a quarter of a mile north, and followed it upstream a few hundred yards to its source, a small spring-fed lake surrounded by trees. Across the water was a shelving bank, on which were scattered towels and robes and clothing. Splashing about in the water were five girls, screaming and giggling and quite as naked as she. She sat down in the shadows between the trees to watch them. She noticed with some surprise that their bodies were tanned except for patches of white around their breasts and hips. She nodded to herself. She had learned of the clothing convention, and was quite aware that it was of major importance among people “outside.” This piebald tanning was a strong reminder to her of the fact that she must circumscribe her own behavior to this and many another taboo if she were to win acceptance among people.

She tried to remember if this taboo applied in a group of the same sex, and could not remember immediately. It obviously did not apply to the girls in the lake. Yet if she, an outsider, appeared among them, it might be regarded as a violation.

There was a violent spasm of coughing from the water. One of the girls was floundering near the middle of the pond, her breath coming raggedly. Immediately there was a commotion among the others.

“Bee! Bee-triss! Clara—look! Bee’s drownding!”

There was a chorus of frightened exclamations. One of the girls said, “I’m going after her!”

“No!” cried another. “You can’t swim well enough! You’ll drown too!” and she laid restraining hands on the would-be rescuer, who half-heartedly fought her off. The other two climbed out of the water as if it were suddenly hot, and stood on the bank, where they could see better, wringing their hands.

“Oh-h!” moaned the one called Clara. “Miss O’Laughlin will kill us for this. We’re not allowed to swim without suits!”

“She’ll never know if we don’t tell her,” chattered one of the girls on the bank.

“She will too when they find Bee’s body,” said the other ghoulishly.

“We could say that only Bee—”

“Help! Help!” screamed the would-be savior.

“Help!” all the girls screamed, including the one who was drowning.

There are certain zones of indecency, Quietly was thinking, peculiar to certain lands and certain times. In certain tribes in Africa virgins must go naked until they marry, when custom demands that they don a narrow belt. In the Far East it has long been the custom to cover the faces of the women. In Bali the only woman who covers her breasts is the courtesan. The question is, would the effect of my saving this girl be cancelled by my indecency in their eyes?

It was a very complicated matter. She wished—Complicated? Unimportant, then. What was important? That she, Quietly, be accepted sooner or later. Was there anything more important here?

Yes, there was. A life was being lost uselessly. If saving it meant the disapproval of these people, she could get away from them and try again.

She slipped into the water, took a deep breath, found a rock under her feet and pushed off strongly. She swam fifty feet under water, with the breath trickling deliciously from her nostrils and tickling the dusty sides of her neck. She broke surface and trod water, getting her bearings. The drowning girl was not in sight. She glanced at the bank. The four girls were all out of the water now, clutching at each other in a noisy, hysterical ecstasy. She heard one of them say, “All this yelling … have the whole countryside here in a minute … where’s my sunsuit?” Then, from the corner of her eye, she saw a disturbance in the water. She swung to it and sounded. She found bottom at about fourteen feet, according to the pain in her ears. She beat her way along it, until something thumped her on the shoulder. She rolled over and looked up, and in the dimness saw the doubled-up body of the girl Beatrice, with weakly flailing hands and round, terrified eyes.

Quietly got her feet under her and sprang upward, winding her hand in the girl’s long hair as she shot past. They came to the surface together, the last of Quietly’s wind whooshing out of her. She slipped her arm around the girl’s neck, and with a thrust of her knee turned the half-unconscious creature over on her back. With Bee’s chin in the crook of her arm, her shoulder holding Bee’s head up, Quietly swam for shore with a powerful side-stroke.

“Look!” squeaked one of the girls.

“It’s a man!” gasped Clara, and dived for her clothes.

“It is not,” said another, already in a brief sunsuit.

The four stood open-mouthed as Quietly found footing and stepped up the bank, carrying Beatrice in her arms. Two of them splashed into the water to clutch and grab and weep. “Speak to me, Bee darling!” Quietly shouldered her way through them with such directness that the girl in the sunsuit sat forcibly in the water.

“Who’s she?”

“She pushed me!”

Quietly swung her burden to the ground, turned the limp body over with her foot so that it was face-down, and knelt with one of her knees between the girl’s lower thighs. She turned Bee’s head to the right, separated the clenched teeth, pulled the tongue out, and then began a steady pressure and release on her floating ribs.

“Get a towel!”

“Chafe her wrists!”

“Where did she come from?”

“Is she dead?” asked Clara of Quietly. Quietly said nothing. She was counting to herself, to get the rhythm right.

“Miss O’Laughlin’ll murder us!”

“Will you look at the callouses on her feet!”

“Bee’s dead! Oh, oh, oh-h-h!”

“No she’s not. She’s upchucking.”

Quietly slacked off until the weak spasm had paused, and then went on. A minute later Bee moaned and coughed. Quietly sat back on her haunches and waited. The breathing was irregular, but stronger. She rose and turned the girl over on her back. The four immediately clustered around, weeping, lifting Bee’s head, rubbing her wrists, begging her to say something. Quietly could have walked off at that moment and it would never have been noticed. Instead she stood by, her face impassive, concealing a mingled amazement and amusement at this stupendous misdirection of nervous energy.

Bee was helped to a sitting position now, supported by the affectionate arms of her friends. She began to cry softly. Clara, for the moment deprived of anything to embrace by the importunities of the other three, rose and came to Quietly.

“Say,” she said, “That was wonderful of you. I just don’t know what we would’ve done without you, really I don’t.”

Quietly smiled. Clara asked, “Where did you come from? You seemed to come right up out of the bottom of the lake!”

Quietly hesitated. There was something she had been taught once about this kind of situation … She remembered it now. Her father had been reading aloud; it was one of the eighteenth-century picaresque novels. At its involved climax, he put the book down and said,

“You see the amount of trouble a man can get into by talking too much, Quietly? Among men, the less you say, the better. Human beings have, among their other diseases, a crazy desire to explain things, each in his own way. If a man knows little about you, he will fill in the details to suit himself. If you tell him all the details, the chances are that he will not believe you. Let him, and all his brethren, draw his own conclusions about you, and neither confirm nor deny anything. Then he may compliment himself on his insight, and you may be assured of your privacy. The most fortunate humans are those who, by preoccupation or through illness, find themselves deaf and dumb.”

All language has its labeling nuances, its idiom, its little signposts of accent and emphasis. Quietly knew that her progress among people would be faster if she could start at the level of her first associates. If to say little was good, to say nothing would be even better. So, in answer to Clara’s questions, she simply smiled.

“What’s the matter; can’t you talk?”

Quietly shook her head.

“You can hear me all right, though.”

Quietly nodded.

Clara left her standing there and went to the group around Beatrice. There was a rapid and exclamatory conference and some pointing and gaping.
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