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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.







Introduction
Crackpot Palace


Midway upon the journey of my life, I had been passing alone along a singularly dreary stretch of shoreline, and at length found myself, as the shades of evening drew on, within view of Crackpot Palace. To my right was the angry surf, all iron gray and foam. Above, brown clouds filled the sky like shoveled dirt, as if the setting sun were being buried alive. To my left, rising above the tops of the tallest dunes that surrounded it was a most bizarre structure, a cockeyed monolith of a dwelling made of planks, crafted in the shape of a human head. Its physiognomy was evident in the large, eyelike windows, in the gable ears, in the white seabirds that sat upon its sloping roof like the close-cropped hair of an old man. The poorly joined wooden flesh of its architecture sagged, and the entire building listed forward as if deep in thought or nodding off to sleep.


It came to me that I’d completely forgotten what it was I was doing there, how I’d gotten there. And in that same instant a frigid wind blew in off the sea, pushing ahead of it a squall of large, luminous flakes. The snow seemed to have its own light but did nothing to melt my loneliness or quell my shivering. I climbed up and over the closest dune and made my way toward the strange head. As I approached its entrance I, of course, found that the doorway looked much like a gaping mouth, and a tattered awning above that portal served as a nose. Climbing the steps to its porch, I heard the splintered behemoth above me creaking in the wind.


I looked up to try to determine if the structure was safe, and in that instant noticed candles suddenly spark to life in the large, oval windows upstairs; a sleeper waking. Before me, the door slowly swung open, and from within the palace there issued the sounds of laughter, weeping, mumbled conversation, desperate sighs. I stepped through the entrance and called out, “Hello?” The moment I spoke, all the noises ceased and I heard nothing but the howling of the wind and the distant crashing of the surf. I shut the door behind me and left the foyer in search of the caretaker or owner.


I met no one on my expedition through the place—“expedition” being the correct term, as there were so many twists and turns to the journey that a mental picture of the floor plan was impossible. Irregular rooms with slanted walls led on to yet more distorted rooms, to rickety spiral stairways, to curving hallways and cramped passages with angled ceilings. Books spilled from shelves in static cataracts, and odd curios were displayed under glass—in the kitchen, an owl egg (as attested to by a small handwritten card beside it); in a bathroom, a desiccated, severed foot; in a small parlor, a vial of green liquid.


Throughout it all, I never saw a soul, but the voices returned, whispering, snickering, occasionally shouting my name, at which I’d turn my head suddenly, only to sense the noise was really the banging of some loose shingle or shutter. Always, from a distant room I could never find, there issued the sound of a Victrola playing. At times I was certain the record was Jane Russell, singing “Two Sleepy People”; at other instances I knew it was merely the wind in the eaves.


Eventually I sat down at a desk, exhausted, and watched as a mist coalesced and drifted around the room. As it floated by it transformed quickly, like faces in the clouds—a man on horseback, wielding a sword; then a long-legged spider wearing a hat; then something else again. I shut my eyes for a moment and when I opened them there was an old computer before me, turned on, screen glowing. I put my fingers on the keys and started typing.


Somewhere in the long night, my wife’s voice called out, “Come to bed,” and startled me from my infernal work. “How could she be here?” I wondered. Then the palace began to tremble at its foundation, and the shifting mists lifted from before my eyes. I felt the snow and wind in my face, and looked up to see that I’d left my study window open. A thin ridge of snow lined the sill. As I stood, the images of dreams and scraps of story that had buried me to the neck sloughed away like so much sand dispersed by the wind blowing through the window. I closed it and turned out the light. Shuffling through the dark toward the bedroom, I finally remembered where I was and what I was doing.




Polka Dots and Moonbeams


He came for her at seven in the Belvedere convertible, top down, emerald green, with those fins in the back, jutting up like goalposts. From her third-floor apartment window, she saw him pull to the curb out front.


“Hey, Dex,” she called, “where’d you get the submarine?”


He tilted back his homburg and looked up. “All hands on deck, baby,” he said, patting the white leather seat.


“Give me a minute,” she said, laughed, and then blew him a kiss. She walked across the braided rug of the parlor and into the small bathroom with its water-stained ceiling and cracked plaster. Standing before the mirror, she leaned in close to check her makeup—enough rouge and powder to repair the walls. Her eye shadow was peacock blue, her mascara indigo. She gave her girdle a quick adjustment through her dress, then smoothed the material and stepped back to take it all in. Wrapped in strapless black, with a design of small white polka dots like stars in a perfect universe, she turned profile and inhaled. “Good Christ,” she said and exhaled. Passing through the kitchenette, she lifted a silver flask from the scarred tabletop and shoved it into her handbag.


Her heels made a racket on the wooden steps, and she wobbled for balance just after the first landing. Pushing through the front door, she stepped out into the evening light and the first cool breeze in what seemed an eternity. Dex was waiting for her at the curb, holding the passenger door open. As she approached, he tipped his hat and bent slightly at the waist.


“Looking fine there, madam,” he said.


She stopped to kiss his cheek.


The streets were empty, not a soul on the sidewalk, and save for the fact that here and there in a few of the windows of the tall, crumbling buildings they passed a dim yellow light could be seen, the entire city seemed empty as well. Dex turned left on Kraft and headed out of town.


“It’s been too long, Adeline,” he said.


“Hush now, sugar,” she told him. “Let’s not think about that. I want you to tell me where you’re taking me tonight.”


“I’ll take you where I can get you,” he said.


She slapped his shoulder.


“I want a few cocktails,” she said.


“Of course, baby, of course. I thought we’d head over to the Ice Garden, cut a rug, have a few, and then head out into the desert after midnight to watch the stars fall.”


“You’re an ace,” she said and leaned forward to turn on the radio. A smoldering sax rendition of “Every Time We Say Goodbye,” like a ball of waxed string unwinding, looped once around their necks and then blew away on the rushing wind.


She lit them each a cigarette as the car sailed on through the rising night. An armadillo scuttled through the beams of the headlights fifty yards ahead, and the aroma of sage vied with Adeline’s orchid scent. Clamping his cigarette between his lips, Dex put his free hand on her knee. She took it into her own, twining fingers with him. Then it was dark, the asphalt turning to dirt, and the moon rose slow as a bubble in honey above the distant silhouette of hills, a cosmic cream pie of a face, eyeing Adeline’s decolletage.


She leaned back into the seat, smiling, and closed her eyes. Only a moment passed before she opened them, but they were already there, passing down the long avenue lined with monkey-puzzle trees toward the circular drive of the glimmering Ice Garden. Dex pulled up and parked at the entrance. As he was getting out, a kid with red hair and freckles, dressed in a valet uniform, stepped forward.


“Mr. Dex,” he said, “we haven’t seen you for a while.”


“Take a picture, Jim-Jim,” said Dex and flipped a silver dollar in the air. The kid caught it and dropped it into his vest pocket before opening the door for Adeline.


“How’s tricks, Jim?” she asked as he delivered her to the curb.


“They just got better,” he said and patted his vest.


Dex came around the back of the car, took his date by the arm, and together they headed past the huge potted palms and down a brief tunnel toward a large rectangular patio open to the desert sky and bounded by a lush garden of the most magnificent crystal flora, emitting a blizzard of reflection. At the edge of the high, arching portico, Dex and Adeline stood for a moment, scanning the hubbub of revelers and, at the other end of the expanse of tables and chairs and dance floor, the onstage antics of that night’s musical act, Nabob and His Ne’er-do-wells. Above the sea of heads, chrome trombone in one hand, mic in the other, Nabob belted out a jazzed-up version of “Weak Knees and Wet Privates.”


A fellow in a white tux and red fez approached the couple. He was a plump little man with a pencil-thin mustache, a fifty-year-old baby playing dress-up. Dex removed his homburg and reached a hand out. “Mondrian,” he said.


The maître d’ bowed slightly and, raising his voice above the din of merriment, said, “Always a pleasure to have you both back.”


Adeline also shook hands.


“You’re looking particularly lovely tonight,” he said.


“Table for two,” said Dex and flashed a crisp twenty under the nose of Mondrian. “Something close to the dance floor.”


The plump man bowed again and in his ascent snatched the bill from Dex’s hand. “Follow me, my friends,” he said, and then turned and made his way slowly in amid the maze of tables and the milling crowd. As they moved through the packed house Adeline waved hello to those who called her name, and when someone shouted to Dex, he winked, sighted them with his thumb, and pulled an invisible trigger. Mondrian found them a spot at the very front, just to the left of the stage. He pulled out and held Adeline’s chair, and once she was seated, he bowed.


“Two gin wrinkles,” said Dex, and in an instant the maître d’ vanished back into the crowd.


Adeline retrieved two cigarettes from her purse and lit them on the small candle at the center of the table. Dex leaned over and she put one between his lips. She drew on the other.


“How does it feel to be back in action?” he asked her.


She smiled broadly, blew a stream of smoke, and nodded. “It always feels right, the first couple of hours on the loose. I’m not thinking about anything else at this moment,” she said.


“Good,” he said and removed his hat, setting it on the empty chair next to him.


The music stopped then and was replaced by the chatter and laughter of the crowd, the clink of glasses and silverware. Nabob jumped down from the band platform, hit the ground, and rolled forward to spring upright next to Dex.


“Dexter,” he said.


“Still sweating out the hits,” said Dex and laughed as he shook hands with the bandleader.


“Bobby, aren’t you gonna give me a kiss?” said Adeline.


“I’m just savoring the prospect,” he said and swept down to plant one on her lips. The kiss lasted for a while before Dex reached his leg around the table and kicked the performer in the ass. They all laughed as Nabob moved around the table and took a seat.


Folding his willowy arms in front of him, the bandleader leaned forward and shook his thin head. “You two out for the stars tonight?” he asked.


“And then some,” said Adeline.


“So fill me in,” said Dex.


“Well, same old, same old as usual, you know. And Killheffer’s been waiting for you to return.”


A waitress appeared with two gin wrinkles—liquid pink ice and the Garden’s own bathtub blend of gin. The glasses caught the light and revealed tiny bubbles rising from a fat red cherry. Dex slipped the young woman a five. She smiled at him before leaving the table.


“Fuck Killheffer,” said Dex, lifting his drink to touch glasses with Adeline.


“He’s been in here almost every night, sitting back in the corner, slapping beads on that abacus of his and jotting numbers in a book,” said Nabob.


“Killheffer’s solid fruitcake,” said Adeline.


“A strange fellow,” said Nabob, nodding. “One slow night a while back, and most nights are slow when you fine folks aren’t here, he bought me a drink and explained to me how the world is made of numbers. He said that when the stars fall it means everything is being divided by itself. Then he blew a smoke ring off one of his cigars. ‘Like that,’ he said and pointed at the center.”


“Did you get it?” asked Adeline.


Nabob laughed and shook his head. “Jim-Jim makes more sense.”


“If he shows that shit-eatin’ grin in here tonight, I’ll fluff his cheeks,” said Dex.


Adeline took a drag of her cigarette and smiled. “Sounds like boy fun. I thought you were here to dance and drink.”


“I am,” said Dex and finished the rest of his wrinkle, grabbing the cherry stem between his teeth. When he took the glass away, the fruit hung down in front of his mouth. Adeline leaned over, put one arm around his shoulder and her lips around the cherry. She ate it slowly, chewing with only her tongue before it all became a long kiss.


When they finished, Nabob said, “You’re an artist, Miss Adeline.”


Dex ordered another round of wrinkles. They talked for a few minutes about the old days; distant memories of bright sun and blue skies.


“Break’s over,” said Nabob, quickly killing the rest of his drink. “You two be good.”


“Do ‘Name and Number,’” called Adeline as the bandleader bounded toward the stage. With a running start, he leaped into the air, did a somersault and landed, kneeling next to his mic stand. He stood slowly, like a vine twining up a trellis.


Dex and Adeline applauded, as did the rest of the house when they saw the performer back onstage. The willowy singer danced with himself for a moment before grabbing the mic. The Ne’er-do-wells took their places and lifted their instruments.


“Mondrian, my good man. Turn that gas wheel and lower the lights,” said Nabob, his voice echoing through the Garden and out into the desert.


A moment later the flames of the candles in the center of each table went dimmer by half. “Ooooh,” said Nabob and the crowd applauded.


“Lower,” he called to the maître d’.


Mondrian complied. Whistles and catcalls rose out of the dull amber glow of the Garden. The baritone sax hit a note so low it was like a tumbleweed blowing in off the desert. Then the strings came up, there was a flourish of piccolo and three sliding notes from Nabob’s chrome T-bone. He brought the mouthpiece away, snapped his fingers to the music and sang:




My dear you tear my heart asunder


When I look up your name and number


Right there in that open book


My flesh begins to cook


It’s all sweetness mixed with dread


And then you close your legs around my head


As I look up your name and number …





As Nabob dipped into the second verse, Dex rose and held his hand out to Adeline. He guided her through the darkness to the sea of swaying couples. They clutched each other desperately, legs between legs, lips locked, slowly turning through the dark. Within the deep pool of dancers there were currents of movement that could not be denied. They let themselves be drawn by the inevitable flow as the music played on.


When the song ended, Adeline said, “I have to hit the powder room.”


They left the dance floor as the lights came up and walked toward the huge structure that held the casino, the gaming rooms, the pleasure parlors of the Ice Garden. Three stories tall, in the style of a Venetian palace, it was a monster of shadows with moonlight in its eyes. At the portico that led inside, Dex handed her a twenty and said, “I’ll see you back at the table.”


“I know,” she barely managed and kissed him on the cheek.


“You okay?” he asked.


“Same old, same old,” she said and sighed.


He was supposed to laugh but only managed a smile. They turned away from each other. As he skirted the dance floor on the return journey, Dex looked up at Nabob and saw the performer, midsong, flash a glance at him and then nod toward the table. There was Killheffer, sporting a tux and his so-called smile of a hundred teeth, smoking a Wrath Majestic and staring into the sky.


Arriving at the table, Dex took his seat across from Killheffer, who, still peering upward, said, “Gin wrinkles, I presumed.”


Dex noticed the fresh round of drinks and reached for his.


“The stars are excited tonight,” said Killheffer, lowering his gaze.


“Too bad I’m not,” said Dex. “What’s it gonna be this time, Professor? Russian roulette? One card drawn from the bottom of a deck cut three ways? The blindfolded knife thrower?”


“You love to recall my miscalculations,” said Killheffer. “Time breaks down, though, only through repetition.”


“I’m fed up with your cockeyed bullshit.”


“Well, don’t be, because I tell you I’ve got it. I’ve done the math. How badly do you want out?”


“Want out?” said Dex. “I don’t even know how I got in. Tell me again you’re not the devil.”


“I’m a simple professor of circumstance and fate. An academic with too strong an imagination.”


“Then why that crazy smile? All your antics? That cigar of yours smells like what I vaguely remember of the ocean.”


“I’ve always been a gregarious fellow and prized a good cigar. The hundred-tooth thing is a parlor trick of multiplication.”


“I’m so fucking tired,” Dex said.


Killheffer reached into his jacket pocket and brought forth a hypodermic needle. He laid it on the table. “That’s the solution,” he said.


The large hypo’s glass syringe contained a jade-green liquid.


Dex stared at it and shook his head. Tears appeared in the corners of his eyes. “Are you kidding? That’s it? That’s the saddest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.”


“You have to trust me,” said Killheffer, still smiling.


“If you haven’t noticed, we’re here again. What is it? Poison? Cough syrup? Junk?”


“My own special mixture of oblivion; a distillation of equations for free will. I call it ‘Laughter in the Dark,’” said the professor, proudly smoothing back his slick black hair.


Dex couldn’t help but smile. “You’re a malicious crackpot, but okay, let’s get on with it. What’s the deal this time?”


“Mondrian is, right at this moment, upstairs, on the third floor, in Sizzle Parlor number four, awaiting a female associate of mine who has promised him exotic favors, but unfortunately will never deliver. Instead, you will arrive. I want him dead.” Killheffer hurriedly tamped out his cigar and snapped his fingers to the passing cigarette girl. She stopped next to Dex and opened the case that hung by a strap around her shoulders. There were no cigarettes, just something covered by a handkerchief.


“You think of everything,” said Dex and reached in to grab the gun. He stood and slipped it into the waist of his pants. “How do I collect?”


“The cure will be delivered before the night is through,” said the professor. “Hurry, Mondrian can only forgo his beloved tips for so long.”


“What do you have against him?” Dex asked as he lifted his hat off the chair beside him.


“He’s a computational loop,” said Killheffer. “A real zero-sum game.”


At the head of the long dark hallway on the third floor of the pavilion, Dex was stopped by the night man, an imposing fellow with a bald head and a sawed-off shotgun in his left hand.


“What’s news, Jeminy?”said Dex.


“Obviously you are, Dex. Looking for a room?”


He nodded.


“Ten dollars. But for you, for old times’ sake, ten dollars,” said Jeminy and laughed.


“You’re too good to me,” said Dex, a ten spot appearing in his hand. “The lady’ll be along any minute.”


“Sizzle Parlor number five,” the big man said, his voice echoing down the hall. “Grease that griddle, my friend.”


“Will do,” said Dex, and before long slowed his pace and looked over his shoulder to check that Jeminy had again taken his seat facing away, toward the stairwell. He passed door after door, and after every six a weak gas lamp glowed on either wall. As he neared parlor number 4, he noticed the door was open a sliver, but it was dark inside. Brandishing the gun, he held it straight up in front of him. He hesitated a moment, held back by an odd feeling, either a rare shred of excitement or a pang of conscience. “Poor Mondrian,” he thought, remembering in an instant how the mustached homunculus had rendered his maître d’ services with the most steadfast dedication.


Opening the door, he slipped inside, and shut it quietly behind him. Moonlight shone in through one tall arched window, but Dex could only make out shadows. He scanned the room, and slowly the forms of chairs, a coffee table, a vanity, and, off to the side of the room, a bed became evident to him. Sitting up on the edge of that bed was a lumpen silhouette, atop it the telltale shape of the fez.


“Is it you, my desert flower?” came the voice of Mondrian.


Dex swiftly crossed the room. When he was next to the figure, and had surmised where his victim’s left temple might be, he cocked the gun’s hammer with his thumb and wrapped his index finger around the trigger. Before he could squeeze off the shot, though, the slouched bag of shadow that was Mondrian lunged into him with terrific force. Dex, utterly surprised that the meek little fellow would have the gumption to attack, fell backward, tripping on the rug, the gun flying off into the dark. He tried to get to his feet, but the maître d’ landed on him like three sacks of concrete, one hand grabbing his throat. No matter how many times Dex managed a punch to Mondrian’s face, the shadow of the fez never toppled away. They rolled over and over and then into the moonlight. Dex saw the flash of a curved blade above him, but his arms were now pinned by his assailant’s knees. Unable to halt the knife’s descent, he held his breath in preparation for pain. Then the lights went on, there was a gunshot, and his attacker fell off him.


Dex scrabbled to his feet and turned to find Adeline, standing next to the open door, the barrel of the gun she held still smoking. From down the hall, he heard Jeminy blow his whistle, an alert to the Ice Garden’s force of leg breakers.


“Nice shot, baby,” he said. “Kill the lights and close the door.”


She closed the door behind her, but didn’t flip the switch. “Look,” she said to Dex, pointing with the gun at the floor behind him. He turned and saw the hundred-tooth smile of Killheffer. The fez was secured around the professor’s chin by a rubber band. A bullet had left a gaping third eye in his forehead.


“The rat fuck,” said Dex. He leaned over, grabbed his hat where it had fallen, and then felt through Killheffer’s jacket pockets. All he came up with was a cigar tube, holding a single Wrath Majestic. He slipped it into his inside jacket pocket.


“They’re coming,” said Adeline. She hit the lights. There was the sound of running feet and voices in the hallway. “They’re going door-to-door.”


“We’ll shoot our way out,” said Dex.


Adeline was next to him. She whispered in his ear, “Don’t be a jackass; we’ll take the fire escape.”


Dex moved toward the window. Adeline slipped off her heels.


Somehow Mondrian had known to call the car up, because when Dex and Adeline arrived in front of the Ice Garden, breathless, scuff marks on their clothes, the Belvedere was there, top down and running, Jim-Jim holding Adeline’s door.


“I like your shoes,” said the boy, pointing to her bare feet. “My new fashion, Jim,” said Adeline.


Dex moved quickly around the car. Mondrian was there to open the door for him. As Dex slid in behind the wheel, he said, “No hard feelings about tonight,” and flashed a tip to cover the intended homicide. Mondrian bowed slightly and snatched the bill.


“Ever at your service,” said the maître d’. “Safe journey.” He shut the car door.


Dex took a silver dollar out of his pocket, hit the gas, and flipped the coin back over the car. Jim-Jim caught it and before he could stash it in his vest pocket, the Belvedere was no more than two red dots halfway down the avenue of monkey-puzzle trees.


“My feet are killing me,” said Adeline as they screeched out of the entrance to the Ice Garden and onto the desert highway.


“You are one hell of a shot,” he said.


“Lucky,” she said, her voice rising above the wind.


“I’ll cherish the moment.”


“All well and good,” said Adeline, “but what’s his game this time?”


“Laughter in the dark,” said Dex and cut the wheel hard to the right. Adeline slid toward him and he wrapped his arm around her shoulders. The car left the road and raced along an avenue of moonlight, plowing through tumbleweeds, trailing a plume of dust across the desert. Adeline switched on the radio and found Dete Walader, crooning “I Remember You.”


They lay on a blanket beneath shimmering stars. A light breeze blew over them. Here and there, the dark form of a cactus stood sentry. Ten yards away, the radio in the Belvedere played something with strings. Adeline took a sip from her silver flask and handed it to Dex. He flicked the butt of the Majestic off into the sand, and took a drink.


“What is this stuff?” he asked, squinting.


“My own special mixture of oblivion,” she said.


“That’s Killheffer’s line,” he said. “Did you see him tonight?”


She nodded and laid her cheek against his chest. “In the ladies’ room, he was in the stall next to the one I chose, waiting for me.”


“He gets around,” said Dex, “’cause he was at our table when I got back to it.”


“He whispered from the other stall that he wanted me to kill Mondrian. I said I wouldn’t, but then he said he had the solution and was willing to trade me for the murder. I told him I wanted to see it. The next thing, the door to my stall flew open and he was standing there. I almost screamed. I didn’t know what to do. I was on the toilet, for criminy’s sake. He had that stupid smile on his face, and he pulled down his zipper.”


Dex rose to one elbow. “I’ll kill him,” he said.


“Too late,” said Adeline. “He reached into his pants and pulled out this big hypodermic needle with green juice in it. He said, ‘You see the tip at the end of that needle? Think of that as the period at the end of your interminable story. Do you want out?’ I just wanted to get rid of him, so I nodded. He handed me a gun and told me Mondrian was in Sizzle Parlor number four.”


A long time passed in silence.


“But, in the end, you decided to off Mondrian?” said Dex.


“I guess so,” said Adeline. “What else is there to do when we go to the Ice Garden but fall in with Killheffer’s scheme? Mondrian might as well be made of papier-mâché and that’s the long and short of it. He’s polite, but, sure, I’d clip him for the possibility of a ticket out.”


“I’d miss you,” said Dex.


“I wouldn’t leave you here alone,” she said. “I was getting the needle for you.”


“You didn’t think of using it yourself? Baby, I’m touched.”


“Well, maybe once, when I realized that if it worked, you wouldn’t come for me anymore and I’d spend each go-round in that crappy apartment building back in Dragsville watching the plaster crack.”


“I was ready to blow Mondrian’s brains out for you too,” he said. “I can see how stale it’s getting for you.”


“You never thought of yourself?” she asked.


Dex sat up and pointed into the distance at a pair of headlights. “Let’s get the guns,” he said. He stood and helped her up. She found her underwear a few feet away and slipped them back on.


“Who do you think it is?” she asked, joining him at the car.


He handed her a pistol. “Ice Garden thugs,” he said.


When the approaching car came to a halt a few feet from the blanket, Dex reached over the side of the Belvedere and hit the lights to reveal a very old black car, more like a covered carriage with a steering wheel and no horse. The door opened and out stepped Mondrian. He carried an open umbrella and a small box. Taking three furtive steps forward, he called out, “Mr. Dexter.”


“Expecting rain, Mondrian?” said Dex.


“Stars, sir. Stars.”


Adeline laughed from where she was crouched behind the Belvedere.


“A package for the lady and gentleman,” said Mondrian.


“Set it down at your feet, right there, and then you can go,” said Dex.


Mondrian set the package on the sand, but remained standing at attention over it.


“What are you waiting for?” asked Dex.


Mondrian was silent, but Adeline whispered, “He wants a tip.”


Dex fired two shots into the umbrella. “Keep the change,” he called.


Mondrian bowed, said, “Most generous, sir,” and then got back in the car. As the maître d’ pulled away, Adeline retrieved the package. Dex met her back on the blanket where she sat with the box, an eight-inch cube wrapped in silver paper and a red bow, like a birthday present, on her lap.


“It could be a bomb,” he said.


She hesitated for an instant, and said, “Oh, well,” and tore the wrapping off. Digging her nails into the seam between the cardboard flaps, she pulled back on both sides, ripping the top away. She reached in and pulled out Killheffer’s hypodermic needle. She put her hand back into the box and felt around.


“There’s only one,” she said.


“Now you know what his game is,” said Dex.


She held it up in the moonlight, and the green liquid inside its glass syringe glowed. “It’s beautiful,” she said with a sigh.


“Do it,” said Dex.


“No, you,” she said, and handed it toward him.


He reached for it, but then stopped, his fingers grazing the metal plunger. “No,” he said and shook his head. “It was your shot.”


“It probably won’t even work,” she said and laid it carefully on the blanket between them, petting it twice before withdrawing her hand.


“We’ll shoot dice,” said Dex, running his pinkie finger the length of the needle. “The winner takes it.”


Adeline said nothing for a time, and then she nodded in agreement. “But first a last dance in case it works.”


Dex got up and went to the car to turn up the radio. “We’re in luck,” he said, and the first notes of “Polka Dots and Moonbeams,” drifted out into the desert. He slowly swayed his way back to her. She smoothed her dress, adjusted her girdle, and put her arms around him, resting her chin on his shoulder. He held her around the waist and they turned slowly, wearily, to the music.


“So, we’ll shoot craps?” she whispered.


“That’s right,” he said.


Three slow turns later, Adeline said, “Don’t think I don’t remember you’ve got that set of loaded dice.”


Dex put his head back and laughed, and, as if in response, at that very moment, the stars began to fall, streaking down through the night, trailing bright streamers. First a handful and then a hundred and then more let go their hold on the firmament and leaped. Way off to the west, the first ones hit with a distant rumble and firework geysers of flame. More followed, far and near, and Dex and Adeline kissed amid the conflagration.


“Pick me up at seven,” she said, her bottom lip on his earlobe, and held him more tightly.


“I’ll be there, baby,” he said, “I’ll be there.”


With the accuracy of a bullet between the eyes, one of the million heavenly messengers screeched down upon them, a fireball the size of the Ice Garden. The explosion flipped the Belvedere into the air like a silver dollar and turned everything to dust.


A Note About “Polka Dots and Moonbeams”


The project that this story was part of was a blast from start to finish. When Al Sarrantonio and Neil Gaiman contact you and say they want you to write a story, then give you very few rules to follow beyond just basically to tell the kind of story that makes the reader want to know at each turn what happens next, and offer you some great pay for it, there’s no downside. I’ve known Al for a long time, and perhaps it was our shared interest in jazz that made me land on a story title borrowed from one of the standards done to perfection by the incomparable Lester Young, perhaps my favorite musician of all time. I started with that title and, listening to the tune, just let my mind go and spin out the story you’ve just read. The result of this project was, of course, the anthology Stories: All-New Tales, a book packed with great short fiction by heavy hitters like Peter Straub, Michael Moorcock, Chuck Palahniuk, Joyce Carol Oates, Jodi Picoult, and more. After the book came out, Neil Gaiman kindly invited me to participate in a panel discussion about it at Columbia University in New York along with himself, Walter Mosley, Lawrence Block, Joe Hill, Kurt Andersen, and Kat Howard. A fun time. The anthology and Neil’s story, “The Truth Is a Cave in the Black Mountains,” both went on to win Shirley Jackson Awards (2010). Also from Stories, Elizabeth Hand’s novella “The Maiden Flight of McCauley’s Bellerophon” and Joyce Carol Oates’s “Fossil-Figures” both won World Fantasy Awards in their respective categories for 2011.




Down Atsion Road


I live along the edge of the Pine Barrens in South Jersey, 1.1 million acres of dense, ancient forest, cedar lakes, cranberry bogs, orchids, and sugar sand. Black bear, fox, bobcat, coyote, and some say cougar. There are ghost towns from the Revolution, dilapidated shacks and crumbling shot towers that can only be reached by canoe. I’ve hiked through much of it in my years, and still I get a feeling that some uneasy sentience pervades its enormity. If I’m quite a distance from the trailhead where my car is parked and twilight drops suddenly, as it does out there, I feel a twist of panic at the thought of meeting night in those woods. You will, of course, have heard of the Jersey Devil. He’s for the tourists. The place is thick with legends far more bizarre and profound. If you learn how to look and you’re lucky, you might even witness one being born.


Sixteen years ago, when my wife and I and our two sons—one in second grade, one not yet in kindergarten—first moved to Medford Lakes, I noticed, every once in a while, this strange old guy stomping around town. He was thin and bald and had a big gray beard with hawk feathers tied into it. His head was long, with droopy eyes and a persistent smile. He pumped his arms vigorously, almost marching. Rain or shine, summer or winter, he wore a ratty tan raincoat, an old pair of Bermuda shorts, black sneakers, and a red sweatshirt that bore the logo of the ’70s soft-rock band Bread. Every time I passed him in the car, it looked like he was talking to himself.


Then one day I was picking up a pizza in town, and he was in the shop, sitting alone at a table, a paper plate with pizza crusts in front of him. He studied me warily, whispering under his breath, as I passed on the way to the counter. Behind me, a woman and her little girl came in. When he saw the little girl, the old guy pulled a brown velour sack from somewhere in his coat. He opened it and took something out. I was watching all this from the counter and wondered if something crazy was about to go down, but the mother let go of the girl’s hand. The old guy slipped out of his seat onto one knee. The kid walked over to him, and he gave her what looked like a small, hand-carved wooden deer. The mother said, “What do you say, Helen?” The kid said, “Thank you.” The old guy laughed and slapped the tabletop.


About a week later, Lynn and I were at the lake down the street from our house one evening. We’d taken a thermos of coffee and sat on a blanket, watching the sun go down behind the trees while the kids messed around at the water’s edge. A neighbor of ours, Dave, who we’d met a few weeks earlier, was out walking his dog, so he came over and joined us, sitting on the sand. We talked for a while about the school board, about the plan to dredge lower Aetna Lake, he gave us his usual religious rap, and then I asked him, “Hey, who’s that crazy old guy in the raincoat I see around town?”


He smiled. “That’s Crackpop,” he said.


“Crackpop?” said Lynn and we broke up.


“His name’s Sherman Gretts, but the kids call him Crackpop.”


“He’s on crack?” I asked.


“He just seems like he’s on crack,” said Dave. “A few years ago this kid who lives about two blocks over from where your house is, Duane Geppi, he’s in my older son’s class, overheard his father, who works down at the gas station, call the old guy a ‘crackpot.’ Duane thought he said ‘Crackpop,’ and called him that ever since. Now all the kids call him that. I think it’s perfect.”


“What else do you know about him?” I asked.


“Nothing, really. He’s an artist or something. Lives all the way down Atsion Road, by the lake.”


“That’s a long walk,” said Lynn.


“Eight miles,” said Dave.


“He seems deranged,” I said.


“He probably is,” said Dave, “but from what I hear, he’s not a bad guy.”


As time went on, and we settled into our life in Medford Lakes, I’d see Crackpop now and then trudging along under a good head of steam, jabbering away, the raincoat flapping. I always wondered how old the guy was. He looked to me to be in his sixties, but with all that walking he did, keeping him in shape, he could have been a lot older. Lynn also started bringing me reports of him. On her way to work and back, she’d take Atsion Road to get to Route 206, and every couple of days she’d spot him going east or west or sitting somewhere in among the trees.


For our first Christmas in town, Lynn and I were invited to a party. The couple whose house it was at had a son in our older son’s class. I met a lot of people from town and beyond, and we drank and shot the breeze. When the living room got too crowded and hot, I stepped out into the backyard to have a cigarette. It was lightly snowing, but it wasn’t all that cold. I was only out there for a minute before the door opened and this older woman, a little heavyset but tall, with white hair, came out and lit up. I introduced myself, and she told me her name was Ginny Sanger.


I talked to her for quite a while. Eventually she said she was an amateur historian. The origins of the area had always interested me, so I asked her when it had been settled.


“Well, the first people were, of course, the Lenape, the grandfather tribe of all the Algonquin nation,” she said. “They go way back here. The first Europeans, you’re talking early 1600s, Swedish trappers. Stuyvesant came in 1655 and shooed the Swedes out. The English eventually kicked the Dutch out.”


“What got you into the history?” I asked.


“After my husband died ten years ago, I really had nothing to do. He left me with plenty of money, so I didn’t have to work. One summer day, about seven years ago, I went over to Atsion Lake for a swim. Do you know where I mean?” she asked, pointing east.


I nodded.


“I was out in the lake swimming around, and I stepped on something sharp. I knew I had to find whatever it was; there were a lot of kids in the water that day. I reached down to the bottom and felt this big piece of metal. Bringing it up, I saw it was a flat, rusted figure of an Indian in a big headdress, shooting a bow and arrow. He was attached at the feet to about a four-inch shaft. It was pretty corroded, but you could definitely make out the form.”


“So that got you started?’ I said.


“No, what got me started was my neighbor, who told me to take the thing over to Sherman, who lived just a little way up Atsion Road from us.”


“Sherman?” I said, and the name rang a bell but I didn’t place it.


“You’ve seen him. The old guy with the raincoat.”


“You know him?” I said.


“Everybody up that way knows him. I took the Indian to him, and he told me that it was an ornament for a weather vane and had been forged in the iron works at Atsion Village, probably in the mid-1800s. He started telling me stories about the early settlers and the Lenape. We sat all afternoon on the screened back porch of that crazy house of his, sipping iced tea from blue tin cups, and he told me about a place called Hanover Furnace, a story from the time of the settlers that involved a description of how iron was made, an evil spirit of the woods, and the last Lenape sachem.”


“From seeing him around town, I got the impression he’s kind of out of it.”


“Well …” she said.


Lynn came out looking for me then, ready to split. I introduced her to Ginny and we quickly said good-bye and left through the back gate. On our way home, in the snow, we walked around the lake and I told her what the old woman had said about Sherman Gretts.


Months went by, and I was deep into writing a book, so I didn’t go out much. Crackpop was about the last thing on my mind until one Friday evening in February. Lynn came home and told me that in the morning on her way to work she saw the old man going into a house down by the end of Atsion Road. “I never noticed the place before,” she said. “And I can’t believe I didn’t because it’s bright yellow.”


The thought of Crackpop in a yellow house made me smile.


“You’ve got to see it, though,” she said. “I always thought, when I passed, that there were trees, like tall dogwood, growing around it, but today, when I saw him and knew it was his place, it became clear to me that they’re not trees but sculptures made of limbs and pieces of trees. He’s got like an army of tree-beings in his yard.”


Saturday we drove out Atsion and Lynn slowed down as we passed the sagging yellow house. The sculptures were primitive, writhing forms like Munch’s Scream, made of twisted magnolia wood. “Jeez,” I said and made her turn around and pass it twice again.


Crackpop appeared in and disappeared from my life well into the spring. I didn’t see him as frequently as I had at other times, and when I did spot him, I thought of his sculptures, and studied him closely. During the summer’s first thunderstorm, I caught him tromping along Lenape Trail toward the pizza shop. The rain was beating down, and he was drenched. The two cars in front of me, one right after the other, hit the puddle along the edge of the road, sending a sheet of water up over him. He never slowed down or even acknowledged what had happened, but stayed on parade, jabbering away. A few weeks passed then where I didn’t see him, and out of the blue at dinner I asked Lynn if she had. She said she saw him coming out of the woods down by 206 one night on her way home.


That first summer, we spent a lot of time at the lake with the kids. On the weekends we cooked out, and then, as the sun was setting, we’d walk the twisting trails of town. The dark brought a certain coolness and the breezes would ripple through the oak leaves, carrying scents of wisteria and pine. The kids ran after toads, and every now and then someone would appear out of the dark.


Late one night in the middle of July, we crossed the dirt bridge that spans a section of Upper Aetna Lake. I had my younger son on my shoulders and Lynn had his older brother by the hand. We approached a bench that faced the water, and just as we drew up to it, I was startled by the sudden bright orange glow of a cigarette. The spot was cast in deeper shadow by a stand of oaks, and the figure was invisible until the ash glowed and momentarily lit up a face. I did a double take when I saw that it was Ginny Sanger.


I said hello to her and reminded Lynn that we’d met her at the Christmas party. The old woman said that she was visiting the couple who’d had the party, and while they were getting the kids ready for bed, she decided to duck out for a walk. “I like this spot,” she said.


“We’re trying to get these two guys home before they both fall asleep on us,” I said.


“We’re losing the race,” said Lynn.


“I see you have to go,” said Ginny as she stamped out her cigarette. Now it was perfectly dark under the oaks. “But I never got a chance to finish telling you how I got into the local history.”


“Yeah, you told me it was that guy Sherman,” I said.


“That’s true,” she told me. “I started reading books and going to lectures on the area after talking to him. This is the part I wanted to tell you, though. From my own study and from having related some of Sherman’s stories to a Lenni-Lenape storyteller I met at a conference, it became clear to me that Mr. Gretts was making everything up. The place names were right, and some of the details, but in all the texts I’ve scoured I’ve never seen any of the things he’s spoken to me about.” There was a moment of silence and then she laughed.


“That’s pretty interesting,” I said, and an image of Crackpop marched through my thoughts.


Ginny nodded. “Sherman spends a lot of time in the woods,” she said. “One of his big things is, and he always whispers this one to me, like someone he doesn’t want to might be listening, that there is still a band of Lenape roaming the Pine Barrens, living in the old way, like it was before the Europeans. They’ve always been there, he says.”


I would have liked to hear more, but we had to get back home. As we trudged along, now each holding a sleeping kid, passing beneath tall pines on a carpet of needles, Lynn said, “I bet Ginny tried to corroborate Crackpop’s story about the band of Indians hiding in the Barrens with that Lenape storyteller.”


“So?” I said.


“Say the storyteller was in on it, and he told her he’d never heard of it in order to keep people from searching for his ancestors.”


“Don’t you think Crackpop’s just nuts?” I said.


“Of course,” she said.


It was early November and Atsion Road was littered with yellow leaves the same color as Crackpop’s house. I drove to the end of the road, looked both ways, crossed over Route 206, and entered a dirt driveway with a steep incline. The car dipped down and then ascended a little hill. On the other side of that hill I could see a grass parking area and beyond that the steeple of a church from behind the trees. There were two other cars there but no one in sight. I parked, got out, and put my jacket on. It was cool and there was a strong breeze.


I was only twenty yards from the trailhead. I’d done some research of my own and knew that if I’d had the time and fortitude that trail would’ve taken me through the heart of the Pine Barrens and ended fifty miles later, at Batsto, another early iron settlement where they’d made shot for the Revolution. I started into the woods. About a hundred yards later, off to my left, there was a large clearing, and sitting in the middle of it was a white church. I’d read up on it. The Samuel Richards Church, a Quaker establishment built in 1828. Richards had owned the foundry at Atsion Village. His mansion still stood over by the lake.


There was a graveyard next to the building, the stones planted in concentric circles. At the far end of it was the most enormous oak I’d ever seen. The tree was ancient, and the way it stood there, barren of leaves against the blue sky, made me feel as if it could be thinking. I walked into the graveyard and looked at the markers. They were thin, with an arch at the top, and were made of some white stone that could have been marble or limestone. I read some of the names and dates that were still legible, the oldest being 1809. Some disaster took four of the Andrews family in one day. As I walked back to the trail, I looked quickly over my shoulder at the oak.


I walked a mile or more that first time in the Barrens and saw no one. Finally, at a place where a stream ran alongside the trail, I stopped, surrounded by endless pine and oak. Red and yellow leaves covered the underbrush. It was so quiet that when the wind blew, I could hear the pines creaking as they swayed. Off at a distance, a crow cawed. Right then I felt something curl in my chest, and I turned around and started back. I saw deer watching me from deeper in among the trees.


Back in my car, I went up the dirt hill and crossed Route 206. On my way up Atsion toward home, I spotted a large, hand-painted sign on the side of the road. In bright green on an orange background it read ART SHOW TODAY! ALL WELCOME! Then I saw it was at Crackpop’s house, and I was pulling over. There were a number of cars parked along Atsion and more pulled up into the lot next to the house. When I got out of my car, I saw people in the backyard and smelled a barbecue.


I passed beneath the writhing tree giants in front and went around back. There were more of the crazy sculptures in the big backyard and from their twisted hands hung paintings and mobiles made from animal bones. Some people sat under them smoking pot, and pretty much everybody there had an open beer. People just nodded to me and smiled. Kids and teenagers and old people, black, white, and a woman made up like an Arab sheikh in white robes. When I passed the grill a young guy with a goatee and tattoos all over his arms, holding a spatula, offered me a hot dog. I accepted and moved on, strolling around from painting to painting.


Crackpop was no Picasso, but the images were sort of charming in their neo-kindergarten style. They were all depictions of events in the Barrens—Indians and deer and settlers hunting wild turkey. There was one of a burial beneath a giant oak, and a whole series of what looked like demons. I felt self-conscious there, so I lit a cigarette and strolled closer to the house. When the music, Faron Young’s “Hello Walls” scratching away on an old Victrola, ended, I heard a woman call my name. I looked around.


“In here,” I heard her say, and I turned and looked into the shadow of a screened porch I was standing near.


“Who is that?” I said, shading my eyes to try to see.


“Ginny Sanger,” came the voice.


I walked over to the concrete block that stood where steps should have, hoisted myself up, and opened the screen door. My eyes adjusted, and I saw Ginny sitting in a redwood lawn chair next to Crackpop, who wore some kind of animal pelt over his shoulders; a red, white, and blue headband; and his usual getup. He had a joint between his fingers that was as thick as a cigar.


Ginny introduced me and said, “This is Sherman Gretts, the artist.” I stepped over and shook the old man’s hand.


“Seen you at the pizza place,” he said.


I nodded. “I was looking at your paintings,” I said.


“Want to buy one?” he asked and laughed.


“How much?” I said.


He motioned for me to sit down in the empty chair next to his. I did. He passed me the joint and I took a hit. Ginny took it from me. Gretts leaned close and said, “She tells me that you’re a writer.”


“I am,” I said.


“Why do you write?” he asked.


“Because I like to,” I told him and he laughed.


He stubbed the joint out and said, “Okay, you want to witness something?”


“What do you mean?”


“I’ll give you a painting if you bear witness to me. Ginny’ll be my other witness.”


“To what?” I asked.


“I’ll show you,” he said. He reached down beside his chair and lifted into his lap a rolled-up pink bath towel. He laid it on the coffee table in front of us. “First thing, you gotta listen to me,” he said.


I nodded.


“Back in 1863, a book titled The American Nations, written by this gent Constantine Samuel Rafinesque-Schmaltz, was published. In it Rafinesque, as he was known here, claimed to have had revealed to him by the Lenape a copy of the Wallum Olam, a book written on tree bark in ancient pictographs, telling the narrative of how the Lenape had arrived in the area from far away due to a great flood.” The old man took a beer off the table, snapped it open, and handed it to me.


“Rafinesque even hinted that some of the scenes had shown the early Lenape beginnings in Siberia. By the time the book came out, though, he said the actual Wallum Olam had been destroyed in a fire, but assured the reading public that the reprinted pictographs in his book were authentic. But of course they weren’t. Of course they weren’t.” Here Crackpop went silent for a moment and leaned back in his seat.


I glanced over at Ginny and she winked at me.


“His was a fraud,” the old man began again. “But like so many things labeled false, it holds some pieces of truth. I’m telling you the Wallum Olam is a real thing. Let’s just say that I have contact with a certain sect of the Lenape who guard the real Wallum Olam at the dark heart of the forest. What I’m going to show you is a page of it.” Sherman put his yellow-nailed hand out and unrolled the towel. Within it was a roll of the thinnest piece of birch bark, so supple it appeared to have the texture of cloth. It was off white, and in the center was a black drawing of a giant turtle with a man straddling its back.
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