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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.







Transcendentalism is all very fine, but how do you relate all that to what you see on the subway?




– Dona Sadock




The Crazy Old Lady of Rock and Roll


Glorianna O’Toole had seen better times and worse.


At the occasional peaks of her long career, she had opened for the likes of Pearl and the Airplane and Springsteen, and had even gotten out two solo albums of her own, though neither had come within a light year of ever shipping gold.


At various karmic nadirs, she had been reduced to dealing acid in the Haight, suffered through a two-year amphetamine jones, and been forced to sing voice-overs in cheap TV commercials.


In between the heights and depths, which is to say most of her forty years as a rock and roll singer, she had done more back-up work on other people’s albums than she cared to remember now, had taken an endless succession of tank-town tours of the universe, and while it had taken her a very long time to stop hoping for better, who could say that it had not been one long blast?


Certainly not the self-styled Crazy Old Lady of Rock and Roll as she tooled along the freeway in her monstrous old Rolls-Royce convertible.


She had lucked into a deal on the car as the buyout of his debt on a fucked-up coke deal by a rock star who need be nameless, her sometime lover and never again partner, who had laid it on her as a basket case. Over the years, with this and that score, she had used her charms to have it lovingly restored at cut-rate prices by the best in the business. It hadn’t even started out as a convertible. That had been done as a surprise birthday present by Sam Perry to get her over her case of the over-thirty-five blues. Replacing all the metalwork with solid brass she had done slowly over the years at her own expense. The free paint job must have cost her thousands in retouching over the past ten years, but who could slap a new coat of lacquer over such a work of art?


One mad afternoon, she had turned on a trio of New York graffiti artists to mescaline for the first time at her Laurel Canyon tree house. Within two hours, they had turned the Rolls into their piece de resistance with their spray cans, not so surprising, since in those days one of those dudes was capable of putting up a throw on a whole subway car in thirty minutes.


But Glorianna’s Rolls had been a unique throw even then, a fitting memorial to the lost art, for there, under the shade of the eucalyptus, looking out over Los Angeles to the Pacific on a clear mescaline-blue day, these three refugees from Manhattan had been moved to create what may have been the world’s only example of graffiti pastorale, a phantasmagorical stylized arabesque rendering of mountains, and sea, and sunset, of the jeweled cityscape of night and the night city of the stars, all done up in brilliant blues, and forest greens, and neon swirls, and of course with the Hollywood sign rendered in psychedelic gold across both front door panels.


The stereo system, on the other hand, was a much more recent manifestation of her current ectoplasmic means of support. This she had suggested Tod Benjamin lay on her back when he was still president of Muzik, Inc. in return for procuring certain necessary substances for obstreperously sensitive talent.


Glorianna had her scruples about actually dealing dope. Long experience had taught her that the paranoia of dealing was terminally bad for the psyche, and morality insisted that participating in the obscene profiteering that had been going on for the last twenty-five years was karmic poison to the soul. But if she could assist the needy without becoming one of the greedy, well that was her good deed for the day, and it certainly was worth a present from the Factory’s A&R budget.


Glorianna had been luscious jailbait when she hit the Haight in sixty-six, a sexy rock and roll queen in her long youth, a red hot mama in the flower of her maturity, and now, with her pipes long since honorably retired, and her looks gone to gray hair and wrinkles, the Crazy Old Lady of Rock and Roll got by on her chutzpah and her connections.


And north of forty years in rock and roll had cushioned her shaky retirement as a singer with plenty of both. Though part of the karmic contract seemed to be that none of them had held her full interest for more than a year or two, a red hot mama of a sometime lead singer who really knew how to boogie had had her pick of lovers well through her fourth decade, and while none of them had stuck as her one and only, more of them than not were still her friends.


And inevitably, since she had met so many of them through the music business, and since all of them had long since reached their mature years, a good many of them were placed where they could assist her in her survival enterprises.


So if Glorianna’s golden years were not exactly financially sound, at least she was well set up to boogie through them. The mortgage on the house had long since been paid off, the Rolls she owned outright, she made sure she had more dinner invitations than she could ever accept, she hadn’t had to pay for getting loaded in twenty years, she had instant imperious access to the freebie list of every club and concert in the known universe, and so all she really needed money for was gas, clothes, utilities, and metabolic enhancers.


It was by way of obtaining a fresh supply of same that she had deigned to take a meeting with Billy Beldock at the Muzik Factory. For while she loathed just about everything that Muzik, Inc. had done to rock and roll, even the Crazy Old Lady thereof could hardly afford to turn down an offer to talk business from the latest president to pass through the revolving door of the conglomerate monstrosity that had come to so utterly dominate the music business.


Glorianna took the Wilshire exit off the 405, and sailed through the traffic east on Wilshire amid the usual bug-eyed stares a couple of blocks beyond Westwood Boulevard to the Muzik Factory.


This was a twenty-story tower of mirror glass the color of a motorcycle cop’s shades. Rainbow glass pillars ran up the four corners to form a false deco pagoda roof at the top supporting the Factory logo – ‘Muzik’ lettered in gold like notes beneath a tie-line. At night, they ran laser beams through the whole thing, so that it reminded Glorianna of some ancient Mafia jukebox in a sleazy Valley bar.


An appropriate corporate image for Muzik, Inc. as far as Glorianna was concerned.


For while no one could accuse Muzik, Inc. of being owned by some petty mob of gangsters from Sicily or yaks from Yokohama, the yaks and the maf could certainly learn something about big league sleaze from the Muzik Factory.


Muzik, Inc. pressed forty-five percent of the videodiscs sold in the United States, and moved the lion’s share of them through their own nationally franchized chain of Muzik Stores. They had Muzik clubs in New York, Los Angeles, New Orleans, Chicago, and San Francisco. They had a string of twenty-four-hour music TV stations all across the country hyping their own product. They were to the music business what IBM was to the computer industry or McDonald’s still was to grease burgers, and somehow there was nothing that what was left of the antitrust division of the Justice Department cared to do about it. They were employing people, weren’t they?


Glorianna showed her permanent pass, parked in the underground garage, and took the express elevator to the twentieth floor. Even here there was a screen and quad speakers subjecting her to the national satellite feed from MUZIK, some dead-ass plastic max metal thing with a ton of swagger and rubber underwear and a spec sheet for a soul.


Oh yes, Muzik, Inc. had by far the biggest payroll in the music business, for sure they employed more people than they would like. They employed techs to program the production robots in their disc factories, and they employed bartenders, bouncers, waitresses, and assorted flunkies in their clubs, and they employed five VJs and a small team of workers to beam the MUZIK feed to their satellite and maybe a hundred or so others to handle it at the TV stations at the other end.


But mostly they employed the people who turned out this shit.


They didn’t employ drummers or keyboard players or guitarists or any other kind of session musicians. They employed instead VoxBox wizards who could replace bands, orchestras, and even back-up vocalists, with a keyboard, a vocoder, and a black box full of wizardware.


They employed platoons of shrinks and unemployed former Pentagon psy-war spooks to think up best-selling scenarios for their songhacks and VoxBox mercenaries to turn into lyrics and music, and they employed producers and sound crews to record the audio, and once in a while they even still hired cameramen to shoot some footage their image organ hacks couldn’t quite conjure up from raw bits and bytes or stock footage.


And of course Muzik, Inc. was an endless gravy train for PR people, market experts, demographic analysts, disc pluggers, and the ‘consultants’ who were the beneficiaries of their freebies, among them, admittedly, Glorianna herself.


The ubiquitous Muzik motto assaulted her eyes as the elevator doors opened onto the twentieth floor. Even here at the top, the golden letters were emblazoned on the wall directly across from the elevator bank, as if nobody in the Muzik Factory, and especially the head honcho of the moment, had better forget it:


‘MUZIK is Music!’


Maybe, Glorianna thought sourly, but it sure ain’t Rock and Roll!


The head honcho of the current moment, Billy Beldock, sat in the familiar black leather throne in the big corner office with the frazzled look of a man who expected to have it yanked out from under him at any moment.


Glorianna, over the years, had seen many asses perched in the black leather chair behind the big polished gunmetal desk, and over the years they had changed the president’s office little.


There were two picture-window walls – one gazing up at the eternal dream of Hollywood, at the houses and condos and villas glitzing and glittering up the hills, the other looking out from on high over the vast smog-shrouded barrio of lowland Los Angeles, where most of the city’s people struggled for survival, an endless genteel favela in full sight of the city on the hill. As if to say to all who entered here, there but for show biz, go you, kiddo, no matter how far you’ve managed to climb, your plug can always be pulled.


There was a wall-sized video screen with the current state-of-the-art decks, and there was a whole wall of miniature yellow videodiscs to remind the current occupant of the gold shipped by his predecessors, just in case he missed the point.


The only possible personal touches were changes of incidental furniture and bric-a-brac, since the sadist who had designed the president’s office had cleverly seen to it that there was no blank wall upon which to hang personal artwork.


Billy had filled the place with the sort of horrendous mismatched collection of antique French couches and chairs that decorators used to embellish the waiting rooms of superstar transplant surgeons.


Poor Billy certainly looked uncomfortable in this ultimate motel room of music industry power as he sat there in a two-thousand-dollar powder-blue suit smiling peculiarly at her with his shoulders hunched slightly, as if to say with some embarrassment, ‘What a long strange trip it’s been.’


He had been a drummer back in the early seventies when they were lovers, not a great one, but a real rock and roller, and good enough to keep himself riding around in a Porsche. When sophisticated Drumulators and percussion synthesizers enlisted drummers in the great army of the unemployed, Billy had read the writing on the video screen wall well enough to go with the wizard ware rather than go out rockin’ with his drum kit. He got hold of one of the early primitive VoxBoxes, went with the enemy, became the producer of some early VoxBox hits, and gained entry to the business end, and now, here he was, at the top of the corporate pyramid, about to have his heart ripped out and sacrificed to the Great God of the Sacred Bottom Line, by the look of him.


‘You look as sexy as ever, Glorianna,’ he said by way of greeting.


‘You look like an old man, Billy,’ Glorianna replied, resting her bones as best she could on the uncomfortable chair in front of the desk.


Actually, as a physical specimen of mature manhood, Billy still really wasn’t so bad. He kept his body trim with the best metabolic enhancers, he gardened his luxuriant crop of long silver-gray hair with expensive German scalp fertilizer, and he had the perfect leathery tan of endless weekends in Hawaii and Mexico.


But as John Lennon once observed, one thing you can’t hide is when you’re crippled inside.


Billy shrugged, and grimaced owlishly at her. From the Crazy Old Lady of Rock and Roll, the president of Muzik, Inc. would take this shit; indeed, he craved it, as Glorianna knew full well. Her attitude was her major stock-in-trade in these dim days with all these poor old rockers who had become the people they had long ago warned themselves about. Oh, yes, they could feel like winners feeling sorry for this poor old broken-down anachronism from their musical prehistory, but some sad part of them needed to know that Glorianna O’Toole still felt sorry for them.


‘Yeah, well, I’m not going to get very much older in this chair unless I start shipping some AP gold,’ Billy said frankly. ‘The stuff just isn’t making it big enough, and our stock is down seven points from its fifty-two-week high.’


‘Maybe there is a God, after all, and maybe he knows how to boogie.’


‘Aw, come on, Glorianna, you know that APs have to be the future of the industry,’ Billy whined. ‘It’s too cost-effective not to be inevitable.’


‘What do you want from me, Billy?’ Glorianna asked. ‘You know how I feel about AP rock stars. It’ll never work.’


‘But it does work!’ Billy insisted. ‘I got here proving it, didn’t I? We’re shipping respectable numbers on Lady Leather and Gay Bruce and the Velvet Cat and even Mucho Muchacho, and nobody outside the industry even believes the rumors that they’re APs. I just haven’t been able to come up with a big hit, is all. You just don’t want to believe we can synthesize a major league rock star.’


Having long since replaced sessions musicians and backup singers with VoxBox cyberwizards, Muzik, Inc. had turned their cost-cutting attention to automating out rock stars themselves. They collected big royalties, didn’t they? They were egotistical pains in the ass who frequently showed up at recording sessions stoned or not at all. They didn’t want to listen to the demographic experts or the marketing department; they wanted the songhacks to turn out material to their own specs. Fuck ’em! Who needed ’em? Let’s replace them with Artificial Personalities who we don’t have to pay royalties to and who won’t give us any prima-donna shit!


The wizard ware was certainly there. Journeyman VoxBox players had been synthesizing back-up vocals out of voice programs for years, syncing them to the bass or counterpoint line, so in theory all you had to do was play the synthetic voice track with the instrumental lead, and you had yourself a lead singer. As for the visual persona, APs starred in half the TV commercials made, and you couldn’t tell the footage from something shot with a live actor. You gave your image organ player a still photo and he danced it through the bits and bytes, or even created an AP visual out of pure specs if the little nerd insisted on being a cyberpurist.


What was more, Muzik, Inc. had turned hit-making into a science, hadn’t it? The psychological profiles of the total mass audience had been broken down into fine demographic slices, and the boys in the research department had a trillion kilobytes of words, images, rhythms, chord progressions, and inaudibles keyed into their inner mythic structure. And the marketing department, making full use of the Muzik clubs, and the Muzik Stores, and MUZIK was for sure the Big Green Machine.


So why had Lady Leather and Mucho Muchacho and the Velvet Cat and the rest of Muzik, Inc.’s stable of well-crafted AP software never shipped gold or cracked the charts with a megahit?


If this was an arcane mystery to poor Billy and everyone else who had forgotten the obvious, it was crystal-clear to Glorianna O’Toole, and anyone who had to ask was never going to find out.


‘That soulless crap is to the real thing as white bread is to pumpernickel,’ she declared from the bottom of her heart. ‘It’s –’


‘I know, I know,’ Billy sighed, joining her on the chorus.


‘It’s just not Rock and Roll.’


Billy laughed; he reached into a drawer and came out with a dust kit, a silver mirror, a golden straw, a tiny golden switchblade that he snicked open with a flourish, and a crystal vial of the blue powder. And for a moment he was forty years younger, laying out lines for her in one of the hundreds of motel rooms they had once shared together.


‘I haven’t become quite that much of an asshole, Glorianna,’ he said as he cut a pile of the synthetic into hits. ‘I know what’s missing. That’s why you’re here today.’


‘It is?’ Glorianna said with a sinking feeling, grabbing for the mirror. ‘Give me some of that designer dust, will you? I’ve got the feeling somehow that I’m really gonna need it.’


She tooted up a line of the tailored blow, so much better than the crude Peruvian extract of her youth and middle years that an old doper like her needn’t worry about overtaxing her cheaply enhanced metabolism or developing a jones again in her dotage. Soft on the nose, sweet to the taste, non addictive, and a blast of energy to the brain. Just what the geriatrician ordered.


‘Look, Glorianna, we’ve got one of the best young VoxBox players in the business, Sally Genaro. And we got Bobby Rubin, who’s the absolute state of the art on the image organ. They’ve both worked on AP discs before, so we know the wizard ware is there, and we know that these kids can make it do anything …’


‘Except boogie.’


Billy shrugged. He did a line of dust. ‘So she’s a little fat girl from the Valley and he’s a second-generation computer nerd,’ he admitted. He beamed at her falsely. ‘That’s why we want you.’


‘To do what?’ Glorianna demanded dubiously, declining another hit with an imperiously upraised palm.


‘To make them, boogie.’


‘Huh?’


Billy leaned back in his chair and played presidential. ‘For old times’ sake, I’m about to give you the chance of a lifetime,’ he declared expansively.


‘I’ll bet you are, Billy,’ Glorianna said with dripping sarcasm.


‘I kid you not, Glorianna, I’m offering you a chance to be a producer. Ten grand a month. Four-month trial period. All you have to do is get these kids to come up with one AP rock star that ships gold two discs in a row and I’ll give you a three-year contract.’


‘Fuck you, Billy,’ Glorianna said genially.


‘Aw, come on, don’t bullshit a bullshitter, I know you need the money, but okay, okay, twelve grand a month, that’s really as far as I’m going to go.’


‘You want me to produce an AP rock star?’ Glorianna said with angry passion. ‘You want me to take the bullshit cranked out by your songhacks and your marketing department’s specs and somehow get two dead-ass cyber-wizards to spin it into gold? You want me to collaborate in the creation of a best-selling rock star who exists only as software?’


‘You got it,’ Billy said approvingly. ‘You’ll be in charge. We’ll give you sets of specs, and you choose which ones to go with. You can order up whatever you like from whichever songhacks you choose. Do it your way. Give me a viable AP rock star, I don’t care how.’


‘Why me?’ Glorianna said, and she found herself up and pacing before she could think about it. ‘You know how I feel about APs, you know how much I hate the whole idea, you know as well as I do that a disc with no soul will never be real rock and roll!’


‘Two out of three ain’t bad,’ Billy said.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


Billy Beldock leaned across his desk, pushing the dust kit toward her, and practically purred at her, the way he had the very first night that the sexy young drummer had coaxed her into bed. He even gave her what was left of his bedroom eyes.


‘Why you, Glorianna?’ he said slyly. ‘Because you’re the Crazy Old Lady of Rock and Roll. Because inside that, ah, mature body, there still beats the heart of a rock and roll queen. Your voice is gone and you hardly ever wrote your own material, and you can’t play the VoxBox or the image organ, but what you’ve got left is all that we need to complete the equation, the soul without which, as you say, no disc can ever really be rock and roll.’


‘What a line of bullshit,’ Glorianna scoffed. But she sat down and tooted another line of free dust as Billy Beldock spun out his temptation.


‘Look at it this way, Glorianna, you’d be falling all over me in gratitude if I was offering to let you take a band and some song-writers and a raw lead singer with technical virtuosity and try to turn them into the Beatles or the Rolling Stones at our expense even if I wasn’t paying you twelve thou a month for the privilege; can you deny that with a straight face?’


Before she could answer, he had snorted another line, and was off and running again. ‘So what’s the difference? Like the man says, it’s not the singer, it’s the song, right, so if a disc needs soul to ship gold, then if it ships gold, it’s real rock and roll, and what’s the difference between a live lead singer and a wizard piece of software when you pop it in your disc deck? Either way, all you really see or hear is a digital playback.’


‘Even if it were possible, even if I could really do it, it would be wrong, Billy,’ Glorianna said quite earnestly.


‘Would you mind explaining why?’ Billy said smugly.


‘Because … because …’ She threw up her hands. ‘Because you fucking can’t make real music without a single real musician! Jesus H. Christ, Billy!’


‘For sure!’ Billy Beldock agreed. ‘But don’t you see – that’s you!’


‘Me? I don’t write lyrics, I don’t write music, I can’t play anything, and my voice is shot! I don’t have any way to make music anymore, goddammit!’


‘Wouldn’t you like to?’


‘Wouldn’t I like to what?’


‘If we conjure up Mucho Muchacho or the Velvet Cat out of nothing but chips, programming, and data base, we can sure as shit do you, Glorianna,’ Billy cooed. ‘Think of it, your cyborged comeback at the age of sixty-three! We could take your cracked old voice and run it through vocoders that will make it better than young again, better than you or anyone else ever was back when you were never quite good enough to have a real career as a recording artist. We could lay down visual tracks in which you’ll be what you were in the sixties, young and beautiful, and solarized forever. You just do the best you can and our wizards will cyborg you into a superstar. Wouldn’t that be real rock and roll?’


‘Fuck a duck …’ Glorianna whispered softly. ‘You really could do that, couldn’t you?’


The president of Muzik, Inc. just smiled a shit-eating smile. ‘You squeeze an AP rock star that ships gold two discs in a row out of my little cyberwizards, and we do you next,’ he said.


Glorianna snorted a line up her left nostril. ‘Do I have to sign a contract in blood?’ she asked, and took another up the right.


‘I gather I’ve made you an offer you can’t refuse?’ Billy Beldock said.


Glorianna’s brain was working in overdrive now. Sure, giving Muzik, Inc. what they thought they wanted would seem to be treason to the spirit of everything she had ever been or believed in.


Nevertheless, she felt that long-remembered spirit moving through her now like the music of a braver and grander age waiting to be reborn through her frail and age-drained body and wizard ware circuitry.


Because if by some miracle she succeeded, if she could somehow fulfill her end of the bargain with the corporate powers, why then the assholes would get far more than they had ever bargained for. They would get themselves the Glorianna O’Toole that had never existed except in her heart of hearts.


For forty years and more, her one great dream had been to become, if only for one shining hour, the great voice of that spirit which had now all but vanished from the world. And if it was given to her to become at this late date, through the machineries of the enemy, the reigning queen of rock and roll she had never in her youth quite been, why then real rock and roll might yet be reborn, and with a vengeance that the powers that be would not like at all.


Because real rock and roll was music that kicked their kind of ass.


And for the chance to do that great deed this close to the end of her road, she would indeed have signed on the dotted line with Satan.


‘Billy, my love,’ she told the president of Muzik, Inc. almost gaily, ‘you’ve made me an offer that you can’t understand.’




Paco Monaco, Mucho Muchacho


Nada, man, zip! Paco Monaco had scored nothing in the past eight days – no dinero, no chocha, no wire, and now the wan October sun was oozing down the flinty gray sky over East Fourteenth Street, and it was La Hora Frontera of another wasted day.


You’re getting too old for this shit, muchacho, Paco told himself once more. La Hora Frontera did this to him lately, he hated this twilight time between day and night in his bones, even as the gordos feared it in their tight white culos, if not for quite the same reason.


One by one the lights behind the windows of the Stuyvesant Town co-op towers on the north side of the street were coming on as the hordes of the gainfully employed sidled nervously past him into the safety of their nighttime holes. The zonies guarding the open gate in the high electrified barbed-wire fence paced in paranoid little circles stroking their Uzis, and then the mercury vapor spots snapped on, searing the cracked gray pavement with cruel television-blue light.


Without conscious thought, Paco found himself dashing reflexively across the gutter to the sombre side of the street like a roach scuttling into the shadowland beneath the sink after the kitchen light came on.


He stood there with an empty street-bag in the shadows by the stoop of a burnt-out building staring across the Line at the ancient redbrick apartment houses and cursed himself for the pettiness of his longings.


For he was still haunted by the faded early childhood memories of a life inside the walls of a project not that much unlike this one, over on Avenue D, when he, and his mother, and his two sisters, and two teenaged uncles had lived in the two-bedroom apartment of his abuelos. Memories of hot stuffy steam-heated winters and sweaty stinking summers, of rancid cooking odors, and farts, and toilet sounds, and the cries and grunts of fucking.


There had been real food daily in those long-lost days; chicken hearts with spicy rice, cuchifritos, eggs, Coca-Cola, bread, and cheese, and even the occasional ice cream.


Hijito, those were the days, his mother had never stopped telling him, after Abuelo Gutierrez had lost his job in the garment center, after the Devaluation, after the welfare checks dwindled away to a daily ration of kibble, when she staggered back, stinking of wine and cum, to whatever shithole they happened to be squatting in after a long night of hooking.


And then one morning when he was maybe fourteen, she just never came back, ODed, knifed in an alley, busted, quién sabe, and chingada, here he was seven years later, wishing he were what, some pale white gordo with a shit-ass job pushing a rack in the garment district or sweeping the floor of Macy’s, with a quarter share in one of these two-bedroom co-ops, and a fat momacita he was too tired to fuck?


‘Chingada, man, you just need some wire,’ he muttered aloud to himself as he turned on his heel, kicking a paper Coke cup to vent his ire, and headed west along the sombre side of Fourteenth.


But the thing of it was that wire required dinero, and he had been Ciudad Nada for eight days now, and there were only two ways he knew to score.


He could head over to West Street or someplace even worse and sell his dick or his culo to some disgusting old maricón, which he had not had the stomach to do since he turned sixteen, or he could cruise Round the Corner and hope to catch some stupid gordo too stoned to know when he crossed over the Line.


Of course that was just what he had been doing for these past eight days, but mostly up in midtown, where the Line between sombre and sol was clearly drawn by the city cops, and the gordos scurried around in hordes for safety like cucarachas, and Round every Corner lurked little gangs of streeties with a muy malo attitude about solos poaching their turf.


Verdad, during the nine-to-five, the gordos ruled Ciudad Trabajo, the world of gleaming glass canyons in mirror shades, of crumbling loft-factory buildings watched over by hard-eyed zonies, and natch at night, the vecino was deserted by prey and predators alike. When the sun went down, the plushie-tushies retreated in cabs and limos to the Zones – Upper West, Sutton, Lincoln Center, Park Plaza, Soho, ’Beca – where it was all town houses, glitz palaces, fancy restaurants, floodlights, and whole armies of zonies with a license to blow you away just for showing your brown-skinned face.


And the gordos, by their sweaty little millions, stuffed themselves into the subway for the ride home to their half-a-room share in a co-op; even now Paco felt the rumble of an IRT in the soles of his feet, and oh, yes, it was tempting to think of all those assholes with money in their pockets passing right beneath them in the subterraneo!


But no one with the street smarts to survive in N’York for ten minutes was dumb enough to try a crash and grab in El Sub. If the transit cops didn’t frag your ass – or write you a long ticket to Rickers if they were feeling mellow – fifty-seven vigilantes would fill you full of holes. Even ancient abuelas packed .357s in El Sub. Or streeties themselves would carve you into cuchifritos, for the same reason you wouldn’t win any popularity contest by shitting where they slept, either.


Between Halloween and Easter, a million streeties would probably freeze to death if the city chose to clear El Sub at night by pumping through tear gas, which they did now and again when it threatened to become too much of a combat zone for the gordos to ride to Ciudad Trabajo. Every streetie knew that the plushie-tushies were more than willing to watch a million of them turn to corpsicles in the gray winter slush before they would let it come to that.


The sun was just about down by the time Paco reached the corner of Fourteenth and Avenue A, and, as it usually did, his black funk began to dissolve as La Hora Frontera faded into Noche Nuestra. For as surely as the day belonged to the gordos and the plushie-tushies, with their nine-to-fives, and their dinero, and their zonies, so did the night belong to el pueblo sombre, to the people of the streets, to fist and knife, to shadow and cojones, at least here, just Round the Corner from both Boho and Tompkins Square Park.


The park itself was an oasis of grass and benches well-lit by the golden globes of phony antique streetlamps and patrolled by plain-clothes zonies. There were town houses along its Tenth Street side and fancy co-ops along Avenue A and Sixth. Farther west, up and down First and Second Avenues, were the main-drag midways of Boho, aka the East Village, chockablock with bars, restaurants, galleries, boutiques, and gourmet bodegas. The glitz promenaded eastward to Tompkins Square across St Marks and Sixth Street, but half the turf bordered by Second Avenue and Avenue C, by Fourteenth and Houston, had been left Round the Corner on the sombre side of the street.


Because the gordos and the plushie-tushies who favored this turf were assholes who actually wanted it that way; pervos and dopers, artsy-farts and wire-chippers, who got off on skirting the sombre, on slumming it in luxury, on the adrenaline rush of knowing what lurked in the shadows for the unstreetwise, on being able to score wire and meat just Round the Corner from their well-armored front doors.


They didn’t want any city cops here, oh no, muchacho, and they had the dinero to grease them away, and the zonies they hired were wireheads and junkies, sometimes even streeties with ambition, and they dealt wire and dope and meat on the side. They let you wander up and down the midways as long as you didn’t look like you were ready to crash and grab or deal on their turf, and Tompkins Square Park was a primo mercado, where the gordos and plushie-tushies could bump bellies with tu putamadre, and score cheap snorts and overpriced wire likely as not to fry their brains.


Paco despised these cabrones with a brain-burning hard-on of contempt and envy, and yet he was drawn to this vecino as he was to the wire, and indeed, the charge that he got on these streets and the flash of plugging in to the Prong were from a certain angle one and the same.


Plugged in to the Prong, with his dick hard and hot as an electrified switchblade, and every muscle of his body as taut and twanging as oiled spring steel, and a primo Mucho Muchacho disc blasting max metal into his ears, and Mucho himself leering and dancing and singing to the hunger of his soul, ah, he was no longer Hernan Gutierrez, the cockroach son of his putamadre, but Paco Monaco, muy macho muchacho, ready, able, and more than willing to fuck the world of the gordos up its tight white culo!


So too, out here just Round the Corner from the cockteasing world of look but don’t touch, from these chocharicas in their slick silver leather jeans wiggling past him with their little noses in the air, from these pasty white maricónes with their pockets full of dinero and their pants full of shriveled cojones, did he feel his street-hard muscles taut against his skin, his cock bulging against the zipper of his dirty pants, his brain burning with the streetwise knowledge that one wrong move, one false step Round the wrong Corner, and any one of these soft creatures would find themselves on the sombre side for real, would meet the bruising for which they were cruising, Paco Monaco, the true macho man.


Bouncing on the balls of feet now, flashing challenging sneers at the men and lip-sucking kisses at their women, both of which were studiously ignored, Paco turned west off crowded Avenue A onto Ninth Street, a narrow shadowy block of renovated five-story tenements with few shops and many garbage can storage areas below street level under the stoops. Seeing that the block was for the moment deserted, he ducked into the nearest of these alcoves and hunkered there in the dark, with his back against a garbage can and his eyes level with the pavement, and waited.


The buildings on this block had for the most part been converted into the sort of co-op apartments inhabited by young wage-slave migrants from Cleveland or Long Island who were willing to fork over two-thirds of their salaries to cram themselves three or four to a two-bedroom for the privilege of living where the action was. Meaning, first, that the gordos on this block couldn’t afford their own zonies, and second, that they sometimes staggered home alone and loaded from some meatrack or singles bar over on First or Second after striking out with the muchachas.


Paco squatted there in the darkness below the sidewalk for what began to seem like several hours as gordos drifted by in groups of three or four or five, jabbering to each other, entering buildings across the street, passing joints, sniffing dust from aluminum bullets, out of reach, and indifferently unaware of who crouched impatiently waiting to pounce just Round the Corner beneath their feet.


His ankles were getting numb, his patience was getting mighty thin, and he was thinking of packing it in and trying elsewhere, when the sound of a single set of footfalls coming up the sidewalk toward him on his side of the street gave hope that his long streak of mala suerte might be about to change.


He rose to a standing crouch, wriggling the numbness out of his feet, as he saw his prey approaching, lookin’ good! A young dude in fancy blue leather pants, trendy gunmetal boots, and a white linen jacket, long curly black hair, slimly built, and at about five eight, giving away about three inches to Paco. Though the gordo’s face was hidden from this angle, he was walking a little loose around the knees, seemed a little loaded.


Buena suerte! Paco thought as the dull metallic boots of his victim came even with his eyes. This maricón for sure I can handle!


Still crouched in shadow, Paco tiptoed to the front of the garbage can pit and grabbed hold of both ankles. Before the asshole even had time to scream, he yanked with all of his strength, pulled him down into the darkness, let go, socked him in the kidneys, flipped him around by the left arm as he fell to the concrete, came down on the dude’s chest with one knee, got him in the cojones with the other, clamped his left hand around his Adam’s apple, choking off his wind, and cocked his right fist back about two feet from his face.


‘One sound, motherfucker, and I break your mother-fucking face!’ he snarled, pressuring his knee into the gordo’s cojones for emphasis.


‘Q-q-qué pasa …?’


Paco looked down at the bug-eyed, choking face of his terrified victim. And instead of some pasty-faced gordo, he saw a brown-skinned, dark-eyed muchacho not that much older than himself, with a pencil-line mustache and a thin little puberda goatee.


He froze for a moment as he locked eyes with this unsettling mirror-image of himself as he might have been, wearing a thousand dollars’ worth of clothes, and playing macho man with the rica gorda chochas in the fancy make-out bars on Second Avenue. He hated this slick little Blankriqueno would-be gordo with a sudden blood-burning passion. But he also envied this motherfucker with a sickening longing, and what was worse, he couldn’t keep himself from knowing it. Nor could he keep down the shameful feeling that he was betraying something he could not quite fathom.


‘Tu dinero, puberda shithead, what the fuck you think I want, chingar tu culo?’ he hissed.


‘Hey, amigo –’


‘No amigo me, maricón motherfucker!’ Paco said, squeezing the throat harder in stomach-twisting fury. ‘Ponga tu dinero, or I rip your prick off, hijo de gorda puta!’


A look passed between them then, a wounded yet superior contempt behind the very real fear in the eyes of his victim, a guilty acknowledgement of that truth in the eyes of Paco. Then, without looking away, without breaking that accusatory stare, the arrogant little son of a bitch reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet.


Paco snatched it up with his free hand and fumbled free a thin sheaf of bills.


‘That’s all you got, man?’ he complained.


‘No soy gordo rico, hermano. Por favor, let me keep mi plastico, you can’t use it, and it’ll be a motherfucker convincing the man I’m not running no number. Tu sabes que pasa, amigo?’


Paco’s grip loosened. ‘I don’t want your fuckin’ credit cards!’ he said, flinging the wallet as far as he could across the street, where it would take this … this Blankriqueno scumbag a good long time to find it.


‘You fucking well stay right here until I turn the corner … amigo,’ he said. ‘Tu sabes what’s good for you?’


Then he leapt up and let go the dude’s throat in one motion, dashed up onto the sidewalk, broke into a run, and didn’t look back or pause to count the money until he had rounded the corner of Avenue A, crossed over, and faded into the street traffic. Round the Corner in plain sight, just one more faceless streetie who none of the gordos among whom he now ambled would care to even lock eyes with.


Only then did he read the score and get the malticia.


A twenty, a ten, and two fives! Chingada!


That cheapo little motherfucker with his three-hundred-dollar boots and his wallet of plastico had only forty bucks of real money in his pocket! No wonder all the sin cojones son of a bitch was worried about was his credit cards! No wonder he had been such a pussy when it came to coughing up his cash!


‘You’re getting too old for this shit, muchacho!’ Paco muttered loudly as a gordo couple who had been walking up the street past him took a sudden jog into the gutter and looked away.


In his own ears, his complaint had levels of meaning whose complexities were far beyond his ability to fathom, but whose streetwise gut feelings did a switchblade stompada in the pit of his stomach. Somehow, his anger at the slim proceeds was only a two-step around the incomprehensible pain of a far deeper and more elusive fury.


Somehow he had been made to feel like a cockroach on a shit pile, yet somehow he also felt a contemptuous superiority to the Blankriquenos of the world in his heart of hearts. But what was worse, he also somehow felt deeply ashamed, for he knew not what, and that incomprehensible feeling of self-loathing was what filled him with such a passionate hatred for an enemy who seemed nonexistent.


Paco stared with curled lip at the slim sheaf of bills between his fingers and rubbed them disdainfully, as if they were smeared with old snot. For a wild moment he almost tossed them into the gutter.


But the sheer shock of such an asshole thought moving through his mind brought him to his senses. Eight days of nada, and you have to hit on some stupid spick like yourself with ninguno dinero! You got a right to be pissed off at yourself, muchacho, he told himself, but that don’t mean you gotta throw away enough money to buy half an hour of the Prong!


Chingada, man, you felt like this before, and this time you’ve got what it takes to buy the cure. Look on the sol side, hombre, you got enough money off the maricón to plug into some wire and feel like Mucho Muchacho!


Dojo was on the door at Slimy Mary’s when Paco arrived, and appeared less than overjoyed to see him. ‘I thought I told you I didn’t want to see your face unless you had the yen to imitate a paying customer, my man,’ Dojo said by way of greeting, folding his big arms across his chest and barring the door with his war-machine body. ‘You plannin’ to do anything inside except cruise for free pussy?’


Paco liked Dojo, despite the fact that the big black bastard generally treated him like cockroach shit. He knew it was nothing personal. Dojo treated everyone like cockroach shit, as befitted his exalted position and the necessity of his role as jefe of a meatrack where crash and grabbers, street meat, and burned-out wireheads came to score perv and wire. It took mucho macho, muchacho, to work the door at Slimy Mary’s!


‘Gonna plug into the Prong, Dojo,’ Paco said proudly, pulling the sheaf of bills out of his pocket and waving it under the doorman’s nose. ‘Got enough for half an hour on the wire.’


‘What you do, suck some cheap faggot’s cock?’ Dojo said with a narrow-eyed sneer and easy attitude which was as close as he ever came to granting approval.


‘Naw, all I had to do was let this cheap black nigger suck mine,’ Paco told him, grabbing his crotch and leering.


Dojo laughed. ‘Got to admit you got balls, boy,’ he said. ‘Too bad they’re located where your brains are supposed to be.’


He stepped aside, shaking his head. ‘Go on in and fry what little you got left with that wirehead shit,’ he said.


Although he made mucho dinero off all the wire action inside, Dojo loftily disdained wire himself. Nothing but classic coke or designer dust for him; it was part of his mystique.


As Paco marched by him, Dojo caught him by the elbow, leaned close, and spoke to him in confidential tones. ‘How much balls you really got, my man, I mean seeing as how you mean to plug in anyway, how’d you like a special deal on something real wizard …?’


‘Real wizard …? What’s the flash?’


‘Well, that’s the thing of it, son, no one here’s ever seen the Zap before, it’s the latest thing from Silicon City, they say it’s made by the same dudes that make the red boxes the video pirates use to take over broadcast satellites. Makes the Prong and that shit seem like sticking your dick in a light socket.’


Paco eyed Dojo dubiously. ‘What you’re talking about it some piece of shit from out of town that no one you know has plugged into before, motherfucker,’ he said. ‘Something could fry me to cuchifritos.’


Dojo beamed at him. ‘You’re not as stupid as you look, bo. That’s the only reason I’m willing to let you have half an hour on the Zap for the same thirty bucks as half an hour on the Prong. Two weeks from now, the price triples.’


‘Unless it turns out to be another brain-burner and you can’t give it away.’


Dojo shrugged. ‘If you don’t have the balls to try it …’


‘Who’s dealing this Zap for you?’ Paco shot back.


‘Monkey Girl. Just tell her Dojo sent you.’


Slimy Mary’s occupied the basement of what appeared to be an abandoned formerly renovated tenement on Third just off Avenue D. The word on the floor was that Dojo and his yak compadres had captive wire wizards up there in the dark behind the boarded-up windows, permanently plugged in to their own products, and turning out merchandise just for the juice. Up There was where old wireheads went to Florida, muchacho, and anyone who got too curious was likely to end up the same.


The meatrack itself was typical of such streetie oases, burrowed into basements beneath ruined buildings without obvious full-time squats visible from the street, and running on juice from jumpers that the Con Ed cops were greased to ignore.


Down a dark flight of metal stairs, and Paco was suddenly in another world, the closest thing he knew to home turf.


Only the dance floor was lit, and that by dim red, white, and blue bulbs set in the aluminum-foil-covered ceiling, and flashing on and off in a cheaply randomized sequence. On three sides the dance floor was surrounded by a twilight zone of dirty old cushions, orange crates, and spavined stuffing-burst couches, where the clientele sprawled – plugged in, burnt-out, hustling each other’s meat, or taking care of light business. The walls of the big basement were out there somewhere in the musty darkness beyond the clearing, where the fucking and the heavy dealing took place, where those who could not bear the light shared the shadows with the roaches and ratones.


There were about a dozen people on the floor at this hour, all dancing to the tune of their own fading flash, but all of them moving to the max metal beat of the Lady Leather disc playing on the big screen behind them.




Eat my big black whip


You dirty little dip


Shove it up your hole


Suck my leather soul


The whip! The whip!


Trip to the whip!





Up on the videowall, Lady Leather, wearing gunmetal jackboots and skin-tight black leather from neck to knees, cracked her two long whips to the beat, snarling and spitting and strutting like a crazed storm trooper on a carpet of writhing pink bodies, while behind her was a big close-up of her own face, lip-syncing the lyric in the innocent bliss of an endless orgasm.


Paco couldn’t see why anyone would pay to play this shit, and, in fact, he saw, no one was; el Lizardo’s disc deck was idle, this was just the usual caga being broadcast by MUZIK, which el Lizardo tortured the meatrack with when he had no paying customers.


Paco wanted some Mucho Muchacho, but it cost ten dollars a pop to have el Lizardo play your disc, so he knew he had better save it for later, since by the time he bought himself half an hour of wire, he would have only enough dinero left for one five-minute number.


So he hung back in the sombre zone until his eyes adjusted to the murk and he spotted Monkey Girl hunkered on a cushion deep in the shadowy darkness.


Monkey Girl wore an IBM T-shirt and a formless skirt of crud-smeared burlap. Her hair was a greasy black mess. Her face, skeletal, lined, and leather-dry, might have been that of some souvenir shrunken head were it not for the perpetual grin of happiness on her cracked lips, and the monkey-bright eyes, which stared right through you out of those deep and blackened sockets.


She wore a crown of wire, a crude helmet of sheet-steel strips studded with chips and bits of breadboard. A long umbilical of power cord trailed away to some hidden wall socket from the stepdown transformer on the top of her head.


Monkey Girl’s flash was the Blue Max. Contact electrodes pumped amplified alpha waves into her cerebrum, and by now only bits and pieces were at home. You didn’t last too long permanently plugged in to the Blue Max, but no one could say you didn’t go out with a smile.


‘Dojo sent me,’ Paco said, squatting down on the floor in front of her. ‘Made me a deal on the Zap. Thirty for media hora.’


‘Wanna tap the Zap …’ Monkey Girl babbled in a skittery-skattery voice, fixing her big dark eyes right at him, but giving Paco the feeling she was seeing something else. She reached down and came up with a piece of wire unlike anything Paco had ever seen.


There was hardly anything to it, just a crumpled spider-web of very thin flexible metal threads attached to a flat and concavely curved round breadbox about the diameter of a beer can bottom.


‘Qué pasa?’ he demanded dubiously as Monkey Girl held the thing under his nose with one hand and held out her palm for the dinero with the other. ‘Where the fuck’s the power cord? This some nojuice piece of shit?’


Any piece of wire worth anything, let alone thirty dollars a half hour, had to plug into a wall socket. Every low current battery-powered piece he had ever tried had been a bullshit rip off that failed to flash, shit gordo kiddos conned each other with outside fancy schoolyards. Every real wirehead knew that nojuice pieces were for asshole wirechippers who didn’t know the difference because they didn’t even know what a real flash was.


‘The Zap don’t flash, you get back the cash,’ Monkey Girl burbled. ‘Science flashes pretty out of Silicon City!’


Well chingada, muchacho, if that was the deal, there was nothing to lose, he had never heard of anyone offering money back for a no flash before, and if the likes of Dojo were willing to back this new piece with his own dinero, he must really believe that this was real wizard from some Silicon City spook shop, not cabezacaga wired together by the brainburned zombies upstairs.


He handed over the thirty dollars and took the strange piece of wire. Shaking it out, he saw that it was a wirework helmet shaped to the head, a form-fitting hairnet, really. The breadbox had a single green touchpoint, and a sliding battery compartment lid, aside from which it was a featureless sealed can. When he put the thing on, he couldn’t even feel the wire mesh; all he could feel was how the bottom curve of the breadbox fitted comfortably to the curve of the upper back of his head. Something about all this was beginning to convince him that he really was about to score a real wizard flash.


Pero primero, let’s have some Mucho Muchacho instead of this gordo pervo shit MUZIK keeps playing. He snake-danced through the dancers on the floor to the table at the side of the screen, behind which el Lizardo sat, ensconced behind his disc decks, and surrounded by untidy mounds of videodiscs piled waist-high around him on the floor.


El Lizardo was a sallow-skinned stony figure in black denim jeans and a McDonald’s T-shirt he wore backward with a crude green tyrannosaur head painted onto it. The teeth were bits of old razor blades epoxied to the cloth. His hair was lacquered into a green ridge of dinosaur scales up over his shaved head. No one had ever seen the eyes behind those gleaming black mirror shades.


‘Hey, Lizardo, why you playing this shit?’ Paco demanded. It was everyone’s standard greeting to el Lizardo.


MUZIK went to a commercial now. Foxy Lady, a black momacita wearing a well-torn tie-dyed T-shirt and clean white jockey shorts, was shaking her thing in front of a huge concert audience which moaned like it was coming, and blasting out ‘Down and Dirty Tonight’, while the title of the disc flashed a pink neon strobe over her, and a sexy voice just at the edge of audibility sighed ‘Buy, buy, buy.’


‘Because pinheads like you are too cheap to put their money where their mouth is,’ el Lizardo said in his flat voice. It was his standard comeback.


‘Let’s have “Tu Madre También”’.


El Lizardo began rummaging through his discs. ‘I can stand it if you can,’ he said, favoring Paco with his horrid grin as he snatched his money, peeling open his thick rubbery lips to reveal a mouthful of teeth that had been filed to points and painted black.


Paco faded away across the dance floor into the twilight zone as el Lizardo popped ‘Tu Madre También’ into the videodisc deck.


‘Saludo amigo,’ he whispered into the dark as Mucho Muchacho exploded onto the screen to a rhythmic blare of air horns and a heavy beat of drums and stomping feet, screaming out the beat line with the multiplexed voice of an angry army.




Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN


Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN


Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN





Mucho Muchacho, naked to the waist, had the leanly muscular body of a martial arts fanatic, and his bronzed hairless upper torso was filmed with oil and smudged here and there with black ash. He wore clean white and skintight cut-off jeans that outlined the bulge of a superhuman cock and were belted by a gunmetal chain. His feet were bare, and the only adornment of his true nobility was his great crown of hair, a central red mohawk serpent arising out of a jet black helmet of close-cropped fuzz.


Beneath this culebra de machismo, Mucho Muchacho’s big brown bedroom eyes were almost angelic, but his nose and the chiseled angles of his dark brown face were mercilessly Aztec, and his mouth writhed its defiance around his perfect white teeth as he proclaimed the lyric over the insistent beat line.




Somos cholos in the night


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


Con color and you are white


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


So besa me pica


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


And ponga me your sister


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


Better call me Mister


Y TU MADRE TAMBIÉN!





Paco’s feet danced in place in the darkness to the razor-sharp rhythm, the bones of his body thrummed to unheard subsonics as he leaned slightly forward like a warrior on a stalk. His dick began to throb, and all the shit of the world outside seemed to slough off his skin as Mucho Muchacho sung him the secret marching music of his soul.


Mucho danced, pelvis outthrust, through a vast suburban shopping mall, up Fifth Avenue, in front of the White House, through a crowded restaurant filled with old men in black tuxedos and beautiful blond women in evening gowns, jewels, and furs, and through an endless suite of offices where tight-bodied bitches in skin-tight gray business suits sat chained to computer consoles. Behind him paraded a vast tide of rag-clad muchachos just like Paco, roaring the mighty chorus with Mucho Muchacho’s multiplexed voice as the chochas went wild in their wake, tearing off their clothes, shaking their tits, and breaking into a sweaty mating dance.




Nosotros somos gigantes


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


Cojones de elefantes


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


So pull down all your panties


Y TU MADRE TAMBIÉN!





As Mucho Muchacho’s face snapped into full close-up, eyes peering straight into his soul as two subsonic vocodor vocals doubled on the lyric and beat line and the guitar tracks screamed toward redline, Paco’s hand went to the breadbox on the back of his head and hit the touchpoint.


At first, there seemed to be no flash at all, not even the generalized greasy tingling of juice going through his head. Mucho Muchacho danced a stompada at the head of his army of streeties now, pumping his fisted right arm up and down to the beat like a throbbing hard-on, and sung more insinuatingly, his voice furred into an enormous lubricious lion purr.




Your sisters and your aunties


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


Chocharicas elegantes


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


Don’t want no gay romantics


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)





And then, somehow, Paco suddenly seemed to have melted, dreamlike, out of his body and into the screen, or somehow Mucho Muchacho had emerged from the screen to don his body like a skinsuit, for it was Paco Monaco, Mucho Muchacho, who found the song pouring forth from his lips, who found his taut, muscular, well-fed body prancing and preening in an endless adoring mob of beautiful women of all ages, dripping with fur, and jewels, and silk, and throwing money at him as they danced around him, legs a-spraddle.




They all want macho mucho


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


Mucho Muchacho


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


So get out there and hustle


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)





He knew himself to be Paco Monaco, hijo de puta, existing on the meager ration of people kibble doled out at the dispensaries, crashing in subways or burnt-out buildings, sneered at by the fucking chocharicas on the streets and their rich gordo maricónes, who hadn’t gotten laid in two weeks. And yet just as surely, he knew himself to be Mucho Muchacho, the max in streetwise macho, who had the chocharicas of the world which despised him on their knees before him in the puberda truth between their sleek sweaty legs.




Use your mojo muscle


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


Get it while you can


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


From a red hot macho man


(Tu ma-dre TAMBIÉN)


We all remember when


Y TU MADRE TAMBIÉN!





He had come home to the Mucho Muchacho he had always known himself to be, as if every Mucho Muchacho cut he had ever heard had just been his own secret macho man talking to him in his sleep. And now he had awakened to his full unfettered glory.


He might have spent his life scrabbling around for survival on a shitpile, he might be nothing but a street-scum little spick in the blind eyes of the patrónes cabrónes of Ciudad Trabajo, but he was the cocko de la calle between the legs of their virgin sisters and esposas putaricas, y tu madre también!


And when the disc ended, he was still Mucho Muchacho, moving out into the blinking multicolored lights of the dance floor with animal grace and the sure steel certainty that he had the world by the chocha, and all he had to do was fuck it.


Verdad, the garden of flesh had melted into the dance floor of Slimy Mary’s, but a Slimy Mary’s transformed and a Paco transformed, for the flickering waves of multicolored light were flashing from his skin, and there before him moving to the throbbing beat of the blood in his loins was the woman of his wettest dreams.


Somewhere in his dreamtime, he had known her all his life. She was elegantly slim through the legs and waist, with the ass of a jogger, and tits like soft ripe guavas, the nipples hard and brown as walnuts through the sheer fabric of her tight white evening gown. Her long blond hair fell over the silvery fur stole flung around her pale bare shoulders. Her hands were encrusted with diamond rings, and her long neck was draped with a dozen thin gold chains. Her eyes were icy blue with the arrogance of a thousand years of steel-snatched transactions with the limp-dick patrónes of Ciudad Trabajo, but the serpentine tongue licking her moist red lips told him that she would turn into a mindless sex-crazed animal just for him.


He strutted across the dance floor toward her to the jungle rhythm of some afrometal shit MUZIK was playing, but somehow that didn’t matter, somehow it segued into ‘Tu Madre También’ in his ears after a few bars, and somehow he wasn’t in Slimy Mary’s anymore.


Instead, he was dancing in some fantastic plushie-tushie disco high atop the towers of Ciudad Trabajo, with invisible glass walls open to a brilliant starry night and to the jeweled city spread before him far beneath his feet. Men in black tuxedos and tall elegantly dressed blond women were gliding in languorous boredom around the floor to a dead-ass black dance band in evening clothes.


But Mucho Muchacho moved to his own music, and as he danced his chingada stompada, the patrónes quivered and cowered and seemed to age ten years into white-haired balding old men as their cool blond women began to shake their things to Paco’s beat, began to writhe, and grimace, and blow kisses at him holding their crotches, in their mad lust for the superhuman machismo of his perfect body.


He ignored these begging bitches with lordly disdain, and danced up to the perfect creature of his dreams, pelvis outthrust, his gigantic hard cock literally bursting from his tight white pants, engorged with outrageous certainty.


‘You,’ he said, clutching his cojones and beaming at her. ‘I want to fuck your brains out.’


Her ice-blue eyes snapped wide open in disbelief of her fantastic good fortune. ‘Me?’ she exclaimed. ‘You want to fuck me?’


‘You want my big hard dick up your chocharica,’ he told her evenly, hypnotizing her with his pitiless Mucho Muchacho stare. ‘You want to know what it’s like to have a real macho man giving you what you know you need.’


‘You really want to fuck me?’ she said, dancing closer to him, wriggling her chocha inches from his pelvis.


‘Best you’ll ever get, momacita,’ he told her with a proud lion grin.


‘Well then let’s cut the bullshit and get on down to it before you change your mind!’ she declared, grabbing him by the hand and dragging him off the dance floor, into a mirrored elevator, through the streets in a block-long white limo, and into an immense luxury apartment, whose endless gilded and carpeted rooms and parlors stuffed with antique furniture, overflowing chests of jewels, silver bowls heaped with dust, and tables brimming with money seemed to go on forever.


Into a huge bedroom with a smoke-glass mirrored ceiling lit by a fireplace glow and papered in lip-red velvet, where she tore off her white gown, rending it to gauzy rags, grabbed him by the cock, and pulled him down onto a big round bed whose golden satin sheets were warmed to blood heat.


He pinned her wrists to the pillow with his hands and entered her with a triumphant long thrust that seemed to never end, as if years of nada had become a mighty battle ram, capable of opening up the innermost depths of the tight white cunt of look-but-don’t touch and at last gaining him entry.


He went on and on and on, for weeks, for centuries, for a thousand years, and somehow he was also on the ceiling watching himself, watching a bronzed Mucho Muchacho moving to the beat of ‘Tu Madre Tambien’ astride the perfect blond bitch at the center of the world.


As she moaned and cried in grudging ecstasy, she clung naked to his side as he promenaded up Fifth Avenue in his black tuxedo; as he watched his dark and perfect body master her pale white flesh, he snorted teaspoons of dust from a silver mirror, and it seemed that he had become the Cocko del Mundo when his brain and his dick went off in a simultaneous explosion of shattering glass towers.


And he went sailing out like his own private helicopter through the aerial canyons high above the shitpile streets of Manhattan, soaring free as a bird and rich as a plushie-tushie up out of the sombre and into the sol, cruising lazily around the deco pinnacle of the Chrysler Building in the golden afternoon sunshine –


‘Some people just got no class.’


Paco blinked into a dark cave of odorous gloom, where max metal music smashed and tangled, where shadowy figures sprawled on heaps of rubbish, where something scuttled across the unseen floor, and where he lay with his pants around his ankles across a soft, sweaty, sour-smelling body.


‘ – what the fuck – ’


‘Quit your bitchin’, Paco, I waited for you to come, didn’t I, even though it meant giving you three free minutes.’


Paco squinted up at Dojo, who stood above him, curling his lip, shaking his head in disapproval, and holding the limp wire mesh of the Zap in his meaty hand.


‘Must have really been quite a flash to have you humpin’ away at Miss Piggy there,’ Dojo said. ‘My eyes seen it, but my stomach still don’t believe it.’


Paco rolled off the fat smelly body, pulling up his pants in the same motion, and popped up onto his feet, looking down on the perfect blond dream creature he had been fucking.


What he saw made his gut drop and his manhood shrivel into a sticky pimple of shame. The girl in the grungy nest of cushions had her raggy blue dress hiked halfway up her torso to reveal a gross heaving belly, huge thighs wadded with folds of grimy flesh, and the bottoms of squishy pendulous breasts. Her hair was a greasy black halo around her fat, acne-reddened face.


She looked up adoringly at him through heavily lidded puppy dog eyes and beamed him a smile of perfect contented bliss.


‘Thank you,’ she sighed. ‘That was wonderful.’


Paco stumbled off toward the exit through the twilight zone around the dance floor, the flickering pattern of colored lights mercifully fragmenting the stream of his thoughts into rainbow confetti. Dojo caught up with him at the foot of the exit stairs, catching him by the elbow.


‘Come on, my man, what was the flash?’ he demanded. ‘You think I let a wormy mother like you try a piece of wizard wire like this just because I think you’re pretty?’ He held up the Zap in front of him as if he were flourishing a wad of bills. ‘I wanna know whether you wirehead assholes are going to plug in to these things. My supplier wants three hundred apiece, and I don’t wanna tie up any heavy capital in some nojuice bullshit.’


Caught in the big doorman’s firm but gentle grip, Paco found his scattered wits drifting back down to street level like crystal snowflakes melting into dirty gray slush in the gutter.


‘The fucking thing is real wizard all right, Dojo,’ he said. ‘It makes you feel … it lets you … I was – ’ He threw up his hands in frustration.


‘Well, shit, man, would you do it again?’


‘Would I do it again?’ Paco repeated dreamily.


He remembered what lay blissfully back there in the shadows with his cum inside her, and he remembered the perfect woman of his wet dreams on gold satin sheets, and he remembered being Mucho Muchacho fucking the queen of Ciudad Trabajo forever in her penthouse bedroom, and he remembered what it had felt like to fly like a plushie-tushie helicopter as the king of the city.


‘Quién sabe?’ he said distractedly. Then, snapping back into some semblance of focus: ‘Why don’t you try it yourself, Dojo, and see if you’ve got the cojones to handle it?’


Dojo smiled at him knowingly. ‘You know I don’t truck with no wirehead shit,’ he said, rubbing the piece of wizard wire thoughtfully between his fingers. ‘But lookin’ at you, I got the feeling I’ve got my hands on something primo.’


Out on Third Street again, Paco found himself walking south through the dark ruined buildings toward Houston, and then turning west toward the border of Soho. What the fuck happened to me? he wondered.


If he hadn’t come out of the flash atop that fucking fat puerca, he would have thought that the whole flash had just been some wirehead dream inside his head. For now that he thought about it, he realized that he had dreamt bits and pieces of it for years, curled up in some subway station or shitty hole in the ruins. Oh yeah, he had known that stuck-up chocharica bitch all his life, and for sure he had dreamed of fucking her brains out!


Reaching West Broadway, and peering longingly south along the brightly lit avenue lined with galleries, and fancy restaurants, and fabulous plushie-tushie meatracks, it seemed as if he were staring straight up the dress of the queen of the city. In the distance, between the forbidden thighs of Chocharica City, he watched rich bitches promenading along West Broadway, guarded from the likes of Mucho Muchacho by pale white patrones and Uzi-toting zonies. Up there at the vanishing point beckoned the secret key to everything.


‘Tu eres muy loco, muchacho!’ Paco told himself. ‘It’s just some fucking piece of wire!’


But out here in the sombre, just Round the Corner in sight of the city of his dreamtime, Paco knew that he would do just about anything to go there again.




Electric Dreams


Bobby Rubin pulled his Cadillac Samurai into the parking garage of the Muzik Factory on Monday morning in a bubbling good humor. Not only had he wormed his way into a wild Bel Air party Saturday night, he had actually scored there after a fashion, and today he was finally going to be given the chance to show the pinheads upstairs what he could really do if only they would let him.


He had gotten to the party at Davy Stone’s by the happy fluke of running into Stone’s manager, Marty Beckman, as he had emerged from Billy Beldock’s office after getting the big news from the president of Muzik, Inc. himself. Bobby had worked on one of Stone’s discs a couple of years ago, the last one that shipped gold, in point of fact, and Beckman, upon seeing him emerge from a private séance with Beldock himself, had deigned to remember him.


‘Bobby … ah …’


‘Rubin.’


‘Right, you played the image organ on …’


‘“Streets of Strangers”.’


‘Yeah, hey, that was good stuff …’


‘Last disc of Davy Stone’s to ship gold.’


Beckman’s ebullience narrowed a bit, and he eyed Bobby speculatively. ‘Yeah, well just between you and me, the songs they’ve been giving Davy lately suck, and the visuals have been amateur night. So what have you been up to …?’ He nodded significantly in the direction of Beldock’s office.


‘Billy has sworn me to secrecy,’ Bobby said airily. ‘We’re working together on a whole new concept.’


Technically speaking, it was all true. Project Superstar certainly was a whole new concept, and Beldock had certainly made it crystal-clear that he would never work in this town again if he went around shooting his mouth off about it.


Still, he had to resist the strong temptation to tell Beckman that it would not be long before smart-ass pretty boys like his meal ticket Stone were out on the streets eating kibble, and cyberwizards like himself were the new lords of the industry jungle.


For while a glamorous prince of rock and roll like Davy Stone was precisely what he had wet-dreamed of becoming as a horny kid from Long Island fresh to the High Life of Hollywood, he had soon learned that here, as in high school, he was just another faceless nerd to the tantalizing prime pussy who hung all over the preening hunks and charismatic rockers.


But he kept his mouth shut and contented himself with projecting silent mysterioso as he entered the elevator with Beckman, and his virtue was rewarded before it reached the garage by an invitation to the party at Stone’s house that weekend.


The party was filled with starlets, would-be starlets, once-were starlets, high-class hookers, and hordes of groupies chosen for their beauty and star-fucking ambitions. It would have been pussy paradise for Bobby, had not the party also been filled with handsome out-of-work actors and musicians, middle-aged cunthustlers who called themselves producers, and dust dealers dispensing their wares gratis to promising partygoers of the feminine gender.


These, of course, were getting all of the action that Bobby didn’t even know how to begin to come on to, and so he counted himself lucky to be able to latch onto a secretary from CBS who had gotten there by the grace of a girlfriend who did bit parts in porno discs.


She hadn’t been so bad, really, a head full of showbizzy babble, and a bit big-assed and flat-faced, but once he had fed her the dust with the promise of which he had lured her to his Franklin Avenue apartment, she had looked a lot better, especially after he snorted about a half-dozen lines himself and allowed her to fuck his brains out.


So all in all, he had to count it a successful weekend, and it felt like anything but Blue Monday as he took the elevator to the eighth floor, to Studio Four, one of the Factory’s best, where his gear had been moved from the monkey block down below on five.


The studio was empty when Bobby arrived, and he had time to savor the luxury of his new playpen alone for a while, and contemplate how wrong his father had been to call him a bum when he turned down the long-sought MIT scholarship to open his own basement operation.


Daddy had done okay as a computer programmer until the advent of language interface chips reduced him to a precarious living repairing hardware, so in order to preserve his son from such an economic fate, he had pointed Bobby toward a career as a software designer and a life as a computer nerd virtually from birth.


He had bought him a Commodore when he was just five, taught him programming by the time he was seven, and so Bobby had spent his childhood happily zoned into his VDTs and controllers, creating and playing computer games, doodling for hours with his light-pen and mouse, and babbling contentedly to himself about algorithms and pixels.


Daddy had certainly been right about the dire state of the job market he would confront in his young manhood, but he had been dead wrong about the path to a secure meal ticket, for the simple reason that millions of other daddies had also foreseen the obvious.


Now there were millions of desperate little computer nerds with degrees in software design fighting each other to the death for some boring job writing programs for assembly line robots.


And indeed he would no doubt now be one of them had it not been for rock and roll and his horny longing to be something sexier than a stoop-shouldered hacker. For while it was all very well to get off playing with bits and bytes in the nursery, in high school he became all too painfully aware of his nerdishness in the form of his inability to get laid.


The early home vid consoles were coming onto the market, little more than two read-write disc decks, a monitor, a sound camera, and a modem, interfaced with a personal computer and packaged in wood-grained plastic for about $6000. But the disc decks did handle bits and bytes for the computer as well as video and sound, so with the right software, it would serve as controller and mixer for the stereo video equipment.


It had certainly been a far cry from the toys they had now given him to play with in Studio Four, or even what he had had to work with in the monkey block, but since it would download broadcasts, videodiscs, and library footage onto disc, and allow you to mix it with the camera feed, it was enough to let you produce some pretty fancy visual tracks for garage discs by the dubious standards of the local high school bands.


That is, if, like Bobby, you were enough of a computer nerd to master the bits and bytes of this novel new medium. For while anyone in theory could now become his own videodisc producer for about $6000, making this early cheap stuff fulfill your visions, genius or otherwise, required far more software smarts than was generally contained within the cranium of your average teenaged rocker.


Videodiscs having long since replaced audio records and cassettes, and MUZIK having long since steamrollered most music radio, any kid band dreaming of a recording contract or even local airplay had to at the very least have a demo disc with a visual track that would hold the attention.


And while established acts might have the budget of a major TV commercial to work with, the stuff that the poor boys and girls trying to boogie out of their basements disced on their home vid consoles was of necessity cut together to the music out of what they could shoot themselves and bits and pieces of old stock footage, and unless there was some mad cyberwizard to blow an inspired riff through the bits and bytes with these secondhand images, it looked it.


Thus was it given to Bobby to boogie after his own nerdish fashion into the life fantastic of Long Island rock and roll.


For he was just the sort of computer nerd who knew how to make a vid console sing. Shamelessly scamming his father for the equipment, and writing his own software like a fiend, he put together the local state of the art. Couple extra monitors. Three recording decks instead of two. ROM upgrades. Animation chips. Ten-track video dubber.


He could work cut-rate magic. He wrote his own visual emulator program which would synthesize simple images out of pure algorithm and which let him do rude kinestatic pseudo-animation with images off the air and old tapes and discs. He could even make dead rock stars caper and dance jerkily with the local talent.


So to his father’s horror, when he graduated from high school, instead of going off to MIT, he stayed home, built a shed in the backyard, and turned it into a studio. Despite his softhearted mom, Daddy would have kicked him out as the bum he kept calling him had not he himself gone through a prolonged period of severe underemployment while Bobby was at least bringing in a few bucks doing visuals for shoestring local TV commercials and playing high school dances.


Bobby endured over two years of this tense life en famille as the grudgingly tolerated black sheep thereof before two local groups got Muzik, Inc. contracts largely on the strength of his visual tracks for their demos.


Then he was offered a five-year work-for-hire contract muy pronto and was swept up into his present life in Hollywood before he really understood what he was signing. ‘Come to work for us, kid,’ they told him over a fancy lunch in Le Pavilion. ‘We’re making you an offer you can’t refuse. Mucho dinero. Porsches. Designer dust. Groupies. State-of-the-art equipment. The chance to work with big stars instead of the kiddie corps. When it comes to rock and roll, compadre, Muzik is where it’s at!


‘Just sign right here,’ they told him back at the New York office, shoving a contract under his nose as they shoved dust up it.


Only a good deal later, when he found himself churning out crap to order in the monkey block alongside whole platoons of young cyberwizards who had been conned into the same contract by the same line of bullshit, did he learn the reason for Muzik, Inc.’s beneficence to backyard cyberwizards in terms of their own Bottom Line.


These goddamn kids are too good; they’re putting together out of junk image organs almost as good as the ones Moog and Mitsubishi are soaking us an arm and a leg for! Such talent we always need if we can sign it to work-for-hire contracts, and what we sure as shit don’t need is a plague of pimply little genius nerds turning out bargain-basement videodiscs as good as ours for a hundredth of the cost. We better get control of this technology before it becomes too unprofitably democratic!


And by the time Bobby’s five-year contract was up, he had the fancy apartment on Franklin, and four years left on the seven-year note on the Cadillac Samurai, and a taste for the Hollywood high life that far exceeded his grasp, and besides, they were willing to give him a good raise to sign him up for another five-year hitch.


So what if he was handed specs dreamed up by the cynics in market research and told to turn them into visuals for discs that amounted to commercials for themselves? So what if he never got a cut of the royalties? So what if he was a musical mercenary?


Who wasn’t? By that time, you worked for Muzik, Inc. or one of its lesser clones, or you developed a taste for people kibble.


And if somewhere buried deep within the heart of hearts that he pretended to himself he didn’t have, Bobby harbored a gnawing yearning to flow with his own creative impulses instead of reaming out crap to the specifications of the pinheads on the top floor, well, here he was in Studio Four, wasn’t he, with a mandate direct from Billy Beldock himself, and a real rock and roller as the producer.


Bobby, of course, knew all about Glorianna O’Toole, the Crazy Old Lady of Rock and Roll; who in the industry didn’t? She had known everyone who was anyone back in the fabulous Golden Age of Sex, Drugs, and Rock and Roll, and these days she was famous for taking shit from no one, including the pinheads upstairs, for whom she expressed open contempt and somehow made them love it. She went to all the best parties, and just working with her was bound to upgrade his social life if he could make her like him. And since Beldock had told him flat out that she was completely in charge, as a producer, she would be no mere messenger girl carrying specs down from the assholes up in research and marketing.


Bobby checked and rechecked the equipment, impatient for Glorianna O’Toole to show up so they could get started. He had not felt like this on a Monday morning since his early months in the Factory. Then, as now, he had felt he was about to embark on a grand boogie into rock and roll adventure. Then, as now, he had practically gotten a hard-on from the upgrade in equipment.


Jeez, with this wizard ware, he could do just about anything! Four decks and a mixer with infinite tracking capability. A macrobyte of RAM memory that would enable him to random-access a whole cut in virtual disc for editing and processing. An infinite color palette that could vary hues angstrom by angstrom and intensity photon by photon. Direct modem access to every image library in the United States and state of the art animation programs already in ROM. Microsensitive joyglove image controllers. Ten independent image sequencers per track with infinite overdubbing. Automatic lip-syncing.


If I can’t synthesize a solid gold AP rock star with this wizard gear, Bobby told himself, then it fucking well just can’t be done by anyone short of the Pentagon!


Then he heard a woman’s footsteps outside the door and his excitement rose to a peak.


‘Hi, Bobby!’


A pudgy girl in a loose yellow and silver Muzik, Inc. T-shirt and electric-blue velour pants that made her ass seem enormous stepped into the room and beamed at him happily. Her bleached blond hair was frizzed into some weird afro frosted with ratty black swirls, and a smattering of zits was not quite concealed by her heavy suntan makeup.


It was Sally Genaro, the VoxBox player assigned to the project, and upon sight of her, Bobby suddenly remembered why the name had sounded vaguely familiar.


He had worked with her once before, on ‘Long Gone Skyway’, a Long Jim disc for the shitkicker market that had shipped gold. She had been real wizard, one of the best VoxBox artists he had ever worked with, and his intellect had to admit that Beldock had made a shrewd choice. Musically speaking, he knew he should be pleased.


Nevertheless, his stomach sank.


For little Sally from the Valley had made it all too clear that she found him ‘cute’, ‘wizard’, and even ‘snaky’, and she had never stopped coming on to him the whole time, sidling up to him in the studio, sticking her face in his ostensibly to discuss the material, inviting him to her apartment for extracurricular consultation, and constantly rubbing her flabby tits against him ‘by accident’.


And the whole time she had this enormous inflamed acne pimple just off center on the tip of her nose. Yech! The memory of it still made his flesh crawl.


He had gotten through it only by staying obtusely professional, by adamantly refusing to acknowledge that he ever knew what was really on her mind no matter how blatant her come-ons got, by being cool, and icily civil, and all business, and telling himself that if he told her to fuck off, it would only screw up the sessions and prolong the agony. He had done his work, and she had done hers, and they zipped through ‘Long Gone Skyway’ in a week, after which he had been able to heave a great sigh of relief, knowing it was over, and he would never have to sit in the studio with the Pimple again.


And now here she was, and he was going to have to go through the whole damn thing over again, and on the most important assignment of his career.


Well, if I got through it once, I can get through it again, Bobby told himself. There’s just too much at stake here, I just can’t let her get to me. Maybe she’s found herself a boyfriend. Maybe she’s forgotten all about me.


‘Hi, Sally,’ he said neutrally, ‘I guess we’ll be working together on this thing.’


‘For sure!’ Sally said all too eagerly in a rough, slightly nasal purr that she probably thought was sexy. ‘We had a bitchin’ time working together on “Long Gone Skyway”, remember?’


Bobby forced a bland smile. ‘How could I ever forget it?’ he said dryly, choking back any ironic inflection.


‘I see you two know each other.’


Glorianna O’Toole had entered through the open door, a robust-looking old lady in a bizarre loose-fitting pajama suit of soft thin white flannel, tie-dyed in neon red, green, and yellow, and belted with a black silk obi. Her long thick gray hair fell in carefully groomed waves over her shoulders. Her tanned face, softly lined like fine old parchment, was devoid of concealing makeup, but she wore subtle silvery-red lipstick, and her black eyebrows, over deep emerald eyes, made even more dramatic by heavy black mascara, were frosted with metallic speckles.


On a much younger woman Bobby would have found the whole effect quite sexy, and he had to admit that for an old lady, Glorianna O’Toole still cut a dashing figure. Wrinkles and gray hair or no, it was hard to think of her as grandma.


‘We worked on “Long Gone Skyway”,’ Sally said brightly. ‘We did some real wizard tracks together.’ She inclined her body subtly in the direction of Bobby. ‘It was like … chemistry.’


Glorianna O’Toole looked the Pimple up and down appraisingly. She regarded Bobby in like manner, then cocked an eyebrow at him subtly.


Certainly not! Bobby telepathed at her indignantly. ‘You got some specs for us?’ he said, determined to get this onto a neutral professional level immediately.


Glorianna sat down on the nearest of the director’s chairs scattered about the studio and pulled a thick sheaf of readouts from the snakeskin briefcase she was carrying. Bobby waited till Sally had pulled up a chair and sat down on her left before placing his own chair at Glorianna’s right, as far away from Sally as he could discreetly place himself.


‘You mean these?’ Glorianna O’Toole said, waving the papers under their noses. ‘These demographic breakdowns from the marketing department? These character sketches from dead-ass shrinks?’


She smiled sweetly. ‘Fuck ’em,’ she said just as sweetly, tossing the specs over her shoulder and into a heap on the floor with an imperious flourish.


Bobby stared at her in open amazement. ‘You don’t even want me to read the psych profiles or the demographic targets?’ he exclaimed. He had dreamed of such a moment for seven years, but now it had come, he suddenly found himself feeling strangely lost. ‘How am I supposed to start without them?’


Glorianna O’Toole rolled her eyes toward the ceiling in theatrical anguish. ‘Fuck a duck!’ she groaned. ‘Look,’ she said, regarding him with contained exasperation, ‘if the pinheads upstairs knew jack shit about what makes a real rock star, would they be paying a crazy old lady like me to play Svengali to you two cyberkiddies?’


‘What about, like, the songs?’ said Sally from the Valley.


‘You’re the VoxBox player, aren’t you?’ Glorianna O’Toole said, nodding her head toward the VoxBox rig across the room from the image organ equipment. ‘You’re supposed to be able to make that junk play like the rock and roll symphony orchestra and sing like the Mormon Tabernacle Choir on wire, aren’t you?’


‘Well, yeah …’ the Pimple whined uncomfortably. ‘But I need at least a voice spec and some lyrics, I mean, I just do the music … Someone has to give me, you know, like words and parameters …’


Glorianna O’Toole sprang to her feet and paced before them in small circles, wagging a finger at them as she spoke like some hardnosed high school teacher giving two unprepared pupils what for. But no high school teacher had ever read Bobby the riot act like this.


‘Demographic breakdowns! Psych profiles! Voice specs! Parameters! You two sound like refugees from Silicon City, not rockers! Let’s get one thing straight, kiddies, you’re not here to ream out Muzik to specs, you’re not working for the pinheads upstairs now, you’re working for me, and I’m here to tell you that you’re here to prove to the world that out of all this fucking wizard ware you two little geniuses can make some real rock and roll!’


Glorianna’s ire swiftly subsided. ‘Look what you’ve done,’ she said with a rueful grin. ‘You’ve got me ranting and raving like a corporate fascist.


‘Come on, come on,’ she said, shooing them toward their equipment like errant chickens. ‘Boot up and boogie, let me just see some random jamming.’


She winked at Bobby as he sat down before his console and began throwing switches. ‘Loosen up, man,’ she said. ‘All I’m asking you to do is have some fun. It’s only rock and roll.’


Sally Genaro booted up her VoxBox with a queasy void in her belly that the jelly doughnut she was munching did little to fill. Glorianna O’Toole sat on a high stool behind her, the better to look over Sally’s shoulder and make her even more uptight than she already was.


A week into Project Superstar, and she already had the hollow feeling that she was blowing it.


In a way, these sessions were like the old days with the Razor Dogs in Cliff Jones’s garage, jamming together to come up with a new song or two for the weekend’s gig.


But the Razor Dogs, however lame, had at least been a band. Cliff mostly wrote the words and did all the lead vocals, so there was none of this stuff about making up voices without analog input or specs and trying to fit them to some silly AP on an image organ screen.


The Razor Dogs hadn’t even had an image organist. Cliff’s image fronted the band, and he had made it up all by himself. A skin-tight silver body suit with these tacky hairy-clawed animal feet out of some costume shop, and a long bushy tail. His shaved skull was grease-painted black, and the mohawk crest of hair that he had left down the middle was dyed steel-blue and gunked into a hard knife edge with waveset before each performance. He actually performed with a set of phony plastic fangs in his mouth which tended to fall out when he was really wailing.


The only processing he ever let Sally put the vocals through were a limited range of occasional special effects, mainly the blood-curdling wolf wailing and harsh metal-grinding robot grunting that were the Razor Dogs’ signature.


The Razor Dogs might have been the pits and Cliff and Karl might have treated her like a human being only when they wanted her to give them blow-jobs, and she certainly hadn’t thought twice when Muzik, Inc. offered her a contract without them, but at least they were a band and Sally knew her place in it.


And in a way, working in the Factory had not been all that different from playing with the Razor Dogs until now, except that mercifully she did not have to face a live audience.


Sally loved playing the VoxBox, but she had always hated live performance, hiding behind her VoxBox in the background shadows while Cliff and Karl danced in the spotlight, assuming the bar they were playing in had one that worked. They wouldn’t even throw a spot on her for a few bars when she was doing a vocoder chorus, and it was one of the thousand indignities which the guys inflicted upon her about which she never dared complain.


So Sally actually liked her job as a studio VoxBox wizard at the Muzik Factory. The producers gave her lyrics from the songhacks, and voice specs, beat-patterns, style-parameters, and sometimes even melody lines from the research department, and all she had to do was make it into songs, one track at a time. Most of the time she had a live recording of a real singer to play with, and when they let her do vocals from scratch, they had these real wizard scientists to tell her what they wanted in the way of voiceprint parameters.


For sure, sometimes when she was making some foxy lady with a voice like a telephone operator and like a total inability to even keep in key or follow the beat sing like a superstar, Sally wished she had the bod to stand up there and belt it out herself.


After all, any voice was just analog input for the vocoder circuitry, so why not her own? So what if her raw voice was harsh and squeaky? She could sing a lead line into the mike as well as any of the beautiful dips they used as fronts for their discs, and once she had an analog input, she could turn it into anything she liked. She could filter it, enhance it, raise or lower it, multiplex it, fuzz it, sharpen it, add overtones, sync it to the lead instrumental, and it would come out the other end of the VoxBox singing like an electric angel or demon precisely on the beat and in perfect pitch.


And in fact, they had let her do it on two AP discs. The voices they used on Lady Leather and the Velvet Cat might have used detailed voiceprint parameters from research, but the raw analog voice input had been Sally’s own.


But of course no one was about to use her bod even as rotoscope input for a vid track! Los Angeles was full of luscious airheads who could shake their Ts and As far better than she could, and needless to say, they had a lot better stuff to shake!


That was why she had liked doing Lady Leather and the Velvet Cat better than processing live input. If it wasn’t Sally Genaro up there on the vid track as a wet dream for all the world, and if their voices owed as much to the parameters and specs of the research department as they did to her raw lead-line input, well, it wasn’t any other real girl they saw dancing either, and if Sally wasn’t really doing the singing, then who else was, smart guy. Sally was all in favor of having Artificial Personalities replace stuck-up hot-stuff rock stars. If she couldn’t be a real live rock star, why should anyone else?


So she had really been pleased when they assigned her to Project Superstar, first because she wanted the idea to succeed, second because it sure beat processing live singers as far as she was concerned, and third because Bobby Rubin had been assigned to the project too.


Bobby certainly had no bitchin’ surfer bod, being somewhat slouch-shouldered and skinny, and his nose was too big, and his hair was a black mop, but he dressed real well, and he had these big dark brown eyes, and a snaky little smile, and he was a level to which she might reasonably aspire.


It had really been a turn-on working with him on ‘Long Gone Skyway’, it had like inspired her, given her tracks soul, but somehow they had never quite gotten it on.


Every time she had invited him back to her place, he had begged off, and whenever she tried to give him messages with body language, he had been too shy to respond.


That turned her on too; she could tell that this somewhat wimpy little guy wasn’t exactly a successful make-out artist, you could tell how horny he was by how he pretended to ignore sex vibes, he was probably afraid he wasn’t a good lay, and so once she finally got to give him the terrific blow-job she had perfected in the shopping malls and car seats of the Valley, his cute little cock would be hers to command.


Alas, they had finished the ‘Long Gone Skyway’ gig before she could figure out how to break through his shyness, but Project Superstar had sounded like something that would last a lot longer than one week, and surely she could get her hands in his pants during the process.


Or so she had thought when they began the gig last Monday.


But just as these sessions in the studio had failed to ignite any musical chemistry thus far, so, too, was any personal chemistry missing between her and Bobby Rubin. Every time she even tried to be friendly, he retreated into his equipment, or made some smart-ass remark to cover up his nerdy embarrassment.


Sally ran her hands randomly up and down her main keyboard. An electric guitar line came out of the speakers. ‘Bomp-ba-pa-dupa ba-doom pam-bom,’ she sang into her mike, inputting it into RAM memory. She ran it up and down a few times between the sub and supersonics. She turned it into a black male bass with a standard soul ROM chip. She multiplexed it into a chorus, then added a female voice singing lead above it in a mighty operatic contralto. She stored a lead guitar line, drum, tambourine, bass, rhythm guitar, and organ, laid the whole thing out across the keyboard, and then played a few bars of the result.


‘Wonderful,’ Bobby said dryly. ‘The Bo Diddley Tabernacle Choir meets the Phantom Lady of the Opera.’


‘Bobby!’ Sally groaned. ‘I was just testing the equipment!’


From his image organ rig to her right, Bobby looked at her blandly. ‘Really?’ he said, suddenly giving her that smirky-sexy smile of his. ‘Gee, I thought maybe we were finally coming up with something. I even did a quick track to it. Wanna see?’


Without waiting for an answer, he swiveled one of his monitors so she could see it and hit a volatile memory playback command.


A chorus line of Bo Diddleys danced across the stage of some opera house, while Lady Leather, with the addition of a white tutu, swung overhead on a vine, and then sailed out over an audience in formal evening clothes.


‘Oh, Bobby!’ Sally cried somewhere between a giggle and a moan of exasperation.


‘Wait a minute, kiddies,’ Glorianna O’Toole said from her stool behind them. ‘Maybe we’ve got something here.’


Bobby’s eyes met Sally’s and rolled upward in a rare moment of personal contact.


‘Sally, wipe the female lead, give it to that black male voice, kill the multiplexing, bring it up half an octave, and let me hear it slow and easy, with just a sax and a piano …’


‘Are you serious?’


‘Humor me,’ Glorianna said. ‘I think it might remind me of someone I used to know … We haven’t been getting anywhere with songs or images, so maybe we should concentrate on a voice …’


Sally shrugged and changed the parameters. Maybe the Crazy Old Lady had a point.


So far, the three of them had just been chasing each other in circles. Without lyrics or a lead singer voice to work off, all Sally had been able to do was complicated arrangements of dumb random tunes running through her head, and without any songs or even voiceprint specs, all the voices she tried seemed to be just mimicking familiar performers. Without music, character specs, or even a voice to work off, Bobby’s visuals were just a lot of smart ass video doodling.


And though Sally knew that the songhacks and the research department were passing down reams of lyrics and specs to her, Glorianna O’Toole kept them all inside her snakeskin briefcase, refusing to even look at them herself until they had ‘laid down some tracks with soul’.


Sally punched up a playback. ‘Bomp-ba-pa-dupa ba-doom pam-bom,’ a clear vibrant baritone crooned to languid piano and syrupy sax.


‘Way too clean …’


‘Yeah …’ Sally agreed, and she furred up the voice-print a bit, graveling it with subsonics, and lagging an overdub program just behind the high notes, doubling them with exaggerated ghost-peaks just short of breaking.


‘Bomp-ba-pa-dupa ba-doom pam-bom …’ The voice was more gutsy now, but also slightly shriller, a bit more manic. Almost sexy.


Glorianna bounced off her stool and came up closer behind them. ‘Bit more up in the nose, maybe …?’ she suggested to Sally. ‘Bobby, give me a quick visual …’


‘Like what?’


‘Just any old still from the data banks, first thing that comes into your head …’


Bobby shrugged and punched up a stock photo of Albert Einstein’s head on his four screens.


‘Real wizard …’ Sally said with a little laugh.


‘Let’s just lip sync Albert to the vocal and see if we can teach the old fart to boogie,’ Glorianna insisted.


Bobby loaded a lip-sync program and Sally got a silly little charge as he plugged his image organ into an output jack of her VoxBox, so that the lip-sync program would follow her vocal track as its sequencer. Somehow, it made her think of what she’d really like him to plug into her ‘Box.


‘Bomp-ba-pa-dupa ba-doom pam-bom,’ sang Albert Einstein.


Sally giggled. ‘Give him a bitchin’ bod, Bobby!’ she said.


Bobby called up a bodybuilder shot and laid it under Einstein’s white-haired old head.


‘Get serious, kiddies, we just finally might be onto something here,’ Glorianna O’Toole said earnestly, peering intently at the screen. ‘Blacken his hair. Lean him down to something human. Put him in a white lab coat, tight-fitting.’


Einstein’s grayish-white fright wig turned black, somehow becoming a sixties rock star aura in the process, Jim Morrison in a lab coat, with the big sad soulful eyes and wise old face of the saintly sage of the atom.


‘Hey …’ Bobby purred to himself, staring at his main screen and punching away madly at his keyboard as if no one else were in the room.


Einstein’s wrinkles vanished, his chin tightened up, and his bushy eyebrows turned a bitchin’ lustrous black. His great mane of black hair developed frosted red highlights. Only his nose and his warm soulful eyes lookin’ right at ya remained the same, as Bobby Rubin reshaped his lips into a visual echo of his own snaky smirk.


Bobby gave Sally the same exact smile as he looked up from his controllers and right into her eyes. ‘What says the demographic median?’ he said. ‘Does this turn Sally from the Valley on?’


‘Don’t call me that, Bobby!’ Sally snapped.


She hated it when Bobby called her Sally from the Valley, for even though she knew it was just like his New York attitude, that he couldn’t know what it meant to her, it still never failed to flash her back to her horrible puberty in the San Fernando Valley as a fat pimply daughter of the nouveau poor.


Her father had bought a cheap tract house in Pacoima at a relatively low mortgage rate back in the seventies, when there was still money to be made as an aerospace technician, so at least the family wasn’t thrown out onto the sidewalk less streets when he was reduced to working as a cable installer and lucky to have that.


But while her schoolmates in high school arrived in their own cars or at least on scooters, Sally was constrained to ride the bus, and while the golden girls were riding to the beach with their boyfriends, she hung around shopping malls with her ugly duckling sidekicks, surrounded by a lost world of goodies she could never touch. Sally from the Valley was everything a California Girl shouldn’t be – poor, afoot, overweight, and fighting a constant battle against acne.


‘Please don’t call me that, Bobby,’ she said plaintively, feeling that she had blown it, that maybe he had finally asked her the question she had been waiting to hear, and all she had been able to do was snap at him for disguising his true feelings behind his usual smart-ass sneer.


For what he had turned Einstein into did turn her on, and all the more so because he had given it his own smile, as if to say, behind this sneery grin there’s a gentle sensitive guy lookin’ right at ya the only way he knows how.


‘Let me see if I can give him something to dance to,’ she said, retreating from her embarrassment into the realm of the VoxBox, her one and only plastic fantastic lover, which, from those first magical moments at Timmy Knight’s stupid party, had shown the ugly duckling her dream self as a secret rock and roll queen.


Timmy was a shitty VoxBox player in a dead-ass high school band, and his ‘Box was only a sleazy mass market model, but somehow, ignored by the boys as usual, she had found herself diddling with it. Sometime later she became aware that she was diddling with it for a rapt audience. Later, when the band inflicted themselves on the party, they let her sit in on a number.


By the time the party was over, she knew she had to have one.


What she had to do to get the money was both degrading and exhilarating to a frustrated fat girl who had not remained a virgin by choice. She took to hooking at shopping malls far from home, and since she could hardly do much of a trade on looks, she made herself an expert at giving head.


And while sucking all those faceless cocks for a few dollars made her feel like cheap and dirty, she enjoyed the way it made her feel raunchy and pure all at once – reduced to a cheap sex object on the one hand, and yet doing it all out of passionate commitment to a higher cause on the other.


Strange to say, she felt a vibe much like that right now as she stared dreamily at the image on Bobby’s screens, at the charismatic creature with the soft sad eyes of a saint, and Bobby’s own smile, and just let her fingers do the talking for what she felt between her legs. Before she really knew what she was doing, she was laying down multiplex instrumental tracks.


A wailing, distorted, feedback-shrieking guitar line, like some horny guy just begging for it, and a slow, heavy jungle beat on the drums and bass, and then a clear ringing instrumental lead generated by laying a single huge tenor church bell out on the keyboard, bumping it up an octave, and equipping it with vibrato and sustain so she could play it like a horn.


She sang a few slow bars of a moldy oldie that seemed somehow appropriate into her mike for tune and lyric input, then sequenced it to the instrumental lead, ran it through the current voice program, and then played the whole thing out on the keyboard.


‘We are star-crossed lovers, we are sisters and brothers, we are star-crossed lovers, we will meet here again …’ sang a cunt-teasing male baritone while the instrumental lead ringingly proclaimed his pure horny little-boyish desire.


‘All right …’ proclaimed Glorianna O’Toole. ‘Okay now, let’s see Albert do a song and dance to it.’


‘Wait a minute, I’ve got a few ideas, just let me lay in some background and a little of this and that, give him some wire …’ Bobby cackled to himself, swiveling Sally’s monitor so she couldn’t see what he was doing, and clicking away madly for a minute or two at his keyboard.


‘Okay,’ he finally said, sticking his right hand in a joyglove, and letting Sally see a monitor again, ‘and a one, and a two, and a three …’


Sally played back the previous mix, sequencing the lip-sync program to her love song while Bobby danced the figure on the screen to it with his joyglove.


The snaky young man in the white lab coat with Einstein’s eyes and Bobby’s smirking mouth now had a rather ridiculous caricature of a wirehead device fitted crazily over his red-frosted crown of shiny black hair, like a headpiece from an antique electric chair, festooned with a random assortment of spark-coils and vacuum tubes. Bobby had laid in a colorized frame from Bride of Frankenstein as background, and a long power cord ran from the thing on the head of the figure to the Victorian mad scientist rig, upon the table of which a female body lay, restrained by metal bands, and hooked up to sparking machinery.


‘We are star-crossed lovers …’


The young mad scientist did an Elvis number, waggling his pelvis at the girl on the table as sparks ripped up the gap of her machinery and sizzled around the wirehead piece in his hair.


‘We are sisters and brothers …’


The girl on the table twitched in sync with the beat, and the sparky aura around Young Einstein’s head flashed and flared with the moaning pitch-breaks of the guitar line.


‘We are star-crossed lovers …’


Young Einstein danced over to his electrified beloved, and embraced her in an explosion of sparks and static as she bolted upright and empty-eyed into his arms on the final beat.


‘We will meet here again …’


Bobby Rubin laughed uproariously.


‘Fuck a duck!’ Glorianna O’Toole exclaimed.


Sally’s ears tingled, her lower lip trembled, and she felt a flush of heat go through her. ‘What’s that supposed to be?’ she said in a petulant whine.


Bobby shrugged at her innocently. ‘Just something off the top of my head,’ he said. ‘What’s the matter, Sally, don’t Valley girls have a sense of humor?’


‘Don’t nerds from New York think about anything but playing with themselves?’ she shot back without thinking, and instantly regretted it when she saw him shrivel and cringe.


‘Play it again, and back off, you two,’ said Glorianna, stepping forward to stand between them and study the screen. ‘It’s only rock and roll.’ She cocked her head speculatively as the sequence ran again. ‘Or anyway the Disney version …’


‘What would you call him?’ she demanded of Bobby.


He threw up his hands. ‘Is not my job,’ he said.


‘Willy the Wirehead?’ Sally suggested earnestly, trying to make it up to him for putting him down.


‘Bad demographics, Sally,’ Bobby said in what seemed like a somewhat placating tone. ‘Burnt-out wireheads don’t have the money to buy discs.’


Both of them looked up at Glorianna O’Toole, who stood between them, peering at the final freeze frame on the screen with a peculiar expression on her face, as if she had eaten something really weird and couldn’t tell whether she liked it or not.


‘Don’t look at me,’ she finally said. ‘It may be my job to get you two to turn out this shit, but as far as I’m concerned, one AP is as bad as another. But if I was one of the pinheads upstairs, I do believe I’d think old Albert here has as much potential as, say, Mucho Muchacho or the Velvet Cat. You two have worked on this crap before, what do you say, should we show him to marketing and research?’


‘I really do like the voice,’ Sally admitted somewhat grudgingly. ‘I think I could lay down good tracks with it with the right lyrics. And he is kinda cute …’


‘A rockin’ mad scientist …’ Bobby mused. ‘It’s dumb, but then, so are the songhacks and the assholes who buy this crap, aren’t they? At least it’s something to show to the pinheads upstairs to justify our salaries …’


Glorianna O’Toole shook her head ruefully. ‘Man, just listen to the three of us!’ she said disdainfully. ‘What spirit, what enthusiasm, what a wonderful attitude toward the audience we have!’


‘Yeah,’ Bobby told her snidely, ‘then what’s a Good Ol’ Girl like you doing in a place like this, Glorianna?’


Glorianna O’Toole flared at him for a moment like some mean old gray cat. ‘Maybe I just like slumming,’ she snapped.


‘And maybe you just need the money like the rest of us?’ Bobby suggested.


Glorianna’s finely lined face softened. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘But just maybe there’s a pot of something at the end of this rainbow of dumbness for me that you’re too young to understand.’


‘Try me.’


Glorianna O’Toole gave Bobby a long stare from deep down in those big green eyes and shot him a challenging grin that, if she wasn’t this decrepit old lady, would have said in words of one syllable, Maybe I will.


Bobby’s eyes widened for a beat, and then he immediately looked away from her with a weirdly discomforted look on his face that told Sally that he had picked up the vibe too.


Gross! thought Sally. Disgusting! How could this dirty old lady think that Bobby would ever want to make it with her?


Surely they must have both imagined it, for Glorianna O’Toole herself acted as if nothing had passed between them in the next beat, and she was all business, picking up a house phone and sitting back down on her stool.


‘Hard-copy it to disc,’ she told them, ‘and I’ll tell Billy Beldock we finally have something for the songhacks and research to play with.’


As she dumped her audio track through Bobby’s vid recorder so he could disc the whole thing, she listened to her own electronically transmogrified love song to Bobby sung one more time through the snaky smiling lips he had given to the AP on the monitor screen. Einstein’s warm wise old eyes seemed to peer longingly into her own, belying the smart-ass sneer on his young face as he capered like a rejuvenated Mick Jagger around his wire-head zombie bride.


She glanced back over her shoulder at Glorianna O’Toole, frail, and gray, and wrinkled in a loose red silk shift that hid her decrepit old bod, but with the easy elegant vibe of a woman who had known what it was to be sexy and beautiful for a long time peering unmistakably through those bright green eyes.


Good thing you’re an old bag now, Sally thought. For she knew in her heart of hearts that never could she have competed for Bobby’s attention for one minute with what this old lady must once have been.


Yet strange to say, in that moment she would have traded places with Glorianna O’Toole without hesitation just to know the memory of having been the beautiful rock and roll queen that poor fat and pimply Sally from the Valley could never get to be.


She snuck a glance at Bobby, who watched his monitor screen with a weird boyish longing on his face that somehow seemed in sync with something inside herself, that for a moment seemed to link them with an emotion that went beyond her lust.


‘We are star-crossed lovers …’


For just as she was never going to get to be a sexy rock and roll queen, so nerdy little Bobby, despite his smart-ass put-downs, was never going to get to be the superfox he had conjured up on the screen. The girl Glorianna O’Toole had once been wouldn’t have looked at him twice.


‘We are sisters and brothers …’


Oh yes we are, Bobby Rubin! she thought. You’re another lonely little duckling just like me.


‘We are star-crossed lovers …’


But if only you’ll let me, I’ll show you what it feels like to be someone’s beautiful swan.


‘We will meet here again …’




Return to the Big Apple


Karen Gold had done everything her parents had told her to do to regain the urban middle class existence they had known and lost, but it was all coming out wrong.


‘You don’t want to be stuck here in Poughkeepsie for the rest of your life, do you?’ her mother had told her when she entered high school.


Indeed she did not!


As far as Karen was concerned, this grungy little city about seventy miles north of Manhattan was Siberia, for she had golden memories of spending the first nine years of her life on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, in a five-room apartment looking out across Riverside Park onto the Hudson and the Jersey shore beyond. Two blocks east was Broadway, with its movie houses, and restaurants, and the crazed bustle and wonderful smells of Zabar’s, where she would go shopping two or three times a week with her mother.


On weekends, Mommy and Daddy would take her to Central Park, or the Museum of Natural History, with its endless halls of stuffed animals and weird artifacts, or the Hayden Planetarium, or even to an occasional play, and they would eat with chopsticks in a fine Chinese restaurant.


She had friends like herself in the private school she went to. When the weather was good, they would play in the park, frolicking on the grass in the spring and summer, staging snowball fights, riding their sleds, and building snowmen in the winter.
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