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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 1


November 26, 1979


JIM GRIMSON HAD never planned to eat his father’s balls.


He had not expected to make love to twenty of his sisters. He could not foresee that, while riding a white Steed, he would save his mother from a prison and a killer.


How could he, seventeen years old in October of 1979, know that he had created this seemingly ten-billion-year-old universe?


Though his father often called him a dumbbell and his teachers obviously thought he was one, Jim did read a lot. He knew the current theory of how the universe was supposed to have started. In the very beginning, before Time had started, the Primal Ball was the only thing existing. Outside of it was nothing, not even Space. All of the future universe, constellations, galaxies, everything, was packed into a sphere the size of his eyeball. This had gotten so hot and dense that it had blown up, out, and away. That explosion was called the Big Bang. Eons afterwards, the expanding matter had become stars, planets, and life on Earth.


That theory was WRONG, WRONG, WRONG!


Matter was not the only thing that could be put under tremendous heat and pressure. The soul could be squeezed too much. Then: BOOM!


God Almighty and then some! Less than a month ago, he had reluctantly entered the mental ward of Wellington Hospital, Belmont City, Tarhee County, Ohio State. Then he had become, among other things, the Lord of several universes, a wanderer in many, and a slave in one.


At this moment, he was back on his native Earth, same hospital. He was freezing with misery, burning with fury, and pacing back and forth in a locked room.


Jim’s psychiatrist, Doctor Porsena, had said that Jim’s trips into other worlds were mental, though that did not mean they were not real. Thoughts were not ghosts. They existed. Therefore, they were real.


Jim knew that his experiences in those pocket universes were as real as his pain when, not so long ago, he had driven his fist against his bedroom wall. And was not the blood flowing from the whiplashes on his back a witness to quell all doubts of his story? However, Doctor Porsena, scientist, rationalist, and rationalizer, would explain all puzzling phenomena with superb logic.


Jim usually loved the doctor. Just now, he hated him.




CHAPTER 2


November 3, 1979


“ALL PREVIOUS PATIENTS,” Doctor Porsena said, “have tried other types of therapy. These failed to improve the patients, though part of that might be attributed to the patients’ hostility to psychiatric therapy of any kind.”


“Old Chinese saying,” Jim Grimson said. “‘You have to be nuts if you go to a psychiatrist.’ Another celestial proverb. ‘Insanity is not what it’s cracked up to be.’”


L. Robert Porsena, M.D., F.C.P., head of the Wellington Hospital psychiatric unit, smiled thinly. Jim thought that he was probably thinking, Another smart-ass kid I got to deal with. Heard his rest-room-graffiti quotations a thousand times. ‘Celestial proverb’ indeed. He’s trying to impress me, show me that he isn’t just another ignorant drooling pimpled drugged-up rock-freak youth who’s gone off his rocker.


On the other hand, Doctor Porsena might not be thinking that at all. It was hard to know what went on behind that handsome face that looked almost exactly like Julius Caesar’s bust except for the black Fu Manchu mustache and the patent-leather mod haircut. He smiled a lot. His keen light-blue eyes reminded Jim of the Mad Hatter’s song in Lewis Carroll’s Alice book. “Twinkle, twinkle, little bat! How I wonder what you’re at! Up above the world you fly, Like a tea tray in the sky. Twinkle, twinkle—”


Doctor Porsena’s adolescent patients said he was a shaman, a sort of miracle worker, a metropolitan medicine man with control over magical forces and far-out spirits.


Doctor Porsena started to say something but was interrupted by his desk intercom. He flipped a switch and said, “Winnie, I told you! No calls!”


Winnie, the beautiful black secretary sitting at her desk on the other side of the wall, evidently had something urgent on the line. Doctor Porsena said, “Sorry, Jim. This won’t take more than a minute.”


Jim only half listened while he gazed out the window. The psychiatric unit and Porsena’s office were on the second story. The window was, like all windows in this area, covered with thick iron bars. Past breaks in the buildings beyond, Jim could see the tops of the waterfront structures. These were on the banks of the Tarhee River, which ran into the Mahoning River a mile to the south.


He could also see the spires of St. Grobian’s and of St. Stephan’s. His mother had probably attended early morning Mass at the latter today. That was the only time she had now to go to worship. She was working at two jobs, partly because of him. The fire had destroyed everything except the painting of his grandfather, which had been brought out of the house along with him. His parents had moved into a relatively cheap furnished apartment some blocks from the old house. Too close to the Hungarian neighborhood to suit Eric Grimson. That ungrateful attitude was just like his father. Eva’s relatives—in fact, the entire Magyar area—had contributed money to help them out of their plight. A large part of the cash had been raised by a lottery. This was remarkable, for charitable donations had dropped considerably in the past few years because of the economic distress in the Youngstown area. But Eva’s family and friends and church had come through.


Though she had been a semioutcast because of her marriage, she was still a fellow Hungarian. And, now that she was down, she should have learned her lesson and be properly contrite, as the old phrase went.


The Grimsons had not been able to buy the insurance to cover property damage or loss from the collapse of underground structures. Though they did have fire insurance, they would not be paid if the fire had been caused by an act of God. That had not yet been determined.


Eric Grimson could not afford a lawyer. But one of Eva’s cousins, an attorney, had volunteered to take the case. If he won, he got ten percent of the payoff. If he lost, he got nothing. Clearly, he was donating his time because of clan unity and because he felt sorry for his cousin. That she was married to a non-Magyar who was also a shiftless bum and an atheist who had been a Protestant was bad enough. But to lose her house and all her possessions and to have a son who’d gone crazy … that was too much. Though a lawyer, he had a big heart.


The money needed to keep Jim in therapy was provided by the medical insurance, but the quarterly payments were very high. Eva Grimson had taken on another job to pay for them. The two times she had visited Jim, she had looked very tired. Her weight had gone down swiftly, her cheeks were hollowing, and her eyes were ringed with black.


Jim had felt so guilty that he offered to quit therapy. His mother would not accept that. Her son had been given the option of taking the therapy or being sentenced to jail. The district attorney had wanted to treat him as an adult, which would have meant a more severe sentence. She would do all she could to prevent that. Besides, though she did not say so, she could not hide her belief that Jim was genuinely crazy and would remain so unless he was treated by a psychiatrist.


Jim’s father had not visited him. Jim did not ask his mother why Eric Grimson stayed away. One reason was that Jim did not wish to see his father. Another was that he knew that Eric was deeply ashamed because he had a “crazy” child. People would think that insanity ran in the family. Maybe it did in Eva’s family. All Hungarians were crazy. But not the Grimsons, by God!


Actually, Jim had been very fortunate in being taken into therapy so quickly. Because of the lack of funds in the area, programs for treating the mentally disturbed had been cut far back. Normally, Jim would have been in the back of the long waiting line. He did not know why or how he had been jumped ahead to favorite-son status.


He suspected that Sam Wyzak’s uncle, the judge, had used his influence. Also, his mother’s cousin, the attorney, maybe brought some pressure to bear, probably not all of it with strictly legal procedures. Though Doctor Porsena would not comment on how Jim had been leapfrogged over others, he may have had something to do with it. Jim had the impression that the psychiatrist thought that he was a very interesting case because of his history of stigmata and hallucinations.


Maybe he was just being egotistical. After all, he was really nothing unusual, just another jerkoff, blue-collar, mongrel, squarehead-Hunkie punk. When he got down to the ungilded basics, that was what he was.


Doctor Porsena finally hung up the phone.


He said, “We were talking about other patients now in this program who had previously tried other types of therapy. Those had not succeeded with these patients, all of whom were hostile to psychiatric therapy of any kind.


“What I’m offering you—there’s no pressure or force used here—is immediate entrance into a type of therapy we’ve had much success with.”


Doctor Porsena spoke very rapidly but clearly. He was remarkable in that his speech had very few of the pauses or hesitations halting most people’s talk. No uh, ah, well, you know.


“It’s not easy; no therapy is easy. Blood, sweat, and tears, and all that. And, like all therapy, the success depends basically upon you. We don’t cure the patient. He or she cures himself with our guidance. Which means that you have to want to be able to handle your problems, genuinely desire to do so.”


The doctor was silent for a moment. Jim looked around the office. It seemed quite luxurious to him with its thick (Persian?) carpet, overstuffed leather chairs and couch, big desk of some kind of glossy hardwood, the classy-looking wallpaper, the many diplomas and testimonials on the wall, the wall niches with busts of famous people in them, and the paintings which seemed abstract or surrealistic or whatever to Jim, who knew little about art.


“You understand everything I’ve said?” Porsena asked. “If there’s anything you don’t comprehend perfectly, say so. Patient or doctor, we’re all here to learn. There’s no shame in exposing one’s ignorance. I expose my own quite often. I don’t know everything. Nobody does.”


“Sure, I understand. So far. At least you’re not talking down to me, just using monosyllables, none of that psychological gobbledygook. I appreciate that.”


Doctor Porsena’s hands were flat on top of Jim’s opened case file. They were slim and delicate and had long thin fingers. Jim had heard that he was an excellent pianist who usually played classical music, though he sometimes played jazz, dixie, and ragtime. He would even knock out some rock now and then.


He only had two hands but could have used four. He was very busy, which was to be expected. Not only did he run the psychiatric unit of the hospital, he had a private practice in an office a block away on St. Elizabeth Street. He was also head of an organization of northeast Ohio psychiatrists and a teacher at a medical college.


Porsena’s accomplishments awed Jim. But what most impressed him was the doctor’s 1979 silver Lamborghini. Now, that was in the WOW! category.


The doctor turned a page of the file and read a line or two. Then he leaned back.


“You seem to be a wide reader,” he said, “though you prefer science fiction. So many young people do. I have been a fan of science fiction and fantasy since I started to read. I began with the Oz books, Grimms’ and Lang’s fairy tales, Lewis Carroll’s Alice books, Homer’s Odyssey, the Arabian Nights, Jules Verne, H. G. Wells, and the science fiction magazines. Tolkien quite captivated me. Then, while I was in residency in Yale, I read Philip José Farmer’s World of Tiers series. Do you know those books?”


“Yeah,” Jim said. He straightened up. “Love them! That Kickaha! But when in hell is Farmer going to finish the series?”


Porsena shrugged. He was the only man Jim had ever seen who could make a shrug seem an elegant gesture.


“The point is that, while I was at Yale, I also read a biography of Lewis Carroll. A phrase in the commentary on the chapter in Alice in Wonderland titled ‘A Caucus Race and a Long Tail’ sparked something in my mind. I then and there got the idea for Tiersian therapy.”


“What’s that?” Jim said. “Tiersian? Oh, you mean from the World of Tiers?”


“As good a word as any and better than some,” Doctor Porsena said, smiling, “It was only a glimmering of an idea, a zygote of thought, a brief candlelight that might have been blown out by the hurly-burly winds of the mundane world or by common sense and logic rejecting divine inspiration. But I clung to it, nourished it, cherished it, and at last brought it to full bloom.”


This guy is really something, Jim thought. No wonder they call him The Shaman.


However, Jim had been misled and deceived by adults so many times that he did not entirely trust the psychiatrist. Wait. See if his words matched his deeds.


On the other hand, Porsena was this side of thirty. Old but not real old. Young-old.


It was a good thing that he was in biology class, Jim thought. Otherwise, he would not have known what the doctor was talking about when he had spoken of “zygote of thought.” A zygote was any cell formed by the union of two gametes. And a gamete was a reproductive cell that could unite with another similar one to form the cell that develops into a new individual.


He had started out as a zygote. So had Porsena. So had most living creatures.


As he listened to the doctor explain the therapy, Jim understood that, in a psychotherapeutic sense, he was a gamete. And the object of the therapy was to become a zygote. That is, a new individual composed of the old personality and another one which was, at this moment, imaginary.




CHAPTER 3


“THE TIERSIAN THERAPY patients form a small and elite volunteer group,” Doctor Porsena said. “Usually, they start out with volume one, The Maker of Universes, and read the rest in proper sequence. They choose a character in the books and try to BE that character. They adopt all the mental and emotional characteristics of the role model whether they’re good or bad. As therapy progresses, they come to a point where they start getting rid of the bad qualities of the character they’ve chosen. But they keep the good features.


“It’s rather like a snake shedding its skin. The patient’s uncontrolled delusions, the undesirable emotional factors which brought him or her here, are gradually replaced by controlled delusions. The controlled delusions are those which the patient adopts when he or she becomes, in a sense, the character in the series.


“There’s much more to the treatment than this, but you’ll understand that as therapy proceeds. You follow me?”


“So far,” Jim said. “This really works, right?”


“The failure rate is phenomenally low. In your case, even though you’ve read the series, you will have to reread it. The World of Tiers will be your Bible, your key to health if you work with it and at it.”


Jim was silent for a while. He was considering the series and also wondering which character—some of them were really vicious—he would like to adopt. To become, as the doctor said.


The basic premise of the series was that, many thousands of years ago, only one universe had existed. On one planet only in that universe was there life. The end of its evolutionary path was a species that resembled humans. These had attained a science vastly exceeding anything Earth had ever known. Eventually, the humans had been able to make artificial pocket universes.


So knowledgeable and powerful were these beings, they were able to alter the laws of physics governing each individual pocket universe. Thus, the rate of acceleration in a fall toward the center of gravity could be made different from that in the original world. Another example, one pocket world might contain a single sun and a single planet. The World of Tiers, for example. This was an Earth-sized planet shaped like a terraced Tower of Babylon. Its tiny sun and tiny moon revolved around it.


Another universe contained a single planet which behaved like the plastic in a lavalite bottle. Its shape kept changing. Mountains arose and sank before your very eyes. Rivers were formed within a few days and then disappeared. Seas rushed in to fill quickly forming hollows. Parts of the planet broke off—just like the thermoplastic in the liquid of a lavalite bottle—whirled around, changing shape, then fell slowly to the main body.


Many of the Lords, as the humans came to call themselves, left the original universe to live in their artificial pocket universes or designer worlds. Then a war made the planet unfit for life forever and killed all those then living on it. Only the Lords inhabiting the pocket worlds were saved.


Thousands of years passed while more artificial universes were made by the Lords living in those already made at the time of the war. These were inhabited by the life forms that the Lords had introduced on the planets of their private cosmoses. Many of these forms had been made in the laboratories of the Lords. There were other humans than the Lords on these. But these lesser beings had been made in the laboratories, though their models were the Lords themselves.


Access to these pocket worlds was gotten through “gates.” These were interdimensional routes activated by various kinds of codes. As the Lords became increasingly decadent, they lost the knowledge of how to make new universes. The sons and daughters of the Lords wanted their own worlds, but they no longer had the means to create them. Thus, as was inevitable, there was a power struggle among them to gain control of the limited number of worlds.


By the time The Maker of Universes began, in the late 1960s, many Lords had been killed or dispossessed. Even those who had their own universes wanted to conquer others. That they could live without aging for hundreds of millennia meant that most of them had become bored and vicious. Invading other worlds and killing the Lords there had become a great game.


If they could not create, they could destroy.


The World of Tiers series was clearly an anticipation of the “Dungeons and Dragons” games which were so popular among youths. Its gates, the traps set by the Lords in the gates, the ingenuity necessary to get through the gates, and the dangerous worlds in which a wrong decision would land a character prefigured the D-and-D games. Jim was surprised that the series had not been adapted to such a game.


He was even more surprised to find that the books had become a tool used in psychiatric therapy. But it seemed like a great idea. It certainly appealed to him far more than conventional therapy, Freudian, Jungian, or whatever. Though he did not know much about any of the various psychiatric schools, he nevertheless did not like them.


Rest-room graffiti flashed across his mindscreen.


“Mental illness can be fun.” “Over the edge is better than under it.” “Nobody catches schizophrenia from a toilet seat.”


Doctor Porsena looked at the clock on his desk. A puppet of Time, Jim thought. Doctors and lawyers, like railroads, ran on Newtonian time. They knew nothing of Einsteinian. No loafing and inviting your soul, to hell with relativity. But that was how they got things done.


The psychiatrist rose, and he said, “On to other things, Jim. Excelsior! Ever upward and onward! Junior Wunier will give you the books, no charge. He’ll also acquaint you with the rules and regulations. May you be safe from the curving carballoy claws of Klono, and may the Force be with you. See you later.”


Jim left the room thinking that the doctor was really something. That reference to the Force. That was from Star Wars, and any kid in America would recognize it. But that bit about Klono. How many would know that Klono was a sort of spaceman’s god, a deity with golden gills, brazen hooves, iridium guts, and all that? Klono was the god whom spacefarers swore by in E. E. Smith’s Lensman series.


Jim found Junior Wunier at the officer of the day’s post near the elevators. Junior Wunier! What a name for parents to stick a kid with! Handicapped him from birth. As if he wasn’t handicapped enough. The eighteen-year-old had hair like the Bride of Frankenstein’s, a curved spine like the Hunchback of Notre Dame’s, a dragging foot like Igor’s, and a face like the Ugly Duchess’s in the first Alice book. Besides the hump, he had a monkey on his back. He was a speed freak. Jim hoped that he had been caught before his brain had been burned out.


Worst of all was his tendency to drool.


And he, Jim Grimson, had thought he was born with two strikes against him.


Jim pitied the poor guy, but he couldn’t stand him.


Wouldn’t you know it? Junior Wunier had chosen Kickaha as his role model. Kickaha, the handsome, strong, quick, and ever-tricky hero. Whereas Jim would have thought that Wunier would pick Theotormon. That character was a Lord who had been captured by his father and whose body had been cruelly transformed in the laboratory into a monster with flippers and a hideous and bestial face.


Wunier went into the storeroom and brought out five paperbacks for Jim. “Read ’em and weep,” he said.


Jim put the stack of Farmer’s novels under his arm. Were they to be his salvation? Or were they like everything else, full of promises that turned out to be hot air?


Wunier led Jim to his room through halls that were, at this moment, empty. Everybody was in his own room, in the recreation room, or in private or group therapy. The long wide halls with their white walls and gray floors echoed their footsteps. Jim had been assigned, for the time being, to a one-person room, small and very hospital-looking. The tiny closet was more than large enough, however. The only clothes Jim had were on his back, and these had been brought by his mother, who had gotten them from Mrs. Wyzak. Being Sam’s, they fit him too tightly. The shoes were embarrassing, square-toed oxfords that Sam would have worn only if his mother had threatened to kill him if he didn’t, which she probably had.


Junior Wunier pointed to a niche in the wall. “You can put the books there. Now, here’s the rules and regulations.”


He leaned against the wall. Holding the paper with both hands close to his face, he read it aloud. A spray of saliva moistened the paper.


Jim thought, Suffering succotash! This guy was another Sylvester the Cat.


He sat down in the only chair, a wooden one with a removable cushion. He wished he had a cigarette. His teeth ached slightly; his nerves were drawn as tightly as telephone cables; his temper badly needed tempering.


Wunier droned on as if he were a Buddhist monk chanting the Lotus Sutra. The patient had to keep his or her room neat and orderly. The patient had to take a shower every day, keep his nails clean, and so on. The patient could use only the telephone by the officer of the day’s desk and must not tie it up for more than four minutes. Smoking was permitted only in the lounge. Graffiti was forbidden. Those patients caught with nonprescription drugs or booze or tearing off a piece (Wunier’s words) would be subject to being kicked out on his or her ass.


“And when you jack off,” he said, “don’t do it in the showers or in the presence of anyone else.”


“How about before a mirror?” Jim said. “Is the image another person?”


“From Sarcasmville,” Wunier growled. “Just obey the rules, and you’ll get along fine.”


Wunier dragged his foot across to the wall and tore off a taped-up paper. Jim read the words on it before it went into the wastebasket.


DON’T BE AFREUD OF YOUR SHRINK.


Beneath the phrase was a Kilroy-was-here drawing.


“There’s some wise guy puts this stuff up in all the rooms,” Wunier said. “We call him the Scarlet Letterer. His ass’ll be scarlet if we catch him.”


Besides some framed prints that looked as if they came out of the Saturday Evening Post, the only thing hanging on the wall was a calendar.


Jim said, “How about the mantras? A lot of the rooms have them up on the walls.”


“That’s OK, part of the therapy. Some people need them to get into the World of Tiers.” Wunier paused, then said, “You decided yet what character you’ll choose?”


He obviously wanted to stay and talk. Poor guy must be lonely. But Jim didn’t feel like sacrificing himself for someone who was the last person he wanted to talk with.


“No,” Jim said. He was about to get up but then drew back into the chair. He pointed at the space below his bed.


“What’s that?”


Wunier’s eyes widened. He started to bend over to look under the bed, then changed his mind.


“What do you mean, ‘What’s that?’”


“It just moved. I thought it was just the shadows. But it’s very dark, blacker than outer space. It looks like if you put your hand in it, the hand’d freeze off and float into the fourth dimension. Sort of spindle-shaped. About a foot long. Hey, it moved again!”


Wunier stared briefly at the bed and a longer time at Jim.


“I have to get going,” he said. Attempting nonchalance, he added, “I leave you to entertain your guest.” But he got out of the room as swiftly as he could.


Jim laughed loudly when he thought that Wunier would not hear him. The thing he had claimed to see was out of a novel by Philip Wylie—he didn’t remember the title—but he didn’t know if Wunier had really thought there was one under the bed or if he was scared that Jim was about to freak out.


However, he was, a minute later, in a mixed black and red mood. A sort of AC phase. Depression alternating with anger. The psychologists said that depression was anger turned against yourself. So, how could he, like a light flashing off and on, suffer from both states within a minute’s time? Maybe he really was about to freak out.


IT’S DEPRESSING TO BE A MANIC.


He’d tape that to the rest-room wall. He’d show them that the damned elusive Scarlet Letterer wasn’t the only one who could strike from the shadows.


He didn’t even have clothes of his own. And he had no money. Strip a man or woman of his possessions and money, and you see a person who’s lost his manhood or her womanhood. That person was no longer a person. Not unless he or she were a Hindu fakir or yogi, part of a culture that considered such people to be holy. Not in this world where clothes and money made the man, where the emperor was the only one who could go naked and still be a person.


He had nothing.


While sitting in the chair, staring at nothing, a nothing looking into a mirror, he felt the blackness recede. It was followed by red, red that surged into every cell of his body and mind.


But a man who was angry was a man who had something. Rage was a positive force even if it led to negative action. A poem he’d read a long time ago said—how’d it go? couldn’t remember it verbatim—rage would work if reason wouldn’t.


Gillman Sherwood, a fellow patient, stuck his head in the doorway. “Hey, Grimson! Group therapy in ten minutes!”


Jim nodded and got up from the chair.


He knew then what character he was going to choose. To be.


Red Orc. A villainous Lord in the series, Kickaha’s most dangerous enemy. One mean and angry Ess Oh Bee. He kicked ass because his own was red.




CHAPTER 4


October 31, 1979, Halloween


SOMETHING HAD AWAKENED Jim just before the alarm clock had gone off. His eyes still sleep-blurred, he had stared upwards. The cracks in the ceiling were slowly forming a map of chaos. Or were they preliminary strokes of a drawing of the image of a beast or some cryptic symbol? Several new cracks had shot out from the old ones since he had gone to bed last night.


The alarm clock startled him. Twirrruuup! Up and Adam! Rise from bed, sluggard! Roll ’em! Roll ’em! Once more to the breach!


The early-morning sun shone through the thin yellow curtains on white dust motes falling from the cracks.


The earth had moved below the house and shaken his bed. Somewhere directly below him, one of the many long-ago abandoned mine tunnels or shafts under Belmont City had shifted or crumbled, and the Grimson house had sunk or tilted a little more.


Three months ago, four blocks from Jim’s house, two houses, side by side, had fallen into a suddenly born gap two feet deep. They now leaned toward each other, their front and back porches torn off. Once six feet apart, they were jammed together, stuck in the hole like a couple of too-large and too-hard suppositories in the Jolly Green Giant.


A tremor a minute ago had yanked him upward, like a trout on a hook, from a nightmare. But it was no dream of a monster that had made him moan and whimper. It had been a black-on-black dream in which nothing, nothing at all, had happened.


He told himself to haul his weary ass out of bed and get it in gear. “With a song in his heart.” Yeah. A song like “Gloomy Sunday.” Only this was Wednesday, All Souls’ Day.


The room was very small. Seven big posters were taped to the faded red-roses-and-light-green wallpaper and the back of the door. The largest was that of Keith Moon, Moon the Loon, great and late mad drummer for The Who. The most colorful displayed the five members of the Hot Water Eskimos, a local rock group. There was “Gizzy” Dillard vomiting into his saxophone; Veronica “Singing Snatch” Pappas shoving the microphone up under her leather miniskirt; Bob “Birdshot” Pellegrino jacking off one of his drumsticks; Steve “Goathead” Larsen looking as if he were humping his guitar; Sam “Windmill” Wyzak tickling the ivories. Above the unsavory crew hovered a dozen cowbells resembling UFOs in flight. Up close and in bright light, you could see very thin wires connecting them to the ceiling.


Clad in torn green pajama tops, red pajama bottoms, and black socks, he got out of bed and opened the door. Yes, it did stick more than it had yesterday. Turning to the left, he went down the unlit hall. Its carpet was thready and a dull green. Inside the narrow bathroom, he turned on the light. When he looked in the mirror, he winced. A third pimple was bulging redly under the skin. His reddish whiskers were sticking out a little more than they had yesterday. By weekend, he would have to shave. The dull razors his father insisted on keeping because new ones cost too much would scrape his skin raw, cut off the scabs over the recently squeezed pimples, and make them bleed.


He urinated into the washbowl. By doing this, Jim was helping his father, Eric Grimson. Eric was always hollering about too many flushes running up the utility bill. Jim was also getting a small, if secret, revenge on that domestic tyrant and all-around prick, his father.


While standing there, he studied his face. Those large deep-blue eyes were inherited from both his Norwegian father and his Hungarian mother. The reddish hair, long jaw, and prominent chin were handed down from Eric Grimson. The small ears, long straight nose, high cheekbones, and slightly Oriental cast of the eyes were the gifts of his mother, Eva Nagy Grimson. His six feet and one and a half inches of height came from his father. Jim would grow three more inches if he became as tall as his begetter. His old man was wiry and narrow-shouldered, but Jim had gotten his broad shoulders from his mother’s side of the family. Her brothers were short but very wide and muscular.


God Almighty and then some! If he could get rid of the damn pimples, he might be good-looking. He might even get some place with Sheila Helsgets, the best-looking girl in Belmont Central High, his unrequited love. Jim meant to look up “unrequited” in the dictionary someday and find out what it meant exactly. To Jim, it meant that his love was one-sided, that she felt no more for him than an orbital satellite did for the radar beam bouncing off it.


The only remark she had ever directed his way had been to ask him to stand downwind of her. That had hurt him but not enough to make him quit loving her. He had started bathing twice a week, a big sacrifice of time on his part, considering how little he had to spare for trivial matters.


Those pimples! Why did God, if He existed, curse teenagers with them?


After splashing water on his face and penis and drying them off with the towel only his father was supposed to use, he headed for the kitchen. Despite the darkness of the hallway, he could see white plaster dust on the carpet. When he got to the kitchen, he noticed that new cracks were in the greenish ceiling. There was white dust on the gas stove and the oilcloth cover on the table.


“We’re all going to fall into a hole,” he muttered. “All the way to China. Or Hell.”


Hurriedly, he made his own breakfast. He swung open the door of the forty-year-old refrigerator, the cooling coils atop it looking like an ancient Martian watchtower. From it he took a jar of mayonnaise, a Polish sausage, a Polish pepper hot enough to burn the anus when it came out the next day, half a browned banana, wilted lettuce, and cold bread. He forgot to close the refrigerator door. While water boiled for the cup of instant coffee he would make, he sliced the sausage and banana and slapped together a sandwich.


He turned on the radio, purchased by his father’s father the day after the first transistor radios came on the market. The vacuum-tube GE was gathering dust up in the overburdened attic along with piles and piles of old newspapers and magazines, broken toys, old clothes, cracked china, rusty silverware, broomless brooms, and a burned-out 1942 Hoover vacuum cleaner.


Eric and Eva Grimson found it painful to throw anything away except garbage, and sometimes not even that. It was as if, Jim thought, they were cutting off pieces of their own bodies when they parted with a possession. Most people put their past behind them. His parents put it above them.


He bit deeply into the sandwich and followed it with a piece of Polish pepper. While his mouth burned and his eyes watered, he turned the gas off and poured the boiling water into a cup. As he stirred the instant coffee, WYEK, Belmont’s only rock station, blasted into the kitchen with the tail end of the weather report. After that, it began to blare out number sixteen of this week’s local hit list. “Your Hand’s Not What I Want!” was the first song by the Hot Water Eskimos that Jim had ever heard on the radio. It would also be the last.


While he was bent over the sink and filling a glass with cold water, he heard a growling which did not come from the radio. Then the set went off. For two seconds, there was no sound except that of running water. The growl behind him came again.


“Goddamn! I told you and I told you! Keep that fucking noise down! Or, by God, I’ll throw the goddamn radio through the window! And close the fucking refrigerator door!”


The voice was low in volume but deep in tone. It was his father’s, his legal master’s. The voice that had filled Jim with dread and wonder when he was a child. It had not seemed to be human. Jim still found it hard to believe that it was.


Yet, he could remember moments when he had loved it, when it had made him laugh. That was what confused his attitude toward his father. But he was not mixed up now.


He straightened up, turned the faucet off, and drank from the glass as he wheeled slowly around. Eric Grimson was tall, red-faced, red-eyed, puffy-lidded, fat-jowled, and big-paunched. The broken veins in his nose and cheeks reminded Jim of the cracks in the ceilings.


Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!


Another parent-child confrontation, as the school psychologist called it. One more time locking horns with a shithead, as Jim thought of it.


His old man sat down. He put his elbows on the table and then his face between his hands. For a moment, he looked as if he were going to cry. Then he straightened, his open palms striking the tabletop loudly and making the sugar bowl dance around. He glared. But his hands, when he lit a match to a cigarette, were shaking.


“You turned it on loud on purpose, didn’t you? You won’t let me sleep. God knows, you know, too, your mother knows, I need it. But no, will you let me sleep? Why? Goddamn nastiness, pure orneriness, the mean streak you got from your mother, that’s why! And I told you to close the refrigerator door! You … you … snake! That’s what you are! A goddamn snake!”


He slammed his right hand against the table. The cloud of stale beer issuing from his mouth made Jim wrinkle his face.


“I won’t put up with that crap from you anymore! By God, I’m going to throw that goddamn radio through the window! And you after that!”


“Go ahead!” Jim said. “See if I care!”


His father would not take him up on that dare. No matter how furious Eric Grimson got, he would not destroy anything that might cost him money to replace.


Eric rose from the chair. “Get out!” he yelled. “Out, out, out! I don’t want to see your fartface around here, you long-haired freak-weirdo! Get out right now or I’ll kick your ass all the way to school! Now! Now! Now!”


His old man was trying to provoke him to hit him, Jim thought. Then he could break a few bones in his son, bloody his nose, slam him in the belly, kick him in the balls, kidney-punch him.


Which was exactly what his son wanted to do to his old man and was going to do some day.


“All right!” Jim screamed. “I’ll go, you drunken bum, hopeless welfare case, parasite, loafer, loser! And you can shut the door yourself.”


Eric’s cement-mixer voice got lower but louder. His face was red, and his mouth was wide open, showing crooked tobacco-yellowed teeth. His eyes looked like blood clots.


“You don’t talk to me like that, your father! You fucking hippie, stinking … stinking …”


“How about pink Commie bastard?” Jim said as he sidled by his father, facing him, ready to strike back but trembling violently.


“Yeah! That’ll do fine!” his father roared.


But Jim was running down the hall. Just before he entered his bedroom, he saw a door open at the far end of the corridor. From the narrow rectangle between door arid wall came a flickering light and a strong odor of incense. His mother’s face appeared. As usual, she had been praying and fingering her beads while kneeling before the statues in the room. Then, hearing the uproar, instead of coming out to defend her son, she had hidden behind the door until peace and quiet came again or, at least, seemed about to break out.


“Tell God to shove it!” Jim shouted.


His mother gasped. Her head disappeared, and her door closed slowly and softly. That was his mother. Slow and soft, quiet and peaceful. And no more effectual than the shadow she resembled. She had lived so long among ghosts that she had become one.




CHAPTER 5


JIM, NOW DRESSED and holding his school book bag in one hand, leaped through the front doorway. Behind him, standing in the doorway, shouting insults and threats, was his father. He was not going to pursue his son outside his territory, on which he felt safe. He was the cock of the walk and the bull of the woods on his own land. Which, actually, was the bank’s, if you wanted to get technical about it. Which, if the tunnels and shafts under the house kept collapsing, might soon be Mother Earth’s.


The sky was clear, and the sun promised to warm the air up to around the low seventies. A great day for Halloween, though the radio weather report had said that clouds were supposed to appear later in the day.


That was the outside weather. Jim felt as if lightning was banging around in him like an angry ogre cook throwing pots and pans around. Black clouds were racing across his personal sky. They bore news of worse to come.


Eric Grimson kept on shouting though his son was now a block down the street. A couple of people were sticking their heads out their front doors to see what the commotion was. Jim plunged ahead, swinging his bag, which held five textbooks, none of which he had opened last night, pencils, a ballpoint pen, and two notebooks the pages of which mostly bore Jim’s attempts to write lyrics. It also contained three tattered and dirty paperbacks, Nova Express, Venus on the Half-Shell, and Ancient Egypt.


His mother had not had time to fix his lunch for him. Never mind. His stomach hurt like a fist gripping red-hot barbed wire.


Too much too long.


When was he going to blow up in his own Big Bang?


It was coming, it was coming.


In a notebook was his latest lyric, “Glaciers and Novas.”




Burn, burn, burn, burn!


Nothing tells how hot I am.


Words’re shadows; fury’s the substance.


Uncle Sam will blacken my fire.


Uncle Sam’s a grinding glacier,


Five miles high, a-grinding


Mountains down to flatness.


Glacier wants everything flat,


Glacier wants to quench all fire.


Pop and Mom are ice giants


Coming to get me, cool my fire.


White house frost giant,


FBI trolls,


CIA ogres,


Werewolf Fuzz are circling me.


Jailhouse fridge’ 11 freeze the fire.


Ahab chasing Moby Dick,


Chasing his own dick, it’s said,


Ahab tearing the mask from God,


Bombshell heart about to explode,


His anger’s a candle, mine’s a klieg.


Eons on, ages on, eons on, eras on,


Old switchman Time reroutes the tracks,


Express-train Sun rams head-on


In destined doom the Nova Special,


Blows, explodes, incinerates all,


Splattering Pluto with pieces of Mars.


Glacier gives up my frozen corpse,


Glacier gives itself to fire.


Frozen corpse will burn again.


Righteous fire is never quenched.


Burn, burn, burn, burn!





That said it all, yet it was not enough.


That was why movies, paintings, and the beat of rock—above all, the beat of rock—were sometimes better than words. The unsayable was said. Better said, anyway.


For a moment, the street around him seemed to become wavy. It was as shimmering and as unstable as a mirage in a desert. Then it cooled off and became unmoving again. Cornplanter Street was as solid as it had been a few seconds ago. Just as squalid, too. Seven blocks away, above the roofs of the houses, the gray-black smokestacks and upper stories of the Helsgets Steel Works mills were metal giants. Dead giants because no stinking and black smoke poured from them. Jim remembered when they had been alive, though that seemed so long ago that it might have been in another century.


Cheap foreign steel had shut down the area’s industrial-steel complex. Since then, or so it seemed to Jim, his parents’ troubles and, thus, his own troubles, had started. Though the busy furnaces had poured clouds of dirt and poison over the city, they had also showered prosperity. Now, hand in hand with cleaner air had come poverty, despair, rage, and violence. Though the citizens could now see a house two blocks away, they could not see the future and were not sure they wanted to.


This street, the whole city, was Bob Dylan’s “Desolation Row.”


Jim shuffled along the cracked sidewalk in his dirty and scarred cowhide boots. He passed two-story bungalows built just after World War II ended. Some of the front yards were fenced in; some of these fences were white with paint and had been repaired not too long ago. Some of the yards sported nice-looking lawns. Those with little grass or none at all were occupied by old cars up on blocks or motorcycles partly torn apart.
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