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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.













ONE



Beltway Bottom-Feeders


Cadogan Penn’s table at Le Park was outside, behind a fern, practically falling over the white plastic chain onto the Sunset Plaza sidewalk, and had only slightly more cachet than a Safeway cart full of damp rags. The heavy coin was inside, being air-conditioned, and out here you were more likely to catch airplane waste than a waiter’s eye.


Penn positioned his cellphone at a dynamic angle and poured a glass of the imported water that Steven had brought him instead of embarrassing him with the menu. He’d only gotten this table because Steven was a client of his, a guy who did a creditable Bruce Willis smirk while he waited on you between his acting career. Le Park was hardly A-list, but Penn wasn’t there for Cher. This was strictly business. Today’s dollar to collar: Dean Mance.


Penn turned the bottle so people could check the brand. Four bucks the bottle, he should get some return from his investment. Made out of icebergs from Finland or something. He shook a Monte Cristo butt from the cigar tube in his pocket and stuck it between his teeth. A crosseyed blonde at the next table shouted above the noise of the traffic.


—Hey! You with the cigar! Excuse me?


They didn’t allow smoking at Le Park, not even outside, because it upset the delicate smog eco-system. In a town where passive smoking held more vitamins than the air on the street, the policy made sense only to Hillary Clinton. Penn leaned back slightly so his head was over the chain, technically on the sidewalk, and lit the cigar with a tortoiseshell Dunhill.


—What? he said. What?


The blonde grimaced, craned her head around for a waiter. Lots of luck, thought Penn. He scowled at the traffic on Sunset Plaza, so close he could check his hair in the brightwork, and wished he had the trades with him to keep his hands busy. Dean Mance had told him you ate at Le Park to be in the trades, not read them. Hey, you want to read, go to a fucking library. Mance was about as heavy as they came at Le Park, a hyphenate with platinum lines to some real players, and a guy who got more ass than a sumo thong.


Penn was here today, farming melanomas, as he needed to grab some watercooler time with Mance about the new Nick Nolte. He was closeasthis to inking pact for his best-of-book, Tischia Burke White. Tischia was hotter than a car wreck, as he told Mance every chance he got. The proposed Girl By Pool credit would garner Penn an inside table at Le Park and concomitant high-end regalia. All she had to do was remember three words and fall into a pool. So naturally Penn was worried. Tischia Burke White was a girl who had to read her mantra off a wrist tattoo. And this falling business. It could go either way.


He sipped his water, keeping an eye out for Mance over his Porsche-design sunglasses. Lent a Cary Grant vibe, he liked to think. He was relieved when his phone beeped, and fought the impulse to grab it up right away like a schnook with nothing else to do. He let it sit there and beep a couple more times, thumbed the button, swung it up to his ear, checking covertly to see if he was being watched. He wasn’t. The whole place was shrill with cell beeps, like exotic caged birds in the foliage.


—Cadogan, it’s your mother, said his mother.


Momentarily fazed, Penn finessed it up. Aaron! he said loudly.


—Hello? This is your mother, Cadogan.


—Just fabulous! So, how was Paris?


—Paris? Is that you? This is your mo …


Penn lowered his voice to a whisper, maintaining the broad outdoorsy grin that teamed with the sunglasses, like in the ads.


—Mother, I’m at Le Park? No-one fields calls from their mother at Le Park, not even the baby Jesus, for crissakes.


—Cadogan, I think you may have forgotten, so I’m calling to tell you it’s Arthur’s birthday today, and I’d appreciate it if you would talk with him.


Penn slumped. Arthur Sloan III, aka Snakeboy, was his half-assed half-brother by his mother’s second marriage, and a real drain on goodwill. The thought that he had crawled from the foot bath of his own gene pool always made Penn shudder.


—Talk with him? Okay, he sighed. Put him on, I guess.


—He’s not here, Cadogan, I mean go to his place?


—He has a place? Great. I’ll fax him.


—Cadogan, we have a problem. He won’t listen, he simply will not listen. He’s gotten beyond our capability to communicate with. He is just behaving totally inappropriately, and we believe there may be a drug situation. He looks up to you, and we feel in many ways, Art and I, that he needs the extended family at this time …


—He’s twenty-blah years old, Mother, and he only looks up to me when I step over him on the sidewalk. What can I do? Bond with him over a barbecue while he inhales the butane? Don’t get me wrong. The extended family is a good thing. But does it have to extend in my direction? Hey, excuse me one second.


Penn had seen Dean Mance leaving the restaurant like he had somewhere to go, head down. Penn leaned back in his chair to give him a big hello. Mance didn’t look at him and swung into his Porsche-design Porsche, valet-delivered to the curb. Penn called his name, Hey, Dean, breaking rule number one, never call out guys’ names in restaurants, felt like a jerk as the Porsche slid away with its characteristic metallic motor flutter. He grabbed at the fern to keep him from lurching into a roller-blader and cursed silently.


—Okay, my meeting just got sidebarred. Thank you. So, tell me, what is this big trauma with Arthur, like he needs a brother all of a sudden as well as the hole in his head?


He heard his mother sigh. He could imagine her rubbing her eyes with the hand that held her sunglasses.


—Cadogan, please, try to talk some sense into him. He’s just, dysphasic. He’s really a sweet kid. He listens to you. Just be there for him. Be nice. Please?


It was Penn’s turn to sigh. Okay, he said, he’s my half-brother, I can be half-nice. Where exactly is his place these days? I don’t think he’s on my Rolodex.


His mother gave him directions, above an adult bookstore in Compton. I’ll be carjacked, he thought. Even a preowned. He reluctantly agreed to go see the Snakeboy that pm in a window between taking meetings, and had his head in his hands when Steven came by. Penn moved the cigar under the table.


—I hope you’re not recklessly abusing our no-smoking policy, Steven said. We’ve had a complaint. Was the water excellent? May I squeeze you another?


—Steven, Penn said through a cloud of smoke, if you had a mandrill’s ass for a half-brother and you had to do something with him on his birthday, without putting your rep in the toaster, what would you advise?


Steven drew his eyebrows together with forefinger and thumb and pursed his lips.


—That’s good, said Penn appreciatively. Is it new?


—It’s for Albee next week. Remember?


—He’ll love it. Well?


—Oh, I don’t know. Lapdancing?


Penn changed the subject and asked who Dean Mance was networking with.


—All Tinseltown heard you shouting his name. Have some dignity, Steven said, rolling his eyes despairingly.


—That’s good too, said Penn. A tad camp, but hey. So?


—Couple guys from Fox, I think. Not my table.


Penn craned his head around and peered inside. Where? he asked, pointing a rolled five-dollar bill at Steven’s stomach.


—Oh my, said Steven in a reverential whisper. We don’t see many of those here. Brinks will bring your change.


—Any chance I get a table actually in the restaurant next time, or at least a fucking umbrella? I spent so much time on the sidewalk I think my teeth are tanning. I got smog sinus.


—They buy food, we let them sit in the restaurant. Crazy, I know, but it’s policy. You want airconditioning, sit in your car. Or buy a cocktail, use the umbrella from that. They’re at the center window to your left. They just got their check, I think. Be discreet, for god’s sake. Bottom-feeders deplete the ambience of privilege we work so hard to engender.


Penn gave him a watch-it-buddy look while he checked his necktie, major-player full Windsor. Taking a last drag on the Monte Cristo, he carefully extinguished it on the edge of the table, stowed the butt. He walked purposefully inside like he had somewhere to go, exhaling a lungful of cigar smoke into the blonde’s hair as he passed.


Le Park was a long room lit by a frosted green and blue glasshouse roof. Plants hung from the ceiling over cast-iron garden furniture. The floor was black and white diagonal checkerboard, with steps leading up to a kind of low mezzanine on either side, with tables behind a railing. A small raised stage at the far end with a green-painted baby grand which got opened at night, when they themed the place out for Hollywood tributes.


Penn had brought Tischia here a long time ago for the Pia Zadora Celebrity Roast. Back then she’d given him the impression she’d fulfilled her womanly destiny servicing his lower body parts. She’d undone the buttonfly of his chinos with her toes during appetizers, and by entrées the table had five legs. Those days, she’d have drunk a tub of his bath water. But that, as historians agree, was then.


He scoped the place out and saw the two suits up on the mezzanine. A waiter came up and asked if he had a reservation. Penn said thanks, his table was outside, he needed to talk to the gentlemen at the center table, nodded in their direction. He strode confidently up the steps and along to where the two suits were frowning at the check. One, the bulky guy, filling his slub silk suit like a diesel boat engine, working a toothpick. The other, small, bald, neat gray mustache, wearing a pale linen jacket and a silver necktie in a pattern of little fishes wearing top hats.


—Excuse me, gentlemen, Penn said. Have I missed Dean Mance? He said to meet with him here. Cadogan Penn? He held his hand out to the big guy with the silk suit, who eventually looked up from the check, examined his toothpick and said, Who cares? Penn let his hand fall to his side. He didn’t mention me? The suits looked at each other.


—Well, said the heavy, in a cigarette-torn voice, he did mention that asshole a few times. Could that be you?


The other guy chuckled. Don’t mind my friend here, Mr, er…


—Penn. Cadogan. Cad.


—Sure. Usher. Edward. Ed.


Penn extended his hand and Usher gave it a brief third-person shake. The other guy, the diesel in the silk, slid a gold Amex across the table with a retina-puckering flash of finger jewelry accompanied by its own heavenly choir. A waiter swept the card up out of nowhere. Distracted, Penn hesitated a little in replying, breaking rule number two, never stammer at a suit.


—I’m representing Tischia Burke White? We’re working with Dean on the new Nick Nolte.


The suits stood up, a waiter moving their chairs back for them, like it was making his week, he was so happy. Penn saw that Ed Usher wasn’t small, it was the other guy who was built like two guys carrying a bowling bag.


—Whatever with that, said the big guy, rubbing his nose with a thumb the size of Penn’s fist.


—Nice meeting you, grinned Ed Usher, and they left, parting a sea of swooning white-coated waiters ahead of them. Penn walked along the mezzanine muttering Fuck you very much under his breath, down the steps. In the mensroom he stole some wrapped soap from the metal lattice basket and a washcloth with Le Park monogrammed onto it, pushing them into his hip pocket. He gazed absently at his reflection in the mirror, framed by a wooden trellis.


Ed Usher. Ed Usher. E.V. Usher. Nailed the guy. Used to be an independent, produced the Vengeance series back in the seventies. Retired but still associate producer for that daytime sudser The Fires of the Heart, Hearts on Fire, Farts on Hire, whatever. The big guy, Fox, Steven said. The fuck he knew.


Penn pushed his fingers through his hair, gave it a little loft. Caring-nineties boyish fringe pushed back from a tan forehead. Green-gray eyes, touch of manly blue shadow on a strong jawline. There was nothing wrong here. Except he was watching himself get poorer just standing there, and this wasn’t a pretty sight. Everytime you see yourself, Mance had said, you want to be looking at a richer guy. If the slide continued he’d develop underachiever’s slump, and people would flinch away like he was a human ear on a mouse’s back. He splashed some house cologne onto his face and went back into the restaurant, passing Steven on his way back through to the kitchen.


—Any joy? smiled Steven, without waiting for an answer. Penn laughed mirthlessly, pretended to recognize someone off in the back of the room, clicking his fingers like a pistol. There was a bunch of 4Bs at the table by the door: baseball caps, beards, boots, beers. Tech crew he vaguely recognized, but all these guys looked alike.


—Hey, Cad, said one of them, raising his hand. They letting you use the restroom again?


Penn grinned and gave the guy a whitebread soul-grip.


—Hey hey. Good to see you. Who you working with, you can afford cutlery?


—Same crew. Just slumming down with the suits. You’ve met the guys? Guys, Cad Penn …


The guys smiled blankly at him. He nodded, paused, looked at his watch. Hey, look, I’m shedding sunlight. Let’s spool up real soon, huh?


Out in the heat, he wondered at the iniquities of a business where a bunch of lens jockeys could eat inside at Le Park while he was sucking smog on the sidewalk, fielding calls from his mom. He went around the back and beeped his BMW open in the lot. Valet parking was harder to get than a New Yorker cartoon. A short Italian-looking guy walked up and presented him with a card.


—Hi. I’m Paul George, he said in a deep warm voice. If you need my look, call me. Thank you for your time, and enjoy your day.


Penn flicked the card out the window and headed south to the Santa Monica freeway, fender to fender with all the other creeping cellphone booths, fumbling up Tischia Burke White’s number on memory. What I should have said, he thought to himself, was I was always a John Ringo man myself. That would have been very funny.


—Tish?


—Did you pick up the suit?


—Huh? Not as of now, hon, I’m helming a meeting. I’ll pick it up later, I promise. Listen, I just did lunch with Ed Usher?


—Tonight just won’t happen without that suit, it’s like really important. I can’t believe you haven’t done this for me.


—E. V. Usher, right? The producer?


—My celebrity spot on the Shuggy show tonight is falling at a real propitious time. My aromatherapist says the odors are good tonight. There’s a hint of bougainvillea coming in from the mountains and that, as you know, is my keynote scent. My ensemble has to be in harmony with it. I’m in wardrobe at six, you know that …


—Jesus, Tish, listen, I can put you up for Flames of the Heart. A glide-by to get you established, build to a regular. You’ll be sensational.


—It’s the color. I’m creating my entire maquillage around it. Peach accents. What did you say?


—Huh?


—Fires of the Heart?


—I’m in bed with the producer. He loves me. We’re going to …


—Isn’t that daytime? Do I do daytime? I don’t think so. Oh, here’s my voice coach; I have to find my sides. The suit, Cad. Ciao for now.


Penn squeezed the phone in his fist and grunted at it like a hog through his clenched teeth until his pulse rate slowed to a waltz. Doesn’t do daytime? What is this shit? One lousy pool fall in a Nick Nolte feature and she’s not doing daytime? A voice coach? For three fucking words? Her aromatherapist? Excuse me? Who were these people?


He shook his head, wondered when he’d ever get his break in this town. For crowding a decade now he’d been hustling deals on the edges of the picture business, parachuting his father’s legacy. A limo rental. A catering business. A public domain programming shop, selling bundles of grainy wildebeest documentaries and Canadian cartoons to no-budget cable stations. And H2Ollywood, the gourmet water consultancy he’d created to supply bottled water on-set, wherever. Downloaded it to a couple of Greek brothers who strangely still thought they’d got a great deal, honked and waved every time they passed him in their Lincoln Town Car.


Then he’d sunk pretty well everything into setting up CPA. CPA for Cadogan Penn Associates, of which he was it. There it was on the buckslip he’d had printed up and clipped to his roster books. Nice logo in classic serifs, and, at the bottom, Cadogan Penn, CEO. He’d built up a small stable of minor but saleable talent; contacts he’d made driving cars, slinging hash and selling bottled icebergs. Poised for noise; his ‘fiancé’, Tischia Burke White. Who was now doing diva on him.


Penn had morphed so smoothly from lover and mentor into dumb gofer, he was whiplashed from getting up to speed on the situation. Fetch this, do that. She had this spot tonight on the Shuggy Kristiensen Show, primetime cable nuts-n’-sluts. Which he’d set up himself, as a result of getting the virtual certainty in the new Nick Nolte. Which he’d set up himself. And for what? For a living-room office so far off the Strip you had to put your watch back, a table in the fucking street at Le Park, and a pre-owned BMW sedan, which he told everyone had been given to him by Wayne Newton. This was almost true. He’d bought it from Wayne Newton’s pool man. Good price, too. Not actually the pool man himself, of course, he drove a new de-badged SE with body-color skirting, but his assistant. The one who did the pec-flexing stuff with the big plastic hose, sucking up syringes and shit your houseguests leave you. Penn had fit personalized plates – CALL CAD – fabricated, as these things were, at Folsom Prison. The con thoughtfully included an ASS HOLE plate on his own initiative. Penn had considered starting up a pool service, but how did you get the clients? Knock on people’s doors with a big fucking brush? How great could that look?


Representing Tish had seemed not only an easy but a logical option. She’d built an impressive showreel of ad work; Earl Corrigan’s TireDrome, the BabyKlense account, Fresh-All-Nite Pantiliners. Plus a spread in TV Top, followed by a celebrity leg-cross on The Kathi Show, and some tits-n’-teeth work on Homicide Love, straight to video, but hey.


All this plus the day-to-day pouty stuff that paid the bills. So her profile was cresting everywhere. A profile made that much more crestworthy by the dual silicone chest puppies Penn had bought her as an engagement gift. To protect her bridgework when she walks into walls. Touch of old-timey romance.


Now, if she could just manage to remember her line, Hey, no problemo! the piece of business with Nick Nolte could start to shake the dollar tree. But here she was, doing diva on him. It was a creepy feeling. And he knew she’d been fielding calls from her old agency, too.


He punched in a Kenny G cassette and cut south onto the 110, following his mother’s directions, past the pylons and the billboards and the dusty lots with sullen hooded kids hanging out under the hoops, feeling Urban Fear Syndrome suck his stomach walls together. Unlike New York, where you can find yourself in deep shit in the space of an intersection, LA’s jeopardy envelope is more frayed at the edges, and that much harder to get out of. Penn’s knowledge of this area was pretty much restricted to helicopter newsreels, and that’s how he liked it. The other side of his world.


He hit Tuscadero Street, with its Pacific Rim shoe marts, barricaded liquor stores and clawed dayglo posters, thinking this was where they kept all the ugly in the world. Buildings made of fiberboard suitcases smeared with cement, matt-finish cars with fender crimps. Penn had a savage jones for a tall latte, a fern in a window. Porn Baron (Mature Books ’n’ Video’s) was right under a ragged end of freeway offramp they’d quit building when they saw where it was going, just dropped their shovels and ran screaming into the hills.


Penn parked the beamer by a sawn-off meter, making a big production number of zapping the alarm with the remote, and stood on the sidewalk feeling queasy with apprehension. The distorted thump of music from behind the door with the nuclear-waste sticker was making it buzz visibly on its hinges. He could just get back in the car and make an excuse. That wouldn’t get rid of the obligation, but spending two minutes with the guy would.


Penn nudged the door open with his toe, recoiling from the gust of noise and stink. He picked his way up the steps, negotiating the broken glass and greasy takeout husks, holding his breath against the saturated vomit odor. Steeling himself, he crossed the threshold into the fetid squalor of his half-brother’s half-life.


The windows had been painted black, and the words CRASS, EXPLOTED, and UKSUBS crudely scratched out with a knife. In the light that cut through the letters Penn made out Snakeboy crouched over a mattress in the corner. There were Cherry Coke cans and, bafflingly, blister-packed Cuisinart accessories strewn everywhere. The shuddering cassette player was hotwired to the ceiling lamp.


—Arthur? he yelled. He could see the green spikes of Snakeboy’s punk hair, and the white A-in-a-circle painted on the back of his leather jacket. He hadn’t heard. Penn reached up and yanked the wire out. Arthur! In the sudden silence Snakeboy twisted around, pushed something under the mattress. His face was pallid, shiny, and tight with zits. A spiderweb tattoo covered one cheek.


—Fackin’ ell, man, you cant, what the fack are you doing?


—Happy birthday, said Penn, going to the window and squinting out through the C of CRASS to check his wheels. Nice place you got here. Who’s your stylist? Ted Bundy? Do these windows open?


Arthur wiped his nose noisily on the back of his hand.


—You could of given me a fackin’ coronary, man. Birthday?


—I brought you a gift, Penn said breezily. He lobbed the Le Park courtesy soap and the washcloth onto the mattress.


—The feck’s that? grunted Arthur suspiciously.


—Soap. You use it for washing?


—Oh, very fackin’ amusing. You’re a real comedian, Cadogan.


—Let’s go for a drive, Arthur, get some fresh air. Or, hey, open a window.


—Why? And my name, said Arthur, prodding Penn in the chest with a rooty forefinger, is Snakeboy. Look. He dropped to the floor, knees like waxy chicken bones poking through the frayed holes in his tartan bondage pants, hunted through the debris, surfacing with a 45rpm vinyl record. The cover picture featured the swastikas on his butt cheeks.


—Nice, said Penn. This what you call yourselves, Niggers On Skis? Your mother must be so proud.


Arthur pointed to the hand-scrawled text beneath the picture. Lead vocals, Snakeboy. Not fackin’ Arthur, right? Check it out.


Penn pointed to the window and frowned. Uksubs? What’s that? And there’s no such word as exploted. Can we open it or what? It’s pretty damn skunky in here.


Arthur bared his nasty-looking teeth in a terrible marshy blast of laughter and halitosis. Then he got serious, fixing Penn with a flinty ratlike stare. Why’re you here? he said. Whadya want?


—Stop fucking poking me, will you? said Penn, backing away. Your mother sent me, okay? I’m doing her a favor, as she’s my mother too. She and your father are worried about you. Why, I don’t know. Look how you look. Great decor, career, nice clothes and everything …


Pleased with the compliment, Arthur admired his slug-trailed leather jacket. S’English, man, quality tailoring.


—What is this English thing you’ve got, Arthur? Fackin’ this, fackin’ that … Didn’t they teach you anything at school? It’s fucking this, fucking that. The g is optional. Can we open … What’s that?


Arthur crimped his spiderweb tattoo, listening to the sound from the street. Fackin’ car alarm, man …


Penn was already halfway down the stairs, skittering on squeaky styrofoam. Out in the street, blimp-boy leaning in through the smashed side window of his beamer, working the radio loose. Hey! Penn shouted, dodging between the traffic. The fat guy turned round slowly, holding the Bosch cassette-radio. Like a lot of LA, he was dressed for a snowboard vacation; hooded Tommy Hilfiger sweatwear, NBA balloon shoes, knit cap, goatee beard, Killer Loops. What the fuck are you doing? yelled Penn over the skwee-skwee-skwee of the alarm.


—This your car? said the fat guy, inclining his head toward the BMW. Penn stopped in his tracks, no longer totally excited by the strength of his position.


—Huh? Yeah, it’s my car …


The fat guy weighed the radio in his hands thoughtfully. Well, he said reasonably, this will be your radio I’m stealing, motherfucker. What do you think I’m fucking doing?


—Fack off, nigger! Arthur added, unasked, over Penn’s shoulder. The fat guy tilted his head, like he was hard of hearing.


—The fuck he say?


—Nothing, said Penn quickly. Take the stereo. Hey, you want the tapes? You like Streisand?


—Smack his fackin’ head in, said Arthur, nudging Penn in the back. The fat guy took a step toward them, swinging an aluminum baseball bat that had appeared, mystically, from nowhere. Penn raised his hands. Hey! Really! Take the … shit! As the bat flashed in the sun, they turned and ran, Arthur tripping over the straps on his bondage pants. They skidded down an alley, vaulted a wino, ran down behind an auto shop, scattering a pile of mufflers, people yelling, vaulted a yard fence, down another alley.


—In here, grunted Arthur, diving through an open window. Penn swung a leg over the sill and fell in on top of him. They lay in silence for a while, Penn straining his face away from Arthur’s head, which smelled like roadkill.


—I’m trying to think, he said weakly, how this could possibly be worse. Maybe if we had beards, or this was Germany. Arthur snickered, pushed out from under. Where are you going? said Penn, a note of rising panic in his voice.


—Check it out. S’no-one here, they’d of heard us, man. Stay here and watch for fat niggers with baseball bats.


—Arthur! Penn hissed furiously, but he was gone. His pinhead half-brother was going to turn over a stranger’s apartment, and a guy the size of a cow was chasing them with a baseball bat. He thought back to when he could sit in the sun and sip icebergs at Le Park and almost wept with nostalgia. It all seemed so very long ago. He peeked out over the sill. No-one. He could hear Arthur going through the closets. Arthur! Get the fuck out of there!


There was a sound in the alley. Someone was coming. Big crunchy footfalls. Penn sank to the floor beneath the window, whimpering, biting his knuckles. The footsteps got closer, Penn heard whistling. Guy looking for a little baseball bat activity, would he whistle the theme from Bewitched? Whoever it was took like forever to disappear.


Penn opened his eyes and looked dully around the room. There were torn sixties-psychedelic-style posters tacked to the wall, a bunch of ratty old vinyl albums and an electric guitar on a busted-up couch. Some kid’s idea of a hippie pad. With a jolt he noticed someone standing in the doorway. Took a second or two to recognize him.


Something about him was strange. Majorly strange. Not just the way he stood, although that was subtly different, but his face. It was open, sort of childlike. It had color in it. And it was smiling. A hesitant kind of smile, like it was waiting for approval or something. It looked like Arthur, yet not like him. More like the little kid Penn used to swing laughing into the couch. But more like a mature adult, too. Both younger and older at the same time. And when he spoke, in a voice with no trace of the Dick Van Dyke faux-cockney, his words were more shocking than any Penn had heard him use for a long time.


—I’m sorry, Cad.


Penn was stunned, silently mouthing the word sorry, face a shifting mask of confusion and bewilderment. Sorry? As in apology? Snakeboy? Something was not tracking here. As his half-brother came over, Penn watched the change in the very way he moved, held himself Arthur hunkered down in front of him.


—Cad, this is not right for us to be here, he said, helping Penn to his feet. Let’s go, huh? I tidied up back there. Are you okay? You look upset.


—Upset? said Penn, finding his voice. I’m not upset. We’ve just bust into some guy’s apartment because the psychopath who trashed my car is chasing us with a baseball bat. Why should I be upset? I’m okay. Are you okay?


Arthur grinned. Everything’s going to be fine. Don’t worry.


On their way back to the street Penn kept stealing glances at this strange new person, trying to figure out what had happened. Arthur looked taller, too, maybe because he was walking different, lost the slacker slouch.


—Arthur, he said edgily, the guy may still be there, biting off the body panels …


—Don’t worry. He’s gone. I’m real sorry about your radio, I’ll see what I can do. I think I know the guy from around.


He bent down and unclipped the bondage strap from his knees, rolled it up, put it in his pocket. That’s better, he said, shaking his head. I was wondering why I couldn’t walk.


—It’s only a radio, said Penn. Not worth getting your spine hooked out on a tire iron for. Really.


Arthur smiled like his face was set naturally that way, not like it was an effort or fake or anything. And was it a trick of the light or was his tattoo fading? Had he been cleaning his teeth? What was going on?


—I really appreciate you coming out this way to see me, Cad.


Penn made a whaddyacrazy? face, realized that Arthur was being totally, simply, sincere. No problemo, he said. Hey, we’re family.


Penn drove away leaving Arthur clearing up the broken window glass in the gutter. He ground his teeth thinking this through, rubbing his jaw, grimacing. Maybe the kid had seen sense all of a sudden, just took a few words from a respected elder brother to bring it home to him. Maybe the gift of the soap had awakened some dormant cleanliness gene.


Or maybe the guy was warped out of his hat on something he’d scarfed back at the hippie pad. But sweeping up the glass? Waving goodbye? Apologizing? Cleaning up? What kind of terrible, DNA-twisting drug made you tidy?


Or maybe, and Penn grew chill at the thought, his half-brother had been replaced by an alien life-form. Sinister emissary from an interplanetary tidiness force. He checked his wristwatch. Shit! The suit! A white-knuckle drive back across town found him beating his fists on the shutters of Larry N’ Barry’s Kleen-King, yelling, It’s four-thirty! You’re open! A window above the door slid up noisily and a guy wearing what looked like a woman’s satin slip leaned out.


—You’re right, honey, it’s four-thirty, he said. You’re wrong, they’re closed. Now be nice and fuck out of here.


The window slammed shut. Penn gave the shutter a vicious kick and shouted up at the window. And peach is not you, asshole! He got back into the car. There were still crumbs of safety glass in the upholstery and they bit into his butt like baby Rottweiler teeth. He hit the redial button on the cellphone.


—Uhh …


—Unless I get that suit in like five minutes, Cad, I just don’t know what I’m going to do, I really don’t, I’m a mess of stress …


—I am trying to tell you, honey, he said evenly, that I’m at the drycleaner’s and they have somehow misplaced your suit. It’s not lost or anything, they just can’t find it. I’m here over an hour. There’s been a ticketing problem and they’ve sacked the girl responsible, on the spot, so that’s indicative of how much weight we carry here, which is like a good thing, right? They’ve been going crazy trying to find it, they’re really clear on how important it is to you, and how important you are to them. Everyone’s really tense about this and there’s been some crying. So my request is, you got other clothes, take another suit to the studio. Hang tough, baby, do the chant thing. We’re really giving a hundred and ten on this. I love you, honey, you’ll be wonderful, okay?


—It’s not just the suit, Cad, she snuffled. It’s like indicative of a whole attitude I’ve been picking up? Like you’re just not giving me the commitment my career needs right now. And how am I getting to the studio? Everything’s falling apart. And my aromatherapist says we must both be in a listening place for my upsetness …


—I’m in that place, sweets, I got a seat right at the front. Mellow it out. They told me they’ll cab the suit to the studio, directly they locate it, at no charge. Okay? Hey, no problemo, huh?


—They have to locate the studio? This is terrible …


—It’s okay, honey, I’m on my way. Bite a Prozac, read your mantra.


He pressed the end button and found himself spooling through the whole Tischia thing. They’d first met when she’d been hostessing a trade show where he’d supplied the limos. Thong bikini with a WonderWienie rosette on each breast, little tray of snacks, fantastic big mouth that reminded him of Carly Simon. Not all of Carly Simon, just her mouth. Kind of lips you could crawl through and fuck from the inside, curled up on the tongue. Outstanding, just totally.


Back then she’d been Tricia White, trying to break out of hooter movies on stroke TV, go legit. He’d given her a new name, a casaba boost, hustled her away from her agent, who’d placed her in dump-bin clunkers like Thong of Norway, and E-Womanuelle III. This same sack of sleaze who was now sending her flowers. So gentlemanly, and why didn’t Penn think of little touches like that? Because he was too busy being cold-cocked in restaurants and counseling dysfunctional family members and picking up the goddam laundry to hang around fucking florists all day, mainly.


He had to cue up something else fast before his contract with Tish fell apart like Kleenex in the sink. This contract, drafted ‘as a favor’ by a friend who sold thermal roof sealant – whatever with that – had been constantly pattern-disruptive for Penn, more holes than a junkie’s arm. Essentially, she was legally free to ankle at any time, taking his silicone with her. Whole deal hung by the skin of his teeth. Penn suspected she knew this, in spite of her dumb ickle-girlie act. He didn’t trust her, and their engagement was now as loose as the contract.


He flamed up the Monte Cristo stub, trying to imagine he was a mountain stream tumbling through a pine forest like in that new-age book Tischia’d made him read.


—Fuck it, he said softly on the exhale, watching the gray smoke coil against the windshield. Fuck it and the box it came in.
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