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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.













 






There is an inscription on the lintel over the octagonal portal to Ellison Wonderland. It says:




ALWAYS LOOK UP.


NEVER LOOK DOWN;


ALL YOU EVER SEE


ARE THE PENNIES


PEOPLE DROP.





There is a seven-headed dog guarding the octagonal portal to Ellison Wonderland. If you aren’t nice, it will bite you in the ass.















KILIMANJARO IS A SNOW-COVERED MOUNTAIN 19,710 FEET HIGH, AND IS SAID TO BE THE HIGHEST MOUNTAIN IN AFRICA. ITS WESTERN SUMMIT IS CALLED THE MASAI “NGÀJE NGÀI,” THE HOUSE OF GOD. CLOSE TO THE WESTERN SUMMIT THERE IS THE DRIED AND FROZEN CARCASS OF A LEOPARD. NO ONE HAS EXPLAINED WHAT THE LEOPARD WAS SEEKING AT THAT ALTITUDE.


THE SNOWS OF KILIMANJARO
 BY ERNEST HEMINGWAY














INTRODUCTION Having an Affair with a Troll (WRITTEN IN 1976)






One evening I met a young woman for whom I quickly developed carnal desires. We met at a party, I think. I don’t remember now. It was a while ago. And I cut her out of the crowd and finally we got back to my house and it started to go wrong. Oh, not wrong in the way that once we were alone the sexual thing didn’t seem to be working out: quite the contrary. She began getting misty-eyed. I could see that she was forming a fantasy view of the man who had swept her away to this strange and colorful eyrie. She was thinking ahead: can this one be THE one I’ve been looking for? And I didn’t want that.


No point here in going into the reason I didn’t want that; perhaps I was the wrong one for her on more than a casual basis, perhaps she was wrong for me permanently, perhaps it was a hundred different little things I sensed in the ambience of the evening. Whatever it was, I wanted to discourage the fantasy, but not the sexual liaison. I’m not sure there’s anything wrong with that. But maybe there is. It depends where your concepts of morality lead you. For me, it was better to be upfront about it, to say there’s tonight, and maybe other nights, but under no circumstances is this permanent.


And I tried to tell her, gently.


And that was wrong. Because it was hypocritical.


I wanted to have my picnic, but I didn’t want to have to spend the time necessary to putting the picnic-grounds back in the same condition I’d found it.


(That isn’t a casually conceived metaphor; and it’s quite purposely not coarse in its comparisons. To love well and wisely, I now believe, we must attempt to leave a situation with a love-partner with the landscape and its inhabitants as well off, or better off, than they were when We arrived. Like this:


(Walter Huston and Tim Holt and Fred C. Dobbs [sometimes known as Humphrey Bogart] are about to leave the mountain from which they’ve clawed their gold. And Huston says to Holt and Bogart, “We’ve got to spend a week putting the mountain back the way we found it.” And Bogart looks amazed, because they are running the risk of being set upon once again by Alfonso Bedoya and his bandidos. So Huston explains very carefully that the mountain is a lady, and it has been good to them, and they have to close its wounds.


(And finally, even flinty, paranoid Bogart understands, and he agrees, and they spend a week repairing the ecological damage they’ve done to the mountain that was good to them.)


So instead of trying to weasel and worm my way through an explanation that would have been no real explanation at all, I asked her if she would mind my sitting down and writing something for her. She said that would be nice, and I did it, trying to say as bluntly as possible with fantasy images what words from the “real world” would not adequately say. And this is what I wrote:




She looks at me with eyes blue as the snow on Fuji’s summit in a woodblock print by Hiroshige. She says, “You’re really different, really unique.” Beneath the paleness of her cheeks the blood suddenly rushes and she only knows her nervousness has increased in the small room, though nothing has altered from the moment before. She does not understand that her skin and survival mechanisms have registered the presence of an alien creature. Her blood carries the certain knowledge. Like the sentient wind, she perceives only that she has crossed an invisible border and now roams naked and weaponless in a terra incognita where wolves assume the shapes of men and babies are born with golden glowing eyes and the sound from the stars is that of the very finest crystal.


To her fingertips come the vibrations of flowers singing in silent voices, telling of times before the watery deeps carried the seed of humanity. Her skin: absorbing the vibrations of unicorn’s hooves as they beat the molten earth into gold. Her nostrils! bringing to her the scents of dreams being born. Her delicate nerve-endings! vital and trembling with expectation of oddness.


She sits with a troll, with another kind of creature, and her uneasiness grows. Cellular knowledge assaults her in wave after wave, and she cannot codify that knowledge.


“Let me tell you a story,” I say, and in few words explain the horizons of the land into which she has wandered.


Will she understand that mortals and trolls cannot mate?





It didn’t go well with her. It was a sour relationship from the start. I wound up doing her damage, hurting her; she didn’t hurt me. I don’t brag about it, I’m certainly not proud of it, there was no notch cut in the stock of the weapon from the encounter. Machismo wasn’t part of it: I hurt her and she didn’t hurt me only because it didn’t mean as much to me. I was a hard thing. Colder. She was vulnerable. It had to happen, I suppose. If I’d been a nicer person I’d have forgone the sex and sent her away at the start. I explain it now, by way of justification, by saying she is a born victim: someone waiting to be savaged by love. But the truth is simply that I am precisely like everyone else when it comes to love…I am a child. I want my picnic, and I hate cleaning up the mess.


Pause. Go back to page VIII of this book, just before the beginning of this new introduction. Read the quote from Hemingway’s “The Snows of Kilimanjaro.” Do you know what it was the leopard was seeking? Do you understand why the creature climbed to that altitude and what happened to it? The answer to the riddle is the answer, I think, to understanding how to travel the road of love. I put the quote there, what has become a powerful literary metaphor since Hemingway first wrote it exactly forty years ago in 1936, because it seems to me to contain the truest thing one can know about traveling that difficult road. Friends of mine, around this house as I assemble this book for a publisher’s deadline, don’t seem to understand why that little parable, riddle, metaphor, whatever the hell it is, seems so eloquent, and so right for this book of kinda sorta love stories. I hope these words will clear it up for them. Probably not, though. I’m not too clear on this subject of love myself.


In fact, some years ago, when I was writing the introductions to the stories in an anthology I edited called DANGEROUS VISIONS, I found myself writing these words about myself and Theodore Sturgeon:


“It became clear to Sturgeon and myself that I knew virtually nothing about love but was totally familiar with hate, while Ted knew almost nothing about hate, yet was completely conversant with love in all its manifestations.”


That was in 1966. Ten years ago. I’ve revised my estimates of both Ted’s and my understandings of hate and love. It’s been an interesting ten years for both of us, and if I were to take the toll today I’d have to admit grudgingly that I’ve had some of the parameters of the equation of love drilled into me by experts. And so now, ten years later, I set down these first few tentative thoughts about the subject, offering as credentials the stories in this collection.


 


I can tell you many things love is not. Telling you what it is comes much harder to me. When one feels like a novice, it becomes an act of arrogance to pontificate. Much of what I think changes from day to day. And I suppose by the accepted standards of success, I’m a poor spokesman. It seems the more experience I get, the less sure I become about anything where love is concerned. (I’m not talking about my three marriages and divorces. That’s another thing, and peculiarly, it has less to do with my caution about this subject than more “informal” relationships.)


Lori and I were talking about this several weeks ago, and with what I take to be the normal curiosity of anyone merging his or her life with someone else’s, she asked me how many women I’d been with. For a few days I wouldn’t answer her. I wasn’t hiding anything, I just didn’t think she’d care to hear the real answer. Finally, I told her. “I tried to count up, one time about six years ago,” I said. “And I used snapshots and correspondence and phone lists I found lying around in old files and desk drawers, and I had to stop when it got over three hundred. I suppose I’ve been to bed with maybe five hundred different women.”


She didn’t say anything for a long while, but I could see she was shocked. When I’d tried to take the tally half a dozen years ago, I’d been shocked, too.


I realize there will be guys out there who’ll read that figure—five hundred—which I think is pretty accurate, and they’ll react in one of several different ways. There will be assholes who’ll think that’s pretty terrific. There will be amateur Freudians who’ll think it’s sick. There will be professional sympathizers who’ll feel sorry for me. There will be guys who can’t get laid who’ll think I’m lying, trying to trumpet some kind of bogus swashbuckler image.


Each view has some validity going for it.


But mostly, since I went through all those days and nights and people, since I was there (or as much of me as I had control of was there), I subscribe to the view that I was looking for something very hard, perhaps with uncommon desperation. I think I understand the psychological reasons I was on that endless hunt, and I submit there was less of deviation, perversion or obsession than of loneliness and a determination to find answers. I’m constantly perplexed at the dichotomous position of people who laud a student’s seeking everywhere to find the answers to life, or creativity, or the existence of God, or the direction of the student’s career…who cluck their tongues and badrap the same attempts to discover the answers to interpersonal relationships by those who seek in every area that: presents itself. If the true purpose of living a fulfilled life is in establishing meaningful liaisons with people, if it’s part of that fulfillment to seek and find and give and accept love, then why should the search be looked on with such moral disapproval?


Perhaps I’m advocating profligacy, but I don’t think so. Discovering the nature of love is infinitely more complex and exhausting than, for instance, learning how to be a brain surgeon. But the smug, self-satisfied moralists think it’s precise and proper for someone to spend fifteen years learning how to ease a subdural hematoma, yet twisted, sick and sad for someone to spend the same fifteen years learning how to ease his or her loneliness. Answers to the former can be found in medical textbooks and in O.R.s all over the world; answers to the latter slide and skitter and avoid discovery save by chance and steady application to all possibilities.


The search is as important as the discovery.


(And therein lies the core of the answer to Hemingway’s riddle about the leopard.)


Lori seems to feel as I write this, that even if I don’t have the answers, at least I’ve had a greater opportunity to find the answers than those who deny the search, settle for whatever’s handiest, and then spend the rest of their lives with secret thoughts and open frustration.


On the basis of her view, and the fact that I trust her opinions most of the time, I’m plunging ahead with this essay on love. I hope to God she’s right. If she’s wrong, and I’ve been merely a profligate, indulging myself in adolescent sex-antics, I’m going to look like a righteous shmuck by the time this introduction is completed. If I don’t already.


 


Ambrose Bierce has two definitions of “love” in THE ENLARGED DEVIL’S DICTIONARY (Doubleday, 1967, and a sensational book). Bierce, a cynic beside whom I look like Pollyanna, writes this:




Love, n. The folly of thinking much of another before one knows anything of oneself.


Love, n. A temporary insanity curable by marriage or by removal of the patient from the influences under which he incurred the disorder. This disease, like caries and many other ailments, is prevalent only among civilized races living under artificial conditions; barbarous nations breathing pure air and eating simple food enjoy immunity from its ravages. It is sometimes fatal, but more frequently to the physician than to the patient.




People reading my books, most particularly the introductions in my books, think I am the reincarnation of Bierce: that I am a mean, pugnacious, constantly depressed or alarmed sonofabitch into whose life the sunshine of affection has never cast its effulgent glow. Fuck you, I say politely.


Even the most drooling of the Jukes or the Kallikaks* should be able to perceive that someone who manifests such volatile feelings about injustice, racism, stupidity, mediocrity and general negative bullshit in the Universe has his times of joy and happiness and noble dreams that soar aloft as one with the greatest aspirations of the human race. Those who read my works and remember only the stories and essays that deal with blood, lust, violence, death, disfigurement, pain, depression, smarmy sex and ka-ka do me a disservice. Also, they are sick and ought to be “put away,” if you catch my drift. I have written dozens and dozens of kind, gentle, happy, funny stories and introductions. But do they remember those? Do they? Huh, I ask you, do they!?! Not on your cryogenic crypt, they don’t! All they remember are stories such as “I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream” or “The Prowler in the City at the Edge of the World.” All they recall when my work is mentioned are the shrieks of torment coming from my characters.


When the truth of the matter is that I’m basically a very happy fellow. Funny, too. I adore small children, dogs of all breeds, Barney Miller and Richard Pryor and George Carlin and M*A*S*H, noodles, the humorous novels of Donald Westlake. (Noodles have always seemed hilarious to me, go figure it.) For instance, I got a letter today from Debe (No Last Name Given) at Millikin University in Decatur, Illinois; and she went on you wouldn’t believe about being a fan of my writing, but how disturbing it all was, how I always seem to write sad or mean stuff. “Is there another side?” she asked. “We all have our demons. But tell me more of you. You must have some light, some happiness, something good that you cherish?”


Now, see! There you go. A perfect example. Here’s this young woman (I presume she’s fairly young from the writing and the content) who encounters me in a series of books and gets all grunched out of shape because she thinks I’m downcast, and she wants me to spill the beans on myself, to tell her what makes me smile and laugh and love.


And apart from wanting to keep some personal feelings to myself—Gawd, you’re a greedy bunch, no matter how much I blather and reveal, you’re never satisfied—the things I do unleash are frequently as happy as they are miserable. But when I try to look on the bright side, and pass along the lucent limbus of my personal joy, everyone who remembers those screams of anguish comes down on me like a tsunami, accusing me of being maudlin and saccharine.


So if the observations I make about love seem just a tot on the pragmatic, even cynical, side…well, it’s purely an attempt to walk the tightrope: to indulge an uncommon (to my readers) softness of spirit without spastically lurching into a hideous rigadoon of wretched and nauseating mawkishness; to be as tough-minded as possible (and thereby as useful as possible) about something as worrisome and intangible as love, without sounding bruised or discouraged; to avoid cliché without purposely bumbling about like a boob in the glades of perversion.


So I have consciously eschewed “diary” or “reminiscence” and shunted my observations over into fiction. It’s in the story-form that I feel most at ease writing my views of love. Unless one is Shelley, a Nuñez de Arce or La Rochefoucauld, one has no business publicly shooting off one’s mouth about something as mysterious and ethereal as love. Unless one is le Marquis de Sade, in which case one has a personal vision of love that defies all strictures.


But in fiction, even a groping dullard like myself can stumble upon a truth or two; or at least a rule-of-thumb that seems to work in certain situations, among certain kinds of people. So when I pass along these remarks, I’ll try and couch them in anecdotal terms, all the better to entertain you, my dears, and not coincidentally to alleviate my own nervousness in this area.


So here is just about all I know concerning love. Some of it light and happy, some of it cynical, perhaps some of it even accurate and truthful. One never know, do one.


 


The minute people fall in love, they become liars.


You’d think such good feelings in the gut and other places would make people want to ensure the continuance of those feelings. But their fears overcome their good sense, not to mention their ethics. They begin to lie, virtually from the first moment they feel the stirrings in the aorta…or wherever it is love is supposed to make itself felt.


They lie in a hundred different ways. From the first tentative social conversations that bore them silly, they lie by pretending to be interested in inanities. This is a generality, but I think it holds: if it’s guys, they listen to banal bullshit just on the off-chance they’ll get laid. If it’s women, they listen to the blown-out-of-proportion nonsense of men so they can reinforce the guy’s need to be a Big Man. They lie to one another with looks and with words, and only the body-language tells the truth.


They lie to keep the upper hand, even before they’re threatened. The fear of rejection is so ingrained, from the schoolyard, from the locker room, from the parties, from the Homecoming Dance, from the years of seeing lithe tanned women in bikinis and feral muscular men with shirts open to the sternum up there on four-color billboards; they fear the unknown outer darkness of someone saying, “No.”


So they lie to one another. Granted, it’s akin to the social lying we all do at parties, in restaurants, at social events: putting up with trivia to be politic or civilized or “gracious,” whatever that means. Nonetheless, it is lying. And by feigning interest in that which bores or turns one off, they set up artificial grounds for a potential relationship that they have to maintain all through the rest of the association. I know a young woman who met a guy at a party. He turned her on, and he started voicing some of his rustic views on busing. She had worked for the integration legislation as a regional attaché to one of the senators pushing the facilitation of busing. She came out of ten years of hard and thankless work trying to achieve racial balance. He was a divorced businessman with two kids, who was, at heart, a man who feared and hated blacks. Though he would have gone to his grave swearing there wasn’t a scintilla of bigotry in his well-clothed body. But they turned each other on, and she listened and nodded, and said nothing. They started dating. It lasted six months. Then it fell apart. When his narrow view of the world became too much for her, she started to fight back. Now he tells everyone she was a “castrating bitch” and she harbors guilt feelings for her own intransigence. False and untenable rules for the relationship had been the order of their mating from the git-go. It was doomed to fail.


Earlier, I passed along a generality. There are, of course, exceptions. There are women who listen to the crapola put out by guys at parties because they want to get laid, and there are guys who put up with women’s inanities because they want to be polite. It happens. But the point still holds. They do it because they want to be liked. They lie and listen to lies so they’ll be accepted. The first faint stirrings of love—barely codified, still inarticulate—force them into the role of liar.


And then the lies, once having been freed from Pandora’s Hope Chest, begin to breed. They multiply like maggots and riddle a relationship like a submarine hit by a depth charge. Consider just the most obvious ones we’ve all either used or been victimized by:


You walk into a room and she (or he) is brooding.


“What’s the matter, something wrong, something bothering you?” That’s what you say.


Then he (or she) replies, “Nothing.”


A lie, a bald-faced lie. You know damned well there’s something wrong. The way the legs are crossed, the way the arms are folded, that telltale pursing of the lips, the vacant, abstracted stare, the peremptory way the words are bitten off. There’s something wrong. But she (or he) says, “Nothing.”


Is it because the brooding party really has something heavy to brood about and, out of love, chooses to lie rather than to lay it on the other person? Is it (more likely) that the brooder has been brought down by something the other party did, and wants to whip a little unconscious, free-floating guilt on the perpetrator before spilling the load of shit being carried in the gut? Is it part of the stylized ritual of hide-and-seek so many lovers play? Is it a physical manifestation of the brooding party’s having done something they mutually consider “wrong” (like going out and getting laid on the sly), and getting him or herself set to rationalize it in such a way that the other member of the team feels like the criminal, using the brooding dark mood as a kind of head start in the argument that will follow?


What does it matter? What we’re dealing with here is dishonesty, cupidity, misdirection, acting-out…lying.


Here’s another one. And you’ve all been on one or the other end of this one:


“No, I have a headache.”


“No, I’m tired.”


“No, I’m a little inflamed.”


“No, I have a hard day tomorrow.”


“No, it isn’t right.”


“No, I’m still in love with [fill in appropriate name].”


Now none of those oldies but goodies is being spoken by a man or woman on a first date. I’m talking about their use in an already ongoing relationship. But a relationship in which one of the partners has been turned off, and won’t cop to it! So he or she lies. Again and again and again. Instead of simply saying, “You have bad breath,” or “I’m not sexually turned on by you any more,” the lies are ranked like MIRV missiles and fired off, one each time an enemy approach is sighted.


Here’s another one. Before they met, he was attracted to medium-height, auburn-haired females between the ages of seventeen and twenty-eight with high conical breasts and very thin legs. She was attracted to guys with tight little asses and an almost total absence of chest and arm hair; guys with blue eyes and heavy torsos and English accents and thin, aquiline noses. But one time he made the error of going on admiringly about one of those fantasy-women just a few seconds too long, as they sat there watching the hair-coloring commercial in which the woman appeared, and she got extremely uptight. And one time she made the error of spending a half-hour in a corner at a party talking to a guy just like the kind she lubricated for, and he (her boy friend) went into a towering Sicilian machismo rage about her flirting.


So now, they purposely turn away from the somatotypes that attract them, when they’re out driving, when they’re walking in the shopping mall, when they go to the movies, when they spend an evening at the bowling alley, when the tv camera pans across the bleachers at the football game, when they’re at a party. She’ll test him by drawing his attention to a girl he’s already clocked and turned away from, by saying, “Do you think she’s attractive?” And he’ll glance over quickly, and with feigned disinterest mumble, “Legs’re too skinny.” But he has a stack of beaver magazines hidden away in his work bench, each magazine containing 372 unretouched shots of girls just like the one he dismissed. He’ll test her by introducing her to a guy at the office party who fits her secret sex fantasies, and later asking, “What’d you think of Ken?” And she’ll go right on basting the roast or drawing up the blueprints for the new museum wing or finishing the sketches for that children’s book, and she won’t even look up as she says, “He’s nice enough, I suppose. Not very bright, though, is he?” But half the time when she’s fucking him, she’s envisioning Ken.


These are only a few. There are others, many others. Add your own at leisure. Talk it over with your mate or love-partner. See if you can get further examples to convince yourself that what I’m talking about here is hypocrisy and fear, not standards of sexual conduct. What I’m talking about is the title of this book: love ain’t nothing but sex misspelled. The perversion of sex in the name of love, using two quite clearly separable needs as reinforcements of one another, because you’re not secure enough in either to think they stand by themselves and take care of themselves and enrich through their separate powers. The perversion of love to obtain sex as a commodity. The lies that are told because honesty might well mean rejection. And the unbelievably crippling fear of rejection that moves most of us more than we care to admit. Thus doth love make liars of us all.


 


An obnoxious woman is a strong man’s “limp.”


(I’m sure there’s a reverse to this, as seen from the viewpoint of a woman; but being a man, I’m most familiar with this side of it. You’ll forgive me if I report this section only from what I know, even if it is one-sided. Female readers can mentally write an addendum in which they project what I’m about to say for the flip-side.)


Here’s this really sensational sweet guy. He’s gentle, fair, moderately talented, seems to be happy with his life and what he’s doing; and he’s involved with a woman who is a righteous phony. She’s loud, she drinks too much, she’s a fucking pain in the ass at a dinner table: name dropping, interrupting, belittling him in front of his friends, cutting the other women who try to show some warmth to the guy because they’re embarrassed for him, interrupting everyone, rearranging the environment to suit herself ( “I have to sit here, not there”…“Would you ask the maîitre d’ to lower the air conditioning”…“There’s absolutely nothing on this menu, would you ask the waiter if they can find me an abalone steak”…“Sid, would you mind not smoking, I washed my hair this afternoon”).


And you ask yourself, how can this terrific guy hang out with such a creep?


(It occurs to me that the reverse, a sensational woman tied to a shmuck guy, is more clearly changing these days. The incidence of women splitting from their husbands, initiating divorce or dissolution of a living-together situation, is very much on the rise. Female-initiated divorces have risen in this country alone by three times what they were even fifteen years ago. Now it’s the men who try to hang in there with a lousy relationship while the women, I suppose because of widespread consciousness-raising that has advised them it’s feasible to break up without social stigmatization, are taking off. But that’s just a guess.)


I’ve fiddled around with trying to come up logical on this one, finding some kind of Universal Truth why strong people should harness themselves to albatrosses, but this is one of those aspects of love that I’ve seen again and again, and every time it’s for a different reason. In one case it was that the guy wasn’t sufficiently secure in his ego-strength, sufficiently filled with feelings of his worthiness to love and be loved in return. In another case it was because the woman was devoted to the guy in private, absolutely revolved around him. In yet another case the guy felt guilt about how he and his woman had gotten together, and he hung in there because he was paying dues.


Lori shrugs and says, “Love is blind.”


Maybe that’s the best answer. I don’t know. It’s one of those troublesome areas that defies pat answers.


All I know for sure is that there are many, many women and men who are hanging out—because of “love”—with partners who are clearly their inferiors.


Shit, maybe it’s that one of the selfish aspects of love is that we be able to feel we’re the dominant love-partner in the link-up. I don’t know. Think about it; maybe you can write a critical study, then we’ll both know.


 


Love weakens as much as it strengthens, and often that’s very good for you.


The operable part of that aphorism is that vulnerability is a good and enlarging thing. When you fall in love, you start to need. For people whose self-sufficiency or fears of life have made them encysted creatures, love opens them.


For instance, the other day Lori and I were talking about what a prick I am when someone tries to chop me conversationally. Being a “fast gun” in a verbal encounter has always been a stance I believed to be extremely pro-survival. There aren’t too many people who have as vicious and insulting a manner as I can manifest when I’m annoyed. That’s because in some ways I’m conversationally suicidal: I’ll say anything. There are no bounds to how deeply I’ll cut to win. That’s simultaneously one of my strengths and one of my weaknesses. I won’t go into how it got started, it goes ’way back. I’ll just say that it makes me a very enclosed individual a lot of the time. I’m constantly on the alert for the attack.


So Lori put forth the proposition that I was stronger than she in such situations, and I said, “No, we’re evenly matched.” And then she said, with considerable disbelief, “But you could cut me up in a minute and we both know it.”


Which led me to think about it and I responded, “Then why don’t I?”


“Because you love me,” she said.


“Right,” I said.


Then she grinned and made the perfect point. “You’re handicapped.”


Right!


Willingly, gladly, joyously handicapped. A mercurial sprinter happily tying a bag of cement to his left leg so he can race with fairness to the competition, because he loves the race, not the winning.


Love can do that. It can make you dull those savage aspects of your nature so you become more nakedly ready to accept goodness from your love-partner. It is even more pro-survival, if one accepts the theory that life is a string of boredoms, getting-alongs, sadnesses and just plain nothing-happening times, broken up by gleaming pearls of happiness that get us through the crummy stretches on that string.


Weakness becomes strength.


 


After you’ve had the Ultimate Love Affair that has broken you, leaves you certain love has been poisoned in your system, then, and only then, can you be saved and uplifted by the Post-Ultimate Love Affair.




Because that’s when you’re most uncertain, most self-doubting, most locked into a tunnel vision of love and life. And that’s when new experiences come out of nowhere to wham you.


I guess this ties in with what I was saying about pain in the introduction to PAINGOD and about how we cannot savor the full wonder of joy unless we’ve gone through some exhausting, debilitating times of anguish. No one likes pain (and please be advised I’m not advocating S-M or any of the torture-games some people need to get them off; I’m talking about life-situation pain; enemas and shtupping amputees and whips ’n’ chains may be superfine for Penthouse and other sources of communication for those who’re into such things, but I’m not, and so when I talk about pain I mean getting your brain busted, not your body shackled; okay?) but it seems to me that we spend so much time avoiding pain of even the mildest sort, that we turn ourselves into mollusks. To love, I think, one must be prepared to get clipped on the jaw occasionally.


Otherwise, one would always settle for the safest, least demanding, least challenging relationship. Wouldn’t we?


I think that makes sense.


And so, having been destroyed by an affair, knowing one has had the Ultimate Love, one wanders lost and broken in a new place. And then, from out of nowhere—and I’ve seen it happen time and again—comes this whirlwind that sweeps you up and carries you along, and three, four, five months later you realize it isn’t a rebound affair, it’s the Post-Ultimate Affair, and you’re whole again, and stronger than ever.


So go find the greatest love of your life, the one that burns and sizzles and chars everything around it, and fling yourself into it like a child in a playground. Drain all you can from it, and then get your back broken. Suffer and stumble around and weep and piss and moan. And then look out! Because here comes The Lone Ranger or Wonder Woman, ready to make it all good again…and this time probably for keeps.




Here are a few more things about love I think work.




Friendship is better than passion.


As Richard Shorr says, if you can say to your partner, even when you hate him or her the most, I wish you well, then you’ve got a chance to make it. Lust works wonders, it puts apples in your cheeks (and sometimes crabs in your bed), but it ebbs and flows. Friendship sustains and enriches and stays constant.


 


Hate and love have the same intensity of emotion.


Hate ain’t nothing but love misspelled.


But you know that one already.


 


You can’t go home again.


If you were sweethearts after college, and had a thing going, and one or the other of you took off and did your number and it went sour—the marriage dissolved, the career didn’t materialize, discovering yourself turned out to be a drag filled with Tantric Yoga and Kahlil Gibran platitudes—and you fantasize what it would’ve been like if you’d stuck with that Great Love of Your Youth…forget it. He’s changed, she’s changed, you’ve changed, and the best you can have is a quick fuck and a lot of recycled memories. It just doesn’t play.


 


Next to telling your lover what turns you on precisely, the best thing to bring to bed is a sense of humor.


Nothing is more tiresome and capable of creating tension in bed than heavy breathing el serioso. God save us from the men and women who need to hear all the artificial “I love you” jingoism, even when they know it’s bullshit, said at the moment and having substance no longer than it takes to use a Kleenex and dash to the shower. But laughter, taking the hangups and inconveniences and wonky awkwardnesses as sources of mirth…wow, how bright that can make it.


 


Please yourself and be selfish about it.


In love and sex, it’s every man and woman in a one-person life raft. If you don’t go’n’get it, no one’ll stake you to a free ride. Concern for each other goes without saying, and attention to detail; but when it comes right down to it, you’ve got to satisfy yourself. If the guy ain’t doing it right, lady, bite his nose and tell him how to do it. And if you’ve got a premature problem, fella, let her know about it before the fact so arrangements can be made. And don’t clutter up your pleasure by swallowing that outdated nonsense about, “Oh, it seems too clinical that way; it takes all the romance out of it.” Romance is one of those ephemerals they whip on you so you won’t know that sex is supposed to be sweaty!


 


And finally: love ain’t nothing but sex misspelled.


Which is an ironic title. It means people confuse one for the other. They think passion alone makes love. And so the relationship flares while they explore each other’s bodies, and when it’s gone, so is their affection for one another.


Love is being utterly honest, even when it’s ground-glass painful. Tell the truth all the time! All the truth! Not just that part that you can get away with. Go the limit. And the answer to Hemingway’s riddle is that the leopard lost his way. He took the wrong path. And that’s what so many of us do in love.


Keep aware, keep wide open, and remember everything that’s ever happened to you, everything that’s ever been said, every motion and change of tone and subtle hint. We’ll read a long, essentially dull book on how to get through probate with our skin intact, or take a correspondence course in electrical wiring just so we don’t have to pay an electrician to do our house, or go to college for four years to acquire the obscure knowledge that will permit us to make a living in one or another proscribed field of endeavor. But about the most mysterious subject of all, love, we bumble and careen and hope for the best; without proper education, without proper tools, without even a goal that can be named. And more often than not it poisons our lives. The wrong men and the wrong women get together and proceed to kill each other piece by piece.


This is all I know of love: like the leopard we must pick the right path, and we must never confuse what the body needs with what the soul demands. Beyond these idle thoughts, I know no more than you.


As a troll, as an alien creature, I know that having an affair with me is not the same as having an affair with an orthodontist or a salesman of mobile homes or a guy going for his degree in P.E. That’s my arrogance.


I hope to god you have yours.


 




Final words about this book.


In the original edition of LOVE AIN’T NOTHING BUT SEX MISSPELLED, published in hardcover in 1968, there were twenty-two stories. For the revised paperback edition in 1976, I dropped nine of those stories. They were (and are) good stories…and some of them I consider among my best. But they are either currently available elsewhere in one or another of the EDGEWORKS series, or in other books of mine currently in print. Twenty years ago, I became highly sensitive to one reader’s random remark about duplications of stories in my collections. And so I have taken extra-special pains to make sure there are no duplications in these new EDGEWORKS editions.


In ’76 I added three new, then-uncollected pieces to the thirteen from the original version of this book. Usually, a short story collection bulks out at about 60,000 words. LOVE, first time around, came to 165,300 words, almost the equivalent of three books. I’ve deleted 51,900 words of stories and added 21,400 to the remaining 115,400 words’ worth of material from the hardcover. That makes a total of 136,800 words of stories, plus this introduction of approximately 8500 words, for your money’s worth of 145,300. Something well over two ordinary collections’ size. And no room for complaints from those who’ve bought my other books.


And since there were three minor duplications of items on the 1976 table of contents in this 1997 edition, I bounced them (two are in EDGEWORKS, Volume 3…in THE HARLAN ELLISON HORNBOOK) (the third one will be found in GENTLEMAN JUNKIE and Other Stories of the Hung-Up Generation, one of the two titles to appear in EDGEWORKS, Volume 11, scheduled for publication in May of the year 2001; patience, I commend thee to patience!) and I’ve added a previously uncollected story for which I have great fondness—“Passport”—and I’ve even revised it strenuously. Also, I’ve added a new, previously unpublished teleplay based on a short story to appear in EDGEWORKS, Volume 7, in May of 1999. And you thought we were just a flash in the pan!


Now: to the underlying theme of these wry fictions. There is a theme, pace the title of the book. A few of these tales may seem to you less thematic than others. Oh, cynical you. “Blind Bird, Blind Bird, Go Away from Me!” (for instance) is a war story, and I suppose might easily have gone into another sort of collection. But I intended this book to cover a broad spectrum on the subject of love; and friendship, a sense of duty, love of those who depend on you…that’s love, too. As is the love-turned-to hate demonstrated in one of the new pieces, “Moonlighting,” and “The Universe of Robert Blake” (not the actor, though we’re friends and I probably used the name unconsciously years before we met) and “A Prayer for No One’s Enemy.” These are all stories peripherally concerned with love, and they are included here because this book was, and remains, one of my personal favorites. And each tale to be told reflects another part of my fumbling attempts to understand the mystery of love.


These stories have helped change my opinion of myself where human knowledge is concerned. They total over 145,000 words of groping in the dark to find the answer.


For a troll, groping in the dark is second nature.


Here’s hoping they shed a little light.


Harlan Ellison / Los Angeles
12 September 75 and 2 August 97















INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION






The Introduction to the first edition was dumb, and I’ve dropped it. You wouldn’t have liked it, anyway. Trust me.















THE RESURGENCE OF MISS ANKLE-STRAP WEDGIE


(DEDICATED TO THE MEMORY OF DOROTHY PARKER)







HANDY


In Hollywood our past is so transitory we have little hesitation about tearing down our landmarks. The Garden of Allah where Benchley and Scott Fitzgerald lived is gone; it’s been replaced by a savings and loan. Most of the old, sprawling 20th lot has been converted into shopping center and beehive-faceted superhotel. Even historic relics of fairly recent vintage have gone under the cultural knife: the Ziv television studios on Santa Monica, once having been closed down, became the eerie, somehow surrealistic, weed-overgrown and bizarre jungle in which tamed cats that had roamed sound stages became cannibals, eating one another. At night, passing the studio, dark and padlocked, you could hear the poor beasts tearing each other apart. They had lived off the film industry too long, and unable to survive in the streets, lost and bewildered, they had turned into predators.


That may be an apocryphal story. It persists in my thoughts when I remember Valerie Lone.


The point is, we turn the past into the present here in Hollywood even before it’s finished being the future. It’s like throwing a meal into the Disposall before you eat it.


But we do have one recently erected monument here in the glamour capital of the world.


It is a twenty-three-foot-high billboard for a film called Subterfuge. It is a lighthearted adventure-romance in the James Bond tradition and the billboard shows the principal leads—Robert Mitchum and Gina Lollobrigida—in high-fashion postures intended to convey, well, adventure and, uh, romance.


The major credits are listed in smaller print on this billboard: produced by Arthur Crewes, directed by James Kencannon, written by John D.F. Black, music by Lalo Schifrin. The balance of the cast is there, also. At the end of the supplementary credits is a boxed line that reads:


 


ALSO FEATURING MISS VALERIE LONE as Angela.


 


This line is difficult to read; it has been whited-out.


The billboard stands on a rise overlooking Sunset Boulevard on the Strip near King’s Road; close by a teenie-bopper discothèque called Spectrum 2000 that once was glamorous Ciro’s. But we tear down our past and convert it to the needs of the moment. The billboard will come down. When the film ends its first run at the Egyptian and opens in neighborhood theaters and drive-ins near you.


At which point even that monument to Valerie Lone will have been removed, and almost all of us can proceed to forget. Almost all of us, but not all. I’ve got to remember…my name is Fred Handy. I’m responsible for that billboard. Which makes me a singular man, believe me.


After all, there are so few men who have erected monuments to the objects of their homicide.


1




They came out of the darkness that was a tunnel with a highway at the bottom of it. The headlights were animal eyes miles away down the flat roadbed, and slowly slowly the sound of the engine grew across the emptiness on both sides of the concrete. California desert night, heat of the long day sunk just below the surface of the land, and a car, ponderous, plunging, straight out of nowhere along a white centerline. Gophers and rabbits bounded across the deadly open road and were gone forever.


Inside the limousine men dozed in jump seats and far in the rear two bull-necked cameramen discussed the day’s work. Beside the driver, Fred Handy stared straight ahead at the endless stretch of State Highway 14 out of Mojave. He had been under the influence of road hypnosis for the better part of twenty minutes, and did not know it. The voice from the secondary seats behind him jarred him back to awareness. It was Kencannon.


“Jim, how long till we hit Lancaster or Palmdale?”


The driver craned his head back and slightly to the side, awkwardly, like some big bird, keeping his eyes on the road. “Maybe another twenty, twenty-five miles, Mr. K’ncannon. That was Rosamond we passed little while ago.”


“Let’s stop and eat at the first clean place we see,” the director said, thumbing his eyes to remove the sleep from them. “I’m starving.”


There was vague movement from the third seats, where Arthur Crewes was folded sidewise, fetuslike, sleeping. A mumbled, “Where are we what time izit?”


Handy turned around. “It’s about three forty-five, Arthur. Middle of the desert.”


“Midway between Mojave and Lancaster, Mr. Crewes,” the driver added. Crewes grunted acceptance of it.


The producer sat up in sections, swinging his legs down heavily, pulling his body erect sluggishly, cracking his shoulders back as he arched forward. With his eyes closed. “Jeezus, remind me next time to do a picture without location shooting. I’m too old for this crap.” There was the murmur of trained laughter from somewhere in the limousine.


Handy thought of Mitchum, who had returned from the Mojave location earlier that day, riding back in the air-conditioned land cruiser the studio provided. But the thought only reminded him that he was not one of the Immortals, one of the golden people; that he was merely a two-fifty-a-week publicist who was having one helluva time trying to figure out a promotional angle for just another addle-witted spy-romance. Crewes had come to the genre belatedly, after the Bond flicks, after Ipcress, after Arabesque and Masquerade and Kaleidoscope and Flint and Modesty Blaise and they’d all come after The 39 Steps so what the hell did it matter; with Arthur Crewes producing, it would get serious attention and good play dates. If. If Fred Handy could figure out a Joe Levine William Castle Sam Katzman Alfred Hitchcock shtick to pull the suckers in off the streets. He longed for the days back in New York when he had had ulcers working in the agency. He still had them, but the difference was now he couldn’t even pretend to be enjoying life enough to compensate for the aggravation. He longed for the days of his youth writing imbecile poetry in Figaro’s in the Village. He longed for the faintly moist body of Julie, away in the Midwest somewhere doing Hello, Dolly! on the strawhat circuit. He longed for a hot bath to leach all the weariness out of him. He longed for a hot bath to clean all the Mojave dust and grit out of his pores.


He longed desperately for something to eat.


“Hey, Jim, how about that over there…?”




He tapped the driver on the forearm, and pointed down the highway to the neon flickering off and on at the roadside. The sign said SHIVEY’S TRUCK STOP and EAT. There were no trucks parked in front.


“It must be good food,” Kencannon said from behind him. “I don’t see any trucks there; and you know what kind of food you get at the joints truckers eat at.”


Handy smiled quickly at the reversal of the old road-runner’s myth. It was that roundabout sense of humor that made Kencannon’s direction so individual.


“That okay by you, Mr. Crewes?” Jim asked.


“Fine, Jim,” Arthur Crewes said, wearily.


The studio limousine turned in at the diner and crunched gravel. The diner was an anachronism. One of the old railroad-car style, seen most frequently on the New Jersey thruways. Aluminum hide leprous with rust. Train windows fogged with dirt. Lucky Strike and El Producto decals on the door. Three steps up to the door atop a concrete stoop. Parking lot surrounding it like a gray pebble lake, cadaverously cold in the intermittent flashing of the pale yellow neon EAT off EAT off EAT…


The limousine doors opened, all six of them, and ten crumpled men emerged, stretched, trekked toward the diner. They fell into line almost according to the pecking order. Crewes and Kencannon; Fred Handy; the two cameramen; three grips; the effeminate makeup man, Sancher; and Jim, the driver.


They climbed the stairs, murmuring to themselves, like sluggish animals emerging from a dead sea of sleep. The day had been exhausting. Chase scenes through the rural town of Mojave. And Mitchum in his goddam land cruiser, phoning ahead to have escargots ready at La Rue.


The diner was bright inside, and the grips, the cameramen and Jim took booths alongside the smoked windows. Sancher went immediately to the toilet, to moisten himself with 5-Day Deodorant Pads. Crewes sat at the counter with Handy and Kencannon on either side of him. The producer looked ancient. He was a dapper man in his middle forties. He clasped his hands in front of him and Handy saw him immediately begin twisting and turning the huge diamond ring on his right hand, playing with it, taking it off and replacing it. I wonder what that means, Handy thought.


Handy had many thoughts about Arthur Crewes. Some of them were friendly, most were impartial. Crewes was a job for Handy. He had seen the producer step heavily when the need arose: cutting off a young writer when the script wasn’t being written fast enough to make a shooting date; literally threatening an actor with bodily harm if he didn’t cease the senseless wrangling on set that was costing the production money; playing agents against one another to catch a talented client unrepresented between them, available for shaved cost. But he had seen him perform unnecessary kindnesses. Unnecessary because they bought nothing, won him nothing, made him no points. Crewes had blown a tire on a freeway one day and a motorist had stopped to help. Crewes had taken his name and sent him a three-thousand-dollar color television-stereo. A starlet ready to put out for a part had been investigated by the detective agency Crewes kept on retainer at all times for assorted odd jobs. They had found out her child was a paraplegic. She had not been required to go the couch route, Crewes had refused her the job on grounds of talent, but had given her a check in the equivalent amount had she gotten the part.


Arthur Crewes was a very large man indeed in Hollywood. He had not always been immense, however. He had begun his career as a film editor on “B” horror flicks, worked his way up and directed several productions, then been put in charge of a series of low-budget films at the old RKO studio. He had suffered in the vineyards and somehow run the time very fast. He was still a young man, and he was ancient, sitting there turning his ring.


Sancher came out of the toilet and sat down at the far end of the counter. It seemed to jog Kencannon. “Think I’ll wash off a little Mojave filth,” he said, and rose.


Crewes got up. “I suddenly realized I haven’t been to the bathroom all day.”


They walked away, leaving Handy sitting, toying with the sugar shaker.


He looked up for the first time, abruptly realizing how exhausted he was. There was a waitress shaking a wire basket of french fries, her back to him. The picture was on schedule, no problems, but no hook, no gimmick, no angle, no shtick to sell it; there was a big quarterly payment due on the house in Sherman Oaks; it was all Handy had, no one was going to get it; he had to keep the job. The waitress turned around for the first time and started laying out napkin, water glass, silverware, in front of him. You could work in a town for close to nine years, and still come away with nothing; not even living high, driving a ’65 Impala, that wasn’t ostentatious; but a lousy forty-five-day marriage to a clip artist and it was all in jeopardy; he had to keep the job, just to fight her off, keep her from using California divorce logic to get that house; nine years was not going down the tube; God, he felt weary. The waitress was in the booth, setting up the grips and cameramen. Handy mulled the nine years, wondering what the hell he was doing out here: oh yeah, I was getting divorced, that’s what I was doing. Nine years seemed so long, so ruthlessly long, and so empty suddenly, to be here with Crewes on another of the endless product that got fed into the always-yawning maw of the Great American Moviegoing Public. The waitress returned and stood before him.


“Care to order now?”


He looked up.


Fred Handy stopped breathing for a second. He looked at her, and the years peeled away. He was a teenage kid in the Utopia Theater in St. Louis, Missouri, staring up at a screen with gray shadows moving on it. A face from the past, a series of features, very familiar, were superimposing themselves.


She saw he was staring. “Order?”


He had to say it just right. “Excuse me, is, uh, is your name Lone?”


Until much later, he was not able to identify the expression that swam up in her eyes. But when he thought back on it, he knew it had been terror. Not fear, not trepidation, not uneasiness, not wariness. Terror. Complete, total, gagging terror. She said later it had been like calling the death knell for her…again.


She went stiff, and her hand slid off the counter edge. “Valerie Lone?” he said, softly, frightened by the look on her face. She swallowed so that the hollows in her cheeks moved liquidly. And she nodded. The briefest movement of the head.


Then he knew he had to say it just right. He was holding all that fragile crystal, and a wrong phrase would shatter it. Not: I used to see your movies when I was a kid or: Whatever happened to you or: What are you doing here. It had to be just right.


Handy smiled like a little boy. It somehow fit his craggy features. “You know,” he said gently, “many’s the afternoon I’ve sat in the movies and been in love with you.”


There was gratitude in her smile. Relief, an ease of tensions, and the sudden rush of her own memories; the bittersweet taste of remembrance as the glories of her other life swept back to her. Then it was gone, and she was a frowzy blonde waitress on Route 14 again. “Order?”


She wasn’t kidding. She turned it off like a mercury switch. One moment there was life in the faded blue eyes, the next moment it was ashes. He ordered a cheeseburger and french fries. She went back to the steam table.


Arthur Crewes came out of the men’s room first. He was rubbing his hands. “Damned powdered soap, almost as bad as those stiff paper towels.” He slipped onto the stool beside Handy.


And in that instant, Fred Handy saw a great white light come up. Like the buzz an acid-head gets from a fully drenched sugar cube, his mind burst free and went trembling outward in waves of color. The shtick, the bit, the handle, ohmigod there it is, as perfect as a bluewhite diamond.


Arthur Crewes was reading the menu as Handy grabbed his wrist.


“Arthur, do you know who that is?”


“Who who is?”


“The waitress.”


“Madame Nehru.”


“I’m serious, Arthur.”


“All right, who?”


“Valerie Lone.”


Arthur Crewes started as though he had been struck. He shot a look at the waitress, her back to them now, as she ladled up navy bean soup from the stainless steel tureen in the steam table. He stared at her, silently.


“I don’t believe it,” he murmured.


“It is, Arthur, I’m telling you that’s just who it is.”


He shook his head. “What the hell is she doing out here in the middle of nowhere. My God, it must be, what? Fifteen, twenty years?”


Handy considered a moment. “About eighteen years, if you count that thing she did for Ross at UA in forty-eight. Eighteen years and here she is, slinging hash in a diner.”


Crewes mumbled something.


“What did you say?” Handy asked him.


Crewes repeated it, with an edge Handy could not place. “Lord, how the mighty have fallen.”


Before Handy could tell the producer his idea, she turned, and saw Crewes staring at her. There was no recognition in her expression. But it was obvious she knew Handy had told him who she was. She turned away and carried the plates of soup to the booth.


As she came back past them, Crewes said, softly, “Hello, Miss Lone.” She paused and stared at him. She was almost somnambulistic, moving by rote. He added, “Arthur Crewes…remember?”


She did not answer for a long moment, then nodded as she had to Handy. “Hello. It’s been a long time.”


Crewes smiled a peculiar smile. Somehow victorious. “Yes, a long time. How’ve you been?”


She shrugged, as if to indicate the diner. “Fine, thank you.”


They fell silent.




“Would you care to order now?”


When she had taken the order and moved to the grill, Handy leaned in close to the producer and began speaking intensely. “Arthur, I’ve got a fantastic idea.”


His mind was elsewhere. “What’s that, Fred?”


“Her. Valerie Lone. What a sensational idea. Put her in the picture. The comeback of…what was it they used to call her, that publicity thing, oh yeah…the comeback of ‘Miss Ankle-Strap Wedgie.’ It’s good for space in any newspaper in the country.”


Silence.


“Arthur? What do you think?”


Arthur Crewes smiled down at his hands. He was playing with the ring again. “You think I should bring her back to the industry after eighteen years.”


“I think it’s the most natural winning promotion idea I’ve ever had. And I can tell you like it.”


Crewes nodded, almost absently. “Yes, I like it, Fred. You’re a very bright fellow. I like it just fine.”


Kencannon came back and sat down. Crewes turned to him. “Jim, can you do cover shots on the basement scenes with Bob and the stunt men for a day or two?”


Kencannon bit his lip, considering. “I suppose so. It’ll mean replotting the schedule, but the board’s Bernie’s problem, not mine. What’s up?”


Crewes twisted the ring and smiled distantly. “I’m going to call Johnny Black in and have him do a rewrite on the part of Angela. Beef it up.”


“For what? We haven’t even cast it yet.”


“We have now.” Handy grinned hugely. “Valerie Lone.”


“Valerie—you’re kidding. She hasn’t even made a film in God knows how long. What makes you think you can get her?”


Crewes turned back to stare at the sloped shoulders of the woman at the sizzling grill. “I can get her.”


HANDY


We talked to Valerie Lone, Crewes and myself. First I talked, then he talked; then when she refused to listen to him, I talked again.


She grabbed up a huge pan with the remains of macaroni and cheese burned to the bottom, and she dashed out through a screen door at the rear of the diner.


We looked at each other, and when each of us saw the look of confusion on the other’s face, the looks vanished. We got up and followed her. She was leaning against the wall of the diner, scraping the crap from the pan as she cried. The night was quiet.


But she didn’t melt as we came through the screen door. She got uptight. Furious. “I’ve been out of all that for over fifteen years, can’t you leave me alone? You’ve got a lousy sense of humor if you think this is funny!”


Arthur Crewes stopped dead on the stairs. He didn’t know what to say to her. There was something happening to Crewes; I didn’t know what it was, but it was more than whatever it takes to get a gimmick for a picture.


I took over.


Handy, the salesman. Handy, the schmacheler, equipped with the very best butter. “It isn’t fifteen years, Miss Lone. It’s eighteen plus.”


Something broke inside her. She turned back to the pan. Crewes didn’t know whether to tell me to back off or not, so I went ahead. I pushed past Crewes, standing there with his hand on the peeling yellow paint banister, his mouth open. (The color of the paint was the color of a stray dog I had run down in Nevada one time. I hadn’t seen the animal. It had dashed out of a gully by the side of the road and I’d gone right over it before I knew what had happened. But I stopped and went back. It was the same color as that banister. A faded lonely yellow, like cheap foolscap, a dollar a ream. I couldn’t get the thought of that dog out of my mind.)


“You like it out here, right?”


She didn’t turn around.


I walked around her. She was looking into that pan of crap. “Miss Lone?”


It was going to take more than soft-spoken words. It might even take sincerity. I wasn’t sure I knew how to do that any more. “If I didn’t know better…having seen all the feisty broads you played…I’d think you enjoyed feeling sorry for your—”


She looked up, whip-fast, I could hear the cartilage cracking in her neck muscles. There was a core of electrical sparks in her eyes. She was pissed off. “Mister, I just met your face. What makes you think you can talk that way…” It petered out. The steam leaked off, and the sparks died, and she was back where she’d been a minute before.


I turned her around to face us. She shrugged my hand off. She wasn’t a sulky child, she was a woman who didn’t know how to get away from a giant fear that was getting more gigantic with every passing second. And even in fear she wasn’t about to let me manhandle her.


“Miss Lone, we’ve got a picture working. It isn’t Gone With the Wind and it isn’t The Birth of a Nation, it’s just a better-than-average coupla-million-dollar spectacular with Mitchum and Lollobrigida, and it’ll make a potful for everybody concerned…”


Crewes was staring at me. I didn’t like his expression. He was the bright young wunderkind who had made Lonely in the Dark and Ruby Bernadette and The Fastest Man, and he didn’t like to hear me pinning his latest opus as just a nice, money-making color puffball. But Crewes wasn’t a wunderkind any longer, and he wasn’t making Kafka, he was making box-office bait, and he needed this woman, and so dammit did I! So screw his expression.


“Nobody’s under the impression you’re one of the great ladies of the theater; you never were Katharine Cornell, or Bette Davis, or even Pat Neal.” She gave me that core of sparks look again. If I’d been a younger man it might have woofed me; I’m sure it had stopped legions of assistant gophers in the halcyon days. But—it suddenly scared me to realize it—I was running hungry, and mere looks didn’t do it. I pushed her a little harder, my best Raymond Chandler delivery. “But you were a star, you were someone that people paid money to see, because whatever you had it was yours. And whatever that was, we want to rent it for a while, we want to bring it back.”


She gave one of those little snorts that says very distinctly You stink, Jack. It was disdainful. She had my number. But that was cool; I’d given it to her; I wasn’t about to shuck her.


“Don’t think we’re humanitarians. We need something like you on this picture. We need a handle, something that’ll get us that extra two inches in the Wichita Eagle. That means bucks in the ticket wicket. Oh, shit, lady!”


Her teeth skinned back.


I was getting to her.




“We can help each other.” She sneered and started to turn away. I reached out and slammed the pan as hard as I could. It spun out of her hands and hit the steps. She was rocked quiet for an instant, and I rapped on her as hard as I could. “Don’t tell me you’re in love with scraping crap out of a macaroni dish. You lived too high, too long. This is a free ride back. Take it!”


There was blood coursing through her veins now. Her cheeks had bright, flushed spots on them, high up under the eyes. “I can’t do it; stop pushing at me.”


Crewes moved in, then. We worked like a pair of good homicide badges. I beat her on the head, and he came running with Seidlitz powders. “Let her alone a minute, Fred. This is all at once, come on, let her think.”


“What the hell’s to think?”


She was being rammed from both sides, and knew it, but for the first time in years something was happening, and her motor was starting to run again, despite herself.


“Miss Lone,” Crewes said gently, “a contract for this film, and options for three more. Guaranteed, from first day of shooting, straight through, even if you sit around after your part is shot, till last day of production.”


“I haven’t been anywhere near a camera—”


“That’s what we have cameramen for. They turn it on you. That’s what we have a director for. He’ll tell you where to stand. It’s like swimming or riding a bike: once you learn, you never forget…”


Crewes again. “Stop it, Fred. Miss Lone…I remember you from before. You were always good to work with. You weren’t one of the cranky ones, you were a doer. You knew your lines, always.”


She smiled. A wee timorous slippery smile. She remembered. And she chuckled. “Good memory, that’s all.”


Then Crewes and I smiled, too. She was on our side. Everything she said from here on out would be to win us the argument. She was ours.


“You know, I had the world’s all-time great crush on you, Miss Lone,” Arthur Crewes, a very large man in town, said. She smiled a little-girl smile of graciousness.


“I’ll think about it.” She stooped for the pan.


He reached it before she did. “I won’t give you time to think. There’ll be a car here for you tomorrow at noon.”


He handed her the pan.


She took it reluctantly.


We had dug Valerie Lone up from under uncounted strata of self-pity and anonymity, from a kind of grave she had chosen for herself for reasons I was beginning to understand. As we went back inside the diner, I had The Thought for the first time:


The Thought: What if we ain’t doing her no favors?


And the voice of Donald Duck came back at me from the Clown Town of my thoughts: With friends like you, Handy, she may not need any enemies.


Screw you, Duck.
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The screen flickered, and Valerie Lone, twenty years younger, wearing the pageboy and padded shoulders of the Forties, swept into the room. Cary Grant looked up from the microscope with his special genteel exasperation, and asked her precisely where she had been. Valerie Lone, the coiffed blonde hair carefully smoothed, removed her gloves and sat on the laboratory counter. She crossed her legs. She was wearing ankle-strap wedgies.


“I think the legs are still damned good, Arthur,” Fred Handy said. Cigar smoke rose up in the projection room. Arthur Crewes did not answer. He was busy watching the past.


Full hips, small breasts, blonde; a loveliness that was never wispy like a Jean Arthur, never chill like a Joan Crawford, never cultured like a Greer Garson. If Valerie Lone had been identifiable with anyone else working in her era, it would have been with Ann Sheridan. And the comparison was by no means invidious. There was the same forceful womanliness in her manner; a wise kid who knew the score. Dynamic. Yet there was a quality of availability in the way she arched her eyebrows, the way she held her hands and neck. Sensuality mixed with reality. What had broken that spine of self-control, turned it into the fragile wariness Handy had sensed? He studied the film as the story unreeled, but there was none of that showing in the Valerie Lone of twenty years before.


As the deep, silken voice faded from the screen, Arthur Crewes reached to the console beside his contour chair, and punched a series of buttons. The projection light cut off from the booth behind them, the room lights went up, and the chair tilted forward. The producer got up and left the room, with Handy behind him, waiting for comments. They had spent close to eight hours running old prints of Valerie Lone’s biggest hits.


Arthur Crewes’s home centered around the projection room. As his life centered around the film industry. Through the door, and into the living room, opulent beneath fumed and waxed, shadowed oak beams far above them; the two men did not speak. The living room was immense, only slightly smaller than a basketball court in one corner where Crewes now settled into a deep armchair, before a roaring walk-in fireplace. The rest of the living room was empty and quiet; one could hear the fall of dust. It had been a merry house many times in the past, and would be again, but at the moment, far down below the vaulting ceiling, their voices rising like echoes in a mountain pass, Arthur Crewes spoke to his publicist.


“Fred, I want the full treatment. I want her seen everywhere by everyone. I want her name as big as it ever was.”


Handy pursed his lips, even as he nodded. “That takes money, Arthur. We’re pushing the publicity budget now.”


Crewes lit a cigar. “This is above-the-line expense. Keep it a separate record, and I’ll take care of it out of my pocket. I want it all itemized for the IRS, but don’t spare the cost.”


“Do you know how much you’re getting into here?”


“It doesn’t matter. Whatever it is, however much you need, come and ask, and you’ll get it. But I want a real job done for that money, Fred.”


Handy stared at him for a long moment.


“You’ll get mileage out of Valerie Lone’s comeback, Arthur. No doubt about it. But I have to tell you right now it isn’t going to be anything near commensurate with what you’ll be spending. It isn’t that kind of appeal.”


Crewes drew deeply on the cigar, sent a thin streamer of blue smoke toward the darkness above them. “I’m not concerned about the value to the picture. It’s going to be a good property, it can take care of itself. This is something else.”


Handy looked puzzled. “Why?”




Crewes did not answer. Finally, he asked, “Is she settled in at the Beverly Hills?”


Handy rose to leave. “Best bungalow in the joint. You should have seen the reception they gave her.”


“That’s the kind of reception I want everywhere for her, Fred. A lot of bowing and scraping for the old queen.”


Handy nodded, walked toward the foyer. Across the room, forcing him to raise his voice to reach Crewes, still lost in the dimness of the living room, the fireplace casting spastic shadows of blood and night on the walls, Fred Handy said, “Why the extra horsepower, Arthur? I get nervous when I’m told to spend freely.”


Smoke rose from the chair where Arthur Crewes was hidden. “Good night, Fred.”


Handy stood for a moment; then, troubled, he let himself out. The living room was silent for a long while, only the faint crackling of the logs on the fire breaking the stillness. Then Arthur Crewes reached to the sidetable and lifted the telephone receiver from its cradle. He punched out a number.


“Miss Valerie Lone’s bungalow, please…yes, I know what time it is. This is Arthur Crewes calling…thank you.”


There was a pause, then sound from the other end.


“Hello, Miss Lone? Arthur Crewes. Yes, thank you. Sorry if I disturbed you…oh, really? I rather thought you might be awake. I had the feeling you might be a little uneasy, first night back and all.”


He listened to the voice at the other end. And did not smile. Then he said, “I just wanted to call and tell you not to be afraid. Everything will be fine. There’s nothing to be afraid of. Nothing at all.”


His eyes became light, and light fled down the wires to see her at the other end. In the elegant bungalow, still sitting in the dark. Through a window, moonlight lay like a patina of dull gold across the room, tinting even the depressions in the sofa pillows where a thousand random bottoms had rested, a vaguely yellow ocher.


Valerie Lone. Alone.


Misted by a fine down of Beverly Hills moonlight—the great gaffer in the sky working behind an amber gel keylighting her with a senior, getting fill light from four broads and four juniors, working the light outside in the great celestial cyclorama with a dozen sky-pans, and catching her just right with a pair of inky-dinks, scrims, gauzes, and cutters—displaying her in a gown of powdered moth-wing dust. Valerie Lone, off-camera, trapped by the lens of God, and the electric eyes of Arthur Crewes. But still in XTREME CLOSEUP.


She thanked him, seeming bewildered by his kindness. “Is there anything you need?” he asked.


He had to ask her to repeat her answer, she had spoken so softly. But the answer was nothing, and he said good night, and was about to hang up when she called him.


To Crewes it was a sound from farther away than the Beverly Hills Hotel. It was a sound that came by way of a Country of Mildew. From a land where oily things moved out of darkness. From a place where the only position was hunched safely into oneself with hands about knees, chin tucked down, hands wrapped tightly so that if the eyes with their just-born-bird membranes should open, through the film could be seen the relaxed fingers. It was a sound from a country where there was no hiding place.


After a moment he answered, shaken by her frightened sound. “Yes, I’m here.”




Now he could not see her, even with eyes of electricity.


For Valerie Lone sat on the edge of the bed in her bungalow, not bathed in moth-wing dust, but lighted harshly by every lamp and overhead in the bungalow. She could not turn out those lights. She was petrified with fear. A nameless fear that had no origin and had no definition. It was merely there with her; a palpable presence.


And something else was in the room with her.


“They…”


She stopped. She knew Crewes was straining at the other end of the line to hear what followed.


“They sent your champagne.”


Crewes smiled to himself. She was touched.


Valerie Lone did not smile, was incapable of a smile, was by no means touched. The bottle loomed huge across the room on the glass-topped table. “Thank you. It was. Very. Kind. Of. You.”


Slowly, because of the way she had told him the champagne had arrived, Crewes asked, “Are you all right?”


“I’m frightened.”


“There’s nothing to be frightened about. We’re all on your team, you know that…”


“I’m frightened of the champagne…it’s been so long.”


Crewes did not understand. He said so.


“I’m afraid to drink it.”


Then he understood.


He didn’t know what to say. For the first time in many years he felt pity for someone. He was fully conversant with affection, and hatred, and envy, and admiration and even stripped-to-the-bone lust. But pity was something he somehow hadn’t had to deal with, for a long time. His ex-wife and the boy, they were the last, and that had been eight years before. He didn’t know what to say.


“I’m afraid, isn’t that silly? I’m afraid I’ll like it too much again. I’ve managed to forget what it tastes like. But if I open it, and taste it, and remember…I’m afraid…”


He said, “Would you like me to drive over?”


She hesitated, pulling her wits about her. “No. No, I’ll be all right. I’m just being silly. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” Then, hastily: “You’ll call tomorrow?”


“Yes, of course. Sure I will. I’ll call first thing in the morning, and you’ll come down to the Studio. I’m sure there are all sorts of people you’ll want to get reacquainted with.”


Silence, then, softly: “Yes. I’m just being silly. It’s very lonely here.”


“Well, then. I’ll call in the morning.”


“Lonely…hmmm? Oh, yes! Thank you. Good night, Mr. Crewes.”


“Arthur. That’s first on the list. Arthur.”


“Arthur. Thank you. Good night.”


“Good night, Miss Lone.”


He hung up, still hearing the same voice he had heard in darkened theaters rich with the smell of popcorn (in the days before they started putting faintly rancid butter on it) and the taste of Luden’s Menthol Cough Drops. The same deep, silken voice that he had just this moment past heard break, ever so slightly, with fear.


Darkness rose up around him.




 


Light flooded Valerie Lone. The lights she would keep burning all night, because out there was darkness and it was so lonely in here. She stared across the room at the bottle of champagne, sitting high in its silver ice bucket, chipped base of ice melting to frigid water beneath it.


Then she stood and took a drinking glass from the tray on the bureau, ignoring the champagne glasses that had come with the bottle. She walked across the room to the bathroom and went inside, without turning on the light. She filled the water glass from the tap, letting the cold faucet run for a long moment. Then she stood in the doorway of the bathroom, drinking the water, staring at the bottle of champagne, that bottle of champagne.


Then slowly, she went to it and pulled the loosened plastic cork from the mouth of the bottle. She poured half a glass.


She sipped it slowly.


Memories stirred.


And a dark shape fled off across hills in the Country of Mildew.
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Handy drove up the twisting road into the Hollywood Hills. The call he had received an hour before was one he would never have expected. He had not heard from Huck Barkin in over two years. Haskell Barkin, the tall. Haskell Barkin, the tanned. Haskell Barkin, the handsome. Haskell Barkin, the amoral. The last time Fred had seen Huck, he was busily making a precarious living hustling wealthy widows with kids. His was a specialized con: he got next to the kids—Huck was one of the more accomplished surf-bums extant—even as he seduced the mother, and before the family attorney knew what was happening, the pitons and grapnels and tongs had been sunk in deep, through the mouth and out the other side, and friendly, good-looking, rangy Huck Barkin was living in the house, driving the Imperial, ordering McCormick’s bourbon from the liquor store, eating like Quantrill’s Raiders, and clipping bucks like the Russians were in Pomona.


There had been one who had tried to saturate herself with barbiturates when Huck had said, “À bientot.”


There had been one who had called in her battery of attorneys in an attempt to have him make restitution, but she had been informed Huck Barkin was one of those rare, infuriating, “judgment-proof” people.


There had been one who had gone away to New Mexico, where it was warm, and no one would see her drinking.


There had been one who had bought a tiny gun, but had never used it on him.


There had been one who had already had the gun, and she had used it. But not on Huck Barkin.


Fearsome, in his strangeness; without ethic. Animal.


He was one of the more unpleasant Hollywood creeps Handy had met in the nine Hollywood years. Yet there was an unctuous charm about the man; it sat well on him, if the observers weren’t the most perceptive. Handy chuckled, remembering the one and only time he had seen Barkin shot down. By a woman. (And how seldom any woman can really put down a man, with such thoroughness that there is no comeback, no room to rationalize that it wasn’t such a great zinger, with the full certainty that the target has been utterly destroyed, and nothing is left but to slink away. He remembered.)


It had been at a party thrown by CBS, to honor the star of their new ninety-minute Western series. Big party. Century City Hotel. All the silkies were there, all the sleek, well-fed types who went without eating a full day to make it worthwhile at the barbecue and buffet. Barkin had somehow been invited. Or crashed. No one ever questioned his appearance at these things; a black mohair suit is ticket enough in a scene where recognition is predicated on the uniform of the day.


He had sidled into a conversational group composed of Handy and his own Julie, Spencer Lichtman the agent and two very expensive call girls—all pale silver hair and exquisite faces; hundred and a half per night girls; the kind a man could talk to afterward, learn something from, probably with Masters earned in photochemistry or piezoelectricity; nothing even remotely cheap or brittle about them; master craftsmen in a specialized field—and Barkin had unstrapped his Haskellesque charm. The girls had sensed at once that he was one of the leeches, hardly one of the cruisable meal tickets with wherewithal. They had been courteous, but chill. Barkin had gone from unctuous to rank in three giant steps, without saying, “May I?”


Finally, in desperation, he had leaned in close to the taller of the two silver goddesses, and murmured (loud enough for all in the group to overhear) with a Richard Widmark thinness: “How would you like me down in your panties?”


Silence for a beat, then the silver goddess turned to him with eyes of anthracite, and across the chill polar wastes came her reply: “I have one asshole down there now…what would I want with you?”


Handy chuckled again, smugly, remembering the look on Barkin as he had broken down into his component parts, re-formed as a puddle of strawberry jam sliding down one of the walls, and oozed out of the scene, not to return that night.


Yet there was a roguish good humor about the big blond beach-bum that most people took at face value; only if Huck’s back was put to the wall did the façade of affability drop away to reveal the granite foundation of amorality. The man was intent on sliding through life with as little effort as possible.


Handy had spotted him for what he was almost immediately upon meeting him, but for a few months Huck had been an amusing adjunct to Handy’s new life in the film colony. They had not been in touch for three years. Yet this morning the call had come from Barkin. Using Arthur Crewes’s name. He had asked Handy to come to see him, and given him an address in the Hollywood Hills.


Now, as he tooled the Impala around another snakeback curve, the top of the mountain came into view, and Handy saw the house. As it was the only house, dominating the flat, he assumed it was the address Barkin had given him, and he marveled. It was a gigantic circle of a structure, a flattened spool of sandblasted gray rock whose waist was composed entirely of curved panels of dark-smoked glass. Barkin could never have afforded an Orwellian feast of a home like this.


Handy drove up the flaring spiral driveway and parked beside the front door: an ebony slab with a rhodium-plated knob as big as an Impala headlight.


The grounds were incredibly well-tailored, sloping down all sides of the mountain to vanish over the next flat. Bonsai trees pruned in their abstracted Zen artfulness, bougainvillea rampant across one entire outcropping, banks of flowers, dichondra everywhere, ivy.


Then Handy realized the house was turning. To catch the sun. Through a glass roof. The front door was edging past him toward the west. He walked up to it, and looked for a doorbell. There was none.


From within the house came the staccato report of hardwood striking hardwood. It came again and again, in uneven, frantic bursts. And the sound of grunting.


He turned the knob, expecting the gigantic door to resist, but it swung open on a center-pin, counterbalanced, and he stepped through into the front hall of inlaid onyx tiles.


The sounds of wood on wood, and grunting, were easy to follow. He went down five steps into a passageway, and followed it toward the sound, emerging at the other end of the passage into a living room ocean-deep in sunshine. In the center of the room Huck Barkin and a tiny Japanese, both in loose-fitting ceremonial robes, were jousting with sawed-off quarter staves—shoji sticks.


Handy watched silently. The diminutive Japanese was electric. Barkin was no match for him, though he managed to get in a smooth rap or two from moment to moment. But the Oriental rolled and slid, barely seeming to touch the deep white carpet. His hands moved like propellers, twisting the hardwood staff to counter a swing by the taller man, jabbing sharply to embed the point of the staff in Barkin’s ribs. In and out and gone. He was a blur.


As Barkin turned in almost an entrechat, to avoid a slantwise flailing maneuver by the Oriental, he saw Handy standing in the entranceway to the passage. Barkin stepped back from his opponent.


“That’ll do it for now, Mas,” he said.


They bowed to one another; the Oriental took the staffs, and left through another passageway at the far end of the room. Barkin came across the rug liquidly, all the suntanned flesh rippling with the play of solid muscle underneath. Handy found himself once again admiring the shape Barkin kept himself in. But if you do nothing but spend time on your body, why not? he thought ruefully. The idea of honest labor had never taken up even temporary residence in Huck’s thoughts. And yet one body-building session was probably equal to all the exertion a common laborer would expend in a day.


Handy thought Huck was extending his hand in greeting, but halfway across the room the robed beach-bum reached over to a Saarinen chair and snagged a huge, fluffy towel. He swabbed his face and chest with it, coming to Handy.


“Fred, baby.”


“How are you, Huck?”


“Great, fellah. Just about king of the world these days. Like the place?”


“Nice. Whose is it?”


“Belongs to a chick I’ve been seeing. Old man’s one of the big things happening in some damned banana republic or other. I don’t give it too much thought; she’ll be back in about a month. Till then I’ve got the run of the joint. Want a drink?”


“It’s eleven o’clock.”


“Coconut milk, friend buddy friend. Got all the amino acids you can use all day. Very important.”


“I’ll pass.”


Barkin shrugged, walking past him to a mirrored wall that was jeweled with the reflections of pattering sunlight streaming in from above. He seemed to wipe his hand over the mirror, and the wall swung out to reveal a fully stocked bar. He took a can of coconut milk from the small freezer unit, and opened it, drinking straight from the can. “Doesn’t that smart a bit?” Handy asked.


“The coconut mil—oh, you mean the shoji jousting. Best damned thing in the world to toughen you up. Teak. Get whacked across the belly half a dozen times with one of those and your stomach muscles turn to leather.”


He flexed.


“Leather stomach muscles. Just what I’ve always yearned for.” Handy walked across the room and stared out through the dark glass at the incredible Southern California landscape, blighted by a murmuring, hanging pall of sickly smog over the Hollywood Freeway. With his back turned to Barkin, he said, “I tried to call Crewes after you spoke to me. He wasn’t in. I came anyway. How come you used his name?” He turned around.


“He told me to.”


“Where did you meet Arthur Crewes!” Handy snapped, sudden anger in his voice. This damned beach stiff, it had to be a shuck; he had to have used Handy’s name somehow.


“At that pool party you took me to, about—what was it—about three years ago. You remember, that little auburn-haired thing, what was her name, Binnie, Bunny, something…?”


“Billie. Billie Landewyck. Oh, yeah, I’d forgotten Crewes was there.”


Huck smiled a confident smile. He downed the last of the coconut milk and tossed the can into a wastebasket. He came around the bar and slumped onto the sofa. “Yeah, well. Crewes remembered me. Got me through Central Casting. I keep my SAG dues up, never know when you can pick up a few bucks doing stunt or a bit. You know.”
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