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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.









1


Laughter, the Best Medicine


Reader’s Digest says, “Mister Enrico, sir, may I offer you a stick of this chewing gum from my native land?”


Mister Enrico’s response is out of all proportion to Reader’s Digest’s pleasant inquiry. The impenetrable, dangerously wild brown eyes—hard as those of a stuffed animal—belonging to Reader’s Digest’s traveling companion glaze over with a slick film. Reader’s Digest is reminded of the distended skin of a Spice Island sea-anemone at low tide.


A sweat breaks out on Mister Enrico’s badly blotched olive skin. The wispy, anomalously adolescent moustache clinging tenaciously to his upper lip flutters as his nostrils flare, reinforcing his resemblance to a fringed sea creature bloating on the beach.


Mister Enrico twists in his seat and, grabbing the zippered front of Reader’s Digest’s thin green wind’ breaker, pushes Reader’s Digest up against the cold bus window, so that Readers Digest can feel the November chill seeping through the glass and into the back of his skull. Midler Enrico thrusts his sweat-sheened face close up to Reader’s Digest’s countenance. Reader’s Digest can smell an assortment of odors, ranging from garlic and skiff on down the spectrum to less pleasurable scents.


Malevolently, Mister Enrico begins to whisper.


“How many times I got to tell you, man? On this trip my name is not Mister Enrico. It is Duncan Armitage. Do you understand, culo? Duncan Armitage. If you can’t get it right, I am going to kick your pitiful ass right off this bus and let you find your way to this goddamn Pleasant-town all by yourself, without the aid of my professional services. Which you are now by the way just barely holding on to.”


“Pleasantville,” interjects Reader’s Digest, all calm assurance.


Mister Enrico seems taken aback by this interruption. The flow of his self-indulgent maledictions is diverted, channeled and dammed. Mister Enrico, in fact, is left spluttering.


“What, what? What’s that you saying, man?”


“I only wished to mention that the place I am seeking is named ‘Pleasantville,’ not ‘Pleasant-town.’ The famous home of Reader’s Digest magazine. In the state of New York.”


Reader’s Digest pauses, to assess whether Mister Enrico understands this important point. In further clarification, Reader’s Digest adds, “Zip code one-zero-five-seven-zero.”


For a full minute Mister Enrico contemplates Reader’s Digest with a look of mixed bafflement, rage, and fear. The expression on Mister Enrico’s pimpled, sallow face is akin to the look one might exhibit when confronted with some mythical creature—a centaur, say—standing on a common streetcorner.


Mister Enrico releases his grip and lets Reader’s Digest slump back fully into his seat. Shaking his bunched cheap blue suitcoat back into its normal folds, Mister Enrico resumes the relaxed pose the canny Hispanic exhibited before the argument. But now there is a difference in his slack-muscled sprawl. He seems defeated, beaten, all energy drained. The self-confidence he earlier radiated is now dispersed and unrecoverable, having evaporated under the heat of Reader’s Digest’s unshakeable single-mindedness, his near-holy devotion to his quest.


“You’re loco, man,” MiSler Enrico says wearily, regarding not Reader’s Digest, but the overhead luggage rack. “Tonto, crazy, some sort of goddamn nut! Holy Jesus, what did I get myself into? If I didn’t know you had that money …”


Mister Enrico falls silent, obviously weighing heavy matters of pecuniary gain against his present tribulations. Reader’s Digest watches his companion and guide in silence for a while. He wishes the skinny little man would not be so nervous all the time. It can’t be good for him. Anyway, what is there to worry about? Surely no one will object to their mission at the border. Surely all this subterfuge is unnecessary. Still, he supposes, it is best to humor Mister Enrico, who, after all, has done this kind of thing many times before. Or so he says.


“Mister … Armitage,” Reader’s Digest gently says.


“What?”


“You never revealed whether you wanted the gum or not.”


Mister Enrico starts to get the bad look in his eyes again, and Reader’s Digest grows a little nervous. He knows Mister Enrico has spent most of the trip in the tiny lavatory right opposite their seats at the back of the bus, furiously smoking up the skiff he purchased in Montreal, so as not to have to carry it across the border. Now Reader’s Digest begins to suspect such indulgence might not have been the most sensible way to dispose of the mind-altering contraband.


Exerting visibly enormous amounts of self-control, Mister Enrico says, with barely contained vehemence, “You know I hate that nutmeg shit, man!”


“Oh.”


Reader’s Digest is hurt. Nutmeg is the sole product of his native island. That is, other than substandard graduates of the local makeshift medical school, where foreign students who perhaps lacked certain prerequisites for admittance to more prestigious institutions that produce real doctors can study their cocoa-butter-smeared textbooks while simultaneously lessening their northern pallor.


In any case, on the island Reader’s Digest till so recently called home, one can—in fact, practically must—purchase nutmeg cigarettes, nutmeg cigars, nutmeg chewing gum, nutmeg soda, nutmeg suppositories, and nutmeg throat lozenges. The coffee, tea, and milk are adulterated with nutmeg, and all the food is seasoned with it. One can wear nutmeg cologne, perfume and talcum powder. Nutmeg is in the air and underfoot, in the natives blood and marrow. Nutmeg is the sole export of Reader’s Digest’s homeland, and, until the Americans came, raising and processing the spice provided almost the only occupation. It seems impossible to Reader’s Digest that anyone can dislike the substance, and he forgot Mister Enrico’s previously stated aversion to it.


“I’m sorry,” says Reader’s Digest.


“Okay, just drop it then. Look out the window for awhile, why doncha, man.”


Reader’s Digest complies.


The Canadian landscape, all sere and brown and grey at this time of the year, is rolling majestically by. Birds vastly different from the tropical ones Readers Digest knows gracefully cut the bright blue sky into little irregular parcels. A few clumsy clouds congregate close to the horizon. In the southbound lane twin to theirs, various cars and trucks and vans whiz by, heading toward the United States. Across the median, two lanes of traffic journey toward Montreal. It is all vastly different than Reader’s Digest ever imagined, more impossible and wonderful than he could ever have dreamed. He can hardly believe he is here, heading toward his long-envisioned goal, the Media Mecca of Pleasantville, New York.


10570.


Reader’s Digest raises his hand and places it against the window. The cold sends shivers throughout his slight frame. Withdrawing his hand, he turns to Mister Enrico, whom he finds sitting with eyes closed.


“Mister Armitage,” Reader’s Digest asks quietly.


Mister Enrico does not open his eyes, and indeed remains silent for so long that Reader’s Digest fears he has passed out. What if he should still be unconscious at the border—? Reader’s Digest begins to plan what to tell the immigration officials. At last, however, the Hispanic man utters a grunt which Reader’s Digest chooses to interpret as an invitation to continue.


“Is it always so cold here, Mister Armitage?”


Silence. Reader’s Digest waits. Finally, a response, delivered at first in a barely audible voice, but quickly rising to an unconstrained sonic assault.


“Man, you are so stupid! This ain’t cold, man. This is nothing! This is barely the beginning of cold. This is still fall, man. The winter ain’t even started yet. Pretty soon it’ll be so cold you drop your pants outside and your pecker’ll fall off! Jesus! What do you think? We’re back on your raggedy-ass island? Or maybe we’re Still in Puerto Rico? Don’t you remember climbing on the big silver bird, man? Up in the air, through the clouds, you know what I’m talking about? You ain’t in the Third World no more, man. Check it out, you’re in the First World now, baby. El Mundo Primero. Can you dig it?”


Reader’s Digest lets Mister Enrico run down before he replies. “If you wish to be inconspicuous, Mister Armitage, I suggest that you moderate your voice, because people are starting to look back at us. Also, there is no need to insult me. I fancy that I am fairly well informed about most matters, thanks to my reading. But first-hand experience is something altogether different. As Will Rogers once said in ‘Quotable Quotes’: ‘Kissing a girl and kissing your mirror are about as alike as cheese and chalk.’”


His eyes still closed, Mister Enrico remains unspeaking. Reader’s Digest suspects—hopes—he is absorbing the mild reprimand and benefiting by it. When Mister Enrico’s hairy upper lip twitches, Reader’s Digest is ready to magnanimously accept his apology.


“You talk shit, man,” hisses Mister Enrico. “Stupid shit! Kissing your mirror, man! Where did you learn to talk that way? Outta that stupid magazine you named after? Jesus! I’m glad I never looked at page one of that magazine, if it woulda made me stupid as you.”


Reader’s Digest is stunned beyond words. Never has anyone spoken out against the magazine whose name he bears. He cannot believe it. What can have caused this flood of invective? Mister Enrico must be very nervous about something. Deciding to probe gently, circumspectly, Reader’s Digest approaches the question of what is bothering Mister Enrico in an oblique way.


“Each of us has his or her own tastes, Mister Armitage, I am sure. But I fear you do wrong to disparage such a fine magazine. Let me enlighten you with a few facts about it.”


“Is there any way I can stop you, man?”


“No.”


“Then go right ahead.”


“Now in its seventy-eighth year of publication, it is the world’s most-read magazine, with over thirty-one million copies in seventeen languages bought monthly. ‘An article a day of enduring significance, in condensed permanent booklet form.’ How can you argue with that, Mister Armitage? And as for my name, I am proud to share it with such a magazine, in whose pages I have discovered the entire world—and most particularly, America.”


Mister Enrico seems cowed once again by Reader’s Digest’s unflagging optimism. He can only lamely reply, “Yeah, yeah, I know the whole story, man. The nuns—”


“Don’t speak against them, Mister Armitage,” warns Reader’s Digest sternly. “The Sisters of Eternal Recurrence and their orphanage were my whole world for many years, from the moment when they found me on their doorstep as an abandoned infant, lying in a cardboard box full of Reader’s Digests, to the day when I was old enough to leave. I owe them everything, my name least of all.”


“They was mean motherfuckers.”


Reader’s Digest is appalled. “They were not!”


“A bunch of old ladies who would stick a name like that on some helpless kid—Sick puppies, man.”


“What’s wrong with my name?”


“It ain’t no name for a human being. It’s stupid. It’s too long. It ain’t hip. Every time I talk to you, I feel like I’m peddling subscriptions or something.” With sudden determination, Mister Enrico adds, “And I ain’t gonna call you ‘Reader’s Digest’ no more. For one thing, until after we get over the border, you’re supposed to go by the name on your passport, whatever it is.”


“Spalding Fitzwater.”


“That’s right.” Mister Enrico laughs, as if at an old triumph. “Good old Spalding. What an idiot! But anyhow, when we don’t need Spalding’s passport no more, I’m gonna call you something else.”


Readers Digest is leery. “What?”


“I’ll just use your initials, man. Couldn’t be simpler. Are Dee.”


Ardy. He thinks it over. It sounds rather punchy, this condensed version of his name. Isn’t brevity his Bible’s byword? Don’t new places demand new attitudes? Didn’t Benjamin Franklin once say, in the little squib at the end of an article, “To grow is to change”?


“All right,” says Ardy. “I rather fancy that.”


At last Mister Enrico opens his eyes, slowly, as if the lids are weighted. “Great. Wonderful, man. You just made my day. Hey, listen, this chemical toilet smell is giving me a headache. I got to go take care of it. You sit tight.”


Mister Enrico stands, a bit uncertainly, and partially steps, partially falls, through the narrow lavatory door at his elbow.


Ardy is puzzled about why Mister Enrico would go right to the source of his headache. But when he starts to smell the burning skiff and hear awesome sucking noises from within the occupied john, he understands all.


Mention of his assumed identity reminds Ardy of the passport in his jacket pocket. He digs out the impressive U.S. document while the bus rolls on toward the border, opens it, and studies the picture inside.


The color Polaroid embossed with an official seal reveals the clean-shaven face of a black-haired Caucasian man about Ardy’s age. The man’s face has been colored with brown felt-tip marker, in a vain attempt to match the cocoa color of Ardy’s own skin. Idly, Ardy rubs a finger across the ink and sees it smear and come off on his thumb.


Just then Mister Enrico emerges from the lavatory in a bluish cloud of smoke. Spotting what Ardy is doing he cries out, “Holy Christ, man!” and snatches the passport away. The heads of their fellow passengers all swivel to look back at the commotion, as Mister Enrico drops down into his seat.


“Are you totally insane, culo?” demands Mister Enrico. “This is your ticket across the border, man. This document has been expertly doctored, man, by professionals. This is what you’re paying me for, you stupid sucker.”


“But that picture doesn’t look anything like me.”


“Oh, sure, not now, now that you’re done messing it up.” Mister Enrico takes a snot-spotted handkerchief out of his breast pocket, spits on it, and begins dabbing futilely at the photo, succeeding only in making it muddier. “Listen, did you come begging to me or did I come begging to you, back in sunny Pee Are?”


“Why, you approached me, Mister Armitage. I remember it distinctly. I was sitting on the docks—”


“That makes no difference,” Mister Enrico hastens to stipulate. “The point is, you wanted to get into the United States, and you found out there was no way you could legally do it. You got as far as my country, and you ran into a brick wall. I seen it, man. I watched you go to the Consulate and all, and get turned away. It didn’t matter that you had all that money, and claimed you just wanted to visit for a few months. It’s this goddamn new immigration law they passed. Keeps all us southern types out of the country, for fear we’re gonna go to ground, permanent-like, right after we come in, and ruin the goddamn Republic. And what was your genius plan, after you learned this? Go ahead, tell me.”


“I planned to buy a boat and—”


“That’s enough. Don’t say any more. I can’t stand to hear such stupid talk again. ‘I was gonna buy a boat.’ Yeah! And sail up like some raggedy-ass Haitian, maybe drown along the way. Sharkbait, man! You fancy that? And if you even make it to Florida, what happens? Big robocops with clubs there waiting for you, take you and stick you in the stinking Krome detention camp for a few months before they ship you back, just to teach you a lesson. What a joke!”


“I don’t see—”


“That’s just it! You don’t see anything! You didn’t even know about Canada, for Christ’s sake. Didn’t know that this big dumb country—which is so friendly and open, they’re even buddies with Havana!—where was I? Oh yeah, this dumb country is like a sieve, man! You know what a sieve is?”


“Of course I know.”


“Well, that’s what this border’s like. A sieve. And we’re gonna ooze through it, if you just trust me. After all, I done it hundreds of times already. There’s no doubt about at, man. When you put yourself in my hands, you did the smartest thing in your life.’Cause I am the wiliest, slickest, most macho coyote you ever seen!”


“I suppose—”


“Suppose nothing! Just trust me. Think of how close we’re gonna be to this Pleasant-town of yours when we cross, wherever the hell it is. A lot closer than you would have been in Florida, that’s for sure. And as long as I get paid, I’ll take you there. You still got the money, don’t you?”


Ardy pats his moneybelt. “It’s right here. Over three thousand dollars. All the money I made from selling nutmeg gum to the American soldiers when they occupied our island and saved us from our corrupt leaders.”


Mister Enrico snorts. Ardy, not sure of what his snort is in reference to, chooses to ignore it.


Out of conversation, they sit back, each awaiting the border crossing in his own way. Mister Enrico, notes Ardy, seems content to pick apart the blue and orange woven covering on the arm of his seat, while humming a little unfamiliar tune over and. over. The Hispanic man exhibits a fierce intensity, as if he is at work on the most important task imaginable.


As Ardy watches, the soi-disant “coyote” soon transforms a few frayed threads into a large bald patch through which the yellow foam stuffing of the arm is revealed. Then he begins to pluck out the stuffing, until the metal frame itself shows. Ardy wonders if he should stop Mister Enrico before the entire seat is stripped like some vulture-devoured carcass, but decides against it. The man seems so happy now, relaxed and self-absorbed, that it would be a shame to divert his mind back to those tension-provoking subjects they had been discussing before.


Ardy returns his eyes to the scene outside the window. He feels a wave of disorientation overtake him, engendered by the alien, yet somehow familiar landscape. To think that he is at last approaching the country which he has long dreamed of, the vast and multifarious land so lovingly detailed in the pages of his natal eponymous magazine. All the lonely nights back on his native island—famous now worldwide, thanks to the American invasion, which has catapulted the Spice Island into front-page prominence—return to him now: those quiet, studious, yet somehow glorious nights when, instead of running shamelessly with the other shoeless wild boys through the moonlit tropic streets of the capitol town, Spiceville, looking for tourists to fleece or medical students to whom they could sell their sisters—alive or dead—or for shady deals to be transacted, he sat home in his little room at the orphanage, Studying the articles in the latest issue of his favorite magazine, simultaneously acquainting himself with the wonders of America and improving his English.


“Pick the word or phrase you think is the correct answer. Then turn the page to check your score.…”


Yes, oh yes! It does pay to increase your word power! How else would he have been able to so winningly sell the tremendous quantity of nutmeg gum to the GIs which he required to finance this very trip …?


A large green sign with silver letters captures Ardys attention. He reads:


CUSTOMS 1 MILE


BE PREPARED TO STOP


WELCOME TO VERMONT


Ardy turns to Mister Enrico, a question forming on his lips. He confronts the startled and queerly galvanized face of Mister Enrico, who apparently has seen the sign too.


“Holy shit!” exclaims Mister Enrico, before rocketing out of his seat and into the aisle, where he begins to scream mingled abuse and demands at the driver of the bus.


“What the hell you doing, you crazy motherfucker! Where you going? Listen to me, man! You got to stop this bus! This is supposed to be the New York City bus, not no Vermont bus! Hey, you dumb sucker, let us off! Turn around! Go where you supposed to go, man!”


Ardy cannot see the driver from his vantage, nor does he really recall his once-seen face, but the man’s loud deep voice and surly tone seem to indicate that he is not a honcho to trifle with.


“Sit back down, you crazy Spic dopehead! This is the Boston bus! I’m not turning around, and no one’s getting off. Unless you keep it up, that is. Then I’ll kick your tail off at sixty-five per!”


Mister Enrico falls back into his seat, defeated. Hopelessly he whispers, “Man, I don’t know no one in Boston. I never been through this Customs before. Oh, man, we are doomed! Doomed, man.…”


Ardy attempts to comfort Mister Enrico. “Don’t despair, Mister Armitage. Surely these passports you have so cleverly obtained for us will be adequate to get us into the country. And what does a little detour matter? I don’t mind—really I don’t. I’ll be quite happy to see Vermont, the Green Mountain State. Why, do you know that one of ‘My Most Unforgettable Characters’ actually lives in this State? Yes, don’t appear so shocked, it’s true. ‘Doctor Herbert Spencer, the Gentle Veterinarian of Goosequill Junction.’ I remember the article as if I read it yesterday, although actually it’s been several years, at least—”


“Shut up, man! Shut up! You’re driving me out of my head with this stuff about people you never even seen! Your most unforgettable shithead can stick his head up a goose’s ass, for all I care! Just shut up and let me think.”


Ardy, his feelings injured, resolves to offer no more such solace. He recalls an inspirational gem once offered under “Quotable Quotes”: “Sometimes the best helping hand you can get is a good firm push.” Perhaps he has been wrong to coddle Mister Enrico. The man does have a few faults, after all. Nothing so serious, of course, that a little diligent self-improvement couldn’t turn him into a better soul, and perhaps even bring him the measure of worldly success which has so far eluded him. Maybe silent example and a face of stern reproval would be the wiser course.…


Mister Enrico straightens up in his seat. His eyes glisten again, as if recently waxed. Ardy is riveted by their stiletto-like poignancy. Mister Enrico speaks.


“Okay, okay, now listen good. Just maybe, we ain’t lost yet. But it all depends on doing exactly what I say. First thing is, you got to give me your moneybelt.”


“My moneybelt?”


“That’s right, Mister Dumbshit Echo, your moneybelt. Listen—if I got to bribe someone, how’s it gonna look if I gotta ask you for money? And besides, you’re the one who wrecked your passport by fooling around. So if anyone gets thrown in the can, it’s likely to be you. Now, how’m I gonna pay your bail if you got all the money?”


“Mister Armitage, I’m ashamed to say that I cannot give you my moneybelt.”


“You don’t trust me. I knew it! Man, this is the brick that breaks the camel’s back. First you get us on the wrong bus—”


“Hey, MiSter Armitage, that’s not fair. I didn’t pick this bus.”


“You didn’t say nothing against it, did you?”


“No.…”


“All right, check it out, the man admits it. First you put us on the wrong bus, and now, when I start talking about how to get us out of the mess you arranged for us, you practically spit in my face.”


“Mister Armitage—?”


“I ain’t talking to you no more.”


“Mister Armitage, it’s not that I don’t trust you.”


“Oh, no, it’s all my fault, man. Pardon me.”


Growing frustrated at being misunderstood, Ardy employs the forbidden name. “Mister Enrico—please listen. It’s only that without a belt my pants would fall down. I’ve lost weight recently, you see, and …”


“Man, why didn’t you just say so? Look, we’ll fix that in like two seconds.”


Mister Enrico’s hands shoot to his neck, where they begin tugging at his collar like the hands of a stranger seeking to administer first aid to a fainting victim. Ardy soon realizes that he is only undoing his garish tie. When the tie is finally in Mister Enrico’s hands, he gestures to Ardy to undo his belt. Ardy unloops the fat moneybelt with its hidden inner zipper and replaces it with the tie, which bears a charming motif of three skiff leaves repeated diagonally. Mister Enrico, in turn, fastens the moneybelt around his waist above his other belt.


The bus is slowing now, turning off the highway into a wide paved area where a small official-looking building sits. Several lanes are marked out with paint. The bus takes one, pulling up under a sort of giant roof supported on poles, not far from the building.


The bus comes to a stop amid a hissing of airbrakes and a general shuffling of feet and shifting of posteriors among the passengers. Mister Enrico has slumped lower into his seat, as if hoping to merge with the garish fabric. Bits of yellow synthetic stuffing lie all around him on the floor. In conjunction with the glassy nature of his eyes, the scattered filling makes it appear that Mister Enrico is indeed an unusually unattractive plush animal who has begun to leak.


Ardy looks out the window and tries to identify what he is feeling. He is not nervous, exactly. More like anticipatory of wonderful events, some of which might turn out to be mysteriously inexplicable at first, but none of which he would be willing to miss. He notes that the bus is currently shadowed by the giant roof above them, and thus more susceptible to the penetrating cold outside. Beyond the shadow of the roof, the November sunlight, which had heretofore seemed thin and useless compared to the blazing light that drenches the Spice Island, now appears like an impossibly wonderful gift held tantalizingly just out of reach.


Hearing the door open, Ardy rises up so that he can see over the seat in front of him. The driver—indeed a big bruiser—is exiting. As soon as he leaves, two other men enter.


These men are dressed alike in conservatively cut dark suits. One is fair-haired and white-skinned, with a face like that of a lugubrious walrus; the other is a black man with features seemingly carven from perdurable anthracite. Conspicuous beneath their jackets are guns holstered at their hips.


Ardy is suddenly jerked back by the hem of his windbreaker. He falls into his seat. Mister Enrico thrusts his face into Ardy’s and hisses, “Man, don’t attract no attention. Those suckers’ll be on us soon enough.”


“Good news, Mister Armitage,” says Ardy, in a burst of generous exuberance. “One of the Customs men belongs to my very own racial group. In other words, he is what we commonly call a ‘soul brother.’ Surely of anyone, he will be sympathetic to our plight, and willing to overlook minor technicalities. I wonder if I should initially break the ice by enquiring as to his musical tastes.”


After regarding Ardy solemnly for a moment, Mister Enrico is finally moved to speak. “Listen to me closely, man, while I say these three words. You’re crazy! Don’t go saying nothing! Let me do all the talking. This guy ain’t no ‘soul brother,’ man. Wherever you dug that one up, I don’t know, but if there ever was any such thing, there ain’t no more. Maybe you still got some kind of togetherness down on your raggedy-ass, barefoot Nutmeg Heaven, but up here things are different. I keep telling you man, you’re in the First World now. You’re on one side of the badge, and he’s on the other. This here ‘soul brother’ is just part of the system now, man. He’ll get a nice big bonus for catching you, whatever color you are.”


Ardy wishes to dispute this rather cynical view of society with Mister Enrico, but decides against raising new points of contention at this ticklish juncture.


Minutes pass. Ardy can hear the Customs men politely asking passengers to produce identification. He is soothed and reassured by their evident reasonableness. Mister Enrico, however, appears to grow more and more discomfited with every passing second.


Finally the Customs men, having dealt with everyone else on the bus, stand beside Ardy and Mister Enrico. They both appear well over six feet tall, and have evidently missed very few meals during their developmental years—something Ardy, and probably Mister Enrico, cannot claim. The padded shoulders of their suits seem suitable for linebackers afield.


The Customs men fix impartial but probing glances first on Mister Enrico—who is almost supine now—and then on Ardy, who flashes back a bright smile.


“I’m Agent Johnson,” says the white man. “And this is my partner, Agent Johnson.”


“No relation.”


“May we see some identification from you gentlemen?”


Ardy nods and removes his passport from his pocket. Frozen, Mister Enrico makes no move until Ardy nudges him, whereupon he takes out the passport of Duncan Armitage and hands it over.


Johnson and Johnson spend much time carefully inspefting the passports, exchanging them, conferring in sibilant whispers. At last they hand them back and stare silently at the seated pair.


“Mister Fitzwater,” says Agent Johnson.


It takes a moment before Ardy realizes that it is he they are addressing.


“Yes, sir?”


“Did you spill something on your passport?”


Ardy, unable actually to lie, looks sheepishly down at his feet.


“I would like to remind you, Mister Fitzwater, that your passport is an official, government-issued document, and as such should be handled with the requisite care and respect. In the future, please remember that the Great Seal of the United States should be treated exactly as you would treat a portrait of your own mother.”


Ardy nods respectfully, although the analogy carries less force than Agent Johnson perhaps would wish, since Ardy has never seen his mother, either in the flesh or by the medium of photography.


The Customs men turn to depart. Mister Enrico, who has remained unbreathing throughout the inspection, suddenly exhales loudly and capaciously.


The Customs men stop. “What’s that smell?”


Mister Enrico remains silent for an agonizingly long time. Ardy, remembering the commands laid on him by his guide, does likewise. Only when the silence becomes unendurable does Ardy break his promise and speak up.


“Sirs, I believe that what you are smelling is my nutmeg gum. I fear I am rather addicted to it. Would you care to sample a piece?”


Ardy proffers his pack of gum. Agent Johnson tentatively accepts it, sniffs it, and hands it to his partner, who also passes it under his nostrils. They exchange knowing looks.


“I’m afraid you two will have to come with us, please. This is just a formality of course. However, anything you say can and will be held against you, and you have the right to notify next-of-kin of your last known whereabouts.”


Ardy gets numbly to his feet, as does Mister Enrico. They sidle out past Johnson and Johnson, who fall in close behind them.


“Ladies and gentlemen, please remain calm. There will be a slight delay in your journey while we establish the innocence or guilt of these two heinous drug-smugglers.’’


Mister Enrico is walking like a robot with a short-circuit. Ardy is none too steady himself. The agents Johnson are a few paces behind. When Mister Enrico comes to the front of the bus, he pauses, as if unsure of what stairs are. Out of the corner of his mouth he whispers, “Man, you know which direction is south?”


“I believe I could establish it by gauging the position of the sun.…”


“Then you better do it fast, man,’cause it’s time to run for it. We’re gonna split up, soon as we get off the bus, and burn some sneaker-tread south.”


“What …?”


“Just follow my lead, man!”


“Move along, you two perps.”


Outside, Mister Enrico suddenly drops his somnambulism and springs into action, slamming the bus door upon the Johnsons as soon as Ardy is through.


“Run, man, run!”


Ardy begins to sprint, still wondering if this is the wisest course. He is out in the sunlight now. From somewhere off to his right he hears Mister Enrico yell, “See you in Pleasant-town, man!”


The parking lot seems as big as Spice Island. Ardy concentrates on a line of trees far ahead, unable to think of anything beyond them. Beneath his light clothes he is beginning to sweat, despite the chill air.


A warning resounds above the distant traffic noises. “Halt within the next two seconds, or, pursuant to the RICO act and the Presidents Unending War on Drugs, we shall employ deadly force! One, two … Very well, you’ve had your chance. Agent Johnson, adopt the standard field target posture. On the count of three, commence firing.”


Ardy begins to zig and zag, his heart fighting to escape his chest.


“One, two, three!”


Gunshots crack the air. Ardy picks up his feet and slaps them down faster than he has ever done before, faster even than when the wild boys used to chase him for sport, eager to torment him for enjoying the easy life with the Sisters of Eternal Recurrence. He feels an unexpected wetness streaking his neck, but has no time to worry about it.


The trees and bushes are upon him before he even knows they are close. Branches whack his face and chest and thighs, but he plunges on heedlessly. There are no more shots, and he can hear no sounds of immediate pursuit, but none of this serves to alleviate his fear, and he plunges on, deeper and deeper into this strange temperate-zone forest full of trees and bushes and wild animals he has only read of before.


“The Bobcat, Tiny Terror of the North.”


“The Grizzly, Man-Mauler or Implacable Killing Machine?”


“The Oak, Your Friend.”


After a seemingly interminable period of broken running, Ardy at last falls to the gelid ground, exhausted. The cool sun shines beneficently down. Startled birds resume their calls. A squirrel appears and chatters. A leaf falls on Ardy’s head. His lungs no longer feel pierced with tiny knives. Putting a hand to his crown, he draws it away bloody, having felt what seems like a shallow gouge.


He is all alone. He assumes that during his crazy run he has crossed the border. He is in America now, at last. He attempts to laugh, but the sound emerges devoid of emotion, as if from a teletype.


“Ha, ha, ha.”


If, he wonders, laughter really is the best medicine, why isn’t it helping now?
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My Most Unforgettable Character


In his most rapt, devout reading of such “Dramas in Real Life” as “Crash Landing Above the Arctic Circle” and “Whiteout!—When a Blizzard Strikes on the Way to the Seven-Eleven,” Ardy has never imagined the actual, bone-deep nature of real cold.


But after last night he feels he can write such a tale himself, with many fine touches and true-to-life details born of noble suffering and pain.


Walking now down the middle of a narrow country back road—its paving crumbled and frost-heaved in spots, dry weeds choking the gravel margins and rattling in the cruel breeze, woods and an occasional field stretching seemingly without end off to either side, the pale sun weakly beaming—Ardy recalls the traumatic night just past.


Stumbling with fatigue through the all-too-quickly benighted forest, not daring to stop and lie down and sleep, knowing that he will never rise again, hearing dire noises all around, pausing to piss and drying irreversibly up when he remembers Mister Enrico’s warning about his private member falling off, eventually breaking through a final curtain of scrub growth and sensing the road beneath his feet, then having to jog in place until dawn, (his hands which are undoubtedly already gangrenous with frostbite in his pockets), since he has lost all sense of direction and worries he might inadvertently set out on a northward course, back toward the fearsome guns of the Agents Johnson, finally watching with heavy-lidded gratitude the breaking of rosy dawn.…


Oh, yes, it is an awesome and pathetic tale, fit to stand beside others in the genre. Perhaps when he reaches Pleasantville he will tell it to sympathetic ears and be instantly commissioned to produce a whole book based on his experiences.


Thus does Ardy dream away the weary miles as he treads ever southward, removing his hands—not rotting yet, thank the Sisters!—frequently from his jacket pockets to chafe them, staunching his hunger with an occasional nutmeg cough drop, wondering about Mister Enrico and whether they will ever meet again, and wishing he had had the foresight to hold on to at least a few dollars of his hard-earned money.


After a time, Ardy’s head starts to throb and he begins to hear a rumbling noise. He worries that his final earthly hour is approaching, feverish hallucinations leading inevitably to coma and death.… God, this is awful. But yet—he’s in America at last! Is he not moving manfully on toward his inevitable goal of meeting with those saintly geniuses who produce each month the journal by whose precepts he has shaped his life? Buck up, lad! This is the first day of the rest of your life.


But something keeps whispering to Ardy that by another measure it is merely one step closer to the end.


The rumbling grows louder, seemingly emanating from behind Ardy. He turns warily, expecting a mirage.


A very solid, if ramshackle, bulbous-nosed old Ford pickup truck, its red paint flaking off, is bearing down on him, apparently with no intention of stopping until he has been squashed flat beneath its wheels.


Ardy hops to the pebbled right shoulder of the lane and begins to wave his arms in desperate semaphore. The driver is hidden behind windshield glare, but apparently he can see Ardy okay, for the truck begins to slow. Ardy ceases his frantic gestures. The truck pulls up abreast of Ardy and stops, its noisy motor sputtering gamely.


The passenger door is shoved open from within. Without even stopping to peer inside, Ardy accepts the silent offer and jumps in. The truck resumes its bone-rattling motion.


Ardy looks to his left. The first thing he sees is an old-fashioned black doctor’s bag beside him on the seat. His gaze travels up thence to the driver.


The man behind the wheel is in his mid-sixties. He is big and corpulent, with a reddened nose and silver hair and droopy jowls, much like that famous vaudevillian, W C. Fields. He is dressed in a tweedy suit with a knitted woolen vest. The suit must once have been expensive, but now the jacket is pocked with holes from falling cigarette ash, stained with various gravies, and dusted with flakes of tobacco. The knees of the suit are smeared with what appears to be mud, manure, and straw.


Removing his eyes briefly from the road, the man gazes at Ardy. “Son,” he declaims rather floridly, “you look dead beat.”


A tingling cloak of relief descends on Ardy’s weary shoulders. He realizes that, quite contrary to his normal attitude, he had been half expecting some sort of accusation or rebuke. How pleasant to receive instead this insightful understanding and sympathy! Ardy’s breast begins to fill again with his wonted cheerful optimism.


“I am, sir. I have had a most distressing set of experiences, culminating in a long hungry walk, and I thought I was done for until you arrived.”


Waving one beefy chapped hand negligently, the man says, “It’s no big thing to offer someone a lift, son. Just common fellow-feeling. That’s the kind of thing that made this country great. One competent individual lending a helping hand to another. None of this government welfare stuff. Just man-to-man charity.”


Recalling salient advice from the Digest that “The only three topics you should, never discuss are religion, politics and a woman’s age,” and reluctant to inadvertently broach any of these touchy subjects, Ardy merely replies, “Well, I truly appreciate it.”


Unexpectedly slumping a trifle, the man passes a hand across his brow, brushing aside the shock of white hair there. “Damn, I’m plenty tired myself! That’s the reason I didn’t see you at first, son. Almost asleep at the wheel, I guess. I was up all night with the Andersons’ cow. Damn rough delivery there, I don’t mind telling you. But a fine calf in the end.”


“I take it that you are a veterinarian, sir.”


“Right you are, son. Herbert Spencer’s the name, curing hoof-rot’s the game.”


Doctor Spencer extends his left hand across his chest toward Ardy. In a breach of courtesy, Ardy can do naught but stare in stunned disbelief.


“This, this, this—” splutters Ardy. “This is just unbelievable.” He clutches Doctor Spencer’s rough hand in both of his own and pumps it fervently. “Sir, I cannot tell you what this meeting means to me. Ever since I read of your career many years ago, your life of selfless devotion has shone as a beacon in the night for me. My goodness, it’s a miracle, our meeting like this! This country—I just can’t believe it.”


“You must be talking about that old Digest article,” responds Doctor Spencer, with somewhat less excitement and pride than Ardy would have imagined he would exhibit. “Well, I’m glad my humble old life meant something to you, son. But everything changes, you know. It sure does. And lots of times, not for the better.”


Ardy is upset by Doctor Spencer’s implicit tale of woe. He wants to inquire further but in the end refrains, thinking it might be too painful for the Doctor to recount. If he wants to share his troubles with Ardy, surely he will do so.
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