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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.







A MEDIUM TO TRUTH


Some days ago I sat by the window in my room, counting the number of sedative pills I’ve palmed over the course of the last three months. Even though my fingers tremble, I’ve discovered that the erratic action can be a boon to tricks involving sleight of hand. In the midst of my tabulation, I happened to look outside at the beautiful summer day. A breeze was blowing through the trees that bordered the small courtyard, and their silver-backed leaves flashed in the sunlight. It was then that I noticed a bright yellow butterfly flutter past and come to rest on the head of the weathered concrete Virgin that sits amid the colorful zinnias that nurse Carmen had planted in the spring. The orange dot on its lower wings told me it was an alfalfa, Colias eurytheme.


The sight of this beautiful creature immediately reminded me of my benefactor and surrogate father, Thomas Schell, and I was swept back to my youth, far away in another country. I sat that day for hours, contemplating a series of events that took place sixty-seven years ago, in 1932, when I was seventeen. Decades have since died and been laid to rest, not to mention loved ones and personal dreams, but still that distant time materializes before me like a restless spirit at a séance, insisting its story be told. Of course, now with pen in hand, I have no choice but to be a medium to its truths. All I ask is that you believe.




ECTOPLASMIC PRECIPITATION


Every time the widow Morrison cried, she farted, long and low like a call from beyond the grave. I almost busted a gut but had to keep it under my turban. There could certainly be no laughter from Ondoo, which was me, the spiritual savant of the subcontinent.


We were sitting in the dark, holding hands in a circle, attempting to contact Garfield Morrison, the widow’s long-dead husband, who fittingly enough had succumbed to mustard gas in a trench in France. Thomas Schell, ringmaster of this soiree, sat across from me, looking, in the glow from the candlelight, like a king of corpses himself—eyes rolled back, possessed of a bloodless pallor, wearing an expression straight from a nightmare of frantic pursuit.


To my right, holding fast to the gloved dummy hand that stuck out of the end of my jacket sleeve, was the widow’s sister, Luqueer, a thin, dried-out cornstalk of a crone, decked with diamonds, whose teeth rattled like shaken dice, and next to her was the young, beautiful niece (I forget her name), whom I rather wished was holding my prosthesis.


On my other side was the widow herself, and between her and Schell sat Milton, the niece’s fiancé, your typical scoffing unbeliever. He’d told us during our preliminary meeting with the widow that he was skeptical of our abilities; a fast follower of Dunninger and Houdini. Schell had nodded calmly at this news but said nothing.


We didn’t have to sit there long before Garfield made his presence known by causing the flame on the candle at the center of the table to gutter and dance.


“Are you there?” called Schell, releasing his hands from those of the participants on either side of him and raising his arms out in front.


He let a few moments pass to up the ante, and then, from just behind Milton’s left shoulder, came a mumble, a grumble, a groan. Milton jerked his head around to see who it was and found only air. The niece gave a little yelp and the widow called out, “Garfield, is it you?”


Then Schell opened his mouth wide, gave a sigh of agony, and a huge brown moth flew out. It made a circuit of the table, brushing the lashes of the young lady, causing her to shake her head in disgust. After perching briefly on the widow’s dress, just above her heart (where earlier Schell had inconspicuously marked her with a dab of sugar water), it took to circling the flame. The table moved slightly, and there came a rhythmic noise, as if someone was rapping his knuckle against it. Which, in fact, someone was: it was me, from underneath, using the knuckle of my big toe.


Ghostly sobbing filled the dark, which was my cue to slowly move my free arm inside my jacket, reach out at the collar for the pendant on my neck, and flip it around to reveal the back, which held a glass-encased portrait of Garfield. While the assembled family watched the moth orbit closer and closer to fiery destruction, Schell switched on the tiny beacon in his right sleeve while with his left hand he pumped the rubber ball attached to a thin hose beneath his jacket. A fine mist of water vapor shot forth from a hole in the flower on his lapel, creating an invisible screen in the air above the table.


Just as the moth ditched into the flame, which surged with a crackle, sending a thin trail of smoke toward the ceiling, the beam of light from within Schell’s sleeve hit my pendant, and I adjusted my position to direct the reflection upward into the vapor.


“I’m here, Margaret,” said a booming voice from nowhere and everywhere. Garfield’s misty visage materialized above us. He stared hard out of death, his top lip curled back, his nostrils flared, as if even in the afterlife he’d caught wind of his wife’s grief. The widow’s sister took one look at him, croaked like a frog, and conked out cold onto the table. The widow herself let go of my hand and reached out toward the stern countenance.


“Garfield,” she said. “Garfield, I miss you.”


“And I you,” said the phantom.


“Are you in pain?” she asked. “Are you all right?”


“I’m fine. All’s well here,” he said.


“How do I know it’s really you?” she asked, holding one hand to her heart.


“Do you remember that summer day by the sound when we found the blue bottle, and I told you I loved you?”


“Oh,” cried the widow. “Oh, yes. I remember.”


The ghostly image slowly disintegrated.


“Remember me,” said the voice as it started to fade. “I’m waiting for you …”


Milton, who was well shaken by the visitation, said in a faltering voice, “I believe it’s raining in here.”


Schell spoke from the side of his mouth, “Merely ectoplasmic precipitation.”


The widow’s sister came around then. The niece called, “Uncle Garfield, I have a question.”


Unfortunately Uncle Garfield had taken a powder. He spoke no more, but a few seconds after it had become obvious he was gone for good, a dead rat fell out of the darkness above and onto the table right in front of Milton, who gave a short scream and pushed back his chair, standing up.


“What does this mean?” he yelled at Schell, pointing at the razor-toothed corpse before him. His eyes and hair were wild.


Schell stared straight ahead.


Milton turned to look at me just as I was in the process of stowing the fake hand in the pocket inside my jacket. If he wasn’t so upset, he might have noticed that my left sleeve was empty.


“My exalted Mr. Milton,” I said in my best Bombay-by-way-of-Brooklyn accent, “the dead speak a strange symbolic language.”


He turned away and walked directly to the light switch. I slipped my arm into the sleeve, and the lights came up. The group was silent as they employed handkerchiefs.


“We’ve made progress, Mrs. Morrison,” said Schell.


“Thank you so much for bringing him to me,” she said. “How can I ever repay you?”


“I ask only my fee.”


And a hefty one it was at that for half an hour’s work. As we stood by the front door of the mansion, Schell stuffed the wad of bills into his coat pocket while lifting the widow’s hand to kiss the back of it. I stood patiently, ever the assistant of the great man, but inside I was itching to get home and wash that dead rat residue out of my hair.


“You must come back,” said the widow.


“It would be my express pleasure,” said Schell.


I’d noticed that while we stood gathered in the foyer that Milton tried to put his arm around Morrison’s niece, but she shrugged his hand off her shoulder. Apparently she had no problem interpreting the strange symbolic language of the dead. Milton ignored this brush-off and stepped up to Schell.


“Most uncanny,” he said. “I too would like to employ you for a séance.”


“I’ll consider it,” said Schell, “although, usually, I make my services available to only a certain quality of individual.”


Milton seemed to take this as an affirmation.


I delivered my Ondoo nightcap, one of my favorites from the Rig-Veda, “May he whose head is flaming burn the demons, haters of prayer, so that the arrow slay them,” and we left. It was our practice to always walk in single file with Schell first and myself behind, moving slow and measured, as if in a stately procession.


Antony Cleopatra was waiting beside the Cord, dressed in his chauffeur uniform and cap, holding the door. Schell got in the front, and after closing the door, Antony came around and held open the other door for me. Once we were seated, he got in the driver’s seat, squeezed his hulking mass behind the wheel, and started the engine. As we traveled down the long, winding driveway toward the road, I lifted the turban off my head.


“How’d it go?” asked Antony.


“That widow held more gas than a zeppelin,” I said.


“Or didn’t,” said Schell. “I was afraid to light the candle.”


“How’d you come up with the bit about them on the beach and the blue bottle?” I asked.


“Passing through the parlor, on the way to the dining room where we had the séance,” said Schell, “there’s a lovely photograph on the fireplace mantel of the widow and poor Garfield, standing on a beach. In her hand is the bottle.”


“But the color of it?” I asked.


“It was of a distinct shape most commonly used to hold an old curative elixir, Angel’s Broom, now outlawed for its alcoholic content. These were sometimes made of brown glass but more often blue. I simply played the odds on the color.”


I laughed in admiration. Thomas Schell possessed more flimflam than a politician, a poet, and a pope put together. As Antony often put it, “He could sell matches to the devil.”




THE BUGATORIUM


The world was on the skids, soup lines and Dust Bowls, but you would never have known it from the polished brass banisters and chandeliers of Mrs. Morrison’s Gold Coast palace. The Depression wasn’t our concern either as the three of us sat in Schell’s Bugatorium (Antony’s name for it), sipping champagne in celebration of a job well done. The air was alive around us with the flutter of tiny wings, a hundred colors floating by, like living confetti, to mark our success. An orange albatross, Appias nero, the caterpillars of which had arrived from Burma some weeks earlier, lighted on the rim of Schell’s glass, and he leaned forward to study it.


“I’m positive the widow will have us back,” he said, “and when she does we’ll have to give her a little more of a show. She’s a vein we’ve only begun to tap.”


“Maybe Antony could pose as Garfield, you know, a flour job. We’ll ghost him up,” I said. “I noticed a window there in the dining room. If we could direct her to the window, he could be standing out in the garden in the shadows.”


“Not a bad idea,” said Schell, coaxing the butterfly off his glass with a gentle nudge of his pinky.


“I hate being dead people,” said Antony.


“You’re a natural,” I said.


“Watch it, junior,” said the big man.


We waited a long while for Schell to jump back in the conversation, but he didn’t. Instead he merely sighed, took one more sip of his drink, and set his glass on the table. “Gentlemen, I’m through,” he said and stood up. “Nice work this evening.” He stepped around to where I sat and shook my hand. This had been the protocol since I was a child; never a hug at bedtime, only hand shaking. He then moved on to Antony and did the same. “Remember, no smoking in here, Mr. Cleopatra,” he said.


“Whatever you say, Boss,” said Antony.


We watched Schell leave the room, moving wearily, as though carrying some invisible burden. A few minutes later, the muffled sound of Mozart’s Requiem came to us from down the hall and through the closed door.


Hearing the sad music in the distance, Antony poured another drink for himself and said, “Funeral time.”


“What’s wrong with him these days?” I asked, holding out my glass for a refill.


“No more booze for you tonight,” he said.


“Come on.”


“When you’re eighteen.”


“Okay,” I said, knowing not to test his patience. “But what about the boss?”


“The boss?” he said, taking a pack of cigarettes and a lighter out of his shirt pocket. “His feelings are on unemployment.”


“Well put,” I said.


“You better believe it,” said Antony, lighting the cigarette he’d placed between his lips.


“Why, though?” I asked. “We could be out there scrounging for a crust of bread, but business has never been better.”


“This shit can get to you after a while. Bilking people, scamming old ladies.” He leaned back and blew a big smoke ring. A beautiful blue morpho flew right through the center, dispersing it.


“That’s what he does, though, and he’s the best at it,” I said.


“He’s a fucking artist, for sure, but it’s not really right.”


“The widow looked pretty pleased to see her husband again tonight,” I said. “How much do you think that was worth to her?”


“Yeah, yeah, I know the arguments, but I’m telling you, he’s caught the funk from it,” he said, standing to lean across the table and grab Schell’s glass. As he sat back down, he flicked his ash into the remaining champagne, and it fizzed.


“What makes you so sure?”


“Back when I worked the carnivals, wrestling palookas and bending iron bars with my teeth, I saw all manner of shills. These guys, some of them were champs, you know, made a healthy living at it. Some of them would con their old ladies for a quarter if they could, but some a them actually had a conscience, and after a while, even if they never thought about it up front, underneath, the unhonestness of it ate them away.”


“Schell … a conscience?” I asked.


“If not, why’d he take you in? I told him back when first he brought you home, I said, ‘Boss, the last thing you need’s some spic brat running around your life.’ He said, ‘Too late, Antony, he’s ours and we have to raise him.’”


“And then you grew to love me,” I said.


“Yeah,” he said. “But, the boss, he’s caught between a shit and a sweat.”


I shook my head, unable to conceive of Thomas Schell ever being confused about anything. The revelation disturbed me, and Antony must have seen this in my expression.


“Don’t worry, we’ll think of something,” he said, dropping the spent butt into the champagne glass. He stood up. “I’m hitting the sack.” He pointed to the glass with the butt in it. “Do me a favor and get rid a this crap so I don’t get in trouble.”


“Okay,” I whispered, still deep in thought.


Antony walked around behind me and put his palm on top of my head, his long fingers encompassing my crown like a normal size hand holding an apple. He shook me gently back and forth. “Schell’s gonna be fine,” he said. “You’re a good kid, Diego. You’re a helluva swami.”


He let go and lumbered toward the door, a small swarm of pine whites following in his wake.


“Good night, Antony,” I said.


“Sleep tight, babe,” he called back and then slipped out of the room as quickly as he could to keep the butterflies in.


I sat quietly, surveying the veritable jungle of plants and potted trees surrounding the table and chairs. The blossoms were as varied in color and shape as the insects. Up above, I could see the stars through the glass skylight. In his room, Schell had exchanged the platter on his Victrola for some equally melancholic piece, and the serenity of the scene made me ponder this turning point in my life. I’m sure the moment comes to most earlier, but few have had a “father” as extraordinary as mine. In my conversation with Antony, it had struck me for the first time that Schell was merely mortal. The thought of him troubled, confused, made the world seem instantly more sinister.




THE EXTENT OF SUSCEPTIBILITY


The next day, Schell and I took off in the Cord to stake out a new mark. There was a very wealthy gentleman over in Oyster Bay whose bank account required lightening. It was our practice to meet with perspective patrons first before performing a séance in order to case the room where the event would take place and judge what effects would be possible. It was also an opportunity to pick up clues that we could spin into prescient revelations. The boss focused on artwork, the type of furniture, jewelry, repetitions of words and phrases the mark might use, hand gestures, pets. Not an errant nose hair escaped his attention, and he’d extract from these crumbs of information secrets of the bereaved as if he were Conan Doyle’s detective.


The thing he most concentrated on, though, was the apparent degree of the mark’s grief, for as he always reminded me, “The depth of loss is directly equivalent to the extent of susceptibility.” In other words, the more one longed for contact from the other side, the more readily one would embrace the illusion. Occasionally, we would run into a snake, some self-professed debunker, whose intent was merely to out us as frauds, but Schell could spot this within the first five minutes of an interview.


“Watch the nose, Diego,” he would say. “The nostrils flare slightly when one is lying. The pupils dilate an iota. In a thinner person, you can detect treachery by the pulse in the neck.” For a man who trafficked in the spiritual, he was ever focused on the physical.


“And how are your studies going?” Schell asked me as we sped along.


“I’m reading Darwin, The Origin of Species,” I said.


“My hero,” he said, laughing. “What do you make of it?”


“We’re apes,” I said, adjusting my turban.


“Too true,” he said.


“God’s a fart in a windstorm. It’s only Nature that rigs the deck.”


“It isn’t a perfect being that’s brought all of this about,” he said, lifting his right hand off the wheel and gracefully describing a circle in the air. “It’s all chance and tiny mistakes that give an advantage, which are compounded over time. Think of the intricate, checkered patterning of the Spanish festoon [a butterfly we’d had a specimen of some time back]; all a result of some infinitesimal, advantageous mistake in the makeup of a single caterpillar.”


“Mistakes are at the heart of everything,” I said.


He nodded. “That’s the beauty.”


“But you never make mistakes,” I said.


“When it comes to work, I try not to. But, believe me, I’ve made mistakes—great yawning gaffes.”


“Such as?”


He was silent for a time. “I let my past dictate my future,” he said.


“I can’t think of you employed in any other career,” I said.


“Perhaps,” he said, “but I can certainly conceive of you doing something else. You don’t want to remain Ondoo for the rest of your days now do you? This repatriation business will blow over eventually. The economy will rebound. By the time you’re nineteen, I’d like to see you in college.”


“As far as my records are concerned, I don’t exist. I have no past. I’m illegal.” My education, although superior to any that could be obtained at a public school, was all garnered through a series of quality tutors that Schell had paid a small fortune for.


“You leave the records to me,” he said. “Arrangements can be made.”


“What if I want to stay in the séance business with you and Antony?”


He shook his head but said nothing. We drove on for a few more minutes, and then he turned off the road onto a private drive. The path wound, eel-like, for almost a mile before coming to a guarded gate. A man in a uniform approached the car. Schell rolled down the window and gave his name. “We’re here to see Mr. Parks,” he said. The guard nodded, and we continued on toward an enormous house that had turrets like a castle.


We parked in the circular drive, and before exiting the car, Schell touched my shoulder and said, “Time to be mystical.” We walked slowly, single file, to the entrance. As we ascended a long flight of marble steps, the front door opened and a man in a butler’s uniform greeted us.


I’d grown used to the opulence of the residences we frequented on our jobs, but, as they went, the Parks estate was impressive. Antony and I had done the legwork on him and found he’d had money left to him by his father, who’d invested in railroads and trucking and increased it during the Great War by selling munitions to both sides. Parks’s wife had died recently at a sanatorium from TB.


We met the man, himself—portly, with thinning sandy hair—in a parlor at the rear of the mansion. The large window that took up much of the back wall offered, at a distance, a view of the Long Island Sound. He sat, dressed in a white suit, in an overstuffed chair that resembled a throne, smoking a cigarette attached to an exceedingly long holder. I doubt he was much older than Schell, somewhere in his forties.


“Mr. Schell,” he said upon seeing us, and rose to shake hands with the boss. He turned to me and nodded but didn’t offer his hand.


“This,” said Schell, waving at me, “is my assistant, Ondoo, a native of India. He has a remarkable facility with the mystical. Since working with him, I’ve found that the channels through which the departed travel from the other side are clearer in his presence.”


Parks nodded and took his seat.


“There are spirits present now,” I said as I sat in one of the chairs facing him.


“Preliminary ethereal sensations have led me to believe you seek contact with a woman who has passed over,” said Schell.


Parks’s eyes widened, and he gave a smile devoid of joy. “Remarkable,” he said.


“You must miss her very much,” said Schell.


Parks stubbed out his cigarette in a large, sterling silver ashtray in the shape of a sleeping cat. He nodded, and tears came instantly to his eyes. “Yes,” he said, his voice having shrunk to a peep.


“Your wife …,” Schell said, but at the same moment, Parks said, “My mother …”


Before Parks could register the slip, Schell continued, “As I was saying, your wife, of course, is sorely missed, but I knew it must be your mother to whom you wish to speak.”


“I won’t lie, Mr. Schell,” he said. “You’re right again. I miss my mother. When she was alive, I would sit with her for an hour every day and confer with her on business, the news, the drama of the household. Though she’s been gone for ten years, I still find myself thinking, after making some astounding transaction, ‘I can’t wait to tell Mother.’ ”


“I understand,” said Schell.


“The mother is the milk of the universe,” I added, wondering what kind of relationship he’d had with his wife.


“Perhaps pathetic in a man of my age,” he said. “But I can’t help my feelings.” He broke down at this point, lowering his head and lifting a hand to cover his face.


I looked over at Schell, who shifted his gaze to direct mine to the wall. There were three paintings in the room—one was a Madonna and child, one was of a child standing alone by the seashore, and the last was of a train. Beyond this, I noticed that the room was painted and decorated in primary colors.


My analysis of Parks’s surroundings was leading me to a psychological revelation, but just then a young woman, no older than me, walked into the room. She was carrying a tray holding a pitcher of lemonade and three glasses with ice. “Will you have the drinks now, Mr. Parks?” she asked.


He dried his eyes. “Yes, Isabel,” he said.


I looked at her again and somehow knew instantly that she was Mexican. At the same moment, she took me in, and in the subtle heave of her chest and signs of a suppressed smile at the corners of her lips, I knew she had made me. I looked at Schell, and he at me. He ran his index finger along the thin line of his mustache, our signal that I should remain calm.


Isabel poured Parks a glass of lemonade and handed it to him. Then she did the same for Schell. When she handed me mine, she nonchalantly turned her back to her employer, leaned in close to me and whispered, “Me encanta tu sombrero,” glancing at my turban. I wanted to smile at her because she was pretty with a long woven braid of black hair and large brown eyes. At the same time I wanted to cringe in embarrassment. Instead I held fast to my Oriental role and never flinched. As she backed away, she winked at me.




IMAGINE THAT


Imagine that,” said Schell as we passed the guard at the gate and traveled back down the winding driveway, “a captain of industry, a financial powerhouse, and what he wants most in life is his mother. I’d be touched if I went in for such things, but on a purely analytical level, it’s instructive. Two points: there’s little comfort in wealth, and one’s childhood tags along through life like a shadow.” He gazed out the windshield as if trying to reconcile these ideas.


“But we’re not going to take the job,” I said.


“Certainly we are,” he said. “We’ll do a world of good for Mr. Parks.”


“But the girl, Isabel, made me in a second,” I said. “She whispered to me, ‘I love your sombrero.’ ”


“I think she liked you,” said Schell and smiled.


“She’ll rat me out to Parks.”


He shook his head. “No she won’t.”


“Why not?”


“She’s obviously a bright girl. You could see it in her eyes. And the phrase she spoke to you indicates wit, which indicates intelligence. She’s too smart to interfere with her employer’s business. I daresay she either finds him pathetic—his word—or she feels bad for him. Parks, for his part, wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between a Hindu wise man and a Hottentot. I’m afraid, for him, you are a permanent resident of the kingdom, Other, phylum, Rabble. The fact that you might be useful in gaining him what he wants is, in his mind, your sole purpose in life. I’m sure he feels the same about the young lady. No, Parks is oblivious on this score.”


“Whatever you say,” I said, and as Schell turned out onto the road and gunned the engine, I recalled a few years earlier, when I was in the process of becoming Ondoo. We had taken the train to New York City to visit the lepidoptera display at the Museum of Natural History. Along our route, from the train station uptown, Schell had regaled me, apropos of nothing, at least it seemed so then, with his opinions concerning bigotry.


“I hold no preconceived prejudice against anyone,” he’d said, “because to do so is utter folly for someone in my line of work. It’s only ignorance that causes individuals to label an entire race as either good or bad. These are generalities so broad as to be both worthless and dangerous. I deal only in specifics. God, as they say, is in the details. I must focus on the unique traits of the individual in order to tailor an illusion that will ultimately enchant. To see others in this manner is to never give in to labeling. To fail to do this is the equivalent of putting on a blindfold. Do you understand? The devil is in the details.”


I understood well enough, and although, thanks to the reading I’d done the terms he used were not foreign to me, even at the age of fifteen it struck me as troubling that he’d never once mentioned the immorality of it. Schell never seemed to operate out of a sense of morality but instead took his cues solely from what worked and what didn’t. In his view, prejudice wasn’t evil, it was merely bad business.


I asked him what he had in mind for Parks.


“Parks has never left the nursery, one might say, so I think we should keep things light. I’m considering levitations, some butterfly effects, and to steal your idea from last night, I thought we could have Antony pose as his mother.”


“He’ll have to go about on his knees,” I said, laughing.


“Precisely,” said Schell, smiling at the thought of it. “And as the hoary old Mrs. Parks, what should she say to her son? Think hard now, how should she address him? What does he want to hear from her?”


I thought for a moment and said, “A good scolding.”


Schell beeped the horn. “You’re getting frighteningly expert at this,” he said.


“Did you get a good look at the old lady’s photograph?” I asked.


“Her image is emblazoned on my memory. A1 Capone with rouge and a wig, minus the cigar,” he said.


“I think Ma Parks should suggest a raise for Isabel.”


Schell nodded. “Antony will have to start practicing his falsetto.”


When we arrived home, we found the future Ma Parks sitting at the kitchen table. He was wearing a sleeveless undershirt, his mountainous tattooed biceps on display. Upon hearing us, he looked up, and it was evident that he’d been crying.


“I hate to tell you guys this,” he said, “but I got a call a little while ago from Sally Coots. He wanted to let us know that Morty bought the farm. Blew a fuse. They found him in his apartment.”


I watched the air go out of Schell as it went out of me. He took off his homburg, laid it on the table, pulled out a chair, and sat down. I did the same with my turban, and took the other seat. He simply stared, but the tears came easily to my eyes. We all sat there in silence for a long time, as if about to begin a séance.


Eventually Antony spoke. “Morty was a fucking ace.”


“A gentleman and a pro,” said Schell. “Best rope trick I ever saw. This truly marks the passing of an era.”


I dried my eyes. “Who’s got Wilma?” I asked.


“Sally said that the snake was dead too, must’ve died from a broken heart when Mort went. They were two peas in a pod. Sally said Mort had told him a while ago that if anything happened to him, he wanted you should get Wilma since you were his prodigy.”


Antony obviously meant protégé and in this he was correct. I had learned everything I knew about being a swami from Morton Lester.


In 1929, when the economy was really starting to slip and things got uglier than usual for illegals in the United States, citizens perceiving them as stealing scarce jobs, Schell and Antony were worried they might lose me. By 1930, Mexicans were being rounded up by law officers and “repatriated” across the border. Schell considered adopting me, but to do so would have made it necessary to reveal my illegal status. The nasty tenor of the times made him uneasy with this move, so it was decided that another way had to be found.


Schell had told me that one afternoon he was in the Bugatorium, reading a treatise from 1861 he had recently acquired by a famous British naturalist, Henry Walter Bates. In it, Bates discusses the ability of certain Amazon species of butterfly to practice mimicry. According to him, in some cases, butterflies, specifically the yellow or orange Dismorphia, which predators find particularly tasty, are able to change their outward appearance to mimic the appearance of less tasty brethren, most notably, Heliconia.


It was while Schell was in the midst of reviewing this essay that a brainstorm struck, and he hit upon the idea of changing my nationality. By that time, I’d been at him for a while to find me a role in his business, and so he conceived of a persona for me, that of a mystical assistant, whose very presence elevated spiritual possibility.


As he’d put it at the time, “We can’t change your complexion, so we’ll shift your point of origin. From this day forward, you’ll be a Hindu.”


“But I know nothing of what a Hindu is or does,” I said.


“Yes,” he admitted, “but neither does anyone else. They’ll maybe think of Gunga Din, or perhaps a brown man atop the back of an elephant, or, if you can carry it off, a turbaned swami whose holy presence negates the border between life and death.”


“People will be fooled?” I asked.


“Diego, there was once a very famous Chinese magician whose name was Chung Ling Soo. He was world renowned. Part of his act was a trick called Defying the Bullets. Two bullets, marked by audience members, were loaded into rifles. Two marksmen fired across the stage at Soo. Night after night, he would catch those bullets on a china plate. One night, after having performed the trick for eighteen years, one of the guns malfunctioned, and a bullet was actually fired. It passed through his body, and he fell to the stage mortally wounded. When he was rushed to the hospital, it was discovered that he wasn’t Chinese at all, but a fellow by the name of William E. Robinson. No one had ever suspected this, for Soo often spoke Chinese. Or was it Chinese? For all those years, he might have been mouthing gibberish. But he had the Oriental costume, beautiful stage settings, the right makeup.”


I never really considered what it would take for me to become a swami, and to be honest, I didn’t care, as I was hot to participate in the séances. But I’d had to admit to Schell, “I don’t know where to begin.”


“Leave that to me,” he’d said and went straight to his office and made a phone call. Early the next day, Antony and I took the train from Port Washington into Jamaica, and from there boarded a train for Coney Island. We arrived at the gate to the Nickel Empire by the sea at midmorning. I’d never been there before, but Antony had. Upon taking a look around, he proclaimed, “This place is looking shabby. I remember the old days here. What a blast, the Drop and Dip, the Red Devil, the Ben Hur Race, Hula Hula Land, and dinner at Stubenbord’s. Jeez Louise, this place is a dump now.”


We walked along The Bowery until we came to Sam Wagner’s World Circus Side Show. Antony gave me two dimes and told me to go in and find Chandra. “He knows you’re coming,” said Antony.


“Aren’t you coming in?” I asked.


“I’d come with you, kid, but I’m afraid of seeing those pinheads they’ve got in there.” He shivered slightly. “They give me the yips. I’ll be over banging the high strikers when you’re done.”


I found Chandra, Prince of Swamis, after having spent a little time gaping at Laurello, the man with the revolving head, and Pipo and Zipo, pinheads extraordinaire. Chandra was a small, severe-looking Hindu fellow, sitting cross-legged on a platform before a velvet curtain. He wore a turban and a kind of diaper and was playing a long flutelike instrument with a bulge at the end. As he blew on that pipe, the odd music caused an enormous, hooded cobra to rise straight up out of a wicker basket that sat a few feet in front of him.


There were no customers around, so I stepped up, giving the snake a wide berth and said, “Excuse me, Mr. Chandra, I’ve been sent by Thomas Schell to see you.”


He removed the flute slowly from his lips, but didn’t turn his head to take me in. Instead, his eyes merely shifted while he remained facing the snake. He laid down the flute and rose in one fluid motion. As he stood, the snake descended back into the basket.


“Follow me,” he said with a distinct Indian accent, parting the curtain and leading me down a hall to a large dressing room. Once we were inside, he turned and looked me straight in the eyes with a penetrating stare that made me uneasy. He pursed his lips and breathed out, and as the air left him he changed. Before he inhaled again, it became obvious to me, as it hadn’t been at all before, that he was definitely not Indian but a white man with some kind of dark makeup applied to his skin. Suddenly, he smiled.


“So,” he said, “how’s those two knuckleheads you live with?”


In my surprise, all I could do was nod.


“Tommy wants me to make you a swami? No sweat, kid, we got it covered.”




ACE OF HEARTS


The next evening, Antony, Schell, and I drove to Flatbush for the wake. Upon entering the viewing parlor at the funeral home, shouts of “Tommy” and “Henry” went up. In my time with Morty, I’d gotten the idea that Schell was something of a celebrity among the show folk at Coney and with magicians and con artists from around the city. A lot of the old-timers still called Antony “Henry,” which was his real name, Henry Bruhl. Antony Cleopatra had been his stage name, taken more than twenty years earlier from a Broadway marquee announcing a play about the famous ancient lovers. He didn’t care what they called him but smiled and hugged them all anyway. I was introduced as the kid, or Diego, or Ondoo, my perceived identity shifting madly from one to the other.


I knew some of the crowd—Sal Coots, a magician who went by the moniker Saldonica the Wizard; the dog man, Hal Izzle, who had been born with a rare disease, the effects of which had left him hairy from head to foot; Marge Templeton, the fat lady; Peewee Dunnit, a two-bit con man who ran shell games and card scams all over the five boroughs; Miss Belinda, a female magician whose act involved twenty pigeons; and Jack Bunting, the legless spider boy, who walked on his hands and could bite a silver dollar in half. There were others, too: Captain Pierce, the retired, doddering knife thrower, and Hap Jackland, part-time geek, part-time traveling shoe salesman.


The place was packed. Morty was laid out in a coffin amid bouquets and floral arrangements at the front of the room, but the mood was less than somber. The constant rolling sound of conversation was occasionally interrupted by outbursts of raucous laughter. Every now and then, one of the mourners would wander up to the coffin, spend a few moments, and then drift away, drying his eyes.


After the initial introductions, Schell whispered to me, “First things first,” and nodded toward the coffin. We approached it together, and as we drew near, I felt a tightening in my stomach. I had seen death before, when I was younger, living with my brother on the streets. I found the prospect of its finality frightening, and no manner of study, no intellectual ideal, could offset that response. Schell must have sensed the difficulty I had standing there so close to it, and he put his arm lightly around my shoulders.


Morty was frowning as he never had in life. Even in the guise of Chandra, when a serious demeanor was an integral part of his role, he worked to never let that solemnity slip into negativity. As he once told me, “Look, kid, nobody’s paying to come here and see me sniff shit for a dime. A swami isn’t usually gonna be cutting up, telling jokes, but you gotta be careful that your look never slides into the sad or the angry, ’cause then your audience is gonna think you’re judging them. You’re supposed to be a metaphysical conundrum, not God almighty, get it?”


He was dressed in a brown suit and was wearing his eyeglasses. His sparse hair was neatly combed over his balding head. Whenever I’d seen him without the turban, that hair was in a twist or a whirl, but never combed. I shook my head to see how death puts its own disguise on a person. Coiled up next to the pillow on which his head rested was Wilma, his close companion and best friend. Who would have thought that a man and a snake could be so close, but they were. The snake had even answered to verbal commands. Morty told me that a lot of times all he had to do was think something and Wilma would do it. The cobra carried the name of a girl who’d once broken his heart.


Schell took his arm from around my shoulders and reached into the breast pocket of his jacket, retrieving a playing card. From his pocket to the coffin, he rolled it from finger to finger, turning it over and over, and I saw that it was the ace of hearts. Just before he laid it facedown on the satin, he snapped it, and said, “Okay, Morty.” He forced a smile, although I could see sadness on his face (Schell never cried), and then turned away.


I stood there uneasily, unable to reach that place in my mind where I could hold a mental discussion with the dead. Behind me the conversation swelled and ebbed, and at one point I heard someone say, “How’s the kid doing?” and Antony answered, “I swear to Christ, the kid’s a damn genius.” From another quarter, I heard someone say, “I’m developing a trick where I pull a pig out of a hat. A big pig. Anybody can pull a rabbit out, I’m pulling a pig as big as a dachshund.” In answer, I heard Sally say, “You couldn’t pull your dick out of your pants.” There was a burst of laughter, and then the conversation turned somber as it moved onto the topic of Coney and how it was failing. “Morty’s in better shape than that joint,” said Peewee. Someone recounted the story of Electro’s demise. “Dreadful,” said Marge. “I was there. His eyeballs caught fire and smoke came out of his ears.” “Sounds like my ex,” said the dog man, and then he howled.


I was about to turn back to the group, when in the back of my mind I felt the stirrings of a memory. Concentrating on it, it slowly blossomed into a full-blown recollection. It was from the last day of my weeks of instruction with Morty. We sat at the counter at Nathan’s, eating hot dogs. It was midsummer, overcast, in the middle of the week. The crowds had stayed away in droves, and the park was almost deserted. There was a breeze rolling in off the ocean, and rain was imminent. Morty, still dressed in his swami getup, turban and diaper, fingered a pile of sauerkraut to his mouth and wiped his hands on a napkin.


“I gave you the books, right?” he asked. He’d lent me his Hindu texts, translations of holy books I was to scour for incomprehensible phrases that would dazzle Western minds.


I nodded.


“You got the turban?”


I nodded.


“You’re working on the voice? Let me hear something,” he said.


“May Shiva dance like a flame in your heart,” I said, in the rigid-tongued, singsong method that he’d taught me.


He smiled. “You’re a swami’s swami.”


I laughed.


“Okay, kid, here’s the last thing I’m gonna tell you. Maybe it’s the most important.” He reached over and gave me a gentle slap on the cheek, something he did often when teaching me. At first I’d been angry at these intrusions on my personal space, but over time they’d become for me like pats on the back. “I hope all of this nonsense helps you out, but you’ve gotta promise me one thing. Never forget who you really are. What we’re doing here is actually an abomination. We’re not swamis, we’re the swamis of peoples’ imaginations, swami knockoffs out for a buck. For us, the turban’s a job, you see? Always remember that.” He laid three quarters on the counter and hopped off his stool. I stood up next to him.


“Thanks for everything,” I told him.


He reached up and swatted me again across the cheek, but this time harder than usual, so that it stung. “Adios, Diego,” he said. As he walked away there was a crack of thunder, and it instantly started to pour. I glanced up at the sky, and when I looked back, he’d vanished.


“Thanks, Morty,” I whispered to the corpse and then leaned over and lightly petted Wilma’s hood. I turned away from the coffin and went to sit with a dozen people discussing some intricate con Schell had worked when he was younger. It involved a hansom cab, a cop, and a red balloon filled with helium, but I wasn’t able to piece it together. Every once in a while, one of them would call back to Schell, who sat by himself in the last row of chairs, “What was the take on that little mission, three grand?” or, “The bull was McLaren, wasn’t it?” and I’d see him force a smile and nod. In another small group, Antony was regaling three women with his exploits in the traveling carnival trade, specifically his act in which he stopped a cannonball with his gut.
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