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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.


      




Foreword


“I hear you’re writing pornography now.”


Thus spake one of the acquaintances of Philip José Farmer recently. The question seems simple and straightforward. It was, obviously, asked by a man who honestly felt he could define his own terms, and probably that the terms he used were so self-evident that they didn’t need defining.


There is a vast number of honestly simple-minded people who can, without hesitation, define




pornography


God


right


evil


liberty


law and order


science fiction


communism


freedom


honorable peace


obscenity


love





and think, and act, and legislate, and sometimes burn, jail, and kill on the basis of their definitions. These are the Labellers, and they are without exception the most lethal and destructive force ever faced by any species on this or any other planet, and I shall tell you clearly and simply why.


Simple truth is hard to come by. Virtually everything which looks like the truth is subject to question and modification. “Water runs downhill.” At what temperature? Where—in an Apollo capsule, for example, or in the input end of a siphon? “Skirts are for girls.” Would you like to face up to a battalion of the kilted Black Watch or a company of the hardbitten Greek evzones? (They even have lace on their skirts.) “E=MC2,” said that burnished deity of the relative, Albert Einstein, “may after all be a local phenomenon.”


The lethal destructiveness inherent in Labelling lies in the fact that the Labeller, without exception, overlooks the most basic of all characteristic of everything in the universe—passage: that is to say, flux and change. If he stops and thinks (which is not his habit) the Labeller must concede that rocks change, and mountains; that the planets change, and the stars, and that they have not stopped because of the purely local and most minor phenomenon that he happens to be placing a Label on in this place at this point in time.


Passage is more evident in what we call life than in any other area. It is not enough to say that living things change; one must go further and say that life is change. That which does not change is abhorrent to the most basic laws of the universe; that which does not change is not alive; and in the presence of that which does not change, life cannot exist.


This is why the Labeller is lethal. He is the dead hand. His is the command, Stop! He is death’s friend, life’s enemy. He does not want, he cannot face, things as they really are—moving, flowing, changing; he wants them to stop.


Why?


I think it’s because of a perfectly normal desire for security. He wants to feel safe. He does not know that he has mistaken stasis for stability. If only everything would stop, if only today and tomorrow would be just like yesterday (he never looks really carefully at yesterday, you understand, so he thinks everything was motionless and peaceful and law-abiding yesterday, which of course it wasn’t) he could really feel safe. He doesn’t realize that he has become anti-life and pro-death—that what he is actually about is a form of suicide, for himself and for his species. He doesn’t realize that in the sanctuary of the church of his choice, any given Sunday (or Saturday) morning, he will see respectable matrons dressed in clothes which would have been forbidden, not only on the streets, but on the beaches, within the memory of the older parishioners. He has forgotten that it was only a few short years ago that something close to cultural shock swept through our species because Clark Gable, as Rhett Butler, said “Damn” in a movie. He overlooks all evidence, all truth, and he Labels; and he is absolutely deadly, so watch out for him.


Philip José Farmer is a superb writer and in every sense a good man, who seems to have been born with the knowledge that the truth—the real truth—is to be sought with the devotion of those who sought the Holy Grail, and to be faced openly, even when it turned out to be something that he and the rest of us would much rather it wasn’t. Ever since (in 1952) he exploded into science fiction with an extraordinary novelette called The Lovers, he has continued to call it what it is, show it as he finds it. The book you hold in your hands is a perfect case in point. The Labellers will be gone from here long about page 5, crying “Stop!” (A word which of all words is most against God.) A handful of poor tilted souls, whom the Labellers have frustrated and perverted, will drool wetly all the way through, skipping all the living connective tissue and getting their jollies out of context. (Some of these will thereafter destructively Label the book, to Stop anyone else from getting any.) The rest of you will take these pages for what they are: truths (for many of these things are truly within us all, whether you find that a pleasant truth or not) and the seeking for truth; the symbols and analogs of truth and of the quest for truth—and a hell of a good story.


After I had read The Image of the Beast, and before I wrote these comments, I called Phil Farmer for one clarification. In all my reading and researching, and in all my hardly impoverished imaginings, I have never run across an image like the one concerning “the most beautiful woman in the world” and the long, glistening thing, with a golf-ball-sized head complete with a face and a little beard, which emerged from her womb and entered her throat. Aside from the amazement and shock which it evokes, it filled me with wonder, for it is unique, and was, to me, without literary or psychopathological referents. They are, he tells me, Joan of Arc and the famous/infamous Gilles de Rais (which in itself is an odd coupling!), and he went on to tell me that they are part of a far larger symbolic structure, to be elucidated in two more books. This is why IMAGE has the subtitle-note An exorcism: Ritual I. Therefore, like everything else Farmer has written, IMAGE is fable. That is to say, like all of Aesop and a lot of Shakespeare, the story is larger than the narrative—the play means more than the events described. Calculated discomfort is a well-known path to truth. The lotus position is at first an agony. A fast of forty days and nights is only for the dedicated, and while it might lead to a meeting with Satan, it is recorded somewhere that Satan can thereupon be defeated. I take Farmer’s structured shock accordingly, and go with it, and eagerly await the completion of his pattern.


For you can’t keep a good man down, friends and Labellers—neither his goodness nor his manhood.


—Theodore Sturgeon
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GREEN MILK CURDLED.


Smoke rose to the light, and smoke and light fused to become green milk. The milk fissioned to become smoke and darkness above. As below.


Smog was outside, and smog was inside.


Green and sour.


The green and sour odor and taste came not only from the smog, which had forced its tendrils into the air-conditioned building, nor from the tobacco plumes the room. It came from, memory of what he had seen that morning and anticipation of what he would see within the next few minutes.


The film room of the Los Angeles Police Department was darker than Herald Childe had ever seen it. The beam of light from the projection booth usually tended to make gray what otherwise would have been black. But the cigar and cigarette smoke, the smog, and the mood of the viewers, blackened everything. Even the silver light from the screen seemed to pull light in instead of casting it back at the viewers.


Where the beam overhead struck the tobacco fumes, green milk formed and curdled and soured. So thought Herald Childe. The image was unforced. The worst smog in history was smothering Los Angeles and Orange counties. Not a mouse of a wind had stirred for a day and a night and a day and a night. On the third day, it seemed that this condition might go on and on.


The smog. He could now forget the smog.


Spread-eagled on the screen was his partner (possibly ex-partner). The wine-red draperies behind him glowed, and Matthew Colben’s face, normally as red as Chianti half-diluted with water, was now the color of a transparent plastic bag bulging with wine.


The camera swung away to show the rest of his body and some of the room. He was flat on his back and nude. His arms were strapped down beside him and his legs, also strapped down, formed a V. His penis lolled across his left thigh like a fat drunken worm.


The table must have been made for just this purpose of tying down men with their legs separated so others could walk in between the legs.


There was only the Y-shaped wooden table, the thick wine-red carpet, and the wine-red draperies. The camera swept around to show the circle of draperies and then turned back and swooped up to show the full form of Matthew Colben as seen by a fly on the ceiling. Colben’s head was on a dark pillow. He looked straight up at the camera and smiled sillily. He did not seem to care that he was bound and helpless.


The previous scenes had shown why he did not care and had demonstrated how Colben had progressed, through conditioning, from impotent fear to rigid anticipation.


Childe, having seen the complete film once, felt his entrails slip about each other and knot each other and, their tails coiled around his backbone, pull until they were choking each other.


Colben grinned, and Childe murmured, “You fool! You poor fucking fool!”


The man in the seat on Childe’s right shifted and said, “What’d you say?”


“Nothing, Commissioner.”


But his penis felt as if it were being sucked back up into his belly and drawing his testicles after it.


The draperies opened, and the camera moved in to show a huge black-rimmed, long-lashed, dark-blue eye. Then it moved down along a straight narrow nose and broad, full, and bright red lips. A pink-red tongue slipped out between unnaturally white and even teeth, shot back and forth a few times, dropped a bead of saliva on the chin, and then disappeared.


The camera moved back, the draperies were thrust open, and a woman entered. Her black glossy hair was combed straight back and fell to her waist. Her face was garish with beauty patches, rouge, powder, green and red and black and azure paint around the eyes and a curl of powder-blue down her cheeks, artificial eyelashes, and a tiny golden nose-ring. A green robe, tied at her neck and waist, was so thin that she might as well have been naked. Despite which, she untied the cords about the neck and waist and slid the robe off and showed that she could be even more naked.


The camera moved downward and closer. The hollow at the base of the neck was deep and the bones beneath hinted at exquisiteness. The breasts were full but not large, slightly conical and up-tilted, with narrow and long, almost sharp, nipples. The breasts were hung upon a large rib cage. The belly sank inward; she was skinny about the hips, the bones stuck out just a little. The camera went round, or she pivoted—Childe could not tell which because the camera was so close to her and he had no reference point. Her buttocks were like huge un-shelled soft-boiled eggs.


The camera traveled around her, showing the narrow waist and ovoid hips and then turned so that it was looking up toward the ceiling—which was covered with a drape-like material the color of a broken blood-vessel in a drunkard’s eye. The camera glanced up her white thigh; light was cast into the hollow between the legs—she must have spread her legs then—and there was the little brown eye of the anus and the edge of the mouth of her vagina. The hairs were yellow, which meant that the woman had either dyed her head hairs or her pubic hairs.


The camera, still pointing upward, passed between her legs—which looked like the colossal limbs of a statue now—and then traveled slowly upward. It straightened out as it rose and was looking directly at her pubes. These were partly covered by a triangular cloth which was taped on. Childe did not know why. Modesty certainly was not the reason.


He had seen this shot before, but he braced himself. The first time, he—in common with the others in the room—had jumped and some had sworn and one had yelled.


The cloth was tight against the genitals, and a shift in angle of lighting suddenly revealed that the cloth was semitransparent. The hairs formed a dark triangle, and the slit took in the cloth enough to show that the cloth was tight against the slit.


Abruptly, and Childe jumped again even though he knew what was coming, the cloth sank in more deeply, as if something inside the vagina had spread the lips open. Then something bulged against the cloth, something that could only have come from within the woman. It thrust the cloth up; the cloth shook as if a tiny fist or head were beating against it, and then the bulge sank back, and the cloth was quiet again.


The Commissioner, two seats away from Childe, said, “What the hell could that be?” He blew out cigar smoke and then began coughing. Childe coughed, too.


“It could be something mechanical up her cunt,” Childe said. “Or it could be …” He let the words, and his thoughts, hang. No hermaphrodite, as far as he knew, had a penis within the vaginal canal. Anyway, that wasn’t a penis sliding out; that looked like an independent entity—gave the feeling of one, rather—and certainly the thing had beat against the cloth at more than one place.


Now the camera swung around at a level a few inches above Colben and several feet in front of him. It showed the feet, seemingly enormous at this narrow distance, the thickly muscled and hairy calves and thighs spread out on the Y-shaped table, the big testicles, the fat worm of the penis, no longer lolling against the thigh but beginning to get fatter and to lift its swollen red head. Colben could not have seen the woman enter, but he had evidently been conditioned so that he knew she would come in within a certain time after he was strapped to the table. The penis was coming to life as if its ears—buried within the flesh like a snake’s—had heard her or as if the slit in its head were a detector of body heat—like an adder’s nose pits—and it knew that she was in the room.


The camera moved to one side so that it could start with the profile of Matthew Colben’s head. The thick curly gray-and-black hair, the big red ears, the smooth forehead, the big curved nose, the thin lips, massive jawbone, chin thick and heavy as the head of a sledge, big fat chest, the outcurve of a paunch grown with much stuffing of steak and beer, the down-curve to the penis, now fully up and swollen and hard. The camera moved in for a close shot; the veins were ropes run into the lanyard of lust (Childe could not help thinking in such images; he fingered concepts with a Midas touch). The head, fully exposed, glistened with lubricating fluid.


Now the camera moved up and away and took a position where both the man and woman could be seen. She approached slowly, swaying her hips, and came up to Colben and said something. Her lips moved, but there was no sound, and the police lip-reader could not tell what she was saying because her head was bent too far over. Colben said something too, but his words were undecipherable for the same reason.


The woman bent over and let her left breast fall so that Colben could take it in his mouth. He sucked for a while; and then the woman removed it. The camera moved in to show the nipple, which was wet and swollen. She kissed him on the mouth; the camera moved in side-wise to show her as she raised her head a little to permit the camera to record the tongue sliding back and forth into Colben’s mouth. Then she began to kiss and to lick his chin, his neck, his chest, his nipples, and she smeared his round belly with saliva. She worked slowly down to his pubic hairs, slobbered on them, gently tapped his penis with her tongue many times, kissed it lightly several times, flicked out her tongue to dab its head with the tip while she held it at the root. Then she walked around the leg of the Y and between the legs and began to suck on his penis energetically.


At this point, a tinny piano, like those played in the old-time bars or in the silent movie theaters, began Dvorak’s Humoresque. The camera shifted to a position above Colben’s face; his eyes were closed and he was looking ecstatic, that is, stupidly happy.


For the first time, the woman spoke.


“Tell me just before you’re ready to come, darling. Maybe thirty or so seconds before, yes? I have a beautiful surprise for you. Something new.”


The voice had been printed and run off by the police on an oscilloscope and studied. But distortions had been introduced into it. That was why the voice sounded so hollow and wavery.


“Go slower, baby,” Colben said. “Take it easy, put it off like you did the last time. That was the greatest orgasm I ever had in my life. You’re going a little too fast now. And don’t stick your finger up my ass like you did then. You cut my piles.”


The first time the scene had been shown, some of the cops had snickered. Nobody snickered now. There was an unheard but easily felt shift in the audience now. The smoke seemed to get hard and brittle; the green milk in the light beam became more sour. The Commissioner sucked in air so hard a rattle sounded in his throat and then he began coughing.


The piano was playing The William Tell Overture now. The tinny music was so incongruous, and yet it was the incongruity that made it seem so horrible.


The woman raised her head and said, “You about ready to come, mon petit?”


Colben breathed, “Oh, Jesus, just about!”


The woman looked into the camera and smiled. The flesh seemed to fade away, the bones beneath were faintly glowing and cloudy. Then the flesh was cloudy; the skull was hard and bright. And then the skull faded and flesh fell back into place.


She leered into the camera and put her head down again, but this time she went past the corner of the Y and squatted down below the table, where the, camera followed her. There was a small shelf fixed to one leg of the table. She picked up something off it; the light brightened, the camera moved in nearer.


She held a pair of false teeth. They looked as if they were made of iron; the teeth were sharp as a razor and pointed like a tiger’s.


She smiled and put the iron teeth on the shelf and used both hands to remove her own teeth. She looked thirty years older. She placed the white teeth on the shelf and then inserted the iron teeth into her mouth. She held the edge of her forefinger between the two teeth and bit gently down. Then she removed the finger and held it so that the camera could zero in on it. Bright red blood was welling out from the bite.


She stood up and wiped the cut on the fat glans of Colben’s penis and she bent over and licked the blood off. Colben groaned and said, “Oh, God, I’m going to come!”


Her mouth went around the head and she sucked in loudly. Colben began to jerk and to groan. The camera showed his face for a second before it moved back to a position alongside the woman’s.


She raised her head quickly. The penis was jerking and spurting the thick oily whitish fluid. She opened her mouth widely, bent down swiftly, and bit. The muscles along her jaw lumped; her neck muscles became cords.


Colben screamed.


She whipped her head back and forth and bit again and again. Blood ran down from her mouth and reddened the pubic hairs.


The camera moved away from her to show the draperies through which she had entered. There was a flourish of trumpets. A cannon boomed in the distance. The piano played Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture.


Trumpets sounded again as the music faded. The draperies shot open, propelled by two stiff arms. A man stepped inside and posed for a moment, his right arm raised so that his black cloak half-hid his face. His hair was black and shiny as patent leather and was parted down the middle. His forehead and nose were white as the belly of a shark. His eyebrows were thick and black and met over his nose. The eyes were large and black.


He was dressed as if he were going to a movie premiere. He had on a formal suit, a stiff white shirt with a black formal tie and a diagonal red band across his chest and a medal or order on his lapel.


He wore blue sneakers.


Another comic element which only made the situation more horrible.


The man lowered the cloak to show a large hooked nose, a thick black moustache which curved down around the ends of his thick rouged lips, and a prominent cleft chin.


He cackled, and this deliberately corny element was even more horrible than the sneakers. The laugh was a parody of all the gloating laughs cranked forth by all the monsters and Draculas of every horror movie.


Up went the arm, and, his face hidden behind the cloak, the man rushed toward the table. Colben was still screaming. The woman jumped away swiftly and let the man into the Y. The penis was still jerking and emitting blood and spermatic fluid; the head was half-bitten off. The camera switched to the woman’s face. Blood was running down her chin and over her breasts.


Again, the camera panned back to the Dracula (so Childe thought of him). Dracula cackled again, showing two obviously false canines, long and sharp. Then he bent down and began to chew savagely on the penis but within a short time raised his head. The blood and spermatic fluid was running out of his mouth and making the front of his white shirt crimson. He opened his mouth and spit out the head of the penis onto Colben’s belly and laughed, spraying blood over himself and Colben.


The first time, Childe had fainted. This time, he got up and ran toward the door but vomited before he reached it. He was not alone.
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The Dracula and the woman had looked into the camera and laughed wildly as if they had been having a hilarious time. Then, fade-out, and a flash of TO BE CONTINUED? End of film.


Herald Childe did not see the ending the second time. He was too occupied with groaning, with wiping the tears from his eyes and blowing his nose and coughing. The taste and odor of vomit were strong. He felt like apologizing, but he repressed the impulse. He had nothing to apologize for.


The Commissioner, who had not thrown up but who might have looked better if he had, said, “Let’s get out of here.”


He stepped over the mess on the wooden floor. Childe followed him. The others came out. The Commissioner said, “We’re going to have a conference, Childe. You can sit in on it, contribute, if you wish.”


“I’d like to keep in touch with the police, Commissioner. But I don’t have anything to contribute. Not just yet, anyway.”


He had told the police, more than once, everything he knew about Matthew Colben, which was much, and everything he knew about his disappearance, which was nothing.


The Commissioner was a tall lean man with a half-bald head and a long thin face and melancholy black moustache. He was always tugging at the right end of his moustache—never the left. Yet he was left-handed. Childe had observed this habit and wondered about its origin. What would the Commissioner say if he were made aware of it?


What could he say? Only he and a psychotherapist would ever be able to find out.


“You realize, Childe, that this comes at a very bad time for us,” the Commissioner said. “If it weren’t for the … uh, extraordinary aspects of the case … I wouldn’t be able to spend more than a few minutes on it. As it is …”


Childe nodded and said, “Yes. I know. The Department will have to get on it later. I’m grateful that you’ve taken this time.”


“Oh, it’s not that bad!” the Commissioner said. “Sergeant Bruin will be handling the case. That is, when he has time. You have to realize …”


“I realize,” Childe said. “I know Bruin. I’ll keep in touch with him. But not so often he’ll be bugged.”


“Fine, fine!”


The Commissioner stuck out a skinny and cold but sweating hand, said, “See you!” and turned and walked off down the hall.


Childe went into the nearest men’s room, where several plainclothesmen and two uniformed men were washing the taste of vomit out. Sergeant Bruin was also there, but he had not been sick. He came from the stall zipping up his fly. Bruin was rightly named. He looked like a grizzly, but he was far less easily upset.


As he washed his hands, he said, “I gotta hurry, Childe. The Commissioner wants a quick conference about your partner, and then we all gotta get back on this smog thing.”


“You have my phone number, and I got yours,” Childe said. He drank another cup of water and crumpled the paper and threw it into the wastepaper basket. “Well, at least I’ll be able to move around. I got a permit to use my car.”


“That’s more’n several million citizens got right now,” Bruin said cheerfully. “Be sure you burn the gas in a good cause.”


“So far, I haven’t got much reason to burn anything,” Childe said. “But I’m going to try.”


Bruin looked down at him. His big black eyes were as impenetrable as a bear’s; they did not look human. He said, “You going to put in time for free on this job?”


“Who’s going to pay me?” Childe said. “Colben’s divorced. This case is tied up with Budler’s, but Budler’s wife discharged me yesterday. She says she doesn’t give a shit any more.”


“He may be dead, just like Colben,” Bruin said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we got another package through the mails.”


“Me neither,” Childe said.


“See you,” Bruin said. He put a heavy paw on Childe’s shoulder for a second. “Doing it for nothing, eh? He was your partner, right? But you was going to split up, right? Yet you’re going to find out who killed him, right?”


“I’ll try,” Childe said.


“I like that,” Bruin said. “There ain’t much sense of loyalty kicking around nowadays.” He lumbered off; the others trailed out after him. Childe was alone. He looked into the mirror over the washbowl. The pale face resembled Lord Byron’s enough to have given him trouble with women—and a number of jealous or desirous men—ever since he was fourteen. Now, it was a little lumpy, and a scar ran down his left cheek. Memento of Korea, when a drunken soldier had objected to being arrested by Childe and had slashed his face with the broken end of a beer bottle. The eyes were dark gray and just now much bloodshot. The neck below the slightly lumpy Byronic head was thick and the shoulders were wide. The face of a poet, he thought as he had thought many times, and the body of a cop, a private investigator. Why did you ever get into this sordid soul-leaching depressing corrupting racket? Why didn’t you become a quiet professor of English or psychology in a quiet college town?


Only he and a psychotherapist would ever know, and he evidently did not want to know, since he had never gone to a psychotherapist. He was sure that he enjoyed the sordidness and tears and grief and hatred and the blood, somewhere in him. Something fed on contemptible food. Something enjoyed it, but that something sure as hell wasn’t Herald Childe. Not at this moment, anyway.


He left the washroom and went down the hall to an elevator and dropped while he turned his thoughts so inwardly that he did not know whether or not he was alone in the cage. On the way to the exit, he shook his head a little as if to wake himself up. It was dangerous to be so infolded.


Matthew Colben, his partner, had been on his way to being his ex-partner. Colben was a big-mouthed braggart, a Don Juan who let his desire to make a pass interfere with his business. He had not allowed his prick to get in the way of business when he and Childe had become partners six years ago. But Colben was fifty now and perhaps trying to keep the thoughts of a slowing-down body and thickening flesh and a longer time to recover from hangovers away from him. Childe didn’t accept this reason; Colben could do whatever he wanted after business hours, but he was cheating his partner when he cheated himself with the booze and the women. After the Budler case, they would be through. So Childe had promised himself.


Now Colben was dead and Budler could be in the hands of the same people who had taken Colben—although there was no evidence to indicate so. But Budler and Colben had disappeared the same night, and Colben had been tailing Budler.


The film had been mailed from a Torrance post office three days ago. Colben and Budler had been missing for fourteen days.


Childe stopped at the tobacco stand and bought a morning Times. At any other time, the Colben case would have been headline material. Not today. It was, however, a feature on the front page. Childe, hating to go outside, leaned against the wall and read the story. It had been-considerably bowdlerized by the reporters who had seen the film. They had not been present at either of the showings he had witnessed, but Bruin had told him they were at a special running. Bruin had laughed like a bear with a sore throat, and described how at least half of them had thrown up or been close to throwing up.


“Some of them been in battles and seen men with their guts blowed inside out!” Bruin had said. “You was in the Korean action and you was an officer, right? Yet you got sick! How come?”


“Didn’t you feel your cock drawing up in your belly?” Childe had said.


“Naw.”


“Maybe you don’t have one,” Childe had said. Bruin thought that was funny, too.


The whole story was in two columns, and it covered most of what Childe knew except for the details of the film. Colben’s car had been found in a parking lot behind a trust and security building on Wilshire Boulevard in Beverly Hills. Colben had been trailing Benjamin Budler, a wealthy Beverly Hills lawyer. Budler had been stepping out on his wife, not to mention his regular mistress. The wife had hired Childe & Colben, Private Investigators, to get enough evidence for her to file for divorce.


Colben, using the tape recorder in his car, had described Budler’s moves. Budler had picked up a lovely brunette (described in detail but unidentified) on the corner of Olympic and Veteran. The traffic light had been green, but Budler had held up a long line of cars, horns blaring, while he opened the door and let the woman in. She was well-dressed. Colben had surmised that her car was parked somewhere close; she did not look as if she would live in this neighborhood.


Budler’s Rolls-Royce had turned right on Veteran and gone to Santa Monica, where it had turned left and traveled down Santa Monica until it stopped a block from a quiet and expensive restaurant. Here Budler had let the woman off and driven to a parking place on a side street. He had walked to the restaurant where they had dined and wined (presumably) for three hours. Though they went in separately, they came out together. Budler was red-faced, talking loudly and laughing much. The woman laughed much also but she walked steadily. His balance was a little uncertain; he stumbled when he started across the street and almost fell.


They had taken the Rolls-Royce (with Budler driving too swiftly and weaving in and out of traffic) up Santa Monica and turned left at Bedford Drive to go north.


The tape was wiped clean from this point on.


Colben had stated that he had gotten some long-range pictures of the woman when Budler had picked her up. The camera was in the car but the film had been removed.


The car had been thoroughly cleaned; there was not a single fingerprint. Some dirt particles, presumably from the shoes of whoever had driven the car to the parking lot, were on the mat, but an analysis had shown only that the dirt could have come from anywhere in the area. There were some fibers; these had been rubbed off the rag used to wipe the seats.


Budler’s Rolls-Royce was also missing.


The police had not discovered that Budler had dropped out of his normal pattern of life until two days after Colben was reported missing. His wife had known that he was gone, but she had not bothered to report this. Why should she? He often did not come home for two to four days.


As soon as she was informed that her husband might have been kidnapped or murdered, that his disappearance was connected with that of Colben’s (or seemed likely to be connected), she had told Childe that he was no longer employed by her.


“I hope they find the son of a bitch dead! And soon!” she had screamed over the phone. “I don’t want his money tied up forever! I need it now! It’s just like him to never be found and tie me up with litigation and red tape and all that shit! Just like him! I hate him!” and so on.


“I’ll send you my bill,” Childe had replied. “It was nice working for you,” and he had hung up.


His bill would be delivered, but how soon he would be paid was doubtful. Even if a check was sent by Mrs. Budler by return mail, it might not be cashable for some time. The newspapers reported that the authorities were discussing closing down all banks until the crisis was over. Many people were protesting against this, but it would not make much difference for the protesters if the banks did stay open. What good did that do if most of the customers could not get to their bank unless they were within walking distance or wanted to stand in line for hours to take the infrequent bus?


He looked up from the paper. Two uniformed, gas-masked men were bringing in a tall dark man between them. He held up handcuffed hands as if to demonstrate his martyrdom to the world. One cop carried a third gas mask, and by this Childe knew that the arrested man had probably been using a mask while holding up a store or robbing a loan company or doing something which required concealing his face.


Childe wondered why the cops were bringing him in through this entrance. Perhaps they had caught him just down the street and were taking the short cut.


The situation was advantageous for criminals in one respect. Men wearing gas masks or water-soaked cloths over their faces were not uncommon. On the other hand, anyone abroad was likely to be stopped and questioned. One thing balances out another.


The cops and the arrestee were coughing. The man behind the tobacco counter was coughing. Childe felt a tickling in his throat. He could not smell the smog, but the thought of smelling it evoked the ghost of a cough.


He checked his I.D. cards and permit. He did not want to be caught without them, as he had been yesterday. He had lost about an hour because, even after the cops had called in and validated his reasons for being out, he had been required to go home and pick up his papers, and he had been stopped again before he could get home.


He tucked the paper under his arm, walked to the door, looked through the glass, shuddered, wished he had lightweight scuba diver’s equipment, opened the door and plunged in.
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It was like walking at the bottom of a sea of very thin bile.


There were no clouds between the sun and the sea. The sun shone brightly as if it were trying to burn a path through the sea. The August sun burned fiercely and the more it burned, the more it cut with its yellow machetes, the thicker and more poisonous grew the gray-green foliage.


(Childe knew he was mixing metaphors. So what? The Cosmos was a mixed metaphor in the mind of God. The left mind of God did not know what the right mind of God was doing. Or did not care. God was a schizophrenic? Herald Childe, creature of God, image of God, certainly was schizophrenic. Levorotatory image?)


Eyes burned like heretics at the stake. Sinuses were scourged; fire ran along the delicate bones; spermaticky fluid collected to fill the chambers of the sinuses and dripped, waiting for the explosion of air voluntarily or involuntarily set off to discharge the stuff with the mildest of orgasms.


Not a twitch of wind. The air had been unmoving for a day and a night and half a day, as if the atmosphere had died and was rotting.


The gray-green stuff hung in sheets. Or seemed to. The book of judgment was being read and the pages, the gray-green sheets, were being turned as the eye read and more and more pages were being piled toward the front of the book. How far to read before the end?


Childe could see no further than one hundred and ten feet, if that. He had walked this path from the door to the parking lot so many times that he could not get lost. But there were those who did not know where they were. A woman, screaming, ran by him, and was lost in the greenishness. He stopped. His heart was pounding. Faintly, he could hear a car horn. A siren wailed somewhere. He turned slowly, trying to see or hear the woman or her pursuer, if any, but there was none. She ran; no one pursued.


He began to trot. He sweated. His eyes smarted and flowed tears, and little flames seemed to be creeping down his throat toward his lungs. He wanted to get to the car, which held his gas mask. He forced himself to walk. There was panic hanging in the air, the same panic that came to a man when he felt hands squeezing his neck and thumbs pressing in on his windpipe.


A car emerged from the cloud. It was not his. He passed by it and, ten parking spaces on, found his 1970 Oldsmobile. He put the mask on, started the motor, wincing a little at the thought of the poisons shooting out of the exhaust, turned his lights on and drove out of the lot. The street held more moving bright lights than he had expected. He turned on the radio and found out why. Those who had some place to go outside the area of smog were going whether or not the authorities gave permission, and so the authorities were giving permission. Many who had no place to go, but were going anyway, were also driving out. The flood had started. The streets weren’t jammed as yet, but they soon would be.


Childe cursed. He had planned on easy drives to his various destinations that day because, although he could not drive swiftly, he could drive unimpeded by traffic.


The voice of the governor issued from the speaker. The governor pleaded for restraint and calm. Everybody should continue to stay home—if they were able to do so. However, those who had to get out for health reasons (which would include the entire population now, Childe thought) should drive carefully and should realize that there just were not enough accommodations for them outside the Los Angeles-Orange County area in this state. Nevada and Arizona had been notified of the invasion, and Utah and New Mexico were readying themselves. Troops were being moved into the area but only to act as traffic policemen and to assist the hospitals. There was no martial law; there was no need for it. There was an upswing in crimes of passion, theft, and robbery, but there had been no riots.


No wonder, thought Childe. There was something irritating about smog; it did eat the skin off the nerves, but people did not like to get out in it, and people did not collect in large numbers. To every man, others looked like ghosts coming toward him out of the gray-greenness or like strange fish appearing suddenly from the shadows. Strange fish could be sharks.


He passed a car with three goggled, snouted monstrosities in it. Their heads swiveled, the cyclopean eyes stared blindly, the noses seemed to sniff. He sped away from them until their headlights were muffled and then slowed down. Once, a car suddenly appeared behind him, and a red light flashed. He looked through the rear view mirror before he stopped; there were fake prowl cars stopping motorists and robbing, beating, or even killing them on the streets during daylight, within twenty feet of passers-by. He decided to pull over, eased the car gently toward the dimly visible curb, and stopped. He kept the motor running and peered at the car and the cop getting out of it on the right side. If he did not like the looks of them he could still get out of the right side of his car and take off into the dimness. But he recognized the cop, although he did not know his name, and stayed behind the wheel. He flipped open his coat and slowly reached within it so that the cop would not get the impression he was reaching for a gun. He had a license for a gun but it was at home.


The cops had stopped too many to make him get out of the car and assume the stance of the friskee. Besides, there were many legitimate drivers, and within a short time, there would be so many cars on the streets that they might as well give up, except for obvious cases.


Childe established his identity quickly enough. They knew of him by hearsay and had also read the papers. One, Chominshi, wanted to discuss the case, but the other was coughing, and Childe started to cough, so they let him go. He continued up Third toward West Los Angeles. His apartment and his office were a few blocks away from Beverly Hills. He planned to go straight home and do some thinking.


If he could think. He was in a mild state of shock. His reflexes seemed to be slow as if he had been drugged or was recovering from being knocked out. He felt a slight sense of detachment, as if he had been disengaged somewhat from reality, no doubt to soften the effects of the film. The smog did not help him keep an anchor on things; it induced a feeling of slippage of self.


He was not burning with lust for revenge on those who had killed Colben. He had not liked Colben, and he knew that Colben had done some things which were criminal but he had escaped without (as far as Childe knew) even the punishment of conscience. He had knocked up a teenager and kicked her out, and the girl had taken sleeping pills and died. There were others, although none had ended in death for the girls. But some would have been better off dead. And there was the wife of a client who had been found beaten and would always be an idiot. Childe had had no basis for suspicion of Colben, but he had felt that Colben might have done the beating for the client, especially after he had discovered that Colben was going to bed with the woman. He could prove nothing; he could not even make an accusation which would not sound stupid, because he lacked any evidence. That Colben was neglecting the business, however, was reason enough to get rid of him. Childe did not have enough money to buy Colben out; he had meant to make it so unpleasant for Colben that he would be glad to dissolve the partnership.


Nevertheless, no man deserved to die as Colben had. Or did he? The horror was more in the viewers’ minds than in Colben’s. He had been hurt very much, but only briefly, and had died quickly.


That did not matter. Childe intended to find out all he could, although he suspected that he would find out very little. And soon enough the need to pay bills would take him off the case; he would only be able to work on it during his leisure moments. Which meant that, in effect, he would be able to accomplish almost nothing.


But he had nothing else to do, and he certainly did not intend to sit still in his apartment and breathe in poison gas. He had to do something to keep going. He could not even read comfortably because of the burning and the tears. He was like a shark that has to keep moving to allow water to flow through the gills. Once he stopped, he would suffocate.


But a shark can breathe, and also stand still if the water is moving. Sybil could be his flowingness. Sybil was a name that sounded like running brooks and sunshine in quiet green glades and wisdom like milk from full flowing breasts. Certainly not green milk. White creamy milk of tenderness and good sense.


Childe smiled. The Great Romanticist. He not only looked like Lord Byron, he thought like him. Reincarnation come. George Gordon, Lord Byron, reborn as a private eye and without a club foot. One thing about a club mind, it didn’t show. Not at first. But the limp became evident to others who had to walk with him day after day.


The Private Eyes of the novels. They were simple straightforward men with their minds made up—all black and white—vengeance is mine, saith Lord Hammer—true heroes with whom the majority of readers had no trouble identifying.


This was strange, because the antiheroes of the existential novels were supposed to be representative of the modern mind, and they certainly were uncertain. The antihero got far more publicity, far more critical trumpeting, than the simple, stable, undoubting private eye, the hero of the masses.


Childe told himself to cut, as if his thoughts were a strip of film. He was exaggerating and also simplifying. Inwardly, he might be an existential antihero, but outwardly he was a man of action, a Shadow, a Doc Savage, a Sam Spade. He smiled again. Truth to tell, he was Herald Sigurd Childe, red-eyed, watery-eyed, drippy-nosed, sickened, wanting to run home to Mother. Or to that image named Sybil.


Mother, unfortunately, became angry if he did not phone her to ask if he could come over. Mother wanted privacy and independence, and if she did not get it, she expressed herself unpleasantly and exiled him for an indeterminate time.


He parked the car outside his apartment, ran up the steps, hearing someone cough behind a door as he passed, and unlocked his door. The apartment was a living room, a kitchenette, and a bedroom. Normally, it was bright with white walls and ceilings and creamy woodwork and lightly colored, lightly built furniture. Today, it was gloomy; even the unshadowed places had a greenish tinge.


Sybil answered the phone before the second ring had started.


“You must have been expecting me,” he said gaily.


“I was expecting,” she said. Her voice was not, however, unfriendly.


He did not make the obvious reply. “I’d like to come over,” he finally said.


“Why? Because you’re hard up?”


“For your company.”


“You haven’t got anything to do. You have to find some way to spend the time.”


“I have a case I’m working on,” he said. He hesitated and then, knowing that he was baiting the hook and hating himself for it, said, “It’s about Colben. You read the papers?”


“I thought that was what you’d be working on. Isn’t it horrible?”


He did not ask her why she was home today. She was the secretary of an advertising agency executive. Neither she nor her boss would have a driving priority.


“I’ll be right over,” he said. He paused and then said, “Will I be able to stay a while or will I have to get out after a while? Don’t get mad! I just want to know; I’d like to be able to relax.”


“You can stay for a couple of hours or more, if you like. I’m not going anyplace, and nobody is coming—that I know of.”


He took the phone from his ear but her voice was laud enough for him to hear, and he returned it to his ear. “Herald? I really do want you to come!”


He said, “Good!” and then, “Hell! I’ve just been thinking of myself! Is there anything I can get you from the store?”


“No, you know there’s a supermarket only three blocks from here. I walked.”


“OK. I just thought you might not have gone out yet or you forgot something you might want me to pick up for you.”


They were both silent for a few seconds. He was thinking about his irritations when they had been married, about how many times he had had to run out to get things that she had forgotten during her shopping. She must be thinking about his recriminations, too; she was always thinking about them when they got together.


“I’ll be right over,” he said hurriedly. “So long.”


He hung up and left the apartment. The man was still coughing behind the door. A stereo suddenly blared Strauss’ Thus Spake Zarathustra downstairs. Somebody protested feebly; the music continued to play loudly. The protests became louder, and there was a pounding on a wall. The music did not soften.


Herald considered walking the four blocks to Sybil’s and then decided against it. He might need to take off suddenly, although there did not seem much chance of it. His answering service was not operating; it had no priority. He did not intend to leave Sybil’s number with the police operator or Sergeant Bruin while he was with her. She would get unreasonably angry about this. She did not like to be interrupted by calls while she was with him, at least, not by business calls. That had been one of the things bugging her when they were man and wife. Theoretically, she should not be bothered by such matters now. In practice, which operates more on emotion than logic, she was as enraged as ever. He well knew how enraged. The last time he had been at her apartment, the exchange had interrupted them at a crucial moment, and she had run him out. Since then, he had called several times but had been cooled off. The last time he’d phoned had been two weeks ago.


She was right in one guess. He was hard up. But he did not expect to be any less so after seeing her. He intended to talk, to talk only, to soothe some troublings and to scare away the loneliness that had come more strongly after seeing the film of Colben.


It was strange, or, if not so strange, indicative. He had lived twenty of his thirty-five years in Los Angeles County. Yet he knew only one woman to whom he could really unburden himself and feel relaxed and certain of complete understanding. No. He was wrong. There was not even one woman, because Sybil did not completely understand him, that is, sympathize with him. If she did, she would not now be his ex-wife.


But Sybil had said the same thing about men in general and about him in particular. It was the human situation—whatever that phrase meant.


He parked the car in front of her apartment—no trouble finding parking space now—and went into the little lobby. He rang her bell; she buzzed; he went up the steps through the inner door and down the hall to the end. Her door was on the right. He knocked; the door swung open. Sybil was dressed in a floor-length morning robe with large red and black diamond shapes. The black diamonds contained white ankhs, the looped cross of the ancient Egyptians. Her feet were bare.


Sybil was thirty-four and five feet five inches tall. She had long black hair, sharp black eyebrows, large greenish eyes, a slender straight nose perhaps a little bit too long, a full mouth, a pale skin. She was pretty, and the body under the kimono was well built, although she may have been just a little too hippy for some tastes.


Her apartment was light, like his, with much white on the walls and ceilings, and creamy woodwork and light and airy furniture. But a tall gloomy El Greco reproduction hung incongruously on the wall; it hovered over everything said and done in the one room. Childe always felt as if the elongated man on the cross was delivering judgment upon him as well as upon the city on the plain.


The painting was not as visible as usual. There was almost always a blue haze of tobacco—which accounted for the walls and ceiling not being as white as those of his apartment—and today the blue had become gray-green. Sybil coughed as she lit another cigarette, and then she went into a spasm of coughing and her face became blue. He was not upset by this, no more than usual, anyway. She had incipient emphysema and had been advised by her doctor to chop off the smoking two years ago. Certainly, the smog was accelerating her disease, but he could do nothing about it. Still, it was one more cause for quarreling.


She finally went into the kitchen for water and came out several minutes later. Her expression was challenging, but he kept his face smooth. He waited until she sat down on the sofa across the room from his easy chair. She ground the freshly lit cigarette out on an ash tray and said, “Oh God! I can’t breathe!”


By which she meant that she could not smoke.


“Tell me about Colben,” she said, and then, “first, could I get you …?”


Her voice decayed. She was always forgetting that he had quit drinking four years ago.


“I need to relax,” he said. “I’m all out of pot and no chance to get any. You …?”


“I’ll get some,” she said eagerly. She rose and went into the kitchen. A panel creaked as it slid back; a minute passed; she came back with two cigarettes of white paper twisted at both ends. She handed him one. He said, “Thanks,” and sniffed it. The odor always brought visions of flat-topped pyramids, of Aztec priests with sharp obsidian knives, naked brown men and women working in red clay fields under a sun fiercer than an eagle’s glare, of Arab feluccas scudding along in the Indian Ocean. Why, he did not know.


He lit up and sucked in the heavy smoke and held it in his lungs as long as he could. He tried at the same time to empty his mind and body of the horror of this morning and the irritations he had felt since calling Sybil. There was no use smoking if he retained the bad feelings. He had to pour them out, and he could do it—sometimes. The discipline of meditation that a friend had taught him—or tried to teach him—had sometimes been effective. But he was a detective, and the prosecution of human beings, the tracking down, the immersion in hate and misery, negated the ability to meditate. Nevertheless, stubborn, he had persisted in trying, and he could sometimes empty himself. Or seem to. His friend said that he was not truly meditating; he was using a trick, a technique without essence.


Sybil, knowing what he was doing, said nothing. A clock ticked. A horn sounded faintly; a siren wailed. Sirens were always wailing nowadays. Then he breathed out and sucked in again and held his breath, and presently the crystallization came. There was a definite shifting of invisible lines, as if the currents of force that thread every centimeter of the universe had rearranged themselves into another, straighter configuration.


He looked at Sybil and now he loved her very much, as he had loved her when they were first married. The snarls and knots were yanked loose; they were in a beautiful web which vibrated love and harmony through them with every movement they made. Never mind the inevitable spider.
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He had hesitated to stop her when she kissed him all over his belly, although he knew what was coming. He continued to restrain himself when she took his penis and bent down to place her mouth around the head. He felt the tongue flicking it, shuddered, pushed her head away, though gently, and said, “No!”


She looked up at him and said, “Why?”


“I never got around to telling you the fine details of the film,” he said.


“You’re getting soft!”


She sat up in the bed and looked down at him. She was frowning.


“Have you got a disease?”


“For God’s sake!” he said, and he sat up, too. “Do you think I’d go to bed with you if I knew I had the syph or the clap? What kind of a question—what kind of a person do you think I am?”


“I’m sorry,” she said. “My God! What’s wrong? What did I do?”


“Nothing. Nothing under most circumstances. But I felt as if my cock was frozen when you … Never mind. Let me explain why I couldn’t let you go down on me.”


“I wish you wouldn’t use words like that!”


“OK, my thing, then! Let me tell you.”


She listened with wide eyes. She was leaning on one arm near him. He could see the swollen nipple, which did not seem to dwindle a bit as she listened. It might have increased. Certainly, her eyes were bright, and, despite her expressed horror, she smiled now and then.


“I really think you’d like to do that to me!” he said.


“You’re always saying something stupid like that,” she said. “Even now. Do you hate me so much you can’t even get a hard-on?”


“You mean erection, don’t you?” he said. “If you can’t understand why my penis wanted to crawl into my belly for safety, then you can’t understand anything about men.”


“I won’t bite,” she said, and she grabbed his penis and lunged for it with her mouth wide open and smiling to show all her teeth.


He jerked himself away, saying, “Don’t!”


“Forget about it, I was just kidding you,” she said, and she crawled onto him and began kissing him. She thrust her tongue along his tongue and down his throat so far that he choked. “For God’s sake!” he said, turning his head away. “What the hell are you trying to do? I can’t breathe!”


She sat up and almost hissed at him. “You can’t breathe! How do you think I breathe when you’re shoving that big thing down my throat? What is the matter?”


“I don’t know,” he said. He sat up. “Let’s have a few more drags. Maybe things’ll straighten out.”


“Do you have to depend upon that to be able to love me?”


He tried to take her hand in his but she snatched it away.


“You didn’t see it,” he said. “Those iron teeth. The blood! Spitting out that bloody flesh! God!”


“I feel sorry for Colben,” she said, “but I don’t see what he has to do with us. You never liked him; you were going to get rid of him. And he gave me the creeps. Anyway … oh, I don’t know.”


She rolled off the bed, went to the closet, and put on the kimono. She lit a cigarette and at once began coughing. It sounded as if her lungs were full of snot.


He felt angry, and opened his mouth to say something—what, he did not know, just so it was something that would hurt. But the taste of cunt made him pause. She had a beautiful cunt, the hair was thick and almost blue-black and so soft it felt almost like a seal pelt. She lubricated freely, perhaps too much, but the oil was sweet and clean. And she could squeeze down on his cock as if she had a hand inside it. And then he remembered the thing bulging out the pad over the woman’s cunt in the film, and the blood that had been pouring into his penis became slushy and slowly thawed out and drained back into his body.


Sybil, who had seen the dawning erection, said, “What’s wrong now?”


“Sybil, there’s nothing wrong with you. It’s me. I’m too upset.”


She sucked in some more smoke and managed to check a cough.


“You always did bring your work home. No wonder our life became such a hell.”


He knew that that was not true. They had rubbed each other raw for other reasons, the causes of most of which they did not understand. There was, however, no use arguing. He had had enough of that.


He sat up and swung his legs over the bed and stood up and walked to the chair on which he had piled his clothes.


“What are you doing?”


“Some of the smog gotten in your brain?” he said. “It’s obvious I’m going to dress, and it’s fairly predictable that I’m getting out of here.”


He checked the impulse to say, “Forever!” It sounded so childish. But it could be true.


She said nothing. She swayed back and forth with her eyes closed for a minute, then, after opening them, spun around and walked into the living room. A minute later, he followed her. She was on the divan and glaring at him.


“I haven’t had such a ball ache since I was a teenager and came home from my first necking party,” he said. He did not know why he said it; certainly, he did not expect her to feel sorry for him, and to do something about it. Or did he?


“Necking party? You’re sure dating yourself, old man!”


She looked furious. Unfortunately, fury did not make her beautiful.


Yet, he hated to leave; he had a vague feeling that he was somehow at fault.


He took one step toward her and stopped. He was going to kiss her, but it was force of habit that pushed him.


“Good-by,” he said. “I really am sorry, in a way.”


“In a way!” she screamed. “Now isn’t that just like you! You can’t be all sorry or all righteously indignant or all right or all wrong! You have to be half-sorry. You … you … half-assed half-man!”


“And so we leave exotic Sybil-land,” he said, as he swung the door open. “It sinks slowly into the smog of fantastic Southern California, and we say aloha, farewell, adieu, and kiss my ass!”


Sybil sprang out of the chair with a scream and came at him with fingers hooked to catch his face with her nails. He caught them and shoved her back so that she staggered against the sofa. She caught herself and then yelled, “You asshole! I hate you! I had a choice to make! I let you come here, instead of Al! I wanted you, not him! He was strictly second-choice, and a bad second at that! You think you’re hard up, you don’t know what hard up is! I’ve turned down lots of men because I kept hoping every night you’d call me! I’d eat you up; you’d be days getting out of here. I’d love you, oh, how I’d love you! And now this, you stinking bastard! Well, I’m going to call Al, and he’s going to get everything I was going to give you and more! More! More! Do you understand that, you?”


He understood that he could still feel jealous. He felt like punching her and then waiting for Al and kicking him downstairs.


But it would be no good trying to make up with her. Not now. Actually, not ever, but he wasn’t quite ready to believe this. Not down there where certainty dwelt.


Trying to grasp what ruined their love was like trying to close your fingers on a handful of smog.


He strode through the door and, knowing that she expected him to slam it behind him, did not.


Perhaps it was this that drove her to the last barbarism.


She stepped into the hall and shouted, “I’ll suck his cock! I’ll suck his cock, you!”


He turned and shouted, “You’re no lady!” and spun around and walked off.


Outside, in the biting veils of gray-green, he laughed until he coughed raspingly, and then he cried. Part of the tears was engendered by the smog, part by his grief and rage. It was sad and heart-rending and disgusting and comical. One-upmanship was all right, but the one-upman actually upped it up his own one.


“When the hell is she going to grow up?” he groaned, and then, “When the hell am I? When will the Childe become father to the man?”


Dante was thirty-five, midway in his life’s journey, when he went astray from the straight road and woke to find himself alone in a dark wood.


But he obtained a professional guide, and he had at least once been on the straight road, the True Way.


Childe did not remember having been on the straight road. And where was his Virgil? The son of a bitch must be striking for higher pay and shorter hours.
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