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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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Memories of Mildred

This begins “Memories of Mildred,” my mother. It’s hard to know where to begin. She was my mother, after all, and I took her for granted, as all children do with their mothers, and, as a child, believed her to be the most beautiful, loving, and most important person in my life and in the world! As I grew up, however, I knew that somehow she was different than most of the mothers of my friends. She was a writer…no one else had a mother who was a writer! I remember the long days of the hot summers in Tucson. My brother, Kurt, and I played outside in the desert heat and I remember my mother writing. And when she did, she was quite inattentive to our activities. Of course, we took full advantage of that! I remember her standing at the kitchen sink staring out the window with her hands in the dishwater, not moving, not talking, just staring. We knew that she was writing! She moved through household tasks in a sort of trance, smiling and looking at us if we spoke to her, but doing so in a distracted, not-really-listening manner. We loved it.

I remember—vaguely—conversations between my mother and father about finances. I had no strong sense that we were poor, but I heard many times the phrase, “We can’t afford it.” I did, however, take piano lessons and had my teeth straightened, probably both at considerable sacrifice. What this has to do with her writing is that she felt the need at times to write for money. She would say, “I am going to try to sell a story to pay for…”, or “maybe I can sell this story and we can….” And, I remember the first time “Minister without Portfolio” was sold. It was so exciting! I have no memory of the amount of money she earned, but I don’t think it was much. Short stories, particularly fantasy/science fiction stories, did not earn very much for their authors. When the anthology “Cupful of Space” was published, she was paid $600.00. She cashed the check and spread out six one hundred dollar bills on the coffee table and said, “Now we can buy a car!” I had never seen that much money! It was glorious! I think they spent that money on a Chrysler sedan. My brother would remember this more clearly, maybe. I don’t know what they were driving before that wonderful moment!

We had interesting guests at our house. I remember her first agent, Barthold Fles. I cannot remember the country where he and his family came from, but I know that his mother was taken away by the Nazis. His wife’s father escaped the Nazis, perhaps from Poland, and wrote a book about his experiences in New York as an immigrant. Fles was married to a woman named Ruth who was a modern dancer. I was a kid, of course, but I sensed that Bart Fles was in love with my mother. She was so beautiful. He and Ruth visited often from New York and spent long afternoons in our living room drinking coffee and talking. Somehow their author-agent relationship grew sour, and I don’t remember why. The reasons may be in some of the letters she wrote to her friend Olive. I simply cannot remember. Another guest I remember well was Anthony Boucher, the editor of F/SF magazine during those years. I remember him taking off his shoes and pacing back and forth in our small living room, smoking and talking! Everyone smoked, of course, so there was always a blue haze hovering in the air. He came to Tucson to visit and stayed at the Santa Rita hotel in downtown Tucson. When I was in high school, I was in a “Maid of Cotton” beauty pageant, and my mother and I used his hotel room as a dressing room! He was quite taken with the contest taking great interest in all the preparations! He attended the contest at the U of A auditorium and was furious that I didn’t win!

I also remember a man named Robert Abernathy, a writer, linguist, and generally an all-round genius. He was also what we would recognize now as autistic, almost unable to function. His mother was an elementary school librarian in Tucson. He visited now and then, and would sit for hours (it seems) without saying a word. My mother would go about her work, and occasionally ask, “Robert, would you like more coffee,” to which he would respond, “I wouldn’t be adverse….” And that might be all he would say for 3 hours! I remember my mother saying, “Robert, you have to go now.” And he would say, “Well…,”and leave! My brother and I thought that was hilarious, and with the cruelty of children, would respond to a question with his words and laugh uncontrollably. “I wouldn’t be adverse!” I don’t know what happened to him.

My mother was friends with some of the s/f writers of the time, including Robert Heinlein and Zenna Henderson. She was great friends with Frederic Brown and his wife. I remember that they had two big beautiful dogs. She also was friends with Erskine Caldwell, particularly friends with his wife, June. She was acquainted with Ray Bradbury and Issac Asimov. One of the famous s/f writers used to call her up at all hours when he was drunk. I cannot remember who that was. It irritated my dad.

I am so happy that my mother is going to be read by a whole new generation. I hope you enjoy reading her stories and thank you for keeping her memory alive.

Kendall Clingerman Burling
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Mildred Clingerman: The Science of Magic and the Magic of the Commonplace

If you are discovering Mildred Clingerman’s work here for the first time, I envy you.

Clingerman is one of the great postwar voices in fantastic fiction who has yet to be re-introduced and heralded by contemporary readers.

She is the patron saint of a kind of writer rarely celebrated in American letters. The very first sentence in her Science Fiction Encyclopedia entry refers to her as a “… US book-collector and author who never worked as a full-time writer.” (italics mine) Why her biographical information should begin this way, and how this information is meant to be interpreted, I can’t pretend to know. It may be purely descriptive, or dismissive, or even celebratory. I would hope for the latter. But it calls into question what is meant by “author,” and “worked,” and “full-time.” Can one become an author if not a “full-time” writer? How much “work” must a writer do to become “full-time”? Is the work of a “full-time” writer graded on a different scale from a writer who is not? Is “full-time” to be read as synonymous with “professional”? Are any of these terms relevant when considering the work itself – the stories and novelettes?

A writer is someone who writes.

An author is someone who has written something, very often something that has been published or is publishable.

The when-where-how of the work produced matters little compared to the quality of the work.

Mildred Clingerman may not have been a “full-time writer” by the considerable estimation of the Science Fiction Encyclopedia, but her stories appeared in the same pages of the same publications frequented by “professionals” in the field. They were measured by the same editorial standards. They vied for the same readers’ eyes as the work of those authors deemed professional. Her stories stood up as well as, if not better than, much of the work appearing in those same publications.

And today, they still do.

If I may offer one caveat, don’t try to read them all at once. Clingerman’s stories are deceptively intoxicating. Imbibe in them slowly or you’ll become drunk on them.

The key to her stories is that they appear simple and straightforward, but each one takes a twist or turn that, even when you’re tempted to guess where they’re heading, they take you there in a way you would never have bargained on.

Other writers of the period tried to make big splashes. Clingerman, it seems, prided herself in concealing her effects within her masterfully constructed sentences. They barely make a ripple on the surface; all their power and drive lurk deep down below.

In some ways, she is the perfect insurgent. She is a subversive.

We usually think of a subversive as a wild stylist, an experimentalist – prose running off in all directions, trying to make language do tricks it never before dreamed of doing. Or we think of a subversive as someone who addresses subjects heretofore considered taboo, taking us to places dark, mysterious, seamy, even sordid.

The incendiary often garners much attention – creates light but little heat. The attention of readers, often, is drawn to the speaker, but not necessarily to the subject being spoken of.

Another kind of revolutionary speaks with eloquence and precision. Her prose catches you unawares, and suddenly you discover that the revelatory vision is not so much in the language itself but where the language takes you. It’s not so much in exotic places or unexplored recesses – not exclusively. The revolutionary and the revelatory are right before you, in the simplest of circumstances and transactions.

Clingerman is solidly in the latter camp. Her humanism, her sense of justice and generosity of spirit need no boldfaced arrows or highlighted passages to be made apparent to the appreciative reader. Its apparent invisibility only amplifies its message.

In a story like “First Lesson” (the first in the collection, but you don’t have to read it first), we find a young woman troubled by a terrible dream of death. She seeks to protect her husband, and the path she is drawn to is magic. Not that she believes in magic – in fact, no one in the story actually believes in magic – but she becomes acquainted with the rituals, and stakes her faith upon them. Not so much magic, but the procedure. She follows it, in a way, like a scientific experiment.

In “First Lesson,” magic is pursued like a science. In other stories, it is science that is pursued like magic. The space between the two is nonexistent. What makes one science and the other magic depends more on how we proceed – how we look for whatever it is we’re looking for. Magic and science are different facets of the same jewel.

And very often, in these stories, what we’re looking for is right before our eyes. Not in some dull, comforting manner meant to assure us all is right in the world if we mind our manners and practice personal hygiene. We find it in that intrusion of hackle-raising uneasiness we might feel if we were to discover that our cozy hearth is situated directly over a volcano. The universe is not merely miraculous, but is teeth-baring and dangerous – but that danger only adds to its splendor.

So many of her stories are alive with the underpinning notion that the cosmological vistas we spy at the ends of telescopes and various other means of measurement belong to the very same universe under our feet. We’re not apart from the universe, we’re a part of it.

Now that is revolutionary.

Nearly every story here is alive with that sensibility, in the truest sense of that word. In every sentence there is a note (a gentle one, but insistent) of silent rebellion, a surreptitious snarl, entreating you to see that the everyday is not the everyday, but an undiscovered marvel.

May these eloquent rebellions be undiscovered no longer.

Welcome to the world of Mildred Clingerman!

Richard J. Chwedyk
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First Lesson

The house was very ugly-one of those narrow three story Queen Anne houses with scalloped siding and a turret. Back in the nineties some other woman, perhaps, had occupied the turret bedroom and considered it romantic. Sometimes in the late afternoons I’d lean my arms on the windowsill and stare down through the green leaves of the tulip tree, watching for Hugh to turn into this quiet street, and I’d remember that tower rooms were the traditional vntage points for wives of soldiering husbands. There were half a dozen other wives waiting in that house for their men, but I knew that none of them waited with my peculiar fear.

As a matter of fact, Hugh and I felt ourselves very fortunate to be in that house. Hugh was neither an officer nor an officer candidate, and the landladies in that town upheld army tradition by almost never mixing enlisted men with the officer caste. But our landlady had a streak of romance and rebellion. She also had a soft spot for the enlisted paratroopers, who seemed to represent for her the essence of the crazy wildness Southern women find so attractive in men. Moreover, I was able to fall into Southern speech at will. I had only to remember the tones of my grandmother’s voice, and my tongue obligingly produced the sounds that made my landlady happy; my voice grew higher and draggingly sweet, and the rhythm of the words changed subtly. One used almost any weapon to acquire a room in those days, in that town. Mrs. Allen, our landlady, had grown very fond of me almost immediately.

The officers’ wives were not in the least fond of me. We smiled coolly at each other when we passed on the stairway. They were punctilious about allowing me my turn in the bathroom, but the only conversation I’d ever had with any of them was once when the tall dark one ran out of cigarettes and borrowed a pack from me. She was in a great hurry to get back to her room and only paused long enough to tell me that the turret room was charming, really charming. Her enthusiasm alarmed me. I was afraid she wanted it for friends and might influence Mrs. Allen to make us move. But then I recalled Tall Dark’s New Jersey accent and knew how unlikely it was that Mrs. Allen would ever be swayed by crisp, consonants.

I ought to have been very lonely, I suppose. I was homesick for mountains and desert and distance, and I was often Sickened by that hate and fear,  so palpable in the South it oppressed one’s breathing at times, but I wasn’t lonely. Unless there was a night jump scheduled, Hugh came swinging down the street every afternoon, having been deposited at the comer by the bus labeled Jordan, which one must always remember to pronounce Jurdan. Later the two of us would sally forth for the evening meal, since the turret room had no cooking facilities. So, except for the recurring dream that tortured me most nights, the evenings were good. I never told Hugh about the dream, and when I cried out in my sleep, he woke me with sleepy little kisses, murmuring all our familiar love words till I slept again. I roused briefly when his alarm clock rang at four A.M. and lay blinking at the brightness of the overhead light while Hugh dressed, listening to the heavy sighing with which Hugh greeted another day of soldiering. Watching his meticulous lacing of the paratrooper boots had such a hypnotic effect on me that generally I fell asleep again and never even heard his departure.

Mrs. Allen gave me coffee in the late mornings. She kept her coffee pot full all day, and I was free to help myself. Several times a day she stood at the foot of the stairway and summoned me with her fluty, penetrating voice to come have a “dope” with her. Bottled cola drinks in the South were so strong they made me feel as if my scalp were floating, and I rarely managed to down more than one a day, while Mrs. Allen easily disposed of six or eight.

When Mrs. Allen wasn’t drinking coffee or cola, which she drank always standing up, staring exhaustedly at the kitchen sink, she was following the colored maid around, exhorting and pleading in a sweetly despairing voice audible all over the house. Iris was a sullen-faced young woman who never swept the corners of rooms, but plied her broom in aimless circles while she gazed inscrutably at the cobwebs hanging from the high ceilings. One often met Iris carrying a mop bucket full of cold, greasy black water and dragging a string mop that resembled a tumbled heap of dark worms, some of which detached themselves to lie coiled in waiting all along the hall. Sometimes there was an ominous silence between the two women that kept me confined to my room, despite my longing for coffee. There were days, I knew, when the widowed Mrs. Allen woke up “suffering” and dosed herself liberally with bourbon. The kitchen wasn’t a pleasant spot on such mornings. But after a few hours I’d hear Iris and Mrs. Allen laughing together - shrieking, rather - their laughter so much alike I couldn’t distinguish one voice from the other. I’d go down then and have my coffee before I dressed to leave the house for a late luncheon.

I was one of an army of wives that invaded the streets at that hour. Most of them walked in pairs like schoolgirls, eating together, shopping together, sharing little private jokes, and occasionally quarreling with the bitter intensity of bored women. I came to recognize many of these couples, and we all smiled and nodded, but I had no desire to join them or to link myself with any of the other unattached women who made tentative efforts to form an alliance. My reluctance was, I suppose, a kind of snobbery, but it was also  an effort to maintain some semblance of my normal, civilian life which had never depended on just that type of feminine companionship.

I explored the town on foot and by bus. I spent hours in the library, and once I rented a light airplane and flew myself high over the town for an hour and a half of blissful solitude, till the mist from the river cut down on the visibility. It looked like a very clean, orderly world from up there, but I knew better. The war was going badly for us at that time, and any day now Hugh’s group would be shipped out. In the meantime they were practicing night jumping with full equipment, and with this step-up in the training program my nightmare dream became more insistent, more detailed.

I became less and less able each morning to shake off the horror of the dream. Mrs. Allen began to chide me for looking so poorly. Even Iris, who had ignored me for the most part, began to cluck a soft, wordless counterpoint to Mrs. Allen’s mournful inventory of all that was wrong with my appearance. I was much too pale, they assured me; my eyes looked like two burnt holes in a blanket, and I’d better get myself to a doctor before my bones started poking out of my skin. Iris followed me back to my room one day carrying the mop bucket and the squirming mop, with the avowed intention of doing up my room for me. At her insistence I retreated to the bed while she smeared the middle of the worn linoleum with liquid that resembled swamp water. Her eyes flashed with something like friendliness when I offered her a cigarette and asked her to sit down a minute and talk to me. She dropped into the straight chair, as far away from me as she could get in that small room. For a while we simply smoked, avoiding each other’s eyes, both of us overcome by acute embarrassment.

Finally Iris said, “You ‘bout worried sick?”

I shook my head. “I keep having the same dream,” I said. “It’s so real-I can’t forget it in the daytime. It haunts me. I know it’s silly to let it bother me so much…” My voice trailed off, and I tried to find something in the room to look at, because Iris’ eyes were unreadable.

“Is it a real bad dream?”

“Horrible,” I said. We stared earnestly at each other then for a long moment, and something stirred between the black woman and me-a tenuous thread of communication that seemed to dispel all the barriers we’d each put up. I forgot that I was not superstitious, and I realized I was asking for help. I can’t be sure, but I think Iris forgot for an instant that I was white and too know-it-all to be deserving of help. In any case her response came almost automatically, as if she were unable to stop herself.

“Tell Iris …”

I drew a deep breath and told her. I told her about the inky night sky and the droning airplane and the tense men lined up in the aisle of the plane, waiting for the signal light that would tell them they were over their drop area; I told her about Hugh, standing in the open door, just behind the lieutenant who was to lead off the jump. I saw the first man whisked  out the door with Hugh right behind him. I saw their grimacing faces when the opening shock hit them-somewhat comparable, I told Iris, to hitting a padded brick wall at 85 miles an hour. But this was all right, this was normal. It always happened when they hit the end of the static line and the chutes opened. I told her about the expanse of white silk that billowed over Hugh’s head for a moment, before it partially collapsed; of how he shook the lines, his head strained back, his voice cursing in the sudden silence; of how, finally, the chute blossomed out again, but with two panels blown. Beside him and above him men called to each other-some laughing with the relief from tension. One man, far off, in the windy darkness, was talking coaxingly to his parachute, “Come on, baby, baby …sweet baby.”

Suddenly a voice warned, strident arid angry, “Slip to the right! Hot damn, they’ve dropped us-over the trees…” Hugh reacted instantly; tugging at his lines. He began to oscillate. He ‘seemed’ to be dropping, faster, swinging in a great arc. Never mind. Get set for the landing fall, knees slightly bent and together, shoulders hunched for the rolling tumble, head down, chin in. Was that the ground? Don’t tense…He never saw the jagged, heavy fence post. His back was turned to it, and he could not know that it was slanted toward him waiting like a giant fork. Only the watcher in the dream saw the fork spear the man through the back and emerge, glistening and sticky, through his torn chest. There wasn’t any outcry, from the man at all. It was the dreamer who cried out in horror and grief. The man hung there, impaled, while the un-collapsed chute danced angrily where it touched the meadow, tugging unmercifully at the dead man and the fence post…

Iris shuddered and opened her eyes. I found I’d been staring at one of the brass knobs at the foot of the bed, but I hadn’t known I was looking at it. My eyes had been turned inward to the dreadful vision that was becoming more real than anything else in my life. It was queer how the dream gathered details to itself as time went by. At first I’d seen only the body on the fence post. I hadn’t known it was Hugh. Little by little the dream had developed backward from that moment, till now it was as if I were accompanying Hugh, in the airplane, jumping beside him, watching and listening, hovering near him in terrible anxiety and helplessness.

There was something else about the dream that frightened me. Hugh rarely spoke of his job to me. Was it possible for me to have gathered so much knowledge about his jumps from the little he’d said? Perhaps. After all, I’d done a little night flying; I’d even worn a parachute when I practiced spins, but I’d never been inside a plane of the type the troopers rode in. I’d never jumped out of an airplane in my life and hoped I never should. Still… it was just barely possible that I might imagine how it was. I think it was this daytime reasoning that had kept me free, for a long while, of the suffocating panic I now experienced.

Iris brought me a cigarette and lighted it with shaky hands.

“What…what do you think, Iris?” I asked.

“It sound bad to me,” Iris said. “You tried prayin’?”

I shook my head. “I…the truth is, Iris, I don’t know how.”

Iris looked at me in surprise.

“Ain’t you got faith?” “I guess not…” I turned away from Iris’ eyes. They had the look that said I was a strange breed of cat.

“Don’t you believe in nothin’?” I could tell by her voice that Iris was not so much censuring me as indulging her curiosity.

“A few things…maybe. Bad things, mostly, I guess. Obviously I’m beginning to believe in this rotten dream.”

“Yeah,” Iris said, and it was comment enough.

“You got any ideas?” Iris asked, after a long silence. “None,” I said. “I can’t very well go to Hugh’s commanding officer and ask him please not to make Hugh jump anymore, because I’ve had a bad dream.”

“No,” Iris acknowledged. “You reckon your man could play sick?” “He wouldn’t do it. Anyway, I’ve never told him-I won’t tell him-about the dream.”

“You did right there,” Iris said. “It would only fret him…When he gonna jump again?”

“I don’t know. In a few days, I guess. He’ll tell me beforehand.” “Well, now, listen,” Iris said. “They is something you can do.” She looked at me assuringly. “You got twenty dollars? That’s what it costs-twenty dollars. And you gotta do just like I say. You just give me the money, heah? I’ll fix it all up so’s you don’t need to worry. Now, listen…”

I listened with a kind of numbed distaste to the instructions Iris gave me. When she finished I protested that I could never, never believe in such foolishness--or magic, whatever she wanted to call it.

“You don’t have to believe,” Iris said. “They’s others will do the believin’. You just pays the money and anybody could do the rest of it-them two little bitty things I told you. Lordy! Ain’t you willin’ to spend any amount to save your man?”

I got up and found my purse and gave Iris a twenty-dollar bill. I didn’t believe for a minute that she could help me, any more than she’d helped me already, simply, by listening to me.

“I gotta go,” Iris said. “Remember, tomorrow, you listen for the strawberry man.” She stood in the open doorway with the mop and pail. Just before she closed the door, she spoke again, her voice sly and amused. “Don’t be surprised none if you start believin’ in it yourself. Most folks does believe in the power of a twenty-dollar bill.”

The next morning I got up and dressed much earlier than usual. When I went down to the kitchen, it was empty, but I heard Iris and Mrs. Allen in the front part of the house. I didn’t want to see Iris that day, so I drank my coffee hurriedly and sped back to my room to wait for the Negro peddlers whose distinctive calls would soon sound in the quiet street.

The first one to appear pushed a barrow filled with fresh black-eyed  peas. “BACK Ah, peace…” the man called, with a poignant, sorrowful cry. He got a good response from the housewives or their maids. I leaned on my windowsill to watch. After ten minutes or so of silence the street was filled with the cry of the strawberry man. “Star bees? RIPE star bees…” It was a charming, plaintive question and answer. Often when I’d been lying half-awake listening to it, I’d tried to imagine just what a star bee looked like, tempted to empty my purse for a swarm of them. This morning, though, the call meant something else to me, something dark and alien and faintly disgusting. Whatever it was I was buying from the man, I was certain it wasn’t anything so nice as star bees. He had rested his barrow directly beneath my window and stood there as if waiting for my appearance. I called down to him and gestured stiffly when he looked up at me. On my way down to him I was glad not to meet anyone on the stairs. The house seemed suddenly deserted.

The strawberry man, I saw, was very old. He pulled a long, wrinkled earlobe by way of greeting me. From an inside pocket of his torn old coat he produced a small gray envelope and handed it to me.

“Iris sent me,” I said unnecessarily, since I already held the envelope.

He nodded and seemed to look far beyond me. “You f’m Arizony?”

“Yes,” I said. “Have you been there?”

“Cowboys,” the old man murmured. “And Indians…” He nodded positively at me as if to assure me that the world held endless riches. Then the old, yellowed eyes filled with tears and his pendulous lower lip trembled “Some say…” He looked a thousand questions at me, as if doubt tormented him.

“Oh, it’s true,” I answered, and his face lighted with delight. I turned away then, because I didn’t want the strawberry man to see in my eyes that the cowboys and Indians I knew were not in the least like the godlike creatures he dreamed of, that the mythical men he revered were exactly as numerous as star bees, and truth more elusive than either.

Back in my room I opened the small envelope and examined its contents, three pieces of white rice paper, scrawled all over with red ink. I recognized the paper as leaves from a book of cigarette papers. I couldn’t make anything of the scrawled writing. If there were words written on the papers, they were in no language I had ever seen. Some of the words seemed to flow into minute, scratched pictures, one of which may have been a rooster, another a goat. But, according to Iris’ reiterated instructions, it wasn’t a part of my task to decipher the markings. My task was much simpler; I had only to chew up the papers and swallow them.

“You’ve gone this far,” I told myself, “Why balk now?” The papers went down more easily than I had expected. The next part was even simpler. I fished two pennies out of my change purse and slipped them into the envelope.

I left Mrs. Allen’s house then and took a bus to town. From the bus  terminal I walked eight blocks to the river. From the pedestrian’s walk on the bridge I threw the envelope with its pennies into the muddy water. Afterwards I ate a good lunch and went to a movie, and I felt strangely quiet and peaceful

I had scarcely returned to my turret room when Mrs. Allen called me to the telephone in the downstairs hallway.

“It’s Hugh,” Mrs. Allen told me. “I expect he’s going to be delayed this evening.

“Sorry, darling,” Hugh said. “I’ll be late tonight. They’ve scheduled another jump. You’d better go have dinner without me. I’m not sure just what time I’ll get back. They’ve got a whole mob of us stacked up here at Malfunction Junction.”

Malfunction Junction was the paratroopers’ wry name for the airport. It was a long evening. I wasn’t hungry enough to go out to eat. I drank coffee with Mrs. Allen and ate a candy bar I found in our room. I tried to read, but I was unable to bring to my reading the same quality of attention I usually devoted to it on the nights Hugh jumped. But that fact was, in a way, a relief. I hated ever to use reading as one uses a drug. I sat in my room and tried to decide if I was as fearful as I had been over past jumps. Yes, but with a difference. What was it? For one thing, I was able to sit still without the anchor of a book. For another, I had made some kind of contact with the future, with tomorrow, by my imitation of an act of faith. Unable to believe for myself, I was yet able to believe that somebody, somewhere (more primitive, more gullible) was believing in my stead. As I say, it was a very long evening, and I had plenty of time for thinking - thinking with a difference.

At ten o’clock when the tall, dark girl from New Jersey knocked on my door, I was able to answer without any show of fear. How many times I’d waited for Hugh, terrified that somebody would come knocking to tell me he was dead. Seeing my light, she said, she’d come to borrow cigarettes again. She was appealingly shamefaced about it, remembering that she’d never paid back the first package. It took me a few moments to realize that she hadn’t really come for that reason. After I’d shared my cigarettes with her and invited her to sit down, she admitted she’d met Mrs. Allen hovering in the hallway, and that Mrs. Allen had asked her to step in and keep me company for a little while.

“My husband’s away this evening, too,” the girl said. “Isn’t this a dull hole to be stationed in?”

We talked for an hour and then parted with shy friendliness.

At midnight I was still sitting in the lumpy old wing chair, numbly waiting for the sound of Hugh’s boots on the stairway. At two A.M. when he opened the door, I knew at once that something disastrous had happened. Hugh was very pale. I remember thinking that he looked exactly as if somebody had dusted his face with flour. He came to me at once and put his head against mine. His hands gripped my shoulders so hard I wanted to protest,  but I didn’t. I began to cry very quietly, and for long minutes neither of us said a word.

Finally Hugh said, “Three of them drifted into the river. All drowned. Lots of them landed in the trees, but none seriously injured. Two malfunctions…one man with a streamer hit the ground, still flipping at his lines. We yelled at him to pull the chest pack. It was as if he couldn’t hear us…Was it windy here? Very windy over there across the river…I came down by a fence. You know those barbed wire fences they have out in the country here? Like military entanglements almost. There was a jagged post…somebody yelled at me. My God, baby, it was close. …What startled me - everybody, you know, was yelling tonight - it sounded like you. Whoever it was, some real young kid, I guess, he called me by my first name. He saved my life. It was a loused-up jump from the word go. The pilot must have seen what he thought was the ground signal - probably some farmer’s lantern - and he thought he was over our drop area. It took hours to find everybody. Darling, darling, don’t cry…”

Slowly Hugh relaxed enough to begin undressing for bed. He talked softly, monotonously, though, all the time he was unlacing his boots. “Look, here and here, at the riser burns on my neck…And my helmet fell down over my face, separated from the helmet liner. Took me forever, it seemed, to shove it back so I could see anything. The opening shock was bad tonight. I blew two panels. Shook one old boy right out of his boots…”

Hugh pulled off one of his own boots, and a penny rolled out. He stared at it in disbelief, then slowly pulled off the other boot and shook it. Another penny rolled across the floor.

“Now what stupid idiot did that?” Hugh was shaking with anger. “Anybody knows it’s dangerous as hell to do silly, superstitious things like that - those damn pennies could have buried themselves in my feet if they’d got turned sideways.”

That was the last jump Hugh made in the States. A week later he was shipped out for Europe. I should have been very happy if I’d known when I said goodbye to him that I’d see him again in two years, that he would be the same Hugh, a little quieter and older, but otherwise untouched.

I gave up the turret room to friends of the tall, dark girl from New Jersey. I told Mrs. Allen and Iris goodbye and went home to the desert to work and wait. Mrs. Allen sent me a Christmas card that year and enclosed a note from Iris. It read:

They is a kindygarten for faith, too. You just swallows the good words and casts your bread on the waters. That was all I meant to teach you. All that fancy stuff was just plumb foolishness, like you said. The strawberry man is my daddy. It was me drawed the pictures with red ink. It was me and my daddy that prayed. Excuse me, but your letter don’t make any sense to me. I never put no pennies in your mister’s boots. How could I? I thought they went in the river? Please answer, because them pennies are fretting me. Best wishes from Iris.
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