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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.


      





Chapter One






The televised naturalist looked a bit like Susan. She kept a fixed smile as she demonstrated how to use some sort of beetle to clean an animal skull.


‘We start with something like this badger head, for example. After skinning and boiling it, I cut away most of the meat. Then all I have to do is drop it in this box. My little darlings do the rest.’


The camera looked down into the box at a seething mass of pale beetles crawling over bones, into eye-sockets.


‘I put a few things in here yesterday. Let’s see how they’re doing.’


The gleaming white object she lifted from the box was a small human skull. It matched her own fixed smile.


‘Like little piranhas, they are. Clean as a whistle. Now, let’s see what else we have.’


She dipped her hand into the box again, as into a bran-tub for some prize. The smile held for a moment, then vanished. Her hand seemed somehow to be stuck in the box.


‘Help me, Fred!’


Fred reached out and took Susan’s other hand, but he couldn’t pull her back. She was not just stuck, but being slowly pulled into the machine. Susan screamed and screamed, but her voice never rose above the loud hissing of the hungry bugs.


Fred woke to find he was the last passenger on the Minneapolis Rapid Transit city bus. He retrieved his book, a paperback of The Time Machine, which had fallen to the floor. The bus, full of sleep-inducing fumes, lurched off the freeway into a concrete lay-by and hissed to a stop.


‘This is it,’ said the driver, looking pleased. After a brief hesitation, he added: ‘Sir.’


‘Doesn’t this bus go all the way to Paradise Valley?’


‘Nope.’ The driver was positively gleeful now. ‘That’s eight more miles, sir. You need the extension bus.’


‘The extension bus. All right. When does the next one leave?’


‘Only one a day, at five-twenty P.M.’ By now the driver seemed ready slap his knee and fall out of his seat. ‘Sir.’


Fred looked at the watch he’d bought from a man in the street in New York City: 9.10 A.M. Fred had twenty more minutes to get to his job interview at VIMNUT Industries.


‘Only one bus a day? I can’t wait here all day. I –’


The bus driver waited until Fred had stumbled down the steps. ‘Don’t wait. It don’t stop here anyways.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Nothin’ to be sorry about. You gotta go back downtown to catch it. So long, sir,’ said the driver cheerfully, as he closed the door and drove off.


Fred looked around. He seemed to be on a round elevated platform, a kind of saucer of smooth concrete that jutted out from the side of the freeway and flew over a wild forest. There were no buildings below, no sign of civilization unless you counted the spray-painted graffiti on the parapet, most of which was illegible. THE CONdUMS, he read. A street-gang? A rock band? Or some cryptic general observation, like ‘the pits’? Life in this here modern American gheddo is just the condoms. He leaned over the parapet and gazed upon translucent green aspen leaves. There was nothing to be seen through their translucency but other green aspen leaves, round and shuddering.


His full name was Manfred Evelyn Jones. A month ago he had been at home in Britain, thinking of himself as a promising young novelist. All right, a promising novelist. Now he was desperately scrambling for a technical writing job in a strange disturbing land. The pits, he thought.


It was mainly from television that he knew how Americans went about defining this or that as the pits. Aside from sport, the main function of British television now seemed Americology – the detailed study of Yank culture and idiom. And the only way Britain could keep up was to import more and more American television: cop dramas, soap operas, chat shows, comedies and family sagas. When any genre began to pall, all you had to do was combine it with another: family comedies, cop operas, soap sagas. It was the way Americans liked to combine all the things they loved: cookies in ice-cream, maple syrup in sausages. If only a family crisis during an exciting car chase could somehow be combined with an American pro football game …


The British could not get enough of all this. The worst intellectual fast foods America could develop were eagerly devoured in Britain: programmes like ‘All My Cops’ were beginning to rival football or show jumping in popularity. For that matter, British kids now wanted to grow up to play American football – the kind that requires fifty pounds of padding and still causes crippling injuries in every game.


‘All My Cops’ was the formula cop drama that combined violence with elements of soap opera. The producers took pains to balance the number of drawn guns with an equal number of tearful, hugful family reconciliations. The show featured policemen and policewomen of all known races, gays and lesbians, good junkies and (for contrast) an occasional bad junkie. Thus it reached all audiences. Mum might take an interest in the sergeant’s blind wife, the lieutenant’s alcoholic father, or the captain’s homosexual son. Dad meanwhile could identify with danger and duty – the need to ‘blow away a few scumbags’ every week. For the kids, there was up-to-date slang, detectives in fashionable clothes, and car chases.


After a time, Fred found the stairway and descended. Below the trees was a Tarmac road, Roman-straight, leading nowhere discernible in two directions. Endless. No footpath, nor anything like a phone-box or a taxi-rank.


Fred wasn’t sure he could have afforded a Minneapolis taxi anyway. He had gathered some idea of their prices from the signs they carried, depicting the credit cards they would accept – Mr Card, Vice Charge, Americana Excess, Gourmandcard – with the implication that, for passengers going all the way across the city, a bank loan might be arranged. There was nothing in the credit-card class that Fred could really afford. That was why he dined only at McIntosh’s. That was one of the reasons he desperately needed this job at VIMNUT Industries.


The main reason was to save his marriage. Money, Fred believed was the secret ingredient of successful marriages. At least, a marriage could not last unless both partners had mutual cash for each other. He knew that if he could heap up a pile of wealth, and fly back to Britain on Concorde, it would at least make Susan pause and pay attention. Money could heal a marriage. Money could do anything in America.


If only Susan believed that.


It was the lack of money that had brought them to America. His American agent had asked Fred to come over and meet publishers. He’d promised a big breakthrough, swearing that ‘British novels are in’. Fred and Susan had scraped together the air fare (standby passengers on Air Zambezi) and arrived in New York with rather high hopes. If they could make it there, as the song went …


Not only hadn’t they made it there; they had been destroyed by it. New York had turned out to be noisy, dirty, dangerous, expensive, and crammed with obnoxious people who got on each other’s nerves. Within days, he and Susan had also begun to get on each other’s nerves. She’d gone back to London – leaving him, as she put it, to enjoy the city of cockroach motels.


He’d sat in an Irish ‘pub’ and said: ‘My marriage was eaten by cockroaches.’ An Irishman had told him to bugger off out of Northern Ireland.


‘No, but listen. My marriage –’


‘Why don’t you Brits just bugger off?’


Buggering off seemed like a reasonable idea. He’d buggered off to La Guardia, and from La Guardia to the high technopolis of Minneapolis. He’d arrived only yesterday, and he now calculated that his money would last two more weeks. By then, Fred had to be VIMNUT’s technical writer.


Fred found Minneapolis exciting and disturbing, especially its sky. Here the sky was huge, a living presence forcing itself upon the attention of the Cro-Magnons below, showing them that there was room for One God Only. No wonder the people here all trooped round on Sundays to their churches (designed by Finns who were obsessed with ‘natural’ wood and askew spires) to pay homage – they’d better. Even the atheists here glanced at the sky and hurried off to their Unitarian temples to ponder questions of sociology, Third World politics, and the birth of the blues.


He compared this great brooding presence to London’s miserable patch of civilized grey. Even when blue, London’s sky was about as prepossessing as a faded soiled Cambridge sweatshirt. No one looked up in London; there was nothing to behold.


Growing up in London, Fred had been five years old before he managed to catch a glimpse of a rainbow. It was not at all like the illustration in his book, Our Friend the Rain, by Dimpleby Dunbort, which clearly showed red at the bottom. This real rainbow, framing the gasworks, had red at the top.


Fred was now thirty-one, though he thought of himself as twenty. He still appreciated rainbows. Here in Minneapolis, you could imagine rainbows of any style, popping up daily. There was plenty of other life up there besides: boiling cumulus heaped up like clotted cream, the distant rainstorm ploughing the land, high clouds like streaky bacon, lush tropical sunsets, or hundreds of Canada geese in huge formations, braying like donkeys as they surveyed the land they owned. At night the moon rose huge and yellow and healthy over a low horizon. The stars were so numerous and bright that they seemed like clusters of night cities on a landscape. It was possible to look up and imagine that he was falling from space, head first down towards some unimaginable land.


He had indeed fallen here from the sky, landing at sunset at an airport where the full magnificent blaze was visible. He paused by a great window to admire it. People kept jostling him aside, as they made their way past the window to a glass case displaying a replica of an antique car.


Minneapolis disturbed him as it does not disturb many people. It was, after all, a part of Minnesota, that low-stress locale of lakes, lutefish, and lack-lustre politicians. Dullness was all, in a city worthy of a Eugene McCarthy, a Walter Mondale or a Hubert H. Humphrey.


The city’s reputation for dullness went back a century or more. Scandinavian settlers drank gallons of strong coffee to keep their brains alive in Minneapolis. German settlers before them drank fiery peppermint schnapps and felled huge Christmas trees in the snow to keep awake. No doubt the Indians before them nodded off by its waterfalls. Before the Indians, beavers dozed in their lodges, certain that nothing would ever happen here.


So far, nothing had ever happened. The city was surrounded by sleepy suburbs through which wove a great network of biking- and jogging-paths. The centre of each suburb was a shopping-mall. Citizens of Minneapolis were able to go around wearing buttons reading BORN TO SHOP, though this irony, too, was soon lost in the general porridge of boredom. The sun rose and set on freeways carrying people from ‘town homes’ in one suburb to their work in another. Wishfully, people called it ‘Silicon Prairie’, but it was not excitingly awash in high-tech wealth. Nor was it excitingly poor and dangerous, like Detroit, or excitingly historical like Atlanta, or excitingly raw like (he filled in a name) Cody. He understood Minneapolis to offer nothing more exciting than cleanliness and good manners. And, in Fred’s case, a job.


He picked a direction (towards a distant water-tower shaped like an enormous boiled egg in its cup) and started walking.


At first the road seemed to be cutting straight through a forest, with nothing either side except the darkness of trees. Then the trees fell away quickly, replaced on both sides by high metal fences bearing the signs of security companies. An asphalt footpath began. Across the road were PREMISES SECURED BY PEACE EYE AGENCY. This side was GUARDED BY TALOS – DANGER, UNLEASHED DOGS. Talos, the bronze man of Crete. The old Cretan story had no doubt been garbled in Minoan B or something, because it no longer made any sense at all. The idea of one bronze man patrolling the entire perimeter of Crete was hard enough to imagine. His peculiar methods of defence exceeded the bounds of the possible. Talos had two tactics: before invaders could land, he shied rocks at their ships; if they managed to land, he heated himself to a glowing heat and killed the invaders by embracing them. A couple of likely stories, Fred thought.


Soon the fences gave way to humming power-transformers and railway crossings. Then came a double row of mean-looking houses covered with asphalt shingles. There were a few families sitting on porches, men in undershirts standing on steps or sitting in cars. Everyone stared at him.


He came to a corner where two men sat, and one stood, on the steps of a small grocery store. One of the men, a tall man whose costume included a camouflage undershirt and a beret, stepped out and blocked his path. He emitted a kind of drawn-out groan that, when it was repeated, Fred identified as speech.


‘What you doin’ down here?’


A man wearing a baseball cap spoke from the steps, laughing. ‘He down here lookin’ for black pussy.’


‘That right? You lookin’ for black pussy? I fix you up.’


‘Well, no, I –’


‘He say he ain’t lookin’ for no black pussy. Black pussy ain’t good enough for him.’


‘Sure it is. How much money you got, man? I fix you up.’


‘Have you ever looked at the sky?’


The tall man looked at him with hatred. ‘Don’t give me that hippie jazz. I asked you how much money you got.’


Fred tried to think of a suitable line from ‘All My Cops’, but nothing came to mind. Meanwhile, Camouflage slapped him across the mouth.


‘If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll be going now.’


Baseball Cap stood up. Fred saw that he was holding something metal – a beer-can or a knife.


Camouflage continued to block the path. ‘Don’t fuck with me.’ He swung at Fred again, and pulled at his lapel.


The lapel tore as Fred pulled away. When Camouflage staggered for a second, Fred kicked him under the kneecap and ran.


‘You come back here, you fucker. I ain’t through with you. I ain’t through with you.’


A Diet Dr Pepper can sailed past him. There were groans from one voice, and laughter from another, but there were no pursuing footsteps. Fred loped on until he was out of breath. The kick had thrown off his shoe; the exposed foot hurt already from the asphalt path. On the positive side, he was still aimed towards VIMNUT.


A car pulled over to the kerb ahead of him. The car was big, rusty and battered. For a terrible moment, Fred thought Camouflage and his friends had caught up with him. But it was a white workman, his car half-full of strips of iron. The car smelt strongly of whisky.


‘VIMNUT? Sure, I go past it. Watch your head there. If I got to stop sudden, you better duck down – that stuff can slide forward and take your head right off, there.’


The whisky man introduced himself as Vern. He said that it was his job to install sheet rock in new houses. The strips of iron were used to hold sheet rock in place. Watch your head.


Fred recalled that Talos had a hole in his foot, too. And a single vein, running up to his head. When they pulled the plug from Talos’ heel, the ichor ran out, and he was dead.


Maybe Talos was some kind of steam-powered catapult. That would explain the rock-throwing, and why he was searing hot to the touch. When they let the water and steam out, he came to a stop.


Or could Talos be a volcano? Fred was not a scholar, and he found it irritating not to have exact answers. He didn’t want a plausible hypothesis; he wanted truth, immediate and complete, as in a dream.


Full of fire, the car flew along freeways, then slammed down an exit to a minor road where it came to a stop.


Vern pointed at a large white building some distance from the road. ‘There she is. VIMNUT.’


By God, Fred thought, against all odds. Like an American success-story. Up from the gheddo. Overcoming polio to become an Olympic pole-vault champion. Fighting dyslexia to become a Supreem Cuort Jistuce.


The long white building lay before him on its lawn like a white leather jewel-box on a green velvet cushion, waiting to be opened. With all the signs of activity: hundreds of cars gleaming in the parking-lot (someone was here), sprinklers working away at the lawn, a row of flagpoles where a dozen or so American flags snapped in the wind. In the sky, a hot-air balloon disguised in rainbow colours drifted overhead. Civil War artillery-spotters, no doubt, come like a heavenly host to witness his triumph.





Chapter Two






Fred’s first feeling of elation wore off quickly as he began his approach to the building. Though its whiteness shimmered only a hundred yards away, it seemed somehow to recede before him as he moved forward, the way a distant mountain retreats behind its foothills.


The foothills in this case were fences, roads, ditches, even a kind of moat (where a family of mallards could practise being picturesque); there was everything except a direct footpath to a door. For what seemed hours, he worked his way through parking-lots, past sealed hatches marked RECEIVING – NO ADMITTANCE and AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. And when he finally turned a corner and saw the main entrance it was flanked by a forty-foot sign: CYBERK CORPORATION. The wrong place! That drunken bastard had dropped him at the wrong place! Cursing to himself, Fred limped in the front door.


The young receptionist looked up with a cautious smile. Fred was suddenly aware of his torn jacket, his split lip.


‘Excuse me, can you tell me where VIMNUT Industries are located?’


‘Right here.’ She had a nice smile. ‘Today’s the official changeover to our new name, Cyberk Corporation.’


‘What a relief,’ he said. ‘M. E. Jones. I’ve come about a job.’


Her finger ran down a list. He was about to apologize for being late, when suddenly she beamed at him.


‘Please take a seat, Mr Jones.’


‘Er, would you happen to have a pin?’


‘Well, let me see, here.’ He noticed Minneapolisians often began sentences with well and ended them with here or there. And here he was, criticizing the speech patterns of someone who was helping him.


‘Here you go.’ She leaned over the desk and pinned up the torn flap for him. She had soft-looking dark hair. He smelt her perfume. ‘There you go.’


‘Thanks a lot.’


He sat down and thumbed through the VIMNUT annual report: pictures of men in grey suits smiling, pictures of women in white gowns, shower-caps and surgical gloves assembling tiny components, pictures of people pretending to look at computers and models of plumbing. Then he brought the rag of advertisement out of his pocket and reread it:




TECHNICAL WRITER


[image: image]


 


Challenging Opportunity
for
A Right Stuff Person
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VIMNUT Industries is a world leader in Artificial Intelligence and plumbing innovations. We’re looking for a self-starting, take-charge, real-time, stand-alone, team-oriented, highly motivated, can-do technical writer to develop on-target installation manuals for bathroom fixtures. Clean driver’s licence.


Apply: Dave Boswell, Human Resources and Working Interrelationships Manager, VIMNUT Industries, Inc., 39004312 Paradise Drive, Paradise Valley.
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– An Infirmative Action Employer –





He kept smelling the receptionist’s perfume.


‘Er, I wonder if you’d like to come out with me this evening.’


‘Hey, I’m an old married lady,’ she said, flashing the dazzling smile again. ‘But thanks for asking.’


He sensed a practised reply, and wondered if receptionists were used to this, like air hostesses. Still, she seemed friendly enough. A few minutes later she waggled her fingers goodbye to him as she went off duty.


Her replacement was a hard-looking middle-aged woman who didn’t smile. Fred got up and limped over to introduce himself and ask her the time, but he saw that she was busy, loading an automatic pistol down behind the desk.


Poker watched LeRoi pick up the cheap paperback book and the shoe. The shoe was real cheap shit. Made in England.


‘Hey man, what you got there?’


‘It say somethin’ about a Time Machine. By H. G. Wells.’


‘Shit, that ain’t no good.’


‘I know it ain’t no good. Jiveass shit. White fucker comes down here like he owns the fuckin’ sidewalk, thinks he can just drop his jiveass shit all over our street.’


‘Hey, what you doin’, man?’


LeRoi sat down on the step and opened the book. ‘What the fuck does it look like? I am readin’ this here book.’


Poker, who could hardly spell his way through a comic book, took off his baseball cap and started adjusting the adjustable band in the back. ‘Shit, man. I thought we was gonna do something.’


‘I am doin’ something.’


‘Yeah. But, shit, man, what am I supposed to do?’


LeRoi handed him the shoe. ‘Why don’t you go piss in this? And leave me be.’


‘Mr Jones?’ Another kind of hostess was standing over him. She was short and fine-boned, almost attractive despite her baggy black denim suit. Her hair was bright blue, and there was a small, lighter blue tattoo on her cheek, no bigger than a dimple. He couldn’t help noticing that she wore a beer-can on a toilet-chain around her neck, Black lipstick and nail polish. What did I do to be so black and blue? She was not smiling. ‘Come with me.’


He limped after her to a small interrogation-room.


‘Sit down,’ she ordered. ‘Mr Boswell will be with you in a minute.’ She paused before leaving. ‘Hey, I like your one shoe. Neat idea.’


In the grand police tradition, Boswell let Fred cool his heels – or his neat one heel – for a few minutes, no doubt to ensure his later co-operation. Then he banged open the door, bounced in, and slapped a file on the table. It was a very thick file.


‘Hiya fella!’ Boswell was a stocky beef-faced man with a moustache that looked false. He grinned often. There was a hearty handclasp, two sweaty palms embracing Fred’s hand. ‘I’m Dave Boswell. Call me Dave. Mind if I call you Manny?’


‘Er – no, fine.’


Boswell flipped through the file for a moment, then uncapped a pen. ‘OK, down to business. I’ve been looking over your application here.’


‘My application?’ Fred had yet not filled in an application.


‘Yep. You look real good on paper, Manny. Real good. I see you’re an American citizen. That’s important.’


‘I am?’ Sweat stung his armpits. What was happening? He tried to maintain a poker face.


There was a brief answering blankness in Boswell’s beef features, before they relaxed into another grin. ‘Ha, ha. Sensa humour. I like that. A successful man is a man who can turn his sensa tivity into a sensa humour.’


It seemed to be some kind of quotation, and Boswell seemed to be waiting for a reaction. After a moment, he grinned on. ‘I guess you’ve been treated like a second-class citizen plenty of times, right? Lotsa places, lotsa times. Been down so long it looks like up to you, right? What did I do to get so black and blue?’


‘Mm.’ Fred nodded very cautiously. He had the feeling he had wandered on to the stage in the middle of some drama. He was still trying to work out who the characters were, and what transaction was unfolding. What’s my motivation here?


‘But not here, fella, not here. We don’t got no second-class citizens here. You probably noticed in our ad, we’re an affirmative action company, Manny.’


‘The ad said … er, “infirmative”.’


‘Ha, ha. Good eye. Little misprint there. You know, it’s a pleasure to meet an engineer who can read.’


Engineer?


‘Anyhoo, Manny, we got no second-class citizens here. We’re on your side alla way.’


Second-class citizen? thought Fred. Manny? Maybe he thinks I’m a Jew. Still, in for a penny …


Boswell consulted the thick file. ‘You haven’t had a lot of experience, have you?’


‘Well, I –’


‘Now, then.’ Boswell threw himself back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. His hands came together as in prayer over his heavy thorax. ‘I want you to tell me why you want this job.’


Because I’m broke, you twit. ‘Dave, let me say this: I think I can bring a lot to this job. As you notice, I’m literate, and that’s no accident. I’ve done lots, a lot of writing, writing of all sorts, types. Not only training but experience.’


‘Go on.’


Fred stole a look at the ragged advertisement. ‘I’m a self-starting take-charge sort of bloke, kind of guy.’


‘Good, good,’ Boswell said to the ceiling.


‘I work in real time. I stand alone, though I am team-oriented. My high motivation makes me a can-do –’


‘Fine. Now, why do you want to work for us in particular?’


‘VIMNUT – or is it Cyberk? – anyway, it seems like my kind of company. An on-target, highly motivated place.’


‘Good. What do you see yourself doing in five years?’


Fred’s mind was blank. His brain became a bowl of instant pudding, bland, jelled, inert, useless. He had used everything in the ad but the clean driver’s licence, whatever that meant.


‘I guess I’d like to be doing my best at whatever –’


‘Fine, fine.’ Boswell sat up to pray at his desk. ‘Now let me tell you where we’re comin’ from. You’ve heard of the fifth generation, the sixth generation, all that good stuff?’


Fred nodded cautiously. Computers?


‘Well forget all about generations. We’re shootin’ for something beyond all that. This is an AI project of a very unusual kind, as you’ll see. And the Pentagon is very interested.’


‘I see.’ Fred didn’t see at all. ‘And the bathroom fixtures?’


‘Ha, ha. Very good, Manny. Sensa humour’ll take you a long way. But seriously, as a software engineer, you’ll be a key member of the software development team for this top-priority project.’


‘Software engineer,’ Fred echoed faintly.


‘Not much experience, I see. And your college grades, h’m.’


‘Well, actually, I –’ Two years at Charing Cross Polytechnic. Could they possibly know about that? Had someone like the FBI been sieving and sorting through his life? Where had this thick file come from?


‘Relax. Do I look worried?’ In fact Boswell seemed far beyond mere worry – his beef face exhibited that extreme pitch of anxiety normally seen only in performing dogs, hopping on their hind legs along the see-saw while the trainer’s little whip flicks mercilessly at their flanks.


‘We aren’t worried,’ he amended. ‘We know you can do the job, and you’re our kind of guy.’


Software engineer. There’s been a mistake. He’s got me mixed up with someone else. Christ, the Pentagon! He cleared his throat to speak up. Boswell added: ‘There’s a healthy salary-scale that goes with it. The salary would be in this range.’ He scrawled a figure on a card and passed it over. ‘Would that be acceptable?’


‘Uh, very. Yes.’ It was more money than Fred had earned in the past five years together.


‘Just a ballpark figure, you understand. We’d have to work out your final salary. Could you start Monday?’


‘Yes. I mean, sure.’


A sweaty hand was offered. ‘Welcome aboard, Manny.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Uh, only a couple of formalities. You need to interview with Melville Pratt – he’s your boss – and with Sturges Fellini, the PE.’


‘The PE.’


‘Project engineer. Mel can tell you about job details and so on, and Sturge will sprinkle holy water on you – ha, ha, ha. But don’t worry. You have my recommendation, and I know you’ll do just great! OK?’


‘Uh, yes, thanks.’


‘Way to go! A wright!’


Boswell jumped to his feet and pounded a fist aloft – possibly a vague sign of Marxist solidarity, but more likely a simulated athletic gesture – before scooping up his papers and bouncing out. As he banged the door, one paper slipped from the thick file and fluttered back into the room.


‘Um,’ Fred said, but Boswell was gone.


The paper was called ‘Form 249A: Personnel Entry Evaluation’. One side of it was covered with boxes with cryptic names.


Under ‘Remarks:’ Boswell had scrawled: ‘Not recommended. Seems inarticulate, slovenly, slow even for a. Can’t we do better than this? Hire only if nothing better turns up. DB.’


Even for a what? Yet, however mysterious the crossed-out bit, the rest was plain enough. We’re on your side alla way, are we? You have my recommendation. What a shit. Fred slipped the paper into his torn breast-pocket and limped out to the secretary. The name-sign on her desk said MAUVE TOASTER. Could this possibly be her name?


‘Hi!’ she said, grinning brightly. Some of her black lipstick was on her teeth – though that might be deliberate. ‘Hey, I really like that one shoe.’


‘Well, actually, it’s – uh, Mauve?’


‘Yeah?’


‘I wonder if I could borrow some whiteout fluid?’
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‘You mean like Liquid Paper?’


‘Yes.’


‘Neat. Sure.’


She handed over the tiny bottle and watched him closely, to see whether he would sniff it or paint it on himself. Instead, he brought out Form 249A and whited out a few remarks until it read: ‘recommended. … Can’t … do better … DB.’ Then he limped over to the photocopying machine and made a copy of the form. The original went into the waste-basket, and the copy went on Mauve’s desk.


‘I think Mr Boswell dropped this page.’


‘I’m cool.’ She offered him a stick of black chewing gum.


‘No, thanks.’


‘Hey, you wanna see the Condoms?’


Not sure what the question implied, he hesitated. Fortunately, Mauve decided that hesitation was cool. Everything he did or didn’t do was cool. ‘They’re playing uptown at Ed Gein’s.’


‘Why not?’


That broke her up, too. When she grinned, the tiny tattoo on her cheek vanished into a dimple. When she sneered or scowled normally, it became a tiny perfect portrait of a nut and bolt.


Just now she was laughing hard. Everything he said or didn’t say seemed to amuse her mightily. Between coolness and amusement, Fred seemed to be doing all right just existing.


‘Around seven?’ she finally managed to gasp.


‘I’ll call round for you.’


‘Call? No, just come over.’


‘Or I could meet you there.’


‘Cool.’ She slid Form 249A into his folder and stood up, her toilet-chain clanking. ‘I gotta take you to meet Mel Pratt.


He limped after her into the bowels of the company.


Mansour Efrahim Jones announced himself to the hard-looking middle-aged woman at the reception desk. ‘I have an appointment with Mr Boswell,’ he said.


‘One moment,’ she said coldly, and continued to watch him while she punched buttons. ‘There’s a Mr Jones here to see Mr Boswell … He claims he has … I see … Just a minute.’ She lowered the receiver. ‘Mr Boswell seems to be gone for the day. Are you sure about the time of your appointment?’


‘Eleven o’clock,’ he said. ‘I’m on time.’


‘Maybe you’ve got the wrong day?’


‘No.’


‘Did you fill out a job application?’


‘Yes, I did. Look, if this is some kind of runaround, skip it. All you gotta do is put it in your ad: No niggers need apply. Save everybody a lot of time. Instead of all this “affirmative action” jive – crap.’


Her eyes widened, but remained cold. ‘My, we have a chip on our shoulder, don’t we? I assure you, Mr Jones, we are an informative action company. We couldn’t give you the runaround if we wanted to!’ Her tone indicated that if she had her way, however … ‘So, if there’s been some little mix-up, why don’t we just make another appointment, h’m?’


He sighed. ‘OK.’ He was a sucker for cold motherly types.


‘And, while you’re here, you might fill out another application, just so we know where we are.’


‘OK.’ He took the application form, sat down at a writing-table, and uncapped his lacquered fountain pen. To keep the requirements in mind, he brought out the ad from his calfskin briefcase.




SOFTWARE ENGINEER


[image: image]
Challenging Opportunity
for
A Right Stuff Person


[image: image]


VIMNUT Industries is a world leader in Artificial Intelligence applications. We’re looking for a self-starting, on-target, take-charge, team-oriented, highly motivated software engineer to develop problem-solving software for a stand-alone, real-time system. BSEE or Computer Science degree, American citizenship a must!


Apply: Dave Boswell, Human Resources and Working Interrelationships Manager, VIMNUT Industries, Inc., 39004312 Paradise Drive, Paradise Valley.


[image: image]
– An Affirmative Action Employer –








Chapter Three






Mauve Toaster, if that could possibly be her name, led him down dim corridors. Fred spotted a few other women wearing metal scrap – toilet-chains, beer-cans, broken keys, tin-openers, a necklace of nails – and asked if they, too, were secretaries.


‘Yeah,’ said Mauve. ‘Only the secretaries get to dress up around this dump. Everything else is real grungy.’
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