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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.






Introduction

Reprinted with permission from The Journal of Popular Culture, Vol. XXXI No. 9, September 1998.

“What Killed Science Fiction?”

by Dr. Josiah Carberry, Professor of English, Brown University at San Diego


ABSTRACT: The nearly extinct publishing and cinematic genre once known as “science fiction” was born in 1926 and reached its pinnacle in the year 1966, after which a series of unforeseeable catastrophes, both literary and extraliterary, led to its steep decline and virtual disappearance.



HARD AS IT IS TO BELIEVE TODAY, in our current media landscape devoid of works of fantastic speculation, the worlds of literature and cinema once bade fair to be dominated by a now-forgotten yet once flourishing brand of entertainment called “science fiction.” A few surviving afficionados may very well fondly recall favorite works of “SF,” as it was familiarly called, while hoarding their disintegrating first editions, flaking pulp magazines and deteriorating film prints, but recent surveys reveal that—far from recognizing the peculiar reading protocols and out-of-print landmarks of the genre—those born since 1966 are mainly ignorant of the very notion of SF. This severing of a generational link, in fact, represents one of the main hurdles to the resurrection of the genre.

Perhaps a very brief survey of SF’s glory days is in order first, before examining the factors in its quick and infamous expungement.

When a Welsh immigrant entrepreneur named Hugh Gormsbeck launched his magazine Amazing Stories in April of 1926, he gathered a disparate body of stories and variety of writers under the rubric “scientifiction,” a term later modified to “science fiction.” Codifying the rules and playing field of the SF game, so to speak, Gormsbeck paved the way for sustained growth, popularity, and reader-writer camaraderie. For the next forty years, in various venues, the genre acquired an increasing complexity and sophistication, laying down benchmarks of excellence. Moving out of the magazines and into hardcover and paperback format (circa 1950-1960), SF began to produce genuine mature masterpieces, such as Theodore Sturgeon’s Other Than Human (1953), Alfred Bester’s The Galaxy My Destination (1957), and Henry Kuttner’s The Nova Mob (1961).

Concurrently, SF began to infiltrate other media. Radio dramas like The Shadow Lady and Dimension X Squared thrilled millions. Daily newspaper strips such as Flashman Gordon, Buckminster Rogers, and The Black Flame vied with bound monthly comics such as Captain Marvelous, Kimball Kinnison, Galactic Lensman, and Superiorman for the attention of the average, slightly less literate reader. Hollywood weighed in with a variety of entries, ranging from the wonderful—Things that Might Come (1936) and Destination Orbit (1950)—to the execrable: I Married a Martian (1949) and the much anticipated but disappointing Eye in the Sky (1958).

The end half of the 1950s was a particularly exciting time for SF, as the Red Chinese launch of the first artificial satellite birthed a wider interest in the genre, reflected in dozens of new magazines, paperback publishers, and television dramas (e.g., Orson Welles’s The Twilight Zone).

With the dawn of the 1960s, SF appeared primed to explode as a true mass pop phenomenon. Cult classics such as Robert Heinlein’s Drifter in a Strange Land (1961), Thomas Pynchon’s Vril Revival (1963), and Frank Herbert’s Dunebuggy (1965) were wholeheartedly embraced by both older and younger readers, flirting with the lower ranks of best-seller lists. (The same happy fate was predicted by knowledgeable insiders for a triumvirate-in-progress of British fantasy novels—fantasy having been long allied with its more scientifically respectable cousin—tentatively called The Lord of the Rings. But the untimely death of author J. R. R. Tolkien in 1955, after the publication of only a single volume, precluded such a fulfillment.) Additionally, a vigorous new generation of writers employing sophisticated literary approaches (cf., H. Ellison, S. Delany, R. Zelazny, B. Malzberg, U. LeGuin) had begun to make themselves known.

All looked bright then for SF as the decade reached its midway point. But unbeknownst to all, doom for the field in all its manifestations was just around the corner.

And the name of SF’s nemesis was Star Trek.

September 8, 1966, 8:30 PM EDT. Seldom before has it been possible to nail down so exactly a historical turning point. But in retrospect it was certainly this moment that marked the beginning of the end for SF.

A Hollywood stalwart best known for his aforementioned respectable Destination Orbit, George Pal had moved to the medium of television after the large-scale failure of his final theatrical release, the unintentionally hilarious A Clockwork Orange in 1965. Conceiving of the imaginary voyage of a twenty-third century interstellar cruiser named The Ambition as a clever device for using up a quantity of preexisting stage sets, Pal proceeded to exercise complete (un)creative control over every element of the new show.

Pal’s first and biggest mistake was in the casting of his starship crew. Nick Adams played the histrionic Captain Tim Dirk as a third-rate James Dean. The alien officer named Strock was woodenly embodied by a narcotic-addled Bela Lugosi. Ship’s doctor “Bones” LeRoi was laughably portrayed by Larry Storch. Engineer “Spotty” (so named for his freckles) found an aging Mickey Rooney far from his prime. And as for the female element—well, an emaciated young model named Twiggy (as Yeoman Sand) and a seedily voluptuous Jayne Mansfield (as Communications Lieutenant Impura) eye-poppingly contrasted each other like the ship’s ludicrous “neutron-antineutron” drive. Lesser parts were filled with similar wince-provoking choices.

Pal’s next major mistake was to insist on writing all the first season’s scripts himself, as a money-saving measure. Ransacking every cliché of SF, as well as plenty from Westerns, WWII films, and a dozen other genres, Pal’s scripts have to qualify in this critic’s opinion as some of the worst writing ever to appear on television.

Given these two major strikes against it, the other factors mitigating against Star Trek’s success—primitive special effects, ridiculous villains, costumes more attuned to Oz than outer space, a theme song at once maddening and inexpellable from the mind—were mere icing on the cake of disaster.

Nearly every TV viewer of the requisite age can recall where he or she was when that infamous first episode of Star Trek (an ultraconfusing time-travel farrago entitled “When Did We Go from Then?”) aired. Jumping the gun on the fall season, insuring that its only competition were reruns, the opening minutes of the deadly drama-bomb found millions tuned in. As jaws dropped across the nation and viewers phoned others, the attention wave surged. By the time the West Coast was treated to the debut of the new series, it had attained the highest ratings of any television show ever presented. This was not, however, a positive sign.

The next day found ridicule unanimous and at a high scathing pitch. Newspaper columnists and editorialists had a heyday with the spectacular failure, as did stage and TV comedians. (Johnny Carson, for instance, devoted his entire opening monologue of September 9 to the episode.) The following week, a special edition of TV Guide was given over to an abrasive assessment of Star Trek and televised SF in general.

Unwisely, NBC, wowed by Pal’s lingering prestige, had already contracted for a full thirty-nine episodes of the new series. And rather than back out or seek help, Pal held the network to the letter of the agreement and bulled ahead in the face of ignominy.

Week after week, the viewing public was treated to one stinker of an episode after another. Numerous tag lines from the series (“He’s—he’s deceased, Tim!”; “I’m a twenty-third-century physician, dammit, not a Christian Scientist!”; “Bleep me up, Spotty.”; “Highly non-axiomatic, Captain.”) became the ironic stuff of everyday conversation. And then the inevitable happened.

Written SF became tarred with the same brush.

Latent prejudice against “all that Buckminster Rogers stuff,” never far from the surface of public consciousness, resurged. To be seen reading an SF book in public became tantamount to wearing a “kick-me” sign on one’s back. Whatever literary cachet SF had laboriously earned evaporated overnight.

As sales of book and magazine SF plummetted, fair-weather readers and writers began to desert SF in droves. Bankruptcies—both personal and corporate—proliferated. Movies in mid-production were written off. The field was caught in a downward spiral wherein failure begat further failure.

Finally, by 1968, long after Star Trek’s demise—brought on by a determined letter-writing campaign organized by true SF fans—yet while memory of its awfulness was still fresh, only a hard core of readers and authors remained, a shabby remnant of a once vital legacy.

There is little doubt that SF had the capacity, literarily, to recover from even a tragedy of this dimension. The field had always been prey to boom-and-bust cycles and had always bounced back before. It took a set of truly unique, large magnitude, extraliterary cataclysms to finally kill the whole genre, testament to its strength and its inherent appeal to human nature.

First and foremost came the Apollo 11 disaster in 1969. When the Lunar Excursion Module failed to depart the Moon’s surface, the whole world was treated to a protracted tragedy that soured any technological optimism left intact by the Vietnam War and the growing awareness of mankind’s pollution of the environment (cf., The Earth Day Riots, 1972-75). The perversion of computer technology for the maintenance of “Big Nurse” domestic counterintelligence databases by the FBI under the third Nixon administration, and the subsequent passage of laws limiting the manufacture of computers to low-capability machines, further diminished the allure of a future dependent on sophisticated machines. A final nail in the coffin of SF was the uncontrolled meltdown at Three Mile Island in 1979. Rightly or wrongly, SF had long been equated with nuclear power in the public’s perception, and this seaboard-contaminating catastrophe made SF synonymous with mass carnage.

One final stroke of bad luck appeared in the shape of an underground sixteen-millimeter film that had the misfortune to gain notoriety shortly after TMI. Arising out of the San Francisco pornography scene, Close Encounters of the Star Wars Kind was an XXX-rated venture by the then-unknown directing duo of George Lucas and Steven Spielberg, starring equally unknown actors and actresses (Charlie Sheen, Rob Lowe, Hugh Grant, Louise Ciccone, Janet Jackson, Hilary Rodham, Sly Stallone, Arnie Schwarzenegger, et al). In this repugnant farce, representatives of a decadent interstellar empire made Earth their sex playground, only to meet with resistance from naked rebels who turned out to be more lickerish and reprehensible than the tyrants. After the Supreme Court finished with Lucas and Spielberg, no sane person would approach SF with a ten-light-year pole.

Nearly two decades after these various debacles, SF remains a form practiced only by a handful of eccentric amateurs, appearing in mimeographed samizdat publications limited to a circulation of a few hundred maximum (at least in the United States; the situation in the United Kingdom has a complex history of its own. See this author’s previously published “The Media Empire of Moorcock and Ballard, Ltd.: Can Murdoch Offer Any Competition?”). That a once proud literary tradition should have ended up in this state seems inevitable, given the chain of circumstances herein adduced. Yet just for a moment, we might ponder—if it is not venturing too far into a heretical old SF trope known as “the alternate world”—how things might have been different.


The Jackdaw’s Last Case

“Whatever advantage the future has in size, the past compensates for in weight….”

 

—The Diaries of F. K.

PALE LIGHT THE COLOR OF OLD STRAW trodden by uneasy cattle pooled from a lone streetlamp onto the greasy wet cobbles of the empty street. Feelers of fog like the live questing creepers of a hyperactive Amazonian vine twined around standards and down storm drains. The aged, petulant buildings lining the dismal thoroughfare wore the blank brick countenances of industrial castles. Some distance away, the bell of a final trolley sounded. A minute later, as if in delayed querulous counterpoint, a tower clock tolled midnight. A rat dashed in mad claw-clicking flight across the street.

Shortly after the tolling of the clock, a rivet-studded steel door opened in one of the factories, and a trickle of weary workers flowed out in spurts and ebbs, the graveyard shift going home. Without many words, and those few consisting of stale ritual phrases, the laborers apathetically trudged down the hard urban trail toward their shabby homes.

The path of many of the workers took them past the mouth of a dark alley separating two of the factories like a wedge in a log. None of the tired men and women took notice of two ominous figures crouched deep back in the alley’s shadows like beasts of prey in the mouth of their burrow.

When it seemed the last worker had definitely passed, one of the gloom-cloistered lurkers whispered to the other. “Are you sure she’s still coming?”

“Yeah, yeah, don’t sweat it. She’s always late for some reason. Maybe tossing the boss a quickie or something.”

“You’d better be right, or our goose is cooked. We promised Madame Wu we’d bag her one last dame. And the boat for Shanghai leaves on the dot of two. And we still gotta get the baggage down to the dock.”

“Don’t get ants in your pants, fer chrissakes! Jesus, you’d think you’d never kidnapped a broad before! Ain’t the white slavery racket a lot better’n second-story work?”

“I guess so. But I just got this creepy feeling tonight—”

“Well, keep it to yourself! You got the chloroform ready?”

“Sure, sure, I’m not gonna screw up. But there’s something—”

“Quiet! I hear footsteps!”

Closer the lonely click-clack of a woman walking in heels sounded. A bare white arm and a skirted leg swung into the frame of the alley-mouth. Then the assailants were upon the unsuspecting woman, pinioning her arms, slapping an ether-drenched cloth to her face.

“OK, she’s out! You get her legs, I’ll take her arms. Once we’re in the jalopy, we’re good as there—”

Suddenly the night was split by an odd cry, half avian, half human, a spine-tingling ululation ripe with sardonic, caustic derision.

The kidnappers dropped their unconscious burden to the pavement and began to tremble.

“Oh, shit, no! Not him!”

“Where the hell is he! Quick!”

“There! I see him! Up on the roof!”

Standing in silhouette on a high parapet loomed the enigmatic and fearsome bane of evildoers everywhere, a heart-stopping icon of justice and fair play.

The Jackdaw.

The figure was tall and cadaverous. On his head perched a wide-brimmed, split-crown felted hat. An ebony feathered cape, fastened around his neck, hung from his outstretched arms like wings. A cruel beaked raptor’s mask hid the upper half of his face. From his uncovered mouth now burst again his piercing trademark cry, part caw, part madman’s exultant defiance.

“Don’t just stand there! Blast him!”

The frightened yeggs drew their pistols, took aim, and snapped off several shots.

But the Jackdaw was no longer there.

Facing outward, the forgotten woman behind their backs, and swiveling nervously about like malfunctioning automata on a Gothic town-square barometer, the kidnappers strained their ears for the slightest sound of movement. Only the drip, drip, drip of condensing fog broke the eerie stillness.

“We did it! We scared off the Jackdaw! He ain’t such hot shit after all!”

“OK, quit bragging! We still gotta get this broad to the docks—”

“I think not, gentlemen.”

The kidnappers swung violently around, teeth chattering. Bestriding the unconscious woman, the Jackdaw had twin pistols clutched in his yellow-gloved hands and trained on the quaking assailants. Before the thugs could react, the Jackdaw fired, his strange guns emitting not the flash and boom of gunpowder, but only a subtle phut, phut.

The kidnappers had time only to slap at the darts embedded in their necks before crumpling to the ground.

Within a trice, the Jackdaw had the men hogtied with stout cord unwrapped from around his waist. Picking up the girl and hoisting her in a fireman’s carry over one shoulder, one gloved hand resting not unfamiliarly on her buttocks, the Jackdaw said, “A hospital bed will suit you better than a brothel’s doss, liebchen. And I should still have time to meet that Shanghai-bound freighter. Altogether, this promises to be a most profitable night.”

With this observation the Jackdaw plucked a signature feather from his cape and dropped it between the recumbent men. Then, with a repetition of his fierce cry, he was gone like the phantasm of a fevered brain.

When Mister Frank Kafka reached the office of his employer at 1926 Broadway on the morning of July 3, 1925, he found the entire staff transformed from their normally staid and placid selves into a milling, chattering mass resembling a covey of agitated rooks, or perhaps the inhabitants of an invaded, ax-split termite colony.

Hanging his dapper Homburg on the wooden coatrack that stood outside the door to his private office, Kafka winced at the loud voices before reluctantly approaching the noisy knot formed by his coworkers. The center of their interest and discussion appeared to be that morning’s edition of the Graphic, a New York tabloid that was the newest addition to the stable of publications owned by the very individual for whom they too labored—that is, under normal conditions. All labor seemed suspended now.

The clot of humanity appeared an odd multilimbed organism composed of elements of male and female accoutrements: starched detachable collars, arm garters, ruffled blouses, high-buttoned shoes. Employing his above-average height to peer over the shoulders of the congregation, Kafka attempted to read the large headlines dominating the front page of the newspaper. Failing to discern their import, he turned to address an inquiry to a woman who resolved herself as an individual on the fringes of the group.

“Millie, good morning. What’s this uproar about?”

Millie Jansen turned to fix her interlocutor with sparkling, mischievous eyes. A young woman in her early twenties with wavy dark hair parted down the middle, she exhibited a full face creased with deep laugh lines. Today she was clad in a black rayon blouse speckled with white dots and cuffed at the elbows, as well as a long black skirt belted with a wide leather cincture.

“Why, Frank, I swear you live in another world! Haven’t you heard yet? The streets are just buzzing with the news! It’s that mysterious vigilante, the Jackdaw—he struck again last night!”

Kafka yawned ostentatiously. “Oh, is that all? I’m afraid I can’t be bothered keeping current with the doings of every Hans, Ernst, and Adolf who wants to take the law into his own hands. What did he accomplish this time? Perhaps he managed to foil the theft of an apple from a fruit-vendor’s cart?”

“Oh, Frank!” Millie pouted prettily. “You’re such a cynic! Why can’t you show a little idealism now and then? If you really want to know, the Jackdaw broke up a white-slavery ring! Imagine—they were abducting helpless working girls just like me and shipping them to the Orient, where they would addict them to opium and force them into lewd, unnatural acts!”

Kafka smiled in a world-weary manner. “It all seems rather a short-sighted and unnecessary waste of time and effort on the part of these outlaw international entrepreneurs. Surely there are many women in town who would have volunteered for such a position. I counted a dozen on Broadway alone last night as I walked home.”

Millie became serious. “You strike this pose all the time, Frank, but I know it’s not the real you.”

“Indeed, then, Millie, you know more about me than I do myself.”

Kafka yawned again, and Millie studied him closely. “Didn’t get much sleep last night, did you?”

“I fear not. I was working on my novel.”

“Bohemia, isn’t that the title? How’s it going?”

“I draw the words as if out of the empty air. If I manage to capture one, then I have just this one alone and all the toil must begin anew for the next.”

“Tough sledding, huh? Well, you can do it, Frank, I know it. Anybody who can write that lonely hearts column the way you do—well, you’re just the bee’s knees with words, if you get my drift.” Millie laid a hand on the sleeve of Kafka’s grey suitcoat. “Step aside, a minute, won’t you, Frank? I—I’ve got a little something for you.”

“As you wish. Although I can’t imagine what it could be.”

The pair walked across the large open room to Millie’s desk. There, she opened a drawer and took out a small gaily wrapped package.

“Here, Frank. Happy birthday.”

Kafka seemed truly touched, his self-composure disturbed for a moment. “Why, Millie, this is very generous. How did you know?”

“Oh, I happened to be rooting around in the personnel files the other day and a certain date and name just caught my eye. It’s your forty-first, right?”

“Correct. Although I never imagined myself ever attaining this advanced age.”

Millie smiled coyly. “You sure don’t look that old, Frank.”

“Even into my late twenties, I was still being mistaken for a teenager.”

“Was that back in Prague?”

Kafka cocked his head alertly. “No. I left my native city in 1902, when I was only nineteen. That was the year my Uncle Lowy in Madrid took me under his wing and secured me a job with his employer, the Spanish railways.”

“And that’s what led to all those years of traveling the globe as a civil engineer, building railways?”

“Yes.” Kafka fixed Millie with a piercing gaze. “Why this sudden inquisition, Miss Jansen? It seems purposeless and unwarranted.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I like you, I guess. I want to know more about you. Is that so strange? And you’re so close-mouthed, it’s a challenge. Even after two years of working almost side by side, I feel we hardly know each other. No, don’t protest, it’s true. Oh, I admit you contribute to the general office conversation, but never anything personal. Getting anything vital out of you is like pulling teeth.”

Kafka seemed about to reply with some habitual rebuff, then hesitated as if summoning fresh words. “There is some veracity to your perceptions, Millie. But you must rest assured that the fault lies with me, and not yourself. Due to my early warped upbringing, I have been generally unfitted for regular societal intercourse. Oh, I put up a good facade, but most of the time I feel clad in steel, as if my arm muscles, say, were an infinite distance away from myself. It is only when—well, at certain times I feel truly human. Then, I have a feeling of true happiness inside me. It is really something effervescent that fills me completely with a light, pleasant quiver and that persuades me of the existence of abilities of whose nonexistence I can convince myself with complete certainty at any moment, even now.”

Millie stood with jaw agape before saying, “Jiminy, Frank—that’s deep! And see, it didn’t hurt too much to share that with me, did it?”

Kafka sighed. “I suppose not, for whatever it accomplished. You must acknowledge that if I am not always agreeable, I strive at least to be bearable.”

Millie threw her arms around Kafka, who stood rigid as a garden beanpole. “Don’t worry, Frank! Everybody feels a little like a caged animal now and then!”

“Not as I do. Inside me is an alien being as distinctly and invisibly hidden as the face formed from elements of the landscape in a child’s picture puzzle.”

Releasing Kafka, Millie stepped back. “Gee, that is a weird way to feel, Frank. Well, anyhow, aren’t you going to open your present?”

“Certainly.”

Discarding the colored paper and bow, Kafka delicately opened the box revealed. From within a nest of excelsior, he withdrew a small carving.

“Very nice, Millie. A figurine for my desk, I presume.”

“Do you recognize it?”

Kafka twirled the object, showing no emotion. “A bird of some sort, obviously. A crow?”

“A jackdaw, actually. How do you say that in Czech?”

“Why, something tells me you already know, Millie. Back home we say, ‘kavka.’”

Smiling as if she had just been awarded a trophy, Millie repeated, “‘Kavka.’” Then, rather alarmingly, she flapped her arms, crowed softly, and winked.

Closing his office door gently behind him so as not to make a loud report that would disturb his acutely sensitive hearing, Kafka bestowed a long appraisal on his desk, where a Corona Model T typing machine reigned in midblotter like a machine-age deity. Wearily, he shook his head. Nothing good could be done on such a desk. There was so much lying about, it formed a disorder without proportion and without that compatability of disordered things which otherwise made every disorder bearable.

Kafka set about cleaning up the mess. Soon he had a stack of unopened mail, one of interoffice memos, and another of miscellaneous documents. Finally he could truly work.

However, just as soon as he had positioned himself behind the writing machine, ivory-handled letter opener in one hand and faintly perfumed envelope in another, a male shadow cast itself on the frosted glass of his door, followed by a tentative knock.

Sighing, Kafka urged entrance in a mild voice.

Carl Ross, the office boy, was a freckled youth whose perpetually ink-smeared face bore a constant smile of impish goodwill. “Boss wants you, Mr. Frank.”

“Very well. Did he say why?”

“Nope. He seemed a tad steamed though.”

“Undoubtedly at me. Well, the fault is probably all mine. I shall not reproach myself, for shouted into this empty day it would have a disgusting echo. And after all, the office has a right to make the most definite and justified demands on me.”

“Cripes, Mr. Frank, why do you want to go and beat up on yourself like that for, before you even get called on the carpet? Let the Boss do it if he’s going to. Otherwise, you’re just going to suffer twice!”

Kafka stood and advanced to lay a hand on Carl’s tousled head. “Good advice, Carl. Perhaps we should trade jobs. Well, there’s no point putting this off. Let’s go.”

At the end of a long, blank corridor was a door whose gilt lettering spelled out the name of Kafka’s employer: Bernarr Macfadden. Kafka knocked and was admitted with a gruff “Come in!”

Bernarr Macfadden—that prolific author, self-promoter, notorious nudist and muscleman, publishing magnate, stager of beauty contests, inventor of Physical Culture and the Macfadden Dietary System—was upside down. His head was firmly ensconced on a thick scarlet pillow with gold-braid trim placed against one wall of his large office, against which vertical surface his inverted body was braced. In his expensive suit and polished shoes, his vibrant handsome mustachioed face suffused with blood, Macfadden reminded Kafka of some modern representation of the Hanged Man Tarot card, an evil omen one would not willingly encounter.

As if to reinforce Kafka’s dire whimsy, Macfadden now bellowed, “Have a seat and hang in there, Frank! I’ll be done in a couple of seconds!”

Kafka did as ordered. True to his words, in only a moment or two Macfadden broke his swami’s pose, coiling forward in a deft somersault that brought him to his feet, breathing noisily.

“There! Now I can think clearly again! Sure wish I could get you to join in with me once in a while, Frank!”

“I appreciate your interest, sir. However, I have a nightly course of exercises of my own devising which keep me fit.”

“Well, can’t argue with success!” Macfadden snatched up a stoppered vacuum bottle from his desktop and gestured with it at Kafka. “Care for a glass of Cocomalt?”

“No, thank you, sir.”

“No matter, I’ll have one.” Macfadden poured himself a glass of the chilled food-tonic. “Anyhow, I must confess you’re looking mighty fit. You’re following my diet rules though, aren’t you?”

“Indeed.”

“Good, good. You were on the road to goddamn ruin when you first applied for a job here. I can’t believe you ever fell for Fletcherism! Chew every mouthful a dozen times! Hogwash! As long as you lay off the tobacco and booze, you’ll be A-OK! Why, look at me!” Abruptly, Macfadden stripped off his coat, rolled back one sleeve, and flexed the bicep thus exposed. “I’m fifty-seven years young, and at the peak of health! A little grey at the temples, but that’s just frost on the roof. The fire inside is still burning bright! You can expect the same, if you just stay the course!”

Kafka coughed in a diversionary manner. “As you say, sir. Uh, I believe you needed to speak to me about a work-related matter…?”

Macfadden grew solemn. He propped one lean buttock on the corner of his expansive desk. “That’s right, son. It’s about your column.”

“So then. I assume that ‘Ask Josephine’ is losing popularity with the readers of True Story. Or perhaps you’ve had a specific complaint…?”

“No, no, no, nothing like that. Your copy’s as popular as ever, and no one’s complained. It’s just that your advice to the readers is so—so eccentric! Always has been, but I just read the latest issue and, son—you’re moving into some strange territory!”

“I’m afraid I don’t see—”

“Don’t see! Why, how do you justify this? ‘Anxious in Akron’ asks for your advice on whether she should have more than one child. Here’s your reply in its entirety: The convulsive starting up of a lizard under our feet on a footpath in Italy delights us greatly, again and again we are moved to bow down, but if we see them at a dealer’s by hundreds crawling over one another in confusion in the large bottles in which otherwise pickles are packed, then we don’t know what to do.’”

“Very clear, I thought.”

“Clear? It’s positively lurid!”

Kafka smiled with his typical demure sardonicism. “A charge you yourself have frequently had leveled at your own writings, sir.”

“Harumph! Well, yes, true. But hardly the same thing! What about this one? ‘Pining in Pittsburgh’ wants to know how she can get her reluctant beau to pop the question. Your counsel? The messenger is already on his way. A powerful, indefatigable man, now pushing with his right arm, now with his left, he cleaves a way for himself through the throng. If he encounters resistance he points to his breast, where the symbol of the sun glitters. The way is made easier for him than it would be for any other man. But the multitudes between him and you are so vast; their numbers have no end. If he could reach the open fields how fast he would fly, and soon doubtless you would hear the welcome hammering of his fists on your door. But he is still only making his way through the inner courts of a palace infinite in extent. If at last he should burst through the outermost gate—but never, never can that happen—the whole imperial capital would lie before him, the center of the world, crammed to bursting with its own sediment. Nobody could fight his way through there. But you sit at your window when evening falls and dream it to yourself.’”

For a space of time Kafka was silent. Then he said, “It’s best, I think, not to raise false hopes….”

Macfadden slammed down the magazine from which he had been reading. “False hopes! My god, boy, that’s hardly the issue here! With such mumbo jumbo, who can even tell if you’re talking about this planet or another one! I know the motto of our magazine is ‘Truth is stranger than fiction,’ but this kind of malarkey really beats the band!”

Kafka seemed stung. “The readers appear to take adequate solace from my parables.”

“I’ll grant you that if someone’s heartsick enough they can find comfort in any old gibberish. But that’s not what we’re about at Macfadden enterprises. The plain truth plainly told! No flinching from hard facts, no mincing or obfuscation. If you can only keep that in mind, Frank!”

Rising to his feet, Kafka said, “I will do my best, sir. Although my nature is not that of other men.”

Macfadden got up also, and put an arm around Kafka’s shoulders. “That brings me to another point, son. You know I like to keep a fatherly eye on my employees and their home lives. And it has risen to my attention that you’re becoming something of a reclusive loner, a regular hermit bachelor type. Now, take this advice of mine to heart, both as a stylistic example and on a personal level. You cannot work for yourself alone, and rest content. You need a satisfying love life, and the home and children with which it is sanctified. It is the stimulus of love that makes service divine. To work for yourself alone is cold, selfish, and meaningless. You need a loved one with whom you can double your joys and divide your sorrows.”

During this speech Macfadden had been escorting his subordinate to the exit. Now, opening the door, he slapped Kafka with hearty bonhomie on the back, sending the slighter man staggering forward a step or two.

“Have a yeast pill, son, and get back in the harness!”

Silently, Kafka accepted the offered tablet and departed.

Back in his office, Kafka deposited the yeast pill in a drawer containing scores of others. Then he picked up the envelope the slitting of which had been interrupted by his boss’s summons and extracted its contents.

“Dear Josephine,” the letter began. “I hardly know where to start! My sick, elderly parents are about to be evicted from our farm because they had a number of bad years and can’t pay their loans, and my own job—our last hope of survival—could be in danger itself. It’s my boss, you see. He has made improper advances toward me, advances I’ve modestly refused. Still, I get the impression that he won’t respect my virtuous stand much longer, and I’ll have to either bend to his will or be fired! I’ve made myself sick with worry about this, can’t sleep, can’t eat, etc., until I almost don’t care about anything anymore, just wish I could escape from it all somehow. Does this make me a bad daughter? Please help!”

Kafka rolled a sheet of paper into his typing machine. Attempting to keep Macfadden’s advice in mind, he moved his fingers delicately over the keys.

“Don’t despair, not even over the fact that you don’t despair. Just when everything seems over with, new forces come marching up, and precisely that means that you are alive.” Kafka paushed, then added a codicil. “And if they don’t, then everything is over with here, once and for all.”

Seated in the study of his Fifth Avenue apartment at a desk that was the tidy twin to its office mate, with the dusk of another evening mantling his shoulders like a moleskin cape, Kafka composed with pen in their native German his weekly letter to his youngest and favorite sister, Ottla, now resident with her husband Joseph David in Berlin.


Dearest Ottla,

I am gratified to hear that you are finally feeling at ease in your new home and environs. The claws of our “little mother” Prague are indeed difficult to disengage from one’s skin. Sometimes I envision all of Prague’s more sensitive citizens as being metaphorically suspended from the city’s towers and steeples on lines and flesh-piercing hooks, like Red Indians engaged in ritual excruciations. Although I myself have been a wandering expatriate for some two decades now, I still recall my initial disorientation, when Uncle Alfred took me under his wing and forcibly launched me on my globe-circling career. I think that my strong memories of Bohemia and my intense feelings for our natal city were what prevented me from settling down until recently. Although, truth be told, I soon came to enjoy my peripatetic mode of existence. The lack of close and enduring ties with other people was not unappealing, neither were the frequent stimulating changes of scenery.

Of course, all that changed after “The Encounter,” which I have expatiated about to you in, I fear, far too copious and boring detail. That meeting in the rarefied reaches of the Himalayas with the Master—hidden like a pearl of great worth in his alpine hermitage—and my subsequent revelatory year’s tutelage under him has finally resulted in my settling down to pursue a definitive course of action, one calculated to make the best use of my talents. My adopted country, I feel confident in saying, is now Amerika, practically the last country unvisited by me in an official engineering capacity, yet one of which I have often dreamed—right down to spurious details such as a sword-wielding Statue of Liberty! It is here, at the dynamic new center of the century, that I have finally planted sustainable roots.

As for your new role as wife and mother, you must accept my sincerest congratulations. You know that I esteem parenthood most highly—despite having many reasons well known to you for the likely development of exactly the opposite opinion. Once I actually dared dream of such a role for myself. But such a happy circumstance was not to be. For although there have been many women in my life, none seemed equal to my idiosyncratic needs. (Any regrets I may have once had regarding my eternal bachelorhood are long extinguished, of course.) Curiously enough, my employer, Herr Macfadden, saw fit to accost me on this very topic today. Perhaps I shall take his blunt advice to heart and resume courting the fair sex, if only for temporary amusement. Although the rigors of my curious manner of existence have grown, if anything, even more demanding than before….
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