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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Introduction


Welcome to Fractal Paisleys II.


No, you haven’t been misled by an erroneous dust jacket. This collection is indeed titled Neutrino Drag (a title I continue to fear might inspire images of a cross-dressing particle physicist). But over the years since the appearance of my earlier collection, Fractal Paisleys, I continued to hope that one day I might amass enough similar stories for a companion volume, a volume I always mentally tagged with the Hollywood-sequel-style appellation. That day is now here. Thanks to the ongoing, invaluable support from many editors—and particularly from John Oakes and the whole staff at Four Walls Eight Windows—you hold in your hands a second collection of comic science fiction stories set mainly in the present, wherein average folks of less-than-sterling character get warped up in improbable events. Not your standard, space-opera material.


There are a few exceptions to this capsule description. The historical figure Pythagoras is neither average nor contemporary. Yet thanks to the humanizing touch of my co-writer, Rudy Rucker, this ancient mathematical savant steps down into the gutter with the rest of us, prey to lusts and bad judgment. Bash Applebrook is presented as a certifiable genius, but you’d never know it from the trouble he manages to get himself into. And the (not-so-far-of?) future inhabited by Sally NutraSweet™ is an unlikely scenario at best (I hope). Yet there’s some undeniable thread of absurd wonders erupting into lives deemed staid by their owners that runs from story to story. And that’s the only message or moral I have to present.


Not only is the universe stranger than we imagine, it’s stranger than we can imagine.


These stories include some of the earliest I ever sold, nearly twenty years old, and some of the newest. They’re arranged chronologically, to convey an illusion of improvement (fingers crossed). If you’d care to see me devolve into the formless slug I was when I first embarked on this destinationless journey, simply read this book from back to front.




This is either the first story I ever sold, or the second, or the third.


Let me explain.


Back in the seventies, I placed a Barry Malzberg pastiche with the magazine UnEarth. Barely a full narrative, borrowing the style of another man, it was nonetheless my first real sale. It took me nearly ten years to make another. And then two came almost simultaneously. Ted Klein bought this piece for Twilight Zone Magazine, while Ed Ferman picked up “Stone Lives” for The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction. I now cannot recall which letter of acceptance preceded the other. So I always nominate both men equally as my first literary godfathers.


Soon after this sale, I went to New York to introduce myself to Ted Klein. The parent company of Twilight Zone Magazine also produced its real moneymaker, a skinzine named Gallery. Showing up at their offices, I was greeted by a receptionist who was strikingly beautiful enough to have been a centerfold. She was sitting beneath a giant framed poster of a mostly nude woman, the printing of which must have exhausted the metropolitan area’s supply of flesh-colored ink.


All right! I thought. My crazy career choice is finally starting to pay off!


Rescuing Andy


Napoleon’s ghost refused to play fair. Despite the entreaties and threats employed by Major Flood, it still persisted in misunderstanding the rules of the board game.


From across the large, cluttered room, flooded with August sunlight, Piers watched the argument with amused tolerance. Just two months ago, the whole affair would have struck him as bizarre and improbable, rather like seeing a horse atop a saddled man. But back then, he had been merely a jaded New Yorker, inured to instant death, garish spectacles, and a citizenry that ranged the gamut from eccentric to outlandish.


Now he lived in Blackwood Beach.


Things were much stranger here.


Piers rested his narrow rear on a big oak sideboard full of junk—a conch shell whose apparently natural color and pattern was that of the American flag; a rusted flintlock pistol; an object on which the eye could not quite fasten, that Major Flood claimed was a tesseract given to him by young Randy Broadbent. With his legs crossed at the ankles and arms folded across his chest, Piers enjoyed the sight of Major Flood arguing with his guest.


The major was a bulky man, florid but pleasant, who always dressed in khaki, now exemplified by a bush jacket and shorts. (His response to Piers’ polite inquiry as to where he had soldiered had been to wink slyly and say, “The War of Independence, boy. The only one worth waging, and one I’m still fighting for all I’m worth.” Further probing produced no more concrete answer.) He sat in a barrel chair at the head of a long, polished table. His face was as red as one of the good lobsters—once cooked—found in the waters off Blackwood Beach. He clutched a croupier’s rake—which he had been using to move pieces—so tightly he seemed to be compressing its wooden handle. Midway down the table, an Avalon Hill strategy game was set up. The chair at the far end was occupied by a milky, man-sized whorl of oily gas, looking something like a giant’s greasy thumbprint on the air.


“God damn it, your royal stupid eminence!” Flood shouted. “How many times do I have to tell you? Those red markers represent tanks. Land ironclads! They cannot just roll blithely over the parts of the board that represent water. L’eau! Comprenez?”


The ghost replied in a buzzing that resembled French as it might be spoken by a praying mantis.


“No!” thundered the major, raising his staff and bringing it down upon the table with a resounding thwack that caused all the pieces to jump out of alignment. Piers was reminded of an angry Olympian stirring up the battlefield outside Troy. “They’re not submarines. That was another game. If you can’t keep things straight, I’ll send you away and bring back Caesar to play. Even if he gets mixed up too, at least he’s not insufferably pompous.”


The ghost buzzed insultingly, and Major Flood let out a wordless roar. He launched himself across the slick table in his eagerness to throttle Napoleon, and the game board blew off in a spray of cardboard hexagons.


Piers chuckled nervously and turned to ascend the elaborate staircase on his right.


Although he enjoyed nothing more than visiting his neighbor, he always felt a little queasy watching him wrestle with the insubstantial emperor. The whole affair looked a bit too much like a scene from Bedlam, and Piers was still new enough to Blackwood Beach to occasionally doubt his own sanity.


On the landing halfway between floors, Piers passed a suit of armor. It seemed quite conventional, until one noticed it possessed a long articulated, caudal tube, evidently for the wearer’s tail.


Flood had given Piers the run of his house early in their acquaintance, and now Piers used the privilege to retreat to the widow’s walk until the major should cease his brawling.


In the square, hot, little room, with its windows on all four sides affording a grand view of the sea and countryside and town below, Piers paused. An archaic brass telescope on a wooden tripod occupied most of the space. Idly, Piers bent to the eyepiece and swung the glass out to sea.


Little Egg, the bald dome of rock a mile out into the Atlantic, popped into view. Piers studied its incommunicative face for a while, and then trained the scope on Big Egg, a few degrees away. Both were quite bland and featureless. Shifting his position, he brought the lens to bear on the rocky coast that stretched north of Blackwood Beach. Waves crashed with soundless fury against the tumbled, unpeopled boulders. The water was rough today. Why, look there: one wave seemed almost bold enough to touch the feet of that naked woman lying brazenly on the rocks-


Piers froze, as if captivated by Medusa. This was something new, at least to him. He had never seen this beautiful woman before, either on the rocks or in town. Who could she be? And why had she picked such an inconvenient place to sunbathe? Surely she could have found privacy without venturing to such an inaccessible spit.


Piers studied her as closely as the instrument allowed. Her skin was dusky, her thick, long, black hair spread out like a fleece around her head. Her limbs were long and muscular, her breasts full and firm. From Piers’ head-on angle, her face was obscured, but she had a nice, expressive brow and a pretty, pink line defined the part of her hair.


Piers watched her for ten minutes, but she never sat up or turned her face to him.


He noticed, after a time, a bundle of her possessions beside her. Only then did he believe she had not just climbed from the sea.


At last he broke away and returned downstairs.


Major Flood sat on the floor. The chair the ghost had been occupying was a heap of kindling, destroyed in their fight. Flood looked up when Piers approached.


“Sorry about the ruckus,” Flood said contritely. Then, with bemusement, “I wonder if I’d have better luck with someone more modern. But, damn it, all the great generals were pre-twentieth century.” He eyed Piers speculatively. “I don’t suppose you’d reconsider—”


“No,” Piers said. He was on good terms with the mercurial Flood now and was afraid to alter their relationship by getting involved with the man’s passion for simulated warfare.


Piers extended a hand, and Flood took it. The heavy man got to his feet with surprising nimbleness.


“I’ve just seen something wonderful,” Piers said. “A gorgeous woman tanning herself on the rocks.”


“That’s Andy,” said Flood, bending over to adjust his olive knee socks. He added as an afterthought, “She’s not tanning herself. She’s waiting to be ravished.”


Piers’ jaw dipped before he could control it. “I beg your pardon.”


“I said, she’s waiting to be ravished.”


All Piers could summon up were two words: “By whom?”


“That I couldn’t tell you. But I believe Dr. Frostwig knows her whole story. If you’d like me to call him and arrange a visit—”


Piers nodded agreement.


“Fine, I will.” Flood had rearranged his rumpled attire to suit his stringent standards. Now he looked Piers straight in the eye.


“Would Grant or Lee be more amenable, do you think?”


Three months ago, Piers had ceased to need to work, broken the bond between his belly and bankbook. A broker in Manhattan, he had overheard, while half drunk in a noisy bar, a conversation that enabled him to make a fortune trading in fish meal futures. Once he had invested his profits at a suitably high interest rate and quit his job, he realized he wanted nothing more to do with New York. It was not his native city; that was Boston. He had few friends in Manhattan and had come to dislike its uproar and grime and sundry subtle pressures. But neither did he wish to return to Boston and live uncomfortably close to his domineering, widowed father.


One day, riding the Amtrak train between the two poles of his indeterminate life, he spotted a weathered wooden road sign that passed almost too quickly for him to interpret:




blackwood beach
12 miles





The name stuck in his mind for the rest of the trip, replaying itself like an insistent jingle. It somehow seemed to hint at a pleasant desuetude, a languorous decay, an atmosphere as far removed from the hurly-burly of New York as that of the Upper East Side was from Harlem.


When he arrived in New York, he immediately took his black Saab from its garage and headed north.


The town almost did not want to be found. When Piers finally located, after hours of hot driving, the sign he had seen from the train, he realized that it gave no direction as to which of two possible roads he should take.


Assuming from its name that the town fronted the shore, he headed east, toward the Atlantic.


The assumption was right, the choice wrong. The road petered out at an abandoned farmhouse, standing gray and desolate on a weedy lot, within sound of the breaking surf.


Only by taking the westerly road, which wandered through the New England landscape like a sun-addled snake, did he eventually arrive at Blackwood Beach.


Like happiness, the town seemed approachable only through indirection.


Blackwood Beach occupied something of a natural amphitheater, with the restless sea serving as the great tragicomedy on the east. The gently sloping sides of the bowl were laced with meandering, tree-lined streets, connecting huge Victorian and Edwardian houses, all in more or less conspicuous stages of comfortable disrepair. The houses, exerting themselves like circus acrobats, had managed to toss a few of their comrades up over the lip of the wide but shallow bowl. These houses sitting up atop the ridge commanded the finest views.


It was one of these crest-riding old sentries that Piers knew he had to have. Something ineffably right about the town had drawn him into its mustily welcoming embrace.


Traveling the ridge road—labeled rather perversely with an antique wrought-iron street sign as “Lower Avenue”—Piers came upon a sprawling, flaking, white house, its lower windows boarded with plywood, a faded lawn sign proclaiming it for sale. From the stained-glass portrait of a kraken in its tower, to its warped porch floorboards, it was everything Piers wanted.


Within a week, he was living there, happy and relaxed. Two local carpenters—Ed Stout and his silent son, Jack—kept the place noisy during the day with repairs, so Piers took to exploring the town.


That was when he began to realize the kind of place his new home was. “Not ordinary” would be putting things in the most conservative light.


The events that led him to this realization were not dramatic, taken separately, and allowed him to preserve a belief that one day he would be rendered a logical explanation for them all. The glinting object behind Welcome Goodnight’s eye patch; the chase through the hilly streets that Randy Broadbent gave in pursuit of the catlike thing; a strange phrase here, a half-glimpsed something there—He tried to ignore them at first. But they eventually mounted up to conclusive evidence that Blackwood Beach did not find it convenient to obey the same physical laws as the rest of the world.


The actions of Major Flood, his closest neighbor, were the most startling things he had so far witnessed. But that was perhaps only because the major was the sole citizen whose private life he was intimately familiar with. During the period when the Stouts had been working on his house, he had been invited by Flood to keep him company and share a drink. He had assented gladly, a bit lonely, unaware however of the other visitors the major entertained.


Even these he had been able to rationalize, though.


But this woman lying on the rocks, waiting to be “ravished”—for some reason such a situation was too much to tolerate. All his incipient bewilderment had been crystallized into an irksome pearl.


He resolved before leaving Flood’s that he would have the answer at least to this one mystery.


The bobcat held Piers’ gaze with its own unwavering one. Its head only inches from his, it snarled with silent yet malign fury, its teeth twin rows of needle-like instruments of pain and mutilation.


Piers gently patted the dusty head of the stuffed and mounted animal, while he watched Dr. Frostwig’s bony back. The doctor was rummaging among some papers on his roll-top desk, muttering to himself all the while. Piers caught only snatches.


“Can’t imagine … How did it ever … Why don’t things …”


Piers sat in the study of Dr. Frostwig’s house at 13½ Staghorn Road. (Many of the houses in Blackwood Beach were numbered with fractions, not for any particular reason Piers could determine—such as subdivision of older lots—but merely to express a certain contrariness. In keeping with the spirit, yet striving to be modern, Piers had painted his mailbox with the legend:




3.14159 … lower avenue





He had noticed approving glances from passersby, and felt he was fitting in.)


The doctor’s study, a dark and shuttered room lit by a single sixty-watt bulb, was filled with stuffed animals. A fine repast for generations of moths, the creatures occupied every niche. An owl held its wings outspread atop a sideboard filled with mice in various comic poses. A fox stalked unseen prey across the terrain of a couch. In one shadowy corner, Piers swore he could detect the shape of an adult gorilla. These were only a portion of the indoor wildlife.


Without warning, a bang resounded, and Piers jumped.


The doctor turned from the desk whose top he had slammed shut.


“I can’t find the damn magazine,” Frostwig said. “But I’ll manage without it. I’m not that senile yet. I still remember old friends like Professor Ramada, even if I can’t recall every detail of his crackpot theory.”


“Thank you for looking, Doctor,” Piers said. He watched as Frostwig lowered himself slowly into a chair facing his.


The doctor was a collection of sinew and bones, outfitted in a baggy, blue shirt with acid stains and gray pants. He was entirely bald, and his face resembled an ancient dry riverbed.


“Now then, Mr. Seuss. Exactly what would you like to know about Ramada and his daughter?”


Piers found himself slightly tongue-tied at the prospect of mentioning how he had spied on the nude woman. Using Frostwig’s own words as a cue, he finally said, “Uh, I believe I once heard the professor speak, and I was curious as to what he did nowadays. And his daughter, also. That is, if you know anything about her.”


Frostwig eyed Piers as if he were a transparent mannequin stuffed with falsehoods. But he must have decided his intentions were honest, since he began speaking in an unreserved tone.


“The professor does nothing these days, I’m afraid. He died a little over a year ago. Many people around here—the romantic fools, mostly—like to claim it was of a broken heart. But I suspect that falling twelve stories to the asphalt was what really did it.”


“Suicide?”


“No, I don’t believe so. Although I see how some could imagine it was. The professor did have a pet theory that was much disparaged by his fellow faculty members. He taught zoology at Brown University. He was on the top floor of the science library one day. Witnesses testify that he leaned out a window trying to examine a peculiarly speckled pigeon nesting on the ledge, when he lost his balance”


Piers knew the building and could visualize the accident all too clearly. He quickly asked, “What was Ramada’s theory, doctor?”


Frostwig steepled his twig fingers. “That’s why I was trying to find the magazine. I’ve been hunting for it since Flood called. You see, the professor managed to have his ideas published in some scientifiction rag as a speculative article. Which of course just brought more scorn from his colleagues. Basically, they amounted to this:”


“Ramada believed that Big Egg was hollow, with an underwater entrance. He went on to assert that a long-lived creature inhabited the hidden interior. He linked the creature to a legend the Narragansett Indians had of an aquatic deity. It is a fact that the Narragansetts used to make an annual pilgrimage to Blackwood Beach—of course long before there was any settlement by Europeans. In any case, this marine Bigfoot did not sit well with Ramada’s peers. But he maintained his belief in it up to the end.”


Piers slowly digested the information. Frostwig still had not provided any explanation for the daughter’s behavior, and Piers prompted him.


“And Andy, his daughter—?”


“Lovely girl,” Frostwig said. “She lost her mother at an early age, and grew up something of a tomboy. She was naturally quite despondent over her father’s death. I feel personally that she’s brooded far too much over it. She hardly stirs from her house, except to shop for food. And—” Frostwig’s severe gaze fell heavily upon Piers, who hung his head “—to lie sky-clad on the rocks, where, rumor has it, she is offering herself to the creature in some sort of obscure oblation, as if doing so could bring her father back.”


“That’s awfully sad,” Piers said. “Not to mention a little daft.”


Frostwig shrugged. “That’s as it may be. As I stipulated, it’s only a rumor. No one knows for sure what she’s thinking, since she hasn’t said. Perhaps she’s merely trying to establish Blackwood Beach as the Saint-Tropez of New England. Remember also: we all work out our grief differently.”


As Piers pondered the doctor’s last statement, Frostwig rose creakily and removed a giant pair of calipers from under his seat cushion. He advanced on Piers.


“Now, young man, if you’ll just repay my favor by allowing me to take a few measurements.”


Piers, overcome by surprise, sat helplessly while the doctor ran the calipers along his skull, forearm, thigh, and other personal parts.


When the old man had finished, Piers stood to go. The doctor accompanied him to the study door.


As they neared the shadowed corner where the gorilla lurked, Piers’ eyes, now dark-adapted, played that odd trick—so familiar to myopics, but not generally available to those with normal vision, such as Piers—whereby an object seen at a distance recoheres upon closer examination into something entirely different.


Piers started, and would have paused for a longer look, but Doctor Frostwig hurried him out.


As he walked home, he realized that it had been the big fur coat on the glass-eyed man that had deceived him.


They met face to face for the first time in the flour-and-sugar aisle at Rackstraw’s Market.


Piers turned from examining an incomprehensible foodstuff—Kenyon’s Johnnycake Meal—and found himself ensnared, melting into, almost subsumed, by Andy’s arresting profile.


He knew at that moment that he had to speak to her. For starters. Then he would perhaps—if the coast seemed clear—grab her manfully by the waist, toss her over his shoulder, and ride off on some adventitious winged horse, to a secluded castle where they could lie abed twenty-three hours out of twenty-four.


Piers was not a brawny fellow, and Andy verged on goddess size, so the part about shouldering her weight gave him pause. Then instinct told him he could find the strength somewhere.


But for the moment, he neither spoke to nor abducted her, simply rested one elbow on the dusty, varnished-wood shelf of Rackstraw’s Market (est. 1910) and contemplated Andy’s face.


Her features were vaguely Castilian, or Lebanese, or Greek—one of those alluring Mediterranean races Piers found hard to tell apart. Her forehead was as fine as Piers had first thought. Hazel eyes induced vertigo. A prominent nose only made one imagine how best to position one’s own head so as to kiss her ripe unpainted lips.


Piers let his look wander south. Andy wore a men’s shirt, white and knotted at the waist, flower print cotton shorts, and sandals that laced up her inviting calves. She was filling a straw-handled basket methodically, if absentmindedly, with various staples. She tolerated Piers’ adoration for perhaps thirty seconds before turning directly toward him.


Hastily, Piers straightened, realizing he must have looked like a regular layabout or lounge lizard (market-lizard?). He opened his mouth to disburden himself of his now fully blossomed worship, but Andy spoke first.


“Do I know you, sir?”


Her plangent yet melodic voice drove Piers into more dangerous depths of confusion. He wanted to say something like, “Although you do not, dear lady, we were fated to meet from the second I glimpsed your thrillingly naked bosom from afar.” Instead, however, he sputtered out. “No, but I—That is—My name is—”


“Please stop right there,” she cut in sharply. “I can’t listen to anything you have to say, no matter how well meant. My life is too mixed-up right now. I haven’t even time for my old acquaintances, let alone new ones.”


She turned to leave, and Piers’ heart sank.


“Wait. I’m new in town. I just want to introduce myself.”


She faced him again. “My father was a firm believer in propriety, sir. No idle chatting with strangers was what he advised me. And although he’s gone now, I still follow his advice. Please don’t disturb a woman in mourning any further, or you’ll make me angry.”


Finished with him, Andy headed for soda-and-chips, with an irrepressible swaying of her hips. At the end of the aisle, she unexpectedly stopped and turned. An enigmatic smile contoured her lips.


“Perhaps when this is all over,” she said, and then was gone.


Piers was left speechless and could not utter what he thought.


I’m not really a stranger—


And—


How can a body like that be in mourning?


The face in the mirror leered gruesomely. Its eyebrows shot up like those of a Groucho Marx on speed. The eyes themselves became crossed. The lips curled; the nostrils flared like those of a bee-stung bull. The total effect was one of a man simultaneously hearing a bad pun, sucking on a lemon, and having his ribs tickled.


Piers stopped mugging. He stood before his bathroom mirror, stomach pressed against the pedestal sink. He had been attempting to discern any incipient distortions of his countenance that perhaps might crop up in everyday social intercourse and frighten people. He had found none. In fact, he thought he had a rather pleasant face. Yet there must be some hidden flaw.


Why else would Andy react so coldly to him?


They had met two more times: once again in the market (silence), and once outside her house (a gabled and turreted monstrosity, whose salient feature was an enormous window shaped like an eye within a pyramid, above the front door; there, his reception had been positively Lucretia-Borgian, as Andy made a motion indicating she would gladly slit his throat).


The whole affair so far gave Piers scant reason for hope. Despondent, he studied his uncontorted features for the nth time.


A shock of nonaggressive brown hair fell across his brow. Tranquil blue eyes, an unassuming nose, a pleasantly well-defined jaw and chin. He saw no reason why such an assemblage should cause violent disgust. As for his body, all prior lovers had rated it at worst satisfactory.


The poor girl was mad not to at least talk to him. Her background, this crazy town—that was the only explanation. Obsessed with her father’s death, she had no time for wholesome activities, but could only languish on the rocks, performing some arcane, totally useless penance for a death with which she had nothing to do. A monomaniac, that’s what she was. He was well shut of her.


Piers dressed and went downstairs to read the Blackwood Beach Intelligencer and enjoy his breakfast, his mind made up to drop all thoughts of the infuriating woman.


His vow lasted until his third cup of coffee. Then, hating himself, he walked next door to Major Flood’s.


Piers did not bother to knock, since the major never answered. He simply went inside and through several cavernous, high-ceilinged rooms to the one where the Major entertained his spirituous opponents.


There he found the usual tableau of Flood facing a churning pool of mist.


“Vizzkey,” implored the mist.


“No, no whiskey,” Flood yelled. “Not until we finish the game.”


“Vat var?” the ghost inquired desultorily.


“Meade versus Lee at Gettysburg. You get to take the part of one of your own generals. Should be no problem. Now, move.”


Without direct intervention, pieces began to slide about the board. Flood’s face assumed a look of grim concentration.


Piers left him to his game.


The barrel of the telescope was warm to his touch. Piers swung it with practiced aim to the north. Soon he had captured Andy in his brass and glass contrivance.


It inflamed him beyond reason to watch her everyday in this remote and intangible manner. He had refrained from visiting her on the rocks only because he knew with dismal certainty that she would only hate him even more. (But did she hate him now? There was that smile in the market. If she hated him, life would not be worth living. Her granitic couch would serve to dash his brains out, as he hurled himself from the heights. Like father, like suitor.)


Piers’ wild thoughts were suddenly truncated as neatly as if by a guillotine. What was she doing? She had sat up, taking something from her pile of clothing. It looked as if her fingers were clasped around air. No, a transparent bottle with transparent contents. Oh my God. It wasn’t—It was. She wouldn’t—She would.


With the deliberate economy so evident in her public gestures, Andy began to coat her honey-colored body with tan-enhancing baby oil.


Feeling like the most horrid voyeur, Piers watched her transform her upper body—arms, breasts, belly—into a shimmering paradise. When her hand strayed below her waist, Piers grew so agitated that he lost her from the restricted circle of the lens.


He stood erect, the telescope abandoned, a desperate


plan forming in his frazzled brain.


Randy Broadbent looked curiously ageless. Although supposedly only twelve, his fat face radiated a Buddha-like timelessness. Even his food-spotted T-shirt and bulging bib overalls could not detract from his air of eternal introspection.


Piers and the boy sat in the basement of the Broadbent home. Randy’s parents were both at work.


The cellar was Randy’s workshop. Except for one corner grudgingly ceded to a washer and dryer, the dank expanse was filled with a bench full of chemicals and glassware, a set of pre-1900s Encyclopedia Britannica, and other such objects as had at one time or another retained Randy’s interest.


“Now let me get this straight,” Randy said. He sat on a high workbench stool that put his eyes level with Piers! “You will provide me with a wetsuit, which you want me to alter into some sort of sea monster outfit.”


“Correct,” said Piers uneasily. “And don’t forget the mask.”


“Right. A mask to match. And all this is for Halloween. Which is two months away.”


“Yes. But I’d like it as soon as possible.”


Randy eyed Piers phlegmatically, as if reading his soul and preferring the synopsis. Piers thought he was about to refuse when he said, “A week okay?”


“Fine, wonderful,” Piers babbled. He stood, relieved, and tried to make small talk. “What’s this?” he asked, pointing to a cage-like apparatus.


“A matter transmitter,” Randy said boredly. “But it’s not perfected yet.”


Piers chuckled accommodatingly. Ah, youth! What wild flights of imagination. But the boy was a good craftsman. Piers had seen a soft sculpture of Alexander the Great he had fashioned for Flood.


“Ah, I see you have a computer. I used to work with one, trading stocks.”


Piers laid his fingers on the familiar keyboard. Randy said, “Be careful. That’s not a normal machine. I’ve got some very sophisticated prognosticative software in there.”


Piers started to smile. Without his having tapped a key, words began to scroll across the screen.




don’t do it
it’s dangerous
you’ll be sorry.





Piers jumped back, as if the keyboard were electrified.


“Ha, ha,” he said woodenly as sweat beaded his upper lip. “Good joke.”


“I don’t joke,” said Randy. “And neither does it.”


It had to be a day when the sea was calm. After going to all this trouble, Piers had no intention of letting heavy surf pound him against Andy’s flat-topped boulder. At last one arrived. Piers left the house shortly after dawn, carrying the customized wet suit and mask in a duffel bag he had formerly used to carry his racquetball outfit and equipment.


He had picked the suit up several days ago, paying Randy a fair sum. Alas the boy had probably never gotten a chance to spend it. Piers had been as startled as the rest of the town to find the Broadbent home vanished one morning, water pipes cleanly sheared and visible in the empty pit from which even the foundation had disappeared. He recalled the matter transmitter and shuddered to think he had almost stepped inside the innocent-looking cage.


Piers did not really want to do what he was going to do. He felt truly small and mean. But what other choice did he have? He had to make Andy pay attention to him. There seemed no other way. And maybe, he thought in muzzy, pop-psychiatric terms, he could rid her of her obsession by actualizing it.


Down by the sandy public beach, empty at this hour save for peeling park benches and a rickety gazebo, Piers found a clump of perpetually leaning pines in which to change unseen. He stripped down to his undershorts and laid the suit out. Randy had done a good job, using epoxies, rubber, and plastic to achieve a warty, scaled look, with serrated fins at elbows and calves. The kid had even attached gloves. The mask—open at the back and fastened with elastic—looked something like the Creature from the Black Lagoon.


Piers donned the suit, mask, and flippers. The gasketed glass faceplate fit fairly well over his false face. A snorkel completed his gear.


Leaving his clothes amid the trees, Piers clumped clumsily down the beach and into the water.


As he began to swim north, he rehearsed his plan. He would discard his snorkel and diving mask while still unseen by Andy, as he floated out of sight. (He wouldn’t need them to return, since the two of them would certainly walk off arm in arm.) After ditching the equipment, he would shoot up with the aid of a wave onto Andy’s rock, uttering suitably grotesque noises. At this point, he foresaw several results. Andy fainted, or turned and fled, or threw herself at his feet. Whatever eventuated, she would be cured. He would have rescued her from her delusions.


In his ridiculous suit, Piers paddled along, head down, flippers kicking. Every once in a while, he stopped and risked a brief look upward to orient himself. Everything looked different from this perspective, the shapes of the jagged coast all changed. He hoped to spot Andy’s recumbent form, though.


And, eventually, he did.


His plan worked perfectly—to a point. A few yards from Andy’s rock, her lovely toes in view, Piers doffed his mask and let it sink. The snorkel was likewise consigned to the sea. He snugged the clammy rubber face closer to his own, caught the next wave’s impetus, and was thrust forward.


The flippers made for a few awkward, scrambling moments, but finally he stood at Andy’s feet, a menacing figure risen from the depths.


“Urgh—” he began, seeing Andy sit up.


The cold webbed hand clutching his ankle took him totally unawares. As his right foot was jerked back, he fell forward, almost atop Andy, who crabbed sideways just in time. He got his hands braced as he toppled, but his jaw still hit the stone, and things flickered briefly.


When he looked backward, half-dazed, he saw the figment of Professor Ramada’s theorizing.


Over seven feet tall, humanoid, with gray-green, barnacled, pebble-textured skin, it reared over Andy.


Without thought, Piers tried to tackle it.


It hardly rocked as he hit it. Its ankles smelled fishy. It bent and lifted Piers effortlessly above its head.


A brilliant flash, a pained grunt, and Piers was falling. He heard a splash just before he hit the rock and had every cubic centimeter of air knocked out of him.


He came to seconds later, a beneficiary of Andy’s tender ministrations. She held a camera by its strap and was hitting him repeatedly across the back. Each blow was accompanied by a word.


“You—” Whack!


“stupid—” Whack!


“frigging—” Whack!


“idiot!” Whack!


Piers turned painfully over, and she stopped. She sat back on her heels, her lovely haunches quivering with rage. Then she started to cry.


“Wha—” Piers croaked. “Whazzamatta?”


“You’ve ruined everything,” Andy said furiously. “Weeks spent luring that thing here, wasted. Today might have been the day it finally emerged, so I could get a good picture of it and prove my father’s theory.”


Piers sat up. His body insisted that every bone was broken. “You gotta picture,” he managed.


“Oh, yes,” she said through sniffles. “A fine picture, with you looking so obviously fake. Everyone will think the real one is a hoax too. And take that frigging mask off.”


Piers did so. Andy had ceased to sniffle.


“I love you,” Piers said.


Andy smiled cruelly. “If you love me, then go bring that creature back.”


Piers thought a minute. He began to crawl off the rock and into the waiting sea.


The hand on his ankle this time was warm and soft. Piers stopped and looked back.


Andy said, “What is your goddamn name anyhow?”




In my previous story collection, Strange Trades, I mentioned that I, like many writers, had an abortive series, or three, in my past. The two Blackwood Beach stories in this volume represent an early failed hope. I wrote two others—“Captain Jill” and “Billy Budd”—which never found a home. I had conceived of pacing the stories according to seasonal changes. “Rescuing Andy” represented summer, while the entry below occurs during autumn. The events of “Captain Jill”—involving the ghost of a female pirate—take place in winter, while springtime brings a strange vegetal birth in “Billy Budd.” I had dreams of turning out another cycle of four, then being deluged with requests from book publishers to collect all eight in a handsome volume. Alas, like most of my fancies during this apprenticeship, the notion was charmingly daft. Magazine niches were tight, and unenlightened book publishers regarded short-story collections as if such tomes were lepers.


Almost simultaneously with the first appearance of these two stories, Charles Grant began editing a series of anthologies about a mysterious town named Greystone Bay. The predictable confusion between Grant’s better-publicized town and mine drove the final nail in the coffin of my dreams.


But then again, who needs sales to be happy?


Oh, yes: any resemblance between the opening scene and the exploits of a certain Harry Potter has brought me no credit whatsoever.


Yellowing Bowers


The twins made the mistake of believing the teacher wasn’t looking.


Jason and Medea Hedgecock were inseparable and incorrigible. Inside Miss Empson’s sixth-grade classroom at Abial Tripp School, they sat side by side in the back row, dual whirlpools of fidgets, giggles, and provocations. Outside of school, they were often seen running through the twisty streets of Blackwood Beach, giving vent to the most bloodcurdling shrieks. Their father, a teacher of Greek at an out-of-town prep school, was utterly unable to control them. No help in their upbringing was forthcoming from their mother, who spent all her time in the caves along the shoreline, collecting bats.


Now the two were up to something particularly devious. They huddled together over a pattern of scratches incised in Jason’s wooden desktop. The pattern seemed to glisten redly, as if traced in blood. The twins whispered a series of cacophonous names sotto voce, immense concentration plain on their pug-nosed features.


Every other child in the class saw what they were doing. Each boy and girl ached with a mixture of fright and delicious anticipation. Would they get away with it? Were they going too far? Why didn’t Miss Empson stop them? Miss Empson had her back to the class. She stood at the board, chalking a series of dates on it. Her spiky black hair had a streak of fluorescent pink down the middle. She wore a leather skirt and tiger-print top. It was rumored that Miss Empson, although a native of Blackwood Beach, found her excitement in the strange city of Boston to the north. The class was amazed that someone in her thirties—who ought to creak as she walked—could reportedly dance till dawn and still teach the next day.


But perhaps she had overdone things last night. She didn’t seem to be on her toes today. She had never let the Hedgecocks step so far out of bounds as they were threatening to do right now.


A small cloud had formed over the twins’ heads. Their chant increased in urgency, if not volume. All their classmates were perched on the edge of their seats, tension pulling them erect as a blind man pulls the cord that snaps open his collapsible cane. Unwittingly, Miss Empson wrote on.


Just as Medea and Jason reached the peak of their spell, and two small clawed hands poked out of the cloud, and the other children drew in one long, shuddering, collective breath, Miss Empson whirled and uttered a loud shout like Bruce Lee cutting an opponent down to size:


“Aiii-yah!”


From the piece of chalk in her extended hand shot a bolt of dusty white force that smote the twins.


The cloud with its contents disappeared with a small implosion of air.


The class fell back in their seats with relief.


Jason and Medea Hedgecock remained frozen in their conspiratorial attitudes, their skin a marmoreal white. No breathing disturbed their temporary repose.


At least the class assumed it was temporary.


Shad Stillwell wiped a hand across his sweaty brow. Wow, that had been close. He had always told the twins that it didn’t pay to mess with Miss Empson. Now maybe they’d reform. Although he doubted it.


Shad checked his watch. (He was very proud of the watch, a twelfth-birthday present from his parents, and found occasion to study it at least once every ten minutes.) Nearly 3:00. Would Miss Empson go ahead with their history lesson after all the commotion, or would she relent and let them out early?


Shad got his answer with Miss Empson’s next words.


“Perhaps now we can focus on academic matters. We were discussing Colonial America yesterday, and I thought that perhaps we would all relate a little better to that period if we considered the history of our own town.”


“In 1636, Roger Williams, fleeing persecution in Massachusetts, founded Providence. Two years later, one of his followers, Augustus Blackwood, whose views were too liberal for Williams, fled in turn: He came south down the coast, accompanied by his own people, and founded Blackwood Beach.”


“The names of many of these original settlers are immortalized today in our streets and parks and public buildings. Staghorn, Tripp, Goodnight—”


At the mention of the last name, all the children shivered as the image of ancient Welcome Goodnight floated to the tops of their minds like marsh gas in a swamp. Tony DiChristofaro made a warding sign, index and little finger extended with middle two clenched by thumb.


“Unfortunately, hardly any of these families survive to this day, a result of the Spotted Plague of the 1750s. A second wave of immigration occurred after the American Revolution, when Blackwood Beach was discovered by freebooters and smugglers, who conducted a flourishing trade in, uh—” Miss Empson turned away for a moment—“lambskin contraceptive devices. Only when, at the urging of Benjamin Franklin, whose libertine nature was well-known to his contemporaries, the young Congress legalized these, ahem, devices, did Blackwood Beach fade from notoriety.”


At the conclusion of Miss Empson’s last sentence, as if she had timed it, the bell rang. Miss Empson said, “That will be all for today, class. Dismissed.”


The children rose in an orderly and subdued fashion from their seats and filed from the room.


Except, of course, the twins.


Shad kicked through the fallen leaves that lay in deep drifts along the brick sidewalks of the town. His normal way home after school each day took him in a meandering path along a good percentage of Blackwood Beach’s streets. Shad’s house stood on Tipstaff Lane, rather high up in the natural crescent-shaped depression that the town occupied. From any of his home’s tall slate-roofed turrets, he could gaze down over much of the rest of the town and out to sea. But before going home, he made his daily survey of Blackwood Beach’s familiar attractions.


Shad ambled down the short block, known as Dyers Street, where the ostentatiously refurbished Starkweather mansion loomed like a clapboard image of its stiff-necked owner. Once past Rackstraw’s Market, he headed uphill along Maiden Street, passing the pit where the Broadbent home had once stood and the round-topped, celestial observatory of Professor Scrimshander. After stopping to talk with some friends, whom he found patting Ed Stout’s three-legged dog, he continued up to the street that ran along the high lip of the half bowl containing most of the town.


Up on Lower Avenue, he turned right at the neighboring houses of Mr. Seuss and Major Flood, then past the perpetually empty lot the kids called “the Burial Grounds”—although who or what resided there, they could not have said.


At last, Shad reached the Gully, one of his favorite spots.


The Gully was a deep crevasse through which ran a cold, swift, narrow river that eventually spilled over a cliff to drop in a spectacular fall, meeting the sea below in a frothing pool. Lower Avenue continued over it, carried by a cast-iron bridge decorated with leering faces.


Shad left the road by the side of the bridge and scrambled down the bank of the crevasse, dirtying both his jeans and hands. Down at the bottom, among the willows, birches, and poplars that filled the Gully, he stopped by the bank of the stream and scooped up a handful of stones, which he shied one at a time into the surging water.


Shad always felt happy and safe in the Gully. Not that he didn’t feel that way at home. His parents were good sorts, as parents went. They gave him care, affection, and almost anything for which he asked. And school was okay, too. (Certain inexplicable feelings about Miss Empson’s legs sometimes disturbed him, but he supposed they would disappear in time.) But the Gully was somewhere special. The clean tang of running water in the air, the thick carpet of mold and duff on the ground, the summertime canopy of leaves that shielded one from the outside world—these were vital, important things, good, Shad knew instinctively, for one’s soul.


Now it was autumn, however, early November, and hardly any leaves remained, imparting a spectral feeling to the ravine. Birds’ nests, formerly concealed, were now visible through the exposed skeletons of the trees, and at night, one could pretend the full moon was a small pearl, close at hand, caught in an aptly positioned crook.


Shad considered one tree in particular. A tall willow overhanging the river, it still possessed a full cape of incredibly sere leaves that clung somehow to the desiccated branches, rattling with each gust of air. Shad knew that willows, with their deep roots, often kept their leaves longer than other trees. But this tree was unique even among its nearby cousins.


Curious, Shad ambled over to study it.


Almost within the perimeter of the hanging withy branches, Shad halted.


A man was there.


Shad sucked in a sharp breath.


The man was only about as tall as Shad. He stood with his back pressed against the willow’s bark, his right hand hidden. He had long hair and a beard of that yellowish-white-with-age color. His nose was crooked; his eyes shadowed. He wore a dirty old cardigan with a checked pattern, faded flannel shirt, musty wool pants, and broken-down work shoes.


Some bum, thought Shad. Harmless, he hoped.


The man saw Shad. He lifted an imploring hand toward the boy and moved away from the willow, as if to leave. It was then that Shad noticed the man’s right hand was caught inside the tree, as if it had become wedged in a squirrel hole, preventing his escape. Shad felt sympathy for the bum, but also a certain inexplicable reluctance to go to his aid.


Yet despite himself, almost will-lessly, Shad stepped forward, entering the whispery circle of the willow’s yellow leaves. Cautiously, he raised his hand to touch the man’s outstretched fingers.


When his hand met the man’s, his watch exploded with stinging force, the man tightened his fingers, and Shad fell backward, yanking the man with him, accompanied by a loud pop! as the tree freed its captive. They rolled a few feet together on the moist ground.


In seconds, they had untangled themselves and stood. Shad dug out a handkerchief and tightened it around his bleeding wrist. He looked back at the willow to see what, if anything, the man had been searching for inside its trunk.


There was no hole anywhere in the trunk.


“Wow,” Shad said nervously, not knowing what else to say. “Guess the battery in my watch was defective. You okay, mister?”


The man said nothing, but merely nodded, regarding Shad with eyes as black as space. Shad found himself losing his unease. Despite the bum’s odd silence, his unthreatening nature seemed evident in his slack stance and dangling arms.


“Say, what’s your name, mister? Mine’s Shad.” He didn’t offer to shake, considering they had, after a fashion, done so already.


The man remained speechless.


Suddenly Shad was reminded of something they had read in class a couple of weeks ago. A poem by Tennyson, it began:




A spirit haunts the year’s last hours,
Dwelling amid these yellowing bowers.





Somehow it seemed to fit this stranger. Perhaps, if he wouldn’t divulge his real name, he wouldn’t mind Shad picking one for him.


“Suppose I call you Mr. Bowers?” Shad ventured.


Without actually smiling, the man conveyed approval.


“Okay, then, Mr. Bowers. Nice to meet you. But I have to be going now. Maybe if you’re still here tomorrow, I’ll see you again.”


Shad turned and began to walk away. He reached a point about ten feet from Mr. Bowers—and suddenly hit an invisible barrier. It felt like falling into cotton candy, or treading ankle-deep in sticky taffy. No effort of his could penetrate it.


Mr. Bowers took a step forward. Shad found he could advance a step further.


Oh, Jesus, Shad thought. What had he got himself into?


He turned to the unspeaking, stony-faced man behind him. No help there.


Shad’s mother had always said, “Try to make the best of a bad situation.”


“How,” said Shad, “would you like to come home for supper, Mr. Bowers?”


The hand lacked a finger. Where it had been was a blunt pad of scar tissue. It was not a scary hand, but rather one with character. It was thick with calluses, and ingrained in its folds lay white powder like a permanent coat of talcum. The missing finger was the little one. The other four seemed competent enough to cope by themselves, yet there was an ineffable sadness about them, too, as if they indeed missed their brother.


Shad concentrated on his father’s hand so that he would not have to look him in the eye. Granted eye contact, his father could always tell when he was lying. Of course, if he was denied eye contact, he could make a pretty good guess that Shad was lying. But he couldn’t be sure.


And considering the enormity of his lies, Shad wanted that little edge.


Sam and Carol Stillwell sat at the table with Shad and Mr. Bowers. Supper that night had been meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and lima beans. No one had enjoyed it, except perhaps Mr. Bowers—but of this, they could not be sure. Shad was too nervous, and his parents too intrigued by their guest, to think of food. And the reason no one was certain of Mr. Bowers’ enjoyment was that he had not precisely eaten his meal. He had laid his two crabbed hands on either side of the plate. The food had undergone a mysterious process that looked suspiciously like accelerated decay, soon disappearing completely. The plate—part of Carol’s good set—had been left a cracked and worn thing, resembling some artifact just excavated from Nineveh.


Now the two elder Stillwells were studying Mr. Bowers. Often warned by his parents not to bring home any of the more obviously supernatural denizens of Blackwood Beach, Shad had been forced to lie. Shad knew they would never forgive him for freeing a spirit who, in hindsight, anyone could have seen was plainly bound to a tree. (He was still smarting from the ruckus he’d caused when he’d dragged home a talking cat that had turned out to be Welcome Goodnight’s familiar.)


What he had told his parents, this time, was that he had seen a harmless old man soliciting passersby in the square downtown—a patently nonsupernatural beggar who’d displayed one of those little cards that said, I am a deaf-mute. please help in any way you can. thank you. mister bowers. This card had subsequently been taken by a sudden gust of wind and lost down a sewer. Shad did not explain that he appeared to be permanently linked to Mr. Bowers. Instead, he simply said that he felt obligated to help shelter such a helpless old man, and could he please stay for a couple of nights, Dad?


Sam Stillwell considered the request. He was basically a simple man. He worked in the limestone quarry outside of town. The quarry had long ago claimed his finger and his heart. Something about mining the detritus of the age of dinosaurs touched the romantic in him. His leisure time was spent fishing. (Only over Carol’s protests had their son been christened Shad.)


But Sam Stillwell was also a lifelong resident of Blackwood Beach. Confronted with this bizarre figure brought home by his son, he sensed that the matter should not be pushed to a head by too-precipitous action. Better let it develop awhile longer. Strange forces were still building and massing. Mr. Bowers radiated a sense of purpose and resolve, a questing alertness, as if something or someone in Blackwood Beach had drawn him from illimitable distances.


Sam cleared his throat. It wouldn’t do to look like too much of a soft touch on this matter, though. “It’s a big responsibility to insert yourself into the life of another person, Shad. I want you to realize that, son, before we go any further.”


“Oh, I know, Dad, I know,” said Shad, as he thought of the invisible ties that bound him to Mr. Bowers.


“All right, then. With that in mind, and as long as your mother agrees, I give my provisional permission for your friend to stay as long as he wants.”


“It’s fine with me,” Carol said, a small smile hovering lightly over her lips. Shad thought with relief that his mother never looked so beautiful or his father so noble.


“That’s great, Dad. Can he have the room next to mine?”


Shad prayed that if he moved his bed next to the common wall, he could just remain within the sphere that enclosed him and Mr. Bowers.


“Sure,” Sam said.


Shad rose, and so did Mr. Bowers. The chair in which the old man had been sitting quietly collapsed into a heap of dust.


Sam and Carol pretended not to notice to spare Shad further embarrassment.


Shad hurried off, Mr. Bowers at his heels.


The next morning, at breakfast (Carol served Mr. Bowers on a paper plate, and he sat on a primitive stool hastily cobbled together the previous night out of scrap wood), Sam was too incensed by a certain news item in that day’s copy of the Blackwood Beach Intelligencer to think any more about their guest.


“Have you read the social column, Carrie?” he demanded of Shad’s mother.


Shad watched the interplay between his parents with interest. Anything that promised to divert attention from Mr. Bowers was welcome.


“No,” Carol replied. “Is it that Starkweather woman again?”


“Yes. Listen to this: ‘Amanda Starkweather has announced the formation of the Blackwood Beach Improvement Society. She will be temporarily acting as chairperson, until elections can be held. The first item on their agenda, she told our reporter, will be attempting to convince the town council to tear down the old gazebo by the beach and replace it with a modern pavilion.’”


Sam tossed the paper down in disgust. “God damn it!” he yelled.


Amanda Starkweather raised that kind of feeling.


The woman was a newcomer to Blackwood Beach. She had inherited a house on Dyers Street when the last of the Blackwood Starkweathers passed away. Originally, she had lived in Boston. A tall, imperious woman, she dressed in severe blouses, plaid skirts, and brown loafers. She was never seen without her capacious Louis Vuitton handbag, which, rumor had it, contained mothballs and cans of aerosol antiseptic used to enforce her rigorous standards of cleanliness. Her two children attended the prep school at which Mr. Hedgecock taught.


Her husband was dead—some said of aggravation and spite, others of despair.


“Doesn’t she understand the first thing about Blackwood Beach?” Sam demanded. “We’re not interested in ‘improvement.’ We like our town run-down and sleepy. It has more character that way. You mark my words, she’s messing with things that are bigger than her, and they’ll have their way in the end.”


Shad never before appreciated how lies tended to multiply and assume a life of their own. Whereas most information was subject to entropy, degrading and losing strength over time, lies seemed immune to such decay, instead spreading and growing in complexity and subtlety.


At school, he had been constrained by pride to formulate an entirely different set of lies from the ones he had told his parents. He couldn’t have his friends think he liked dragging some old bum around, or that he had been so foolish as to become bonded to an inhuman spirit.


So instead he had told them that Mr. Bowers was his father’s older, demented cousin, and that he was responsible for keeping tabs on him while his parents worked. He had even forged a note to Miss Empson from his mother, asking that Mr. Bowers be allowed to sit with him. Miss Empson, with a knowing tolerance, consented.


Now his head spun with a welter of fact and fiction.


The day dragged by like molasses through a funnel in Antarctica. The rest of the class eyed him curiously between lessons. At recess, Shad was forced to stand by himself with Mr. Bowers, not daring to run and perhaps come up short on the unseen tether. Luckily, Mr. Bowers sat complacently at the back of the classroom in the afternoon, next to the immobile figures of the Hedgecock twins, and made no fuss, save for consuming a box of Ticonderoga No. 2 pencils and two jars of paste.


At last the 3:00 bell rang, and Shad was free. He knew just where he was going, too—to Professor Scrimshander’s, for some much-needed advice.


Out of the schoolyard, into Rackstraw’s for a candy bar, past the statue inscribed c.d. ward, and down Dyers Street in a shortcut to Maiden, where Scrimshander’s observatory-cum-home stood.


On Dyers, Shad paused a moment in front of a large, many-gabled, three-story, Victorian house—the Starkweather mansion. Painted in bright, San Francisco pastels, it stood out from its decrepit neighbors. A broad, green lawn, immaculately raked and trimmed, contrasted starkly with the weedy lots on either side. The glass in the mansion sparkled like an ad for Windex. The whole assemblage was a bastion of order and enforced harmony.


Eating his Three Musketeers, Shad regarded the Starkweather home in the light of his father’s tirade. What was she trying to achieve, anyway? Didn’t she like the town as it was? If not, then why had she moved here?


Some people just couldn’t stand anything or anyone being not what they themselves wanted them to be, he guessed.


As Shad watched, the front door opened. Onto the wide porch that wrapped around the house stepped Amanda Starkweather. Her stiff skirt resisted the light breeze like sheet metal. She folded her arms across her chest and directed a biting gaze toward Shad.


“Don’t toss that wrapper on my lawn,” she called, “you nasty, dirty boy.”


Then, from her omnipresent purse, she whipped forth a can of Lysol and sent a cloud of pungent spray billowing across the cut grass.


For a moment, Shad’s wounded innocence made him forget completely about Mr. Bowers.


Then he felt the tug of the old man’s forward motion.


Mr. Bowers had started up the lawn toward Amanda. He labored now at the limit of his leash, straining after the woman as if compelled by something stronger even than fate.


Shad felt Mr. Bowers’ strength begin to drag him along. The cotton-candy border of their mutual envelope pushed against his back as Mr. Bowers steadily advanced. Shad dug his heels into the creviced brick sidewalk, knowing with utter certainty that he could not allow the old man to touch Mrs. Starkweather.


Shad’s efforts were useless. Mr. Bowers pulled him forward inch by inch.


Frantically, Shad looked over his shoulder for help. There was no one nearby. Then he saw the street lamp.


Hurling himself backward with all his strength, he toppled, feeling his fingers graze the iron pole. Desperately he scrabbled his grip tighter, till he held it firmly.


Now Mr. Bowers must be straining with all his desire. Shad felt as if his arms would part company with his body at the shoulders. Or would the elbows give out first?


From up the lawn came the hurried slam of a door. Suddenly the strain was gone.


Shad stood, shaking. Mr. Bowers looked longingly at the empty porch, but made no move toward it.


Rubbing one sore arm, Shad sought to view the whole incident scientifically.


Here was one more datum for Professor Scrimshander.


Blazing galaxies pinwheeled in space, coruscating red, blue, yellow, and white. Gaseous nebulae expanded like octopi, engulfing whole civilizations over millennia. Black holes gulped down hapless cosmic wanderers, stretching them to infinite lengths.


Professor Scrimshander snapped off the monitor like a dissatisfied god. Shad shook his head, the spell exerted by the display broken without warning.


“Those idiots at nasa,” the Professor complained. “They never look at anything interesting. I’m afraid I’m going to have take matters into my own hands pretty soon.”


“You mean,” asked Shad, “that you’re going to try to direct the Hubble Telescope, instead of just tapping its telemetry?”


“It might come to that,” Scrimshander agreed.


The Professor rose from his chair. Over six feet tall, he suffered from a stooped back that brought his head down almost six inches, thrust forward in an aggressive way belied by his normally mild demeanor. His large nose cleaved the air before him like some sort of remote probe. Thick eyebrows frequently shot skyward. At home, he wore a distressed lab coat over a set of red thermal underwear.


Scrimshander was the science teacher at Abial Tripp Elementary. His subject matter was wide-ranging and calculated to entice.


“So,” Scrimshander said, nearing Mr. Bowers, who sat quietly atop a packing crate labeled one (1) dean drive—all ends up. “This is your problem, my lad? Let’s see what sort of information we can get from him.”


Scrimshander drew two wires from a metered device and hooked them to Mr. Bowers’ forehead. The old being made no resistance. Flicking several switches on, Scrimshander watched the machine’s dials.


All the needles swung to the far left and wrapped themselves several times around the stop posts. Smoke began to pour from the cabinet.


Shad watched in dismay. What could it mean?


Scratching his head, Scrimshander proceeded to run several more tests. At last, he appeared ready to give an opinion.


“My boy, this creature is composed of sheer entropy.”


Shad studied Mr. Bowers, sitting in his shabby sweater and shapeless pants. He knew all about entropy, of course. The Professor had had the class read The Crying of Lot 49, last semester. Everyone had enjoyed it, and they were all dutifully working on Gravity’s Rainbow now. But could such a potent principle actually be embodied in this almost pathetic figure with its depthless black eyes?


Shad recalled Mr. Bowers’ way with food and chairs, and thought it just might be true.


“I have,” continued Scrimshander, “been anticipating a disturbance of some sort for the past few weeks. My entropy localizer—” here the Professor gave an affectionate pat to a gadget resembling the offspring of a blow-dryer and electric toothbrush—“has registered immense fluxes and spasm in the transubstantial etheric plenum lately. I was recently able to narrow the focus to the Gully off Lower Avenue. Evidently the precise locus was that strange willow of which you spoke. When you released this fellow from that tree, you crystallized the accumulating disorder that had been seeking entry into our universe. As the catalyst in the reaction, I regret to say, you are joined with him in sympathetic bondage. Just be glad he can apparently control his entropic powers to affect only that which he deems deserving of destruction.”


The explanation, instead of relieving Shad, distressed him further. How could he ever get rid of this thing? Would he be saddled all his life with him? He had an abrupt image of himself grown old, shuffling along with Mr. Bowers beside him, an unearthly twin.


“What am I gonna do?” Shad wailed. “I don’t want him anymore.” An inspiration struck him. “Mrs. Starkweather—he seemed to be attracted to her. Let her have him.”


Shad got to his feet, as if to rush out. The Professor laid a restraining hand on his shoulder.


“They can never meet, Shad. It’s obvious why Bowers is drawn to her. It’s the tug of opposites. She is pure order, discipline, negentropy. If they were ever to come face to face … the consequences would be unpredictable.”


Shad relaxed his taut muscles. So—he was doomed. No normal life was foreseeable.


He wondered why he couldn’t have been born someplace prosaic and sane.


Beirut, maybe. Iraq or Iran.


Even Boston.


His mother didn’t mind losing that vase. Or the chaise lounge handed down from Mother Stillwell. At least she claimed she didn’t. And that hole in the wall between Shad’s room and Mr. Bowers’—well, as his father said, plaster was cheap.


Shad had told his parents nothing of what Professor Scrimshander had deduced about Mr. Bowers, and their patience was obviously wearing a bit thin. Though they didn’t want to discourage the boy’s natural sympathy for those less fortunate, and though they suspected there was much more to the whole affair than appeared on the surface, both Sam and Carol were beginning to get just a little bit weary of Mr. Bowers.


Shad knew this. How the hell did they think he felt? At least they were free for eight hours a day. He had to contend with this curse and burden every minute.


Weeks had passed. It was the day before Thanksgiving. Shad felt as if he’d been bound to Mr. Bowers for a year. His concentration at school had fallen precipitously, and with it his grades. Miss Empson appeared sympathetic, but there was nothing she could do. A tentative bolt from her stick of chalk, directed at Mr. Bowers after school at Shad’s request, had had no effect other than to increase the luminosity of his black, energy-sucking eyes. Shad, having run out of ideas, now contemplated suicide. He envisioned tossing himself off the Lower Avenue Bridge into the Gully, where this whole mess had started. But the vision always ended with him suspended in midair, Mr. Bowers back on the bridge, arresting his plunge.


School was out till the Monday after the holiday, and Shad sat at home, watching his mother cook for the communal meal tomorrow. Each Thanksgiving, the residents of Blackwood Beach gathered on the Common in a festive mood and recreated the original meal. Normally, Shad looked forward to the event, but not this year.


Besides, how could he attend if Amanda Starkweather was there also? Too dangerous. He’d have to feign sickness.


That night, with the aid of a lit match held near the thermometer, Shad registered a high fever. His mock groans would have won him all the drama awards at school. In the morning he said he felt better, but not good enough to accompany his parents. After some convincing, they left him alone.


Alone save for Bowers, who sat still beside him, though with an aura of repressed energy.


Shad kept his resolve till about one in the afternoon. Then he began to feel sorry for himself. His stomach was rumbling, and the cold plate of food his mother had left looked totally unappetizing. Why should he be forced to eat this lonely meal seasoned with tears? He hadn’t done anything wrong. It felt awful to be confined to bed in one’s pajamas on such a beautiful day, when one wasn’t even sick. And why was he so solicitous of such a mean and stubborn woman as the matron of Dyers Street? Let Amanda Starkweather watch out for her own damn hide!


Dressing quickly, Shad called for Mr. Bowers through the hole in the wall. The ancient being shuffled through, and together they set out for the Common.


A fringe of trees surrounded the open plot of land, where the settlers’ sheep had once grazed. Hidden behind one wide bole, Shad peered out.


The inhabitants of Blackwood Beach celebrated Thanksgiving on November 26, regardless of whether it was the fourth Thursday of November or not, in keeping with George Washington’s original proclamation. Also, they dressed in costume, not of the Pilgrims, but of the first President’s contemporaries.


Memories were long in Blackwood Beach.


Tables surrounded by turkey-stuffed Blackwooders occupied the middle of the lawn. A mild autumn sun shone down. Where were his parents? Ah, off to the left there. And Amanda Starkweather? Her loud, nasal, Brahmin voice helped him spot her in the crowd. Clutching her leaden, can-filled bag across her chest like a shield, she was discoursing to a group of people who seemed fascinated by her alien brazenness.


“And once that horrid shack by the waterfront is torn down, we’ll have the finest seaside pavilion between here and Newport.”


To emphasize her point, she withdrew an aerosol insecticide from her purse and unerringly shot dead the last moth of summer.


Shad plotted a course to the turkey that would swing wide of her. He set out across the grass.


As soon as he left the trees, he knew he had made a mistake.


Mr. Bowers began to make a beeline for the Starkweather woman. Shad tried to change direction, but it was impossible. And now there was nothing to hold on to.


Shad began to shout. “Help! Help! Everyone watch out! Murder!”


All heads turned toward him. Amanda Starkweather stopped in the middle of her peroration, seeing and knowing her doom. She turned to flee, but was blocked by the line of tables.


Shad threw himself to the ground and dug his fingers into the moist earth. No use. Mr. Bowers was unstoppable now.


The sight of the boy being dragged feet first by an invisible force across the lawn caused the crowd to scatter in alarm. For a moment, Amanda Starkweather stood transfixed, as if realizing that it was too late for her. To give her credit, everyone later admitted, she recovered from her paralysis long enough to swat the unstoppable Bowers with her heavy bag of sprays as soon as he came within reach. But although she connected with the might of a Monty-Python matron, the purse merely disintegrated.


In the next second, Mr. Bowers closed with her, enfolded her in his arms—


—and the sky was lit with the actinic light of their explosive embrace.


Shad’s ears rang and his head swam. He couldn’t see a thing, and he seemed to be floating as free as a bird. Was he dead? No! It was only that the sticky pull of Bowers was gone. Further evidence of life was the testament of his still-empty belly. He sat up, his vision gradually returning.


The steaming crater stopped half an inch from his feet. It appeared to descend at least halfway to the center of the earth.


His parents reached Shad first. He could see their lips asking if he was okay, but heard no sounds. He didn’t care. He was free, free! No more Mr. Bowers! Only one important issue remained to be settled.


“Is there any cranberry sauce left?”




Here’s an early attempt of mine to forge the hipster/pop-culture-saturated style that I would later employ in my novel, Ciphers. Lots of silly misspellings and capitalizations and ungrammatical locutions, as well as song allusions and irreverent banter, a kind of sub-Pynchonian ironic street-speech. This affected style can grate or charm, sometimes within the same story. I hope the ratio of irritation to amusement here is weighted toward the latter.


When I told my friend Charles Piatt about the premise of this story, he asked me why it was necessary for two ghosts to inhabit the drum machine. Wouldn’t one have been sufficient? At the time, I had no ready answer for Charles, but nowadays, I’d merely quote ol’ Billy Blake, about the road to wisdom running through the neighborhood of excess.


The Moon-Bonham Effect


Skeezix Smash, born little Jimmie van Vleet during the Summer of Love, to Plain Folks who lived in a suburb of a suburb of a tentacle of Boston, until recently a retiring, albeit brilliant student at the Berklee School of Music, now simultaneously drummer, guitarist, keyboard player, singer, programmer, mixer, producer—in fact, sole member—of the immensely popular synth band known as Monkey Funk (which boasted two successive Number One Hits from their debut album: “Digital Thang” and “Baby Wears pvc”), had a Big Problem.


His favorite tool—his uniquely configured, irreplaceable, multi-boarded, hard-wired drum machine—was possessed.


It made his skin crawl like Coke Bugs just to think of it. Lately, whenever anyone asked him about his problem, he felt like screaming.


“Hey, Skeezer,” said Harry “Hungry” Hartz, entering the studio. “How’s the drum machine?”


“Yow-wow-wow-wow-uhnh-uhnh-uhnh-uhnh-arr-arr-arr-arrooooo!”


Hartz, wearing his traditional mohair suit and electric boots, sat himself unconcernedly down. He removed a banana from his hairy jacket pocket, peeled it leisurely, put the skin back in his pocket, took a bite of the banana, and began to chew.


“Am I to understand it’s not fixed yet?”


Skeezix held his head in his hands. Wow, what a Mental Surge! They should make some kinda Suppressor for that. Felt like his cranium was gonna explode just then…. He was All Better Now, yeah…. Take it calmly boy.


“No, it is not fixed yet. It still will not accept any new programming. I have had every chip and wire replaced—except those parts that no one understands, which the Wandering Brujo Man installed. I have wiped its memory cleaner than a baby’s powdered asshole a dozen times. I have hooked it up to twenty different speakers. I have kissed it, cursed it, and prayed to it. And it still will not perform as it should—as it once did. I am planning my imminent retirement from this business, before I reach Heartbreak City.”


Hartz finished his snack and licked his fingers, before wiping them on his pants. “It can’t be that bad, man. Won’t it play anything?”


Skeezix laughed violently, his Krazy Kackles sounding more like Tina Turner’s sobs than any expression of humor. “Oh, no, it plays all right—but only what it wants. Just listen.”


Stabbing a button on the guilty machine with a rigid forefinger, Skeezix gestured for Hartz to pay attention.


From the speakers connected to the drum machine issued a three-minute storm of snares, traps, and cymbals, ending abruptly. When the machine had ceased playing, Skeezix eyed Hartz significantly.


“Boy,” Hartz said, “was that hokey! Real moldy-oldy. Sounded kinda like Ginger Baker circa Cream or sumpin! Not like your stuff at all.”


“Tell me about it. Now watch. No obvious reprogramming, but it should play some different riffs.”


A second poke, and the machine vented another elaborate sequence.


“I recognize that!” exclaimed Hartz. “It’s something by Led Zep.”


“Could be,” agreed Skeezix. “I am not too keen on that ancient crap. All I know is, it is nothing I programmed.”


“Where’s it coming from then?”


“I do not give a shit about where it comes from. All I know is that I have a second album due next year, and I can not work on any new songs without my trusty drum machine. How am I going to recapture the sound of ‘Lonely Pinhead’ if my drum part sounds like ‘Stairway To Heaven?’”


“You can’t buy another?”


“This one’s special, a Korg ddd5, modified up the kazoo, by me and others. Extradimensional sampling, quantum-drift correction, pan-African Juju talking drum effects—”


“Okay, okay, I get the picture. What about hiring a real drummer?”


Skeezix stared at Hartz with Googly Eyes. Hartz grew alarmed. His youthful friend’s naturally thin face was becoming blood-engorged and swelling, like that of an ancient mating bullfrog. Skeezix opened his mouth once, twice, thrice, trying to utter a sound. Nothing emerged. Hartz stood, frantic. He looked desperately around the recording studio. A pitcher and tumblers stood on a table. Hartz ran for the carafe, grabbed it, scooted back to the choking Skeezix, grabbed him by his shag cut, tipped his head back, poured half the contents of the pitcher down his throat, and then dumped the rest over his head, completely soaking his T-shirt and jeans.


Skeezix blew a mouthful of orange liquid out. The treatment seemed somewhat to have alleviated Skeezix’s symptoms of distress. Pushing the wet hair out of his eyes, he seemed to have regained The Power of Speech.


“Harry, you moron! That was a pitcher of Tequila Sunrise. Why did you do it?”


“You needed it, man. You were asphyxiating.”


“And why should I not be, after what you said?”


“What was that?”


As if each word were something awful tasting—a doggie-chew, say that had somehow materialized in his mouth, Skeezix spat them out. “A. Real. Drummer.”


“What’s so bad about that? It might do you good to work with someone besides yourself for a change. Give you a different creative slant on things. I betcha Phil Collins would jump at the chance—”
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