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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.









 


“The use of money is the purest act of faith.”


—Mary Gordon









Chapter One


Beer Nuts


Like some modern deracinated Diogenes shuffling along in the musty dark without his lantern, Rory Honeyman cursed softly but fervently against a mysterious nemesis or fate.


“Goddamn Nerfball!”


This idiomatic imprecation echoed off vaguely hulking industrial shapes wrapped in near-lightless obscurity. At Rory’s intemperate words, a pigeon or a similar bird exploded off a rafter into lofty yet roof-circumscribed flight, battering its wings futilely against a window layered with flaking black paint. Dripping water plonked down into some kind of container. Grit crunched beneath Rory’s feet.


But no human voice answered his.


Clueless as to the whereabouts of his quarry, Rory continued to take tentative steps forward, hands outstretched. He knew that people moved around frequently in this abandoned structure, changing their nesting locations according to complex social interactions. And since Rory hadn’t visited the Beer Nuts in months, he lacked a valid psychogeographical map.


All Rory wanted to do was reclaim Nerfball, his lost employee, and start building that days quota of sandwiches. Instead, he was forced to play Blindman’s Bluff amidst dangerous and unsanitary obsolescent machinery.


This was most definitely not the way he had envisioned spending his early middle age.


But then, what had he envisioned?


Growing angrier and more impatient with both himself and his errant sandwichmaker, Rory unwisely picked up his pace.


Suddenly his foot caught the edge of an unseen wooden pallet. Unprepared for this obstacle, he immediately toppled forward.


His fall was cushioned by a lumpy mass of scratchy blankets and satiny sleeping bags covering one or more human bodies. A man grunted, a woman screamed. At least two bodies then.


An uninvited intruder, Rory felt that discretion required him to remain still, lest he unintentionally exacerbate the situation. Therefore, Rory did not immediately shift from his position athwart the strangers. Actually it was rather pleasant, lying here as if atop a warm dogpile. Maybe he would just abandon all his ambitions and duties and lie here for the rest of the day.


One of the bodies twitched and wiggled now in a vaguely familiar way that reawakened once-pleasant yet retrospectively painful memories. Rory began to suspect the identity of she upon whom he had stumbled.


A match scratched on its abrasive strip, a squat saucered candle flared.


Rory discovered that, just as he had feared, he was lying crosswise atop Earl Erlkonig and Suki Netsuke. In their turn the pair were, beneath their mound of coverings, resting atop a stained, bare mattress raised above the damp floor on several pallets.


The situation would have been less embarrassing had the pair not been completely unclothed, had Netsuke not been Rory’s most recent ex-lover, and had Erlkonig not been the scariest person Rory knew.


“What the fuck you want, molecule?” demanded the justifiably irate Erlkonig.


Rory pondered that salient question silently for a long time. Just an hour ago, he would have answered confidently and quickly, out of a placidly resigned sense of the self-imposed limitations of his own life. But his clumsy fall across these sleeping people had disarrayed his certitude. Where was that untroubled fellow who just a short while ago strode cheerfully toward the door to his store? It seemed he had just been admiring his sign—


The sign read Honeyman’s Heroes and featured a hyper-realistic larger-than-life illustration of a Dagwood-style sandwich. Two slabs of painted pumpernickel—every grain of the bread’s rich texture skillfully delineated—separated by approximately fifteen inches of various lunchmeats, cheeses, lettuce the color of crisp new decentered-portrait dollars, onions, pickles, tomatoes, sauerkraut, bean sprouts and hot peppers; dripping with mustard, mayo and the patented condiment known as Spingarns Dragons Breath, which had scorched more innocent individuals than Tamerlane. The sandwich sat on a painted paper plate, a painted linen napkin folded into a crown beside it.


This advertisement was so preposterously toothsome that it had been proven to cause above-average salivation in eight out of ten passersby. Rory had personally conducted polls.


The name of the artist was scrawled in the lower right corner: Suki Netsuke.. In the lower left: Established 1978.


The sign hung above the door of a small, tidy shop on Washington Street, in Hoboken, New Jersey: a modest storefront on a modest street in a modest town, continually kept humble by its proximity to Manhattan, just across the Hudson to the east. The time was noon on a Riviera-sunny Monday in June. The door to the shop was locked, a placard hanging in the window turned to closed. The placard was flyspecked, and fingerprinted in ketchup.


Washington Street was busy with two-way auto traffic, with pedestrians and cyclists. Mothers pushed strollers, old women trundled wheeled wire shopping carts, kids pedaled bikes. Moderate-sized buildings lined each side of the broad avenue, businesses below, residences above. Riding atop the scents of exhaust and cooking and simmering asphalt, a faint estuarial odor from the river to the east conveyed nature’s umbrage at human intrusions. Down where 12th Street met the Hudson, the former Maxwell House plant—now owned and revivified by Starbucks—diffused an omnipresent odor of roasting coffee, like a Percolator of the Gods. Spanish chatter, hiss of air brakes, thump of offloaded cardboard boxes hitting the sidewalk; infant squalling, teenage brawling, sirens, music—The little city was noisily alive.


Any of the locals would have certified this a normal day, like any other.


But they knew nothing of an imminent birth.


Down the sidewalk a block away from the sandwich shop a man walked absentmindedly along. He sported a thick ginger-colored beard prinked with gray, longish untidy hair under a Mets cap. He wore New Balance shoes, jeans and a baseball jersey that bore on its back the legend sponsored by Honeyman’s Heroes. His walk was an easy lope, the stride of a man essentially at ease with himself and his lot in life.


He was trim, gracile rather than muscular. Over thirty years ago he had been certified a world-class platform diver. Good genes, a quick metabolism and a moderate appetite, rather than any strenuous regimen of exercise, had since helped him keep his youthful build.


The man walked past a French Drycleaner’s, a bookstore, a bar, a bodega, a botanica. He nodded to those storeowners he knew. His hands warmed the pockets of his jeans, jingling a few coins, and he whistled a shapeless tune.


When he arrived at the sandwich shop he grasped the worn brass handle of the door without noticing that the closed sign was displayed. Depressing the old-fashioned thumb-plate, he attempted to enter. When the door did not immediately respond as expected, he grunted. Stepping back, he adopted a baffled expression. It took him a moment of concentrated attention to realize he had not mishandled the door mechanism. The shop was indeed locked tight.


He looked up at the illustration of the Gargantuan sandwich above the door. The sight only made him hungry. He studied the fingerprinted placard as if for subtext. Shading his eyes, he peered through the window at the darkened interior of the store. Had he possessed a drivers license, he would in all likelihood have removed it from his wallet and examined it, just to verify that he was indeed Rory Honeyman and that this was his place of business.


Having made up his mind that the forlorn shop was, after all, his very own establishment and that it was still locked up more securely than a Taliban virgin even though it should have been open already for two full hours in anticipation of the surging lunchtime rush, Rory stepped back from the offending door, removed his cap and scratched his thinning hair. He redonned his cap and tugged at his beard. He took the cap off again and raked the hair off his forehead and back over his scalp. He fingered an old bump on the back of his skull, then put a hand across his mouth and squeezed his cheeks as if taking the role of some over-affectionate aunt. Viewed objectively, he resembled a man who had suddenly discovered that this protuberance sitting atop his neck was not his own, or perhaps only the wrong size.


Rory’s eyes, a shade of hazel similar to tarnished gold, seemed to express both hurt and indignation, a painful combination of emotions that made his stomach churn.


He felt himself growing angry. He hated to get angry, and usually tried to avoid this emotion at all costs. The rare times he did get mad, he knew he lost all semblance of reason. This was a lesson he had learned early, as a child. There was that time, at age five, when he had broken every window in the barn after being told he couldn’t go swimming alone in the Wapsipinicon. Afterwards he had been confined with a flaming ass to his bedroom for two days. Since youth, then, he had cultivated a serenity he did not always feel. Only occasionally had this artificial persona broken. In Mexico that time; later, when the Baroness died; and now…?


No, not now. The circumstances did not warrant it.


Rory got himself under control.


As he stood wondering what to do next, a black man came out from the store next door.


The black man was Tiran Porter. He boasted hair like a boxing promoters, a stiff, upward-flaring crown. Even on this fine June morning he was not to be found without his favorite garment: a hip-hugging white belted acrylic sweater. He wore charcoal-colored pants, black nylon socks and tasseled vinyl loafers.


“Rory, my man, you got the money for that wiring job yet?”


Rory replaced his cap on his head for the second time. “Sorry, Tiran, business hasn’t been so good lately. It’s all these goddamn franchises. McDonald’s, Au Bon Pain, Subway, Roy Rogers—”


Tiran interrupted with his own indignation. “Tell me about it! The big cats are licking cream, but us little guys can’t catch a break. I got the NHD and Home Depot to contend with.”


“That’s exactly the pinch I’m feeling, Tiran. I hate to admit it, but I’m still flat broke. But real soon I swear it. That is, if I can ever get my store open.”


“Yeah, I wanted my regular juice and egg sandwich at ten, but your place was locked up tight”


Rory winced at the missed sale. How many other customers had gone away disappointed this morning, vowing never to return? And it was all Nerfball’s fault. Rory’s stomach began to do a three-and-a-half tuck off the ten-meter board.


“Well, long as you don’t forget what I’m owed. Forty-nine dollars and thirty-three cents. And that’s special rates,’cause we been buddies all these years.”


Tiran re-entered his hardware store. Mortified at having disappointed his friend of two decades, Rory looked around guiltily, convinced that the mild public rebuke of his indebtedness must surely have attracted a large crowd. However, no one was paying any particular attention to him. This fact did nothing to alleviate his embarrassment.


Suddenly possessed by a rock-solid determination to have satisfaction from the real offending party, Rory pivoted and stalked away.


Rory walked north on Washington Street until he came to 14th Street. The smell of coffee grew stronger, then weakened, in complex gradients chartable only by chaos theoreticians. (The Starbucks-nee-Maxwell plant served as a kind of inertial guidance system for the residents of Hoboken. Lifelong inhabitants swore it was more accurate than GPS. The few years the facility had been inactive had proved highly disorienting.) On the corner of 14th stood an empty neo-Gothic building that had once housed a bank. The only remnant of the institution was a broken clock bearing the legend: deposit your money here.


At this intersection Rory turned east, toward the river. The neighborhood became dingier, poorer, unkempt. Abandoned buildings alternated with tough-looking lounges (ladies welcome) and apartments sporting broken windows patched with cardboard and tape. People sat dispiritedly on stoops, kids played with broken toys. Despite the annual summertime campaign to repair Hoboken’s streets, the asphalt here was still potholed and frost-buckled.


As always, the sight of so much poverty depressed Rory, especially when he considered how little he could personally do to alleviate it—and how close to its margins his own life wavered.


Factories and warehouses began to predominate. A fish-processing plant exuded a maritime stench. A cat prowled hopefully outside the fish-redolent building, stepping tentatively among puddles. Rory thought he recognized Cardinal Ratzinger, a massive, predatory tomcat.


The stout calico cat turned to look at Rory, and the man stopped, transfixed. Yes, it was the Cardinal, there was no mistaking that regal bearing. Today the animals unblinking, all-knowing gaze somehow alarmed the man. That was a feeling Rory frequently experienced when confronting any member—of whatever species—of the Beer Nuts.


Another cat, gray-striped, slimmer, perhaps female, emerged from behind a pile of cardboard boxes. Rory was instantly astonished to recognize his own pet, Hello Kitty. What was she doing here? As far as he knew, she never roamed this far north.…


A preternatural yowl made the hairs on Rory’s neck come erect. Cardinal Ratzinger had whiffed and spotted Hello Kitty as well. Instantly transformed from a fish-scrounger into a furry mating machine, the torn took off after the female. Hello Kitty let out a mouse-like squeak and raced away, her paws momentarily spinning without traction like those of a cartoon cat.


Rory shook his head ruefully. Bad, bad omen. Innocence pursued by libertinism. Should he turn back now? Memory of Nerfball’s defalcation, however, roused Rory’s anger once again, and he pressed on.


The crosstown street finally dead-ended at the marges of the Hudson. A chainlink fence separated the street from a flat tidal wasteland of aggressive weeds studded with abandoned tires, plastic bags, shopping carts, car hulks.… Across the sprawling river Manhattan reared in all its overconfident glory, an impenetrable fortress housing go-getters, instant millionaires and assorted glitterati.


At Rory’s left hand stood a building. Before its impressive but shabby facade, Rory paused, his former certainty of purpose again momentarily faltering under the tide of memories the building invoked.


Kate telling him of her identical maternal and paternal grandfathers, the Stearn Twins.… The first time he had ever heard of Hoboken.… Nights under the patched Pantechnicon bigtop.… The feel of the Baroness’s withers.… The screech of brakes on Canadian Route I outside Calgary.…


Rory shook the ghosts away. No time for dwelling on the past now. He had a big decision to make.


His dilemma: whether to enter the door before him or not. If he entered, he might possibly find his missing employee, and thus still be able to open his store before he forfeited the entire lunch-hour trade. On the other hand, it was just as likely that he would encounter some bizarre playlet or tableau that would draw him, whirlpool-like, into its centrifugal embrace, shanghai and waylay him with seductive voices and alluring flesh, drink and dope, mad schemes and convoluted plots, and completely waste his whole afternoon. Maybe even his whole day. A week. A month. A year. The rest of his life? Who could predict? Such life-detours had happened before to others.


But wasn’t he wasting his life now already? Hadn’t he been suspended metaphorically in mid-air for over thirty years, ever since that single implosive day under the Mexican sun, where his life had deviated from its imagined course, collapsing due to his own impulsive actions down to a singularity, infinitely dense, inescapable, poignant with the foreclosure of everything outside itself?


Hush now, son, why this doubt? These are questions for three am, if ever, not a bright June afternoon.


Banishing his doubts as best he could, Rory still contemplated the legendary building before him a moment longer.


The massive structure was five stories tall, composed all of muted red brick aged by over a century of weather. The uppermost courses of brick were embellished with decorative motifs achieved by the ingenious stacking of master masons whose equals would never walk the earth again. The masonry motifs ranged from herringbone and twill to cross-hatching. Copper flashing, long verdigrised, ran around the eaves, surprisingly unvandalized for a building officially deemed abandoned. The roof displayed slate shingles in decent repair. The windows were all painted black. The building occupied an entire large city block.


At the corner of the structure closest to the river reared an enormous square smokestack, twice the height of the building and capped at its remote top with more barely visible embellishments.


There was a door directly in front of Rory. In point of fact, there were three doors. The first was twelve feet high and ten across, actually a double door of two leaves. Made of thick planks once painted green but now peeling to reveal bare splintery wood, the two halves of this door were secured with a chain fit to leash Cerberus and a matching rusting padlock that appeared at least fifty years old. Inset in this door was a more conventionally sized one with an old-fashioned latch. It was this door that Rory considered entering.


At the foot of this second door, integral with it, was a third entrance, an oversized modern pet door. Rory might have employed this access had he wished. He knew others often had. This upper-hinged door bore a legend in the lovely calligraphy of Suki Netsuke: The Cardinal. Above the words was painted the Papal crest.


The lintel of the largest door was a huge piece of Jersey limestone, mortared into the brick wall on either side. Carved into the soft stone ran a brief statement of institutional founding, purpose, and collapse:


1838 Old Vault Brewery 1938


The later date was executed in a stark Futura typeface, the earlier in wasp-waisted Caslon.


Hovering a few feet now from the triple portal, Rory listened cautiously and intently. No noise emanated from inside. This could be either a good or a bad sign. It paid to remember that some of the most insane schemes of the Beer Nuts had been hatched in relative quiet Thunder and lightning, apparitions on the Capitoline Hill, did not necessarily attend the birth of every Caesar. On the other hand, everyone could be innocently sleeping, even at this unseemly hour. Rory simply had no way to distinguish between the possible interior states of this Schrödinger’s Box.


Suddenly he knew how Goldilocks must have felt, shifting from foot to foot outside the ursine cottage.


Tossing caution to the coffee-scented winds, Rory stepped forward and tugged open the middle-sized door, which swung outward easily on secretly oiled hinges. He stuck his head and shoulders into the darkness.


“Yo, folks! It’s me, Rory. Anyone home? Earl? Hilario?”


No answer. Rory, his eyes sensitized to outdoor light-levels, could register very little inside the midnight-shrouded brewery. He had a vague sense from past visits of vast, hulking shapes: brew kettles, pipes, mash vats, all the original equipment of the long-defunct brewery still in place. Entering this place felt like stepping into a forgotten museum or carnival spookhouse.


An image of his shuttered store with a crowd of irate customers banging on the windows propelled Rory forward, lanternless, Diogenes in search of one particular dishonest man—


Earl Erlkonig’s peremptory question resonated in the air. Rory found himself no better prepared to answer it after his timeless mental recapitulation of his frustrating morning. As a temporizing measure, Rory levered himself up off the rudely awakened sleeping lovers.


“Thanks, Rory,” said Netsuke coyly. Her half-Japanese features, compact and porcelain-perfect, still appealed to Rory as much as ever. With a sharp poignancy, he regretted for the nth time ever losing her. She was one special woman.


Netsuke’s mother had been a war bride, one Yumi Fumimoto, her father a New England Swamp Yankee named Birch Bollingen. Bollingen had demobbed with his foreign mate to a forest-isolated two-hundred-year-old homestead in Coventry, Rhode Island, after reassuring his trepidatious spouse—an urban girl more accustomed to glittering Tokyo streets than to rutted barnyard lanes—that they were going to live “within spittin’ distance of New York City.” Heartbroken by reality, but eventually reconciled to her barbarian fate, Yumi had raised three girls, among whom Netsuke was the youngest, born in 1965 and christened Susan Bollingen. Matriculating from Rhode Island School of Design in 1987, the self-renamed Suki Netsuke had promptly decamped for New York, taking up the long-deferred bohemian lifestyle her mother had once envisioned for herself.


Despite Rory’s troubles, he found himself indirectly admiring Netsuke’s topless condition. To mix ethnicities, her skin was a subtle curry color, her nipples a light chapati brown. Propped on one elbow, she caught Rory’s gaze boldly, not even reaching for one of her nearby discarded pieces of clothing in any show of false modesty.


“Hey, molecule,” Erlkonig now demanded, “I asked you what you’re after so bad that you’ve got to hurl yourself forcibly like on innocent napping people.”


Hunkered down on his haunches, Rory forced himself to confront Erlkonig’s spooky, candle-lit face straight on. The queerly colored, yet not objectively unhandsome visage never failed to disconcert Rory.


Earl Erlkonig was a young black man who also happened to be an albino. His hair was a thatch of short kinky platinum wires. His patchy complexion was the color of a cup of weak tea attenuated by pints of cream. His eyes were a watery gray.


Erlkonig’s history was a complex and shifting one, not fully grasped even now by Rory. A lot had happened to the albino in his thirty-five years.…


In 1964, John “Wolfie” Erlkonig, Earl’s father, had already been a US Navy midshipman for seventeen years. (In that first post-Kennedy year the elder Erlkonig had been serving on the USS John Paul Getty.) By all accounts, Wolfie was not an exceptionally industrious or talented swabbie. In fact, according to his superiors he was downright slothful and a bad-tempered malingerer and a cheating cardsharp to boot. His small stature and shifty disposition did not improve the distasteful impression he tended to make on most people.


At this time, back home in Norfolk, Virginia, lived Charlotte Erlkonig, Wolfie’s very pregnant and somewhat errant wife. Fortunately her current condition was just barely attributable to Wolfie, he having been a-sea for a mere eight months and three weeks when Charlotte delivered.


The first notice Wolfie received that he was a father hit him when he got home on two-week leave and found Charlotte breastfeeding what appeared to be a little white baby.


“Woman,” said Wolfie ominously, “you got some heavy’splainin to do.”


“No, John, look closer, he’s your boy. See that nose? Doctors say it just happen some time.”


Wolfie bent to inspect the baby’s features. He stood erect. “No way. That little ivory monkey ain’t mine.” Wolfie left the house then, never having even set down his duffel bag.


The next—and last—thing Charlotte Erlkonig heard of Wolfie came six months later: he had jumped ship at the Brooklyn Navy Yards, having knifed and killed a shipmate who objected to the honesty of Wolfie’s Three-Card Monte game.


Charlotte, bearing infant Earl, set off north, hoping to find her husband and offer him some aid and comfort in his flight from the law.


Fifteen years later, still lingering in New York, she finally admitted she was never going to hear from Erlkonig anymore. Far from celibate all this time, Charlotte settled on one suitor and remarried, becoming the wife of Chester Hires, owner of Chester’s Chattanooga Bar-B-Q on 125th Street.


Chester was a short, wiry, gimpy man possessed of a cue ball head and a predilection for noisome cigars. Before opening up his restaurant he had run a highly illicit pitbull-fighting arena. Upon being savaged by a rogue contestant, he had turned to tamer enterprises.


Young Earl (still going by his birth-father’s last name; the legend of Wolfie Erlkonig, as recounted by Charlotte, had acquired a luster the real man never exhibited) did not get along with his stepfather. The extent of their philosophical disagreements was testified to by several badly healed scars each bore. Earl’s most prominent was a Lipton-colored lateral welt across his ribs.


Surprisingly, Earl excelled at school. His favorite subject was the sciences: physics, chemistry, astronomy. Naturally sharp, he really blossomed around age seventeen. During that academic year, he had a fine public-school teacher, Mr Welch, who really excited his interest in learning.


Nonetheless, one day after a particularly violent argument with his son, Chester informed Earl that he was being sent to a military prep school, the Horst und Graben Young Martinet Academy in Haider, Pennsylvania. “They’ll straighten you out fast, boy.”


As Earl was later wont to encapsulate that moment, “The door didn’t hit my pale ass on my way out.”


The year of Earl’s flight from home was 1981. For the next fifteen years, he had lived mainly on the streets of Manhattan, compiling a remarkable record of survival by whatever means necessary.


Earl had hawked newspapers, dope and skin. He had panhandled, stolen, bartered, begged, cadged, cajoled, and, if all else failed, worked. He had slept in culverts, beneath bridges, on docks, in abandoned cars, in parks under the summer stars, and once in a while beneath an intact roof, sometimes even an establishment with hot running water and heat. He had bedded down in Grand Central, Penn Station, SROs, missions, flophouses, YMCA’s and Salvation Army shelters. He had become a doyen of dossing, a swami of surviving.


Remarkably, he had emerged from this period disease-free—no TB or frostbite or AIDS—and with only a missing canine tooth as memento of all the violent encounters he would willingly chronicle.


All this time, Earl’s mind had been nourished as well, by intensive freeform reading in various city libraries. Earl estimated that he had consumed approximately a book a day over the decade and a half of his peripatetic existence, in any and all fields that interested him.


Life had been hard, but never dull.


One day around 1997 Earl Erlkonig had wandered across the Hudson for the first time in his life. He swore to Rory that he had walked through the PATH tunnel during a combined flood and power outage. Rory believed him entirely capable of such an insane feat. However Erlkonig had arrived in New Jersey, the place seemed to agree with him, for he had never returned to Manhattan. A month in Jersey City, a few in Weehawken, then he had blown into Hoboken. The sleepy city had offered him some kind of sympathetic accommodation, a place perhaps more in tune with a mature Erlkonig on the far side of thirty.


With sure-footed instincts Erlkonig had homed in on the abandoned Old Vault Brewery, as spacious and weather-tight a squat as any he had ever found. Soon, like satellites accreting around a new sun, the Beer Nuts had spontaneously formed.


Netsuke squirmed devilishly under the pile of blankets. “I have to pee now.”


This new urgent matter diverted Erlkonig’s ire. He glared at Rory and said, “Some privacy, please? Turn around, molecule.”


Rory obeyed.


“Okay, eyes front.”


Netsuke, wearing a long nightshirt commemorating the final performance of Cats, was already padding off barefoot for the bucket-flushed toilets. Erlkonig had donned basketball shorts and a stained sweatshirt.


The candlelight and conversation had drawn a sleepy-eyed crowd, many of its members bearing their own glowing tapers or flashlights. Soon Rory found himself the focus of a circle of curious faces: a majority of the permanent Beer Nuts.


They were a motley lot, all unconventionally housed here due to a lack of morals, money, manners or motivation.


Ped Xing was the only man in the world to profess both Lubavitcher Judaism and Zen monkhood. Long Hasidic sidecurls framing an open face contrasted rather piquantly with his shaven pate. He wore a black robe and a rainbow yarmulke. Ped Xings father, Murray Zhink, had been a front-line rabbi during the Vietnam War, where, in a moment of existential doubt, he had fallen deeply under the influence of the famous Vietnamese monk, Thich Nhat Hanh. Sharing Thich Nhat Hanh’s subsequent exile in France, Myron had married and fathered a son he rather foolishly named Petal. Upon reaching his own majority, “Pet” Zhink had returned to the United States in search of his own roots. He discovered them in Brooklyn while visiting the Lubavitchers, where a moment of satori informed him that he must become a rootless Jewish monk and adopt a new name from the first object seen after his epiphany: a traffic sign which synchronistically echoed his given name.


Hilario Fumento, burly and shy, was an unpublished writer with a distinctive philosophy: to craft a novel solely out of haiku-like vignettes. Perpetually unshaven yet never developing a full beard, he dressed in an unvarying outfit: carpenter pants, flannel shirts and PF Flyers. From his capacious stuffed pockets protruded slips of paper scribbled with choice bits of his work-in-progress. A half-dozen pens resided in the side pocket of his workpants normally reserved for tools. His often abstracted smile radiated intellectual goofiness.


Beatbox loudly and frequently claimed illustrious Hispanic ancestors, and boasted the appropriate dark and brooding looks of a Zorro. Depending on the man’s mood, these noble forebears hailed alternately from Guatemala, Puerto Rico, Madrid, or Tierra del Fuego. Currently employed as a Balloon-o-Gram delivery person, Beatbox this afternoon already wore his work clothes: a complete clown suit, big feet and all, as well as whiteface makeup. His nickname derived from his remarkable ability to simulate turntable scratching and drum-machine percussion.


Leather’n’ Studs were an inseparable lesbian couple, ex-Downeast gals in search of liberal spaciousness. They had arrived in Hoboken towing a shabby trailer behind a beater car. This rusting caravan still sat behind the Brewery, totally unroadworthy but theoretically available if greener pastures beckoned. Both women kept their chromatically dyed hair short as that of the plebe whom Erlkonig had narrowly avoided becoming. They both favored tanktops revelatory of unshaven armpits, black denims and Doc Martens. Chipmunk-cheeked, Studs was approximately a foot taller and fifty pounds heavier than the gaunt and petite Leather. Leather compensated by displaying a larger number of tattoos, including an obscene rendering of a wide-eyed Keane girl.


Biker-jacketed, wearing his mirrorshades even indoors, the cyberpunk-era-frozen Hy Rez (once Hyman Resnick, and still given to long Talmudic arguments with Ped Xing) was the Beer Nuts’s resident hacker and phone phreak, providing the Old Vault Brewery with certain essential stolen services. A pair of lineman’s climbing spikes dangled from his utility belt.


Prominent among the missing was Nerfball, the one person Rory most wanted to encounter.


Erlkonig functioned as the Beer Nuts leader, insofar as he was allowed to at all by the anarchic bunch. Under their inquisitive looks, he now felt compelled to reassert himself in the face of this visitor.


“So, my moll, like I asked you already—what brings you here?”


“Nerfball was supposed to open the store for me today, and he didn’t. Do you know where he is?”


The Beer Nuts burst out laughing.


“I don’t get it,” admitted Rory when the rude noise had died down. “What’s so funny?”


Erlkonig ventured an explanation. “Well, you know how Nerf believes in that dumb Ayurvedic Nasal Irrigation of his?”


The hypochondriacal Nerfball was very susceptible to any sort of holistic, organic, nut-and-berry regimen that offered to improve his health and looks. Because he was shaped like a beachball and suffered from a poor complexion and perpetually clogged sinuses, Nerf was always on the lookout for ways to lose weight and/or ameliorate his nasal troubles. He blamed his current ills mostly on his welfare-constrained single mother who had reared him on a diet of generic cornflakes, pasta, mock-Koolaid, Cheez Doodles and potted meat. This upbringing had left Nerfball an overpowering addiction to junk food, a jones he constantly battled. His plight was not made any easier by working in Rory’s shop, with its big glass jars of chocolate-chip cookies, bags of Cape Cod potato chips and individually packaged wedges of cherry cheesecake.


“Sure, I know all about Nerfball’s sinus hygiene routine,” Rory replied. “Who do you think has to cover for him every hour while he rushes to the john?”


“Right. So you dig how someone here—and I don’t really care who, I’m not into the whole punishment thing, moll—how someone could get really sick of listening to Nerf snorting saltwater all day, honking like a sick goose at all hours of the night while people are trying to grab some dreamtime. So this morning when Nerf stumbles around half-awake to perform his ritual ablutions, he finds out too late that someone’s spiked his water pail with Tabasco sauce. Before he knows what’s happening, he’s snarfled up a snootful of chilipepper water. Then comes this mega-scream, and we all hear Nerf rocketing up the stairs to the upper reaches of our hideout, like a wounded waterbuffalo going to cover.”


“Ouch,” Rory sympathetically offered.


Erlkonig seemed unconcerned by the possible damage suffered by one of his posse. “So that’s why he didn’t open the store for you this morning. He’s just sulking, I’m sure. He’ll come down eventually.”


“But I need him now!”


Erlkonig shrugged. “Your problem, moll. I suspect you can track him down by his sniffles if you really want to try.”


Someone courteously handed Rory a spare flashlight. “Thanks,” he said, and stood.


Netsuke had returned from the toilets. She jiggled attractively as she padded in a barefoot hurry across the perpetually cold and damp concrete floor. “’Bye, Rory,” she giggled. “Visit again soon.”


Rory shook his head wearily. Life was always tossing your past follies up in your face.


The dusty steps of the old enclosed wooden staircase that led from floor to floor creaked under Rory’s cautious tread. At each landing he paused, poking his head out into the open reaches of the factory to listen for Nerfball. No signature snufflings greeted him on the second, third or fourth floors. All this empty space and abandoned fixtures! How could the squatters stand this creepy place?


Nerfball huddled in a far corner of the brewery’s top floor. Rory could hear him talking to himself as soon as he exited the stairwell.


“Gonna book outa this place. No one likes me anyhow. Dead-end job, no girl, and now this goddamn mean trick!”


A loud nose-blowing followed by a muted shriek of pain punctuated this lament.


Not wishing to overhear more of Nerfball’s self-pitying soliloquy, Rory called out in warning of his approach.


“Hey, Nerf! It’s me, Rory.”


A few seconds of silence, then a whining reply. “What do you want?”


Inside a partitioned office the flashlight beam revealed Nerfball wedged in the kneewell of an old oak desk, his pudgy body filling the space like a Mounds bar in its wrapper. Nerfball’s nose was gorgeously inflamed. It resembled Beatbox’s clownish beezer. Employing his sodden handkerchief, Rory’s lone employee tried to hide the token of the insulting treatment he had received from his supposed friends.


Rory pondered the abject fellow. Not the most inspiring of sights for any boss, to encounter one’s entire workforce huddled beneath the furniture. Still, Rory knew that if he could rally Nerfball’s spirits, all would be well. For Nerfball, like Clark Kent concealing his superpowers beneath a nerdish facade, possessed uncanny skills in precisely the one area where Rory most needed help.


Thrust on his own devices during a neglected childhood, Nerfball had developed one talent to an astonishing degree: he could craft sandwiches better, faster and more economically than anyone else Rory had ever encountered. The rotund fellow had never benefited from any formal training in the field, never studied under any acknowledged master. The ability seemed god-given, fostered by self-reliance, a cell-deep gift. A sandwich assembled by Nerfball emerged from beneath his flashing knife as a thing of edible beauty, guaranteed to draw repeat customers. This salient skill Rory now had to cajole him to apply.


Squatting to make eye-contact with the victim of prankish Tabasco insufflation, Rory said, “Come help me with the store, Nerf. I really need you.”


“Why should I? You never pay me anymore.”


Nerf had nailed Rory there. Lately any spare cash at Honeyman’s Heroes had been as nonexistent as a Texan’s humility. Whatever receipts came in daily went out just as fast, on supplies and a hundred other standard operating expenses. And just last month Rory had gotten the notice of a significant rent raise, inspired, he was certain, by the ongoing gentrification of the city and the generally booming twenty-first century U.S. economy. (Booming, that was, for certain privileged classes.) Rory was barely scraping by, letting bills pile up, wearing old clothes till they practically fell off his spare frame, drinking no-name beer.


And now an essential human element of his business actually wanted to get paid. It was only fair. But still—


Rory’s thoughts threatened to spin out of control. Money. What made money so special, so hard to come by, so easy to disperse? First Tiran had ragged him on his debts this morning, now Nerfball hurled accusations at him. Filthy lucre seemed at the root of all Rory’s troubles. He’d be so happy if he weren’t always worrying about money. If only dough grew on trees. If only he possessed the inexhaustible purse of folklore. Even if it disgorged only a steady stream of pennies, it would be enough.…


Desperate, Rory pleaded. “Listen, I will pay you all I owe you, plus give you a raise. I promise, Nerf.”


Nerfball sneered, an expression rendered even more dire due to his bloodshot eyes. “Yeah, I bet. With what? Funny money?”


Rory opened his mouth, intending indignantly to deny the charge. But he found to his surprise that he just couldn’t lie anymore. Why contend against the obvious and inevitable? He’d likely go out of business any day now, owing all his creditors immense sums. Should he compound his imminent guilt by promising this innocent helper more than he could give?


Tensions tore at Rory’s brain like linked horses straining in opposite directions. Cognitive dissonance held sway, as a sense of responsibility and duty swung in the balance against a fuck-it-all desire for utter abdication.


Then, without warning, amidst this intense manic despair, inspiration struck. Born from Rory’s mental turbulence, a genuine vision appeared.


Clear and undeniable as cancer under a microscope, Rory saw an apparition. A big antique safe, its door open. And spilling out, sheaves of currency. But not standard U.S. bills. Rather, some kind of strangely colored, eccentric scrip.


Rory would recall this moment for the rest of his life. His ultimate feelings toward this road-to-Damascus experience would be hard to qualify. Perhaps the mingled horror and pride felt by Dr Victor F., upon witnessing the first galvanic twitch in a corpses stitched muscles, might best convey the emotion.


His voice oddly confident, Rory said, “Yes, Nerf, I do intend to pay you in funny money.”


This arrogant admission got Nerfball’s attention. “Huh?”


Rory scrabbled in his pants pockets for paper and writing tool. Where was Hilario Fumento when you needed him? The best he could come up with was an old unpaid electric bill and a lime-green crayon some kid had left behind in the store. He tucked the flashlight between chin and shoulder and began to scribble on the back of the electric company notice, reciting aloud what he was writing.


“This paper redeemable for ten sandwiches at Honeyman’s Heroes. Signed, Rory Honeyman.”


For good measure, he sketched a rough sandwich after his signature. The drawing ended up looking like that of a book with loose pages. Rory handed the paper to Nerfball, who took it suspiciously.


“This will be one day’s wages, Nerf. Its worth about forty dollars retail. That’s fair, isn’t it? No taxes taken out either.”


“What good will this do me? You already give me free food. More than’s good for me.”


Rory, still in the grip of his inspiring daemon, rolled right over this pitiful objection. “Right, sure, enough food for you alone. You’ll continue to get that. But isn’t everyone else in this dump always starving? Make them pool their hard cash—whatever you can convince them ten sandwiches is worth—and give it to you in exchange for this coupon. Then you make up the ten sandwiches at work just before the end of the day, hand the coupon back to me, and show up here like Ward Cleaver bringing home the bacon.”


“They’d all have to be BLTs?”


“No! I was just speaking metaphorically.”


“Gee, I don’t know—”


“People will love you for feeding them. No more nasty jokes. Plus you’ll have cash in your pocket.”


“Oh, all right! If this is the only payment I’m going to get, I might as well take it. I’m sick of sitting here feeling sorry for myself anyway. I may as well be working at the one thing I’m good at.”


Nerfball made tentative movements to emerge, and Rory stood up to give him room. Somehow the big man twisted around beneath the desk and began to back out, sweatpants-clad ass hippo-wide. He said something that was muffled by his head-down posture.


“What’s that?”


“I said, ‘What’s this coupon called?’”


Rory experienced a total stoppage of thought for just a millisecond. “Does it have to have a name?”


Standing now, Nerfball brushed dust from his pants. “Yes.”


Three topics have more slang terms associated with them than any other area of human endeavor, a valid gauge of their importance.


Sex, drunkenness—


—and money.


Ackjay, ammunition, bacon, ballast, beans, bees and honey, berries, blunt, brass, cabbage, cash, chink, chips, coconuts, dead presidents, dibs, dinero, do-re-mi, dough, ducats, the evil, fish, gelt, gingerbread, gravy, grease, greenbacks, horse nails, jackson, jake, juice, kale, lettuce, long green, lucre, mazuma, moolah, mopus, needful, nuggets, oil, oofitish, pay dirt, pelf, pony, rhino, rocks, rubbish, sand, scratch, shekels, simoleans, smash, stuff, stumpy, sugar, swag, tin, tomatoes, wampum …


Those are a few.


Rory reached deep down into some mythic well of American vernacular and came up with a word he would have earlier sworn he didn’t even know.


“Spondulix. Its called spondulix.”


“Is that singular,” quizzed Nerfball, suddenly smiling archly, “or plural?”


Without a moment’s hesitation, feeling positively drunk, Rory replied, “Both.”









Chapter Two


Honey and the Rock


A little-known aspect of pop sociology called nominative determinism intrigued Rory Honeyman for a very good reason. Except for a concatenation of historical accidents, he would have fallen under its purview himself. Much as an ant elevated to sentience by genetic engineering might diligently continue to track developments in entomology, Rory collected examples of nominative determinism. He noted each instance with an almost subconscious feeling of brotherly sympathy. The plight of these subjects touched him somewhere numinous, evoking fragmentary ghosts of an alternate Rory from another timeline.


Nominative determinism was the mock-ponderous designation for the study of people whose names matched their professions. Such folks were legion. Random reading of The New York Times during slow hours at the store had provided Rory with a large file of examples.


The “sufferers” from nominative determinism seemed mostly a cheerful lot. From the evidence in the newspaper, most of them led quite happy and productive lives. But it could not be denied that they all carried around a certain ridiculous piece of psychic and social baggage. These folks—whose ranks Rory had barely escaped himself—always struck him as akin to a Fifties matron toting around an alligator-hide pocketbook actually shaped like an alligator, complete down to the beady glass eyes. Substance and symbol had been conflated in an unseemly mishmash.


Not only that, but victims of nominative determinism seemed to advertise the heavy hand of a cosmic fate. As if foredoomed from birth to land in certain professions, these people appeared to deny the great American tradition of self-determination. Or else they appeared weak-willed, gravitating spinelessly toward the most likely career choice. In either case, their cheap date with their surname’s destiny disconcerted.


Surely the Filipino prelate Cardinal Sin held the number one spot of most famous ND sufferer. But just a single year’s cursory reading of The Times had provided Rory with the following:


• Sgt Klue, member of the Toronto police force;


• Professor Starrfield, astronomer;


• Joseph Badway, mobster;


• Mr Ward well, lawyer;


• James Fish, head of the Great Lakes Commission;


• Earl Wolf, naturalist;


• Lt Shotwell, officer in the U.S. Armed Forces;


• James Breeding, livestock inseminator;


• John Justice, FBI agent;


• Fred Sipper, president of a bottled-water company;


• Dr Fullilove, specialty not mentioned, but undoubtedly possessed of a hearty bedside manner;


• Harold Stall, government spokesperson; and finally,


• Gary Shilling, economist.


By no means did Rory read The Times every day. Usually he was too busy. He kept the paper in the store for his customers, along with The New York Post, The Daily News, and The Hoboken Reporter. Who knew how many such names he had missed? But even the names that presented themselves were enough to cause Rory to pause in his casual perusal, stare up at the grimy antique punched-tin ceiling of Honeyman’s Heroes, and muse about the meanderings of his own life.


If things had gone just a little bit differently for him and his ancestors.…


Yesterday, June 1, 1932, had been the day of “The Great Change.” Four hundred thousand dollars in debt, in the midst of the Depression without an end in sight to these worldwide hard times, the Community of True Inspiration had voted to separate the sacred and secular aspects of their community for more efficient functioning. No longer would the seven Amana colonies of Iowa—Amana, East Amana, Middle Amana, West Amana, South Amana, High Amana, and Homestead—share all material goods communally, according to their spiritual tenets. Instead one Society would handle Church matters, and another Society would handle the Community’s business affairs: the farms, the woolen mills, the furniture shops. A closed joint-stock company, this secular arm would count as its stockholders all the adults of the seven villages, each of whom would receive one share of Class A common stock worth $80.69. addition, further shares of less valuable prior distributive stock would be disbursed based proportionately on past service.


The villages would be run like a real business now. Many Amanans registered protests against this heresy. These newfangled corporate practices were a betrayal of the principles that their sect had been founded under, nearly one hundred years ago in Europe. But the plan had passed by majority vote at a meeting conducted by the seventy elders, and even the most vehement dissenters had eventually toned down their grumblings and fallen into line with The Great Change. Really, no other way to deal with the money shortage had presented itself. To insist on other options was to invite factionalism. No one wanted to see the colonies go under for the sake of some rigid fundamentalism unable to meet changing times flexibly.


Well, almost no one.


A sturdy buckboard stood outside Horst Honigmann’s house in South Amana, a small collection of plain-faced homes and barren-shelved stores and weather-distressed barns plunked down in the middle of a vast flatness tessellated with late-spring crops in a hundred shades of green. Hitched to the buckboard was a sway-backed, dun-colored horse named Axel, The horse nibbled grass by the lane’s margins in a leery fashion, frequently looking up as if worried about what labors it would soon be called up to perform. It seemed to sense the unique qualities of the day, and consequently suffered from nervous equine doubts about its abilities to live up to demanding new standards.


Perhaps the unconventional cargo of the vehicle—not hay or livestock or lumber—contributed to Axel’s unease. The creaking buckboard was piled high with household goods: cornshuck mattresses, ladderback chairs, a scarred, sidegated table with its wings down, kerosene lamps, several worn suitcases, a black leather-strapped steamer trunk, a few books tied in a bundle with hairy twine.… Stout ropes lashed the whole precarious assemblage down.


Perched upon the high front seat, two people studiously avoided looking at each other.


Freyda Honigmann exhibited tumbled masses of hair the color of peaches, gold shot with russet. Forty-two years old, she had somehow maintained through the rigors of an often harsh farmbound life the flawless white complexion and unlined cheerful features that had first attracted Horst Honigmann to her twenty years ago, when she had been known as Miss Freyda Storch. Although of course even her adoring husband had to admit that her once-trim figure had undeniably filled out, to the tune in fact of an extra forty pounds. German potato salad, cinnamon bread, ham and sauerkraut, roast beef, cole slaw, thick frosted cakes, rhubarb pie, Colony-brewed wine and beer.… If cooking had been an Olympic event, Freyda would have taken the gold.


Freyda wore a look of despair now that sat uneasily on her normally benevolent and happy features.


On Freyda’s left, holding Axel’s traces, sat Rudy Honigmann. At eighteen, Rudy patterned his father physically. He had his father’s corn-colored hair worn in the same brushcut. He had his father’s ruddy skin and bulb-tipped nose. He had his father’s brawny arms and straight-shouldered posture. Temperamentally, however, he shared his mother’s easy-going nature and quirky imagination.


At the moment, Rudy also shared his mother’s unease. Between the boy, the horse and the woman stretched a taut net of sympathetic tension which the boy and his mother sought not to exacerbate by appearing to trade sympathetic eye-contact with each other. Axel exhibited no such wisdom, however, frequently striving to capture the attention of his owners.


Rudy’s nervous caution manifested itself as a wandering gaze. He stared down at the dusty road. He contemplated Axel’s fly-dotted rump. He lifted his eyes to the translucent Delft-blue sky. In short, he let his gaze roam everywhere except toward his mother or toward the source of their common anxiety.


Horst Honigmann stood beside the buckboard. Dressed in patched coveralls, faded blue shirt and scratched work boots (from the seams of which protruded a straw or two cemented in place with manure), Horst worked his beefy jaw like a beaver in a lumberyard. At age fifty, Horst knew himself all too well. He was stubborn as a brace of politicians, dogmatic as a goat. But fair. Fair and pragmatic. He knew when he had lost an honest battle, knew when the tide flowed against him, knew when he should fold his hand, quit the game, and clear the house.


Standing uneasily next to Honigmann was Torsten Storch, one of South Amana’s elders, but more significantly, Honigmann’s father-in-law. Storch, a small man, faced the world with a visage like a dried fruit shielded from further dangerous desiccating exposure by the wide brim of a black hat.


The cachinnation of crows jagged the clover-scented air. June sunlight—sharing precisely the same quality as that which would almost seventy years later shine down upon Rory Honeyman as he pondered the locked door of his sandwich store half a continent away—now spilled benevolently down over Rory’s great-grandfather, grandparents, and teenaged father.


Storch and Honigmann seemed inclined to continue a long-running fruitless argument right up to the point of the buckboard’s foredoomed departure. No other citizens intruded: the men and older children worked in the fields, the women and babies stayed inside.


“To leave is to weaken the community,” said Storch. “Surely even a stubborn perfectionist such as yourself will admit that.”


“The community has already weakened itself more than I ever could by agreeing to The Great Change. We have severed the bonds between God and mortal work. Nothing I do can have any consequences greater than this fatal blow. I am leaving now solely for the salvation of my own soul and conscience, and my family’s.”


Young Rudy Honigmann looked up from his boots then, as if he might have wished to say something on his own behalf, as a certified member of the Honigmann clan. One peripheral look at his father’s stern face, however, thoroughly dissuaded him, and he resumed studying the woodgrain of the buckboard’s footrest.


“Who will tend your already planted crops?” demanded Storch.


Honigmann spat into the obliging dust. “Since the Inspirationists seem to care only for money nowadays, I’m sure you will be able to persuade someone to take the fields over. Just offer the wage slaves more shares.” The emphasized words reeked of unsavory corruption in Honigmann’s mouth. “And also, many outsiders are looking for work.”


Storch removed his hat. His white hair lay thinly across a sunburnt scalp. “Horst, you know your words to be false. We care no more for money now than we ever did. Our heavenly dreams continue to inspire us. But we cannot operate in a vacuum, we do not inhabit a self-sufficient island. We have to deal with bankers and merchants who do not subscribe to our beliefs. If we intend to survive and flourish in this world, we sometimes have to bend our principles a little.”


“I prefer to abandon the pretense entirely then. Why should I continue to live here, among sanctimonious hypocrites, when I find unrepentant pagans less disagreeable? The Great Change has made our way of life a mockery. I do not care to be continually reminded of what we have lost. Better to plunge into hell than live in a corrupt heaven. Now are you going to pay out our shares or not?”


Storch replaced his hat and sighed. “You know how deeply we’re in debt. You’re cutting the community’s cash to the bone by demanding this payment.”


“You should have thought of all the implications of money before you switched to using it then.”


Storch dug a brass-jawed, canvas-bodied clasp purse out of his trousers pocket. “For someone who opposes money so fervently, you’re eager enough to have some in your hands.”


“You can’t shame me that way, Torsten. I’m only playing by the same terms you and the others dictated against my objections. Besides, admit it—you’ll all rejoice to see an old troublemaker like me leave. All the Storches and Lindblooms and Alquists have been resentful of me ever since I stole your daughter away from that mealy-mouthed pretty boy, Roalf Grafspiel, almost two decades ago.”


“Not true, Horst. Your irrational bitterness is speaking. I’ve always been proud of you as a son-in-law. Often you can be as hard and fixed as a rock. But that quality stands you in good stead as frequently as it hurts you.”


Freyda began to cry, burying her face in her hands. Rudy felt an implacable frustration welling up inside him. Why was his father so stubborn? Why couldn’t he speak up to his old man, make the elder Honigmann see what this separation was doing to his mother? If only he were older himself—But what could he do now except silently obey?


“Forget the homilies, Torsten. From now on it’s cold hard cash we want, not sentimental advice.”


Shaking his head ruefully, Storch grudgingly counted out $242.07, the value of three shares in the Amana community. The money was in the form of silver certificates and big clunky cartwheels, two-dollar bills and fifty-cent pieces and Indianhead nickels. When he had finished, he pondered a moment, then doled out a further sum proportional to Honigmann’s age, a span of years spent entirely in the bosom of the Amanas.


“There! I hope you’re satisfied that you’ve nearly bankrupted us.”


“My satisfaction has nothing to do with it. Let this be a lesson for you and the whole community in the evils of cash. Freyda! Stop blubbering and say goodbye to your father.”


Storch stepped closer to the wagon. Still weeping, his daughter leaned down and hugged him awkwardly about the neck. Storch patted her broad muslined back. “Come, come, little girl, you can still write to us.”


Honigmann’s features registered a blooming chagrin, as if only once irreversibly past the heated moment had he fully internalized the real magnitude of his stiff-necked decision. After a minute the patriarch said, “All right, all right, that’s enough. We’re not travelling to the moon, for God’s sake.”


Red-eyed, tendrils of hair coming unpinned, Freyda straightened up. Honigmann climbed up beside her, and she slid to the middle of the bench.


“Rudy boy! Let’s go!”


Rudy snapped the reins savagely. Axel jumped as if stung, looked over one shoulder with mute and hurt bewilderment, then began to plod off.


No one looked back.


Once outside the town, well beyond the cultivated lands, under a sky as big as God’s quilt, the family rolled silently for half an hour. Honigmann spoke first.


“This will work out for the best. Trust me. You’ll see.”


Rudy finally found his tongue then, shocking himself with his brazen, irreligious, unfilial impudence. “I certainly hope so! I really do!”


Freyda wiped away a final tear, resigned now to their fate. “Rudy, do not speak so disrespectfully to your father.”


Against all expectations, Honigmann seemed pleased by Rudy’s forthrightness. “Let him be, Freyda. He is a man now.”


Rudy felt the strangest mixture of emotions he had ever known: pride, anger, remorse, love.


Heading north, the family followed nebulous rumors of land for sale cheaply, the spoils of foreclosure and failure, the ill luck of other families less fortunate than the Honigmanns. For the rest of that first day, hauling an uncustomarily heavy load, Axel stumped along the deserted back lanes at a pace barely faster than an arthritic man could hobble. Still, employing the horse saved the family from becoming footsore, and insured the slow and steady transport of their possessions. Nonetheless from time to time one or more of the family did indeed alight and walk for some distance, contributing to Axel’s relief A noontime pause for feedbag and picnic basket did everyone good.


The first night found them in the midst of seeming wilderness, far from any settlement. For all they knew, they could have represented the first white visitors to this part of the broad continent. A timeless feeling, as if they were participating in some immemorial hegira, settled over all three people, leaving them disinclined to chatter. After a hearty supper cooked over an open fire, they extinguished their lantern and settled down in blankets beneath their vehicle. Luckily the night was unseasonably warm. Rudy, lying on his back, head and shoulders extending out from under the buckboard, fell asleep pondering celestial infinitudes.


During the middle of the next day they crossed the Cedar River near La Porte City, a metropolis of a thousand people. They had made a respectable forty miles from South Amana.


“Horst,” said Freyda, “perhaps we could settle here. The people appear friendly, and the land strikes me as fertile.”


“Too crowded. We’ll go further.”


Rudy, driving, noticed first that Axel seemed to be slowing down, rather like a wind-up toy in need of a few twists of its key.


That night, currying the animal, Rudy could not ignore Axel’s lack of appetite nor uncommon flatulence. He mentioned this to his father, and proposed that they were pushing the beast too hard.


“Nonsense! Axel’s as strong as the day he was born.”


Recalling how tottery a foal Axel had been, Rudy silently thought that his father’s statement might have unintended corollaries.


At sunset of the third day, approximately sixty-five miles from the Community of the True Inspiration, Axel slumped in his harness and refused to budge. No amount of jerking on the reins, proffering of sugar lumps, chafing his muzzle or whispering into his ears could convince the horse to take another step. Rudy and his father freed the horse from the harness. Apparently only those supports had enabled Axel to remain upright. He stumbled two short steps, fell over onto his side, kicked out his legs, released a pitiful whinny and a gutful of gas, and died.


“We will settle here,” Honigmann realistically decided.


Rudy looked around, taking in their surroundings for the first time. Axel’s death had occurred not far from the tree-lined banks of a small river, probably the Wapsipinicon. Open wildflower-dotted fields stretched away to distant forest. The land looked as if perhaps it had once been cultivated.


“How do we know this parcel is even for sale?” asked Rudy.


“God has willed an end to our pilgrimage upon this spot. The land will surely become ours.”


Rudy experienced certain doubts. But his father’s conviction bade him keep them to himself.


That night beneath a towering chestnut tree hard by the water, in deference to a tentative permanence, they erected a lean-to out of severed branches and a musty canvas tarpaulin. This shelter, primitive as it was, seemed to fill Freyda Honigmann with a certain serenity, satisfying her domestic urges to a small degree. Strangely, her deep emotions of distress attendant upon leaving the village had been replaced by a instinctive certitude and calmness, unwarranted by any outward signs. In contrast Rudy remained totally confused about what their future could possibly bring, and even Horst at odd moments exhibited flustered or worried behavior. At such times, Honigmann turned wordlessly to Freyda, and her river-smooth smile soothed him.


The placid gurgling of the nearby river lulled them all to sleep that first evening, and they awoke refreshed. Soon after breakfast—skillet corn bread, fried eggs, and a flitch of ham—Honigmann made ready to set off to seek a town or farmhouse.


“Take care of your mother, Rudy,” he admonished, before setting off down the daisy-medianed dirt road.


After his father had vanished down the lane, Rudy wondered exactly how he might fulfill his father’s command. Freyda needed no help in making their camp more homey. Was he supposed to protect her from danger? In what form? Redskins? Hobos? Okies? Panthers? Boredom struck a restless Rudy as the biggest danger, and he had few weapons against that menace,


Rudy missed his friends back in South Amana. He did not regard himself as a hick by any stretch of that word. A rousing town life was his accustomed routine: dances, Liebesmahl services, harvest suppers, chatting secretly with the three or four girls his own age behind the communal silos.… This quiet acreage in the middle of nowhere registered on his stimulation-deprived senses as disturbingly primeval and vacant.


Around noon, Axel, exhibiting an alacrity in decomposition he had never shown in any other activity, began to stink. The loyal family horse had stiffened into a pathetic similitude of its familiar desultory posture, a picture that affected Rudy deeply.


“Should we bury him, do you think, Mother?” asked Rudy anxiously, imagining the size of the hole he would have to dig and the commensurate blisters the labor would raise. He grabbed a wooden shovel from the nearby buckboard and attempted to thrust its dull blade into the turf.


The shovel practically bounced off the dense matrix of grassroots. If this land had indeed ever been cultivated, it had long ago reverted to a savage condition. Future years of backbreaking labor to render it productive again loomed ominously in Rudy’s swift imagination.


Busy stirring a boiling pot containing the young shoots of nearby cat-o’-nine-tails (remarkably like asparagus when expertly cooked), Freyda calmly said, “No need to undertake such a Herculean task yet, Rudy. Best wait till Father returns.”


Horst Honigmann did not come back that night. A gaudy dawn found a nervous Rudy already awake, eagerly awaiting his father.


After several hours of straining his eyes uselessly, Rudy grew tired and bored and moved off to shy stones into the river. His mother bent over a fire near the lean-to, and Rudy swore he could smell crabapple pie, tart fruit from nearby trees simmering in Freyda’s famous lard crust.


In a moment that was to enter family legend forevermore, while both Freyda and Rudy had their attention elsewhere, Horst Honigmann announced his return not by any human speech or shout but by a loud buzzing. The angry insect drone that preceded Honigmann sounded like a Biblical plague.


Rudy and Freyda abandoned their pursuits and ran toward the road.


A broad smile lighting up his usually dour face, Honigmann carried two sizable cages fabricated out of laths and window-screen wire, holding them well away from his body. Inside each cage, the family later learned, hummed approximately ten thousand worker bees, a few drones, and a single queen. So furiously did the honeybees chafe at their constrained condition that the cages seemed almost to levitate.


Honigmann made a fervent proclamation. “This land is ours! Our future is assured!”


After that moment everything happened too fast for Rudy ever to properly reconstruct the sequence of events. Years afterwards he would still spend futile hours trying to sort out the priority and hierarchy of the actions and speeches immediately following his father’s return. What Rudy never doubted or failed immediately to discern, however, were his emotions when he saw his father walking toward them and carrying the bees. Rudy experienced exactly the same sensations then which he had always previously empathetically conjured up when hearing about the simpleton son who traded a cow for a handful of magic beans in the tale of “Jack and the Beanstalk.”


Back in camp, setting the bee cages down, Honigmann began to relate his adventures, speaking around mouthfuls of hot crabapple pie.


He had tramped to the nearest town—a tiny settlement named Independence—through field and forest, past farmstead and ranch, all the while carefully noting what the locals were planting or raising, with a sharp eye toward supplementing whatever market deficiencies might exist. (Although a newcomer to capitalism, Honigmann had plunged into it with the zeal of any religious convert.) Unfortunately, Honigmann soon realized that the locals had all the agrarian bases pretty well covered. In fact, later information confirmed his worst suspicions: the economy here teetered as precariously as that of any other region in the afflicted nation. As struggling newcomers, the Honigmanns would immediately be thrust in direct and deadly competition with their new neighbors, and might find survival impossible.


In Independence itself, Honigmann managed to find the owners of the land where Axel had given up the ghost. The family lived in a house in town these days. A generation ago they had indeed farmed their property by the banks of the Wapsipinicon. But the land had been a white elephant for decades, and its owners proved eager to sell.


Using two-thirds of his cash, Honigmann purchased fifty acres along the river outright. (Now he waved the notarized deed proudly under the noses of wife and son.) He had made a few other arrangements—for a supply of victuals and dry goods to be delivered—and then passed the night sleeping fitfully on the parlor couch in the home of the sellers. That morning he set out on foot to rejoin his family. Any elation at easily securing the desired property had rapidly faded. Honigmann felt no enthusiasm for taking up farming under the prevailing marketplace pressures. He cursed the cash economy roundly for several miles, before destiny intervened.


A wagon rolled toward him bearing a mustachioed man who introduced himself soon enough as Mack Mackay. The man now conveyed a buzzing cargo covered in canvas. Mackay revealed himself as a honey-farmer returning from an abortive rescue mission. A fellow apiarist had detected an infestation of foulbrood in his own hives and requested Mackay to supply some replacement bees for the ones doomed to prophylactic destruction. Luckily Mackay had hives about to swarm, and he soon segregated the nuclei of two new colonies, including queens. When Mackay arrived at his friends farm, however, he found that the dispirited fellow had had a change of heart, deciding to abandon rural life altogether and journey to the large city of Cedar Rapids in search of work.
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