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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.







Angel Fix


BY NOT MUCH of a coincidence, when an alien finally landed on Earth he fell into the hands of a good guy.


In fact he was just folding up his parabort heatsheet in Martin Brumbacher, Sr.’s back forty when young Marty came around the alder clump and saw him.


“Hi,” said Marty uncertainly, looking at the alien’s yellow helmet and the khaki drawers on his skinny little legs, and the mess of gloop on the ground. “Are you, uh, with the survey?”


“Como ’sta Usted?” said the alien. “Ich bin ein Berliner. Mukka hai!” He slapped his helmet. “Ah! Hi there. Well, yes, you might say so. Mind holding this end?”


He passed one corner of the heatsheet to Marty and backed off to stretch it, gripping the edge in his humanoid teeth and kicking the middle to make it fold. He wasn’t much taller than Marty.


“You sure have some junk,” said Marty, holding his end. “That looks like a flying saucer.”


“ ’On’t ’ake ’em ’ike they used to.” The alien took the edge out of his mouth and folded some more, shaking his head. “No quality control.” He held out his hand for Marty’s end.


“Our milker jams all the time,” Marty said sympathetically. He looked closely at the alien’s hand and his eyes popped.


The alien wrestled the heatsheet into a lump that suddenly became a toroid, jammed in a few more items, and sat down on it, panting and gazing at Marty with large brown eyes above his droopy mustache. The toroid sizzled faintly. Marty stared back.


“Nice place you have here,” the alien inhaled appreciatively. “Lots of fremth. You call those cows, right? I thought they were extinct.”


“No, they’re Ayreshires.” Marty swallowed a couple of times. “Uh. Welcome to Earth. I guess.”


“Hey, thanks!” The alien grinned and offered the hand. He had a pretty good grin. Marty shook; it felt okay, but hot.


“I suppose you want to see the President or somebody.”


“Oh good heavens, no, just a personal pleasure trip. No formalities, please.” The alien was still watching Marty carefully. Then he smiled in a relieved way. “I see you’re one of the good guys.”


“What do you mean?”


“Just checked you out on my Ethical Vibesponder.” He pointed to a winky place on his hat. “You test out real high. Honest, brave, truthful, kind, the whole profile. Lucky for me. I mean, a lot of people are hostile to strangers.” He shrugged apologetically. “I don’t have any secret zap rays or anything.”


Marty could believe that, looking at him. “Yeah. It wouldn’t be so good if you landed by Matt’s tavern. Or the sheriff.”


The alien nodded sadly. Then he brightened. “We have a saying. Every good guy knows at least one other good guy. I mean, I really would like to interact a little while I’m here, if you know somebody else who might accept me.”


Marty thought. “Well, I guess Whelan would accept you. I saw his car by the creek. But he isn’t anybody important, he’s only the warden.”


The alien winked. “It is also written, good guys don’t win the phooplesnatch. Take me to your friend.”


So Marty led the alien down to the creek, at the same time asking him a million questions about where was he from and so on which the alien answered as well as he could, astronomy not being Marty’s strong subject.


Beside the pasture gate stood a muddy old station wagon. A muddy durable-looking man was coming up from the creek carrying something. The alien stopped.


“Whelan! Hey, Whelan!” Marty scrambled down, talking.


Whelan just kept on walking. When he reached the car he opened the back and threw in a No. 2 trap on a chain. Then he reached back inside and took out a piece of paw and threw it in the bushes. “Bastards,” he said. “Going to kill every goddam thing.” He wiped his hands on his pants and turned to the alien.


“What can I do for you, sir? Whelan’s the name.”


“How do you do, Sir Whelan?” The alien smiled tentatively. “My name is, ah, Joe. Joe Smith. I’m from quite a ways away. I was hoping I could meet a few of you people and, well, talk.” He slapped the side of his helmet, frowning.


“Yeah?”


“Really quite a long way.” The alien slapped his hat again, harder. A wisp of vapor arose from the winky place. “Damn,” he said.


“He is an extraterrestrial!” said Marty. “I told you.”


“Yeah?” Whelan grinned and pushed his bush hat down over his nose.


“I really am.” The alien gazed up at what he could see of Whelan’s eyes under the hat. “I see you understand bodily structure, Sir Whelan. Perhaps if I show you—”


He held up his hands, unfolding the extra parts. Whelan stopped grinning. “There is more,” the alien said shyly, starting to unzipper. He looked at Marty. “Perhaps if we just stepped to the other side of the car?”


“Hey,” said Marty indignantly. But they stepped around to where he couldn’t see anything but the alien’s back.


When they returned Whelan’s hat was on the back of his neck and he was rubbing his head.


“Listen, this is too much for me. You have to see the President or somebody. I better take you to the courthouse.”


“Oh, please, no.” The alien clasped his hands. “May we not just converse, personally?”


“I told him about the sheriff,” Marty said.


Whelan nodded, not taking his eyes off the little alien.


“What did you want to talk about?”


The alien’s mustache trembled. “It’s all very informal, Sir Whelan. A mere whim. We happened to notice the way things were going here—I mean, you seemed to be having a few difficulties. Not your fault, indeed not!” He smiled hopefully. “So I thought I’d drop by and offer a small measure of help, person-to-person as it were. That is, if you want it, of course.”


“Who’s we?” Whelan demanded.


“Oh, merely myself and two very close friends. We happened to be out this way on a pleasure jaunt. Absolutely nothing official in any way, I assure you.”


“What kind of help? Hold it, Marty.”


The alien made an embarrassed gesture. “It’s only a tiny thing. You might not want it at all.”


“Try me.”


“Gladly. But—” The alien peered hard at Whelan. “I see you do realize how dangerous it can be to inject something totally foreign into an environment? The possible consequences?”


Whelan nodded.


“If I could assemble a few, well, understanding people. As I said to Marty, good guys. And present it to you as a group? You could talk it over and decide if it seemed desirable.”


“I guess that makes sense,” said Whelan slowly.


“He says every good guy knows another good guy,” Marty put in.


The alien nodded eagerly. “Sir Whelan, could you possibly spare the time to lead us to another trustworthy person? You see I can only stay a few hours; our vehicle is only a pleasure-scooter. Perhaps you know someone who is familiar with a wide range of people?”


“Just plain Whelan’s okay,” Whelan was starting a different sort of grin. “Sure, why not.” He rubbed his head. “Someone I trust who knows a lot of people? Well, there’s my wife, but she’s at the high school. Doc Murrey? He talks too much. Wait. How about Marion Legersky over at the clinic? She knows a million people and she doesn’t talk.”


“She’s always talking,” objected Marty.


“Yeah, but she doesn’t say anything. She’s okay.”


“Oh, thank you!” said the alien. “Do we travel in this?”


They made room among the minnow traps, shovels, wire cutters, flashlights, blankets, chains, and other stuff in the wagon. “Hold on, Marty,” said Whelan. “Your pa know where you are?”


“I’ll yell as we go by.”


“Do that.” Whelan revved up the wagon. When they passed the Brumbacher gate at the top of the hill Marty stuck his head out and yelled. Nobody yelled back.


“Lovely place you have here,” the alien sighed. “Terrific fremth. Dreadful to think you might ruin it.”


Whelan grunted. “What is fremth?”


“Oh, it’s a condition you get from the general electromagnetic configuration. Van Allen something? I never could understand the explanation. Some planets have it, some don’t. I personally love it.”


He wiggled his thin shoulders. Whelan made a racing corner and zoomed onto the blacktop. The alien clutched at the door. “Do you always proceed so, ah, speedily?”


“Sometimes he goes a lot speedilier, don’t you, Whelan? Whelan has to catch poachers,” Marty told the alien. “Did you catch that real bad one yet, Whelan?”


“Don’t talk about it,” said Whelan. “Listen, can’t you give me a hint about this help you’re offering us?”


The alien twinkled shyly, like wait-for-Christmas. Marty could see he wasn’t frightened any more. “What would you like?”


“Oh, Christ. Don’t quote me, Marty. Well, for starters—go back a couple of centuries and put a flaming sign in the sky saying anybody who dumps anything anywhere has to eat it. And anybody begetting more than two kids should castrate himself. And petroleum can only be extracted in the dark of the moon by left-handed virgins—that kind of thing.”


“And Germany shouldn’t lose the war,” put in Marty. “Hey, Joe, can you? Can you?”


The alien’s big brown eyes looked sad and his mustache drooped. “Oh, my dear friends, I hope I have not aroused false hopes. I can’t assist you on that sort of scale. I wish I could. Time travel …”


“All I want is to save the planet before it’s too late,” Whelan muttered. “Any woman wearing natural fur should have her nose cut off.”


“Goodness.” The alien swallowed nervously. “Yes, I do sympathize. I fear that what I have to offer will seem very insignificant.”


They swerved around the freezer-plant and rolled up Maple Street.


“Here we are.”


The clinic was a one-story brick box in some grass. As they got out the front door opened and a coat came flying out with a girl halfway into it.


“Marion! Hey—Miss Legersky!”


“Whelan!” The girl whirled around. “Hi, Marty! Listen, excuse me, I have a date. Paul called me to go to the game in Green Bay! There’s the bus, I’m gone!”


She got her other arm in the coat, dropped her pocket-book, and scooped it up running. The Greyhound was down the block in front of Matt’s Tavern, chuffing out stink.


Inside the clinic the phone started to ring.


Miss Legersky stopped as if an arrow had hit her and spun around.


“Brenda? Where are you? She’s late—” She went charging back into the clinic. When they followed her in she was saying, “Yes, Mrs. Floyd … No, Mrs. Floyd … I’ll tell the doctor just as soon as he comes in, Mrs. Floyd, good-bye now—what? Oh, yes, Mrs. Floyd, I truly will—”


Outside, the bus was making noises.


“Right. Yes, Mrs. Floyd! Good-bye!” She ran back to the door. They all watched the bus pull out.


Miss Legersky slowly took off her coat. “It could have been an emergency.” She sighed and looked around at them, her jaw out. She had beautiful skin. “What’s with you all?”


There was a short silence and then everybody started telling her at once.


“What? What?” She looked back and forth and focused on the alien. “What?”


“Show her,” Marty yelled, pulling at him.


“I think you better take a look, Marion,” Whelan said. “Being a nurse and all. The teeth,” he told the alien.


The alien opened his mouth. His head was a little below hers. Marty went around behind and looked. In back of the alien’s front teeth were green and black zigzags.


“Do you mind if I touch that?” Miss Legersky said faintly. “I’ll wash my hands.”


“The frontals are artificial,” said the alien.


When she put her finger in she pulled it right out.


“Your temperature!” she cried. “You’re burning up!”


“Quite normal.” The alien seemed a little embarrassed. Whelan started telling her about the other things. When the alien unfolded his fingers, Miss Legersky began grinning in a wild sort of way like a dog laughing.


“I have a third, ah, eye, too.” The alien tapped his forehead. “Would it be all right to save that for later? It hurts to pull the cover off.”


“I saw him land!” Marty declared. “Well, practically. He has a flying saucer, it’s by our gravel pit. Only he made it shrink.”


Miss Legersky was grinning even more wildly. “You, you—you’re from outer space! You really are? Where?”


“Well, it’s over by the Hillihilevio Complex. I don’t know what you call it. That way,” he pointed, grinning too. Everybody was grinning.


“Why? Why’d you come? Do you know about us? Hey, don’t you have to see the President or the UN or something?”


“Oh, no, please!” They all explained at once.


“You want to meet my good guy?” She messed her hair around. “Well, you made a start. Who, who? Oh, wow, my old boss in O.E.D. would be perfect, but he’s in Detroit. Who?”


“Perhaps there is someone you take counsel with about your problems?” the alien suggested.


“My problems? Wow. Well, there’s three families didn’t get milk since January, Mrs. Riccardi gave me some milk powder. But she’s kind of erratic. Problems … Whelan, did you hear the sheriff is throwing Mrs. Kovacs off her farm, she’s eighty-one and blind? Wait! Cleever. Cleever!” She seized the phone.


“If only he’s there, if he hasn’t quit or something. He’s the new P.D.,” she told them. “Courthouse? Mary? Is Cleever there? Look, tell him to wait, please, it’s urgent! I’m coming over right away, okay, Mary?” She hung up. “Oh my God—Brenda! Where is she?”


“Hey,” said a voice in the doorway, “I’m sorry I’m late, my polish wouldn’t dry. What’s doing? I mean, goodbye,” Brenda added as they all rushed out past her and piled into Whelan’s car.


Whelan took off backward so as not to pass the tavern and swooshed around Ray’s junkyard onto county road C, with Marion chattering, “Oh, wow, is this real? Can you help us? Can you really, really?”


“It’s just a tiny thing,” the alien said humbly. “It may not be anything you want at all.”


“What I want? Oh, hey, I can’t—Whelan, is this real?”


“Could be,” Whelan said cautiously. “Courthouse, right?”


“My goodness, the fremth,” the alien sighed. “You just can’t imagine. Glorious.”


“Fremth is Van Allen belts,” Marty explained. “He digs it. Hey, Joe, what’s your planet like? Is it all right if I call you Joe? Are you from the Galactic Federation?”


“What’s that?” the alien asked. “Oh, yes, please, Joe.”


“Hello, Joe, I’m Marion. Look, Whelan, there’s the Moellers, they lost their food stamps. Next time you confiscate some meat could you—”


“They have too goddam many kids,” Whelan said. “Besides, it’s illegal. Okay.”


The wagon shot over the old bridge and past the Hecker-Giodano pulp works and around the Foxy Cabins and the Frigo cheese factory into the back end of town. The courthouse had a pizza-colored tower. Whelan turned into some service ruts and parked behind a couple of rusty school buses.


“Close as we go.” They all climbed out and hurried around the buses and across the parking lot to the courthouse’s back porch. Inside next to the garbage cans was a door saying EDGAR CLEEVER, JR. PUBLIC DEFENDER.


“Cleever!” Marion rushed them all in and started introducing. Cleever was a long tea-colored young man with a mean expression. He said “How do” all around, sneering impartially.


“Oh, Cleever, you won’t believe this, but Joe’s from outer space. I mean, he isn’t from Earth. He came to help us, isn’t that tremendous?”


Cleever’s squint stopped on the alien.


“I saw him land,” said Marty.


“He showed us, Cleever. I mean, I believe it, I really do!”


Cleever squinted at Whelan. Whelan cleared his throat. “Looks like,” he said.


Cleever’s eyes narrowed to two black pinholes focused on the alien. “Doesn’t he talk? Where’s his interstellar translator?”


“Actually I don’t have one,” the alien spoke up timidly. “It isn’t really necessary.”


“Ah, the faint British accent,” said Cleever. “What’d you say his name was?”


“Joe Smith,” Whelan told him uncomfortably.


“Well, it’s really more like Sorajosojojorghthu,” the alien interjected. “Joe seemed easier. I just made up the Smith part.”


“So what are you selling? This isn’t my day for jollity.” Cleever picked up some papers but one ear stayed trained on the alien.


“Oh dear,” the alien swallowed. “Obviously I must first satisfy you that I really am from off-planet.”


“Good thinking.”


“Well, of course, minor physical aspects—” The alien held out his hands and wiggled everything. “But I see that isn’t really convincing.”


“No,” said Cleever shortly.


“I feared not.” The alien started tugging at his zippers. Marty just got a glimpse of black, wet-looking things before Whelan hauled him away. Marion took two steps back, her eyes bugging out.


Cleever just looked in silence. His mouth drew down at the ends into two angry cuts. He blinked twice and slowly shook his head.


“Sorry. I really am sorry. But no.”


The alien sighed, zipping up. He started to pick at his forehead, wincing a little. A big piece of skin peeled away. Above his nose was a jelly place.


“That’s not an eye,” said Marty indignantly.


The alien was holding a plastic cup to his forehead. He leaned his head down and bounced a couple of times. When he straightened up everybody could see.


“Oooh,” breathed Marion.


It wasn’t like his other eyes but more like a soft, shiny little animal looking out, straight at Cleever. His other eyes looked at Cleever, too.


Cleever stared back with terrible ferocity. His fingers hit three drumtaps on the desk. Presently the third eye left Cleever and swiveled around to look at them all. It winked.


Cleever cleared his throat, once, twice. He stretched a hand out toward the alien. The alien nodded and leaned across the desk. Very carefully, Cleever touched the eye. It sort of ducked. Cleever pulled back and exhaled, scowling viciously.


“Okay.” He shook himself. “Okay. Provisionally. Now what? What’s the scenario? Not the ultimatum, by any chance?”


“Oh, mercy no,” said the alien. “Oh, no! Purely a friendly call. Look, would it be all right if I put this back? It’s a bit …”


“Go ahead. What’s your friendly calling on behalf of? The last friendly aliens we had here didn’t turn out so good.”


“He says he wants to give us something,” said Whelan.


“Aha,” Cleever snorted.


The alien had his head back, putting the jelly in.


“We,” he said muffledly. “I mean, my two companions and I happened to pass nearby and we couldn’t help noticing that things weren’t too happy with you. Quite distressing, in fact. Perilous.” He smooshed the skin back. “Does this look all right? We’ve had our calamities too, alas. So I recalled something—a very small item, you understand—that might be helpful and I thought I’d drop by to see if you cared to try it.”


“How much?” Cleever demanded.


“Oh Cleever,” Marion protested. “He’s not selling anything—he wants to help.”


“That’s right,” the alien told him eagerly. “We have a saying, The good guys have to link together.”


“Good guys. What’s that supposed to mean? I don’t dig the black-hat-white-hat line myself.”


“Yes, forgive me. A slang expression. How to put it?” The alien chewed on his big mustache. “Well, in situations like yours one does find persons—so few, alas—who are trying to help rather than seeking status or power or material—”


“You keep saying help. What do you mean? Everybody thinks he’s helping. General Custer was helping.”


“Of course.” The alien peered at him anxiously. “Would it help—excuse me—could I say, people to whom the pain felt by others is real? All the pain, the waste. Empathetic, is that it? So real that they try to, well, stop it?”


“That’s beautiful,” said Marion.


“Okay, okay,” Cleever grunted. “So what do you want?”


“To make my modest offer of assistance.”


“Make it.”


The alien looked around, counting. “I had hoped for at least one more … for diversity….” His voice trailed off timidly.


“He wants like a panel,” Whelan explained. “To decide if it would mess things up.”


“Who do you want? Ralph Nader? The Sierra Club? Billy Graham? Bella Abzug?”


“He wants your good guy!” said Marty.


The alien nodded. “If you could possibly lead us to someone, well, experienced in the larger ethical implications? Not an official, please. Someone you would trust with a secret of great power.”


“Oh, wow!” said Marion.


“Larger ethical implications.” Cleever shook his head slowly, staring hard at the alien. “Well, maybe. Provided any of this is real, which I doubt. Let me think. Judge Ball was on my orals, he knows every implication there is. I guess I trust the old bastard. I’d love to see his face—” Cleever was slashing around in his desk. Suddenly he stopped. “Listen, if this turns out funny I’m going to rip you apart. You know that?”


The alien quailed. “Oh, I assure you …”


“Be warned.” Cleever picked up the phone. “Oh hell, no way. He’s in Denver. Next week?”


“Oh dear, it does have to be sooner. Today, actually. My friends were very emphatic.”


“I should have my brain serviced,” Cleever sneered at the alien. “Look, why don’t you go save the world someplace else?”


“Hey!” said Marion. “Dr. Lukas. How about him? I was in his seminar, I trust him. He resigned from N.I.H. because of, you know, Cleever. I told you.”


“Lukas? Isn’t he in some kind of scientific advisory crap now?”


“He’s down at State annex. Pike River, it’s only forty miles.”


“Call him.”


“Oh God, I couldn’t,” she wailed. But when Cleever got through to Lukas’s secretary Marion made quite a good speech about how she was an ex-student and something of tremendous scientific significance had come up and could they please have ten minutes of his time? When the secretary gave in and said yes, Cleever hung his Gone Hunting sign on the door and they all tore out and jumped into Whelan’s wagon with the minnow bait and stuff.


“What makes you trust Lukas, Marion?” Cleever asked as the party hurtled down Interstate 101. It was a gorgeous Northlands day. The alien was fluttering his hand out the window and asking Marty the names of things.


“Oh, I don’t know,” Marion laughed. “The flinch, I guess.”


“What flinch?”


“You know. Like all the stuff in the news and after a while you can’t react anymore, it’s all so horrible, but you go on flinching. Like, twenty million babies starving to death someplace, flinch. Old people abused in stinking nursing homes, flinch, flinch. Eighty billion for new super-bombs, flinch-flinch-flinch. You flinch, Cleever. I see you.”


“Chippewas don’t flinch,” Cleever snapped. Then he said, “Oh, shit.”


A siren bansheed up deafeningly behind them.


“It’s him. Oh, no.”


They rolled onto the verge and waited. Boots clumped. Then Whelan’s window was filled with a khaki-colored bag of rocks. It had badges and belts on it.


“Hello, folks.”


“Hello, Sheriff,” Whelan said tonelessly.


“I got to talk to you, boy. What kind of shit you trying to pull with Charlie Orr? ’Scuse me, miss.” The sheriff’s large face came down to see who belonged to the legs. When he saw he stopped smiling, which was on the whole an improvement.


“Orr had eight deer carcasses or parts thereof in his panel,” Whelan told him.


“He says you tried to drive him off the road at over one hundred miles per hour.”


“Well, he didn’t want to stop. I had my flasher going. I just eased up behind and nudged him a little.”


“Goddam dangerous driving. That car of yours could kill somebody.” The sheriff was still bent down, taking them all in with his round blue eyes. “You got stuff on this car that’s illegal, Whelan. You setting up to be a law-enforcement officer? I got to write you up, boy.”


Whelan said nothing.


“Quite a party, I see. Say, you’re Brumbacher’s boy. Your pa know you’re going around with these people?”


“We told him,” said Marty.


“Yeah? I think I’ll tell him, too. You—” He jerked his chin at the alien. “You new in town?”


“Oh yes sir! I truly am!” They could feel the alien quivering. “Merely passing through, really!”


“Keep it that way. He your lawyer?”


“Oh dear me, no indeed! I—” Cleever nudged him and he shut up.


“Birds of a feather,” grunted the sheriff. He pulled his head back out. “I want you in my office first thing tomorrow, Whelan. Hear? And bring this unsafe vehicle with you.”


“The charge stands against Orr,” Whelan said.


“Sure, sure.” The sheriff chuckled and slapped the car roof. At that instant the alien sneezed, or something. A big ring of lavender light whipped through the wagon and out the window.


The sheriff’s face zoomed down at them.


“You got fireworks in this car!”


“Oh, no! No!” cried everybody but Cleever.


The sheriff slapped the roof again, hard. “All right, everybody out.” He jerked the door open by Marion.


“Warrant?” said Cleever.


The sheriff rolled his lips and spit out some gum.


“On my authority as sheriff of this county I’m ordering you to assist an officer of the law in performance of his duties. Namely, checking possession of illegal fireworks. Out.” He grabbed Marion’s arm.


Cleever started unfolding himself. “Let go of her, Claude.”


“Look!” cried the alien, pointing ahead.


A car was roaring at them fast, some kind of soap-dish body on big fat tires. Hairy heads were blowing out of the top.


“Haughgh!” said the sheriff, letting go of Marion.


The strange car was almost on top of them. It fishtailed onto the gravel, showering stones, and screeched back into the road by the sheriff’s cruiser. Ping-g-g!


The sheriff bellowed and took off for his car. The kids got straightened out and clouted down the road. There were big letters painted on the back. The cruiser tore into a U-turn and took after them, throwing gravel all over.


Whelan started up and whooshed them out of there.


“Never saw them before,” he said. “What was that, a built-up VW?”


“It said ‘Love.’ ” Marion giggled. “In purple. Oh, wow, was he mad. I hope he doesn’t catch them.”


“It did not,” Marty told her. “It said Claude Eats Dandruff.”


“I saw it. Love.”


“Actually, it said White Man Drop Dead,” said Cleever. “And it was a green ’67 Pontiac.”


“I’m sorry,” said the alien. “It’s hard with so many people. I blur.”


“Huh?”


“You mean you did that?” Cleever said.


The alien smiled modestly. “Well, I thought—I hope it was all right?”


“Oh, it was perfect! Oh, wow! Ho ho ho!” cried Marion.


“You mean they weren’t, they—Hey!” Marty bounced around to face the alien. “Do some more! Do some monsters!”


“Oh, I’m not very good at it. It has to be in one’s head. That is, the person’s head, I mean.” He tugged his mustache again. “Ah, Miss Legersky—”


“Marion.”


“Marion … I must apologize. That phone call. Mrs., ah, Floyd. That was me.”


“What do you mean? I heard her.”


“No, really. Nobody called. I did it from your head. I’m so sorry.”


“You mean Mrs. Floyd never called? But—but, why?”


“I had to be sure about you,” the alien said pleadingly. “My—my device seems to have quit working.”


“His ethical vibrator,” Marty explained. “It’s in his hat. I saw smoke, Joe.”


“Yes. Absolute junk. So I thought, make a test. The worst thing a person is worried about. I’m terribly sorry.”


“You mean, to see if I’d answer.” She rumpled her hair, staring blankly at the scenery, which was rushing by behind some Wonder Bread ads. “Cleever, just when I was leaving, I mean, Paul asked me—I guess he did,” she looked around. The alien nodded. “Anyway, Brenda was late and Mrs. Floyd called—only it wasn’t Mrs. Floyd. But the voice and all—”


“I am so sorry.” The alien’s big brown eyes glistened. “Your mating ritual …” he said miserably.


“Oh, Joe, it doesn’t matter.” She patted his hand. “I wouldn’t have missed this for anything. And you’re trying to help us.”


“I do hope you won’t be disappointed.” He clasped her hand. “It’s such a tiny thing.”


“You have beautiful eyes, Joe.” She hugged his shoulders. He beamed.


“Testing,” Cleever said. “I don’t recall you trying anything on me. Why not? Professional courtesy?”


“Oh, I looked at you,” the alien told him shyly.


“It occurs to me,” Cleever was squinting again. “Maybe we should have some kind of test. Just for openers, does everybody see this guy the way I do? Whelan, mind telling us what Joe here looks like?”


They all started describing the alien and checking and arguing, while they flew past the oil-loading rack and across the Soo tracks and around Earl’s Trailer Court and over the bridge into Pine River.


“Oh, Cleever, what does it matter about his earlobes,” Marion said. “We all see him. Slow down, Whelan, there’s the campus.”


“I don’t know,” Cleever said darkly as they rolled into the parking area under a lot of maples. “I wish my grandpa was here with his Windigo trap.” The alien shuddered.


“Life Sciences, she said.” Marion pointed. “That motel-looking one.”


They scrambled out from among the axes and jerry cans and trooped into the Life Sciences motel and found T. H. LUKAS, PH.D., M.D. on a door. Inside was a small office about ten degrees below zero.


“The air conditioner,” his secretary sneezed. “Go right on in.”


“Oh, it’s fine,” the alien assured her. “Really brings out the fremth.” He followed them into Lukas’ cubbyhole, shivering pleasurably.


Lukas turned out to be a sturdy little man with a white pompadour, like a serious show pony.


“Take over, Marion,” Cleever said.


“Oh, wow,” said Marion and plunged at it. Just as she was saying “outer space” the door opened and the secretary walked in carrying a yellow paper.


“Excuse me.”


Lukas opened it and started reading. As he read he slowly backed himself up until he hit the wall. The paper shook a little and his face paled.


Marty suddenly made a loud inhale and Whelan clamped him from behind.


“Shall I send an answer?” The secretary didn’t look well, either.


“No … Oh, yes, of course, Miss Timmons. Ah. Dear Harry. Sincere—no, many congratulations on your appointment. You have all my support. Signed Theo.”


“Doctor Lukas, I—I’m so sorry.”


He made a vague gesture. “Thank you, Miss Timmons. These things … One must hope, the realization of power sometimes ameliorates….”


“I know what the realization of power will do for him.” Miss Timmons marched out.


Lukas smiled a little effortfully and pulled himself back to his desk. “Do forgive me—Miss Legersky, isn’t it? Please continue.”


She’d just started to talk when the alien murmured something and quickly sidled out the door. “Oops,” said Cleever, and whipped out after him. Marion went on talking.


When they came back in Lukas was standing up.


“You …?” He peered at the alien, shaking his white head and smiling tiredly.


“The eye,” said Cleever. “Show him.”


“It isn’t really necessary now.” The alien’s mustache seemed to have perked up.


“I know. You better tell him that, too. She’ll send that wire.”


“Oh, no,” the alien shook his head, smoothing his mustache. “I have an electronic sweet tooth,” he confided. Then he sobered. “Doctor Lukas, I must apologize for your distress. That telegram does not exist.”


“What?”


“Oh, Joe!” cried Marion.


“Really. Look on your desk, where you put it. Nothing there.”


There wasn’t. Lukas ran around looking, with his eyebrows going higher and higher.


“That’s his thing,” Cleever explained. “Testing. He says he uses the worst thing you can think of.”


“Only in emergencies,” said the alien. “It’s very draining. Please forgive me.”


“Amazing!” Lukas blinked and began to smile. “Well! Yes, my goodness! That certainly is a feat, Mr. Joe, is it? But, regretfully, I cannot accept it as, ah …”


“Of course,” the alien agreed.


So they showed him everything, with Lukas getting more and more excited. By the time they were doing the eye his eyebrows were up by his pompadour and he was peering at the alien with a pocket lens.


“A pineal analog? Impossible, see the ancillary structures … Why, that isn’t hair, either—” The eye swiveled, apparently enjoying itself.


“We should get to the business,” Whelan interrupted. “I’d like to see this gismo he has.”


“Button up, Joe. Somebody might come in.”


“Well, well, well!” Lukas repeated while the alien put himself together. “Well! Now. Whom to call first?”


“No, no! No!” They told him. The alien began to explain about how this was a private thing he wanted to offer to a small group. He was choosing his words with great care, glancing nervously at Cleever.


“—persons of, how shall I express it? Of altruistic temperament, of low dominance-submission orientation? Un-exploitative?”


Lukas looked puzzled.


“I see in your mind the terms ‘nonagonistic behavior.’ Pronounced et-epimeletic tendencies?”


“Ah,” Lukas replied. “You mean the good guys!”


Marion giggled.


“But how marvelous! You offer to help us? You really mean this?”


“In a small way.” The alien started feeling around in his clothing. “A very small way. That is if you …” He frowned, tried another place.


Lukas was gazing over their heads. “An inhibition, perhaps, against destroying each other? Such as Lorenz—so poetically if quite unfoundedly—believes is to be seen among wolves? We do seem to need it more than wolves.” Absently he rubbed a tattooed place on his arm. “Is such a thing possible?” He demanded urgently, “Can you stop man destroying man?”


“There goes the planet,” said Whelan.


The alien’s face was sorrowful. “Doctor Lukas, I regret. What you suggest is possible, in a way. But it would require—oh, to begin with, an official project, a huge organization, funding, authorizations, coordinations, impact studies…. I see you understand.”


Cleever snorted.


“Yes.” Lukas breathed out slowly. “I understand.”


“I’m so sorry about your family,” the alien said softly.


Lukas started. “You really do read minds?”


“When the thought is so prominent.”


“And you can’t bring back the dead either, I’m sure. Or—could—” Lukas’s face changed. “Oh, no. Forgive me. But now, let us see! What do you bring?”


The alien pulled out a small crumpled packet which promptly swelled up into a lobed pouch.


“It’s quite safe,” the alien said. “Now, the point is—”


There was a very fast knock on the door as Miss Timmons came in.


“Doctor Lukas, may I use your phone? My line is dead.”


“Oh,” said the alien. “Ah, Doctor Lukas.”


“So that’s what you were doing,” Cleever said. “Sir, maybe you should mention about the telegram.”


“Of course. Miss Timmons, it won’t be necessary to send that wire. I have determined that the message was an, ah, error.”


“A joke,” Cleever added grimly.


“What a perverted, horrible—”


“Yes, yes, it’s quite all right.” Lukas smiled at her. She glared at each of them in turn and strode out.


“I should repair it,” the alien said anxiously.


“Later, we don’t want any calls.”


“True. Well, as I was saying, the point is fatigue.”


“Fatigue?” they echoed blankly.


“Yes, on the part of the good guys. We have a saying, the good guys get all the unclean matter.”


“I follow you,” said Whelan.


“And we say also, good guys are stupid enough to care. So they keep trying. But there are so few of them and they are always suffering hurts and defeats and unclean matter. A terrible strain. They become tired.”


He looked around. Nobody nodded; nobody had to.


“And so they wear out, they weaken. Unable to go on. Perhaps dead. The society suffers, error and evil triumph. So I thought to bring you refreshment, for the good guys.”


“Drugs,” grunted Cleever. “Shit.”


“Oh, no!” The alien looked shocked. “Tell me—have none of you experienced a desire to go away for a time? To have a secret beautiful place free from evil and greed, without—is ‘hassles’ the word? Wait—” He looked at Marion. “Where there is only sympathy and understanding and the deer and the antelope play?”


“Ohhh,” breathed Marion. “You mean like vacations?” Then her smile faded. “I went to Yellowstone. It’s wall-to-wall crud.”


“A travel agent.” Cleever’s teeth showed.


“Oh, please, this is a gift! A very modest gift, I’m afraid. But you see,” the alien said earnestly, “we have experienced these problems. Really. We learned that if one can relieve the stress for a time one returns refreshed. Renewed! Able to carry on, to accomplish more. To flourish like the green tree.”


“Hey Joe, where is it?” Marty asked. “How do we go?”


“Observe, please.” The alien opened a lobe of the bundle. An object fell out. “No, wait; wrong culture.” He pushed it back and tried another.


“That looked like an Afro comb,” Marion said. Everybody was peering madly.


“I do hope you like it.” The alien pulled out a shiny little thing.


“Car keys?”


“For camouflage. Unremarkable and owned by everyone, is it not? Now, if you will move back from the center of the room—good, good. See. I hold the key up, so, and tap upon it. Twelve times.”


His finger made twelve even taps.


“Ooohh! Ahhh!”


In the middle of the room stood a faint, shimmery bubble about the size of a big refrigerator.


“That is the gate. Now, to enter—”


“Wait a minute,” said Whelan. “What’s in there?”


“Oh, nothing at the moment. See—it’s quite empty.” The alien walked into the bubble and out again, waving his arms. “It synchronizes two points. You go in here and come out there. I forget the technical name, time-independent-null-dimensional-something. Our transportation industry makes it.”


“Does it work?” asked Marty.


“Oh yes. They haven’t recalled one for ages.”


“I thought you came here in a flying saucer,” Cleever said.


“Oh, naturally. I didn’t need a permanent hookup, you wouldn’t build a highway just for one—”


“Okay.”


“Where does it go? I want to try it,” Marty and Marion said together.


“No,” Cleever and Whelan spoke as one.


Lukas advanced on the bubble and thrust his hand in. “I am the oldest; I am expendable. I shall test it.”


“Oh, no, Doctor Lukas—”


But the alien was already showing him. “When you are inside, tap the key again like this.” He tapped three slow, three fast, three slow. “Your emergency signal, I believe? To come back, just re-enter and repeat the taps.” He handed Lukas the key. “Please come right back, won’t you? Your friends are bound to worry. Oh, I do hope he likes it,” the alien added as Lukas advanced into the bubble.


They saw his pompadour lift slightly, like a brush charge. He held up the key and tapped it. Nothing happened.


The alien put his head in and said something. Cleever snickered.


“It has to be quite forceful,” the alien said apologetically when his head came out. “This is a used model. But very reliable, I assure you.”


“Sure, sure,” said Cleever. They could see Lukas tapping hard.


All of a sudden he and the bubble weren’t there anymore.


“Holy mother of us all,” whispered Whelan.


“Is he all right?” asked Marion breathlessly just as the door opened and Miss Timmons’ head came in.


“Is everything all right, Professor? Doctor Lukas! Where is he?”


“He stepped out for a minute,” Marty said loudly. “Hah hah hah!” Whelan grabbed him.


“D-didn’t you see him go by?” said Marion. “He said he’d be right back.”


The phone in the outer office rang. Miss Timmons looked to and fro wildly and finally backed out. Cleever went over and leaned on the door.


“All right, you. Get him back,” Cleever snarled.


“Oh, I can’t—” The alien took one look and scooted behind Marion. “Please, do not—”


The bubble and Lukas suddenly popped back in the middle of the room. Lukas stepped out slowly, a strange expression on his face.


“Virgin …” he said to the alien. “It’s virgin, isn’t it? The air—” He sniffed. “I hadn’t realized it was so foul here. But so lonely …” He turned to the others. “Yes. You find yourself in a large, a very large pavilion. Looking out upon a virgin world. All quite empty.”


“The reception area. We put it up,” the alien said. “Did you like it?”


“Let me, let us,” the others clamored.


“Of course!” The alien handed keys around. “May I suggest you go in pairs? The bubbles must be in different spots, you see. Perhaps if we push this desk?”


As they pushed Miss Timmons began to pound on the door. Lukas stuck his head out. “Elvira, do not be alarmed. Everything is quite all right. We’re working on something.”


He turned back just in time to see Marion and Cleever go bubble-pop. The next minute Whelan and Marty were gone, too.


Lukas leaned on the desk, puffing a bit. “Do you think,” he asked the alien, “Elvira—Miss Timmons has been with me for years. Might it be possible—?”


“Oh, I want you to bring friends!” the alien beamed. “And your friends shall bring friends, as many as possible shall have refreshment! But—Doctor Lukas, this is very serious; you must impress it on them after I have gone: The gate is for good guys only. You see, there is a scanning device, I have no idea how it works. It’s sensitive to, well, emotions. If a person who emanates hate or cruelty or greed tries to use it, it goes null. Ffft!” He gestured. “Key, person, all gone. So you see why I was so careful in testing you.”


“The needle’s eye,” Lukas marveled. “God in Heaven, it’s the needle’s eye.” He looked sharply at the alien.


“Oh, no, no!” said the alien, backing up a little. “An ordinary being, I assure you. A mere technological convenience.”


“I see …” Lukas rubbed his arm absently. “Well, surely if I passed Elvira need not fear.” He frowned. “But how is it you have such a planet empty? It seemed a paradise.”


“No fremth,” the alien told him. “So many are like that, your place here is quite an exception. The magnetic field forms,” he explained, as Marion and Cleever popped back into the room.


They came out both talking at once.


“Did you like it?” the alien asked eagerly.


Marion just kept on saying, “Oh, oh, oh.” Cleever took a deep breath.


“Yeah. When do the developers arrive?”


“It appears they don’t!” Lukas was telling them what the alien had said when Marty and Whelan popped out in the corner.


“Man,” said Whelan. “Did you see those mountains? Sure hated to come back.”


“And the big lake,” shouted Marty. “Is that the ocean? Hey, Cleever, I bet there’s buffalo there!”


“Chippewas don’t dig buffalo,” Cleever told him. He seemed unusually springy on his feet.


“And the flowers, the sun,” Marion sighed. “I bet you could grow stuff in that meadow by just throwing down seeds.”


“Wait,” Whelan said. “How do we know the soil isn’t poisonous to us? Or the water, how about that?”


“Completely compatible,” the alien assured them. “Of course we only sampled here and there, but you and I are much alike. Very common. Be cautious. I did eat quite a few fruits. Delicious!”


“You were there?”


“When we made the pavilions. Now please—did you like it? Will it provide refreshment? Do you think it will help?”


“Oh, yes! Yes! Yes!” They were all grinning, even Cleever. Marion hugged the little alien. “You’ve made such a beautiful thing for us, how can we ever thank you?”


The alien glowed, beamed, tugged his mustache. “Oh, it was nothing. Foam, mostly. You may have to fix the roof. Oh dear,” he looked at Whelan. “The time! Could you take me back to my ship?”


“This I must see.” Doctor Lukas raised his voice surprisingly. “Miss Timmons! Elvira! Cancel everything for today—and wait!”


They all swarmed out clasping their keys and climbed in among Whelan’s water samples and bumper jacks. When they were bowling back up 101 the alien said, “Now I mustn’t forget anything.” And he went over what he’d told Lukas about bringing their friends but being careful about it.


“Imagine!” said Marion. “A whole planet full of only good guys!”


“Not too damn full,” said Whelan.


“Can I bring my raccoon?” Marty asked.


“There goes the ecological balance,” Whelan groaned. But he kept on grinning.


“Raccoons are good guys!”


“Before we get into an ethical evaluation of raccoons let’s see if there’s anything more he should tell us,” said Cleever.


“I nearly forgot,” the alien said, “There’s a key dispenser by the washrooms. I think you should always carry two, don’t you? In case you lose one.”


“What happens if the wrong guy finds a key?”


“Oh, it’s most unlikely anyone would perform the code by chance. But if he did, well, that would be the end of that, I’m afraid.”


“Hey,” Marion said, “let’s give the sheriff one!”


The alien looked at her. She caught his eye and her head began to go back and forth, no. “It was just a thought.”


“Watch those thoughts,” said Cleever.


“I wouldn’t contaminate it!” she said indignantly. “Oh, I can’t wait. I’m going to find some of that fruit for Mrs. Kovacs.”


The alien sighed happily. “I’m so gratified. If only my next stop goes as well.”


“Where? Who?” they asked.


“We thought, a nucleus in each large land mass, you know. Just time. I go down that way—Brazil, is it? And one more place. I have it coded.”


“That explains the Afro combs,” Cleever muttered. “You won’t be too lonesome, Doctor.”


“But good guys,” Marion reminded him.


“I thought I saw something move just as we were leaving,” Whelan said. “Over on the far side.”


“Really! Oh, how marvelous, that means one of my friends has found a suitable group. What good news. We worried about that.” He smiled bravely. “We’re quite vulnerable. You are somewhat intimidating, you know.”


Marion hugged him some more and they alternately chattered in bursts, then fell silent in excited thoughts while Whelan zoomed them back up the highway and bounced into the shortcut to Marty’s father’s farm.


“We’re going to kick ourselves for not asking you a couple of million things,” Cleever said as they rushed over the last hill. “Oh Jesus. In the yard.”


They peered out as the Brumbacher farm went by.


The sheriff’s cruiser was standing by the pigsty.


“Keep on going!” Marty yelled. “The creek’s out of sight.”


“He’s going to bust out after us in two shakes.” Whelan kept going, watching the mirror. “There! He’s running out of the barn.”


“Quickly,” the alien was wriggling around, pulling tubes out of his suit. “If you will just drop me where we came out. I can use my invisibility inducer.” He pulled out some grids. “I hope.”


“Can’t you make a monster?” Marty asked as they shot down the hill.


The alien connected things frantically. “I’m so tired. This is much easier—if it works.”


Behind them they heard the sheriff’s car, Vrrooomm.


“We shan’t see your vehicle,” said Lukas disappointedly.


“We won’t see you again,” Marion cried. “Oh, Joe dear! Please come back!”


The alien was pushing part of his apparatus into his mouth. His eyes rolled appealingly and he tried to nod. Whelan stood on the brakes. They were by the creek gate.


The vrroomm got louder.


“Here he comes. Hurry, Joe!”


The alien scrambled out. His invisibility thing uncurled down around his shoulders like an over-wrought tuba. He straightened up and started working various buttons. Nothing happened.


“Hurry, Joe! Hurry!”


The alien’s eyes popped, he fiddled and punched feverishly, backing into the gate to push it ajar. A siren blared to life at the top of the hill.


“Look, he’s shimmering! He’s thinning out!”


“Oh, good-bye, good-bye! Dear Joe, thank you!”


The sheriff’s car was scorching down the hill, warble horn going.


“Good luck, Joe! Oh, thank you!”


“Hey—his foot!”


The alien had melted into a heat-wavy place in the air except for one solid foot. It ended in a pinkish blur. The foot stamped a couple of times and they heard a faint voice, apparently swearing.


Just as the cruiser growled up beside them the foot turned and started hopping through the gate.


“Marty, you better get out,” said Whelan through his teeth. “Just bringing him home,” he shouted at the sheriff.


Everybody was trying not to look at the solitary foot leaping down the pasture path. “See you later,” they said to Marty as he climbed out and headed back up the road to his house.


The sheriff’s face came down to the window.


“You—the guy with the fireworks. Okay, out.”


“I am Professor Theodore Lukas of the state university department of Life Sciences,” said Lukas stiffly. “Mr. Whelan is assisting me in a scientific investigation.”


“Professor, huh?” The sheriff’s blue stare jabbed around. Then, surprisingly, he straightened up and slapped the roof.


“All right, move on. Move on, you’re blocking the road.”


“He’s overdue at Matt’s about now,” Whelan explained as they moved briskly on. “Oh, man. Know what I’m going to do? Soon as we get the professor home I’m going to pick up some groceries and take Helen back on the old logging road. Nobody’ll find the car. We’re going to have ourselves a weekend in Heaven!”


“You won’t be alone,” they laughed.


“I hope to Christ these keys work better than his invisibility whoosis,” said Cleever.


“We’ll have to watch out for Marty.” Marion was sniffling a little. “Oh, I wonder, will he ever come back? He was such a sweet person.”


“It just occurred to me,” Cleever remarked reflectively. “He never did use that thing himself.”


“Oh, Cleever!”


Back in the pasture the alien was humming happily as he expanded the modules of his little ship. He was thinking about coming back. Every so often he stood up and shivered, letting the fremth do its stuff.


When he had everything assembled he opened his communicator circuits, keeping one eye on an Ayrshire heifer who was becoming curious. An excited voice answered him.


“You can’t guess what I ran into,” the voice chattered in his own language. “A whole town full of heavy disarmament types! From all over. Place called Geneva. One of them’s already planning to move his family out. How’d you do? Hey, is the fremth this good where you are?”


“Fantastic,” said the alien known as Joe. “My group went beautifully, such nice people. I feel sure that they and their friends will decide to leave this planet permanently after a very few visits.”


“Mine, too,” the voice chuckled. “And as we always say, when all the good guys go, good-bye planet. How’s Shushli doing? If he’s having the same luck we’ll have this place ready to go in no time.”


“Shushli here,” said a new voice. “I’m doing great, in fact I’m running out of keys. City called Gorski. Pathetic, isn’t it? Absolutely ripe. I tell you, there won’t be a sane mind left on this planet in a couple of their ridiculously short generations.”


“Yeah,” said Joe happily. “I just hope the sickies don’t mess the place too badly before they wipe themselves out. Well, I must move along. Shoo!—not you, a cow. An animal.” Joe stood up and took one last shiver. “Listen, guys, we better start thinking about our sales brochures. And be sure to stick an official seal on your recorders, will you? You know—folks will never believe the fremth.”




Beaver Tears


HOME LATE, HOT and tired. Tonight he treats himself to Chivas Regal and the last of the excellent roast beef Jenny had left him in the icebox. A garlic pickle, black bread to go with it. Cheese, sage cheddar; not quite as good as the ads, but okay.


He flops tiredly by the TV, twirls the dials. Too late, good night for NBC. Fade to some National Geographic thing. Chewing, he watches the character explaining how to tranquilize beavers. The beavers look toothy, inscrutable. Marlboro music. Men are putting the beavers in bags, the bags in baskets on a packhorse. Beavers are ecological. He gathers they are being taken up a strip-mined mountain to be released. There they will start right in doing their beaver thing, making dams, catching silt, rebuilding the forests. Very neat; miracles of nature.


He has another Chivas Regal, wondering if the beavers in the bags like each other. When the man turns them loose they hump off wildly in different directions. A couple act damaged but the camera pans quickly to an okay beaver disappearing up a dry gulch, synchronized with Disney music. Next week, Spearing the Giant Manta.


He kills the commercial and wanders out onto the dark patio. Still hot. Lights all around now. This was all woodland when he and Jenny came out five years ago. Supposed to be five-acre zoning, but the commission ran in a sewer line and changed that.


He studies what can be seen of the sky above the lights. Summer storm building up over Bald Peak, west of town. Big sheet flash. A loud blare of amped-up C&W is coming from the Bannermans’ patio, another of their interminable parties. “Bashes,” Joan Bannerman calls them, grinning with postmenopausal gaiety. The Bannermans have two oafish teenaged sons. Joan dresses like their sister. Prides herself on her figure. Riding behind them on their Harley-Davidsons to the post office, for God’s sake. Wagon wheels and cow skulls around their big swimming pool.


He sighs, appreciating Jenny, even appreciating the baby at this distance. No, that isn’t fair, he’s a good little guy. In two more days she’ll be back, Jenny and Jimmy…. He grunts uxoriously, scratching his arse on the redwood table. Two more nights. To Grandmother’s house we go. Only why the hell does Grandmother live in Santa Barbara? Good thing overall, though. Feeling mellow now he whistles softly at an awakened mocking-bird that is answering the Bannerman stampede.


There’s one dark patch of woods left, around the Jacksons’ house. Last black family left out here. Ex-farmland. They own their land. Probably sell out soon. Nice neighbors; six kids, no noise at all. Doubtless being kept awake by middle-class honky uproar.


A massive flickering over Bald Peak now, quite a display. Jenny says there’s no such thing as “summer” lightning, merely a storm somewhere else. If so it’s a good one, maybe it’ll bring rain. We need it; water table is way down, wells going dry since they’ve paved half the county. Should get the weather forecast, he thinks, and on impulse goes back in and flips on the radio weather station. On the fritz again, nothing but squeals. Without Jenny everything goes to hell fast.


He spins to a news channel, gets some kind of science-fiction late show, more static. Jenny will fix it. Two more nights. Should he finish up the whiskey?


He decides against it; heavy day tomorrow. Thursday always the worst of the week, never ask anybody for anything on Thursdays. The Bannerman bedlam seems to be increasing. Shrieks and loud male bellowing through the PA. Goddam it, outdoor PA systems are illegal now, one good thing. Should he go over there and remonstrate? No, wait for Jenny, she does that kind of thing better. Especially if it wakes up the baby.


He grins lonesomely, closing windows on the Bannerman side. Thank God it’s cooling off, but the air really stinks. Gassy. Imagine smog out here, he thinks disgustedly, sliding shut the patio doors. The last thing he remembers is a sudden stillness from the Bannerman patio….


… A mean slick hardness under his cheek. He rejects it, wills it to become smooth bedsheets. Too hard—a floor, say the patio tiles. Please God, let it be tiles, let it be a coronary even. I hurt. It’s a minor coronary, that’s all.


But the pain isn’t in his chest, it’s in his leg. His arm, too. And oh yes, the jaw, which he has tried imperceptibly to move. Very bad; he decides against trying to move anything else, lies with his eyes shut. I did fight—
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