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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.







 


After work, Vernon Macy had the cabdriver drop him off a few blocks from Times Square, just to be safe. Briefcase in hand, he walked the rest of the way, his gray eyes darting mouselike around him, making sure there was no one around who might recognize him, in which case he would hurry down to the subway, catch a train home, and forget the whole thing.


He wasn’t a tall man. He had a big nose and his salt-and-pepper hair, now covered with a gray fedora, had begun to disappear on top nearly fifteen years ago. His skin was pasty and flabby from forty-seven years of avoiding sunshine and exercise. When he wasn’t sitting at his desk in the office, he was in his study at home, reading, smoking a cigar, doing anything to avoid being in the same room with Doris, his wife, or Janice, his twenty-two-year-old-daughter, who spent far too much time nervously flitting about her parents’ apartment and not nearly enough in her own, where she seemed to do nothing but snort coke with her unwashed boyfriend and postpone her college education.


To make the coming weekend at home more tolerable, Vernon Macy had decided to do something he’d never done before. Something he’d never thought of doing before.


A week ago, he had overheard two of the younger men in the office talking about the strip joints and peep shows in Times Square, and how some of the girls, if given generous tips, would give blow jobs through holes in the walls. At the time, Vernon Macy had given it little thought. But that night, lying in bed next to Doris, the perfume she applied several times a day filling the dark room with a sickening sweetness, he thought of what that young man had said, and Vernon Macy wondered….


And in the early morning of that Friday, as he ate his breakfast and as Doris complained about the length of his toenails, he decided that he would give it a try.


The lights of Times Square flashed and glittered with lives of their own. The litter on the sidewalk became more unpleasant: a pile of shit that may or may not have been left by some stray animal, a moist yellowish puddle that had caught and held a newspaper blowing in the breeze. Some of it was human: lying beside the trash cans, against walls, at the openings of alleys—old women wearing tattered feather boas and torn paper party hats, carrying all their belongings in shopping bags; old men with three-day beards, their ratty clothes stained and crusty, lifting bottle-shaped paper bags to ragged lips.


Vernon Macy tried not to notice. He pressed on as night gave way to the neon awakening of Times Square. He slowed before each strip joint, each peep show, each movie theater and video shop, trying to keep his head down as much as possible.


Which one?


How could he tell?


And what was he supposed to do once he got inside?


They were all so bright and brazen, with pictures of naked women stretched on their sides, sultry, pouty, seductive, the more intimate parts of their bodies only barely hidden from view. Men stood in the doorways, beckoning.


“Bee-yoo-ful nekkid girls!” one fat man with a plaid shirt said. “Dey’s so fine, wish dey was mine! C’mon, gents, check ‘em out. Bee-yoo-ful nekkid girls!”


Vernon Macy passed that one. Too loud, too open. He wanted something quieter, perhaps a bit more hidden from view. They all seemed so brazen, though, so anxious to exhibit their treats to anyone who would slow long enough to watch.


He walked on.


Someone touched his elbow and he nearly dropped his briefcase, expecting to hear Doris’s birdlike voice demanding to know why he was not home for the dinner she’d gone to such great lengths to prepare. Friday night was the night of their “special dinner” when she lit candles and brought out the best china for the exquisite gourmet meal she’d put together with the help of a videotape of Julia Child which she’d watched on the little television in the kitchen as she darted back and forth, talking to Julia now and then as she stirred and mixed.


Vernon Macy spun around and looked down on a wiry little woman wearing a pair of heart-shaped dimestore sunglasses with red frames and dark blue lenses. An old blue knit cap was stretched down over her greasy hair and only a few teeth remained in her wide, crooked smile.


“You got bus fare?” she rasped. “I gotta get outta here ‘cause there’s some Russians chasin’ me. They know I know about how they been workin’ with the space aliens, so they tryin’ to make me—”


Macy turned from her, irritated but immensely relieved, and walked away as she rambled on and on behind him.


He almost missed the next one, almost passed right by without noticing.


There was no one out front. And only one sign. He stopped in front of the place and looked up at the blinking words:


LIVE
GIRLS


The letters flashed in red and the I in GIRLS flickered and buzzed softly. The sign was small compared to the others—no more than five feet wide, maybe six feet tall. The front of the place was black. No other signs, no lights, just a doorway with a black curtain hanging in place of a door.


Vernon Macy stepped forward.


The sounds of traffic and voices and music, the pulse of the whole city seemed to diminish behind him as he neared the curtained doorway. His muscles tensed and he almost paused, almost turned and caught a cab to go home to that Goddamned dinner.


But he didn’t. He stepped through the midnight-black curtain of Live Girls.
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Monday


By the time Davey Owen climbed the steps out of the subway station at Broadway and Fifty-second, the rain that half an hour ago had been pounding against the panes of his apartment window had given way to a thin but chilling drizzle. The sky was dark with clouds that seemed to hover just above the towering buildings of the noisy city. As he started down the sidewalk, Davey opened his umbrella and lifted it over his head, hitching his shoulders forward. The hem of his overcoat flapped around his knees as he walked.


Weariness seemed to stick to the soles of his shoes, making each step an effort. He wanted to turn around, get back on the subway, go home and get drunk, maybe sit in front of the TV and wait for Beth to come back. He knew that would be a mistake, though; if she did not return, it would only make him feel worse.


IF she comes back? he thought. How long will I kid myself?


Then, after a few more steps:


As long as I need to.


He hurried through the doors of the building, collapsing the umbrella and tucking it under his arm as he stepped into the elevator.


“Good morning, Penn Publishing, may I help you?” Tammy answered the phone as Davey came out of the elevator. She sat behind a rectangular window across from the elevator, plump and rosy-cheeked. She smiled at Davey as he turned right and passed the window, walked to the big door at the end of the corridor. The lock buzzed and clicked loudly as Tammy pressed the release button at her desk.


Beyond the door, Davey took a left and began winding his way around the desks and cubicles, smiling dutifully at the others who were typing, talking on the phone, hunched over manuscripts. He went to his own cubicle in the far corner.


His stride was smooth and his smile looked genuine despite his dark mood. He was lean, of average height, with thick wavy brown hair, a few curls of which fell down on his forehead. At twenty-six, there were already wrinkles around his eyes. His features were not particularly strong—no sharp angles to his jaw, no pronounced cheekbones. It was a gentle face, the face of someone any father would be happy to see his daughter date.


Davey stared for a moment at the clutter on his desk, then removed his overcoat and hung it on the wall hook. He straightened the lapel of his suitcoat and adjusted his tie, glancing down at himself and looking forward, once again, to being able to afford a few new suits someday.


His cubicle was just that—a cubicle. It had three walls, one of which held two shelves with books and manuscripts and copies of the magazines cranked out weekly and monthly by Penn Publishing. There was just enough room for his desk, his chair, himself, and a visitor—if the visitor stood nice and straight. In the cubicle, Davey did work for just about every department in the office: Subscriptions, Research, Copyediting for fiction and nonfiction. Well before he was finished with one job, there was always another on his desk.


As he wearily seated himself, he found a note on his typewriter. Red ink, delicate feminine handwriting:


 


Davey—


Three more mss. for Brute Force.


Need a gun check ASAP.


Sheri


He lifted one of the manuscripts. The title: “I Blew Away the Punks Who Tried to Rape My Sister.” He scanned the first two pages and spotted several references to guns; he would have to verify their accuracy. He would call Morris at Target Guns in Jersey; Morris was an expert on guns and quite a fan of Brute Force magazine; he considered it an honor to contribute whatever he could.


Davey sighed, propped an elbow on the desktop, and put his chin in his palm, fighting the urge to put on his coat and go back home where he could read a good book, or the Times, maybe even this week’s People, for Christ’s sake. Anything would be better than the stuff Penn put out: vigilante rags, “true” crime and romance magazines, the kind of magazines that crowded grocery store racks with covers dulled by greasy fingerprints. But this was his job.


It was a job Beth had always held against him.


“Almost nine months I’ve been living in this dump with you,” she’d said to him angrily that morning, emptying her dresser drawers into her suitcase. “Nine months and you’re still working for that cheap-shit publishing company, waiting for a break so you can maybe have a little extra money to play around with. But nothing ever happens. What,” she’d snapped, spinning around to face him, a strip of perspiration glowing on her upper lip, “you think somebody’s just gonna walk in one day and hand you a Goddamned promotion? ‘cause you smile nice, maybe? Uh-uh, my friend. It doesn’t work that way.”


A sigh dragged heavily from deep inside Davey’s chest and he shook his head to empty it of the echoes of her voice.


He’d tried to tell her about the promotion he’d be getting any day now. Fritz, one of the assistant editors, had left and his position was open. Davey was certain he’d get it because he’d been there the longest. It was time for him to move up, dammit. It seemed he’d been sitting in that little cubicle reading trash forever. He’d tried to tell Beth all of that, but it didn’t do any good.


“I don’t want to hear it, Davey,” she’d said. “Really. I mean, how long have you been working there? They know they can shit on you, so they’re going to. They’ll give the job to someone they can’t push around.” She’d paused to slam the suitcase shut and flick the latches. “I know you, Davey. You’ll stay there in your shitty little cubicle getting shitty little wages forever. And if I stay with you, what then? What about me?” She faced him. “I mean, I’m a very social person, y’know? I like to go out once in a while, right? You sure as hell can’t afford to take me, and with the pennies I make selling tickets at the Union, I can’t either. So I find some guys who can. Like I did last night. And last month. And a couple weeks before that. And I would just keep doing it. And, of course, you would put up with it.” She shook her head slowly. “No, Davey, I just don’t want to hear it.”


He belched hungrily. He’d missed breakfast that morning; Beth’s departure had destroyed his appetite. He’d spent the morning, after his shower, sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee and his sketchpad, drawing. Some people smoked, some people cracked their knuckles. Davey Owen drew. He never knew exactly what he was drawing, even as his pencil swirled over the paper. He just pulled out whatever was inside of him and let it spill onto the page. That morning, he’d become more and more uncomfortable with the images appearing on the page. At first, hair. Then a forehead, an eye, another eye. He began to recognize the face he’d looked into so many times.


Beth.


He’d flipped the page and begun drawing again. The lines and curves began to take shape. A mouth. Her mouth, with that odd little slant on the left side that gave her a permanent smirk.


He’d torn out both pages and tossed them into the trash, leaving early for work.


At his desk, he considered going to the lounge for a cup of coffee, but decided not to, knowing that Chad Wilkes was probably there. Chad Wilkes was always there. And the coffee in the lounge was simply not worth an encounter with Chad Wilkes so early in the day.


“Son of a bitch.” He sighed, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. He ached with frustration.


Adjusting his chair, he leaned over “I Blew Away the Punks Who Tried to Rape My Sister” and turned to the first page, hoping he would see Casey sometime today. Seeing Casey always seemed to help.


Walter Benedek collapsed his umbrella and went into the lobby of his sister’s apartment building.


“Hello, Norman,” he said to the doorman with a friendly nod.


“Good morning, Mr. Benedek,” the short round man replied with a smile, touching two fingers to the shiny black bill of his cap.


Benedek punched the UP button with his gloved thumb, then stood with hands folded in front, facing the silver mirrorlike doors of the elevator. He was a very tall man, with broad shoulders and a deep chest; he was hefty but not fat. His face was long and rubbery and had been compared, on occasion, by a few abhorrently honest people, to the face of a basset hound. His black hair was sprouting ever-growing patches of gray, and there were some wiry silver hairs mixed in with the bushy blackness of his eyebrows. He was forty-seven years old and looked no younger, no older.


“Want me to call ahead, Mr. Benedek?” Norman asked.


“No, thanks. She’s expecting me for breakfast.”


The elevator arrived with a quiet ding and the doors rolled open silently. Benedek stepped inside, hit seventeen, and waited. The doors closed and he heard the music he’d come to hate so much playing from the speaker overhead, barely distinguishable. This morning it was a choir singing an old Beatles tune. Lots of strings. A soprano solo. Benedek took his gloves off and stuffed them into the pockets of his overcoat.


Walter Benedek’s sister Doris Macy lived on the seventeenth floor. Vernon would be gone by now, presumably at work, but, Benedek thought, probably not. Janice, who didn’t actually live there but certainly seemed to, would probably be watching game shows with her mother. And Doris. Well, Doris would probably be curled up on the sofa staring at the TV, but not really seeing whoever was giving away the money this half hour. She would be sitting there chewing a thumbnail, nervously twitching her slippered foot, worrying about Vernon.


She had come to Benedek a little over two weeks ago. He’d opened his apartment door to find her standing in the corridor, eyes narrow with worry. She was concerned about Vernon. He was acting … different. He wasn’t himself. He came home late from work, sometimes not until dawn, and then only to take a shower and go back to work. He didn’t eat, lost his temper easily, and he was so very pale. At first, she told him, she’d thought he was having an affair. Then she’d become afraid for his health.


“He’s always been so stoic,” she’d said to Benedek as they sat at his kitchen table having coffee. “He would never tell me if he were ill. Even seriously ill. Please, Walter, you have a vacation coming up, don’t you? Do you think you could … oh, just spend some time with him, maybe? I don’t know what, really, but he needs something. Someone. And I don’t seem able to get through to him. Could you help me, Walter? Please?”


Poor timid, dowdy, bighearted Doris who, when she was a young and single woman, could have done so much better for herself than that doughy, pudgy-fingered businessman with his clipped speech and his permanent frown. Benedek sighed and shook his head, remembering how lively his big sister had been when they were kids, and how different Vernon had made her.


Benedek had not talked to his brother-in-law. He hadn’t even tried. He’d never been comfortable with Vernon Macy. They had always rubbed one another the wrong way. But he did have some time on his hands, a few weeks of long-awaited vacation from his job at the Times. So he’d followed Vernon one morning, staying out of sight. The man had not gone to work, but to Times Square, straight into a dark little place called Live Girls. Benedek’s years as a reporter had sharpened his eye and he’d had no doubt that morning as he watched his brother-in-law walk through that black curtain with such purpose that Vernon Macy not only knew where he was going, but had been there before.


Benedek had followed him a few times after that, and each time Vernon had returned to Live Girls. That disturbed Benedek, although he wasn’t sure why. Neither was Benedek sure exactly what it was about that dark, inconspicuous little peep joint that unsettled him so. Maybe it was his reporter’s intuition, a hunch. But Walter Benedek, in all his years of reporting, had never for a moment believed in intuition or hunches.


He had not spoken with Doris about her husband since she’d asked for his help a couple of weeks ago. He knew she would ask him about it over breakfast, and he didn’t know what to tell her. He supposed that the news of Vernon’s seedy pastime would be better than no news at all. It would at least assure her that he was not sick, was not seeing another woman. At least, not in the way she’d suspected.


But with the relief would come the hurt in her face. Her top lip would curl under like an old leaf and tears would glitter like diamonds in the corners of her eyes.


Doris would be very hurt.


The elevator whispered to a halt and the doors slid open. Benedek turned left down the corridor. He stopped outside his sister’s apartment and punched the button beside the door. He decided, as he heard the muffled buzz inside, that he would tell Doris that Vernon was simply going through the much-talked-about midlife crisis, a second adolescence of sorts. Benedek wasn’t entirely satisfied with that story, but it would have to do. He didn’t think he could bear those glittering tears.


He waited for the familiar sound of movement behind the door, the rattle of locks being unfastened. All he heard was the television.


“…and Jerry Mathers as the Beaver,” the announcer was saying happily over the perky theme music.


Benedek punched the button again.


The television continued to play loudly inside.


His bushy eyebrows drew together tightly above his nose as he raised a big hand and rapped his knuckles on the door several times.


“Follow your nose,” the television sang, “it always knows … the flavor of fruit…”


This time, Benedek made a fist and pounded on the door, calling, “Doris? Janice? It’s Walt.” He turned an ear to the door.


“And you’ll find the flavor of fruit in every bite…”


Benedek turned the doorknob. The door unlatched and opened a crack. A cold spot bloomed like a flower in Benedek’s stomach. Doris seemed to have a new lock installed on the door every month and she never left them unlatched, even so early in the day.


After a moment of hesitation, Benedek pushed open the door and stepped inside. From the doorway, he could see half of the television set in the living room at the end of the short hall. Before the television he saw two feet in furry white slippers, two bare legs lying very still, and around them splashes of reddish brown on the creamy carpet.


“Oh God, Doris?” he called, nearly a shout, as he rushed down the hall, leaving the door open behind him. When he rounded the corner, he saw his sister lying face-up on the floor. Her blood was dark and crusty on the carpet around her.


Benedek’s palm slapped over his mouth as he retched, then swallowed and gasped several times to keep from vomiting. He staggered forward and got down on one knee beside his sister’s body. Then the other knee. Then one hand. He reached the other hand out to touch her, but couldn’t.


“Oh, dear Jesus, sis? Sissy?” he croaked.


Her robe was open and her nightgown—silk, dark blue, very matronly—was torn nearly all the way down the front exposing her flesh, which was now marble white. Her mouse-brown hair was tangled and stringy with blood. Her eyes and mouth were open wide. So was her throat. The flesh had been torn open, clearly exposing blood, gristle, and her trachea. It looked like a garden hose that had been chewed in two by a dog. Her flesh had been torn open all the way down to her chest and pinkish-white bone showed through the drying blood. Her hands were the worst. The fingers of one hand were tangled in the tendons that ran along her neck and the fingers of the other were clutching her left clavicle, like a choking man trying to pull away the tight collar of his shirt.


“Oh, Christ, sis…” His tears fell freely onto her body and his big shoulders shuddered with quiet sobs. He sat up suddenly, scrambled to his feet, gasping, “Janice!” He said the name softly at first, then roared “Jaaah-nice!” as he bounded across the living room and into the kitchen.


There was a single streak of blood on the door of the white refrigerator. Through the kitchen, Benedek could see into the dining room where his niece was sitting up against the wall by an overturned chair. With a pained, rumbling groan, Benedek hurried to the girl’s side.


“Please, God…” he hissed as he knelt beside her.


She was wearing blue jeans and her legs were sprawled on the floor before her, feet bare. The plaid shirt she’d been wearing had been ripped off and lay half in her lap, half on the floor. Her arms were limp at her sides, hands palm up. She was naked from the waist up and part of her left breast had been torn away and was dangling from her chest. Her head hung at a sharp angle to her right and her long silky blond hair—“the stuff angels’ wings are made of,” Benedek used to tell her when she was little—hid her face and tangled in the yawning hole that was once a smooth and graceful throat. Her blood was splashed in dark designs on the beige wall behind her.


Benedek pushed himself away from the dead girl, moving crablike over the floor. He bumped into one of the stools at the bar that separated the kitchen and the dining room and the stool fell. Benedek leaned against the bar, pressed his back against it hard as he clutched his face with his big hands and sobbed into his palms. He realized that he was breathing in small bursts and he tried to take deep breaths and think.


“Okay,” he said soothingly to himself, “oooookay.”


Without looking at the corpse against the wall, Benedek stood, crossed the dining room, and went to the doorway that opened onto the hall.


“Vernon?” he called, his voice cracking.


Silence.


All the rooms were shut except the master bedroom. Benedek started down the hall, looking at the tracks of blood on the floor. They led straight to the open doorway. Benedek’s legs quivered as he neared the bedroom, trying not to look at the blood at his feet.


“Ver-Vernon?” he said again, softer, more cautiously than before.


He stopped a foot or so short of the bedroom, took a deep breath, then stepped through the doorway.


Vernon Macy’s suit was lying in a heap on the floor; a shirt was tossed onto the bed. They were soaked with blood. The drawer of the bedside stand lay on its side on the floor, its contents scattered everywhere.


“Vernon!” Benedek shouted through tears. “Goddammit, Vernon, if you’re here, come out! Come … out…” His voice broke. He stared at his brother-in-law’s clothes for a long time, then crossed the bedroom to the bathroom on the other side.


A bloody bar of soap lay in the middle of the tile floor and a gray towel, blackened with blood, had been tossed over the toilet seat. Puddles of pink water had gathered just outside the shower. A bloody handprint was smeared on the opaque glass of the shower door.


Benedek gagged once, twice, bent over gasping for air as he spun around and stepped out of the bathroom. It wasn’t that there was a great deal of blood, it was knowing from whom the blood had come.


He stood outside the bathroom for several minutes. Then, when he was finally sure of himself, he went to the phone and called the police.


“Yeah, Target Guns.”


“Morris? This is Davey Owen at Penn Publishing.”


“Hey, kid!” Davey could hear Morris’s smile through the phone. “How’s it hangin’ over there, huh?”


“Just fine, Morris, and how are you?”


“Oh, I’m mean, kid, mean as usual, you know me.”


Actually, Davey didn’t know him. They’d never met. But they spoke on the phone so often, they talked as if they’d known one another for ten years, when they’d been speaking for less than two.


“What can I do you for?” Morris asked, his dentures clicking through his words.


“Well, I need a little help with a story. I got a mousy type of guy whose sister is being attacked by a bunch of punks. He takes a shotgun to them. Pump action.”


“Why use pump action with all the automatics you’ve got to choose from? Pumps ‘re obsolete.”


“Really?”


“Yeah. Oh, you can still buy ‘em at Sears, I think, but that tells you something right there, know what I mean, kid?”


“Yeah. What do you suggest?”


“Maybe a twelve-gauge.”


“Of course.”


“I don’t wanna be steppin’ on your toes, though, kid. I mean, maybe you wanna use a pump action, what do I know?”


“No, no, thanks for the tip, Morris.”


“I gotta ask, though … how come the writer didn’t know that? I mean, these are supposed to be true stories, right?”


Davey chuckled. “Well, sometimes the truth needs a little help.”


“Yeah, know what you mean. So, kid, when you gonna drop by the shop? Meet in person? I never met a real magazine type before. Lunch’ll be on me.”


“One of these days, Morris,” Davey said with a smile. “When things calm down a bit.”


“Problems?”


“No, just busy. That’s all.”


“Well, take a break some day. I’ll show you around the joint. Maybe you’ll buy yourself a gun. It’s a jungle out there, y’know.” He lowered his voice. “I’ll give you the special discount. For friends of the management only, kid.”


“Thanks, Morris. Well, I’ve got to go. Maybe I’ll talk to you later in the week.”


“’Kay. You take care of yourself, you hear?”


After Davey hung up the phone, he thought maybe he would drop in on Morris one day. He might enjoy himself.


Davey pushed the manuscripts aside and rubbed his watery eyes. Casey had not come by yet. She usually came to see him when she arrived, to chat. Maybe she was late, or home sick.


He looked around at the three walls. They seemed to creep in just a bit when he wasn’t looking.


Swearing under his breath (he’d been swearing all morning) Davey stood and grabbed his coat, putting it on as he hurried out of the cubicle and stepped across the aisle to Pam’s desk.


“I’m taking an early lunch, if anybody asks,” he said.


She looked up and nodded. “Yeah, sure. You okay?”


“Just really hungry. I missed breakfast.” He hurried down the hall to the elevator, realizing how claustrophobic he’d actually begun to feel in there.


Outside, a sharp, icy wind shot around corners and straight down the sidewalks as Davey walked out through the glass doors of the building. He wasn’t hungry, although he hadn’t eaten, and he wasn’t thirsty. So he decided to just walk for a while. He took a right and pushed into the cold with his hands in the pockets of his overcoat and his head bent forward slightly, winding through the stream of rushing pedestrians.


I should be tired, he thought. He’d gotten very little sleep the night before because he kept waking to see if Beth had come back yet.


Her disappearances were not rare, but they always worried him. And hurt him. This time, he’d planned to talk to her about it. He’d lain in bed half the night practicing his speech. He must have gone over it a dozen times, choosing just the right words, trying not to sound too possessive and yet making it clear that she was being inconsiderate to him.


She’d arrived at a little before five that morning. He’d been asleep, but had awakened to the sound of her packing.


“Are you all right?” he’d asked.


“Don’t I look all right?”


“Well, you look … you look tired, that’s all. Where’ve you been?”


“What difference does that make?”


Still shaking the cobwebs from his head, he’d realized what she was doing.


“C’mon, Beth,” he’d said, “stop that for a minute and let’s talk.”


“We’ve tried that already. I doubt it would work any better now than it did then, so why waste the time?”


He’d gotten out of bed and tried to go to her, but she just kept packing. “Jesus, you act like I’ve done something.”


“No, Davey, you haven’t done anything. That’s just it. You haven’t … done … anything!” She stopped and faced him. “Not at work and not here. You just go around letting people walk on you, y’know? You don’t even get pissed off! I’m beginning to wonder if you’re human! And I’m beginning to feel like a fucking jerk every time I turn around, because you just won’t … you don’t—oh God, I just can’t take it anymore, Davey.”


He’d thought then that if he could convince her he was getting that promotion, she would stay. But a jarring thought shattered his certainty.


Then what’s to keep her from finding another reason to see other men?


He’d pushed the thought from his mind and said, “Look, Beth, Fritz is gone. He’s left Penn. That leaves an assistant editor position open and I’ll—”


“It’s not just the money and the rent and … it’s you, Davey. I can’t stand getting away with—with treating you the way I do.”


He still wasn’t sure if that was the truth or just a good way of getting out smoothly. In any case, he’d thought perhaps it was time to show a little anger. “Okay!” he’d snapped. “Okay, so I’m angry! This makes me angry, Beth, it really does. I’ve never been very good at getting angry, but I’m trying to handle it as well as I can! Would you rather I scream and shout? Maybe throw things around and rough you up a little? I know you’ve enjoyed that from your male friends in the past, maybe you miss it!”


That made her so angry she’d broken a bottle of perfume throwing it into her small overnight bag.


She’d packed the rest of her things in silence, then stalked out of the room with a bag at each side. He’d followed her to the door, where she’d stood a few moments. Turning, she’d said quietly, “Look, Davey, you’re a good person. I love you a lot, you know that. But … well, you’re just letting your life pass you right by, know what I mean? You’re just sitting there! And I can’t live with that anymore. Really, Davey. You’re gonna have to start grabbing things by the short and curlies.” And then she’d left.


Davey crossed an intersection, weaving through the cars and trucks. He had no destination in mind as he walked, scuffing his shoes on the concrete. His knees and elbows ached, a sure sign of not enough sleep, but he didn’t actually feel tired.


He wondered where Beth would live now. Alone? With a girlfriend? A man? Maybe someone who would break things when the cable television went on the fritz? Someone who would knock her to the floor and then kick her because she didn’t buy toothpaste that day? Someone like Vince, the man she was living with when she met Davey? He often wondered about her relationship with Vince. If he had never gotten in trouble with the police—Beth had told him it had something to do with selling drugs—would she have given Davey a second thought? Maybe, maybe not. Maybe she had really seen something she needed in Davey…


Like a way out.


A wadded newspaper skidded over the sidewalk with the breeze. Davey kicked it out of his way, so hard that he nearly tripped. He was startled by the sudden anger he felt, and stopping on a corner to wait for traffic to pass, he took in a few deep breaths, exhaled a ghostly white vapor that was swept away by the icy gusts.


Casey had disapproved of Beth from the beginning. She’d disapproved of Patty, too. After meeting Beth for the first time, Casey had said, “I hope you’re not planning to get serious with her, Davey. You’ve got to break your pattern, and she isn’t gonna help.”


“What pattern?” he’d asked.


She’d looked a bit surprised. “You really don’t see it, do you? Oh well, you will. Someday.”


Davey wondered about that pattern a lot.


He remembered something his mother had once told him, not long after his father had left them. Up until that time, his mother had been a moderately religious woman, attending church every Sunday, helping out with church socials. After Donald Owen left, though, she leaned more and more on her religious beliefs, searching her Bible as if for a reason for her husband’s desertion. One day, while Davey was doing his homework, his mother looked up from her Bible, her eyes sparkling with unspent tears, and said softly, “Remember, Davey, no matter who you fall in love with, no matter how right it seems, she’ll hurt you. That’s the way love is.”


From then on, she repeated that statement frequently, and always at the most unexpected times. In fact, they were the last words she’d ever said to him; it was during a phone conversation his sophomore year in college. Davey had called to say he was coming home for the weekend.


When he got home that Friday, he’d found her dead. She’d choked to death on a bite of steak and died beneath the small table in her dining room.


Davey hadn’t thought of her remark for some time, but he thought, as he shuffled down the street, Maybe she was right.


Then: Or maybe I’ve made her right.


He passed a tall black man who paced back and forth on the sidewalk as he spoke into his hand-held microphone.


“And you wanna know why you’s unhappy, brothers and sisters?” the man bellowed. “You is unhappy ‘cause you’s livin’ inna worlda sin, my friends! And you is a sinner!”


A wiry man wearing tattered denim strolled toward Davey. His hands were deep in the pockets of his dirty denim jacket, fumbling with something.


“Smokes? Toots? Smokes? Toots?” he muttered as he passed.


Davey turned away from him. The pusher passed and walked on down the sidewalk, his quiet voice quickly swallowed by the sounds of the street.


Davey stopped and the other pedestrians flowed around him like a stream around a fallen tree. He looked around.


He had not been paying attention to where he was going and realized now that he wasn’t even on Broadway anymore.


There was a dingy taco stand with a window open to the street. Next to that was an adult bookstore which boasted the largest selection of rubber goods in New York City. In front of that, two old men, both wearing darkly stained clothes, stood against the wall, one chewing on a stubby cigar, the other drinking from an unlabeled bottle, dribbling some of the liquid down his stubbly, deeply wrinkled cheeks.


Times Square.


Davey checked his watch; he still had plenty of time, he hadn’t been through Times Square in a while and he’d always been fascinated by the facade of glamour that failed to disguise the squalor beneath. It held a sort of pathetic beauty, like an old, gritty, low-budget movie that tries hard to entertain. Davey continued walking.


He passed a junk shop called N.Y.C. Souvenirs, going slowly by the window to look at some of the cluttered merchandise. There were bongs, rubber gorilla masks, dirty little Cabbage Patch Kids rip-offs that looked well-used, boxes of Ping Pong balls with I LOVE NY stamped on them in black and red. Cobwebs fluttered in the corners of the window and there was a fine coating of dust on the items behind the smudged glass, making them look even more worthless.


After the junk shop, he came to a long rectangular picture of a naked woman with only her nipples and pubis covered, one hand raised, beckoning to passers-by. The picture was surrounded by white lightbulbs that flashed in succession, giving the illusion that a burst of light was shooting around and around the frame of the picture. Written above it in big block letters was: LIVE SEX SHOW Beyond were more flashing lights, more pictures of naked women, and a very skinny young man in a long leather coat smoking a cigarette and waving to the men walking by.


“C’mon in, guys!” he said, his voice happy. “Finest women in this city, lemme tell ya! Beautiful! They’re waitin’ for ya in there. Hey, how ‘bout you?” He waved to Davey. “C’mon in, pal, they’ll show ya a good time! First drink’s on the house. How ‘bout it?”


Davey slowed to a stop in front of the man and stared at one of the pictures. It was of a very tall woman who, in fact, looked a bit like Beth.


Who doesn’t these days? he thought.


A gold chain hung around her waist, her hands were in front of her crotch, and her arms were pressing her bare breasts together, pushing them out, her lower lip tucked under her upper teeth, her eyes half closed.


Davey opened his mouth to ask, “Is she inside?” But he didn’t. He closed his mouth, half smiled at the man, turned, and walked away.


“Aw, c’mon, Jack, you gotcherself a good time, here!” the skinny man called. “Jeee-zis!”


Davey continued slowly down the walk, reading the signs in front of each of the strip joints he passed: COUPLES ON STAGE! LESBIAN LOVE SHOWS! N.Y.’S ONLY GAY BUTLESQUE! Something for everyone.


A silver-haired man in a beige overcoat stepped quickly out of the gay burlesque theater, briefcase in hand. He looked around him, glanced at Davey as they passed. His every move seemed to scream, “Wrong door! I just took the wrong door, that’s all, I didn’t really mean to go in there!” It almost made Davey laugh.


“Hey, m’friend,” said a fat man with a toothpick in his mouth, “we got ‘em all right here, best-lookin’ women in town, models is what they are, right here, totally nude, dancing their tits off, waitin’ to get to know ya. How ‘bout it, friend, how ‘bout you?”


Davey found himself slowing again, and stared beyond the fat man to the club’s entrance.


“Whatta ya say, fella?” the man asked, smirking.


Davey had never gone into such a place. He thought of the man he’d seen coming out of the gay burlesque theater. The man probably had a wife, grown kids, who had no idea where he went on his lunch hour, and what dark fantasies he fulfilled there.


Davey realized, with a faint pang of disappointment, that he had no dark fantasies. Just a nibbling curiosity stirred, perhaps, by the picture of the girl who resembled Beth, or maybe by the cold, empty hole in his chest.


The drizzle returned and Davey decided it was time to go back. He headed for the end of the block, figuring he’d walk back on the opposite side of the street for a little variety. It was on his way back that he noticed it.


He stopped on the sidewalk and looked up at the sign. In the dim light of the overcast day, the flashing red letters glowed faintly. The black curtain in the doorway was fluttered gently by the wind. The curtains parted occasionally as they shifted and Davey tilted his head to see inside, but there was only darkness. The absence of garish lights and signs, obnoxious hawkers, made it somehow appealing.


He wondered how much it would cost, quickly thought about how much cash he had in his wallet, then glanced at his watch. He still had time. Curiosity may have killed the cat, but, Davey supposed, the cat probably died quite satisfied. He smirked at himself as he walked toward the entrance (the closest he’d come to a genuine smile all day) for feeling like a guilty teenager, looking around to see if there were any familiar faces nearby.


An old Sunday school teacher, maybe? he thought with a chuckle.


Davey stepped through the black curtain.


The I in GIRLS flickered and buzzed.


Inside, Davey had to take a moment to let his eyes adjust to the darkness. The air was damp and had a sort of locker-room smell to it: sweat and stale clothes with a strange sweetness just beneath it all. He blinked several times as the darkness slowly dissolved. A corridor, narrow and low-ceilinged, stretched before him. A few yards down it turned to the right and a very dim glow came from around the corner.


He turned to his right and faced a box office-like cage; there were bars over a square window with a space below. Beyond the bars, which seemed bumpy with rust, was only darkness. Deep, black darkness. Davey peered through the window, but saw no one. He turned to go down the corridor.


“Tokens?”


Davey started and looked through the bars again. He still saw no one.


“Excuse me?” he said uncertainly.


“Tokens?” the voice asked again. It was a woman’s voice, soft, almost a whisper, but rich, full, a voice that would carry far if raised. It held within it a great deal of power.


“Uh, yes.” Davey took his wallet from his coat. “Um, how much?”


“One dollar minimum.”


He looked once again through the bars, trying to find her, but she was lost in the blackness. Davey had not expected to find a woman in there. Her presence, even though he could not see her face, made him uncomfortable. The what-the-hell attitude that had brought him inside gave way to an almost childish nervousness.


As he opened his wallet, Davey stared through the bars, hoping to get a look at her. He saw nothing. Except, for a moment, something seemed to catch a bit of stray light and reflect it for just an instant: a blinking glimmer of red. He pulled a bill from his wallet, held it up to his face to make sure it was a one, then held it under the bars.


A hand slid from the darkness, a beautiful hand that, despite its delicate appearance, moved with a swiftness, and a certain tenseness that suggested great strength. Long, thin, pale fingers plucked the dollar bill away from Davey and then its unhealthy whiteness was swallowed up by the wall of black behind the bars. An instant later, the hand reappeared. Davey opened his palm and the hand dropped four small coins into it, then pulled away. Davey stood there a moment, waiting for something, although what it was he did not know. Then he turned and started down the corridor.


The smell thickened as Davey neared the corner and the darkness began to give way to soft light. The farther down the corridor Davey went, the colder it got, almost as if he were going into a cave. As he neared the corner, he could hear the soft murmurs and sighs of the others.


He rounded the corner and came into a small room that had only one light in the center of the low ceiling. The bulb was covered well and shed only a minimum of light on the small square room. There were four men. They did not look up when Davey entered. They paced back and forth, hands in pockets, heads bent forward. One stopped pacing and quietly leaned against the wall, looking at nothing.


They all wore dark clothes. One wore a brown hat with fur flaps on the sides which he’d pulled down over his ears. Another wore a fedora pulled forward on his forehead so that it cast a dark shadow over his face. None of them seemed to notice Davey. In fact, they hardly seemed to notice one another.


They were all silent.


The other sounds seemed to come from all around them. Davey took another step into the room and listened. Soft sighs, moans, whispers. They were coming from behind the six doors in the room, a pair on each of the room’s three walls.


Across from him on the wall between two of the doors was a sign. He stepped forward and squinted to read it in the poor light:


INSTRUCTIONS


 


—ENTER BOOTH (ONE PERSON ONLY PER BOOTH)


—INSERT TOKENS IN BOX


—PANEL WILL RAISE


—INSERT TIP THRU SLOT BELOW WINDOW FOR SEXY SHOW


Davey held in a laugh. Insert tip of what through slot? he thought. He looked around at the men again. Each of them had chosen a door and was standing by it. Each seemed to think he was the only person in the room.


Davey turned away from them and faced the nearest door. Setting his jaw, he took a step forward. I’m here, I’ll do it and get it over with. He wrapped a fist around the knob (it was cold and felt a little sticky) and turned it.


The door burst open and Davey jerked back. He was face-to-face with an old man who looked like a walking corpse: his mouth hanging open like a hole between two sunken cheeks, his eyes deep in their sockets, watery, unfocused, his teeth long and yellow, and his breath—dear God, his breath—hit Davey in a hot, moist wave. Davey had smelled a smell like that once before…


When he was a little boy. His dog, Brat, a scruffy little mut, had disappeared. Davey had gone out hunting for the dog on a hot summer day.


He’d found Brat lying beside a narrow side street, his abdomen split open like a melon, small white worms crawling through the remains. The smell that came from Brat’s corpse was exactly like the smell that came from the old man’s mouth….


The man brushed past Davey and disappeared down the corridor. Davey stepped into the black hot booth and closed the door behind him.
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