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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.










CHAPTER ONE



IT HAPPENED so smoothly that I never noticed it. The transition was as smooth as a baby’s cheek. I didn’t miss a step.


One moment I was pushing my way through the usual summer throng of Manhattan’s late shoppers—the next I was still in the midst of crowds of people—somewhere else.


My name’s Ronald Archer, and I’m a private detective. After what TV’s done for us, that probably makes me sound like a pretty glamorous kind of guy—the latest Ivy-League fashions, shoulder-holstered .45, and night-clubs every night with a different chick. Well, forget it. For one thing, I’ve never been able to find, or afford, clothes that’d look Ivy League on my six-foot-six, 280-pound body, I have a .38 Police Positive, but it’s gathered dust in my bottom drawer for years, and with my face I’ve never had to fight off the chicks. And because I really do have my own agency, like all the fancy TV types do, and don’t work for Pinkerton or Burns or one of the big agencies, I’ll probably never have the money for good tailoring or the high-priced fillies. A one-man op in New York gets by on the leavings—occasional guard details, divorce work, once in a while stuff subcontracted when the big agencies are shorthanded. I pull through the thin times as a process server.


That’s what I’d been doing: attempting to serve divorce papers on a guy named Guy Mathews, an investment broker in Rockefeller Center. My luck—he’d already left his offices for the day.


I was feeling pretty disgruntled, not really watching where I was going. It’s easy for any seasoned New Yorker; you switch over onto automatic, and make your way through the crowds, navigate your way into the subway, and ride all the way home with a blank stare in front of you, your mind a thousand miles away. With me it’s even easier. Big guys pretty much make their own way. From time to time I try to remember all the advantages of my size and weight, because otherwise I might get depressed.


So anyway, as I said, I wasn’t really paying attention, and the transition could’ve occurred anywhere along the block of Sixth Avenue I was on at the moment. But when I noticed, it hit me hard.


I was still in a big city—big enough to be New York City, but not any New York City I knew. Everything was off-key. The first thing I’d noticed was when I’d glanced up at the Time-Life building. It wasn’t there: in its place was a two-block orange skyscraper swamping not only a good portion of where Rockefeller Plaza should be, but the dingy block south of it too.


Then the subtler things started sinking in. The colors, the scents, the very gestalt-feeling of the city that you have when you’ve lived with a city long enough to be part of it—all were wrong. The sky was a brazen yellow, and the air—cleaner than I’d ever seen it on a hot summer’s day in Manhattan—smelled faintly of ozone, and not at all of exhaust fumes. The sounds: no raucous honking, none of the roar and rumble of cabs and trucks. There were cars and trucks in the streets, sure enough, but they looked different, and they hummed, quietly.


The people didn’t look any different at first, and then they did—glaringly different. The dominant colors were reds: men and women alike wore shades of red. The women wore the brighter colors, some shading into orange. The men’s suits tended towards charcoaled reds; fortunately my wrinkled brown suit was not too out of place among them.


Then I noticed a man standing ahead of me, looking at the headlines displayed on a newsstand. He was wearing a cocked hat, with a feather in it, a coat which looked like red suede leather, which came down to his hips and was drawn in with a two-inch-wide black belt, and dark maroon tights. Only his black shoes looked normal, in a relative sort of way: they were pointy-toed, like the Italian-type favored by the younger set—I’d tried a pair on once, but couldn’t find anything which would accommodate my size eighteen-EEE foot without pinching like hell. Under his arm, this character out of Robin Hood was carrying an attaché case. Nobody was giving him a second glance.


I found out why, a minute later. Three men walked by, similarly garbed, accompanied by a fourth in a more normal suit—it was only minus the lapels. Once I’d started looking, within the next thirty seconds I saw dozens of others, some wearing light capes, some with only laced-neck tunics, some with crew-cuts, others with shoulder-length hair, none acting like they’d come off the set of a nearby TV sound-stage, or belonged to the limp-wrist set. And they accounted for a fair percentage of the men on the street.


Standing still like that, the crowd eddying around me, made me aware of something else. Coming up through the soles of my feet was an inaudible, subsonic throb.


Subsonics are funny things. Hit the right note—eight cycles, I think it is—and you can reduce a solid citizen to gibbering fear. So I make no excuses for what I did next. The whole scene had me pretty badly rattled, and when a man rushed out of the orange building up ahead, looked around wildly, and then stared straight at me, I didn’t wait to see what he’d do next. I turned and ran.


I looked back over my shoulder, and saw the man gesturing at me. He was shouting something, but I couldn’t hear the words. Two men in yellow uniforms had emerged from the same building, and now they were cutting through the crowd after me.


Being big has its advantages and its disadvantages. Nobody gave me much trouble as I ran down the crowded sidewalk. But I stood out head and shoulders over everyone else—the guys behind me weren’t about to lose sight of me.


I had a moment to wonder why I was running in the first place, but my instincts told me this was no place to stop and try to figure it out. Ahead, I saw a subway entrance. I made for it.


Over the entrance was the usual sign, saying “Subway”—but that was the second word on the sign. The first was a meaningless scrawl of nameless symbols.


That, if anything, underscored the obvious: wherever I was, it wasn’t home.


A man once told me I was the pragmatic type, and I actually took the trouble of looking it up. He was right, and I shouldn’t have bothered. All my life I’ve picked up the cards that were dealt me, and done my best to play them. Right at this moment I wasn’t sure whose deck it was, and it was only my perennially suspicious nature that made me suspect all the cards but mine might be wild.


There was something wrong with the subway entrance. At first I thought it was a normal set of steps leading down into the fluorescent-lit depths. Then I thought it was an escalator. The steps seemed blurred, flickering away so fast that my eyes couldn’t focus on them, like the flicker of a fluorescent tube glimpsed from the corner of your eye.


I didn’t know what the hell it was, but people had been going down it, and now I had no choice—I’d pounded right up to it.


—And the next thing I knew I was still running, a little off-stride, in the corridor below. The damn thing had whisked me down its length in just one of those flicks. I looked behind me, slowing to a fast walk. People were nonchalantly appearing at the bottom of the thing in mid-stride, and walking right on as though it was the most ordinary thing in the world. And it was—for them. I pushed my mouth shut, and hurried around a bend in the corridor. The men in the yellow uniforms hadn’t been that far behind.


The corridor opened onto a wide concourse which had a naggingly familiar look to it. My end was fenced off from the main body of the concourse, the fence broken in the center by a row of turnstiles. They were exactly the same type in the Rockefeller Plaza–47th Street concourse of the Sixth Avenue IND in my own world.


Before you got to the turnstiles, there was a change booth. It was painted post office blue, like the wooden turnstiles. The floor was tiled with a checkerboard of modern asphalt tile, the surface pocked like a bad case of acne from thousands of secretarial spike heels, each tiny depression a dirty sunken pimple. There was a steady stream of people pushing each way through the turnstiles, a small line before the change booth. I felt in my pocket for a token, feeling helpless.


A small age-worn yellow enamelled metal plate fastened to the change booth dictated: “FARE—FIVE CENTS.” Fastened above it was a shiny polished chrome plate with some more of those strange squiggles.


Five cents? It was worth a chance. I fingered a nearly smooth buffalo head nickel nervously as I approached the turnstile. Nearby a worn man, face only a couple shades lighter than his faded uniform, pushed in a desultory way at his pushbroom. Beyond the turnstile a man in a black uniform trimmed with yellow gauntlets and boots idled, his gaze flicking over me without betraying interest. I put my nickel in the slot and pushed against the turnstile.


It clicked, and I was through. The uniformed man gave me a sharper look as I hurried past him to the stairs that led down to the level below. Behind me I heard a shout, then a clearly enunciated and totally unintelligible command barked over my head.


I vaulted down the stairs, hitting only two, and landing with a jar that traveled all the way up my spine.


There was a train in the station, waiting on the local tracks. The doors were starting to close.


“You! Hey, you—!”


I shoved one shoulder between the closing doors, and with both hands forced them open long enough to jump inside. They snapped shut behind me with a strong thump.


A woman with platinum blonde hair, shoulder-length on one side and close-cropped on the other, gave me a curious look, but more I think for my size than anything else. The train was crowded enough that perhaps a dozen were standing in the car.


Through the window I saw the two yellow-uniformed men hurtle down the steps, Black Uniform right behind them. One of the two raised his hand, an odd and menacing-looking object almost encasing it, a tube projecting from it pointing straight at me. Just then the train started to move, and the other knocked the first’s arm aside, almost savagely.


As my car swept past him, I could see Black Uniform sprinting along the platform. I had a pretty good idea what he was up to, so I started moving towards the front end of my car.


The train was still accelerating when the emergency brakes cut in. The shrill scream of metal on naked metal tore at my ears as momentum threw me into a red-jerkined man with a dyed-blue crew-cut. He muttered several distinct imprecations in good English, as I pulled myself off him, but a good look at me shut him up. I yanked open the door at the front of the car, and stepped onto the narrow platform between cars, letting the door slide shut behind me again.


From what I’d seen of it, the cars on this train weren’t very different from those in what I now was thinking of as my own time. The seating arrangements were a little different, but the cars were as grimy, and the essential mechanical details seemed to be the same. I was gambling they were.


They’d stopped the train, of course. The cop, or whatever he was, had gotten to the control booth at the end of the platform, and had had them throw the track trip that stopped a train dead. Next they’d come looking for me. I still had no idea why, but I had a good idea—especially after seeing one of them point that thing at me—that it wouldn’t be healthy for them to find me. I have a sixth sense about things like that. …


On each side of me, there were chain-linked bars forming fences that guided one into the car ahead. But instead of opening the door to that car, I unhooked the fence on my left from the car ahead, pushed the lightly sprung bumpers apart, and moved to the outer edge of the platforms, now only wide enough to support one foot on each, a gap of almost two feet between them. I carefully hooked the fence back in place, then dropped down to the tracks.


I’d had my choice of this side or the other, and, superficially, the other side seemed more advantageous, since there was a running walkway along that side, at side-door height. But it seemed more than likely that my pursuers would be using that themselves, and I preferred not to run into them.


I was standing between the express and local tracks, unpleasantly aware of the close proximity of my feet to both third rails. Track walkers, workmen, got a lot closer, I told myself. Besides, in the dim light which reached down from the train’s windows, I could see the live rails were shielded with wooden planks over them—just as the ones I’d known had been; that much hadn’t changed, anyway—so I’d be safe at least as long as I didn’t scuff one foot up under a shield. Still the thought of something more than, I presumed, 600 volts right there within kicking distance didn’t make me any too happy.


I didn’t have much time to worry about it, though. Suddenly bright lights were sweeping down the tracks next to me, a whisper grew into a rumbling roar, and an express train was whipping past me. I leaned flat against my own train, and sucked in my stomach. I felt as though if I relaxed for a moment I’d be slammed into mincemeat by the train barrelling past me.


Then, with the after wind of suddenly gritty air in my face, it was gone. I felt the sweat trickling down my back.


Overhead, through an open window, I heard the tinny squawk of the stalled train’s PA speakers. The words were incomprehensible. I couldn’t tell whether they were English or not. But the message was clear. They were looking for me.


For a moment it was like being under fire again, back in my tank, in the rutted, blasted fields of France. The German Stukas diving with their banshee screams, the bombs going off all around me, and me feeling like I had all the protection of a sturdy cottage-cheese box. I was in a totally alien world—God only knew how or where—and I was up against the whole system. I had all the chances of a roach on the dance floor of a discotheque. Who dealt this mess?


I had one chance: get with the crowds, be as inconspicuous as I could, blend into anonymity. Get out of there, and lose myself. I started back towards the tail end of the train.


I had just gotten back to the last car when I heard boots on the catwalk. I ducked low, and peered around the end of the train.


There was a detail of the black uniformed types, led by my two in yellow. They were fast becoming my oldest friends in this place.


I stayed crouched down by the truck-assembly, the heat from the just-braked wheels radiating against my face, one of my feet hesitatingly resting on a third rail shield, while one of the men did something to the doors at the end on the other side of the car, and then the ten climbed aboard, and I could hear more orders, this time in English.


“We’re sorry, but a dangerous enemy of the State is on board this train. We must ask everyone to pass between us and return to the station you just left. We regret your inconvenience.” His tone of voice left little doubt that he regretted their inconvenience.


I could hear the people moving around inside the car, a confused muttering and mumbling carrying less a note of protest than grumbling. I leaned one hand against the body of the car, and then looked at my palm. Even in the dim light it was black.


Then the first of the passengers were emerging from the car, walking back along the catwalk towards the brighter lights of the station where the catwalk joined the platform. I watched, and waited.


Finally, after around fifty people had trooped single file down the catwalk, there was a break. They’d finished with the passengers of the last car.


It would take a few moments for the passengers from the next car to walk the gantlet of the black uniforms. Reaching up for the bumper on the end of the car for a handhold, I threw a leg up onto the catwalk and boosted myself up. I hurried a little to catch up with the last man in line, dusting my hands on my handkerchief, and brushing myself off. The man ahead of me, I saw as we approached the brighter lights, had a blue crew-cut.


I’d made it; other passengers were filling the gap behind me, anxiously hurrying to get back to the station and another train. I’d mixed myself in with them and slipped my pursuers’ hands. Sure I had—I was as safe as a blind man in the middle of 42nd Street. They’d be through the train soon, and realize I’d escaped—and then the chase would be on again. I couldn’t just keep moving around in the subways forever. The crowds would thin in another couple of hours anyway. If I stayed on the move much longer than that I wouldn’t last much longer than if I just gave myself up.


The only alternative was to go to earth, somewhere. That shouldn’t be impossible to manage, even here. This was a big city, and it would have its places. They all did. And it wouldn’t be the first time I’d knocked around in such places. It wouldn’t be all that much different, even in the future. …


I stopped dead in my tracks. Suddenly I knew where I was, I’d been working all around the idea, sizing it up like a dog a strange hydrant, sniffing it over to see if it was what it smelled like. The future. I was in “the future”—my future, anyway. This wasn’t just a city that looked a lot like New York City—it was New York City, but a changed city, where new buildings had gone up, a new kind of escalator was in common use, and they’d replaced the air-polluting gasoline-powered buggies with electricity. And somewhere along the line the State had grabbed a little more control. My authoritative yellow-uniformed pursuers proved that. Well, I hadn’t been one of them, but some people had seen it coming.


A sudden pain struck me from behind in the kidneys. I started to swing around, a snarl on my lips. A small old lady was standing behind me, glaring. In her hand was an umbrella, still aimed at me. Light from the dim bulb over our heads glinted off white hair tinted green. “You get along there, mister!” she said, in a voice about as sweet as vinegar. “Whaddya think you are, huh? Causing decent folks more trouble!” A man behind her was staring indignantly at me over her shoulder. I smiled sheepishly, apologized for getting in the way of her umbrella, and turned back toward the station. The people hadn’t changed much, anyway.


My mind kept right on churning. The future … I couldn’t have been thrown too far into it. The subway cars looked about like those introduced in the 1950’s and 60’s, the language hadn’t changed at all. Except for that second language that kept popping up. It didn’t seem to be a popular language though. I’d only heard it twice, so far. Ten years? Twenty? Sooner or later I’d find out, I knew. Later I could try a library, check the back papers, find out what had happened. Right now that would be too risky.


But knowing I was in New York helped. I knew where I wanted to go.


Once in the station proper again, I headed for a pillar with a subway map on it. There were two maps, one above the other. The top one was in the other language, and I ignored it. The lower was identical to it, except for the English, and unfortunately, from my point of view, an even more stylized map than those of my day. There were no referents except for the outlines of the boroughs themselves, and part of New Jersey; no land-marks were shown at all. For all I could tell, they’d covered Central Park with skyscrapers and built two-mile-high buildings in the East River.


Much of the map was familiar though. Most of the lines were exactly as I’d remembered them. But there were several new ones: a continuation of the IRT Flushing line along 41st Street, and west under the Hudson River to Hoboken in New Jersey; a branch of the IND that crossed the George Washington Bridge to New Jersey and turned north; and a new subway on Third Avenue, apparently finally replacing the old Third Avenue El, torn down back in the early ’50s.


I climbed the stairs to the concourse, crossed it, and took another set of stairs down to the opposite side of the station, this platform for southbound trains.


Soon a D train pulled in. I was so used to it by now that I wasn’t even surprised by the alien ideograph which preceded the big “D” on the front of the train. Across the way I could see passengers from the stalled train still emerging onto the opposite platform. They hadn’t yet finished their search of the train. I found a seat and allowed myself a soft grunt of satisfaction, as we pulled away from the station without any alarm being raised.


Two stops later, I got off at 34th Street, and rode the new escalators up a couple levels, transferring to the uptown BMT. One stop north put me in the Times Square station, where I zipped back down a level or two to the Flushing IRT line, which had been indicated on the subway map as having a free transfer, three stops east, with the Third Avenue line.


Once off at the Second-Third Avenue stop, I was in new territory. This station hadn’t existed in my time. I looked around for signs directing me to the other line. I took the only stairway up a short flight, and looked for stairs that would lead me back down to the connecting station. There were none. A sign—“Third Avenue El, Downtown”—pointed to another flickering escalator leading up.


I thought about that one for a moment. The original el had been torn down in the early 1950’s. It had been an eyesore, a relic of the past. It was the last el left in Manhattan, and its presence had fostered the original skid row, the Bowery, over which it ran from Cooper Square, where Third and Fourth Avenues merged, down to and beyond the Manhattan Bridge. They’d torn it down and let light into a street which hadn’t seen light or fresh air in fifty years. They aired it out, and began building big new apartment houses and office buildings, slowly shoving the slums back against the East River, where once the slaughterhouses had stood, and now the housing projects were catching hold, strangling the crowded, anthill slums and their unfortunate inhabitants with the inexorable grip of so-called Urban Renewal.


It was unthinkable that they’d build another el again.


This escalator was a much longer one. I stared up it, at the small, dim oblong of light which perched at its top.


“Hey, buddy,” said a gravelly voice behind me. “Wassa matter? ’Fraid you’ll lose your balance? You had a little too much Happy?” A short, thick man with beetling brows and heavy grey hair, a dusty red suit with threadbare cuffs and collar, and a look of concern on his face stared up at me. “Hey, you’re a big feller, Mac. You had too much, you don’t wanta stand around here very long. A yellowjacket could come along any minute, and I’d hate to see them grab a fellow Arkie just for being a little under the influence. C’mon, now—I’ll go up with you.”


I let him walk me onto the bottom step, and off the top.


I was standing on a concrete platform. Behind me was the enclosed area of the escalator. Only those details were new. The rest of the structure was old, over half a century old. It was as it’d been many years ago, when I’d lived on East 63rd Street, and taken the el downtown to the law school near City Hall, back when I’d been on the GI Bill, after the war. I’d ridden that el five days a week, for almost half a year, before I’d flunked out of school, and moved over to the West Side. I knew that el.


It was the same soot-darkened, ancient, anachronistic eyesore they’d torn down more than a decade ago.


“You sure don’t look so good, friend. You oughta go easy on that stuff. The Angels ain’t made life so bad you gotta kill yourself with their friendly little pills.”


“Thanks,” I said. “I’m okay,” I shook my head. “It’s all right.” I could feel the hair still bristling on the back of my neck.


There was a rattling behind me, and then the platform began to vibrate, as a train rolled in. It stopped with a screech and a jerk which took the whole structure with it.


“Not my train,” the man said. “Here.” He thrust his folded newspaper at me. ‘Take it. If you feel the stuff working again, you can fake it like you’re snoozing into the paper.”


I nodded, and glanced at the train. Its sides were shiny silver, corrugated stainless steel; inside, it was done in pastel colors. I climbed aboard, and felt the cool blast of air conditioning. “Thanks,” I said again over my shoulder.


“Anything for a fellow Arkie,” the little man grinned, and then the doors slid shut.


I sat down as the train started to glide out of the station. There was no sound in the car but the whine of the fans, and a very muffled clacketing of the rails beneath.


I unfolded the paper and shook it wide.


It was the Daily Mirror.


The headline was “DODGERS TAKE TWO—Brooks Sweep All Four From Boston.”


The date was July 31, 1968.










CHAPTER TWO



THE HAIR LIFTED on the back of my neck. There was a frozen feeling in the pit of my stomach, and for a long moment I didn’t take a breath.


I lowered the paper, and stared across the aisle. A man in barber-pole stripes was holding a paper with identical headlines.


I skimmed through the first few pages of the paper. Some of the stories made sense. “Marilyn To Re-wed Joe? Rumors Not Denied” was understandable, if impossible. But “Northern Constituency Plans New Trade Agreement With Ha’lar: New Missions To Be Established” meant less than nothing. “President Taft Decrees Reconstituted Internal Defense Agency: Bob Sez Too Much Hoodlumism, Anti-Angel Talk.” That meant something.


I turned to the sports section. Perhaps that would give me steadier footing. The baseball standings showed ten in each league all right—but there were no Mets. The new teams were Tokyo, Mexico City, Toronto, and Havana. None of the older teams had moved. Musial and Williams were still playing, and Roy Campanella was currently hitting .360 for the Dodgers.


I refolded the paper and stared at its masthead. The New York Daily Mirror, it said. Volume 45, Issue 109.


The Mirror had folded in 1963.


And I was riding the Third Avenue EL.


The cards looked the same, but this was a game I’d never played before—there was no way of knowing what kind of hand I was holding.


Yet, I had to start somewhere. Okay, the Third Avenue El. This was the same familiar old eyesore I’d known in years past. As I stared out the windows of the train, it was almost like I’d turned the clock back to the late forties. None of the modern apartment houses or office buildings I’d known existed along this Third Avenue; instead there were the same old begrimed tenements and loft buildings. Once in a while I’d see a building I couldn’t place, but that meant nothing. My memory isn’t that reliable anyway.


So, granted, I was not in the future. I was still in the same hot July present that I’d started out the day in.


But mixed in with the familiar New York City was a great deal that was not familiar—that had no business existing in 1968.


So: I was in a 1968 New York, but not my 1968 New York.


You see? It’s easy to work out. Just like in the detective stories: inductive logic. Two and Two equal Four—and if you keep getting Five, well, one of those Two’s is a Three. It just looks like a Two.


So where in hell was I? I was so scared that I couldn’t think.


Then the train pulled into the 14th Street station. A block over would be, if I was lucky, Union Square. And in my New York Union Square was a habitual congregating point for the bums and oddballs, and everybody who had a soapbox and wanted to stand on it. It seemed like a good place to try.


I climbed up onto my feet and went out. Somebody had scrawled “The Midtown Chiefs” in grease pencil on one of the windows of the train.


Union Square had once been the Times Square of New York City. Located between Fourth and Fifth Avenues above 14th Street, in the sort of anomalous “Square” created by the collision of the wandering Broadway with other avenues and common to Manhattan, Union Square had once been a rallying point of the city, just as 14th Street had once been Manhattan’s 42nd Street, its blocks to the east of the Square the site of many famous theatres and restaurants.


But the city grew, moved uptown. Fourteenth Street became the lower boundary of the midtown shopping section, and grew tawdry. And Union Square, only a few blocks from the Bowery, became a gathering place for the bums and winos. Some came to sleep on the benches in the sun, others to argue among themselves and with the cracker-barrel philosophers who found them a ready-made audience.


If anything, the Union Square I found now was shabbier than it had been. The buildings surrounding the battered and trampled park were dirtier, more dilapidated and rundown. It looked as if the people hereabouts had just decided, “The hell with it; I’m taking this year off.” There was a fundamental lifelessness.


I eased my bulk carefully onto one of the old benches. The bench’s only other occupant was an unshaven man in shabby old clothes. His hair was peppered with grey, but his age could’ve been from mid-thirties to late fifties. Once a man starts the trip down, it’s a tobogganing pace.


I unfolded my paper.


There was a shuffling noise and the bench shifted loosely on its rusted legs. The reek of wine was close.


“Eh, Arkie? Got a dime for a feller what could use it?” I turned and looked at the man. His skin hung loosely on his thin face, the sallow look of a wino that sunshine couldn’t erase. His hand, outstretched towards me, was shaking slightly. His undershot lower lip echoed the quiver. But his eyes were blue and surprisingly steady.


“Might. Might have more’n that,” I said slowly, deliberatingly. “Does it get very warm south of 14th Street?”


“Mmmm?” The man’s eyes narrowed very slightly, then relaxed, got watery. He gave me a bleary stare. “Warm? Warm, hey. What d’y’mean, is there heat from Johnny Yellowjacket?” He shot me another close-eyed, appraising look. “Why, hell, even the Angels cain’t clean up the Bowery! Heh, heh,” he chuckled to himself, the thought apparently amusing him. “And why might y’be asking, Arkie?” he asked, almost in afterthought.


I let a glum smile slide across my heavy face. “Let’s just say I’ve been working too hard, and I need a vacation. Know what I mean? Away from friends and—people who know a man. …”


Again the sharp look. I was pretty sure I had the right man now. “Well, now,” he said with an expression that simulated a smile, “I reckon we ought to be able to fix you up with somethin’. You looking for a flop, eh?”


“A nice, quiet one,” I said.


“You come to the right boy,” he said. “I think you ’n’ me are gonna get along real good, mistuh. I know this whole area, like the back of my hand.” He chuckled. “Better.” He held up his hand. “I don’t reckon I’d pick it outa fifty others. …”


“There may be a slight problem,” I said.


A cloud passed over his face.


“I, umm, had to leave home in a hurry.”


“Yeah?” He could see it coming.


“Yeah,” I said. “Left without my wallet.”


The man’s face seemed to go vacant. “Sorry ’bout that, mistuh.” He made as if to pull away.


“I took care of my mistake, of course,” I said, watching his attention return to me. “I lifted a wallet.” I pulled my wallet from my pocket. “My kinda luck,” I said. “All he had was this.” I pulled out the folding money.


Some of the bills were early and mid-thirties silver certificates and reserve notes. Some were much newer. I wanted his reaction to it.


The wino pulled the bills from my hand, shuffled through them. “Wonder where you, ah, he found this stuff. Didn’t know any was still floating around. … You might get a good price from a collector; I dunno. Pawn it, ’s my guess.” He passed the money back to me. “You got no yellowbacks?”


I shook my head, and he looked wearily disappointed.


Then, on a hunch, I dug into my pocket and pulled out a handful of silver. “Pulled some coins, too.” I said.


He picked over the coins in my hand. “Les’ see. These must be yours.” He handed me an old fifty-cent piece and two worn quarters. A third he openly pocketed, “But this dime here—Roose-a-velt? And these halves. New dates; mighty strange.” He handed them back.


“Thanks,” I said. “What’s your name?”


“Umm, Joe. Just call me Joe.”


“Thanks, Joe. You’re a real gentleman. You can consider that a down payment for your help.” I glowered heavily at him.


“Listen, you won’t have no trouble with me,” Joe said. “Like you said, I’m a gentleman—Gentleman Joe, that’s me. Look—” He dug into his pocket. “Here’s your quarter—”


“Keep it,” I said. “You’ll be earning it.”


“Sure, sure, fella. Say, you know, I used to be in the business myself, onct. I used to pick up real good with jewels. You wouldn’t know it to look at me, but I’ve cleaned up plenty in my time … till the Angels started really clamping down, round 1950, and that was it, you know? I ain’t just got what it takes to buck them babies.”


I stared at him, and his voice ran down into a slow whine.


“You’re a strange one, Big Fella,” he said at last. “And I guess you can take care of yourself okay; I dunno why you need me, but I won’t ask no questions.” He leaned forward to accent his declaration, and the rank sweetness of wine washed over me again.


We got to our feet, it being some sort of race between us to see who was going to be last. I was tired, emotionally drained—just keeping up the tough front for this wino was exhausting—and the surplus of adrenaline that had coursed through my system had left me feeling washed out in its aftermath. I could almost have gone to sleep there on that bench in the sun myself. Gentleman Joe, on the other hand, seemed to have the shakes worse than ever when he struggled onto his feet. He was shorter than I’d thought, too: no more than five-seven at the most. He gave his shoulders a weak shrug, and his clothes fell into a slouch.


“How’s about I pick up a l’l pint of sneaky pete?” he asked.


I was about to answer when there was a sudden flurry of shouts from a crowd on a nearby walk. They were clustered around a short man whose grey hair was barely visible. He was gesticulating and waving his arms in the air. The crowd was an angry one; there were shouts and curses of protest. But what caught my ear was one unison shout that sounded like “Heil Hitler!”


I started for the group, Joe trailing after me. He clutched at my arm. “Them Nazis,” he whined, “You don’t want nothing to do with them. Come on—let’s—”


I shook my arm impatiently, and cut across the grass and between two benches. The crowd was moving back from the speaker now, and I elbowed my way to where I could see him, still conscious of Gentleman Joe at my back.


There were actually two speakers. Both wore black uniforms decorated with silver piping and chests full of medals. Both had red armbands with white circles and black swastikas. The older one was short; he stood on a real box, and still was short. He was addressing the crowd in hysterical German. At every breath he’d pause, and the other—a thin, ramrod of a man—would translate in a monotone.


I couldn’t take my eyes off the older man. He wore wire spectacles, and he looked more like a clerk than he did a Nazi rabble-rouser. He looked familiar. I kept staring at him until suddenly something clicked, and it all fell into place. Goebbels. It was Joseph Goebbels himself, one of Hitler’s high muckymucks!


The little man was looking in my direction now; he seemed to sense my stare. His voice mounted in pitch. ‘The time will come!” the translator shouted. “And the time will come soon.” Goebbels stared directly at me. “At this very moment the Leader, the Fuehrer, has completed his final plans—”


At this somewhere in the crowd a rehearsed cheering section broke in with another “Heil Hitler!”


The little man’s stare was venomous.


“—his final plans for the overthrow of the rule of the despised barbarian invaders who have enslaved us, their superiors!”


It was the same crap I’d heard before, in training films before they shipped us over to Europe; the films of Hitler ranting and raving about the destiny of the German people, and how superior they were to the “mongrel races”—like us. Only a few phrases had been changed. It seemed to me that it might be very pleasant indeed to simply pick up the little man with the glasses and wring his neck.


“Heil Hitler!” came the response.


“Gather to the cause! Gather now! Rally to the support of the glorious Nazi party and for the defense of Earth!”


“Big Fella!” It was a tense and explosive whisper. “Come on, fella!”


Goebbels was looking past me now, at my little Gentleman Joe, tugging impatiently at my arm. “Verdamtnte juden!” the little man snapped, interrupting his spiel and pointing past me, at Joe.


Joe shrank back, behind me. “Goddammit, fella!” he whined.


From behind Goebbels came five eager, grinning youths, armbands on their black leather jackets.


“Now you done it!” whined Joe.


But the punks didn’t see him; they saw me. They saw a big, seedy pile of what they must’ve assumed was a drunken bum. Just their speed.


As they came for me, the translator was shouting, still without inflection, “Act now! The Day is coming! Join the Party—”


The nearest of the punks—a kid of maybe twenty, wearing his black jacket over pink tights and high black boots—was almost on me now. I didn’t fall back. A kind of peace had settled over me, and I felt almost happy. I’d been running too much. It was time to stop running. It was time to vent my fears and my frustrations on something—and these little neo-Nazis would do just fine.


Then he swung his right arm out, and there was a two-foot length of chain in it.


Behind him, the other four were advancing quickly, I put one foot back and felt, without knowing, that Joe had faded away from behind me, that this would be my fight and mine alone.


The punk swung the chain.


I thrust put one arm, and caught the chain in mid-swing. It wrapped itself around my forearm, and I gave a sudden yank, pulling the chain from his grasp, and pulling him towards me, off his feet. I put my right hand in his face, and pushed his nose in. The kid fell bleeding and screaming to the pavement.


I kicked him out of the way and reached for the next two. I reached my arms out on each side of me, and then swept them together. I cracked two heads together.


The remaining two had backed off. Fear was in their young eyes. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to go. Five against one was supposed to ensure their victory. There were no kicks in losing.


They broke, and ran.


I stopped and looked around. The crowd was scattering quickly; the two uniformed Nazis were gone.


“Geezus, fella, let’s get outta here!” came the urgent whine behind me. There was a reek of wine. I turned. It was Joe.


“Where were you?” I asked. My breathing was a little fast.


“Where d’ya think? Out of the way.” His glance flickered down to my left sleeve. “You sure can handle yourself, Big Fella,” he said admiringly. I shook the chain loose from my arm, and it fell with a clatter to the sidewalk, next to the three unconscious youths.


“The yellowjackets’ll be here any minute,” Joe said, his voice shrill.


“Okay, okay,” I said.


Two hours later, we were standing outside a sooty building front, a small wooden sign proclaiming it to be the site of “The United States Hotel—Transients—Overnight” There had once been a storefront here, but a faint difference in the thickness of the grime betrayed the fact that the big window expanse had been bricked up, leaving only a sunken narrow doorway up two steps from the sidewalk.


Overhead the el clattered and roared by. It was heading uptown, and the bend where Third Avenue forks off the Bowery was marked by a sharp, thin screeching sound as the train’s wheels ground against the curve. Looking up through the open latticework of the ties of the el tracks I could see sparks arcing from a defective third-rail shoe.


The doorway held only a sagging screen door, a piece of cotton fastened in its center. Southern superstitions died hard.


‘This is it. This is Uncle’s,” said Joe, nervously.


“Uncle’s?” I said.


“Yeah, like, you know—Uncle Sam’s. The guy what runs it, he’s Sam Weiner, and, well …” His voice trailed off again. “It’s a joke, see?” He looked back at me again. “Everybody calls him ‘Uncle Sam.’ Look, it doesn’t look like much, but Uncle, he never has no trouble with the yellowjackets, and …”
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