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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.


      






 


Surely you too must have asked yourself at one time or another: “What if I put Stevie Wonder and Peter Wolf (of J. Geils fame) together in a van, along with a Filipina Lolita, and sent them all on an interstellar joyride?” Of such commonsensical questions are SF stories born. By the way: I find this archetypical pair turning up later in Thomas Pynchon’s Vineland (1990), as the darker Blood and Vato, convincing me of their Jungian pre-existence.


Master Blaster and Whammer Jammer Meet the Groove Thang


Master Blaster is probing the clutter on the dashboard shelf, his black hands moving like delicate parti-colored tarantulas among the assorted odds’n’ ends. Empty cigarette pax, a styrofoam Big Mac box redolent of grease, a road map somehow unfolded into a topological nightmare. Keys, wires, washers, a lorn tampon Dewey lost one day, dingy in its paper sleeve. A screwdriver with a chipped tip, oily rags, matchbooks, discarded pine-tree-shaped cardboard air-fresheners, pennies, the innersole of a shoe.…


Not finding what he is searching for, Master Blaster turns to his friend Whammer Jammer, who is driving. Master Blaster’s long adorned colorful braids click ceramically together, sounding like a bead curtain stirred by a breeze. “Hey, Peter,” says Master Blaster, “you see my Drive’n’ Drink cup anywhere?”


Whammer Jammer is a tall skinny white dude with a heavy five o’clock shadow spread across sharp features. He is wearing a blue bandana on his head, knotted in back. There is one silver stud in his right earlobe. He is dressed, as is his companion, in grungy brown patched Carhartt overalls, liberally stained, the insulated lining poking out of rips and tears.


He turns his head briefly toward Master Blaster and sees himself reflected in the black man’s dark glasses.


“How come?” inquires Whammer Jammer.


“It still had some coffee in it yesterday, and I could really go for some now. Its ten already, and I ain’t had a sip yet.”


Whammer Jammer rolls his eyes hopelessly. “Check the floor, Stevie.”


Master Blaster bends over and begins to rummage among the trash and debris on the floor. Shortly he straightens up, triumphantly holding a cup capped with a drink spout. He raises it to his lips and takes a pull at the plastic nipple. Only dry sucking noises results, like wind whistling over desert sands at high noon in the middle of summer.


“Shit,” says Master Blaster. “Musta spilled out on the floor. I wonder if we got enough pennies here for some fresh jamoke.…” He begins collecting the loose change from the dashboard shelf by touch.


“We might need that money for gas,” warns Whammer Jammer, ever the more cautious of the two. Then, more selfishly: “And I’m outa smokes.”


The men are driving down a highway on the outskirts of their hometown in a battered, dented, rusted white Ford Econoline van whose muffler is attached only by bent coathangers. Mounted with ropes of pantyhose on the front grill is a revolting, molting stuffed moosehead which gives the van its name: Bullwinkle. On each side of Bullwinkle the van is hand-lettered the name of their raggedy-ass enterprise:


MASTER BLASTER AND WHAMMER JAMMER HAULAGE, CARTAGE, FREIGHT AND MOVING BASEMENTS, ATTICS AND GARAGES CLEANED “IT AIN’T HEAVY, IT’S MY RUBBLE”


Temporarily deprived right now of both nicotine and caffeine, Master Blaster and Whammer Jammer are a little touchy, a trifle irritable, tending, in fact, toward downright despair. Money’s too tight to mention, rent’s due, their bellies are empty, and they haven’t had a job in a week. And their last commission wasn’t anything to boast about anyway. It was an assignment they perennially got, whenever the hometown trawlers made an especially large catch. Trucking loads of fish gurry—intestines, heads, fins, tails—from a local dockside processing plant out to the dump. Packs of alleycats gathered wherever they parked, and the interior of Bullwinkle still smells like low tide at the mud flats.


They’ve got to keep on keepin’ on, tho. Nothing for it but to plunge on heedless of economic ill-fortune or the inexpungeable odor of fishguts, the malice of their fellow man—embodied in the ire of Mister Histadine, their landlord—or the ravages of bad weather and chapped hands.


“Whadda ya say we check out the dump for something we can salvage and sell?” asks Whammer Jammer of his partner.


“Sure,” says Master Blaster. “We can scavenge some aluminum cans for the deposits anyway.”


Out they head then, under the winter-grey sky, along the familiar road lined with winter-bare trees that look somehow like a child’s stick figures, their muffler whumping away, Bullwinkle’s shot suspension transmitting every bump in the pavement directly into their bony frames.


As they pass by one certain spot, seemingly no different from any other, Whammer Jammer ceremoniously beeps the horn.


“The Dewey Budd Memorial Roadside Rest Area,” says Master Blaster.


“Yeah,” says Whammer Jammer.


At the gate in the fence around the dump they pull to a stop beside Famous Amos’s shack.


Famous Amos is the dumpman in charge of the vast smoldering odorous acreage. Naturally, in their particular line of business, Whammer Jammer and Master Blaster have come to know the slothful and contumacious old drunkard quite well. This acquaintanceship has not necessarily led to affection.


“You think we’ll have to pay the bastard to get in today?” asks Master Blaster.


“Hope not.”


The door of the shack opens askew on its single hinge, its bottom dragging through a permanent rut in the dirt, and Famous Amos emerges. The man’s grizzled and normally suspicious face is wreathed today in beneficience and goodwill.


“Howdy, boys. Whatcha carrying today?”


Whammer Jammer looks at Master Blaster for confirmation of this oddity. The blind man has his left ear cocked at Famous Amos as if he just heard a stone speak.


“Why, nothing, Amos,” replies Whammer Jammer. “Just wanna pick thru the piles a little.”


“Sure, sure, go ahead, be my guest.”


Whammer Jammer puts the van in drive but holds his foot on the brake for a moment. “Say, Amos—anything wrong?”


Famous Amos is watching a seagull rapturously as the bird swallows a moldy orange peel. “Lookit that there bird, it’s so beautiful.”


“Amos—”


“Huh? Oh, no, boys, nothin’s wrong. Jest the opposite, in fact. I feel so good today I could piss holy water. Don’t know why, jest woke up that way.”


“What you been drinking today, my man?” says Master Blaster.


“No thin’ but water, Stevie, no thin’ but.”


Whammer Jammer releases the brake and the van rolls forward.


“Okay, then—I guess. Take it easy, Amos.”


Out of earshot of Famous Amos, Master Blaster says, “Whatever he’s got, I hope it’s not contagious.”


“You said it.”


They drive around the narrow dump trails for a time, looking for the latest, unpicked goodies. Neither partner says anything. Spooked by Famous Amos’s sudden conversion and the notion that it might be catching, each man is intently examining his inner being, alert for signs of change.


Master Blaster speaks up first.


“Pete?”


“Yeah?”


“I don’t feel no coffee jones no more.”


“I could go without a butt for at least another year or two.”


“This is weird.”


“Creepy.”


“Hey, turn left here!”


Whammer Jammer complies, then asks, “Why?”


“I feel it stronger this way.”


They round a heap of garbage with a dilapidated couch perched atop it like some mock throne. The compacted multitextured strata of trash are open and flat here, like the foundation of a city four thousand years old with the city mysteriously vanished.


Out in the middle of the plain is a small humming fracture in the air, about the size of a giant panda. There seems to be something inside the shimmery air, a creature of some sort. Whammer Jammer tries to focus his vision on the atmospheric warp. He gets a quick impression of fur. Then the defect vanishes, seeming to implode.


“Hey, I felt it move!” says Master Blaster.


“I know, I know,” says Whammer Jammer, feeling somehow disappointed to have lost sight of the anomaly.


The boys lever open their doors and step out. Something impels them to walk around to the back of the van.


The thing is there.


This time Whammer Jammer sees skin smooth as latex for a second, before the fuzzy air disappears again.


“It’s out front now,” says Master Blaster.


They walk to the open field of trash. The thing is in a different spot, a perpetual heat-shimmer in the middle of winter. As soon as Whammer Jammer’s eyes light on it, it pops to another location. He looks again. Pop! Look, pop, look, pop.… It’s like playing teleport chess. This could go on all day.…


“What’s making it jump around like that?” asks Master Blaster.


Whammer Jammer explains. “I want to get close to it. But how can we if we can’t even look at it?”


“Hear that noise it’s making? Suppose I try to zero in on it by listening?”


“Worth a try.”


Master Blaster shifts his head toward the nearly subsonic vibrations from the thing. But the intelligent application of his aural perceptions has the same effect. The thing bounces in and out of existence, relocating halfway across the yard of garbage.


“It’s obvious now what’s going on,” says Whammer Jammer, sounding none too certain.


“Oh yeah?”


The man tries to talk thru a theory still in formation. “This thing is some kind of creature from somewhere else in the universe—”


“Yeah, I’ll buy that.”


“—and it is plumb full of what you might call quantum uncertainty.”


At one time, Whammer Jammer took a night-school course called “New Age Physics: Channeling the Cosmic Tao.”


“Say what?”


“Well you see, on a very fundamental level, every particle we are made of is just plain unknowable. Anything you learn about these little bitty things subtracts certainty from another aspect of’em. By trying to see and hear this thing, we are obviously concentrating its uncertainty into its physical location, so it is forced to jump elsewhere.”


“You know best, bro’. So, how we gonna sneak up on this thing?”


“We got to try not to look or listen to it.”


Master Blaster and Whammer Jammer go back to the van. They find some Kleenex, shred them and stuff their ears. Whammer Jammer takes off his bandana and ties it around his eyes.


“How the hell do you live like this!” shouts Whammer Jammer.


“It’s easy once you get used to it!” yells Master Blaster.


Hand in hand, they advance across the trashyard, zeroing in on the thing by some ineffable inner sense that does not appear to disturb it. Step by step, the thing’s peaceful, happy aura increases. Pretty soon, the two men feel ecstatic, queasy, enraptured. It is as if their beings were taut guitar strings lightyears long, being plucked by some celestial Eric Clapton, and they were fulfilling the essence of their existences.


“Oh, man, I never felt like this before.…”


“Me neither. It makes me feel like I do when the Rascals sing Groovin’.”


At last they know they must be almost on top of the alien. The new sensations are so intense that it’s hard to think, hard to even remember ever having thought.


Without meaning to, Whammer Jammer rips off his blindfold. He has to see the source of his joy.…


They are suddenly empty.


The thing is gone, nowhere to be seen.


“Oooh,” moans Master Blaster, “now why’d you have to go and do that?”


“Sorry, man.”


They walk dispiritedly back to the van.


The closer they get to Bullwinkle, the better they feel.


With a hand on the door, Master Blaster states the obvious.


“It’s inside Bullwinkle.”


“I know.”


“Quick, stuff your ears again! Can you get in without wanting to look at it?”


“I’ll force myself.”


“How about driving? Can you concentrate?”


“It’ll be hard, but I’ll try.”


“Okay. Let’s bring this thing home to Dewey. She’ll love it.”


They get in the van, which suddenly looks to Whammer Jammer’s transfigured gaze like a Hindu temple, fantastic, ornate.


“It don’t smell like fish no more,” says Master Blaster.


“More like roses.”


“Roses…,” says Master Blaster, then starts to laugh, a big hearty roar. Whammer Jammer joins in. The alien just behind their backs seems to laugh too. Tears roll down their faces.


When they are done, Whammer Jammer says, “Man, I could groove to this ol’ thing all day long.”


“Groove Thang!” corrects Master Blaster.


All the way back to the city, the Groove Thang hums contentedly behind them, putting out waves of pulsing, intoxicating vibes.


By the time they pull up in front of their tenement, the baleful moosehead on the grill is smiling, its patchy skull positively radiating health and zest for life. Bullwinkle the van looks as proud as a mile-long Lincoln Continental.


The doors open and the two men stumble out, hanging for a moment on the doorjambs.


“In-tense!”


“Have mercy!”


“That Groove Thang is deffer than a pot of espresso laced with Kahlua.”


“Tuffer than Turkish tobacco.”


“Wait till Dewey gets a hit of ol’ Groove Thang!”


Whammer Jammer tries to summon up a bit of his cautious competence as counterweight to all this enthusiasm. “How we gonna get it inside, tho?”


“We could try spookin it, and hope it jumps into the house.…”


“Great, and what if it jumps into, say, Mister Histadine’s apartment?”


“Oh.… Well, suppose we was to just pick it up and carry it in?”


Whammer Jammer considers. “Do you think we could?” “Look at it this way. If I stuff my ears, I can’t hear or see it to get any information from it. I should be able to lay hands on it okay.”


“Yeah, but you know how strong it felt when we were still a few feet away. What’ll happen when you touch it?”


“I’ll just have to take a chance. We could maybe cover it up somehow, so I don’t actually make contact with it.”


Whammer Jammer feels the surging waves of euphoria pouring from the Groove Thang right thru Bullwinkle’s walls. “I don’t think that’s gonna help much. But if you wanna try.…”


“Sure.”


Whammer Jammer goes up to the front porch of their ramshackle tenement, where a couple of paint-spattered tarps are lying folded. He takes one and returns to the van.


“When I say go, Stevie, you swing both doors open.”


“Roger!”


“Go!”


Master Blaster yanks Bullwinkle’s back doors wide, and Whammer Jammer, holding the unfolded tarp by two corners, twirls half round, eyes shut, and lets it fly into the van like a matador’s cape.


Then he dares to open his eyes.


Inside the van is a shapeless, tarp-covered lump. The Groove Thang has not moved. Apparently, not enough information is leaking thru the tarp to focus its uncertainty.


“It’s still there, Stevie. No offense, but I guess I could pick it up as good as you now, and I wouldn’t trip or nothin’ carrying it in.”


“Be my guest, bro’.”


Whammer Jammer puts a foot on Bullwinkle’s sill and one hand on the jamb. His heart is racing, and he nearly jumps out of his skin when a voice calls from the porch.


“Hey, I’m thinking I heard you guys out here. What’s going on?”


Dewey Budd is a sixteen-year-old Filipina about five-foot one and ninety pounds. Her glossy hair is black as squid ink and falls halfway down her back. Her complexion is dusty olive. She wears no makeup, is dressed in a white buttoned shirt belonging to Whammer Jammer, pink stretch pants and bare feet.


Dewey was born Dewey Pagano, in a small village outside Manila. Her parents named her after Admiral Dewey, hero of the Battle of Manila Bay (May 1, 1898). When she was twelve, Momma’n’ Poppa Pagano sold her to a whorehouse in the city. There, she met a sailor named Beauregard “Bodacious” Budd, stationed at Subic Bay. They fell into something approximating love, and one night, when Budd was extremely drunk, they got married.


Back in the States, after Budd’s discharge, he found himself without a job. He had been trained in maintaining submarine nuclear reactors. This was not exactly a growth industry in the States. Budd began to drink more heavily. Dewey began to sport black eyes.


One day Whammer Jammer and Master Blaster were driving down the dump road when they—Whammer Jammer anyway—saw this foreign adolescent girl hitchhiking. The partners stopped to pick her up.


“Where you going?”


“To live in the dump.”


“You can’t do that.”


“Hey, how come you gonna tell me lies? People do it alla time back home.”


“Where the hell is home?”


“Pill-a-peens,” said Dewey, lapsing in her sorrow into the native pronunciation. Then she began to cry.


She came to live with Stevie and Peter that day two years ago. Budd had appeared belligerently looking for her shortly thereafter. Master Blaster and Whammer Jammer had stuck his head in a barrel of gurry and booted his ass halfway down the block. He never came back.


“What you boys got in there?” says Dewey, advancing a step or two down the porch. Ice underneath her bare feet makes her hop back up. “I’m feeling some sort of major weirdness now.”


“Something you’re not gonna believe, Dewey. Just hold on a minute, we’re bringing it in.”


Whammer Jammer enters Bullwinkle now. The emotional radiance of the Groove Thang is mounting the closer he gets, a powerful beat warming his head and heart and groin. Before he can be overpowered and transfixed, he tosses himself at the alien.


For a microsecond he feels something like an armadillo. Then in instant succession it changes to a snake, a tiger, a butterfly, a flower—Wrestling Proteus, fer shure.…


Whammer Jammer falls face first to the floor. The Groove Thang is gone, dispelled along other dimensions by Whammer Jammers gain of tactile information.


And the Groove Thang has taken the tarp with it.


“It’s out here!” yells Dewey.


Whammer Jammer gets painfully up and exits the van.


The Groove Thang, still tarp-covered, is sitting in the middle of the street.


“Let me try,” says Master Blaster.


Rush, tackle, pop. Dewey screams. The Groove Thang has materialized right beside her on the porch. Then her face goes all slack and gooey with bliss. She moves in a hypnotized fashion to embrace the Groove Thang. Whammer Jammer, standing on the brown winter-dead lawn holds his breath, wondering where Dewey’s embrace will send the alien next.


She wraps her arms around it.


The Groove Thang lets her.


“Holy shit!” says Whammer Jammer.


“It’s not jumpin’, Pete?” guesses Master Blaster. “Dewey, Dewey, pick it up!”


“Bring it inside, quick, get it in the house!”


As if from deep within a trance, her dark eyes glazed over, Dewey obeys. She clutches the tarp-covered Groove Thang to her in a bear-hug, bent slightly backward to lift it off the porch. Then she waddles into the house.


She makes it up the stairs to their third-floor apartment before succumbing completely, coming to a halt in the front room as if frozen.


“Drop it, Dewey, drop it!”


No reaction. Tentatively, Master Blaster and Whammer Jammer sidle up to her, grab her arms—instant electric transmission of the Groove Thang’s full power threatens to blank out their minds—and tug her away.


All three sprawl out on the floor. Dewey is unconscious, the other two nearly so. After a minute the boys get up and carry Dewey to the room farthest from The Groove Thang.


She wakes up shortly.


“What’d it feel like under the tarp?” asks Whammer Jammer.


“Can you tell us what kind of Groove Thang it is?” says Master Blaster. “Like, animal, vegetable or mineral?”


“I don’t remember nothing so specific, guys. My mind wasn’t working that way. That’s gotta be why he lets me hold him, cuz I got the right kind of thinking. You Western boys too analytical. You gotta learn my secret Oriental ways if you wanna touch him. But I’m telling you—he’s worth it! I can feel him even now.”


“He?” says Whammer Jammer.


“Him?” echoes Master Blaster.


“Oh, yeah, that’s one thing I did learn. Your Groove Thang’s a he.”


Pete and Stevie register dubiousness. Dewey takes offense. “Hey, you think I don’t know men, you got another think coming!”


They leave it at that. But from now on, the Groove Thang is no longer an “it.” Dewey just won’t allow such inexact terminology


When they feel completely recovered, they look slyly and shyly at one another. Here in the far room they can still feel the inexhaustible outpouring of the Groove Thang in an attenuated form which is nonetheless strong enough to make them smile continuously, in a goofy way.


“Should we go back in there with it?” says Whammer Jammer.


“Him, I told you, its a him.”


“Well,” says Master Blaster, “why shouldn’t we? Ol’ Groove Thang can’t hurt us, he just feels good. Real good. And you know, during that time at the dump when we were so close, I sorta got the impression that he liked having people around. He might need us as much as we need him. Who knows—maybe we give off some kind of vibes that Groove Thang gets high on.…”


“Okay,” agrees the cautious Whammer Jammer. “But I’m worried about us catching some hint of his shape thru the tarp. We don’t want him jumping again. So we’ve got to fix some kind of screen around him.”


Dewey dashes suddenly for their bed in the corner and yanks off all the blankets and sheets.


“Gotcha,” says Whammer Jammer.


In a few minutes, working tipsily atop a step-ladder within the Groove Thang’s sphere of utmost potency, clumsily wielding hammer and nails, the trio have erected a makeshift tent around the tarpaulin-clad Groove Thang. They stand back to admire their handiwork.


“Maybe he’s uncomfortable with that canvas on him,” suggests Dewey dreamily. “No reason he needs it now.”


Whammer Jammer kneels down and slides one hand and arm under the blankets puddled on the floor. Then he pauses. “What am I supposed to be doing?” he asks.


“I forget…,” says Dewey.


“Um, you’re reaching for something…,” hints Master Blaster.


Whammer Jammer feels a scratchy canvas corner and intuitively yanks it back out with him.


“I guess that’s that,” he says to his companions.


But there is no reply. Master Blaster is collapsed spinelessly on the couch, Dewey seated spraddle-limbed on the floor with her back against his dangling arm.


Whammer Jammer crawls over and lies down with his head cradled in Dewey’s lap.


As in a dream contained within the mind of a god, time passes. Maybe. It might just possibly be stopped for good. The three people remain unstirring, their breathing shallow, adrift on the soft, rose-scented seas of the Groove Thang’s harmonic soporific aura. Their minds are filled with a shapeless calm and peace, not so much an absence of all unhappiness as a presence of all that is good and pleasing. This hyperaware oblivion stretches on endlessly, everything they could ask for, the ultimate in contentment. All their cares are forgotten. Money-, coffee-, cigarette-hunger, the memory of being slapped around—all are negated, made less than nothing.


The gatekeeper of the universe has locked himself out and is pounding on the mile-high brazen doors with his mammoth steel-wrapped fists.


Whammer Jammer pulls himself reluctantly back to reality. The knocking continues, only diminished in tone and importance. Whammer Jammer shakes Dewey and Master Blaster roughly.


“Wake up, someone’s banging on our door.”


Whammer Jammer tries to get to his feet. His legs feel like a string of loosely connected water-balloons. Dewey bestirs herself and starts to say, “My thighs are sure numb, boy—” when Master Blaster howls. “My arm is dead!”


Dewey pulls away from the arm she has been leaning on. “Sorry, Stevie.”


“Can you move it, man?”


“No, it’s dead, it’s dead!”


Dewey and Whammer Jammer begin furiously to oscillate Master Blaster’s arm, as if he is a balky pump. “Stop, stop! It’s alive, it’s alive—but that’s worse! Yeee-oow! It’s the baddest pins and needles I ever felt!”


Leaving Dewey to massage Master Blaster’s arm, Whammer Jammer moves unsteadily to the door.


On the other side stands Mister Histadine, their landlord. Mister Histadine looks like a dyspeptic raccoon. Big black pouches under his eyes betray a soul too ill at ease with its sour self even to enjoy a good nights sleep. The accumulated bile, anger, jealousy, spleen and futile remorse of five decades has made Mister Histadine into a vengeful ogre.


Living on the first floor of the tenement, Mister Histadine is easily as close to the influence of the Groove Thang as Famous Amos was at the dump. But so constipated and cramped is his spirit that even now, standing only a few feet from the Groove Thang, Mister Histadine is still his old bitchy self.


Before Mister Histadine can say anything, Whammer Jammer asks, “What day is it?”


“Thursday, the first, as you well know, you scruffy little twerp. It’s no use pretending with me to be spaced-out on some kind of drug. It’s time for my rent, and I want it right now!”


Thursday. They’ve been under the influence of the Groove Thang for three days! Whammer Jammer’s stomach suddenly clenches in on itself, and he feels intriguing pressures in his bladder and bowels. Holy Moly! They might’ve wasted away, had not Mister Histadine come knocking. Clearly, the Groove Thang has its possibilities for misuse.…


Whammer Jammer surveys the irate face before him. Mister Histadine looks ready to spit in his eye. Whammer Jammer decides to feel only gratitude to Mister Histadine, because he has saved their lives. Therefore he says, “Come right this way, Mister Histadine. We got what you’re looking for right in here.”


The landlord bulls past Whammer Jammer and down the hallway into the front room. Dewey and Master Blaster have retreated to the kitchen, where the effects of the Groove Thang are less.


Mister Histadine sees the blankets nailed to the ceiling, and manages to say, “This’ll cost you your security deposit—” Then his features seem to shatter and crack, falling to pieces before reassembling themselves into an unprecedented beatitude.


“Stevie, Dewey, come help me carry Mister Histadine to the couch!”


With their landlord in a trance on the couch, the three roommates—after a pisspot pitstop—sit down around the kitchen table for a strategy session.


At first they are a little tense from the unexpected intrusion and the way it has focused their attention back on the mundane demands of the outside world. But under the pervasive somatic throbbing of the Groove Thang they find themselves mellowing into a confident acceptance that somehow Everything Will Be All Right.


“First off,” says Whammer Jammer, “what are we gonna do about Mister Histadine?”


“Can’t we skip right to Problem Number Two?” asks Master Blaster.


“Okay. What are we gonna do with the Groove Thang?”


“Let’s go back to Mister Histadine.”


“I don’t want that old monkey-faced bastard laying on my couch alia time,” says Dewey. “I say let’s wake him up and just tell him we don’t got no rent money for him this month.”


“Great. And we’re out in the cold on our tails.”


“I think maybe not, Pete. I think maybe Groove Thang be having some effect on even Mister Histadine, grouchy like he is.”


“Any other ideas? No? Okay, we’ll try it. Now, as for ol’ GT—”


“We can’t keep him to ourselves,” says Master Blaster with a sense of earnest conviction that surprises them all, until they realize what he’s said is just the plain truth. “He’s too big and good for three people to monopolize. I say we share him with all our friends. With strangers, too. With everyone, in fact.”


“I agree,” says Whammer Jammer.


“Me too,” chimes in Dewey. “And the more people we got here the better, because then someone can always be on duty like, to make sure no one stays in the groove too long. And if we got a lotta folks around, no one has to be watchdog for too long, without enjoying Groove Thang himself.”


“I guess everything’s settled then. I’ll go wake Mister Histadine up.”


“Not yet, Pete. The longer he stays in the groove, the better for us, I think.”


“Good idea. Well, then—I don’t know about you two, but I want a shower. Three days, and these coveralls feel like wallpaper on the wall.”


The bathroom is closer to the Groove Thang than the kitchen. The hot steamy spray in the crowded shower feels like liquid kisses. Even in the bedroom, furthest from the radiant alien, the stained ticking of the bare mattress against their bare skin is smooth as cornsilk.


After dozing in a more normal sleep than they have had these past three days, the roommates dress and go to rouse Mister Histadine.


“Mister Histadine, hey, rise and shine, happytime’s over! It’s no good, he under deep. Steve, let’s haul him outa here.”


Out in the hall they shake Mister Histadine awake. When the landlord opens his eyes, he smiles. It is something the trio have never seen before. Even the bags under his eyes seem diminished in their morose puffiness.


“Hi, kids. Gee, you’d never believe where I’ve just been. It was a place—well, I don’t really know where it was, but it was a long, long way from here. There were no burst water pipes or city taxes, no aching bunions or slipped discs. It was really, really peaceful.”


“That’s nice, Mister Histadine. Was there anything else you wanted to tell us?”


“No, no, not that I can remember.… Well, I guess I’ll be going now.” Mister Histadine put a hand on the doorknob, stopped, then turned. “Say, do you mind if I visit you again tomorrow?”


“No, man. I mean sure, anytime.”


“Okay, see you later.”


Mister Histadine leaves.


Dewey and Whammer Jammer exchange looks of relief, and Master Blaster wipes his sweaty brow.


“I wasn’t quite sure that was gonna work.…”


There is the sound of footsteps ascending their stairs. Famous Amos sticks his head around the corner.


“Amos,” says Whammer Jammer, “what’s wrong? You ain’t left that shack of yours in ten years.”


“Since you boys drove outa the dump, I been feeling lower than a worm’s belly. I wondered if you mighta knowed why?”


“C’mon in, Amos, we got the cure for what ails you.”


After Amos is settled down in front of the Groove Thang, Whammer Jammer says, “I’m going out to round up some more people and spread the word.”


“Dewey and I will take turns staying straight. And I’m gonna grab something to eat.”


Whammer Jammer sets out. An hour later, he returns with a vanful of friends.


There is Hakim Bey, the Goofy Sufi; Ramona from Pomona and Sexy Sadie; Doug the Slug, Sol Solfeggio, and the Mojo Hobo; Sue St. Marie, Slick, and Nasty; Jeno and Daddy G.; Cavedog and Surf Nazi; Dixie Chicken and the Tennessee Lamb; and a couple of others. They all crowd up the stairs behind Whammer Jammer, eager to sample this new high he has promised them.


“How much is this going to cost us?” someone says.


Whammer Jammer stops in mid-step, deeply offended. “Nothing. I wanna make that very clear. It didn’t cost us nothing, and it wouldn’t be fair to charge anybody else. This is free, a gift from the Big Enchilada itself, Señor Cosmos.”


Everyone is appropriately awed and hushed and reverent like.


When they get inside the apartment, of course, they understand everything.


This is the beginning of a month of frenetic activity somehow laced with serenity. Whammer Jammer, Master Blaster and Dewey are glad and proud to be spreading the gospel of the Groove Thang. News spreads fast about the mysterious high freely available in the apartment of the former trash-haulers and dump-pickers, and people begin to trickle in without personal invitation, attracted by word-of-mouth. They are made welcome. Most are content simply to bask in the aura of the Groove Thang, but some demand an explanation for what they are experiencing.


“It’s a crystal that focuses mental vibrations,” Whammer Jammer tells someone.


“It’s a magic statue from my homeland,” Dewey tells another.


“GT, he’s like ET, only groovier,” adds Master Blaster.


People accept whatever explanation appeals to them, or none. But they all keep coming back.


Eventually the trickle starts to turn into a flood, and the original finders of the Groove Thang are forced to institute a rigid, somewhat onerous system of Groove Thang utilization.…


Whammer Jammer is on door duty right now. He stands by a podium that holds one of those big appointment books that maitre d’s use. There is also a machine for dispensing numbered tickets, as in a bakery. A couple approach the door, hand in hand.


“Hi, how’re you doing today? Names, please? Fine, fine, here’s your numbers. Tuck’em in your pocket, so you don’t lose’em when your grip goes slack. Let’s see, it’s two o’clock now. That means we’ll be waking you up at four. Try to find a spot to crash somewhere, don’t step on anyone on the floor, please. Thank you, thank you very much.”


This last comment is addressed to an unsteady departing fellow whom Dewey is showing out. The guy has dumped a handful of bills and change into a big wooden salad bowl at Whammer Jammer’s elbow. For, despite the protestations of that first day, the trio have come to accept money for the privilege of basking in the presence of the Goove Thang. To their credit, they did not institute the practice. People just began leaving money when they got up to go. At first, the roommates tried giving it back, but people insisted. It seemed that even the bounty of the Groove Thang meant more when people felt they had bought it. So the salad bowl was set up to hold contributions. It also works as a charity for those who need it, as anyone is free to take money from it too. Predictably, after experiencing the Groove Thang, no one abuses the freedom to take.


Dewey looks now at the money bowl. “This is just like that novel I read inna whorehouse, which some GI left behind. You know, Stranger Inna Strange Place.”


Whammer Jammer shakes his head wearily. “Well, I hope no Charlie Manson shows up.…”


It’s later that evening, long after midnight. The three people sit around their kitchen table, ignoring the persistent knocking on their locked front door from a frustrated celebrant. (Each morning they open the door to find people sacked out on the stairs, enjoying the fringes of Groove Thang’s aura.) They are tiredly munching sandwiches and discussing what they have wrought.


“This is almost like having a real job,” says Whammer Jammer.


“Yeah, but it’s in a good cause,” says Master Blaster, as if trying to convince himself.


“Sometimes I could wish you guys never brought Groove Thang home,” adds Dewey.


They sit in silence awhile, letting the object of their conversation extend his comforting mantle of bliss over them, unkinking their muscles and minds, kneading smooth their mental charley-horses.


“It’s not such a bad life, handing out tickets by day,” says Whammer Jammer.


“I’d miss Groove Thang if he was gone,” says Master Blaster.


“Hey, Groove Thang, if you was listening, I didn’t really mean it,” says Dewey.


“You’re talking to him nowadays, I notice,” says Whammer Jammer.


“Yeah, I been feeling Groove Thang more like a person lately. It almost seems sometimes like he’s trying to talk to me, so I talk back.”


“There’s never been any evidence that Groove Thang’s even alive, you know. He doesn’t eat, doesn’t crap.…”


“Oh, he’s alive, and he likes us—he’s just real different from us.”


Master Blaster speaks up. “You know, I’ve been thinking about how Groove Thang got here, to Earth.”


“It’s obvious. He jumped.”


“Yeah, but consider, Pete: whenever we laid our senses on him, he jumped a few yards at most.”


“Well, that must’ve been because we didn’t get much information off him.”


“Right. Our minds are too low-grade like.”


“So?”


“So, what kind of mind could cause Groove Thang to jump across lightyears?”


The notion makes Whammer Jammer shiver. “Oh, I get what you mean.…”


At the end of another week with particularly high-volume attendance, the three are forced to abandon their apartment as living quarters. The Groove Thang’s aura, seemingly fed by the attention lavished on it, has intensified to the point where anyone on the second floor of the building gets the same charge they used to feel only right next to the alien. (The elderly working-class Lithuanian couple who used to live there has moved out, explaining that they have invested their entire life-savings in a Club Med franchise.)


The amiable Mister Histadine gladly puts Peter, Stevie and Dewey up in his flat.


Some people aren’t even bothering to come inside the house anymore. They hang around outside in the young spring air, grooving to the alien presence many feet away. Cops in cars arrive to investigate the gathering, and leave satisfied.


“He’s putting out one hell of a signal now,” says Whammer Jammer.


“Yeah,” agrees Master Blaster. “I wonder who else can feel it.…”


Whammer Jammer shivers again, tho it’s a warm day.


Looking out the window soon thereafter, Whammer Jammer spots “Bodacious” Budd, Dewey’s husband, out in the crowd. Shit, just what they need, a confrontation. He hurries nervously outside.


“Okay, Budd, whadda ya want? Dewey ain’t gonna talk to you, if that’s what you’re hoping.”


“Oh, that’s cool, I don’t wanna see her, I just wanna stand here.”


Whammer Jammer is left with nothing to say. “Oh.… Well, that’s cool.” He tries to see how far he can push Budd’s new attitude. “You know, Budd, that Dewey, Steve and me are never gonna break up.”


Budd’s eyes are focused on infinity “That’s good. Whatever makes her happy. Hey, tell her I’m sorry, willya?”


Whammer Jammer shakes Budd’s hand with unforced admiration. The Groove Thang’s strength is passing all bounds now.


It’s four am. Master Blaster, Dewey and Whammer Jammer are sleeping peacefully, limbs sprawled this way and that. In a blink, all three awake instantaneously.


The continuous background presence of the Groove Thang has been reduced to a scared whimper in their minds.


They rush upstairs, barefoot, clad in boxer-shorts and tee-shirts.


The tent of blankets is still there. They can feel a frightened, diminished Groove Thang within.


Hovering above the Groove Thang is something they literally cannot look at. From it emanates an immense intelligence. Words fill their minds.


I HAVE COME FOR MY PET.


The next second they are standing hunched over in the back of Bullwinkle. The Groove Thang, covered in blankets, has jumped there, taking them along.


The Groove Thang’s owner pops in a second later.


LET HIM GO.


The sun is shining. Bullwinkle sits in the middle of a featureless desert. It might be Africa.


“Let him go?” says Whammer Jammer in disbelief. He scrambles into the driver’s seat automatically, as if he could drive them out of here, back to America. Master Blaster joins him up front, and Dewey comes to sit in his lap, throwing her arms around his neck. The van is heating up under the blazing sun.


GIVE HIM UP.


Whammer Jammer’s head bumps the ceiling of the van. They’re weightless. Bullwinkle spins eerily. The full Earth heaves into view in the front windshield, filling three-quarters of it.


“Hold your breath, hold your breath!”


HE DOES NOT BELONG TO YOU.


A puff of lunar dust rises from beneath Bullwinkle’s tires. They have weight again. The full Earth is much smaller.


“Drive, drive!” yells Dewey.


“Where, where!” Whammer Jammer yells back.


HE WILL ONLY DO YOUR PLANET HARM.


Bullwinkle’s tires loosely bite the grit composing Saturn’s rings, adhering by microgravity. The van would appear to be riding a peaceful, curving, rocky, frost-rimed road back home, save for the gigantic planet visible through Master Blaster’s window.


“We should be dead by now,” explains Whammer Jammer calmly.


“Groove Thang’s protecting us, I guess,” says Master Blaster.


“If you can call it that—”


THIS IS YOUR LAST WARNING.


The next jumps come too fast for talk.


They are underwater, watching giant saurians feed.


They are riding a comet toward a fat red sun.


They are surfing on the wavefront of a nova.


They are in the middle of a crystal city peopled with beings with anteater snouts. A crowd of them flick long ropy tongues across Bullwinkle to taste it briefly, before they jump again, still pursued.


They are in a glowing cavern, on a beach lapped by green waves, circling a cindered globe, falling into a black hole—


Suddenly all their anxiety is gone. They feel better than they ever have before, suffused with joy. It’s almost more than their brains and hearts can stand. Looking out the window, Whammer Jammer sees a hundred fractures in the air of this world, a hundred Groove Thangs.


“It’s GT’s home…,” he says, before passing out from satori overload.


When Whammer Jammer opens his eyes, he sees they are parked out in front of their house. He stretches luxuriously, turns to Dewey and Master Blaster beside him. They all must’ve fallen asleep inside the van somehow, although he could swear he remembered going to bed.


“Wow, what a dream I just had, guys—”


PAY ATTENTION.


“Yeow!”


I WILL GIVE YOU ANYTHING YOU ASK FOR, BUT YOU MUST VOLUNTARILY RELEASE MY PET FROM THE BONDS YOU HAVE CREATED WITH IT. YOU, THE ONE CALLED MASTER BLASTER—WOULD YOU LIKE TO SEE AGAIN?


“Hey, man, I was born blind. I’m used to it now.”


WHAT ABOUT YOU, DEWEY BUDD? I CAN MAKE YOUR HUSBAND DEVOTED TO YOU.


“I got two guys now, I couldn’t handle no more.”


SURELY YOU WOULD LIKE WEALTH, WHAMMER JAMMER?


“No thanks. We just want to keep the Groove Thang.”


“Yeah!”


“Right!”


The Groove Thang’s owner is silent. The three humans wait. They would be scared, but the Groove Thang is putting out reassuring waves aimed right at them.


VERY WELL, YOU WIN. I SUPPOSE I MUST TRAIN ANOTHER. BUT YOU CANNOT KEEP HIM JUST AS HE IS. FROM NOW ON, HE WILL BE ATTUNED ONLY TO YOU THREE.


And with that, the second alien’s gone.


“Well,” says Whammer Jammer after a moment, “I guess we got what we wanted.”


“I suppose,” says Master Blaster.


“Hey, Groove Thang, how you feel about this deal?” asks Dewey.


And the Groove Thang—he just sit there and hum.









 


When Ed Ferman purchased this story for F&SF, he called it one of the funniest he had ever read. That was high praise indeed, although I’m not sure the story sits at the very pinnacle of comic SF. But I think it does capture a Thorne-Smithian ambiance quite well. The Li’l Bear Inn actually exists in Tiverton, Rhode Island. I’ve never dared set foot inside, for fear of ending up on its walls.


Fractal Paisleys


That night the Li’l bear Inn was as crowded as the last copter out of Saigon.


But the atmosphere was a little more frenzied.


All three pool tables were hidden by tight packs of players and spectators, protruding cues making the whole mass resemble a patchwork porcupine. The dartboards looked like Custer’s troops. Harley Fitts was rocking the pinball machine toward a high score: a sizable task, given that two sisters who called themselves Frick and Frack were perched on it. Rollo Dexadreen was monopolizing the single videogame as usual. Archie Opterix, on kazoo, was accompanying Gig von Beaver—who was making farting noises with a hand under his armpit—in a rendition of “Born To Run.” Kitty Koerner was dancing atop the jukebox, which was playing Hank Williams Junior, though Kitty was doing something that looked like the Watusi.


Above the sounds of clicking pool balls, thwocking darts, ringing bells, exploding aliens, kazoo, farts, Hank Junior, and the bug-zapper hung outside the screen-door that gave onto the gravel parking lot, the calls for drinks were continuous.


“Tracey, two shots!”


“Tracey, another pitcher!”


“Tracey, six rum’n’ cokes!”


The woman behind the bar—Tracey Thorne-Smith—was on the tall side, and skinny as a book of poems by a sixteen-year-old virgin. She had long straight brown hair and a sociable smile, though her features were overlaid with signs of worry. She wore a white shirt knotted above her navel, and a pair of cheap jeans. Moving like an assembly-line worker with the belt cranked up, the piece-work rate cut in half and the next mortgage payment due, she paused only long enough to wipe the sweat from her forehead now and then.


A weary waitress appeared at one end of the crowded bar, where she set down her tray. She was short and round-faced, and her wavy hair—dyed a color not found in nature—was pinched in a banana-clip, one tendril escaping to hang damply against her cheek.


The bartender moved down to take her order.


“What’ll it be, Catalina?”


“It’s ‘lick it, slam it’n’ suck it’ time again, Trace. Larry and his city-friends, in the corner there.”


“Four margaritas coming up.”


Catalina leaned gratefully on the bar. “Lord, it’s hot! You think that cheap bastard would get some air-con in here.”


Her back to Catalina, Tracey said, “You best not hold your breath waiting for the Westinghouse van to arrive, Cat. You know well as I do that Larry’s been pinching every penny, so’s he can buy into the syndicate those boys he’s with represent. And something tells me he’s pinched himself a considerable sum, what with the way those lizards are crawling all over him. No, I wouldn’t count on no air-conditioning anytime soon.” Tracey set the salt-rimmed glasses two at a time on Catalina’s tray. “How they tipping tonight?”


The waitress tucked the loose hair behind her ear. “Not bad. But I aim to get a little more out of Larry later, after closing.”


Tracey made a sour face. “I don’t see how you can bring yourself to be nice to him like that.”


“Oh, he’s not that bad. He’s been real lonely since Janice died. It’s downright pathetic sometimes. He keeps telling me, ‘She was my Honeypot, and I was her Li’l Bear.’”


“Eee-yew!”


Primping her hair, Catalina said, “That remark don’t show much sympathy, Tracey, nor much common sense. You should try being nice to Larry, like I do. Might get yourself a little bonus. You sure could use it, I bet, what with Jay Dee being outa work.”


“Forget it! Not only would I never let that man touch me in a million years, but if I did and Jay Dee found out, he’d kill him. Why, he can just about stand me working here as it is.”


Catalina shrugged. “Your call. It’s not like you’re married or nothing.”


After Catalina had sashayed away, Tracey went back to filling the non-stop orders.


She was bending over for a fresh bottle of Scotch when she felt a hand on her rear-end.


“You shore got a nice ass for such a skinny—gack!”


Tracey straightened up and turned around. “Jay Dee,” she said, “turn that poor sucker loose.”


Jay Dee McGhee removed his chokehold from beneath the impulsive patron’s jaw and released the burly man’s wrist, which he had been holding at about jaw-level, only behind the man’s back. Shoving the gagging man away from the bar, he dropped down onto the vacant stool.


“Draw me a Bud, Trace. I had a long hot walk.”


Jay Dee was shaggy and unshaven, with the looks of a mischievous five-year-old, perhaps one just caught affixing a string of firecrackers to a cat’s tail. He wore a green workshirt with the sleeves ripped off and the same K-Mart-brand jeans as his girlfriend. In fact, they were a pair of hers, since the two were much of a size. He had a tattoo on each wiry bicep: on the left was a dagger-pierced, blood-dripping heart with the admonition TAKE IT EASY; on the right was a grinning horned and tailed pitchfork-bearing devil above the legend CLEAN AND SERENE.


Tracey pulled the tap. “You walked all the way from the trailer park?”


After a deep sip, Jay Dee answered, “How else was I supposed to get here? You got the car—not that it’d do me much good anyway—and ain’t nobody we know gonna give me a ride.”


Slopping a dirty rag onto the bar in front of her lover of six months and scrubbing violently, Tracey said, “Only thing is, you weren’t supposed to come here at all.”


“Jesus, Trace, gimme a break! How long can a man sit and watch television? Day and night, night and day! Zap, zap, zap with the damned remote! I’m going outa my head! I hadda get out.”


“But why here? I told you, I get nervous with you around when I’m trying to wait on people. I can’t do my job.”


“It’s a damn good thing I did come, or the next thing you know, that asshole would’ve had your pants off.”


“Don’t make me laugh. I can take care of jerks like that without your help. I got along just fine all those years before I met you.”


“Well, maybe. Though the two black eyes and the busted ribs I seen them tape up at the clinic don’t sound to me like you could take care of anything except getting knocked around.”


Tracey glared. “I told you, Gene was a little too much for me. But you don’t run into someone like him twice in your life. And what do you mean, you watched the doctor fix me up?”


“Well, it’s true.”


“The janitor at the Lakewood Walk-in Emergency Clinic was allowed to spy on patients?”


“It wasn’t a case of being allowed.”


“Oh, I get it. How many women did you size up, before you settled on me?”


“Well, lessee—Christ, Trace, we’re getting off the track! The plain fact is, I missed you tonight! This routine sucks. With you working till two and sleeping till noon, I hardly get to see you no more. And then I got to rattle around in that tin can like a lone pea.… I’m sick of it!”


Tracey stopped polishing the counter. “I know, I know, Jay Dee. We’re going through a rough time now. But it won’t last forever. I don’t like it anymore than you, but right now we need this job. And if Larry sees you here, after what happened the last time—”


“That fight wasn’t my fault.”


“It don’t matter. He’s still pissed at you. If I didn’t work so good and so cheap, I woulda been fired right then.”


“Well, there’s no law says a man can’t visit his girlfriend at work. Long as I don’t cause no trouble, there’s nothing he can do.”


“This is his joint, Jay Dee, he can do whatever he—look out!”


Holding onto the bar, Jay Dee shoved his stool backward into the crotch of the man he had choked, who grunted and dropped the beer bottle he had been aiming at Jay Dee’s head. While he was still recovering, Jay Dee laid him low with two succinct punches.


“It’s plumb foolish to hold a grudge—” Jay Dee began.


“What in the hell is going on here?”


Larry Livermore was shaped roughly like a traffic-cone, and only marginally taller. Balding, he wore enough cheap gold around his neck to outfit a pawn shop window. He was accoutred in a checked shirt and lime-green trousers. Spotting Jay Dee, he turned to Tracey.


“I warned you about letting this troublemaker in here again, Thorne-Smith. And now he’s made me look bad in front of some important friends, like I can’t even manage my own joint. I don’t need headaches like this.”


Tracey had stepped out from behind the bar. “It won’t happen again, Larry—I promise.”


“I’m sure of it,’cause I’m canning you now.” Larry reached into his pocket, took out a roll of cash secured with a rubber band, and peeled off a hundred. “Here’s half a week’s pay. Take off.”


Jay Dee moved menacingly toward the squat man. Larry’s mouth opened in shock. “Hey, wait a minute—”


Tracey laid a hand on his shoulder. “No, Jay Dee, it’s not worth it. Let’s go.”


Out in the parking lot, gravel crunched beneath their shoes. They walked silently to their car, a 1972 Plymouth Valiant, more rust than steel, its flaking chrome bumper bearing a sticker that advised ONE DAY AT A TIME. Tracey opened the passenger-side door and slid across the seat to take the wheel. Jay Dee got in after her. When the engine finally caught, they drove off.


Halfway back to the trailer camp, one of them finally spoke.


“You shoulda let me hit him, Trace.”


Tracey swivelled her head angrily, taking her eyes off the dark road. “Hit him! Is that all you know how—”
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