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CHAPTER ONE

 


It was on a lovely spring day in the Rockies,
as I sat in meditation atop a fourteen-thousand-foot peak, that
Lukas of Aldebaran first came into my mind and spoke to me soul to
soul.

— Business Secrets from the Stars

 


Actually, Malcolm’s great idea came to him
after lunch at a Mexican restaurant.

The waitress was not as young and pretty as
the fantasy Chicana on the cover of the menu, but she came close
enough in Malcolm’s view and his present mood.

Not that she seemed interested in Malcolm’s
opinion. Although the restaurant was almost empty, she was distant
and inattentive. She put the bill on the table, smiled
mechanically, and asked, “Do you want anything else?”

Malcolm and the friend he was having lunch
with thought the same thing, but both said no.

For a moment, Malcolm had the odd feeling
that the waitress knew what he was thinking and was about to slap
him. She looked at him coldly and turned her attention to another
table. The two men watched her walk away and muttered to each other
abbreviated versions of the something else they wished they had had
the courage to ask for.

Both men were approaching forty, both were
divorced, and both were lonely. Neither had seen his life work out
as he had once thought it would.

Steve Golden, Malcolm’s companion, and a
fellow Western Bell employee, scanned the bill, then threw down six
dollars. “Wish it was five o’clock already,” he said.

“Yeah. Wish it was five o’clock ten years
from now, and I was free and successful.”

“Well, if you’re wishing,” Steve pointed out,
“why wish it was ten years from now? Why not wish it was now, and
you were already free and successful?”

“Right, right. After all, Shirley MacLaine
says we make our own reality. God, what crap. I’ve been wishing for
years, and reality still hasn’t changed.”

They walked from the restaurant and down the
street discussing the unfairness of Shirley MacLaine’s making vast
amounts of money peddling New Age nonsense. The sky was cloudless,
the sun was fierce, the Gypper was in the White House, and drunks
littered the sidewalk. Malcolm and Steve were too engrossed in
their conversation to think about the heat, and they stepped
automatically around the splayed legs of the drunks. This area near
downtown contained a lot of the sort of local color the Chamber of
Commerce neglected to advertise.

“She churns out that bilge,” Malcolm
complained, “and the yahoos snap it up. While I write good, serious
novels, and I can’t even sell the damned things. Life isn’t fair.
But you already knew that.”

“It’s not just her,” Steve said. “It would be
bad enough if it was. But there’re others doing the same thing. The
bookstores are full of the stuff, and those guys are giving
workshops and charging people a fortune to attend.” He shook his
head. “It just goes on and on. I guess we’re writing the wrong sort
of stuff.”

“Maybe so.”

“It’s not just non-fiction,” Steve said.
“Fiction, too. Angels. Indians. Hell, I don’t know, novels dictated
by aliens. Maybe I should try writing under a pseudonym. Running
Eagle Horsefeathers, or something.”

“You’re part Indian?”

“Everyone’s part Indian. Just about every
American is part Indian and part black. Anyway, it doesn’t really
matter, does it? You can just say you are. You can make up all the
Indian stuff. No one knows what’s real and what isn’t. Or
cares.”

“You think that would work?”

Steve sighed the sigh of the eternally
defeated. “No.”

After a while, Steve said, “Fakes. We’re a
country of fakes. Style over substance. Mythology instead of
history. P. T. Barnum was the quintessential American. There’s a
sucker born every minute.”

“But you can’t fool all of the people all of
the time.”

“You don’t have to. You only have to fool a
majority for long enough to get into office or become a
zillionaire.”

Malcolm had heard all this before. It was
Steve’s one obsession. “Heavy, man.”

“Yeah, damned heavy. This is a nation of
people who live in cities and are descended from immigrants but
think they’re cowboys and like to be told by television commercials
that their grandparents live on a farm in Iowa. One of our most
popular movie stars was a guy who couldn’t act, had never been a
cowboy, had never been in uniform, but he played cowboys and war
heroes, and everyone thought he really was a cowboy and
soldier-warrior. One of his buddies, another bad actor who played
the same kind of roles, is now our Figurehead in Chief. We have a
guy in the White House who chuckles and drools and wears a cowboy
hat for his publicity photos even though he never was a cowboy, and
the public swallows it and loves him. He’s the lovable, braindead,
cowboy grandpa they like to pretend they all had. Why, man, he doth
bestride the narrow world like a Colossus-shaped helium
balloon.”

“On the bright side,” Malcolm pointed out,
“it’ll never get any worse than this. The Gypper is the nadir.
We’ll never have a worse, fakier President than this. It’s got to
get better from here.”

“I suppose.” Steve was silent for a moment.
Then he said, “The Big Gypper. The Deceptor in Chief. The Great
Deluminator. The Supreme Mystifier.” Steve’s voice began to rise.
“The Deceiver in Chief!”

“Steve, Steve, calm down. I keep telling you,
you’ve got to stop thinking about politics all the time. It only
depresses you.”

Golden laughed. “I suppose that instead I
should think all the time about getting published, the way you do.
Yeah, sure, that doesn’t depress you at all.”

They walked on in silent, companionable gloom
for a block or two. They had left the area where drunks littered
the sidewalk and they were now entering the region littered by
overdressed, rising young men and women. The two men had often
debated which kind of litter was worse. At least the drunks were
genuine. The yuppies were all playing grownup, whereas the drunks
were just being drunks.

This was a topic that often diverted Malcolm
and Steve, but today they were both too depressed to bother with
it.

Both men had been writing stories and novels
for years and making little progress.

Steve had yet to sell anything.

Malcolm had had two stories and three novels
published. All were science fiction.

One of the stories had appeared in a men’s
magazine of so sleazy a nature, and bearing a cover which
proclaimed that sleaziness so loudly, that he had never
intentionally shown the magazine to anyone. Marlene had found it
once and had burst into hysterical laughter, after which Malcolm
had hidden the magazine.

His novels had been, as his then-editor had
kindly put it, “quietly received.” The first time he heard that
phrase, Malcolm was pleased. He imagined his book being
thoughtfully discussed in low tones in quiet, dignified
surroundings. Eventually he came to understand that “quietly
received” was a New York publishing euphemism for “totally
ignored.” As Malcolm was nowadays by New York editors.

He fantasized about the editor who would say,
“This is a work of genius, Mr. Erskine, sir! Where have you been
all my life? How much money do you want?” The editor of his
dreams!

“How much money do you have?” Malcolm would
reply.

Malcolm could not understand why Steve had
not yet sold anything. He liked what he had read of Steve’s work.
It tended to be a bit heavy on political philosophizing, but it was
well written. But then, neither could Malcolm understand why he had
not sold more of his own work, or why what he had sold had been
ignored by critics and readers.

Failure made Malcolm despair.

Despair made him whine.

His whining had already driven away one wife
and one agent and seemed on the verge of driving away a second
agent. When pressed, he had to admit that it was difficult to say
which loss was the more painful. Charlie, the first agent, had been
ineffective but a nice guy. Marlene, the ex-wife, had been quite
effective but not at all nice. She had, though, looked awfully good
in underwear. Now the only human being Malcolm ever saw in nothing
but underwear was himself, reflected in the bedroom mirror. The
sight never excited him. As the years passed, he began to doubt
that it would ever again excite anyone.

“Yeah,” Malcolm said after a while.
“Workshops. The yahoos are so gullible. Everyone’s gullible. It’s
all about gullibility. Look at those workshops. Someone advertises
a workshop that will tell you how to start a successful business or
whatever, and all the idiots rush to sign up and pay a couple of
thousand bucks for a few hours of empty talk and some glossy slides
and a fancy binder full of illiterate nonsense. Workshops...”

Maybe I could combine all of this crap, he
thought. Use my fiction-writing background. Run a workshop while
dressed as a gray space alien with big eyes. I could practically
write the material in my sleep. How to start a successful business.
Secret inside information from an alien.

Suddenly he stopped walking and spoke aloud
the title that had just sprung into his head: “Business Secrets
from the Stars.”

“Huh?”

Malcolm looked around quickly to make sure no
one else had heard him. “Er, nothing. Nothing important. Well,
actually, I may have just hit on something. Wow.” The more he
thought about it, the better it sounded.

“You want to take the long way around, along
the Mall?” Steve asked. “The girls in their summer dresses.”

“What? Oh, no, not today. I’ve got to get
back to the orifice. You’ll just have to be horny and frustrated on
your own.”

“Oh, I’m used to that.”

Malcolm practically ran back to the
office.

With each step, it all became clearer.

Tens of thousands of years ago, and vast
numbers of light years away, a mighty business empire had existed.
The Andromeda Corporation was its name, and one of its top
executives was Lukas of Aldebaran, a member of a noble, admirable,
handsome race known as the Merskeenians.

Lukas of Aldebaran, star-dwelling
Merskeenian! What a ring that had to it!

The Merskeenians were the ancestors of
mankind. Now, across the immense distances of time and space, Lukas
was communicating mind-to-mind with the only human being of a
moral, spiritual, and intellectual fiber sufficiently refined to
receive his messages: Malcolm Erskine. Lukas wanted to pour into
the mind of his descendant the secret business wisdom that had made
the Andromeda Corporation so great and so revered. It was Malcolm’s
duty to share this wisdom, these secrets, these business secrets
from the stars, with his fellow human beings. Who in return would
share their paychecks with Malcolm.

Oh, this was dynamite!

Of course, that first contact and all the
astonishing revelations that followed it could not come to Malcolm
in a cubicle or his apartment or out here on the street. The place
had to match the experience.

Malcolm pondered for a while as he raced back
to his office. Finally he came up with the image of himself sitting
in lonely contemplation in the solitude, the clean, pure air of a
Rocky Mountain peak.

That would be believable given that Malcolm
lived in a city snuggled up against the Rocky Mountains and
containing many enthusiastic mountain climbers and hikers among its
citizens. Malcolm was not one of them. For him, the mountains were
just an interesting backdrop, those jaggedy things off to the west
that the sun set behind. Malcom preferred city life. If he sweated
and strained, he wanted it to be because of a beautiful girl with
shoulder-length black hair and not because of a mountainside. But
he’d leave that out of the book.

In the real world, Malcolm lived in a
cubicle. He was a man-shaped rat surrounded by thin, movable four-
and six-foot walls. He was required to sit in one place for hours
on end, with his back to the cubicle opening, staring at his
computer screen, churning out unspeakably boring computer programs
for use by other cubicle rats trapped in the vast maze of the
telephone company.

Some of the cubicle rats liked to call
themselves cubicle cowboys. They had convinced themselves that they
were autonomous, in control of their lives, spending their days in
a maze because it was their choice to do so and that it was
moreover a strong and admirable choice. They were macho, they were
manly, they were warriors in a great capitalist battle. Malcolm,
excellent though he usually was at fooling himself, was immune to
this particular delusion.

The cubicle rats shared each other’s lives
unwillingly. Malcolm knew more about his fellow rats’ personal
relationships than he had any wish to. He had heard — could not
shut out — their loudly angry or explicitly affectionate telephone
conversations. He had always tried not to broadcast his own
telephone arguments with Marlene, but she had a way of making him
forget where he was and lose all self-control. “Oh, it’s you,” was
usually the last thing he said at low volume.

At his first job, after being shown his
assigned cubicle, he had immediately decorated the walls with
photos and a calendar, making it his space, converting it from
anonymous gray to something welcoming. Using a hook rigged from a
bent paperclip, he had hung a cheap plastic clock where he could
watch it. The next morning, his second day on the job, he had
arrived to find the pictures and calendars taken down and dumped in
the trashcan and the clock on his desk, its face cracked. There was
a note taped to his computer monitor reminding him that, as stated
on page fourteen of the employees’ manual he had been given the
previous day, only company-provided and approved material was to be
placed on the walls of his cubicle. He had later decided that that
was just as well, given how often he and his fellow rats were
shifted from cubicle to cubicle.

So he settled for the gray, supposedly
sound-absorbing walls. He never looked at them, anyway. All day
long, his attention was — or was supposed to be — focused on the
screen of his computer.

Malcolm’s desk was just a shelf attached to
the cubicle walls, and the computer was placed so that its screen
faced toward the cubicle opening. Sometimes, to give himself the
illusion of privacy, Malcolm would swivel the monitor as much to
one side as he could and would do his work with his upper body
leaning awkwardly on the desk. That way, the screen wasn’t quite so
visible to anyone walking by or sneaking up behind him.

It was a good thing he had worked this method
out. When he got back from his Mexican lunch, Malcolm swiveled the
monitor to one side even more than usual, shoved aside a stack of
already long-neglected requests for new programs, and began writing
what was destined to become his first and only bestseller.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


This, at any rate, was how Malcolm remembered
the genesis of his great idea. He liked to think that his grand
conception had come to him while he was digesting refried beans and
a side order of menudo and that it had sprung from his existential
headache like a New Age Athena. But the truth was that important
seeds had been sown earlier.

Five weeks earlier, in the case of the first
seed.

Malcolm had been ordered to attend a one-day
workshop which was guaranteed to make him a more dynamic employee,
a better salesman, and a more satisfied human being. His doubts
about the utility of the whole thing were aroused as soon as he
read the pamphlet which both announced the workshop and explained
that no one was excused from going.

“Attendance at the voluntary loyalty meetings
is compulsory,” Malcolm muttered, quoting from one of his own
novels.

The compulsoriness of the workshop was enough
by itself to excite his skepticism. In his experience, management
always made compulsory those gatherings that no employee in his
right mind would attend voluntarily.

Although it was a depressing fact that a
surprisingly large number of his fellow employees were enthusiastic
volunteers at indoctrination events that he considered stunningly
inane. What all of that might signify, Malcolm had no idea.

More to the point, Malcolm’s job did not
involve selling, so the workshop could scarcely make him a better
salesman.

Nor could any workshop make him satisfied.
Only a best-selling book, followed by a cascade of dollars and
sexual delights, could do that.

And finally, he had no wish to become a more
dynamic employee. He was happy being the narcoleptic employee he
now was, and if he ever did achieve writing success, he would
instantly become an ex-employee. He had already worked for the
telephone company for ten years, and he didn’t see why any
reasonably law-abiding citizen should have to serve a longer term
than that.

As if all of this were not enough, the
pamphlet advertising the workshop was written in what Malcolm had
come to call Corporate English, a subliterate variant of the
language that filled him with helpless fury whenever he was forced
to read it.

 


Are you being all that you can be? All that
you should be? When you lay in bed at night, do you sleep happily
because you’re Career’s “right on track?” Or do you “toss and turn”
because your worried about it’s path? Don’t worry any longer! Come
join you’re Successful Coworkers for a 3 day Workshop where you
will learn to “factor Success” into you’re Daily Life!

 


The temptation to mark the pamphlet up with
spelling and punctuation and usage corrections in red ink and then
mail it back to the 55th-floor office where it had originated was
almost overwhelming, but Malcolm managed to resist the
temptation.

No, he reminded himself, to the place where
the pamphlet’s writer officed. The word of the month was “office”
used as a verb. Thus, Malcolm and all his fellow employees had
recently received a memo announcing that Ted Jones had been put in
charge of In-House Career Enhancement and that he would be officing
on the 55th floor. It was from that very office that the pamphlet
announcing the workshop had come.

According to the intramural grapevine, Ted
Jones was currently sleeping with a very important company vice
president. It was clearly unwise to belittle this man who officed
on the 55th floor and sexed in a power bed. Some of Malcolm’s
fellow employees, conflating a useful British expression with a
useful American one and coming up with something meaningless, liked
to say that Western Bell was run by a good old boy network. They
would have come closer to the truth if they’d said it was run by a
good old bed network. Malcolm saw no point in endangering his job
now, while literary success was still a distant dream.

The pamphlet went on and on, for page after
slick page, with photographs of happy groups of Successful
Coworkers who had attended previous sessions of the workshop, and
with quotations from them attesting to the impact of the workshop
on their lives and their work. All in all, the telephone ratepayers
of the state of Arapahoe had been soaked a pretty penny for this
workshop even before it got under way. It was the kind of company
extravagance that made Malcolm grind his teeth every time he
encountered it. The thought of it filled him with guilt when he
deposited his biweekly paycheck. Not that he would ever not deposit
it. The monthly payments he had to make to keep Marlene in the
manner to which the court had said she was entitled gave him little
choice.

Wednesday of the next week found Malcolm the
lone wearer of blue jeans and running shoes in a room full of
overdressed and overeager Successful Coworkers.

They sat around an oval table of some heavy
wood, a handsome piece of furniture, highly polished, and paid for
by the long-suffering telephone ratepayers, who had no idea what
their money had bought. The same, Malcolm thought, looking around
the room and feeling out of place and trapped, could be said for
the souls of his fellow workers. Those souls were also dense,
impenetrable, well polished, and completely for sale. He pondered
that analogy for a while, but it led him nowhere and he abandoned
it.

At nine on the dot, the instructor bounded
into the room, grinning frantically. “Hi, everyone!”

He was a young man, smooth of cheek and
forehead, and, Malcolm felt sure, of brain. He was also tall,
slender, handsome in a clean-cut way, with clear eyes and perfect
teeth. His head was covered with thick, wavy dark hair and his
clothes hung on him perfectly. He was every woman’s dream and every
man’s nightmare.

“Hi!” he said again. He sprang from the
doorway to the front of the room and said, “I’ll be your
facilitator today. My name’s Jack Jackson, but you can call me
‘Jack.’”

And my parents grew me in a vat from alien
spores, Malcolm thought. Or maybe it’s plastic surgery. Christ,
look at them. They think this guy’s great!

All the Successful Coworkers around him were
staring at Jack “Jack” Jackson worshipfully. This was the man with
the answers, the secrets of success, the holy knowledge. This was
Important Stuff.

“Now that you know my name,”
Jack “Jack” Jackson said, “I think we ought to go around the table
and introduce ourselves.” He pointed at a woman near him, who
looked first flustered and then flattered. “We’ll start with
you.”

She pointed at herself and raised her
eyebrows and batted her eyes at the facilitator, who was probably
twenty years her junior.

“Yes, that’s right, you,” Jack-Jack-Jack
said. “Just give us your name, dear, and the name of your
organization.”

“Oh,” she said breathlessly, “I’m Rebecca
Ortiz, and I work in New Products Marketing, and we’re right here
on the 14th floor!”

The facilitator nodded. “Becky. That’s great.
And you?” He bent his boyish gaze on the man next to Rebecca Ortiz.
The man answered, and Jack-Jack-Jack shortened his name immediately
as well.

Malcolm ground his teeth. Compulsive
nicknamery. Another nickname nincompoop. How was he going to get
through eight hours of this idiocy?

When his turn came, he said, “My name is
Malcolm Erskine, and I work in the New Ways to Get Money from the
Widows and Orphans Office, more popularly known as the Waffen SS.
We office down in the 25th subbasement. Our motto is, ‘If you’ve
got a last penny hidden somewhere, we’ll find it.’”

His coworkers looked at him in consternation,
confusion, or hostility, depending on each individual’s degree of
company loyalty and intelligence. However, JackJackJack was
unfazed. Obviously, he didn’t listen to what anyone said. He heard
only the name and then nicked it. “Mal,” he said, nodding, and
turned his attention to the next Successful Coworker.

“Yeah,” Malcolm muttered. “Mal. Short for
Malcontent.”

A lunch break was scheduled for noon. It
seemed ten hours away, rather than three. Since only his body’s
presence was required and not his brain’s, Malcolm tried to spend
the rest of the morning working out plot details in the novel he
was currently writing. It worked surprisingly well, and for him the
morning was productive. He felt that he had indeed become a more
satisfied human being. He was almost sorry to see noon arrive.

Lunchtime! Teacher J-J-J says, “See ya in an
hour! Have a good lunch, you guys!”

The Successful Coworkers laugh.

Why the laughter? Malcolm wondered. Was there
a joke I missed? It was a feeling he had often had, going back to
his childhood. Nowadays, Marlene and the court system played a
renewed joke on him every month, and he still didn’t get the
punchline.

Bell rings! Captives free for one hour, rush
to the playground!

Malcolm fretted as he waited for the
elevator. There was good stuff in his head from his morning’s
musings and he knew that it would drift away if he didn’t get it
into some permanent form soon. The elevator bell pinged, and
Malcolm bulled his way to the front of the crowd so as to get on
the elevator first. “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” he muttered insincerely.
“Running shoes. Won’t hurt your toes.”

A flash of insight: if all execudroids wore
running shoes, there’d be fewer mortal injuries as they scrambled
over one another on the road to the top. Perhaps he could use that
insight in a book some day.

Back at his desk (fifty-five minutes left),
Malcolm yanked open the drawer in which he kept personal matters,
pulled out a Tupperware container, pulled off the top, and began
eating the lunch he had brought from home. Then he turned to his
desktop computer and began processing words.

Eating, typing, eating, typing. Just a
writin’ fool. The outside world had vanished.

The outside world hadn’t vanished entirely.
Boss-radar alerted him to the passage of Jim Leiter, a man who had
stopped climbing the corporate ladder a decade earlier and whom
others now climbed over. Malcolm kept typing but also kept watching
Leiter out of the corner of his eye, ready to save the chapter he
was working on and substitute some work on his screen.

Leiter passed by, deep in conversation with
another boss of the same level. Malcolm heard the other man say to
Leiter, “You’re lucky with Erskine. Works hard right through lunch,
even in the middle of a workshop. Wish I had...” At which
point they passed out of earshot.

Yeah, that’s me, Malcolm thought. Just call
me “Mal.” Short for “Malfeasance.”

Uh-oh, the bell’s ringing again! The sad
bell, the dolorous bell, the bell that calls the little barbarians
back to the classroom.

Malcolm’s face was appropriately long. The
book — a tragic, gripping drama about an unsuccessful
science-fiction writer — was going well and he hated to leave it in
mid-grip.

His Successful Coworkers, however, looked
happy and chattered together about their eagerness to get back into
the room and hear more wonders from Teach. Out of the mouth of a
babe and suckling, Malcolm thought, wondering briefly what the rest
of the quotation was and where it came from.

J-J-J stood at the door to welcome them, each
and every one, and he addressed each and every one by nickname,
proving the value of the memory-aiding tips he had spewed out
during the morning session. “Mal,” he said, nodding.

Malcolm grinned brightly. “That’s me. ‘Mal.’
Short for ‘Maleficent.’”

Christ, he thought, what a jerk, what a
twerp, what a dork. This is endless. It’s all endless. Life is
endless. Failure is endless.

Failure is endless, he repeated, savoring the
line. Not bad. Have to use it in a book some time.

Post-prandial sleepiness took over. There was
to be no working out of plot details this afternoon. Instead,
J-J-J’s nattering kept merging with dreams, out of which Malcolm
would jerk suddenly awake, looking around in short-lived panic to
see if anyone had noticed his drooping eyelids and bowing head.

But his Successful Coworkers were all too
absorbed in listening to JJJ to notice Malcolm. Their pens
scratched busily on their burgundy-leather-encased ruled
tablets.

Oh, God, Malcolm cried within the safety of
his mind, they’re taking notes!

While he was nodding with sleepiness, they
were nodding in agreement with JJJ’s insights into the business
world — a world which Malcolm believed to be so lacking in depth
that insights into it are physically impossible. The shock of
seeing everyone else take all of this nonsense so seriously kept
Malcolm awake for a full ten minutes.

During that time, JJJ was able to rattle off
three points of vital importance for becoming more dynamic, a
better salesman, and a happier person within the telephone company
environment. With each point, he extended another finger, starting
with his index finger, and waved his hand in the air, so that at
the end he was giving a manic Boy Scout salute.

“One!” JJJ cried happily to the roomful of
wide-eyed, small-brained, busily scribbling listeners. “A customer
never buys anything. You sell him something!”

Scribble, scribble, scribble.

“Two! You can go just as far in this company
as you decide to! No one promotes you! You promote yourself!
Golly! Look at Ted Jones! He started out as a lineman, and look at
him now! You can do the same thing he did!”

There was a slight pause as all the
Successful Coworkers thought about Ted Jones’s route to the top and
wondered if they really wanted to take it themselves, but then the
scribble, scribble, scribble began again.

“Three! Capitalism was ordained by God, right
there in the Bible, so the more you do to advance it in the world
and in your personal lives, the better everything will go for you
now and in the afterlife.”

Malcolm expected an even longer pause after
this bomb, but there was no pause at all. The Successful Coworkers
nodded vigorously and scribbled furiously.

Malcolm sighed in defeat and drifted back
into sleep.

He was rushing down a long corridor toward a
gigantic old man sitting in judgment over the souls of the newly
dead. The old man sat behind a battered gray-painted metal desk. He
had a very long, white beard splattered with food stains.

“Who’s this?” the old man roared in a voice
that shook the Heavens. “Malcolm Erskine, eh?”

Malcolm recognized him immediately. It was
his grandfather, old Tibbs Erskine, source of childhood nightmares,
a ghastly ancient whose death fifteen years earlier Malcolm had
celebrated with a bottle of fairly good champagne.

The real Tibbs Erskine had had a hoarse,
gravelly voice. Not this Tibbs.

“Gotcha now,” Tibbs bawled, leering at his
hated grandson. He peeled back his thin lips, exposing those big,
pointed, grayish yellow teeth that Malcolm had seen so often in
nightmares much like this one. Tibbs opened and closed his mouth
rapidly a few times, his powerful teeth snapping together. “Heh,
heh, heh. Filthy kid. Cleanliness is next to godliness. Lesson you
never learned.”

He wagged his long forefinger at Malcolm,
displaying a ragged, dirty fingernail. “Lessee, now. Questions for
the defendant. Yes, indeedy. Number one: ‘Dja ever resist being
sold a bill of goods, eh? Didja? Ever in your life?”

Not that Malcolm could remember. And even if
he had ever resisted being conned, falling for Marlene more than
made up for that. He looked at his feet and muttered, “No.”

“Hah!” Tibbs Erskine checked something off on
a clipboard that materialized in his hand. “Did you go just as far
in your career as you wanted to, rather than let other people
decide how far you could go? Huh? Didja, huh?”

Malcolm glared at the ground and shuffled his
feet. “No.”

“Speak up, you godawful little turd!” The
very ground shook. Those teeth snapped and snapped, sounding like
thunder. “I can’t hear you! You’re as worthless as your father was
at your age. Speak up!”

“NO!”

Tibbs Erskine glared down from his immense
height. “Don’t raise your voice to me, Sonny. Must be your damned
mother’s blood. Okay, last question. Have you always and ever and
in every way and in every place and at every opportunity preached
capitalism and condemned all forms of collectivism?”

“N —”

“Ah hah!” Tibbs Erskine bellowed, cutting off
his grandson’s reply. He jammed his thumb down on the desk,
depressing a huge red button that Malcolm was sure hadn’t been
there before.

The floor beneath Malcolm vanished and he
started falling. Far below him, a great pit of fire roared, its
flames writhing up toward him eagerly.

He kicked in reflexive panic and awoke. He
looked around quickly, but his Successful Coworkers were still
intent on JJJ’s words of wisdom, and no one had noticed his
movement.

The dream, he realized — and it was a very
depressing realization — was better than anything he had ever
written.
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The second seed was provided by Malcolm’s
still-new agent, a young woman named Judith Tillen, who was quickly
learning why both Malcolm’s first agent and his wife had dumped
him.

“I wanna be rich,” Malcolm whined. “Why
aren’t I rich?”

Why aren’t I? Judith thought. Why don’t I
have at least one fabulously successful client, fifteen percent of
whose royalties would make me rich, too? Then I could handle
only those clients I really liked. Which is to say, those who don’t
whine.

“Because you’ve never had a hit, Malcolm. In
fact, you’ve never even had a moderate success.”

Malcolm glared at her for a moment, then
relaxed against his side of the booth. “Yeah, you’re right.”

They were in the coffee shop of the hotel
where the World Science Fiction Convention was being held. The
hotel was filled with the socially unusual young readers of the
fiction and the embittered middle-aged writers of it. The former
came to these conventions to see the latter and to socialize with
each other. The latter came to pretend that they were there to get
to know the former, but they were really there to booze with each
other, to badger their agents, and to lick the boots of any editors
in attendance. The agents attended to do business with the editors
and to let their clients get their badgering and whining out of
their systems. The editors attended because their boots needed a
spit shine.

The convention was usually held on Labor Day
weekend, usually in America, and usually in some city where the
heat and humidity in early September are frightful. This year, it
was being held in Indianapolis, and the heat and humidity were
frightful.

Malcolm had gone to college only fifty miles
from here, at Indiana University. He remembered the summers as
being hot and humid, but not this oppressive. His body must be
having more and more trouble dealing with the heat because of age.
God, he thought, now I’m getting old, too. Old and
unsuccessful. I’ll be one of those unshaven, drunken wrecks I see
stumbling around these conventions. Look, someone will say, isn’t
that what’s-his-name? And someone else will say, Oh, yeah, Erskine.
Didn’t he sell a few books a few decades ago that no one ever
read?

“And every year,” he told Judith, “there’s a
whole batch of new, young writers coming up that everyone goes
ga-ga over, which pushes people like me further and further down on
the publishers’ lists. This is a young man’s genre.”

“That’s not really fair. There are plenty of
older writers doing very well.”

“Yeah, but they became famous when they were
still young. I don’t mean that only young writers can write this
stuff. I mean that publishers aren’t interested in discovering
anyone who’s already past thirty, or who’s had books published that
didn’t do well. How well you write has nothing to do with that. If
you don’t hit it young, and on the first try, they aren’t
interested.”

Embarrassed, Judith looked down at her
dessert. Pecan pie, and far from the wonderful variety she had
found only in the South, but at least she was closer to the South
here than she was in New York.

“There’s a lot of truth in that, Malcolm. But
you really are a fine writer, with a polished technique and all the
other craftsmanship an experienced writer develops.” She meant that
quite sincerely, and saying it made her feel — for the moment,
anyway — warmer toward her luckless client. He was a pretty
good writer, and he did deserve greater success, and
acknowledging that to herself made her more sympathetic toward his
whining and self-pity. “I don’t know what to tell you, Malcolm.
Maybe you ought to try something in a different genre.”

“Well, I have thought about doing an
expose of the software business. Rip the lid off it and show all
the nasty little wriggling white things hiding in the
darkness.”

Oh, God, Judith thought. “I think the
audience might be a bit limited.”

“Oh, I suppose so. And the little nasty
wriggling white things are few and far between. The main ugly truth
about the software business is that it’s so fucking boring, and
that wouldn’t make for much of an expose.”

“It certainly sounds boring,” Judith agreed.
“I think you ought to stick to fiction. That’s more your
metier.”

Metier, Malcolm repeated to himself.
Jesus, I’ve got an agent who knows more words than I do. “You’re
right. Okay, listen to this. This is much better. I’ve been
thinking of writing a satirical pseudo-Western. I keep hearing that
Westerns are about to make a comeback any day now.”

“I keep hearing that, too,” Judith said. “But
I’ve been hearing that for as long as I can remember. I bet you
have, too, and I know you can remember a lot further back than I
can. Anyway, just what do you mean by a ‘satirical pseudo-Western,’
or do I even want to know?”

She had ordered the pecan pie before
finishing the main course, a truly awful fish sandwich, in the
almost superstitious belief that this would make her late lunch
meeting with Malcolm end sooner. Now she poked at the dry,
tasteless, flaky white sandwich filling and thought again about the
South. For an instant, a memory of succulent, tasty, lightly
breaded fried river catfish came back to her. She could smell it.
She closed her eyes and smiled. But then in her mind the dead fish
assumed Malcolm’s pouty face. She opened her eyes again and faced
reality.

For a moment, Malcolm’s pout disappeared and
he displayed some enthusiasm. He leaned forward slightly. “This was
my idea. I’d call it The James Boys, and the gimmick would
be that it would seem to be a straight historical Western
about Frank and Jesse James, but in fact, as the reader — pardon
me, the intelligent reader — would eventually come to
realize, the two gunslinging brothers are really Henry James, the
novelist, and his brother, the psychiatrist, whatever his name
was.”

“William. I don’t —”

“Wait, wait,” Malcolm said, rushing on. “See,
the plot would be one of the real-life escapades of Frank and
Jesse. Robbing a bank, or whatever. But one of the characters, the
older brother, would speak in Henry James’s impossible sentences,
and the younger brother would ponder everyone’s inner motivations
and psychological problems while he was shooting them.” He leaned
back, smiling with pleasure at his own idea.

“The more I think about it, the more I like
it. Or a variant of it would be to have Frank and Jesse fake
Jesse’s murder and escape from the law by moving East and assuming
new identities, becoming the other James brothers. Or maybe
vice-versa if the dates work out the other way around. Have
Henry and William move West and become criminals. Sounds like a
blockbuster to me.”

“Sounds impossible to sell, to me. How many
editors would even get the joke? It’s a bit obscure.” Judith
congratulated herself on her tact. Her first impulse had been to
tell Malcolm that his idea sucked with teeth.

Malcolm deflated immediately. “Yeah, maybe
you’re right. Not to mention that I’d have to read a bunch of Henry
James novels to really get the feel for his prose, which is a
pretty awful thought. Ah, well, maybe some day, when I’m famous and
can write anything I want to, I’ll give the idea a try.”

I’m desperate to be famous, he thought. It’s
loosening my normally ferocious grip on reality.

Judith, he realized, might be the only agent
or editor at this convention who even knew who Malcolm Erskine
was.

The evening before, on the way up to his
hotel room for the night, Malcolm had shared the elevator with a
famous editor. Just the two of them, alone in a small elevator for
who knew how many minutes! It had struck Malcolm as a gift from the
gods, a golden opportunity for the kind of professional schmoozing
that he had told himself was the main reason for attending the
convention. He had smiled at the man and said hello in as warm and
familiar a tone as he could manage.

The editor had smiled uncertainly and peered
at Malcom’s convention attendee badge, pinned to his shirt pocket.
Malcolm’s name was on the badge, and a red ribbon was attached to
it, indicating that he was a professional writer.

“Um, hi,” the editor had said, frowning,
concentrating on the name on the badge. “I’m sorry. Do I know
you?”

“Not yet, ha, ha! Malcolm Erskine.” He stuck
out his hand.

The editor took his hand reluctantly and let
it go quickly. “I’m afraid I don’t... I’m sorry, I... What have you
written?”

Malcolm told him. It didn’t take very
long.

“Ah, yes. I see. Well...”

There was a silence that seemed eternal.

The elevator bell dinged.

“Ah, my floor,” the editor said, not hiding
his relief very well. “Well. Have a nice convention.”

The door opened onto a brightly lit hotel
hallway filled with happy, laughing people who greeted the editor
with cries of welcome uttered in rich, successful voices. Then the
door closed, and Malcolm continued alone up to his floor, which was
quiet and dusty and ill lit, where were located the rooms the
convention had reserved for failed authors who really shouldn’t
have bothered attending.

He’s just clutching at straws, Judith
realized. Poor man. He really is depressed and worried about
his career. With good reason, she admitted to herself. To what
degree Malcolm’s situation was her fault for not selling his work,
and to what degree it was Malcolm’s for not sending her work she
could sell, she could not have said. She was sure that agents and
their clients would always have different answers to that
question.

“I’m not sure you should spend too much time
thinking about Westerns.”

“Maybe so,” Malcolm said. “I suppose science
fiction really is my metier.”

This is going to go on forever, Judith
thought. I’ll never get to enjoy my pecan pie. I’ll never even get
back to my room. How do I stop it?

She looked at her watch. “Why, it’s three
o’clock already!” she said brightly. “So that means it’s already
four o’clock in New York! This whole time zone thing seems strange
to me. I always have trouble keeping track of it. Here we are,
eating,” she sighed, “pecan pie, and in New York it’s already
almost dinner time. It’s really quite late.”

“Time zones are shit,” Malcolm said.

“What?”

“They make no sense at all. The whole world
should just be on Greenwich time. So instead of setting my alarm
for 6 a.m. to get up for work, I’d set it for 1 p.m. So what? I’d
still be tired and filled with resentment and anger when it went
off. Anyway, it’d be less confusing for everyone, in the long run.”
Maybe that way agents wouldn’t call their clients at 5 a.m.,
thinking they must be up already because it was 8 a.m. in New York,
as Judith had once done to him.

“But wait a minute!” he said suddenly. “Why
stop there? The world’s moving toward decimal measurements in
everything, so why should time be sacred? Why don’t we divide the
day into ten parts? Divide that into ten parts and so on. So that
way, a milliday would be, um...” He drifted off into
calculation.

Judith played with her pecan pie. She could
of course eat it and ignore Malcolm as he rattled on, but she knew
she wouldn’t really enjoy it until he finally shut up. And,
preferably, left.

“Just under a minute and a half,” he said.
“So that would be convenient. People could get used to thinking in
those terms.”

“I couldn’t.”

“No, they couldn’t. You’re right. They
wouldn’t accept it. People are idiots.” He didn’t notice Judith’s
sudden stiffening or her glare. That editors and agents are also
people with feelings was a fact that too often eluded Malcolm. “The
only way to make such a radical change stick would be to kill
everyone off and start fresh. No parents to bias the new kids. Brew
the next generation in vats.”

Oh, no, Judith thought, he’s about to come up
with another hackneyed, derivative, unsellable idea for a
science-fiction novel.

“I could do a non-fiction book suggesting all
of this,” Malcolm said thoughtfully, surprising her slightly.
“Maybe make a bit of stir. Or maybe I’d just be dismissed as a
kook. Probably not even publishable, right?”

Judith shook her head, feeling a vast sense
of relief.

“Maybe I should do it as a novel, instead. A
whole new world of new people. All speaking the same language, all
using rational measurements. The only holiday all over the world
would be the first day of the new year, which would be called Vat
Day.”

“And everyone would look the same and act the
same?”

“Oh, no. There’d still be lots of genetic
diversity.” Malcolm laughed. “But they’d all read the same books.
Mine!” He could imagine himself being happy in such a world. A
rational world. A peaceful world. A prosperous world. A world in
which he was the top bestselling author. Or maybe the only
bestselling author. It wouldn’t be a very rational world
otherwise.

Everyone would be physically perfect.
Especially the women. Who would also be perfectly infatuated with
Malcolm Erskine.

Too simple, Malcolm realized. You have to
have tension and an antagonist. So maybe the bestselling writer
turns out to be the world’s only defense against a seemingly sexy
woman who somehow emerged from the vat mentally warped. Marlinga is
her name. Maybe the temperature control went bad while Marlinga was
still being formed. Or someone accidentally poured too much or too
little of some important chemical into the mix. So she’s outwardly
a hot number, with a firm little body that looks terrific in
panties, and she can do pretty remarkable things with her mouth, as
the author hero finds out before he discovers that she’s a criminal
genius intent on destroying the world and especially him.

There’d have to be an even hotter babe
involved, a girl who had emerged from the vats without a single
flaw. All the temperature controls and chemical mixtures were
absolutely optimum. She’d be a dusky goddess with shoulder-length
black hair. She’d be rescued from Marlinga by the hero writer at
the very end and would fling her arms around his neck and kiss him
passionately. End of book, but not end of story.

Gazing off into space, smiling slightly,
Malcolm sighed.

“Well, actually,” Judith said, “I was
thinking that maybe you should give science fiction a rest. Maybe
you need to get some distance from it for a while. Crime, mystery,
suspense — that’s more what I had in mind. All very big right
now.”

Malcolm sneered. “So are New Age and
self-help. Maybe I should invent some new kind of woo-woo.”

Foolishly, Judith asked, “For example?” Maybe
he had a germ of an idea for something useful. Infected by his
desperation, she found herself wanting to help him even while she
was desperate to get away from him.

“Oh, I don’t know. I don’t...” Then he
chuckled. “Here’s one. It just came to me. You know how idiotic
astrology is?”

“Um,” Judith said. One of her clients was
selling a couple of hundred thousand paperback copies a year of an
astrological cookbook, Stars in Your Kitchen.

“Right. Even if the theories weren’t just
pulled out of thin air and based on the sun’s positions in the
Zodiac thousands of years ago, how would the effect work? Not
gravity. Someone calculated that the gravitational effect of the
doctor standing next to a mother giving birth is far greater than
the pull of the planets on the baby at the same time. I mean, it
just makes no sense at all. But how about magma?”

How about those Yankees, Judith wanted to
say. “What about magma?”

“Well, it’s close by. Right under our feet.
Almost. Sort of. It probably does have a gravitational effect on
us. It flows in huge currents. Maybe it even releases gases that we
aren’t aware of. So in other words, where you’re born and when may
affect your personality because of the magma flows underneath you
at the time.”

“It’s novel,” Judith said uncertainly.

The gimmick began to appeal to Malcolm more
as he thought about it. “Magmamancy,” he said. “Magmoscopy. No,
that sounds medical. Anyway, I’d have to come up with a good name
for this new pseudo-science. I could tie it to primitive religions.
Maybe that’s why they used to throw virgins into volcanoes! They
wanted to connect the tribe to the magma! They understood all of
this intuitively.”

“I bet that never happened except in a
movie,” Judith said.

Malcolm scarcely heard her. He had been
transported into a fantasy in which he rescued a beautiful
black-haired, dusky-skinned maiden from a terrible death in some
Polynesian volcano. She turned to him, her almond-shaped eyes wide
with gratitude and desire, and flung her arms around his neck and
her legs around his waist and kissed him passionately.

That sexual fantasy gave way to an even more
potent one: the cover of a bestselling book with Malcolm’s name on
it. Across the top it said MAGMAMANCY. Beneath that was a painting
of a volcano in full eruption.

Malcom frowned. He had seen that cover
before, in real life. Hadn’t it been used for L. Ron Hubbard’s book
about his invented religion?

Then he saw the look on Judith Tillen’s face,
and both the book cover and the luscious mouth of the almond-eyed
maiden faded away.

“Crap,” Malcolm said. “Maybe I should start a
new religion, like Hubbard. Now even his awful science-fiction
series is a smash, because all those Scientologists rush out and
buy each new installment. And he’s dead! He’s writing bestsellers
from the grave! Do I have to die to make it? I can’t become young
again, but I can still die. Then you could hire some young guy to
write more novels under my name and pretend they’ve just been
discovered among my papers. Maybe then you could even sell my real
novels, once they’re reeking of the tomb and decaying flesh and
wriggling piles of maggots.”

Judith pushed her uneaten slice of pecan pie
away and signaled for the check.
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Malcolm found himself utterly caught up in
his new literary project.

At work, he lied bald facedly about what he
was really doing, and he worked on his new book instead of
producing programs. He realized that eventually there would be a
day of reckoning. He was counting on literary success coming
first.

When someone approached close enough to see
the monitor of the computer on his desk, close enough to see that
the screen was covered with English text rather than lines of
source code, he would say something about documentation. “Suppose a
truck runs over me some day,” Malcolm would say, repeating one of
the oldest clichés in the programming business. “You guys would be
left with having to figure out how all my programs work. I thought
it was about time I started churning out detailed documentation,
just in case of that truck.”

Once, Jim Leiter, worried by how much time
Malcolm was spending on this self-assigned documentation project,
asked just how long all this text would turn out to be.

Into Malcolm’s mind suddenly sprang a clear,
solid, full-color picture of his book filling a window display in a
Barnes & Noble outlet. It was a thick book. People of both
sexes, various ages, and a range of income levels and professions
were rushing into the store to buy it. It was as close to a
religious experience as he ever wanted to come.

He closed his eyes to see his vision more
clearly, watching one of the dream people pick up the book and read
the back and front inside covers. He guessed the expensive
hardcover to be around four hundred pages long. Meaning six hundred
double-spaced manuscript pages. “Six hundred pages,” he said.

Leiter stared at him in horror. “Six — !”

“Double spaced,” Malcolm said quickly. “And
with wide margins. Twenty-five lines per page, ten words per line.
Say two hundred and fifty words per page, for the sake of
argument.”

Leiter looked dazed. “Huh? Why?”

“Because that’s the way I do documentation,”
Malcolm explained.

“It’ll take you forever! What are you doing
to my schedule? I’ve got to hand in the next quarter’s estimates to
Jab. I’m screwed!”

Malcolm suspected that Leiter had never been
screwed and never would be. “Give him anything,” he told his boss,
thinking this would soothe him. “He probably can’t read,
anyway.”

Alarm filled Leiter’s round face. He looked
quickly to either side and then shook his head warningly at
Malcolm. In a low voice, he said, “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course
he can.”

“The guy’s not even human,” Malcolm said,
although he did lower his voice.

Jab, as Leiter insisted on calling him,
obeying the Western Bell dictum that everyone was to be addressed
by first name or nickname, furthering the pretense of equality,
democracy, and doors that were always open, was Leiter’s boss.
Malcolm had glimpsed him on a few of Jab’s rare visits to what was
supposed to be his office, and Malcolm really wasn’t sure he was
human.

“Look at him,” Malcolm said. He kept his
voice low, for until he achieved the success and wealth he was
increasingly sure Business Secrets from the Stars would
bring him, he needed a paycheck, and jobs were hard to come by in
an America presided over by the Great Defibrillator. “He’s like two
feet tall and covered with hair. And he doesn’t speak. He makes
strange noises.”

“You’ve spoken to him?” Leiter looked even
more alarmed.

“No. But I heard that weird babbling outside
my cubicle one day, so I stepped out into the corridor and I saw
him walking away. He looked like a little monkey wearing a
suit.”

Leiter glared at. “Well, you’re wrong, okay?
I’ve talked to him. He has kind of a strange accent, but he’s
brilliant. He’s just what this company needs. And you...” He
pointed at Malcolm. His finger shook with agitation, possibly
anger, possibly just his usual nervousness. “Just do your damned
job, okay?” He spun around and stalked out of Malcolm’s cubicle and
away.

Malcolm closed his eyes again.

The dream reader was still there, waiting in
line to pay for the book and avidly reading it while waiting. Fuzzy
and indistinct before, the dream reader now solidified into a
stunningly, exotically beautiful young woman with shoulder-length
black hair and olive skin. She looked at Malcolm’s photograph on
the inside back cover (the author: pensive, frightfully
intelligent, yet dashing and with an intriguing glint in his
otherwise quiet eyes) and she said to the woman waiting in line
behind her, “Wow! Isn’t he wonderful? I’d give anything to meet him
and throw myself on him and wrap my arms and legs around him and
kiss him nearly to suffocation and become his sex slave.” She
sighed. “But of course it will never happen. Especially if he
doesn’t get this book finished.”

Malcolm opened his eyes and threw himself
into his task with even greater enthusiasm.

At home he pushed aside the novel he had been
working on and devoted all of his writing time to Business
Secrets from the Stars. When he wasn’t working on the book, he
thought about it. When he slept, he dreamed about it, visions of
the Andromeda Corporation and Lukas and his fellow Merskeenians
drifting through his slumbering mind.

He was following the pathway blazed decades
before by L. Ron Hubbard. He hoped, wished, prayed that he would
have commensurate success.

For just a moment, Malcolm’s conscience
bothered him. He had been a basically honest person all his life,
and yet now he was planning to earn a considerable amount of money
with what amounted to a confidence game. But it was the work of a
moment to rationalize his feelings away and stuff his conscience
back into the tiny cranny where it belonged.
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CHAPTER TWO

 


O beloved descendants, never let your history
be a barrier to your future success. Old failures are buried in the
past. You are blessed to live in the land of infinite personal
reinvention and the limitless worship of form over substance. It is
presentation that matters, not what underlies or does not underlie
the surface. Do not let yourself fear because of what you were or
were not. Forget your history. History, as one of your great
thinkers told you long ago, is bunk.

— Lukas of Aldebaran, trying to be
encouraging

 


Decades before Malcolm Erskine had his
life-altering moment of illumination, indeed before Malcolm was
born, young Daddy Longlegs came home from the war.

Daddy’s postwar plans, formulated even before
he had shipped out, were quite simple. He would marry Grammy, his
fiancée, move from New England to Texas, start an oil company with
the help of his daddy’s friends, make a few million dollars with
the further help of his daddy’s friends, and live happily ever
after.

But when he reached New England, he
discovered that his daddy had changed the last part of the plan.
Rather than live happily ever after, Daddy’s daddy said, Daddy
would have to become President of the United States.

Most immediately, this required that Daddy
travel to Africa and murder some animals.

This quest for blood was driven by the
careful calculations of his daddy’s advisers, and most especially
by the calculations of Mr. Umbral, an old Longlegs family retainer.
For despite Daddy’s wartime record, it was obvious to Daddy’s
daddy’s men that Daddy gave anyone who met him the immediate
impression that he was a wimp. If Daddy was ever to be President,
it was imperative that he start working immediately to establish
his non-wimphood. The advisers had agreed that Daddy should emulate
Teddy Roosevelt. In a few respects, at any rate.

Daddy had another problem. With the possible
exception of Grammy, no one who met him liked him. But that
wouldn’t matter so much politically, the advisers thought. The time
was coming when no voter would ever actually meet a Presidential
candidate in any meaningful sense. The image alone would matter,
and they wanted Daddy’s image to be that of a virile huntin’,
shootin’ kinda guy. A man’s man. A Teddy Roosevelt. Again, in some
respects.

Fortunately, Mr. Umbral felt that it wasn’t
really necessary for Daddy to do his killing in, say, the Belgian
Congo or even British East Africa. Some place safer and more
civilized would be much better. So, accompanied by Mr. Umbral,
Daddy went to South Africa, spent a few days enjoying Capetown’s
old-fashioned pleasures, and then drove up to Southwest Africa in a
well-stocked Ford GPW.

Mr. Umbral stayed behind in Capetown to
discuss family business with some local oilmen.

Daddy, on his trip into the relative
wilderness, was accompanied by a number of South Africans. They
were all friends or business acquaintances of his father. All of
them worked for Shell Oil. They were all men, of course. They were
all white, of course. They were all virile huntin’, shootin’,
drinkin’, and cursin’ kinda guys.

It was June, the sky was clear, and except
for the roughness of the unpaved roads in “The Southwest,” as his
companions called it, and the strange accents of those companions,
and the odd shapes of the trees, and the chilly dryness of the air,
and the dustiness of the terrain, and the occasional native
village, Daddy could have imagined that he was in northern
Texas.

“This is the real bushveld,” his companions
told him, rolling their r’s and speaking in deep voices with a kind
of manly, worldly self-assurance that Daddy envied enormously.
Golly, this was the real place for a real man!

His companions’ capacity for beer added to
the north-Texas illusion. As did their attitude toward the natives.
Each time they passed a native village or a black walking beside
the road, they said something, always in an angry grumble, about
“bloody Kaffirs,” which they pronounced “bleddy Keffirs.” As the
miles increased and the supply of beer decreased, that changed to
“blerrykeffirs.”

Sometimes, Daddy, who did most of the driving
because of the effect of the beer on his companions, felt like
adding some racial pejorative of his own — not because he felt any
animus toward the local blacks, or those back home, in fact he
didn’t, but rather as a way of becoming part of the gang, showing
that he belonged in this company of older, hard-drinking,
worldly-wise, tough, aggressive, virile men. But his nerve failed
him and he said nothing.

They stopped a few times to spend the night —
always in hotels, to Daddy’s great disappointment, for he had been
looking forward to camping out under the ancient African sky. But
when he suggested this, his companions said scornfully, “And get
robbed by blerrykeffirs? Maybe murdered in our sleep? Or just
freeze to death? Man, you’re crazy!”

In general, the driving toward the wilderness
was taking far longer than Daddy had anticipated, in part because
they stopped at every small town they passed through to buy more
beer. Finally, though, the band of hunters found themselves a
hundred miles inside Southwest Africa, in a wilderness with no
other humans visible, and strange animal roars and cries coming
from the surrounding bush.

It was twilight.

“Now we camp!” Daddy said with youthful
enthusiasm. “No, er, dangerous blacks around. Real safe.”

His companions laughed raucously. “Man, you
think like a blerrykeffir! There’re lions around. Lots of ‘em.
We’re safest in here. We’ll sleep in the bleddy car.”

Daddy looked at his companions. He sniffed
the air, rank with a combination of unwashed manly men and spilled
beer, and he sighed. He said nothing, accepting their decree as he
always had accepted the decrees of men of their generation.

But, darn it, he was annoyed!

One of the men waved in a general way. “Over
there. Park under that bleddy tree.”

Daddy let the clutch out. A bit too quickly,
as it happened. The vehicle lurched forward, hit a huge tree root,
and stalled.

Daddy smelled or saw or thought he smelled or
saw smoke.

“Fire!” Daddy screamed. “Abandon! Ditch!”

The others laughed at him. “Blerrykeffir!”
“Stalled it!” “Stupid boy!” “Worthless. Tell the old man about
him.”

Daddy flung his door open and scrambled out.
In the rapidly fading light, he stumbled over tree roots and rocks,
trying to get as far away from the crippled, doomed craft as he
could.

The other men were now silhouettes inside the
vehicle, waving their bottles in the air and shouting at him. He
couldn’t understand a word they said.

Other silhouettes slipped past him, big
animal shapes heading for the noise. Two of the beasts turned their
heads toward him. Giant cat’s heads were just visible in the gloom,
one with a shaggy fringe of hair.

Daddy had seen lions in a zoo. He froze in
place.

The two lions glanced at each other, looked
back at him, then dismissed him and joined their companions.

One by one, unhurriedly, the lions entered
the vehicle through the door Daddy had left open. The shouts of his
companions turned to screams.

Daddy turned and fled into the bush.

Which was a mistake, he realized immediately.
He could see almost nothing here, and it was close to impossible to
make headway. Maybe he’d be safer in the open.

He turned, intending to go back. But then he
heard the roars of the lions and what sounded like one last, faint
scream from a human throat, and he retreated into the tangled
undergrowth.

Too late for them now, anyway, he told
himself. Can’t go back. Wouldn’t be prudent. Guy’s gotta save
himself.

He thrashed about, hoping he was making some
headway and moving away from the car.

He heard a low growl from behind him and the
sound of something large moving through the brush.

He screamed, tried to run, crashed into a
tree trunk.

By now he could see nothing.

He scrabbled frantically at the trunk. He
felt a thick branch a foot above his head, grabbed it, and started
to climb.

Lions, he told himself. Can’t climb. I
hope.

Daddy climbed until he was exhausted and the
branches were too slender for him to pull himself up any further.
He sat in a fork, wrapped his long arms and legs around one of the
branches of the fork, and tried to stop thinking about lions.

This high up, the tree swayed slowly, gently.
It was hypnotic. Daddy had had a very long and tiring day.
Astonishingly, he fell asleep. Fortunately, he held on even in his
sleep.
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Daylight woke Daddy from a delightful dream
in which Grammy was searching through his hair for lice.

Something was searching through his
hair for lice. Daddy froze in terror. Lions? Did they torment their
prey this way before killing it? He kept his eyes squeezed shut and
played dead.

No, that pleasant gibbering sound couldn’t be
a lion.

Slowly, Daddy opened his eyes. He was still
in the tree, with his arms and legs still locked around the branch
of the fork, but now he could see that he was at most fifteen feet
above the ground. Lions could probably jump that high, he thought,
annoyed at himself.

Cautiously he looked around. The movement
elicited a louder gibbering and a rustling sound. Three little
faces stared at him.

“Monkeys!” he exclaimed.

The sound startled them, and they leaped
away, landing on more distant branches.

“Hey, it’s okay! My, aren’t you cute little
monkeys?” Lowering his voice, Daddy spoke to them. “Look just like
each other. Are you brothers? I bet you are.”

Actually, they were brothers. Also cousins.
All the little creatures in their small, isolated clan were
simultaneously first cousins and second cousins and third cousins
and so on. Incest was their way of life. Fortunately, they neither
understood such concepts nor would they have been able to
communicate the facts to Daddy if they had, which was just as well,
for he probably would have been overwhelmed by a profound
Republican disgust and fallen out of the tree.

In any case, they had no idea what he was
saying. They liked the sound of his voice, though. Inch by inch,
they crept closer to him.

By the time rescue arrived, some time around
noon, Daddy had won the three little creatures over. The rescuers —
all employees of Shell Oil — found him back on the ground with one
of the little simians on each shoulder and the third one atop his
head. Even in the presence of strange humans, they clung to
Daddy.

“You’ll have to leave them behind,” one of
the rescuers told him. “I think there are laws about that.” The man
stared at the three little creatures, who stared back at him. The
man said, “I’ll say this for them, though. They certainly are cute
little monkeys.”

“Sure are. Named ’em Jibber, Jabber, and
Jebber. Going home with me.”

It took numerous telephone calls to Pretoria
and the intervention of the U.S. ambassador at the request of Mr.
Umbral on behalf of Daddy’s daddy, but of course the laws were
bent. Laws are always crafted so that the rich and powerful are
exempt from them. If that were not the case, how could we call
ourselves civilized?

For a while, it seemed there might be a
problem. A government biologist who happened to be in the area
cataloging primates caught a glimpse of Jibber, Jabber, and Jebber
and instantly declared them an unknown type of Greater Bush Baby.
They were thus a national scientific treasure, he insisted, and
must never be allowed to leave South Africa.

Fortunately for Daddy, the troublesome
biologist, having returned to the bush to search for more of the
new primates, disappeared. Once the biologist was out of the way,
Mr. Umbral and Daddy’s daddy’s friends were able to produce a local
biologist of their own who testified before a hastily assembled
Crown commission that Jibber, Jabber, and Jebber were not Bush
Babies at all. Rather, they were a branch of those mysterious Great
Apes, native to the central west coast of Africa, that had famously
adopted the infant Lord Greystoke in the romances of Edgar Rice
Burroughs. Their possession of a language, albeit an indecipherable
language, was sufficient proof of this assertion. As such, while
they were certainly African treasures, they could hardly be said to
be South African treasures. Therefore, if it was up to anyone to
decide whether they could be removed from their native soil, it was
up to, the biologist sniffed, the Belgians, and they were notorious
for their lack of concern for native species. Anyone who doubted
his conclusions, he added, delivering the rhetorical coup de
grâce, clearly had the intellect of a bleddy keffir.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


By August, Daddy, his new bride, and Jibber,
Jabber, and Jebber were settling into their new home in Texas,
which the three little brothers seemed to find satisfactorily
primitive. Grammy Longlegs had loved them on sight, declared them
almost unbearably cute little monkeys, and assured Daddy she’d
raise them like her own children.

On a Sunday, the new family went to services
at the local Church of the Moneyed Classes. Jibber, Jabber, and
Jebber were dressed in little suits, custom made for their
not-quite-human proportions, and the congregation was enchanted.
After the service, Reverend Gregory descended to mingle with the
crowd and get a closer look at the three brothers. He bent over and
gravely shook hands with each of the three little simians.

This was Jibber, Jabber, and Jebber’s first
encounter with this human custom, and it delighted them. They would
practice it with each other later in private for hours.

“My, my,” said Reverend Gregory, “aren’t they
cute little monkeys?” He stared at the three of them for a few
minutes, then said, “But they’re not really the same as each other,
are they? At first I thought they were, but the more I look at
them, the more different they look.”

Aware of the attention of a large and
friendly crowd of humans, the three little simians, who were
rapidly losing what fear they still had of these strange creatures,
began to perform. Jebber covered his eyes and then spread his
fingers so that he could look through them and gauge the crowd’s
reaction. Jabber covered his ears and crooned softly, a sweet and
charming and meaningless sound. Jibber jumped up down, ran around
trying to shake everyone’s hand, and gibbered, making sounds that
closely resembled but weren’t quite English words.

“Kinda reminds me of the Big Three at
Potsdam,” Reverend Gregory said.

The congregation laughed appreciatively. Even
though there was in fact no resemblance between the three little
simians and the three big statesmen, the comparison could be taken
as insulting to the Democrat in the White House, and that delighted
this crowd.

“So which one’s Truman?” someone asked.

Gregory pointed at Jibber. “Him. He’s a
gladhander, he’s teeny, and he talks a lot but makes no sense.”

The congregation applauded, but Daddy
Longlegs looked at his three little boys and stroked his chin
thoughtfully.
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Many, many years later, probably at about the
time Malcolm sold his third novel and was still feeling hopeful
about his literary career and his marriage, Daddy had the family
retainers assemble a family for Jibber.

On that fateful day when Reverend Gregory had
pointed at Jibber and said he resembled Truman, Daddy had decided
that after Daddy himself became President, Jibber would become
President in his turn.

There were practical difficulties associated
with this plan.

Daddy had an impressive pedigree and
education and, increasingly, political experience. Jibber was some
kind of animal. He had not been born in America. He couldn’t speak
any human tongue. He was short. He still occasionally forgot
himself and defecated on the carpet. But Daddy knew that other
Republicans had overcome even worse obstacles on the way to the
White House. A paper trail could be manufactured. Jibber could be
trained, or at least restrained when necessary. Speeches could be
written for him and handed to the appropriate sycophants in the
press beforehand.

The most serious lack was a family. A
politician had to have one, and nowadays, they had to be photogenic
and, increasingly, telegenic.

As always in moments of distress and doubt,
Daddy consulted Mr. Umbral.

Daddy hadn’t spoken to Mr. Umbral in a couple
of months. The upward curve of one corner of Umbral’s mouth seemed
more noticeable than before. As always, Daddy tried not stare at
it, and as always he spent much of the conversation thinking
desperately about not staring at it and therefore kept snatching
surreptitious glances at it. “He needs a family,” he said abruptly.
“Jibber. Political career. Requires a family.”

Mr. Umbral nodded slightly. He pretended not
to notice Daddy staring at his mouth. “We could bring one over from
the area where you found him, but that wouldn’t do.”

“Wouldn’t do,” Daddy agreed. His gaze
wondered around the room, came to light on Mr. Umbral’s mouth, and
skittered away again. “Wouldn’t do at all. Has to be a human woman.
And human kids. Gotta face it, though. Human woman would probably
run away screaming.”

“He’s a cute little monkey.”

“Even so.”

“Well. I’ll see what I can do.”

At that, Daddy relaxed. When Mr. Umbral said
he’d do something about a problem, something got done. The problem
went away. It had always been that way, even before Daddy was born,
judging by some photographs he had seen from his own father’s
youth. Daddy stole one quick glance at Umbral’s twisted mouth as
the old family retainer floated from the room. Yep, everything was
okay again in the Longlegs world. Good old Umbral. Mr. U. Always
there, always the same — well, except for the ever more twisted
mouth — always reliable. Where would the family be without him?

Mr. Umbral — he hated being called Mr. U. —
had connections.

He left the family compound immediately and
flew to Los Angeles, where he met with some Disney people. They
showed him their newest innovation, and it pleased him greatly. It
reminded him of the old days, even though the artisans of those
times had possessed skills modern man had yet to rediscover. Still,
it was a start. He made his needs clear to the group of modern
craftsmen. They expressed some doubts, but they were flattered by
his confidence and the importance of his commission, and so they
agreed.

Next, Mr. Umbral flew to London and met with
a different group of craftsmen. These worked for Madame Tussaud’s.
They, too, were flattered by Umbral’s compliments and at being
asked to participate in something so novel and important.

Finally, Umbral headed for home. Along the
way, he stopped in New York, where he spoke to officials in the
city’s child welfare agency and arrived at arrangements
satisfactory to both him and them.

While Umbral paid attention to family values,
Daddy paid attention to other aspects of Jibber’s image. Cute was
good, and his boy had the cute part down pat, but Daddy was sure
that that wasn’t enough. Jibber would need an appropriate image,
something that would push the right emotional buttons in the
electorate.

Religion usually worked.

Daddy set about training Jibber to simper and
raise his eyes to Heaven whenever he heard the word “God.”
Unfortunately, Jibber couldn’t distinguish between words with a
similar sound. So while he learned to simper and look at the
ceiling when he heard the word “God,” he also simpered and looked
up when he heard “dog” or “log” or “bod.” That last one actually
made some sense to Daddy, but he feared the public might not
agree.

Scratch religion, then.

How about jingoism?

The public had always been quick to confuse
excessive nationalism with patriotism and xenophobia with love of
country. Any politician worth his salt knew that fact and exploited
it constantly. The trick was not to go overboard. Even the American
public could be pushed too far. You couldn’t do something too
obvious, such as wear a U.S. flag tie like some kind of used-car
salesman. And while Daddy had a mental image of little Jibber
wearing a Roman toga with stars and stripes all over it, like some
kind of American emperor, he knew that would never fly. You had to
wrap yourself in the flag symbolically, not literally.

Scratch jingoism.

No, he would have to be more subtle. More
indirect. Strike the right balance, and you could be as absurd as
you wanted to be, and Americans wouldn’t even realize that their
buttons were being pushed.

After casting about and looking at some
popular magazines, Daddy settled on an old, reliable bit of fakery:
the cowboy trail.

Daddy had a little cowboy hat and a little
cowboy suit and a little cowboy hat and a little pair of cowboy
boots custom made for his hairy little boy. Fortunately, Jibber
took to them immediately. He only had to be shown once how to wear
everything, and after that, he was rarely to be found wearing
anything else, except for those days that he reverted to type and
wore nothing at all.

The little cap-firing six guns were an even
greater success. It reached the point that Grammy had to forbid
Jibber to fire them in the house. The sound was giving her a
headache.

The only failure was the horse.

Daddy took all three brothers to a stable
whose owner could be trusted to keep his mouth shut and introduced
them to the cowboy’s best friend.

Jebber and Jabber disappeared immediately.
Fortunately, they had scampered back to the car and hidden under
it, and Daddy found them there later.

Jibber wasn’t quite so swift. He stared at
the horse, trying to figure out what this creature was. It wasn’t a
lion or baboon or leopard or anything else he knew he was scared
of, so for the moment, he remained calm.

Then Daddy scooped him up and set him atop
the saddle.

The horse shifted impatiently under him.

Jibber froze in terror.

Then he unfroze.

Rather, his bowels and his bladder unfroze.
They unfroze so explosively that his little cowboy pants burst open
in the front and the rear. The back of the cowboy’s best friend was
covered by the monkey’s worst products.

The horse shook himself in violent disgust
and turned his head around, fixing Jibber with an evil glare out of
one eye.

Jibber leaped off the horse and zipped away
after his brothers.

Daddy backed away quickly from the horse, who
had now turned his evil glare on him. He turned and followed his
three little cowboys’ dusty trail out to the parking lot. Tomorrow
he would tell the stable owner to have the horse taken away and
shot. That’d teach him.

Oh, well, Daddy thought. The kid can still
pretend to be a cowboy. Reality doesn’t matter in this game.

Six months after his trip, Umbral introduced
Daddy and Jibber and Grammy to the new Mrs. Jibber Longlegs and
Jibber’s and her two adorable children. Daddy was charmed, Grammy
pretended to be charmed, and Jibber was bewildered.

“Allow me to introduce,” Mr. Umbral said,
“Tess.”

On cue, a pretty young woman walked in from
an adjoining room.

“More precisely,” he added, “Tess Longlegs.
Mrs. Jibber Longlegs. I have already created a good pedigree and
personal history for her.” He held up a looseleaf binder that
looked quite full. “If you approve. We can change it, of
course.”

“Satisfactory,” Daddy said. “Sure it is.
Always is. You did a fine job with the three boys.”

Grammy frowned doubtfully. She stepped up to
the young woman and examined her carefully. “Tess, you say?”

“Yes,” the young woman said. “Ma’am.” She
paused, then added, “Honored. To. Be. Your. Daughter. In. Law.”
Another pause. “Ma’am.”

“Why does she talk that way?” Grammy
asked.

Daddy had understood right away. “Suitable,”
he said. “Suitable. But Umbral, why not... Well, you know.”

Umbral nodded. “Why not human?” He gestured
with his chin toward Jibber.

Daddy squinted at his oldest boy, who wasn’t
really a boy at all, of course. For a moment, the illusion he had
managed to convince even himself of fell away and he saw the little
simian as he really was. “Ah. Yes. All right.”

Grammy continued to examine her new
daughter-in-law. “Oh, Hell,” she said finally. She had accepted the
three little simian brothers as her sons, so she supposed she could
learn to accept this Tess person. At least she was human.

“Mr. U.,” Daddy said suddenly, as usual not
seeing the faint hint of a grimace that crossed Umbral’s face at
the sound of the hated nickname, “a wife is good. Politician needs
kids, though. Cute ones. Told you that before.”

Umbral smiled slightly. “Oh, yes,” he said.
Often, it was hard to tell that Mr. Umbral was smiling. His ancient
internal machinery was slowly breaking down. In general, it didn’t
interfere with his efficient performance of his duties as chief
Longlegs family retainer. The only visible side effect was that
problem with his mouth, the left corner of which was slowly edging
upward. Behind his back, some of the junior family retainers had
taken to referring to him as “Mr. Sneer.” They thought he had no
way of knowing about this. They were wrong. Mr. Umbral had long ago
perfected the art of biding his time.

Still wearing his faint smile, he vanished
into the room from which Tess had emerged. A moment later, he
returned, leading two small girls by the hand.

The kidlings were about five or six years
old. They were dressed in frilly dresses and shiny patent leather
shoes, their hair was shoulder length and curly, and they glared at
everyone.

“New York’s finest,” Mr. Umbral announced.
“I’ve named them Bip and Bop. Those are working names only. I’m
sure you’ll come up with something better.”

“Hmm,” Daddy said. “Like it. Fits with the
J-J-J pattern for the boys. Bip and Bop. Yep. Those’re their
names.”

Daddy and Grammy approached cautiously,
trying to ooh and aah. These were wild kids, though. They curled
back their lips and snarled, and the elder Longlegs were a bit
scared of them. “Okay,” Daddy said. “Enough with the grandparent
crap. Take ’em away. Keep ’em in the nursery. Jibber, come here.
Make nice with your new wife.”

“He. Is. A. Cute. Little. Monkey.”

When Tess said that, Grammy warmed to her a
bit. Daddy warmed to her a lot. This was the kind of political wife
a potential President needed! He watched with approval as Tess
grabbed Jibber’s hand in an unbreakable grip and dragged him
away.

Jibber twisted his head around and looked at
Daddy as though begging for rescue.

Daddy smiled and nodded encouragingly. “Time
the boy grew up,” he said to Grammy.

“Let’s go upstairs,” Grammy said. “Suddenly,
I feel like breaking out the handcuffs.”

Mr. Umbral felt a tiny stirring of doubt. He
straightened his back. “I am determined that everything will go
correctly this time,” he told the family sternly. “I’m not going to
repeat the mistakes I made with the Hapsburgs.”

“The who?” Daddy said.

“Do they live over in Bar Harbor?” Grammy
asked uncertainly.

Umbral grimaced and rubbed his chest. He
wondered if he needed some work in there already. He also wondered
if he had chosen the wrong family yet again.

He decided not to bother explaining about the
Hapsburgs. He would press on, grimly doing his duty, no matter
what. Head held high, he left the room.

Grammy pulled Daddy up the staircase to the
master suite.

While Grammy and Daddy set about making
sub-dom whoopee, Tess led Jibber into the bedroom she had been told
was theirs. She locked the door behind them.

Jibber shrank back against the door.

Tess yanked her clothes off and stood naked
before her lord and master. As wax-covered robots went, she was not
unattractive.

She waited expectantly.

Jibber hugged the safety of the door.

Memory stirred in Tess’s brain circuits. She
heard Mr. Umbral’s voice explaining, “We have had to make some
assumptions about the mating habits of the unknown species to which
the three J boys belong, based on the ways of other, presumably
related, African animals. We have colored your appropriate parts in
what we hope is a suitable manner. You should turn your back to
him, bend over, and, er, present yourself. Nature will then take
its somewhat unnatural course.”

Tess followed those instructions. She turned
and bent, pointing her rear end toward Jibber.

Jibber was filled with images of the females
of his rare species. For a moment, he closed his eyes and imagined
he was back among the scrubby trees of the veld. Safe in the
branches, the cheerful females used to turn, bend over, and present
their swollen red genitals to him. Jibber and his three brothers
would shriek with glee and launch themselves upon the willing hairy
little babes, commencing a night and a day and a night and a day
and a night of delight.

Sniffling slightly, smiling nostalgically, he
opened his eyes.

What he saw was rather larger than he
remembered. And considerably less hairy. And the smell was odd. And
it wasn’t red. It was blue. At the center of the blue was a large
white star. At the center of the star was an arrow pointing to the
target.

Jibber burst into tears.

Tess waggled her star-imprinted loins at
him.

Jibber straightened his back. He didn’t
understand much of what had happened to him since he’d been
snatched away from his happy albeit lion-infested homeland and
brought to this often horrifying place, but he felt a lot of warmth
toward Daddy and Grammy Longlegs for their kindness to him and his
brothers, and he enjoyed the act he had been taught to perform
involving cowboy boots and six guns, and moreover he understood
that Daddy wanted him to pretend to regard this terrifying creature
as a female of his own species, and finally he was awfully, awfully
good at pretending, and so he steeled himself and tried to do what
had to be done.

He pulled off his cowboy boots.

He untied the leather laces that held his
chaps in place and let the chaps fall to the floor.

He flung away his little Stetson.

He unbuckled the heavy belt that held his
holstered, pearl-handled cap guns and let it slide down his
legs.

He unzipped his sturdy jeans.

He unbuttoned his cowboy shirt and peeled it
off.

He pulled down his pants and stepped out of
them.

Naked, he advanced upon his mate.

Tess wiggled again.

Jibber paused, steeled himself, and moved
forward again.

He felt himself stiffening and looked down
and was surprised to see just how erected he was. Poor unlettered
little simian, he was unacquainted with the ancient tradition of
humans mating with beasts. For that matter, he had no idea that he
was about to write a new chapter in those pornographic annals by
becoming a beast who mated with a wax-covered animatronic
machine.

Disney and Tussaud’s had done their work
well. The appearance and odor of the starry end of Tess were real
enough that Jibber finally gave a cry of delight and triumph and
leaped upon her, thrusting himself deep inside her.

Relatively speaking. He was rather small
compared to her. He found himself straddling her like, well, like a
cowboy straddling a horse. His feet were a foot off the floor. His
penis, while enclosed entirely inside her, wasn’t actually all that
far in. Nonetheless, he did his determined best, holding onto her
haunches with both hands and thrusting away valiantly.

Unlike the hairy little enthusiasts of his
native land, Tess remained immobile.

Jibber’s enthusiasm began to fade, and his
movements became slower. Closing his eyes and thinking of Africa,
he forced himself into rapid motion again and concluded
triumphantly. He gibbered in high-pitched delight as his masculine
juices shot out of him into the fairly good imitation of a human
woman.

Exhausted, Jibber slid out and off. He landed
on the floor in a crouch, dazed, confused, exhausted.

Tess straightened and turned around. She
looked down at her husband. Jibber looked up at her. Her mouth
expanded into a smile simulation. “Thank. You. Jibber,” she said.
Her metallic teeth glinted. She leaned down toward him, probably
intending to simulate a kiss but looking as though she meant to eat
him.

Jibber shrieked in terror and sprang away. He
scampered up the expensive drapes beside the huge window, zippety
zip, lickety split, as fast as any little simian ever did. He
balanced for a moment on the heavy-duty curtain rod, testing his
footing, then sprang a full fifteen feet to the fan rotating lazily
in the middle of the ceiling.

Hanging onto one blade by his fingertips,
going around slowly in a circle, Jibber stared down in horror at
the creature he had just mated with. He gibbered even more
meaninglessly than usual. His bowels loosened, and chimpy feces
showered down on Tess and the expensive carpet beneath her.

The door opened and Mr. Umbral walked in. He
looked the scene over, wrinkling his nose in disgust. At times like
these, he really missed the Inquisition.
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CHAPTER THREE

 


Oh, Starspawn of my star-begotten loins! How
like unto a god art thou! How divine thy needs and wishes and
desires, and how debased thine enemies and those who stand in thy
way and keep thee from what thou deservest! Heed me, O distant
descendant: you deserve it, they owe it to you, so grab it, and let
no one stop you!

— Lukas of Aldebaran, stardwelling
Merskeenian, as transcribed by Malcolm Erskine, after what might
perhaps have been a few too many beers

 


The successful writers Malcolm had met had
about them a lordliness, a self-assurance, an overly evident
awareness of being at the top of the heap, that always drove him up
the wall. It would have been bad enough if he had considered any of
them his moral and intellectual superiors. Perhaps then he could
have excused their superior manner. Most of them, though, were in
his eyes measly scum.

Sometimes he wondered if they really had that
air about them or if he was imagining it, creating it whole cloth
out of his envy. But most of the time he didn’t care whether they
had that air or not. He just wanted to get there himself, to reach
the point where Malcolm Erskine could look down his nose at anybody
he chose to, and anyone observing him would say, “That’s Malcolm
Erskine. He’s such a rich, famous, powerful writer that he’s earned
the right to look down his nose at anyone he wants to.”

Malcolm already had his candidates for lofty
nasal observation picked out.

Joe Hoffman, for example: fellow Piketonian,
fellow science-fiction author, fellow alumnus of Indiana
University, at one time even fellow computer programmer for Western
Bell. That was all they had in common, though. Hoffman was up to
about a dozen books vs. Malcolm’s three. Hoffman had been the guest
of honor at a couple of major science-fiction conventions, whereas
Malcolm had yet to be invited even to pay his own way to a single
one. Hoffman seemed to getting somewhere, edging toward real
literary success, while Malcolm was still mired in the mid-list,
perhaps forever. Hoffman had a sexy wife and a happy marriage,
whereas Malcolm had memories of Marlene, the girl of his
nightmares. Hoffman was self-confident and possessed considerable
presence in public, but Malcolm was inundated by self-doubts and
self-criticisms and could never hide that from others. In short, in
Malcolm’s view, Hoffman had been born with a silver spoon in his
mouth, Malcolm with his foot in his.

Which part of all of that was the worst?
Malcolm couldn’t decide. Perhaps it was the guest of honor
thing.

How he dreamed of being one some day! He
imagined himself walking among the adoring fans, bestowing a
gracious smile or two. Not too many. Keep them in their place.

It was common practice for the guest of honor
to give a convention speech on the topic of his choice – a well
attended speech, of course. Malcolm’s speech would be brilliant. He
had it planned out, written in his mind, just waiting to be
delivered.

“Were I but King of Anglophonia.” That was
the speech’s title. It would detail the linguistic atrocities
Malcolm would outlaw if he had the royal power to do so. He would
ban the words “respect” and “disrespect” so that no one would be
able to use them as rhetorical clubs against those expressing
opinions the club wielder disagreed with. He would require that
anyone speaking English include the w sound in the
pronunciation of “Quebec” – unless the speaker consistently used
the French pronunciation of “Paris” and the Russian pronunciation
of “Moscow” and so on for all other foreign place names. No one
would be allowed to refer to committing a moral or legal
transgression as “making a mistake.”

And there was so much more! It would be a
long speech. Amusing, of course, witty, entertaining, but leaving
no doubt about Malcolm’s firm opinions on how his subjects would be
required to speak were he but King of Anglophonia.

At which point in his fantasizing, Malcolm
would sigh and think, Were I but guest of honor at a
science-fiction convention.

Like Joe Hoffman.

Once, during the final stage of their
marriage’s disintegration, Marlene had said to Malcolm, “Why don’t
you stop whining and turn out books, like Joe Hoffman does? And
start doing some kind of exercise, like lifting weights like he
does. He looks great. I’d sure be better off with him — in various
senses.”

To which Malcolm had replied, “Think you
could compete with that gorgeous wife of his? Hah!”

Marlene had snarled. “At least she
doesn’t have to put up with whining from her husband!”

“Of course not. What does he
have to whine about?”

Oh, what a lovely marriage it had been.

Its breakup had been delayed when Malcolm’s
third novel appeared on the stands. Marlene had privately decided
to give her husband’s career one more chance, to see if the third
time was the charm, if Malcolm could finally hit the bestseller
lists and bring her the wealth and ease she knew she deserved.

However, the stands on which the book
appeared were very few, and Marlene immediately recognized the
pattern set by Malcolm’s first two books: high expectations
followed by limited distribution followed by near-zero sales. She
had ordered him out of the house and immediately filed for divorce
on the grounds of mental cruelty. That, she had felt, was not an
exaggeration.

Malcolm learned from a machine that his wife
had chucked him out. The machine was a computer, something soulless
and without any human feelings, which seemed appropriate.

The computer ran a voice messaging system
that Western Bell had named SAM. Malcolm had no idea what that was
an acronym for. A coworker had suggested that it stood for “Sadists
and Masochists,” since that covered everyone who worked for Western
Bell.

At two o’clock in the afternoon, he got back
to his desk from a long lunch with Steve Golden at their usual
Mexican restaurant and checked for messages. He was hoping for the
voice of his agent — his first one, at that time — brimming with
eagerness, saying that Malcolm must call him immediately because
numerous publishers were beating down his door with demands that
they be allowed to give stupendous quantities of money to Malcolm
Erskine.

SAM’s voice was female. How many hours of
intensive thought on the part of marketing executives — who are
endowed at birth with only a limited ration of hours of thought,
which must last them all their lives — had gone into the choice of
the woman who had recorded the phrases and digits which the SAM
computer combined to make up its spoken sentences? “You have...
six... new messages. To listen to your messages, press one. For
more options —”

Malcolm quickly punched the ONE button on the
telephone’s numeric pad, cutting off the recorded voice. If I must
listen to a computer-generated female voice, he always thought,
then I ought to at least be on the bridge of the Starship
Enterprise. Beam me up a woman, Scotty.

And then Marlene’s message began.

“Hello, you son of a bitch. I figured you’d
be at lunch still, you lazy jerk. It’s that attitude that explains
why you’re still a low-level programmer at your age, in case you’re
interested, you piece of shit. Anyway, I called during your
three-hour lunch so that you wouldn’t be there, because I didn’t
want to have to deal with your whining. This is to let you know
that when you go home tonight, you’re going to have to go to a
different home. I’ve changed the locks. You don’t live here any
more.”

The message continued for half an hour
altogether. Since SAM wouldn’t accept messages longer than five
minutes, Marlene had had to keep calling back to complete her love
note. Thus the six messages. Malcolm listened to all of them,
following SAM’s instructions mechanically as each one ended,
absorbing with deadened feelings the insults and the promises of
financial degradation. Marlene finished with, “Take good care of
yourself, sweetie, because you’re going to be taking good care of
me for a long, long time to come. Shithead.”

Buzz. “End of new messages. To erase
messages, press seven. For more options...”

Malcolm and Marlene. A match made in Heaven.
Or possibly in some other place.

Malcolm pressed SEVEN, erasing all of the six
messages at once. If only Marlene could be erased so easily.

She could, of course. Murder is a simple and
easy thing....

Malcolm shook his head. No, murder would not
be simple and easy for him. He might get caught. Even worse, he
might botch the job and leave Marlene alive.

Still, it was very pleasant to imagine her
dying in various grotesque ways. One of the very few lines of
critical praise Malcolm Erskine the writer had received had been
for the vividness of a violent death scene in his second novel. He
might not have the courage to actually do anything gruesome to
Marlene, but he did have the talent to imagine it well.

The dial tone interrupted his thoughts.
Almost automatically, he dialed Steve Golden’s number and told his
friend what had just happened.

“Great!” Steve said. “This is just what you
needed. I tell you, I never felt so good as I did when my own
divorce was finalized. Now you’re free. Now you’ll have the time
and energy to write much more than before, and you’ll be able to
chase women all you want. Now the fun begins, pal.”

Like the fun life you lead? Malcolm was
tempted to say. With Steve’s example as a warning, he saw a long,
dreary, and lonely few decades stretching ahead of him, a sad
decline toward death.

“Tell you what,” Steve said. “After work on
Friday, I’ll buy you a beer to celebrate.”

“Sure.” On the bright side, maybe he could
now undertake an earnest pursuit of Joe Hoffman’s wife. Maybe it
was Ellie Hoffman who was somehow responsible for Joe’s success.
Perhaps she was a talisman. It couldn’t be the quality of Hoffman’s
writing. Of that, Malcolm was sure. “How would you like to buy me
about ten beers?”

“Ten — ? Well, sure. If you’re sure you
really want that much.”

“You bet. I’ve got the stomach for it.”
Malcolm winced suddenly as he imagined Marlene saying, “No, you
don’t have the stomach for lots of beer. You’ve got the
stomach from lots of beer.” What a sense of humor. “Bitch,”
Malcolm muttered. Yeah, well, he thought, Hoffman may have less
stomach than I do, but he’s also got less hair.

But he hung up the telephone and looked down
at his paunch and was not happy. If he was to have a chance at a
successful bachelorhood, that paunch would have to go. Joe Hoffman
didn’t have a paunch. Joe Hoffman also lifted weights, as Marlene
had been so careful to remind him. Maybe that was Hoffman’s
secret. Maybe editors were all in love with his muscles. It wasn’t
the man’s writing, he assured himself again. Surely not that.

There were perhaps a dozen science-fiction
writers living in and around Piketon. Only two of them had had
novels published, a few more had sold short stories, and most had
never been published at all. They met once a month to critique each
other’s work and, after the verbal knives had been resheathed, to
socialize at some area restaurant. Had it not been for Joe Hoffman,
Malcolm would have been the undisputed star of the gathering by
virtue of having had three novels published. The poor sales of the
novels wouldn’t have prevented the younger, less published writers
in the group from being impressed by his achievement. As it was,
the undisputed star was Joe Hoffman, with his dozen novels, his
growing commercial and literary success, and his damned
pleasantness.

Hoffman didn’t exactly try to be in
charge of the group or to be the mentor of the younger writers in
it, but he certainly made no effort that Malcolm could see to turn
down the role when the others thrust it on him. And so the rhythm
and tone of the workshops were Hoffman’s, and the standards of
criticism were Hoffman’s, and the literary paradigm was always what
Hoffman had written, and Malcolm sank into the background and
ground his teeth.

When he sold his third book, Malcolm had
swallowed his pride and approached Joe Hoffman for a cover quote.
This had actually been his editor’s idea, not Malcolm’s. Malcolm
would have preferred to eat a bowl of hot tar.

“Let’s see if we can do something,” his
editor had said, “to, well, frankly, break this third book out of
the level of low sales expectations which the numbers for your
first two books have probably preconditioned the chain buyers to
base their calculations on.”

Malcolm had had to chew that sentence over
for a few minutes before he realized that what his editor was
really saying was that the buyers for the bookstore chains would
look at the sales figures for his first two books and would then
decide not to bother picking up any copies of his third for sale in
their stores. Which would be the kiss of death for his career.
Whereas a favorable cover quote from some more famous, established,
and respected science-fiction writer — such as Joe Hoffman, damn
his eyes and his ears and every other part of him — might just
possibly persuade them to give this latest Malcolm Erskine book a
chance.

And so he had had to eat the bowl of hot
tar.

He had looked up Hoffman’s telephone number
in the address list for the critique group and forced himself to
dial the number. Ellie Hoffman answered in that low, warm voice
that had always thrilled Malcolm. He could imagine what she looked
like, standing there, holding the phone, those lively, intelligent
eyes shining. Then he imagined her holding the phone while dressed
only in panties, and he felt the beginnings of an erection, so he
asked to speak to Joe, the undeserving bastard who got to paw
her.

“Hello?” Hoffman said cautiously.

Don’t worry, you shithead, Malcolm thought.
My low sales numbers won’t rub off on you over the wire. “Hi, Joe!
It’s Malcolm! Erskine! How’s everything?”

“Just fine, Malcolm. Hope you’re okay.”

“Oh, I’m just great!”

“And your wife?”

“Oh, she’s just fine, too, Joe!” This was, of
course, before Malcolm knew just how perilous the state of his
marriage was. Perhaps if he had realized the degree to which the
future of his marriage was riding on getting a good quote from
Hoffman and good sales figures for the novel, he would have been
even more nervous. As it was, sweat was soaking his clothing. “And
yours?” That lovely, sweet, intelligent creature, that paragon of a
writer’s wife, that angel whom I deserve so much more than you
do.

“She’s fine, Malcolm. Is there something I
can do for you?”

Too fucking busy to spend any time chatting
pleasantly with me, aren’t you? Bastard. You’re so goddamned
superior. Shithead. “Well, actually, Joe, I called to ask a favor.
It’s a big favor, and I wouldn’t blame you at all if you refused.
Especially given how busy you must be, with the way your career is
going. As I’m sure you know, my thir — my next novel will be coming
out next summer, and my editor asked me to approach some of my
friends and ask for cover quotes, so I was hoping, well, wondering
if you’d be willing to read the manuscript and — if you like it, of
course — say something that could be quoted on the cover. Front
cover.”

“Whom else have you asked?”

Why don’t you say who like everyone
else, you pretentious asshole? “No one else yet. You were the first
person I thought of, of course.”

“Hmm. Your publisher is Insignifica Press,
correct?”

“Uh huh.” After an awkward pause, Malcolm
added, “They’re based in New York.”

“Hmm.”

“They have national distribution.”

“Umm.”

“Some of their books have been mentioned as
possibilities for some awards.”

A heavy sigh came across the line. “I suppose
you could send me a copy of the manuscript, and I’ll try to look at
it if I can. Of course, I can’t promise anything.”

Oh, thank you, thank you, Sahib. I kiss your
shoes. I lick the ground you walk on. I abase myself before your
awesome awesomeness, you shithead. “Wow, that’s wonderful, Joe!
Thanks so much!”

So Malcolm printed out a copy of his
manuscript on the trusty printer at work and mailed it to Joe
Hoffman, and in the fullness of time he received a letter couched
in Hoffman’s usual pretentious circumlocutions but containing one
passage that Malcolm and his editor agreed would make a very
suitable quote to put on the front cover of Malcolm’s novel:
“Erskine delivers precisely the kind of plot and characterization
that those familiar with his previous work have come to expect.
They will have anticipated the derring-do of the novel’s
writer-hero, the malice of its attractive female antagonist, and
the passion of the dark-eyed, dark-haired heroine the writer just
barely manages to rescue in the book’s event-filled final scenes.
It has been said by a far more accomplished and respected genre
author than I that to be successful, science fiction should eschew
character development, and certainly by this measure Erskine’s
latest effort achieves success.”

Malcolm was delighted. His editor was
delighted. They were both convinced that this quote alone would
propel the book to the top of the bestseller lists, or at least the
science-fiction bestseller lists.

The book came out, Malcolm and his editor
waited eagerly for the success that would be so good — and was so
necessary — to both their careers, for the gushing reviews, the
remarkable sales figures. And they waited. And they waited....

Eventually Malcolm’s editor stopped waiting,
shrugged his shoulders, and turned his attention to another novel
by another author, another book he hoped would make his career and
get him the hell out of Insignifica Press.

Malcolm kept on waiting. Unlike his editor,
he had no other options.

Alas, Book #3 was also quietly received, just
like the two Malcolm Erskine novels that had preceded it.

There were only three reviews. Two of them
were lukewarm. In the third, Malcolm read this:

 


The only good thing about this book is the
cover quote by the justly esteemed genre author, Joe Hoffman, to
whose forthcoming novel this reviewer looks forward with
anticipation whetted by frequent rereading of the excellent Mr.
Hoffman’s previous works. The quote from the highly acclaimed
Hoffman amounts to saying, “For those few people who like the kind
of garbage Malcolm Erskine keeps rewriting, this is the kind of
garbage they like.” Most amusing of all is the fact that neither
Erskine nor his publisher seem to have understood just what the
brilliant Joe Hoffman was really saying! But then, they wouldn’t,
would they?

 


Malcolm wanted to scream, but he couldn’t
because Marlene was in the next room. He wanted to strangle Joe
Hoffman, but he wouldn’t have dared try because of the brilliant
Hoffman’s large muscles. He wanted to settle for stealing Joe
Hoffman’s wife. The bastard deserved to have that happen, at
least.

He wanted to...

He didn’t know what he wanted, except to
succeed, to be rich, to be famous, to never again have to be torn
from sleep by an alarm and stagger off to a day of humiliation and
degradation and emasculation at Western Bell. He didn’t want to
have to endure any more of that at home, either.

Despite himself, a whine escaped him.

“What’s going on in there?” It was Marlene,
calling from the next room. “Did you break something of mine? Did
you spill something on my furniture? Did you hurt my house?”

How foolish could Malcolm have been in those
days that he didn’t notice her choice of possessive? Not foolish,
perhaps: just overly focused on his own misery. Perhaps he did
sense, just a bit, on some level, that his marriage would stand or
fall on the success of this book, for he tried to make his voice
sound bright and cheerful as he said, “Nothing’s wrong at all,
darling. Just talking aloud. Just planning the sales promotion for
my new novel. It’s going to be a big one, you know. My breakout
book. This is the one that’ll finally make us rich. Make us
both rich. Really, really rich.”

“Yeah, right.”

Some day, he would be rich and famous.
Some day, Joe Hoffman, his once-promising career having evaporated,
would come crawling to Malcolm, begging for a cover quote for the
stupid, dumb, pointless, worthless novel he had just managed to
sell to some laughable, insignificant, fly-by-night publisher, a
cover quote from the great, famous, brilliant, universally admired
Malcolm Erskine, the winner of the Pulitzer Prize and the Nobel
Prize and all the available genre prizes, a cover quote that would
resurrect Hoffman’s career and give him a faint chance of rising
out of the gutter again, and the illustrious Malcolm Erskine would
put his hand on the bowing and scraping man’s head in benediction
and he would smile and he would fill his lungs and he would shout
until all his breath was gone: “Noooooooooooooooooooooo!”

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


After he received Marlene’s six messages on
SAM, Malcolm realized he would have to leave work early and find a
place to stay.

By coincidence, the previous day, he had seen
a TO RENT sign next to an apartment building near work. Perhaps if
he went there right away, it would still be available. However, his
work group was scheduled for a warm, collegial meeting that
afternoon with Milo Grossbuck, the Big Guy of Western Bell, and
Malcolm knew he dare not miss it because now he needed his paycheck
more than ever.

The meeting was scheduled to start at 3:30.
Malcolm, held up by listening to Marlene’s six installments of
hatred, almost didn’t make it. He burst into the conference room
panting and sweating and quickly took his seat.

His coworkers didn’t notice. Some of them,
the ones who were disorganized enough to also be almost late and
wise enough to know that it was important to be present and on
time, were also sweating and panting. The rest were too excited by
the thought of this intimate meeting with one of America’s great
titans of industry to notice anyone else’s panting and
sweating.

Despite what he had told Jackjackjack,
Malcolm didn’t really work in the New Ways to Get Money from the
Widows and Orphans Office. The proper name of his group was the
Zombie Programmers Department. It was true that they were a part of
the Every Penny Counts Squeeze ’Em Dry Division within the central
billing office, so perhaps Malcolm’s exaggeration was
excusable.

Back in the early days of his marriage, when
he had naively expected sympathy from Marlene, he had described his
work as the providing of brain-dead programs for brain-dead users.
Marlene had looked him up and down with a sarcastic smile, and he
had never repeated the phrase to her. Now he looked around at his
fellow zombie programmers and wondered if his eyes were as dead as
theirs.

The room was large and was filled with long,
narrow tables with chairs lined up on one side of each table, all
facing toward the wall opposite the door through which Malcolm had
entered. That far wall held a white board, and there was a
projector behind Malcolm aimed at the white board. The room was
used for classes and presentations more than for conferences.

Malcolm had been in here before. On one of
those occasions, he had noticed something interesting.

Near the whiteboard was another door. It had
a small pane of glass in it, but the hallway or room beyond was
dark, so one couldn’t see through the glass. That door was locked,
as Malcolm had discovered when he had tried to get out that way in
hopes of avoiding the crowd leaving through the main door.

However, during a previous meeting of his
work group with a high company official, Malcolm, idly watching the
dark pane of glass while trying to stay awake, had noticed a face,
dimly lit through the pane of glass by the overhead fluorescents of
the conference room.

Intrigued, he had watched.

The face peered through the glass, then
looked down at something, then looked through the glass again, then
looked down again. The action was repeated a few times, and then
the face disappeared.

Taking names, Malcolm realized.

The almost invisible face might be creepy,
but there was nothing supernatural about it or what the person on
the other side of the door was doing. It was some lackey checking
off names on a piece of paper, probably attached to a clipboard
below the level of the window.

After that particular meeting, the few fellow
zombie programmers who had not bothered to attend had
disappeared.

Now Malcolm looked around and wondered who
was missing today. How soon would they disappear? They would be
dismissed into the outer darkness of the non-Western Bell universe,
lost and wailing souls, drifting aimlessly and hopelessly over the
blasted terrain that everyone in Western Bell knew the outside
world consisted of. They would never know what they had done wrong,
whom they had offended, what unwritten rule of Western Bell
behavior they had transgressed.

Better them than me, Malcolm thought.

Every employee kicked out, in these
increasingly bad Big Gypper days, was one fewer employee who would
have to be laid off.

A minion bounded into the room from the door
behind Malcolm and leaped and skipped to the front of the room. He
had all the manic cheerfulness of JackJackJack. It might even have
been the same man. Malcolm couldn’t be sure.

The minion shouted, “Hi, everyone!”

“Hi!” most of them shouted back.

“So how are you all today? Is everyone doing
great?”

“Yes! We’re all doing great!”

“Well, that’s just great! So okay, as you
know, we’re here today to meet with our fearless leader, the Big
Guy of our wonderful company, the greatest telephone company in the
history of the entire world, Western Bell Telephone and
Telegraph!”

Lots of cheering and stamping of feet.

“Great! Okay, so the Big Buck is meeting with
every work group in the company so that he can really get to know
everyone and really be your buddy because we’re all coworkers here
and all doors are open and everyone is part of the same team! Yee
hah!”

The crowd shouted, “Yee hah!”

It was the new company yell, inaugurated only
days before and intended to typify the rugged Western cowboy
independence and vigor and energy and competitiveness of the
typical Western Bell employee.

“Kim chee,” Malcolm said, a few seconds
later.

His immediate neighbors frowned at him, and
he cursed inwardly and strove for better self-control.

“Okay, so, right, as you probably know, the
Big Buck has just returned from a relaxing three months at the Big
Guy Institute, which is, you know, like a special place the
government runs where big executives can relax and meet together
and change their attitudes about various things when what they’ve
been doing makes the government see that they probably need to make
those changes, and now he’s back here to take the reins of the
greatest telephone company in the history of the entire world again
and talk to all of us about what he’s learned and how he sees the
future.” He drew a breath. “Yee hah!”

“Yee hah!”

Malcolm managed to join in on the second
syllable this time.

Then to his surprise the locked door to the
dark regions opened and Milo Grossbuck himself swaggered in.

Grossbuck was tall, somewhat overweight,
somewhere in his fifties, bald, and he smirked. His tie cost more
than Malcolm had earned in any given month in his life thus far.
Grossbuck’s suit cost many times as much as his tie. He had coined
the nickname Big Buck all by himself and he insisted that everyone
use it.

“Hello, everyone!” His voice was enormous. He
smiled, and Malcolm was sure for an instant that Grossbuck’s teeth
were long and yellowish gray and filed to points, but that was
surely an illusion.

“Hello, Big Buck!”

A couple of members of the crowd, even more
enthusiastic than the rest, called out, “Yee hah!”

Grossbuck frowned. “I’d like to start out
with an important announcement,” he boomed. “Since I got back from
the Big Guy Institute, I’ve been meeting with the senior management
team about a lot of things. Refrigerators are cold places. That’s
important. Yarrow. About changes we want to make. About new
directions for the future.”

Uh oh, Malcolm thought.

Some of his coworkers stirred uneasily.

“These are difficult times for all of us,”
Grossbuck said. “Tough economy. Tough world. Tough competition.
Tough, tough, tough. Beedle. Whichness. Goom. But we can handle it.
Why?” His smirk became a grin. “Because we’re the best! Bring on
the competition! Eat our dust!”

There were a couple of scattered yee
hahs.

Grossbuck frowned again but continued. “So,
yes, we are going to have to rein in a little bit, be more careful
with our resources, even watch those pennies, clean out your
refrigerators, moldy food in the back, tune up your cars, work even
harder and longer to ensure the continued success and strength and
growth of this company we all love. Bep. Bep. This great
telecommunications corporation that has been so good to all of us.
Spleeble. It’s a monument. A monument to the greatness of free
enterprise and the power of faith. Bow your heads for a moment.
Thank you, Lord, for American free enterprise. Tegtegteg. So, well,
okay, we won’t all be making the great trek into the future
together. There’ll be an announcement about that aspect of
things.”

The uneasy stirring grew.

“But the big thing I wanted to tell you about
is that we’re broadening our scope. Don’t mope. Keep up the hope.
On the ropes. We’re more than just a regional Western company now.
We want to assert our new identity and make sure the world knows
we’re here and we’re strong and lean and mean and tough and we can
do everything. That’s why, effective today, we’re changing our name
to Western Bell Universal Telecommunications Incorporated. Greeg!
The new company cry is,” he drew a huge breath into his big torso
and bellowed, “Uni! Versal! Uni! Versal! Come on, everybody! Do it
with me! Uni! Versal!”

With growing enthusiasm, the gang joined in.
“Uni! Versal! Uni! Versal!” Their unease was forgotten.

Malcolm shouted along with the others,
although the second time he said, “Virgin! Vestal!” and no one
seemed to notice.

“So, yes, well, as you were just told, I
spent the last few months at the Big Guy Institute brainstorming
with a whole bunch of other big guys from all over corporate
America. Geniuses. Brilliant. Real movers and shakers, titans of
industry, captains of this great ship we call our free-market
economy. Oh, sure, we spent a certain amount of time playing golf
and tennis and just walking around and getting some exercise every
day during the assigned hours, but then, after dinner at those
fucking long tables, we all sat down and talked about what we had
all been doing and why we were all there and our wonderful country
and the greatness of our way of life and how God loves free
enterprise, and we kind of planned out the future. Poop. Did that
every evening until it was lights out and they told us we had to go
to bed. Bananas. Prunes. You guys and your future and what to do
about you and how to take care of you. That’s what we planned. And
the government. And the media. And just everything.
Minnywinny.”

He paused in deep thought for a while and
then nodded. “Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. See, people, when you’re in
charge of the ship, when you’re the captain, when it’s all on your
shoulders, it’s like this, see. Murgle. Blither blather.”

Malcolm shook his head. “What?” he said.

The coworker to his right, an attractive
young woman named Jeannie who worked in a cubicle near his, shushed
him. Her eyes were glued to Grossbuck’s red, sweating face.

Malcolm whispered to her, “But he’s not
making any sense. He’s speaking nonsense words.”

“Gabargle, gabargle, gabargle!” Grossbuck
shouted. “Meenie oodie oodie! Snicker whacker. It’s like, oh, I
don’t know, wilga woolgy.”

“He’s incoherent,” Malcolm said.

“Oh, hush.”

“We have to refrigerator notebook magazine
newspaper radio television control and conglomerate.”

A few people said tentatively, “Uni!
Versal!”

“All together! All together! Repeat, repeat,
repeat, and then eventually everyone agrees!”

The enthusiasm was growing. “Uni! Versal!
Uni! Versal!”

Grossbuck grinned approvingly, and again
Malcolm thought he saw those ugly pointed teeth. He ignored that
and said in a low voice to Jeannie, “He’s a blithering idiot. He
can’t string words together to make a meaningful sentence.”

“You don’t get it,” Jeannie said. She was
annoyed. Her voice was also low, but the tone was hostile. “His
brain is working so fast that his words can’t keep up with his
thoughts. He’s thinking brilliant business-management thoughts all
the time. Corporate leaders like him are the true heroes and
intellectuals and mental giants of our age.”

A woman seated on Jeannie’s other side had
apparently been listening to their conversation. Now she joined in.
“He’s so powerful and impressive!”

Jeannie nodded. “He really turns me on.”

Good God, Malcolm thought. Good God, Good
God, Good God, Good God! Won’t some godlike alien save me? Teach me
to blither like the Big Buck? Make women look at me the way
Jeannie’s looking at that horrifying creature?

Maybe there really are wonderful, noble races
out there in space, Malcolm thought, just like in my fiction. And
equally horrifying, evil, monstrous ones. Maybe Grossbuck is
actually one of the evil ones, stationed here to control us. No, to
destroy us! To destroy any human being who shows real intelligence
and soul.

Marlene’s one of them, too.

“Religious bathtubs,” the Big Buck blared.
“Radio station. We bought one. We have to get our message out.
Deregulation. Bring on the competition. If your faucet’s dripping,
you should probably replace the washer. Fix the leak. Control the
flow. That’s gotta be our philosophy. Thank you.”

Cries of “Uni! Versal!” Loud applause.

The minion who had originally introduced
Grossbuck stepped to the front again. “Okay, so listen everybody.
The Big Buck has to get back to the 55th floor now and think a lot
for all of us. Before he goes, he wants to shake everyone’s hand
and say hello and get to know each and every one of you.”

Oh, boy, Malcolm thought.

His fellow workers moaned a simultaneous
orgasmic “Oooh!”

“Except for anyone whose first or last name
begins with a W,” the minion said. “Those people need to proceed
immediately to Room B, right next door, where a group of managers
and security guards want to explain some things to you. The rest of
you, please line up in an orderly manner and walk past the Big Buck
and shake his hand and say hello at the rate of one employee per
three seconds.” He clapped his hands, a sudden, startling, cracking
sound. “Move it!”

The cattle lined up obediently on one side of
the room and began to shuffle forward at the rate of one employee
every three seconds.

Except for the handful whose first or last
names began with W. They went obediently through the door at the
back of the room and then into the adjoining conference room, Room
B, where a gang of managers backed up by large, well-armed security
men explained a few things to them. They were then handed their
personal belongings, which had been brought there in sealed
cardboard boxes, and were escorted from the building via a rear
door giving onto a filthy, stinking, dark alley infested with rats,
drunks, and roving bands of hungry, armed gang members. The faucet
had been leaking quite a bit lately.

Malcolm, meanwhile, had been shuffling
forward with the non-Ws. He had contemplated leaving with the W
group and then splitting from them outside the door, but something,
some instinct born of years of working at Western Bell, had told
him that that might not be safe. So instead he had fallen
obediently in line behind Jeannie. Now, gloomily, he moved a step,
paused, moved a step again, meanwhile staring longingly at
Jeannie’s back.

When they reached the front of the room,
Jeannie gripped Grossbuck’s extended hand tightly, stared up at him
adoringly, and said, “Do you need a trophy wife, Big,” she breathed
rapidly, “Buck?”

Grossbuck looked her up and down admiringly
and chuckled. It was a sound that turned Malcolm’s stomach and
raised the hackles on the back of his neck and made him wish the
damned Commies would finally start World War Three at that very
moment and put these people out of his misery. “Call my secretary,”
Grossbuck told Jeannie, “and make an appointment.”

Jeannie passed on, stars in her eyes, and it
was Malcolm’s turn. He shook Grossbuck’s repellent paw as the great
man looked through him.

“Malcolm Erskine.” He thought he should say
his name.

“Uh huh.”

“I hate you. I hate my job. I hate my
life.”

“Of course you do.”

Malcolm froze in horror, then realized that
what he had said aloud was, “I admire you greatly, sir, and I feel
honored to work for this company.”

Some day, you’ll be in a book, Malcolm
thought. Some day, all of this will be in a book.

Malcolm would be in the book, too. Except
that in the fictional version he would behave heroically. With a
single, mighty blow, he would vanquish the evil alien invader, the
Grossout, and rescue from his slimy tentacular grip the gorgeous,
black-haired Jennya, who would fling her arms —

The apartment!

Malcolm looked at his watch and was surprised
to see that it was only 4:30. He had been sure it would be
midnight.

He rushed from the conference room and back
to his desk, shut down his computer, flung his possessions into his
briefcase, and sprinted for the elevator. He ran from the building
and then ran the five blocks to the apartment building.

Thanks to the dismal economy, the apartment
was still unrented. And so, only hours after listening to Marlene’s
enthusiastic farewell message, Malcolm had a place to live. It was
furnished, it was near downtown, it was cheap, and it was
immediately available. It was also tinier than anything he had
lived in since his student days.

The next day, he called in sick, took the bus
to what had been his home, betting that Marlene would be at work
(she was), and broke in. He loaded a large part of his personal
possessions, including his computer, into what had once been his
car and drove downtown. The car was legally Marlene’s, just like
everything else. She had always preferred to get a ride to work
rather than driving herself, partly because it was her nature to
have other people do the difficult or tedious stuff and partly
because she liked to spend the commuting time telling one or more
of her friends how worthless Malcolm was and how she deserved far
better. Malcolm didn’t know about the last part, of course,
although he had guessed that that was what she did during the
commute. Because of all this, he had bet — correctly again — that
the car would be at the house.

After unloading the car at his apartment, he
drove back to his former house, left the car parked where it had
been before, and then took the bus back downtown and walked to his
apartment.

Then he settled down in his new home and
began to write.

He began a new short story, titled “Sleeping
in the Devil’s Bed,” about a fearsome monster from another world,
accidentally brought back to Earth by an expedition of hardy space
explorers. The creature is called a Marlinga, but the explorers
think it is a human woman, the lone survivor of a crashed alien
space ship.

That the theme and style of his story were
more appropriate to the pulp magazines of the 1930s than to any
literary market of his own time didn’t bother him. He wasn’t
writing for art. He was writing for release.

It took him two weeks to complete the story,
which turned out to be quite long — too long to sell anywhere he
knew of.

In the story, the monster is finally exposed
as an alien female from a species whose females first mate with
their males and then devour them. The creature’s outward appearance
is that of an attractive human woman — very attractive, especially
in panties — but under that shell it is little more than poison
glands and ravening appetite. Its downfall comes when it tries to
seduce a seemingly mild-mannered science-fiction writer who divines
its true nature just in time and dispatches it in a grisly scene
involving a small, dull hatchet and a paring knife.

Just before this scene, the alien monster
also threatens the life of the writer’s next-door neighbor, a young
woman of stunning, exotic beauty, with shoulder-length black hair
and olive skin. In slaughtering the monster, the writer also saves
this young woman’s life, and she demonstrates her gratitude
appropriately, in a scene Malcolm described in almost as much
loving detail as he had the monster’s bloody death.

In the final scene, the heroic writer is
shown explaining everything to a close friend of his. They are
together in a bar, and the friend has just bought the writer ten
beers in celebration. “Best of all,” the writer is saying, “I
already owned the hatchet and the paring knife, so cutting off this
relationship, as you might say, didn’t cost me one red cent. I’ll
sure miss one thing, though.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, when it all started, before the
creature showed her true nature, the dame sure was good in
bed.”

Malcolm hesitated over those last few lines
for quite a while. Somehow, they seemed to strike a false note. But
then he shrugged away his doubts. What the hell, he thought. It’s
better than anything Joe Hoffman ever wrote.

And just to prove to the world how true that
was, that very evening, at work, after all his fellow workers had
gone home, he printed out the entire story on the office laser
printer, and then he made numerous photocopies of it (WARNING:
THESE MACHINES ARE TO BE USED FOR WESTERN BELL UNIVERSAL
TELECOMMUNICATIONS OFFICIAL BUSINESS ONLY. ANY PERSONAL USE
CONSTITUTES A VIOLATION OF THE WESTERN BELL UNIVERSAL
TELECOMMUNICATIONS CODE OF BUSINESS CONDUCT AND IS GROUNDS FOR
TERMINATION) and mailed the copies out to the other members of the
writers’ workshop for their critique.

Take that, Hoffman, he thought happily as he
sealed the copies in large envelopes from the supply room, stamped
them on the postage meter in the mail room, and dropped them in the
sack some anonymous company gofer would pick up in the morning and
deliver to the Post Office.
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Three weeks passed before the writers’
workshop met, and during that time, Malcolm did not reread the
story his fellow writers would be critiquing. On Saturday morning,
as he was eating breakfast preparatory to leaving for the workshop
meeting, he decided to skim “Sleeping in the Devil’s Bed” quickly
to refresh his memory of it, and immediately he realized what an
awful mistake he had made.

Why, this is crap! he thought.

This isn’t how I normally write, he assured
himself, feeling the bony fingers of despair latching onto his
soul. I’m better than this.

He hoped that was true.

Years before, he had complained (all right:
whined) to Marlene that there must be a cabal of New York editors
who met in an underground cave lit by flickering candles where they
agreed to reject anything written by Malcolm Erskine. How else
explain his lack of success?

“Bullshit,” Marlene had said scornfully.
“Don’t kid yourself. There’s no cabal and no secret agreement. They
reject your stuff because they read it and see that it’s all
crap.”

Had he been fooling himself all these years?
Was his writing, in fact, all crap? No: consider the good reviews
his books had received. They had also received some bad reviews,
but there was no point in paying attention to those.

Oh, well, Malcolm thought, might as well put
a good face on it and bear it.

Which turned out to be hard to do.

Joe Hoffman, of course, led off the
critiquing round. “I do think, Malcolm, that I’ve read this story a
few times in collections of old works from the pulp magazines. And
I’m forced to say — am, in fact, unable to refrain from saying —
that the old pulpers did a better job of it than you did in the
current opus.”

Why, Malcolm wondered, can’t this guy speak
English? Why does he always produce those long, carefully thought
out sentences and deliberate archaisms? Does that come along with
success? Will I start talking that way, some day? Will I, one must
wonder, ever have reason to do so — which is to say, will I ever be
as successful as he? Christ, now I’m thinking the way he talks!

“I’m not really sure that a detailed analysis
of this story would be too terribly productive,” Hoffman went on.
“Suffice it to say that I choose to dismiss it as a minor Erskine
effort — a jeu d’esprit, one might say.”

If one were inclined to say such pretentious
things, Malcolm thought. Prick.

“However,” Hoffman continued, “I must object
to the details of one scene. On page 28 —” riffle, riffle as
all the others flipped through their copies of the story to find
the offending scene “— where you describe the unsuccessful attempt
by the lesser science-fiction writer trained in the martial arts to
fend off the attack by the Marlinga, the details of the physical
encounter are utterly improbable. I feel that I can speak
authoritatively on this subject since, as you may know, I am
a science-fiction writer trained in the martial arts, and I can
assure you, Malcolm, that the physical movements you’ve described
are quite unbelievable.”

And he looked just like you, too,
before the Marlinga got him, Malcolm thought. Of course I
know about your martial arts training, you jerk. You mention it
every chance you get. Why don’t you ever submit anything to
this workshop, Hoffman? Afraid to give me a chance at your stuff in
public?

Larry Lefkowitz, a younger member of the
group, chimed in next. Malcolm had noticed before that Lefkowitz
almost always spoke right after Hoffman, whose protégé he seemed to
have become. “As you know, Malcolm, and as I have urged upon you
before, I feel that the goal of the writer must always be truth,
that is, the presentation of the truth to the masses, whether they
want to hear it or not.”

When, Malcolm wondered, had this child
started sounding like Hoffman? And what made the boy feel he had
the right to lecture his elders and betters? And why was Malcolm
sitting here taking this? And how severe would the legal penalties
be if he strangled the kid?

“I, of course,” Lefkowitz continued,
“am putting my efforts into a novel that I know will change
the world. Unlike you, I’m not concentrating on mere entertainment.
However, that’s your choice, and under the terms of the workshop,
it’s my duty to help you write better entertainment. Or at least to
improve your chances of attaining some degree of commercial
success. That said, given the nature of the sub-genre you have
chosen to write in, I’m willing to accept the silly tough-guy
patois used by your protagonist, but other than that I do
wonder why you don’t strive for more originality and inventiveness
in these rip-roaring action-adventure tales of yours. What I want
to know most of all is, why, in everything you write, do you always
have your hero ending up with a beautiful young woman with black
hair and olive skin and almond-shaped eyes?”

“I do not!” Malcolm protested.

“Yes, you do. It’s in every one of your
novels, and now it’s even in this short story. L-o-o-o-n-g short
story.”

Everyone laughed.

Malcolm gritted his teeth. “Maybe it’s wish
fulfillment, okay? You have yours. I have mine. It’s my fantasy
world and my protagonist, so I’ll have him end up with whatever
kind of girl I want him to.”

“Which is to say, a beautiful young woman
with black hair and olive skin and almond-shaped eyes.” This from
Gloria Samson, whom Malcolm had always found attractive before
today. Now she launched into an attack on his story that made it
sound like the worst waste of paper and ink she had ever read.

“It’s not that bad,” Malcolm said weakly.

“I think it is,” Gloria said.

Bitch, Malcolm thought. Hormones out of
whack, or what? He said nothing, though.

“Trés bourgeois,” Lefkowitz
sneered.

“One thing I have to say,” Joe Hoffman added,
“is that although we’re all sympathetic regarding your marital
problems —”

How the hell did he know already? Malcolm
wondered.

“Not all of us,” Gloria Samson muttered.

“I’m surprised Marlene hung around this
long,” someone else said.

“— I think you should maintain a more
objective attitude toward them,” Hoffman concluded. “I don’t think
you should convert Marlene into the central monster in your
story.”

Good God! Malcolm thought. It’s true! The
story really is all about Marlene the Malignant. It’s not about
some outer-space monster at all!

How humiliating to have to have Joe Hoffman
point that out to him.

More than ever, he felt like an outsider in
the group. Maybe I really wasn’t cut out to be a science-fiction
writer, Malcolm thought gloomily. Maybe I ought to try something
else, some other field. Maybe non-fiction.
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It was one year later that the inspiration to
write Business Secrets from the Stars struck.

For a moment, Malcolm was moved to submit the
manuscript for the book to the workshop as he wrote it, but then
wisdom prevailed. For one thing, the members of the workshop, so
dedicated to trying to produce serious fiction, would never
understand such a book as it was meant to be understood. For
another, one of them might understand the book and its potential
all too well and steal the idea. Malcolm was not the fastest writer
in the world, and he could easily imagine one of the other workshop
members staying up for seventy-two hours straight and producing his
book before he did.

Malcolm trusted no one. Once, he had trusted
Marlene. That, he was determined, would be his last mistake of that
sort.

But he knew almost from the start, from the
opening words of Business Secrets from the Stars, that the
book would be his ticket to the top. And so he was able to sit
quietly at the meetings of the writers’ workshop and feel a
superior certainty when comparing himself to his Piketonian
fellows. He could see now that they were stuck in place, getting
nowhere, repeating themselves, churning out hackneyed work in a
genre with a diminishing readership. Their focus was narrow and
seemed, with each monthly meeting, to be getting narrower.

Even the ones who did try to break out into
the mainstream didn’t know how to go about doing so.

They just don’t get it, Malcolm thought. They
don’t understand how the world works.

Larry Lefkowitz, for example. He had finally
stopped writing science fiction stories that were thinly disguised
political lectures. Now he was working on a long, mainstream novel
that was a thinly disguised — but l-o-o-o-o-ng — political lecture.
It started with a brief scene depicting rabblerousers in
pre-Revolutionary France singing, “A la lanterne, les
aristos!” Then it leaped to contemporary America, where the
sinister ruling class of plutocrats had instructed all the power
companies to install exceedingly high lampposts. The book’s
tentative title was The Second American Revolution, and the
rabblerousing slogan of its heroes was, “Lower the lampposts!”

Malcolm was astonished at how seriously his
fellow workshoppers took all of this. When it was his turn to
comment on the chapters they had all read for this month’s
workshop, Malcolm said, “I think you should make the parallel
clearer. Have them shout ‘Lower the lampposts!’ in French.”

Lefkowitz looked surprised, then interested.
“I like that! Thanks, Malcolm. I’ll do it.”

Malcolm could hardly keep his face straight.
The book was doomed anyway, but just in case it had had a chance,
that touch of wackiness would kill it for sure.

Although the whole lamppost conspiracy thing
is kind of clever, Malcolm thought. I wonder if I could use that
somehow in Business Secrets from the Stars. He pondered the
idea for a while but then gave up on it.

Why should he borrow anything from any of
these people, anyway? They were insignificant compared to what he
would soon be.

Of course, none of them had yet realized that
Malcolm was destined to be the biggest literary and media star that
Piketon had ever produced or probably ever would. So to outward
appearances he remained a lesser figure in the gatherings, and Joe
Hoffman remained the star. That didn’t bother Malcolm quite as much
as it once had.

Enjoy your chieftainship, you prick, Malcolm
thought with calm inner joy. It won’t last.

He looked around the room at the others.
They were stuck on Earth. He was on his way to the
stars.
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CHAPTER FOUR

 


Ah, spawn of my spawn, starspawnspawn, be
always aware, always alert, always on the watch for the Enemy. It
may come in a pleasant guise — for example, a pretty good job with
decent benefits. It may even appear in the form of a beautiful
woman of considerable desirability and unusual skills. But the
Enemy’s true mission is always to sap your strength, to feast upon
your vital juices, and to leave you a drained husk. Do not be
deceived, O Earthian hero! Do not become a meal for a Black Widow
spider! Yours is a higher destiny!

— Business Secrets from the Stars, through
the mouth of Malcolm Erskine, from the channeled spirit of Lukas of
Aldebaran, who had scars of his own.

 


When Marlene and Malcolm first met, she was a
receptionist at Western Bell, working at the front desk of the
office where Malcolm had just been hired as a programmer. Marlene
was small, lean, lively, animated, extremely pretty, with
dark-brown hair which she wore at about chin length. At his first
sight of her, Malcolm felt as though he’d been, if not quite
punched in the stomach, at least slapped there.

On their first date, they talked and talked
and discovered an instant compatibility in almost everything —
music, movies, books, plays, food and drink, dislike for various
fellow employees. He told her all about his writing dreams and the
small but promising success he had had at that point. She, misled
by the absurd portrait of the writer’s life depicted in Hollywood
movies, assumed he would soon be rich and, not too many years
later, would die of cirrhosis of the liver, leaving whomever he had
married a very rich widow.

On their second date, Marlene showed Malcolm
that what he had always thought was sex was in fact a pale
substitute for the real thing. Marlene was the real thing.

That night, he asked himself, How can I let
this get away from me?

By morning, the question had changed. Can I,
he asked himself, survive a steady diet of this?

Not to worry, Malcolm.

The supply of rapture diminished quickly
after their wedding, which took place three months after that
second date. He had been in no physical danger from Marlene, after
all.

Psychological danger was a different matter
entirely.

After marriage, Marlene disclosed an
ambitious facet to her personality that had been well hidden
before. Their combined salaries provided a comfortable life for a
childless young couple, with a reasonable ration of luxuries, but
Marlene wanted much, much more.

First she signed up for one of the programs
under which Western Bell paid for college courses taken by its
employees.

These programs covered business courses only.
Malcolm had once tried to get the company to pay for an art
appreciation course he was interested in. The attempt had brought
him some very angry interoffice mail from someone who officed on a
very high floor. Even those employees who wanted to take business
courses usually had trouble getting approval for time off and
getting the company to pay the tuition and buy the books. The
programs existed on paper to make Western Bell look good, not to do
its employees any good.

But Marlene was very good at getting other
people to do things for her, and she had no problem getting the
company to pay the tuition for her courses.

In a very few years, she had completed her
degree in accounting and had quit Western Bell for a nicely paid
job working for the largest commercial enterprise in the state,
First Arapahoe Savings and Extortion. The youngish couple’s
circumstances should have improved considerably because of
Marlene’s higher salary, but she preferred to spend most of the
extra income on herself and save the rest of it in a savings
account with only her name on it. Major improvements in their
lifestyle, she explained not very patiently, would have to come
from increases in Malcolm’s earnings.

And speaking of which, “Why aren’t you doing
something to advance yourself?” Marlene asked frequently. “You
could take some courses, like I did, something useful, and either
move up the ladder at Western, or else come over to First, like
me.”

And then Malcolm made his second biggest
mistake since marrying Marlene, the biggest having been the
marriage itself. One of the times she said this to him — the last
time, in fact — he sneered and replied, “Oh, sure, something really
fascinating, like a bookkeeping course. Gag. And then I could move
up to some really brain-dead job, like Assistant Comptroller, or
something.”

Marlene narrowed her little eyes and pursed
her little mouth. Only the day before, she had said something
admiring about Fred Seicht, Assistant Comptroller at First Arapahoe
Savings and Extortion. “A damned sight more useful than art
appreciation, anyway,” she said in what he should have recognized
by now as a dangerous tone.

“Right. Sure. I guess an Assistant
Comptroller would be more interested in how much a painting could
be sold for than in what the artist was trying to say, right?”

“Right, because the artist was probably
saying, ‘How the hell am I going to pay this month’s rent if I
don’t sell this crummy painting?’ And that reminds me, what the
hell do you think you’re doing buying yourself a computer to do
your stupid writing on?”

“I can write faster and more easily on a
computer. I explained that to you. There’s no comparison between
using a computer and using a typewriter.”

“Oh, yeah, I understand that, all right. What
I’m wondering is why you need a computer. It’d make a
difference to a real writer. I can see that. But not to
you.”

Through gritted teeth, Malcolm said,
“Writing’s my real future, not moving up the yuppie ladder at First
Arapahoe or Western Bell, or anywhere else. I’m a writer, first and
foremost. Some day, I’ll be making my living at it.”

Marlene snorted. “When pigs have wings. So
you’ve had one story published in one of those crummy
science-fiction magazines you buy, which is another big waste of
money, although not as big as a computer. What they paid you for
that dumb story didn’t even cover the cost of the postage you spent
on sending it to the other magazines that rejected it first.”

She knew that because Malcolm had told her.
It would not have been true if he had sent the story to the
science-fiction magazines first, instead of wasting time and stamps
sending it to Harper’s, The New Yorker, The
Atlantic, Esquire, Playboy, and so on. Always
start at the top, Malcolm believed. The ones at the top always
rejected everything of his, after which he sent his stories where
they belonged, to the magazines that specialized in the sort of
fiction he wrote. Unfortunately, they always rejected his stories,
too.

Except for “Time’s Razor,” which one of them
bought. Marlene was not impressed. One hundred dollars seemed to
Malcolm to be a large amount of money for a short story. To
Marlene, it was insignificant. After she had said so often enough,
Malcolm found himself beginning to think of it as pretty
insignificant, too.

Marlene never read any of his work before he
submitted it. When he asked her to, just so he could get her
opinion of it, she refused. However, he had sold “Time’s Razor”
before they started dating, so she did read it in its published
form — after sneering at the cover of the magazine it was published
in.

“Mildly entertaining,” she pronounced. “Very
mildly.” Then she flipped through a few pages to another short
story in the same issue. “I read this one, too. ‘Morphometasis.’
It’s a Kafka parody by some guy named —” naturally “— Joe Hoffman.
Really good. Now, that guy can write!”

Thank you so very much, companion of my
bosom.

Malcolm snatched the magazine back and
returned it to its place of honor, which was an otherwise empty
shelf of the wooden bookcase in his study, the shelf destined to
hold the published works of Malcolm Erskine — at least, until the
hoped-for time when the published works outgrew that shelf and
required a second shelf. And a third...

Even when that magazine was joined by another
containing a Malcolm Erskine story (and no Joe Hoffman story in
that issue), and then by a novel, and then by a second novel, and
then by a third — all paperback, admittedly, but two of them
resulting in some lukewarm praise from a couple of reviewers in
obscure Sunday newspapers — Marlene was not impressed.

“When you can get enough money from one of
those things to buy me a new car,” she had said, “then I’ll
be impressed. Or a new house. Or when I see your name on the
bestseller lists, maybe then. But not because of this.” And she
gestured in a dismissing sort of way toward the bookshelf with the
two magazines and the three paperback books neatly standing on the
left-hand side of it. With that gesture, the five publications
seemed to shrink in Malcolm’s eyes, and what loomed was the amount
of empty space on the shelf.

It didn’t help that the second magazine was
the sleazy men’s publication which embarrassed even Malcolm. Nor
did it help when Marlene finally met Joe Hoffman and she
immediately told Malcolm that Hoffman was not only what a writer
should be but what a man should be, too.

Later, in the grungy little apartment to
which the divorce had reduced him, Malcolm was limited to using his
bedroom as his study as well, and there was room for only one
bookcase, a small put-it-together-yourself thing of scratched and
dented and rusted metal that he had picked up at a thrift store. It
sagged and leaned and swayed dangerously, and it was completely
inadequate to his needs. Nonetheless, he still reserved one shelf
for nothing but the published works of Malcolm Erskine, and the
smallness of the bookcase made the collection of those works look,
if not more impressive than they had looked in the large, sturdy
wooden bookcase in what had been his home, then at least less
unimpressive. Or so he told himself.

Less unimpressive, Malcolm repeated to
himself. The story of my life. From unimpressive to less
unimpressive. Ever on the upward path, until, eventually, in the
fullness of time and the glory of my fulfillment, I’ll become
really, truly, seriously not unimpressive at all.

At least now that he was living on his own he
could watch Felicia Finewine as much as he wanted to.

She was a television journalist who came as
close to being Malcolm’s dream girl as any television journalist
ever had. Sometimes she read the news, sometimes she interviewed
celebrities, sometimes she reported from interesting places and
said interesting things about them. Malcolm didn’t care what she
did. He had watched her fervently for years, although during his
marriage to Marlene he had only done so when Ms. Maleficent was out
of the house.

Felicia was on tonight, interviewing some
celebrity who didn’t deserve to be in the same room as her. Malcolm
deserved to be there. Malcolm deserved even more than that. For
now, he’d have to be content with watching her.

Every now and then, Malcolm went through a
phase where he tried to convince himself that Felicia Finewine and
all the other desirable women on television weren’t real, that they
were actually nothing but digital constructs, simulations, created
by super-secret, immensely advanced computers programmed by sadists
who were, he had to admit, far better programmers than he would
ever be. Such women couldn’t exist in the real world, couldn’t
breathe and walk and talk and — oh, most terribly painful thought
of all! — condescend to have sex with mortal men none of whom was
named Malcolm Erskine.

But even when he did manage to come close to
convincing himself that that was true, it didn’t lessen his anguish
at the knowledge that no such woman would ever condescend to have
sex with him. Not as he was now, anyway.

If Felicia Finewine was real — as of course
he knew she was — then he could keep dreaming that some day he
would achieve a level of celebrity sufficient to attract her
interest and that then... then... then...

He never grew tired of those fantasies. He
did grow tired of the fact that they remained fantasies.

It was another reason to keep working at his
writing, though.

He turned on the television and sat
impatiently, drumming his fingers on the arm of his broken-down
couch, squirming in his seat, enduring the last ten minutes of some
endless, pointless program about the nasty doings of the recently
installed President Longlegs. Malcolm hated politics at the best of
times. It had nothing to do with him. As far as he could see, it
had nothing to do with any real people. It existed mainly to
provide employment to political commentators and, right now, to
delay the appearance on his television screen of the glorious
Felicia.

At last the dreary political nonsense came to
an end, and then the string of commercials following that was over,
and there she was, Felicia Finewine.

Oh, Felicia! Oh, that hair! Oh, that dusky
skin! Oh, that mouth! Oh, those dark eyes! Oh, those luscious,
round, full, perfect vowels!

Felicia smiled widely at the camera, and
Malcolm’s heart skipped a beat. “Before I begin tonight’s program,”
she said, her voice filling him with warmth and happiness, “I’d
like to inject a personal note.” She held up her left hand to
display a monstrous diamond in a jewel-encrusted ring on her third
finger. “I just got engaged today!” She giggled. “To a really
wonderful guy. He’s a big time pro athlete, and he’s really,” she
blushed and looked down at the floor, “really big.”

Malcolm’s heart skipped three beats. Oh,
Felicia! Oh, no! How could you do this to me? Why couldn’t you wait
till I managed to get famous? You were going to interview me and
fall in love with me and fling your arms around me and —

And then he noticed who tonight’s guest was,
the interviewee, sitting in the other armchair, his foul knees
almost touching Felicia’s exquisite ones, his eyes fixed on her
chest, his hands clutching the chair’s arms fiercely, almost as
fiercely as Malcolm clutched the arm of his couch: Milo Grossbuck!
The evil alien invader from a nauseating star system!

“Tonight’s guest,” Felicia said brightly, “is
a true titan of American industry, Mr. Milo Grossbuck, the Big Guy
of Western Bell Universal Telecommunications Incorporated, one of
our premier companies. Or, as he’s more widely known in the
rough-and-tumble, shoot-from-the-hip, wild-and-wooly world of
telecommunications in the Western states, Big,” she paused for a
moment and breathed twice rapidly, “Buck.”

“But you can call me Big,” Grossbuck said
oilily.

Felicia laughed charmingly, as she always
did, although for once Malcolm saw no charm in it. Malcolm, in
fact, ground his teeth.

“But tonight,” Felicia said, “we asked you to
come here, not to talk about the telecommunications industry that
you serve so well, fascinating though that subject is. Tonight,
you’re here to talk about your new book.”

“What?” Malcolm shrieked.

“Yes, that’s right, Felicious. Felicia.
First, this is a good opportunity. I have an announcement. In
keeping with our evolving nature, we’re changing our name.”

Felicia looked confused. “From
Grossbuck?”

“No, no!” Grossbuck boomed out a hearty laugh
and slapped his knee. Then he slapped Felicia’s knee.

Malcolm ground his teeth.

A book!

A knee touch!

A nuclear explosion! Now!

“Not my name. My company’s name. As of the
first of next month, we’ll be known as Western Magna Comm.” He
pronounced the name as though it portended a shaking of the
earth.

“Jesus Christ,” Malcolm groaned. “And the new
company cheer will be Magna! Bull!”

“We even have a company cheer to go along
with that,” Grossbuck said. “Wingledoog.”

“Of course,” Felicia said. “That’s very
exciting.”

“We’re gonna be leaner. Meaner. Keener.
Neener, neener. Geep. We’ve also acquired a controlling interest in
a couple of major newspapers, including one in our home city of
Piketon. Get our word out. Sides, sides. Stories have ’em. We’ll
get ours out there.”

“Now, your book,” Felicia said, holding up a
thick tome with a gold and black cover with raised silver lettering
that caught the studio lights and made Malcolm weep, “is called,
The Big Buck Speaks: Straight Talk from a Titan of
Industry.”

Grossbuck repeated happily after her, “A
titan of industry.”

“I understand this book is full of
hard-hitting straight talk,” Felicia said. “Strong, penetrating
advice.” She paused. “That we should all take in. Big,” breathe,
breathe, “Buck.”

“That’s right, that’s right,” Grossbuck said,
nodding. “Real advice for real Americans. About the Founding
Fathers. Capitalists. Christians. Strong men. Real men.
Intelligent, thoughtful, educated, but not wimps. Like me. Played
football. Ovoids. Pigskin. Get Big Government off the playing
field. Netch. Bring on the competition. Best team grinds the other
guys into the dirt.” He pounded the arm of his chair with his soft
fist. “That’s natural law.”

“Wow! I mean, we’ll have to break for a
commercial now, folks, but then we’ll be right back with the Big,”
pant, pant, “Buck.”

Malcolm could bear no more. He wept as he
turned off the television set.

Oh, Felicia, Felicia! I’ve been so faithful
to you for all these years! How could you! With him! And you’re
even engaged! I spurn you, I renounce you, you are nothing to me
from this moment forward!

Oh, don’t be silly, he told himself. You’d
lick her shoes if she asked you to. Which she never will. Not if
you never become famous and she never has any idea who you are.

You’ll never get famous working for Western
Magma or Magna or whatever the hell it is this week, he told
himself. It’ll only happen through writing.

And at least you’ve still got your
computer.

Marlene had expressed no interest in the
machine, no resentment, even, that he had broken into the house and
removed it. Of course she had known right away who had done
that.

His desk, along with all the other furniture
of what had been his study, was still in the house — what had been
his house. Or possibly Marlene had sold it. Or possibly she had
given it away. He was sure she would do that rather than let him
have it. He was surprised that she hadn’t tried to get the computer
back so she could do the same with it, just to spite him.

What he didn’t realize was that Marlene felt
that letting Malcolm keep the computer was far crueler than keeping
it from him. She imagined that every time he saw its blank screen
staring accusingly at him, saying, “Fill me with words, you
worthless piece of scum!” or its keyboard crying out, “Beat on me,
shithead, punish me with your inadequate creative ejaculate!” he
would be filled with self-hatred at his auctorial inadequacy.

How could she have known that he would, in
fact, use it to write his one and only bestseller?

The first chapter of which he completed on a
pleasant late Saturday afternoon in October, in the full flood of
Indian Summer.

For once, the apartment was not an oven.
Malcolm had opened the tiny window in the living room, at the front
of the apartment, and the equally tiny window in the kitchen, at
the rear, and for once air actually moved through his tomb.

Malcolm finished describing the conversation
in which Lukas of Aldebaran, Malcolm’s interstellar contact
via the spirit plane, explains to him the three great
principles on which the Andromeda Corporation operated in ancient
times:

 


And then Lukas spoke to me further, mind to
mind, as follows:

Know, O Earthian cousin, that we believe that
no customer of ours ever buys anything from us, but rather that we,
the Andromeda Corporation, must sell our goods to him. It is in the
nature of the cosmos itself that we must be proactive rather than
reactive or retroactive, forward looking instead of backward
looking, aggressive rather than regressive. We like to say, “Better
a neutron star than a black hole.”

Know further, O Earthian cousin of mine, that
none who works for the Andromeda Corporation is limited in the
heights to which he, she, it, or they may attain. He or she or it
or they is or are the only entity or entities, the only sentient
outcropping or outcroppings of the Cosmic All, manifesting itself
or themselves at this point in consciousness time, who can
determine how high up the ladder of corporate success he or she or
it or they will climb.

 


Malcolm pondered that paragraph for a while,
wondering if he ought to rework it for clarity. In the end, he
decided that the murkier his prose was, the better the book’s
chances in this New Age. But he did decide to end the chapter with
something he thought was rather snappy.

 


Or as we, your cosmic cousins, like to say,
“Better to provide your own rocket thrust than to rely on a gravity
assist from a passive massive object.”

And finally, O Earthian descendant of my own
ancestors, stardust of my stardust, sharer of the same radiant
energy which vitalizes me, know that the socioeconomic system you
call “capitalism” is woven into the very woof and warp of the
spacetime continuum, the fabric of the cosmos, the cloth of
existence. Your holy book, the Bible, tells you so, and that is
because it was written by prophets who were attuned to the Infinite
All itself. The same is true of other holy books of your world, and
the holy books of many, many other worlds, too. Thus you are
working in perfect concert and smooth harmony with both Science and
Spirit when you make all the money you can and think about making
money all the time you’re awake and dream about it all night. Or as
we, the very flesh of your flesh, prefer to put it, “It’s not
fusion that powers the stars, or gravity that shapes the galaxies,
or genetic drift that brings about the species, it’s
competition!”

And then Lukas’s wonderful spirit voice faded
from my mind, and I awoke from my channeling trance to the cold,
pure wind of the high mountains. Snow-clad peaks marched away
before me, blue-tinged by the atmosphere, darkening in the
twilight, to the very edge of the world where the sun was setting
in scarlet splendor!

 


Malcolm hesitated. Was “scarlet splendor”
overdoing it? Was the closing exclamation mark a little too much?
Then he reread the whole chapter and decided that it was all
perfect as it stood. Sometimes it was best to overdo things. His
long-dead cosmic cousins of the Andromeda Corporation had probably
had some favorite saying on this very subject, but he was too tired
just then to try to make it up.

This channeling stuff was hard work, very
taxing on the imagination. He wondered how the other fakes managed
to keep it up. Probably, he decided, by keeping their attention
focused on the obscene sums of money they earned from it.

I think, he told himself, I will reward
myself with a real dinner, cooked by someone else, eaten on dishes
that someone else will wash. No beans tonight. Tonight it will
be...

He thought for a while, mentally cataloguing
his favorite restaurants and comparing the cost of a meal at each
one to the balance left in his wallet.

Greek! he decided, delighted at his choice.
Gyros and souvlaki on pita bread with feta cheese and onions and
lemon soup and all kinds of other stuff! Washed down with immense
quantities of beer! Yes! I deserve it!

And his favorite of all the Greek restaurants
in Piketon was within walking distance, which was a very important
consideration in these his carless days.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


The joint was rocking that afternoon.

The restaurant — built on utterly flat ground
but called The Acropolis anyway — consisted of three separate
eating areas. To be more accurate, it had one eating area, one
drinking area, and one baking area.

The first was the main dining room, which was
large, light, and airy, and one of Malcolm’s favorite places.

The second was the large bar area through
which customers entered the restaurant. It contained a bar of
prodigious length and three pool tables. All four were heavily
populated today. The noise was deafening, the air was thick with
cigarette smoke, and Malcolm decided not to bother with beer
because he felt drunk just from breathing the alcohol vapor as he
passed through the room.

He was led to a table in the dining room. He
waved away the menu, ordered the pile of Greek food he had planned
on, and then called the waitress back and urged her to bring him a
beer as quickly as possible and to keep replacing each bottle with
a new, full one as soon as he had emptied it. This sudden need
resulted from his having looked through the glass-paneled door that
formed one wall of the dining room, out into the third eating area,
the sunny patio.

One of the few topics on which Marlene and he
had remained in agreement even during the long period of fights and
disagreements, the disintegration of their marriage, was that The
Acropolis’s patio was unbearably hot except during winter, when it
was closed because it was unbearably cold. They had always referred
to it as “the baking area,” and they had joined in scorn and
condemnation of the local yuppies who sat out there working on
their tans, catching some rays, or in Marlene’s words “Riding that
melanoma express.” But now he could see Marlene herself out there,
dressed in her best yuppie clothing and sharing a sunny table with
a man of the same subcultural persuasion.

The man was tall, dark, and handsome. His
face was unwrinkled and unsagging, and his shoulders were broad.
Presumably because of the sunlight, he had taken off his suit
jacket and rolled his sleeves fashionably half way up his forearms,
which Malcolm could therefore see were well muscled, with the
prominent veins of an athlete. The man was grinning, his eyes were
shining, and he was speaking animatedly while he leaned familiarly
toward Marlene. She was responding — laughing, smiling, writhing,
panting, licking her whiskers and twitching her ears and tail with
eager anticipation. Malcolm did not need to be told that her
companion was Fred Seicht, Assistant Comptroller at First Arapahoe
Savings and Extortion.

Malcolm’s first reaction was to order the
steady stream of beer.

His second reaction was a flood of blind,
unthinking hatred toward Marlene combined with a desire to deal an
unimaginably horrible death to her male companion.

His third reaction was the realization that
Marlene was indeed an enormously desirable woman.

He had known that once, when they’d first met
and in the early days of their marriage, but his appreciation of
her great sexuality and high libido had faded when faced, day after
day and year after year, with her even more impressive bitchiness.
Now he forgot the bitchiness and remembered only the lovely, firm,
small body, the litheness and liveliness, the enthusiasm and
eagerness. And the skills.

“Oh, Marlene!” he moaned and stood up and
lunged and grabbed the first beer from the tray of the approaching
and startled waitress and sat down and tilted his head back and
choked and spluttered the beer down as fast as he could. It ran out
of the corners of his mouth and mingled with the tears streaming
down his cheeks. When Malcolm put the bottle down on the table, it
was empty.

“Another, sir?” the waitress asked timidly,
keeping her distance.

“Yes! Yes! That’s what I said — keep ‘em
coming. Oh, Marlene! Sob.”

His food came, the glorious Greek feast he
had been looking forward to all the way from his apartment to the
restaurant, his reward for his new literary diligence and an
advance celebration of anticipated success, and it was tasteless
and pointless. He stuffed huge quantities into his mouth, chewed
them without pleasure, and swallowed them with the help of much
beer, which had also lost all taste or ability to give him
pleasure.

“Oh, Marlene,” he moaned whenever he wasn’t
actually swallowing.

The waitress stayed far away, except to bring
him the requested steady supply of fresh beer. The other customers
finished hurriedly and left. Soon the dining room was deserted
except for the miserable and moaning and increasingly drunk Malcolm
Erskine.

There were quite a few customers on the
patio, but Malcolm could only see Marlene and Fred Seicht. By now,
they had finished their lunch and were holding hands and touching
each other repeatedly. He had no doubt that they would continue the
mutual exploration with even less restraint later. Perhaps — final
insult — they would consummate the dinner, have their dessert, in
Malcolm’s very own ex-bed in his very own ex-house.

“Oh, Marlene!”

Marlene and her assistant comptroller stood
to leave, and Marlene turned and noticed her ex-husband. Seicht put
his hand on her buttocks. She smirked at Malcolm as they passed his
table on the way out.

Malcolm’s misery turned back to rage.

The bitch! Stupid, worthless, mindless...
stupid little bitch! He’d show her! Once Business Secrets
from the Stars hit the stands, he’d be rich and famous, worth
far more than any assistant comptroller and far better known, and
then she’d be sorry!

He imagined Marlene looking at his picture in
People magazine.

“Malcolm Erskine was the most famous of the
celebrities who showed up for the premiere of the movie version of
his latest novel, Sins, Sex, and Software. He was
accompanied by his social secretary, the stunningly, exotically
beautiful young woman with shoulder-length black hair and olive
skin shown here hanging on his arm and his every word and staring
up at him adoringly.”

Suddenly, the food and drink acquired taste
again. Only a few bites were left on his plate, only a few sips in
the current bottle. Malcolm savored them for a long time, chewing
slowly and rolling the beer over his tongue. Then he paid, heaved
himself to his feet, and headed for home, walking with surprising
steadiness.

Back at his apartment, he stayed up all night
hunched over his keyboard, watching the glowing words of New-Age
nonsense springing into existence in orderly lines on his monitor.
By morning, he had finished the second chapter of his
masterpiece.

Take that, Marlene!

He rewarded himself by going to bed.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


My cosmic child, these are the true laws of
nature, which I shall present to you in the form of bullet points,
for this is proper among beings of our intellectual prowess:

* The Basic Law of Nature

Greed and acquisition are at the heart of
everything. The more you want, the more you strive to acquire what
you deserve to have. The more you acquire, the more you want. This
great natural cycle is the driving engine of all progress and all
morality. So it was in our day, so it is in yours, and so it shall
always be, everywhere in the Universe.

* The Marketplace and its Heroes

From this cycle are derived the laws of the
holy marketplace, which are as real and predictable and perfect as
those of your fine fellow Newton himself. Learn those marketplace
laws and live those marketplace laws and never cease to preach
them. Clearly, those who understand and live the laws of the
marketplace are men of prudence, high intellect, and powerful
virility.

* The Role of Government

Government is an evil device that functions
only to protect the weak and foolish from the proper workings of
natural law. Government should always minimize the damage resulting
from its evil presence by never interfering with you in any way. On
rare occasions, however, through no fault of your own, you may find
your enterprises in a perilous condition. Your corporations,
despite their moral superiority and entrepreneurial puissance, may
require propping up in order to survive. At such times, government
finds its true — indeed, its only — function: to suck treasure from
the pockets of the unworthy and heap it upon you, so that the great
engines of productivity may once again hum.

— From a mind-to-mind slide show by Lukas
of Aldebaran, as imagined by Malcolm Erskine and reproduced in
Business Secrets from the Stars.



By the time Malcolm finished the manuscript
of Business Secrets from the Stars, he and Judith Tillen had
parted professional ways.

Malcolm’s marriage had lasted ten years, his
first agent had lasted three years, and his second agent had lasted
six months.

This is not a good track record, Malcolm told
himself. I’d better not get married again.

He assured himself that he also didn’t need
an agent again. He would market his new book by himself.

First, though, he had to print it. All he had
so far was a collection of magnetic domains on a hard drive
spinning away in his computer.

In those ancient days, O Fellow Starspawn,
laser printers were very expensive and could only be afforded by
largish companies or — gnash your teeth at this thought, as Malcolm
so often did — very successful writers. Therefore, Malcolm
habitually used the laser printer at work. This time, though, he
was reluctant to do that. For one thing, it seemed inappropriate
for the author of the book that would soon dominate the best-seller
lists to have to print it a few pages at a time, all the while
looking over his shoulder nervously in case he was caught breaking
a company rule. It was not dignified. For another and more
important thing, he had the feeling that the frequent mysterious
disappearance of dozens or hundreds of sheets of laser printer
paper and the mysteriously frequent need to replace the printer’s
toner cartridge were already being traced to him as the logical
suspect.

What he needed was a laser printer of his
very own, in his very own cramped apartment, next to his very own
personal computer. No, what he needed was the money to buy such a
printer.

The very day that thought came to him, a
fortuitous letter came, too.

When he first saw the long envelope with the
name “Marlene Erskine” imprinted in the upper left-hand corner,
along with his own ex-address, he almost threw it away without
opening it. He was sure it did not contain an eloquent plea for him
to return to her. A complaint connected with alimony payments would
have come from a lawyer. Nothing else was of interest to him.
Fortunately, he decided to open it and read the sheet inside.

It was a page torn from Extortion
Extracts, the internal newsletter of First Arapahoe Savings and
Extortion. Circled in red, just in case Malcolm might have missed
it, was an announcement in the middle of the page.

 


Marlene Erskine has been promoted to First
Administrative Executive Assistant Playpal to Assistant Comptroller
Fred Seicht. Along with her increased responsibilities and higher
salary, Ms. Erskine cited the chance to work even more closely with
Mr. Seicht, a man, in her words, “with large talents and an
admirably hard-driving style.” Ms. Erskine, who is a great favorite
with all the guys here at Extortion Extracts, also informed us that
she expects to be able to use her annual raise for scandalous
self-indulgence since her basic living expenses are fortunately
being covered by her schmuck of an ex-husband.

 


At the bottom was a printed note from the new
playpal herself.

 


Dearest Malcolm:

Isn’t this great? I know you’re so proud and
pleased for me. Fred even equipped your ex-study with a new,
powerful computer and laser printer so that on days I want to sleep
in, I can still do all the important spreadsheeting and word
processing that go with my job and print them out snazzily and then
go back to bed.

Bed is so much more important and attractive
to me now than it used to be.

 


The printed words were followed by Marlene’s
signature, which he noted was considerably larger and more ornate
than it used to be.

A postscript was added at the very end.

 


The company’s also bought me a new BMW, so
I’m leaving your old scrap pile parked at the curb with the key in
the ignition. You can have it, if you want. If you don’t, I’m sure
someone will take care of it real soon.

 


Malcolm looked carefully at the individual
letters. Crisp, clean, even, lovely. What editor could fail to be
impressed by a manuscript printed so beautifully?

He checked his watch. Seven p.m. Two hours
until full dark. Three hours until Marlene went to bed. Allow two
more to be sure she would be very deeply asleep. She had always
insisted on her full “beauty sleep,” as she called it. He had to
admit that it seemed to do the job for her.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Night fell at last — a cool, crisp,
cloudless, moonless night. Time passed, and the lights went out in
the surrounding buildings. By midnight, except for the streetlights
and the occasional car passing on the major street two blocks away,
the city slept.

All but Malcolm Erskine.

Malcolm slipped out of his apartment building
into the darkness. He was dressed as those bent on dangerous
nighttime missions always dress, according to the movies: black
pants, black socks, black shoes, black sweater, black woolen cap.
Or as close as he could come to that ideal. In fact, he wore blue
jeans, navy blue socks, and blue running shoes with, unfortunately,
white swirly things on them. His sweater was a very dark red, but
it was the darkest sweater he had, and it looked close enough to
black at night. He did, though, have on a truly black woolen cap.
It was making his head sweat and itch.

He had thought about painting dark blotches
under his eyes, as movie characters always did, but he had nothing
with which to do the painting. Anyway, he had never understood why
that was supposed to help.

And he didn’t want to be too conspicuous. He
was going to have to travel by bus and foot to get to his ex-house
and ex-, and apparently present, car. For that matter, if some
passing auto thief had already noticed the key in the ignition and
stolen the car, he would have to return to his apartment by foot
and bus, empty handed. That might well have happened. According to
the date stamp on the envelope, two days had passed since Marlene
had mailed the letter, and presumably his old car had been sitting
by the curb invitingly during that time.

It was twelve-twenty in the morning by the
time Malcolm reached downtown Piketon. He walked briskly along
dark, deserted streets that he was used to seeing sunlit and
crowded.

He passed occasional groups of two or three
young men lurking at street corners. He recognized some of them as
the shuffling, deferential panhandlers who approached him during
the day. Now they stood straight, and there was nothing deferential
in their stares. Police cars cruised by, but not often enough for
Malcolm’s taste — even though he was also nervous about arousing
the suspicions of the cruising police. He snatched the cap from his
head and crumpled it up in his hand. His head felt a lot
better.

At last he reached the bus stop he wanted,
and at last a bus arrived, the nighttime version of the bus he had
been wont to take home, when he had had a real home. By now, it was
after one a.m. Malcolm, as he climbed aboard the bus, was wide
awake, every nerve ajangle.

He looked around surreptitiously at his
fellow passengers. These were not the suited, briefcase-carrying
types who inhabited the bus in the daytime. Instead, there were one
pale young white woman with a sleeping baby and a black eye, one
old black man muttering to himself, one young white man staring
into space and wearing a bitter expression. And, of course, Malcolm
Erskine, shadow in the night.

Each of the other three was dressed too
lightly for the chill night and in shabby clothes. Maybe, thought
Malcolm, my own problems are not really the worst ones in the
world. Then he thought about Marlene and Fred Seicht and Joe
Hoffman, and he decided that yes, they really were.

During the day, this bus would have taken him
to within a couple of blocks of his former home. But the route was
abbreviated after dark, and he found himself with two miles to
walk. Thus it was close to two-thirty when he finally came within
sight of the house that now belonged exclusively to Marlene. He was
footsore and exhausted, but his dented Honda parked by the curb
acted as a tonic. The most worrisome element in his scheme was no
longer a worry.

With a spring in his step, he climbed the
fence and crept across the lawn to the back of the house.
Fortunately, the last barking dog in the neighborhood had died of
old age two years earlier, and the dogs that still lived in the
area were much too sensible to let a prowler disturb their
sleep.

One of the living room’s large windows faced
the back yard. The window’s lock had never worked properly. This
was how he had entered the house when he had snatched his computer.
If you jiggled the window in its frame a few times, the latch would
fall open. Malcolm had noticed this at an early date, but he had
never mentioned it to Marlene, because then she would have insisted
that he repair it, and that would have involved physical effort.
How foresightful of me, Malcolm congratulated himself.

Within minutes, he was inside the house, and
he had made scarcely a sound.

Not that utter silence was necessary. Marlene
always was a sound sleeper, he reminded himself. Especially when I
was interested in something other than sleeping.

He crept slowly up the stairs, avoiding the
creaky places he remembered. He navigated by touch, surprising
himself at how easy it was to do so, how well he remembered every
detail of the layout of the house.

His ex-study had been a bedroom when they had
moved in, and its door faced that of the master bedroom, where
Marlene even now was no doubt dreaming sweet dreams of money and
power.

He navigated carefully through the study by
touch. His fingers found the new computer and laser printer.
Feeling around gently, careful not to knock anything over, he also
determined that this was not his old, second-hand metal desk, but a
much thicker, heavier one of wood. An expensive wood, he had no
doubt. Still operating entirely by feel, he took out the small
screwdriver he had brought with him and set about disconnecting the
printer from the computer.

A sound from the bedroom!

Malcolm froze in place, holding his
breath.

A man’s voice mumbled, “Friendly
takeover.”

Marlene, also mumbling, said, “Risky
investment.”

Malcolm ground his teeth.

More mumbling, this time too indistinct for
Malcolm to make out any words. Then began the rhythmic creaking of
bed springs that he had hoped he wouldn’t hear.

“Fred, Fred, Fred, Fred!” Marlene called out.
“Oh, Fred, you’re so adequate!”

Seicht gasped, “Credit-debit, credit-debit,
credit-debit.”

Marlene, shrieking: “Bottom line! Oh! Yes!
Bottom l-i-i-i-i-ne!”

Seicht, grunting: “Injection of fresh
capital.”

A series of happy grunts and groans and moans
and mumbles, kisses and giggles, and then silence.

Malcolm waited until he was sure they were
both asleep again and the red glow of fury had disappeared from the
world. He flexed the hand that had been trying to choke the
screwdriver to death, and then he set about his task again. He
wished it were possible to take the desk, too. Hell, to take the
house and leave Marlene and Seicht to wake up in a vacant lot,
surrounded by interested neighbors.

By five o’clock, he was home, the laser
printer was set up, and his manuscript was printing at a steady
rate of one page every five seconds. By the time Malcolm had
finished shaving and showering, with regular stops to refill the
printer’s paper tray, he had a complete copy of Business Secrets
from the Stars, printed so beautifully that just to look at it
was a pleasure.

He fixed himself a pot of coffee. He stared
at the stack of crisp white pages that he hoped held his future
success. He sipped his coffee. He breathed in the brisk, clean
morning air blowing in the kitchen window. He even savored the
rising traffic sounds, for soon, he was sure, he would be moving to
a much more expensive, much quieter neighborhood.

It is a far, far better place I go to than I
have ever been, he thought.

And you ain’t coming with me, Marlene.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Malcolm didn’t want to send any publisher a
proposal — an outline and a few chapters — for Business Secrets
from the Stars. No proposal could do his brilliant idea
justice. Editors and marketeers had to see the whole thing to
understand properly what a gold mine his gimmick was. So he scoured
a few reference books and newsletters he subscribed to and came up
with a fairly short list of publishers willing to look at complete
unsolicited manuscripts.

He decided to be brave and aggressive and
start with the most respected and feared of those on the list.

But for an instant his spirit failed him.
When the fresh and beautiful pile of pages was properly rubber
banded and cover lettered and sealed within a neatly addressed
padded envelope, ready to go out into the world and make its
intellectual daddy’s fortune for him, that daddy had a moment of
doubt. He couldn’t help remembering the last manuscript he had sent
out in just this way, with the very same high hopes.

That had been Mired in the Midlist,
his grand comic novel about the wacky adventures of a failed writer
trying to revive his career. The book had started out as a serious,
grim mainstream novel, but he had decided it would be more
entertaining as a comedy and had rewritten it accordingly. He had
sent it to Judith Tillen, and she had replied quickly by letter
explaining that the book was unamusing and unsalable and she was no
longer his agent.

Her letter said, in part, “All humor proceeds
from pain. Reading this manuscript, I can feel your pain. I can
also see why I’ve had such limited success placing your work. You
would probably be doing your career a great favor if you were to
deal with an agent who was more in tune with your writing and more
enthusiastic about marketing it.”

As she wrote that, she was thinking that
Malcolm was a clueless twit as well as a talentless one and that
she was far better off without him and that she was sure she’d
never hear of him or anything he wrote again. After she sealed the
letter, for some reason, she wasn’t sure why, she had an
overwhelming urge to scour the city for a real Southern-style pecan
pie.

Malcolm read her letter a few times.
Circumlocuitousness tended to confuse him. One thing he had to say
for Marlene: she never beat around the bush. He kept hoping he was
misunderstanding Judith’s letter and that she really meant that she
was enthusiastic about his writing and was eager to keep
representing him.

Finally, he had no doubt left. Yes, she was
dropping him. His agent was showing him the door.

And why? Because all humor proceeds from
pain.

He said aloud, “All humor proceeds from pain?
Jesus, Tillen, I thought it proceeded from the desire to make
people laugh. So, well, fuck you. Some publisher will like this
book. It’ll make me rich and famous. Then you’ll come crawling
back.” He indulged for a few minutes in the inevitable fantasy of
crawling agents and pleading editors. Then he decided to reread the
manuscript of Mired in the Midlist to cheer himself up.

He discovered that it was dreck.

Why hadn’t he seen this before? Preferably
before he mailed it to Judith Tillen?

The book was clumsy and sophomoric and
completely unfunny. And embarrassing. The protagonist, Martin
Everwrite, was transparently Malcolm himself, although better
looking and far more successful sexually.

Malcolm read it all the way through, cringing
at every page, and then he destroyed the manuscript. He would never
try humor again. It proceeded from pain, and sometimes the pain was
a bit too much.

So his hesitation when he was about to mail
out the manuscript for Business Secrets from the Stars was
understandable. But he stiffened his spine and took the bulky
envelope to the Post Office.

The package came back to him almost by return
mail. Attached to the manuscript was an angry letter which said in
part, “Despite the current popularity of the belief that Hollywood
actors are equipped to tell the rest of us how best to live our
lives, we at Stuffy Press refuse to cater to that idea.
Consequently, we will not be publishing any books claiming to
explain how Hollywood stars run their businesses.”

This seemed to indicate some very personal
sort of disillusionment with Hollywood on the part of the editor
who had written the rejection letter. Perhaps it was evidence of a
failed attempt at a movie career as an actor or screenwriter, a
failure which still rankled badly. It was certainly evidence that
no one had read the manuscript past its title.

This was disturbing but still not enough to
make Malcolm think of changing the title. He sent the manuscript
out again.

Not quite as quickly as Stuffy, but not much
more slowly, Bandwagon Books returned the manuscript of Business
Secrets from the Stars with a rather longer and much angrier
letter, the gist of which was that channeling and the ancient and
cosmic wisdom it brought to a needy human race were deserving of
reverence and certainly not of parody.

Damn, Malcolm thought. They saw through
me.

But he hit paydirt on his third try. Mammon
House didn’t waste time on a letter. They called him at work. The
editor introduced himself as Jim Emich and said, “This is great
stuff! Our marketing people are going apeshit over it.”

“All over it?” Malcolm muttered. “Hope it’s
still legible.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Never mind. So I guess this must
mean we’re talking really big money here, right? Like maybe seven
digits for the advance?” Millions, Malcolm thought. They gave
themselves away with all that enthusiasm. I’ll get millions out of
them, just like the big-time writers. I’ve made it at last!

There was a long silence on the other end of
the line. Then Emich’s voice returned, sounding weaker and less
self-assured. “Well, no, Mr. Erskine. More in the four-digit
range.”

Thousands, Malcolm told himself, coming back
to Earth. I’ll get thousands out of this. Just like all of my other
books. “I’ll think about it. I’ll get back to you.”

“Very soon, I hope,” Emich urged him. “We
really want to get going on this, get the cover design started, the
brochures. We want to have a complete presentation ready in time
for the ABA convention.”

Oh? thought Malcolm. Really? The American
Booksellers Association? Complete presentation? Brochures,
eagerness, and he’s in a hurry?

“Seventy-five thousand, payable in full on
signing of the contract,” Malcolm said firmly, but with his heart
in his mouth. “That’s my requirement, not subject to
negotiation.”

Emich, who, despite his mention of four
figures, had been authorized to pay considerably more, hesitated
for the sake of appearances and then agreed.

Malcolm hung up, leaped to his feet, bounded
down the hall to the elevator, and left for the day.

For once, he left the building not feeling
gloomy because he knew he would have to return the following
morning. This time, he fairly floated through the revolving doors,
glorying in the certainty that some morning, not too far away, he
would be coming in only to empty his desk and leave the place
forever.

Outside, in the air of freedom, Malcolm
turned around to look back at the looming gray high-rise that
housed the headquarters of the telephone company. Its top scraped
the sky. Its bottom extended an unknown number of levels below
ground. In between were the drones and workers and queen bees and,
Malcolm had always suspected, vast, hidden safes filled with cash
squeezed from the ratepayers of Arapahoe. He had been one of the
drones, but it was to a far greater, plusher dronehood that fate
now called him.

It was time to get out, anyway. The computer
biz was changing, rushing forward at an ever-increasing pace. It
was harder and harder to keep up professionally. At times Malcolm
felt like a man running down hill, going faster and faster in a
desperate attempt to keep from falling on his face. His legs were
giving out.

Farewell! he caroled silently. Farewell to my
career in telephony! Western Bell, you’ll have to survive without
my negligible contribution!

The star-dwelling Merskeenians had come
through for him. “Know this, O Starspawn,” as Lukas might have put
it. “It is better to be on a free trajectory, in control of one’s
own targeting, than to be in a captive orbit about a baleful
star.”

“I’m off to better things,” Malcolm would
tell Jim Leiter and all his coworkers, successful or otherwise, on
his last day. “Got a better offer from the Andromeda Corporation.”
They would understand that reference once his book came out.
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This would be a fine time to take a drive
through Redland Heights and admire the mansions and engage in a
game of fantasy real-estate shopping. Redland Heights was one of
Piketon’s oldest and most exclusive neighborhoods, a suburb of
immense lawns, immense trees, immense cars, and immense houses. For
years, Malcolm had dreamed about living there some day. He wished
he could drive there now in his own immense and immensely expensive
car, but that luxury awaited him in the future. For the time being,
he would have to settle for his old Honda.

Unfortunately, his normally reliable Honda
had been making the sort of odd noises one expects to hear only
from an old American car, so he had taken it to be serviced a
couple of days earlier, and now he would have to take a bus to the
garage where he had left it.

It was a greasy, dusty, dirty garage,
inhabited by subliterates in oil-stained uniforms who never laughed
at his clever jokes and instead, he was sure, secretly laughed at
his lack of knowledge about cars. Some day, he would have a servant
who would drive his car to a garage for servicing and would pick it
up again. A clean, airy garage owned by a fawning fan of Erskine
books who would clean and polish the car without extra charge and
would feel privileged at having the opportunity to do so.

Or maybe Malcolm would employ his own
topnotch mechanic to take care of his fleet of beautiful luxury
cars.

That was the life Malcolm deserved. That’s
what Lukas would have told him.

He ran into Larry Lefkowitz on the way to the
bus stop. His first impulse was to avoid the man, but today’s great
change in his life had changed his attitude in many ways.

“Larry!” Malcolm said warmly, loudly. “Missed
you at the last couple of workshops. I didn’t know you worked
downtown.”

Lefkowitz, an inch shorter than Malcolm,
nonetheless tilted his head back and looked down his nose at him.
“I don’t. I don’t work at all any more. My wife supports me because
she believes in my work. I’m here doing research.” He gestured at
the few office workers strolling along the sidewalk. “Examining
these creatures.” His lip curled. “I want to be accurate, show them
for what they are. Before they’re strung up. Before the
revolution.”

“Oh, is that still on its way? The
revolution?”

Larry looked outraged. “Of course it is! But
I’m talking about what happens in my novel. When my book comes out,
it will probably be what starts the real revolution.”

Malcolm knew which novel Lefkowitz was
talking about. The usual one. The one he had been working on for
years and years. It kept getting longer. Judging from the chapters
he occasionally presented at the workshop, it also kept getting
sillier. “Ah, The Second American Revolution.” What an
original title, Malcolm thought, and he barely stifled a
giggle.

“I’m thinking of changing the title,”
Lefkowitz said. “I’m thinking of calling it Baissez les
Lanternes!” At Malcolm’s blank stare, Lefkowitz said, “Lower
the Lampposts! In French. That was your idea.”

“Oh, right. I guess you must have liked the
idea a lot, then.”

“Well, yes.” Lefkowitz looked
uncomfortable.

He’s going to spend his whole life writing
and rewriting this garbage book, Malcolm realized. The manuscript
will end up thousands of pages long. And with a French title, too!
No one’s going to read it. No one’s going to publish it.
He’s going to die bitter and unknown and unrecognized and filled at
last with a realization of his own worthlessness.

Malcolm actually felt slightly sorry for the
fool. A nice gesture wouldn’t hurt. “Tell you what. When you have a
publisher lined up, let me know. I’ll be happy to give you a cover
quote.” A painless offer to make, given that there would never be a
publisher.

Horror filled Lefkowitz’s face for an
instant, and then he took control of his expression again. “Uh,
thanks. I’ll let you know. I’ll, um, have my editor send the
manuscript to you. Gotta go.”

Oh, encourage the kid, Malcolm told himself.
Before Lefkowitz could leave, Malcolm said, “Or you could send it
to me now and I’ll give you a quote based on what you already have.
That will probably help you sell the book, you know.”

“Right. Right. Thanks. Um, I want to sell it
on its own merits. Um, well...” He waved limply and rushed
away.

Twit, Malcolm thought. Untalented drudge.
Feet stuck to the ground, just like the rest of them.

Then he remembered what the twit had said
about his wife supporting him because she believed in his work. If
not for today’s telephone call, all of Malcolm’s old gloom would
have returned. As it was, he was able to force himself to shrug and
wish Lefkowitz the best and only wonder for a moment what Mrs.
Lefkowitz looked like.

During the bus ride to the garage, Malcolm
stared out the window next to him dreamily and did mental sums. He
owed slightly over fifteen thousand dollars on the house and five
hundred on the car. So he would now be able to pay those loans off,
and pay the taxes, and still have enough left to live on for at
least a year — a year during which he could write his fingers to
the bone, working to capitalize on whatever success Business
Secrets from the Stars achieved.

His idyllic fantasy was interrupted when a
young woman got on and sat down next to him. Malcolm glanced idly
at her and then looked more carefully. Dusky skin. Black hair that
lightly brushed her shoulders. Malcolm’s breathing and heart rate
sped up.

Hi, I’m about to become a famous, bestselling
author. Would you like to come home with me and spend the night? Or
would you rather go out to dinner first?

While he tried to devise a more promising
opening line, she reached into her purse and pulled out a thick
hardcover novel and quickly became absorbed in it. He read the
title, Elephantus, and turned back to the window, grinding
his teeth.

His dentist had once warned him that his
teeth had odd gouges on the biting surfaces. Mysterious, his
dentist had said. It was no mystery to Malcolm.

Elephantus was Joe Hoffman’s latest.
It was some sort of absurd thriller about a pack of mutant
miniature elephants devastating a fictional Rocky Mountain city
until a brave hero defeated them and won the fair maiden. No doubt
Hoffman imagined himself as the hero, the prick. What need did he
have for such fantasies, with that wife of his? And girls like this
one reading his book with fascination. Lots of other people were
reading it in fascination, too, apparently. The idiotic book was a
goddamned bestseller.

Malcolm stopped grinding his teeth and
clenched his jaw so hard that his jaw muscles ached.

Mutant elephants!

Malcolm snorted in disgust.

The young woman glanced at him in annoyance
and then returned immediately to the oh-so-fascinating bestseller
by the oh-so-wonderful Hoffman.

A made-up city in a made-up state!

Malcolm snorted again.

What a moron Hoffman was! At least when
Malcolm set any part of his fiction on Earth, he used real cities.
Usually famous ones he had never visited, on the assumption that
editors and readers would find those more interesting than dreary
Piketon. But that was what libraries were for, he thought
self-righteously. That’s how you came up with realistic depictions
of places you hadn’t actually seen. Real writers did real research.
What would Joe Hoffman know about any of that, though? He was fake
on every level.

“Fake,” Malcolm muttered.

This time, the young woman didn’t even grace
him with an annoyed glance. She was so immersed in the wonderful
Hoffman’s wonderful novel that she hadn’t heard Malcolm at all.

Maybe Hoffman’s afraid to use a real setting,
Malcolm thought. That was probably it. He was afraid he’d insult
some real person and get in trouble, or he just didn’t trust
himself to depict a place readers might actually know. They’d catch
on to his ineptitude right away.

Malcolm had always suspected that Hoffman
didn’t want to take any real literary chances. He didn’t have the
kind of intellectual courage Malcolm had.

That’s because I’m a real writer and he
isn’t, Malcolm thought. And once Business Secrets from the
Stars comes out and I hit the big time, everyone in town will
know it.

He felt better now. He smiled condescendingly
at the foolish young woman. She just needed educating.

Sensing his stare, she looked up at him. At
first annoyed, she relented and gave him a friendly smile. “Are you
a Hoffman fan, too? He’s the greatest science-fiction writer there
ever was, isn’t he? And this whole idea of a made-up city in a
made-up state? Brilliant! That’s so much harder than setting a
story in a real place and time, you know. Any hack can do
that.”

With an effort, Malcolm kept smiling. “I
wouldn’t say I’m a fan, exactly. But I am a friend of his. I’m a
science-fiction writer, too. Hoff — Joe admires my work a lot.”

The brief moment of friendliness fled from
her face, replaced by a you-need-a-better-pickup-line look of
scorn. “Yeah, right,” she said, and returned her attention to the
astonishingly wonderful novel by the best science-fiction writer
the world had ever known.

Malcolm stared at her silky black hair for a
while, longing to stroke it, and willing himself to neither grind
nor clench his teeth.

It’s okay, he told himself. Calm down. It’s
all right. Your time will come. Very soon. This vision of
desirability will see your book and your picture displayed
prominently in some downtown bookstore, and she’ll remember this
conversation, and she’ll be filled with bitter regret. And maybe
some day after she sees that display, you’ll have reason to ride
the bus with all these plebeians again. She’ll board that bus.
She’ll sit down next to you again. She’ll apologize for her
behavior today. She’ll...

He closed his eyes.

She sat down beside him. “Oh, it is
you!” she breathed. “I was afraid to hope. I was sure I’d never see
you again. You’re so wonderful! There never was a writer as
wonderful as you. How can I apologize for my behavior last time?
I’ll do anything.”

So they continued together to his magnificent
new house in one of the city’s ritziest neighborhoods — Redland
Heights, perhaps — where the bus detoured in order to deliver them
to Malcolm’s front door, and then they made sweet and passionate
love all night, and the dusky-skinned, almond-eyed, black-haired
former maiden pledged to love him and all his books for ever and
ever and ever.

And Malcolm opened his eyes, and lo! the seat
was empty and she was gone and it was as if she had never been.
Which in practical terms might as well have been the case.

Sometimes he wondered where his fascination —
almost obsession — with a certain physical type of woman had come
from. He couldn’t trace it to anything. Just some genetic quirk, he
supposed.

Marlene had certainly caught on to it and
used it against him. She had been quite aware of his reaction to
her. He had assumed she felt something similar toward him, or at
least — or perhaps even preferably — a powerful attraction to his
deep soul and high intellect.

If only someone had punched him in the gut
for real at that moment of first meeting. Maybe that would have
broken the spell in time. Now all he had left was silly fantasies
about girls like the one on the bus. Would he ever touch such hair
again? Would he ever touch a body like Marlene’s again?

“Moan,” he moaned.

Nonetheless, Malcolm felt better for the
fantasy. For once, he thought, it wasn’t based entirely on dreamy,
boyish sexual imaginings. For once, thanks to today’s telephone
call, there was a chance that that fantasy or one much like it
would come to pass.

His improved mood sustained him while he paid
the oil-stained bill at the garage and endured the snickering — to
his face, for they didn’t even bother to do it behind his back any
more — as he pored over the bill and tried to figure out what they
had done to his car or claimed to have done to it.

He handed over a distressingly large
percentage of his checking account balance and then soothed his
soul with a drive through Redland Heights.

For once, when he finally reached home
Malcolm didn’t see the smallness and shabbiness and general
dreariness of his apartment. He accepted it as temporary and he
thought about the future.

Marlene had the house, and Malcolm was paying
the mortgage on that. He was also required to make the payments on
the car, but at least now he had possession of that. He suspected
that Marlene was now earning more than he was, but he couldn’t
prove it. Not that it mattered. The divorce settlement didn’t take
her earnings into account at all.

Malcolm had once read one of those silly
books that advise married couples to argue in order to keep their
marriages stable and secure, and he had taken the book seriously,
concluding from it that his and Marlene’s marriage must be the
exemplar of stability. The reality had so astonished him that he
had not read the fine print in the divorce settlement — in
particular, the lines which decreed that his financial obligations
to his ex-wife were not dependent on any changes in her own
financial situation. Under that legal agreement, Marlene could win
the state lottery and become a multimillionaire, she could remarry,
and this time to a vastly wealthy man, she could be elected
President of the United States, and Malcolm would still have to
keep making the monthly payments on what had been his house and
would still have to provide her with a substantial amount of money
every month to pay for utilities, groceries, clothes, and
entertainment.

Marlene, obviously, had not been so stunned
as Malcolm at the unraveling of their marriage. But then, the
unraveling had come as no surprise to Marlene.

Fortunately, Marlene had never had any faith
in his literary career, and so she had not bothered asking, in the
divorce agreement, for some share of his future literary earnings.
Once he’d paid off the house and car, all she had coming from him
was that monthly stipend, and as his income increased from writing,
that stipend would seem smaller with every royalty check.

Tomorrow he would begin the search for a new
place to live, something more suited to his new future.
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CHAPTER SIX

 


And so in the course of time, Business
Secrets from the Stars appeared on the shelves.

At first, the number of shelves and the
number of bookstores were both disturbingly low.

Malcolm began to get the sick feeling that
once again his high hopes had been foolish and that once again a
book of his would appear on the shelves and then disappear again
soon after, leaving little trace of itself behind and leaving
Malcolm’s miserable life fundamentally unchanged.

At Mammon House, Jim Emich congratulated
himself on having held Malcolm to such a low advance. Even so,
Emich worried that his enthusiasm for the book, expressed in the
quarterly marketing meetings, had been excessive and that its
failure might tar or possibly even terminate his career. He began
to rehearse excuses blaming Malcolm for the book’s failure.

Then Malcolm had the brilliant idea of
sending a copy by interoffice mail to Milo Grossbuck. On the blank
page facing the title page, Malcolm wrote a long, effusive,
exquisitely insincere message praising the Big Buck for his
brilliant leadership, reminding him of their one meeting and
telling BB that it had made an indelible impression on Malcolm, and
thanking the Great Corporate Leader Guy for his years of
inspiration, without which Malcolm could never have produced this
small, humble, but he hoped somewhat useful manual for business
success.

Like all great corporate leaders, the Big
Buck had as much of the sucker in him as the people he regularly
gulled and beguiled.

He read Malcolm’s book. First he was floored.
Then he was lifted up.

Far more important, he bought copies of it
and sent it to every fellow corporate Big Guy he knew. Then he
bought many more copies and distributed them to all of Western
Bell’s uncountable horde of vice presidents. The other corporate
Big Guys, also floored and then uplifted, did the same within their
own kingdoms.

Business Secrets from the Stars began
to appear on business bestseller lists.

Malcolm breathed a sigh of relief. It was
also a sigh of surprise at his having for once displayed some kind
of marketing cleverness.

Jim Emich stood tall and set his sights
higher. Before, he had hoped only to keep his inadequate paycheck
coming in regularly. Now he began to think about his own imprint. A
James Emich Book. He liked the sound of that.
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Mammon House employed a publicist who tried
hard to get Malcolm on the daytime television talk shows. The
television networks seemed much less impressed by the possibilities
of Malcolm’s book than Mammon House and the corporate Big Guys and
displayed little interest in him. The best the publicist was able
to do was book Malcolm on William Buckley’s show, where the normal
focus was on issues of politics, religion, social policy, and
vocabulary size.

Malcolm tried to prepare by reading a
dictionary. He soon found himself skimming. He gave up on that
idea.

Then he learned that he would not be given
the opportunity to shine in isolated splendor but would be sharing
the stage with some sort of religious figure. Malcolm decided to
arm himself for what he was sure would be a confrontation by
reading the Bible. He soon gave up on that, too.

He had never been self-disciplined about
research.

The religious guest turned out to be the
increasingly famous cleric Father Jerry O’Halloran (born Milton
Goldberg, but later converted). He was a public theologian in the
sense that he authored columns and books and hoped some day to be
the host of his own weekly television show. He would call it “The
O’Halloran Hour,” or possibly “Listen to Your Father Jerry,” and
sure and it would be a corker, begorrah and alevei. For the
moment, he was content to appear on the shows of other faithful
sons of the Church.

Like Buckley, Father Jerry had been given a
copy of Business Secrets. Unlike Buckley and the networks,
Father Jerry understood the book’s commercial potential. He also
saw the potential it held for him. Destroying Malcolm Erskine,
humiliating him, blasting him to smithereens just as Erskine was
about to attain fame and success, would bring Father Jerry to the
attention of the publishing industry, would increase the chances of
his selling some kind of religious pap of his own, and would quite
possibly bring “The O’Halloran Hour” closer to reality.

As he sat in the studio awaiting the moment
of epiphany when the red light on the camera went on, Malcolm
looked at the host of the program, who was sliding further and
further down in his swivel chair and reading his copious notes.
Then Malcolm looked at his fellow guest, who was adjusting his
sinister black suit and white collar and filing his long
yellow-gray teeth to nicely sharpened points. Malcolm sensed a
trap, a setup, a veritable yawning pit opening before his hasty
feet. Vultures were circling. Jackals were gathering. His very own
tender flesh was the anticipated feast.

The red light turned on.

Buckley began.

First he licked his lips a few times with a
whirling, circular motion of his tongue, then he adjusted himself
in his chair and slid down a bit further, and finally he said, “One
often hears that, ah-ah, culpam poena premit comes, as
Horace so wisely said, putting it in Latin as was his wont. In this
age of social displosion, it comes as no surprise to encounter a
variety of protreptic that attracts numerous adherents with, yet,
little — or perhaps even nothing — in the way of nidification.
Such, I make so bold as to declare, is the case with the philosophy
espoused by the lesser of my two guests, Mr. Malcolm Erskine.”

Malcolm nodded, feeling and looking ill.

A few ironic cheers arose from the small
studio audience, followed by laughter.

Father O’Halloran looked ever smugger. He
could scarcely contain his glee. How his sainted mother would have
kvelled, were she only still alive. Too bad she had suffered
a fatal heart attack when he told her he was converting to
Catholicism and joining the priesthood.

“My far more eminent guest,” Buckley
continued, “is Father Jerry O’Halloran, well known for his great
work on behalf of the only true faith. In short, my
landsmann. How they hanging, Jerry?”

“Circumspectly, Bill.”

The two Catholics — the born and the made —
laughed comfortably together.

Malcolm’s feeling of being in a trap
increased. What made it worse — more galling, anyway — was the
knowledge that he had walked into this trap of his own free will,
even with eagerness. He gritted his teeth and tried to gather his
courage. Gird thou thy loins, said he to himself. Peril awaits, and
only the most charlatanish can hope to win through alive.

Buckley returned to the feast. “Mr.
Erskine’s, er, doctrines are so well saponified that I need
scarcely deadle them to so pilocarpine an audience. Mr. Erskine,
would you care to comment?”

Malcolm frowned in deep thought for a few
moments, then said, “I could of course simply gandopate, Mr.
Buckley — but not, as you so wisely put it, before so pilocarpine
an audience. Hence I’ll not be the one to suggest that you write a
novel in which you kill your favorite protagonist and call the
novel Blackford Croaks. However, I will philmonderize
slightly, if I may — at least to the extent of actual
maxmendorization — by suggesting that ‘social displosion’ is
entirely too slemorous a term for the utterly enlogillobous
processes to which I have addressed myself in my book.”

“Hmm,” Buckley said, pausing to consider
Malcolm’s response. “That’s certainly, ah-ah, a vagotropic view.
But surely you can’t deny, Mr. Erskine, that, ah-ah, you have
maginated on an innocent public a granophyre of truly rhadamanthine
proportions?”

“Nonsense!” Malcolm said, his face reddening.
“Really, Mr. Buckley!”

“If I may interject a fatuous word or two,”
said Father O’Halloran soothingly, “I’d like to point out that Holy
Scripture has something to say about this very subject. For
example, in the book of Harold, chapter five, verses one through
four, Jesus himself says, ‘Yea, verily, say no more, lest ye say
more than a man should say. For I say unto you that my father says,
Go and say more unto the gentiles and say less unto the Jews. Say,
brethren, would ye gainsay the sayings of the Lord your God? So he
said, and thus saying, said no more.’”

Malcolm sneered. “Oh, sure, you can quote the
New Testament all you want, but what about the Old, eh? What about
Moishe 1:8, eh? ‘If what you’re doing makes you very happy, then
you better stop doing it.’ Remember that one, Father O?”

O’Halloran winced and grabbed his head with
both hands. “Feh! You’re giving me such a headache, you
mamser! Okay, okay. Here’s another one from the New
Testament. I know this one’ll shut you up. Book of Millicent,
chapter ninety-nine, verses thirteen through one hundred
twenty-one: ‘Then the Lord spake unto Millicent, saying, Prove thou
that thou lovest me, daughter. And Millicent spake unto the Lord
saying, No, no, a thousand times no, and get your damned hands off
me.’ Well?”

“Hmph. Second book of Shecky, last verse:
‘Nu?’”

“Oy, vey!” groaned the
priest.

Ding! First round awarded by the
judges to Malcolm Erskine by a score of five to three.

By fadeout, the audience was similarly
divided. This was quite an improvement from their feelings when the
hour had begun. Malcolm was holding his own.
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This at least was how Malcolm remembered his
appearance on the Buckley show. More accurately, this was how he
told the story in the autobiography he published many decades
later, that book, intended to be his second great bestseller, which
almost no one read.

Ah, fellow spawnspawn, truth is a slippery
thing! We make our own realities. Who is to say what really
happened during those endless minutes before the camera? Did
Buckley really retreat from the field of verbal sparring when faced
with Malcolm’s mighty vocabulary? Did Father Jerry really run away,
have a sex-change operation, and enter a nunnery? In the great flux
of oscillating quantum reality, in this cosmos in which the be-all
becomes the end-all and then seemingly instantaneously switches
back again, might it not be that Malcolm really did conquer the
enemy and win the hearts of the television viewers? Is reality so
solid and immutable that we can assert without any doubts that in
fact the version of his appearance related by those who laughed at
his bumbling incoherence was true then and will always be true? A
thousand years from now — no, a mere hundred years from now — will
it be their scornful account or Malcolm’s self-laudatory one that
posterity reads and treasures?

Probably neither.

What history does record is that this one
television appearance did not lead to any others. Those with the
power to determine who will reap the benefits of being guests on
television shows did not seem to feel, from having watched
Malcolm’s battle with Jerry and Bill, that he would appeal to the
viewers of the shows for which they handled the bookings.

Nonetheless, Malcolm’s book continued to sell
well enough and his fame to spread far enough that competitors
appeared quickly.
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“...The Tonight Show, starring Johnny Carson
and Johnny’s very special guest, Shirley MacLaine. And now,
heeeere’s Johnny!”

The monologue: topical jokes, varied audience
reaction ranging from uncontrollable laughter to groans, the host
watching the audience and staring half sideways into the camera
with his self-deprecating, conspiratorial half-smile.

The commercial.

The guest.

“Well, have you read this new book?” Johnny
holds up a copy of Business Secrets from the Stars for the
camera, then reads from the back cover copy. “‘An astonishing new
revelation for our times. Learn from our long-dead cosmic cousins
how to best manage your career or business. Channeling’s most
important breakthrough, revealed to you by the greatest channeler
in history and his stellar spirit guide.’ Sounds like big
competition for you, Shirley.”

The guest crosses her legs and her gown
slides apart slightly at the slit, revealing a pleasing glimpse of
her still attractive dancer’s gams.

Not bad, thinks Malcolm Erskine, watching his
new monster color television screen from his new monster water bed
in his new monster condominium in one of downtown Piketon’s most
monstrously expensive high-rises. Pull your dress up a bit and tell
us all what you think about my book.

“Yes, Johnny, I have read it, and no, I don’t
see it as competition at all. You see, I think Mr. Erskine is
working toward the same high goal that many of us are: the raising
of human consciousness to a higher plane.”

“Right,” Malcolm says to the screen, “the
raising of my standard of living to a higher plane.”

“So, Shirley, you really think that what
Erskine talks about in this book is true? That he really was
contacted by an alien intelligence? That he’s really, er,
channeling a being who was one of the vice presidents of an alien
business corporation tens of thousands of years ago?” The
inimitable half-smile is back.

“I know it’s true, Johnny. As you
know, I’ve traveled extensively on the astral plane myself, and
while there I’ve encountered a great range of wonderful beings from
many different eras and planes, including some from other parts of
our own universe, not to mention many from entirely other
universes. Anyway, you see, that’s why I know that Malcolm
Erskine’s spirit contact, Lukas of Aldebaran, is real. I’ve met him
on the astral plane. Some years ago, on that plane, Lukas and I had
a truly heavenly love affair. He’s a very beautiful being,
physically very much like us, but spiritually of course far more
developed, more evolved.”

The half-smile has changed to open-mouthed
wonder. “An affair? On the astral plane?”

“Oh, certainly. Did you think that travelers
on the higher planes limit themselves to speaking? We can touch,
too, you know, while we’re there. Anyway, Lukas taught me so much
while we were together. He told me many, many things that Mr.
Erskine doesn’t even talk about. I guess Lukas didn’t think Erskine
was ready for all the illumination he had to offer. My next book
will describe the affair in great detail, and also the revelations
Lukas blessed me with.”

“Your next best-seller, I’m sure,
Shirley.”

Modest, slightly smug smile. “I’ve got my
fingers crossed.”

Malcolm frowned. He pressed the ON/OFF switch
on his remote control and watched the big screen click from glaring
color to blankness, the Tonight Show setting and Malcolm’s
fellow-traveler fading away.

He supposed he should be glad that his book
was so successful that the other purveyors of New Age nonsense saw
it as a threat or as a new bandwagon they needed to jump on. Still,
it bothered him. This was his inspiration! No one else
should be allowed to benefit from it!

He even felt betrayed that this particular
bandwagon jumper was an actress he had once fantasized about, back
in the days before his almond-eyed invention had expelled all other
fantasy objects.

Jeez, he thought, why don’t you have an
affair with me, instead? Here, on this plane.

Here on this strange, tricky plane, so filled
with the unexpected and disturbing.

It was a good thing, he thought, that he’d
already made his own triumphal television appearance. He was still
the first name in the public’s mind with the newest gimmick. So he
hoped, anyway.
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The closing years of the presidency of the
Great Confabulator were strange ones.

For a brief moment, the American public
seemed to wake up and ask itself what it had done. How, they asked
themselves, could we have put this dolt in charge of the Big Red
Button of Destruction? Did someone dose the national water supply
with hallucinogenic mushrooms? Are mind-bending waves being
broadcast from all of our television sets? What else could explain
that we elected this senile nincompoop in preference to a far
better man and then reelected him in a landslide over another far
better man? What has happened to America? they wept.

Then they went back to watching
television.

But the strangeness persisted. Even after the
Grand Enormity had wandered away from office, grinning and winking
and waving his white cowboy hat to imaginary crowds, and had been
succeeded by his Vice President, Daddy Longlegs, who had ascended
to the Presidency by defeating a far better man in his turn, even
then the strangeness persisted.

Not that Malcolm minded. He was riding that
strangeness to wealth and fame. He no longer needed to heave
himself out of bed in the morning, groaning and filled with
self-pity, when the alarm went off. Instead, he slept till he awoke
naturally, and then he lay in bed for a long time, dreamily,
comfortably, groaning and feeling sorry for himself. Malcolm could
always find a reason to feel sorry for himself.

For a moment, thinking about the High
Defribillator led Malcolm to think about Steve Golden, whom he
hadn’t seen in a couple of years. Steve had transferred to another
work group and they had lost touch. Malcolm had heard through the
corporate grapevine that later Steve had been laid off.

Malcolm imagined Steve fulminating about the
meandering farewell speech from the Great Fog Machine or the latest
addled one from President Longlegs, and he chuckled.

He guessed Steve hadn’t managed to get
published, or he would surely have heard about it. Ah, well. Very
sad and all too common. Malcolm returned to thinking about
himself.

A remarkable variety of charlatans flourished
during those strange days. The number of them was high even by
historical American standards.

One of the more successful was Atlantica.
Based in, of course, California, she was a con artist of great
wealth and wide influence. For more information about Atlantica,
let’s listen in on Oprah as, with slightly overdone wide-eyed
credulousness, she introduces the hot psychic of the month to her
audience, on an episode of Oprah’s show that Malcolm somehow
managed to miss:

“Attie, as her followers call her, is the
channel for an ancient Atlantean warrior. Presidents have been
known to consult her so that her spirit guide, Mellabenth, can
advise them on international affairs. Her mass audiences are
attended by enormous crowds, who pay large sums to hear Mellabenth
speak through her. Can I call you At?”

Laughter from the audience.

Oprah’s guest was a slight, rather pretty
blonde woman in her thirties, dressed in what might have been white
pajamas with long, wide sleeves. At this familiarity, she began to
tremble slightly, and spittle appeared at the corners of her mouth.
She no longer seemed so slight. Oprah drew back, and the audience’s
laughter grew nervous, uncertain. Finally, Atlantica managed to get
herself back under control. “You may call me Miss Atlantica,” she
said coldly.

“Right, right. Of course, Miss Atlantica.
Now, we’ve wanted to have you on the show for a long time so you
could tell us about your fascinating work channeling Mellabenth
from Atlantis and the consulting with presidents, and so on, but
today, I’d like to ask you about this new book that’s just come out
about —”

“The Andromeda Corporation,” Atlantica said
scornfully. “Yes, yes, everyone asks me about it. I haven’t read
it, but I know all about it. Mellabenth gave me a summary. It’s a
con game. Mellabenth told me that, too.”

“It’s selling very well, so I
understand.”

“A con game!” Atlantica shouted. “That guy —
what’s his name? The author? I said, what’s his name?”

“Malcolm Erskine,” Oprah said quickly, moving
still further away.

Atlantica waved her hand. “Right, him.
Anyway, you know he’s not really a channeler. It’s all made up. If
he’s a channeler, I’d like to see him do this.”

The trembling returned, and so did the
spittle — much more of it, this time, long strings of drool looping
from the corners of her mouth down to her chest. Oprah turned pale
and her audience turned green. Again, Atlantica seemed to grow in
size. She frowned deeply, then opened her mouth and spoke in a
voice two octaves deeper than her normal tone, a husky growl that
could only have come from the massive chest of a long-dead warrior
king of ancient Atlantis. “Aye, I say to you that Malcolm Erskine
is conducting a scam.”

Instantly, Atlantica returned to normal size
and facial expression. Calmly, she wiped the drool away with her
copious sleeves. “See?” she said smugly.

“Er, yes. But, you know, Miss Atlantica, even
though I’ve only read the first couple of chapters of Business
Secrets, I found it very interesting. Especially the second
chapter, where Erskine talks about the origins of mankind and how
we’re related to the star-people, the, um, Merskeenians, who built
the Andromeda Corporation.”

Oprah turned to her audience. “See,
apparently our ancestors evolved somewhere out in interstellar
space, on another world. Then, about thirty thousand years ago,
they were attacked by a terribly evil race of catlike creatures,
all females and very human looking, called the Marlinga. Our
ancestors were rescued only because of the incredible bravery of a
man named M’lersk. They became refugees, traveling in space, and
eventually ending up on Earth, in Atlantis, where M’lersk became
the father of a race of kings. Some of the other people, though,
other Merskeenians, they stayed behind and managed to fight the
Marlinga and defeat them, and they’re the ones who built the
civilization Malcolm Erskine is in contact with. Claims to be in
contact with, I mean,” she added hastily, having noticed a faint
trembling beginning again in her guest.

“Hmph,” Atlantica said. “Yes, I know all
about that. Mellabenth summarized that, too. After all, Mellabenth
and Lukas were both in corporeal form at coincident points in our
own plane of existence at very much the same time. Mellabenth says
that there is an essential truth to that story, as indeed there
always is to all stories, even yours.” She said this to Oprah. She
turned to the audience. “And yours. But the with-all is not the
be-all. Nor is the other.”

Tune in tomorrow, when Oprah’s very special
guest will be a man who married a parking meter.
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Malcolm didn’t see the
man-who-married-a-parking-meter show either because he was in the
air, headed west, accompanied by a very large Secret Service
man.

It was an interesting day, and it started
early.

Malcolm was still asleep when the pounding on
his condominium door began. The racket shattered his dream of a
stunningly, exotically beautiful young woman with shoulder-length
black hair, olive skin, and, of course, almond-shaped eyes.

Malcolm awoke halfway and stared around him
wildly, sweating, panting, terrified. It was the Marlingas! They’d
come for him, come to tear him to shreds with their talons and
teeth, to castrate him, to demean him, to drive him crazy before
they killed him and took away all his possessions!

No, he realized, waking the rest of the way,
it was just a loud knocking at the door.

Malcolm rolled out of bed and staggered
around, finding his slippers and robe. The exquisitely expensive
liqueurs and wines and brandies he’d never been able to afford
before seemed to cause a sleep fully as uneasy and a hangover fully
as fierce as their cheap cousins, especially when mixed in the
stomach.

He found slippers, robe, and finally, after a
panicky search, the door, and opened it.

Standing in the opening was a suited,
gimlet-eyed young man eight feet in height and six feet across the
shoulders. He looked tough, mean, and ready to do violence. Before
Malcolm could tell him he must have the wrong address — sorry, no
Mafiosi on this floor — and slam the door, the young man said,
basso profundo, “Mr. Malcolm Erskine?”

There seemed no reason to deny it. “That’s
me. Malcolm Erskine. I write books.”

“Yes, sir. I know that, sir. That’s why I’m
here, sir.”

Well, well! There was a definite tone of
respect, almost of subservience, in the large man’s voice. Malcolm
drew himself up and said condescendingly, “What can I do for you,
young man?”

The young man reached into his inside jacket
pocket, looked up and down the hallway quickly, and then drew out a
wallet, which he flipped open to show Malcolm, briefly, an ID card
with a governmental eagle on it. “Zip Muchley, sir. Secret Service.
What you can do for me, sir, is accompany me to the West Coast.
California.”

Didn’t the Secret Service have any agents who
were stunningly, exotically beautiful young women with
shoulder-length black hair and olive skin whom Malcolm could
wittily offer to follow anywhere? “Now?”

Zip Muchley nodded. “Now, sir.”

“Why?”

“Sort of a personal services deal, sir.
Someone wants to get some advice from your, er, spirit guide. One
on one, like.”

“Are you joking? And I’m supposed to go to
the Fruitcake State just for that? Who is this person?”

Zip looked up and down the hallway again,
then bent at the waist and leaned down, so that his mouth was close
to Malcolm’s ear, and then he whispered the still potent name.

Malcolm’s eyes widened and filled with dollar
signs. The magic endorsement! “I haven’t shaved or showered or
eaten breakfast or any of that. And it’s an hour earlier out there.
Won’t my client still be asleep?”

Zip hesitated. At last, he said reluctantly,
“Yes, sir, he will. For quite a while, yet, in fact. But not his
wife. She never sleeps. And she’s the one who really wants to see
you.”

“Grumble, grumble,” Malcolm grumbled, for the
sake of appearance.

“Oh, and I should tell you, sir, that you’ll
be able to shower and shave and eat on the plane. It’s very well
equipped.”

Yeah, Malcolm thought. I’ll bet. Thanks to my
tax dollars. “Okay, er, Zip. Let me at least get dressed, and I’ll
be ready to go. By the way, you have a remarkable voice. Ever
thought of going into opera?”

Zip frowned. “‘Opera,’ sir? What’s that?”

The airplane Malcolm was taken to was indeed
the famous airliner with the famous seal on its famous tail
assembly. That was perhaps why it was parked far out at the end of
a runway at an Air Force base outside Piketon. It was too famous to
be flown into Piketon International Airport without arousing the
local press from their wonted slumber. Had it been sent all this
way just to ferry Malcolm Erskine the fifteen hundred miles to
Southern California? A personal favor, he assumed, from the
incumbent to his predecessor. Your tax dollars at work.

But Malcolm had to admit that the airplane’s
well appointed bathroom with shower and new-just-for-him electric
razor and new-just-for-him electric toothbrush, all installed with
the help of his tax dollars, were pleasant to use, and the
breakfast that his tax dollars provided for him afterward, while
simple, was very tasty.

He was digesting the last of the smoked pork
chops with the help of a cup of coffee as they passed over the
Grand Canyon. If, he wondered, looking down into the shadowed
chasm, he could drop Marlene into it from this altitude, would he
be able to see the dust raised by the impact? It was a fantasy that
went well with hot coffee and the aftertaste of smoked pork
chop.

Zip Muchley had been by his side all along,
except during his shower, during which the Secret Service man had
waited patiently just outside the bathroom. He was an extremely
large hovering presence and impossible to ignore. Was he there to
prevent an attack upon his charge or an escape by him? Under the
circumstances, either was unlikely.

Malcolm turned from contemplation of the
canyon, now sliding out of sight behind them. “Are you married,
Zip?”

Muchley looked from side to side, up and down
the passenger cabin, which was empty except for them and the lone
steward who had served Malcolm his breakfast and who now waited
patiently beside the door to the cockpit, certainly well out of
earshot. Satisfied, Muchley said in a low voice, “Yes, sir.”

“Happily?”

Muchley smiled suddenly, unexpectedly. “Very,
sir.”

“Children?”

The smile disappeared. “Five, sir.”

“You, um, have pictures of them, I
suppose?”

Muchley shook his head. “Not one, sir.”

“Too bad,” Malcolm said. Thank God, he
thought.

“I do have a picture of my wife, though,
sir,” Muchley said, smiling again in soft, reflective pleasure.

Is she exotically beautiful with
shoulder-length black hair and olive skin? “I’d love to see
that.”

Muchley took out the same wallet he had
flipped open earlier to show Malcolm his ID card. This time, he
opened it so that a picture encased in plastic showed instead. It
was of a blonde bimbo who looked no more than sixteen. Not
Malcolm’s type, if he had had the luxury of being choosy, but
certainly not bad. “Very pretty, Muchley. Congratulations.”

“That was taken before she had any of the
kids,” Muchley said sadly. “She’s... changed a bit since then. But
she’s a terrific gal,” he added quickly. “Woman, I mean. A
wonderful woman. Just like the great lady we’re going to see.” His
tone had turned reverent at the end.

“You really respect her, do you? The great
lady we’re going to see, I mean.”

“Oh, yes, sir! Finest First Lady in the
history of the United States, sir.”

“Hmm. I voted for the other First Lady,
myself.”

Muchley was confused. “But — but then why did
you agree to make this trip, Mr. Erskine?”

Malcolm smiled. “Can’t hurt the sales of the
book, can it?”

Suddenly, Zip Muchley lost his charming
little-boy earnestness and assumed in its place a focused
seriousness that was altogether more unsettling. He leaned forward,
narrowed his already narrow eyes, lowered the pitch of his already
low-pitched voice, frowned, and said, “You’re not allowed to
mention anything about any of this to anyone. No publicity at all.
Not a word.” He glared at Malcolm, waiting for his response.

Malcolm laughed nervously. “Airplanes are so
cold at these altitudes, aren’t they?” He held up his hands. “You
bet. Whatever you say, Zip. Zip, Zip. Not a word.”

Muchley leaned back again, but he kept
glaring at Malcolm.

Malcolm sighed and wondered why he had always
had such an amazing ability to transform pleasant conversations
into emotional cliffs. He turned his attention to the window, to
the flat, brown landscape below, and tried to watch for the Hoover
Dam and the Salton Sea, wondering if he’d be able to see them from
this altitude.

They landed at another Air Force base, this
one in southern California, and then they were helicoptered into
the mountains, ending up at a helicopter landing strip on private
land. A black limousine was waiting for them, bearing small U.S.
flags on its fenders. Malcolm wondered if that was legal when
transporting a private citizen. He shrugged and climbed in.
Probably this whole trip was illegal. Probably there was a
regulation somewhere against spending money to transport a private
citizen on the presidential jet for private purposes. But power
tends to be abused, and absolute power tends to be abused
absolutely. Power’s siren song: Use me, abuse me. Oh, that feels so
good! President Longlegs seemed at least as susceptible to that
song as any other President.

As long as he was the beneficiary of that
abuse, Malcolm would play along. He was already thinking ahead,
planning ways in which he could benefit from this odd experience
despite Muchley’s warning.

The limousine took him and Zip to a rambling
ranch house, Hollywood rustic outside and in. His two hosts were
waiting to greet him: the woman aging but still fashionable, a
hard, strong person; the man tall, prunishly wrinkled, affable,
expectant. They greeted Zip first, using his first name. The Secret
Service man licked the great lady’s shoes and the great man’s
cowboy boots and rolled over onto his back for his tummy rub, his
tail thumping madly against the entranceway’s stone floor.

Then the great lady and the great man turned
their attention to Malcolm, calling him “Mr. Erskine” and looking
genuinely awe struck.

Malcolm smiled condescendingly and greeted
both of them by their first names. “Hi, Gone. Hi, Fancy.”

Zip was scandalized, the great lady looked
disturbed, but the great man chuckled and said, “There you go
again!”

At first, the conversation was general,
dealing with Malcolm’s supposed conversations with Lukas of
Aldebaran. The great lady wanted details, partly because of
curiosity, Malcolm gathered, but partly to reassure herself that it
had all really happened. This put Malcolm in a fairly uncomfortable
position, because of course it had not happened. He had to invent
new details quickly in answer to each of her questions.

What sort of clothing did Lukas’ wife wear to
big state occasions?

“Robes,” Malcolm said immediately. “Purple, I
believe. With gold earrings. Long robes. Kind of like a
bathrobe.”

The great lady frowned in disapproval.
“Well,” she said uncertainly, “I suppose if that was the approved
style of the time, she had no choice. What about her coloring,
though? Her hair, her skin.”

“Oh, you know, Fancy, just like yours. Um,
she colored her hair a lot, and Lukas said she’d had a facelift or
two.”

“Fascinating! Now, about her shoes —”

“Say,” her husband broke in, “did I ever tell
you about the welfare queen who had a whole floor of a fancy hotel
in New York City and fifty-four kids and expensive liquor and
everything?”

“Why, no, not that I recall.” Saved by the
bell, Malcolm thought.

Fancy said sharply, “Shut up, Gone.”

With a sunny smile, he did so.

She turned back to Malcolm. “Let’s forget
about Lady Lukas’ shoes for now. I’d like you to tell me more about
the enemy race. What was the name, again?”

“Oh, the Marlingas. Yes, the Marlingas.
Unimaginably evil, destructive, greedy, nasty little creatures.” He
felt on safer ground with this topic. He felt he could invent
malicious details about the Marlingas for as long as his hostess
wanted. A deeper question was why he was here, but he was prepared
to play along for a while. “Capable of appearing to be human,
though, even deceptively attractively human. They looked
particularly good in, uh —” Panties, he had almost said. “Human
clothing. Merskeenian clothing, that is. But they were evil,
terrible, the Marlingas.”

“Malingerers!” Gone cried out. “Sitting there
in their Temple of Gloom! But I got them off everyone’s back,
didn’t I?”

Fancy gave Malcolm an apologetic look and
said to her husband, “I’m not going to tell you again. I want you
to behave yourself and sit quietly, or I’m just going to have to
give you another shot, and you don’t like those, do you?”

Gone’s lower lip trembled. “No, Mommy.”

“All right, then.” Fancy turned back to
Malcolm, looking quite satisfied with herself. “Please
continue.”

Malcolm did so for some time, describing
Marlene’s soul. This was a description of an individual Marlinga,
he explained, but they were all identical, every member of the race
— their souls, their bodies, even their possessions. Which, he
added, they held in common, having stolen them from real human
beings.

“Collectivists!” Fancy said with a
shiver.

“Communists!” her husband cried.

“Acquisitivists,” Malcolm corrected them.

He was about to continue, for the terrible
nature of the Marlingas was a topic of which he never tired, but
Gone seemed to be suffering some sort of negative effects from his
loud yell. Malcolm noticed him bending over, turning his head to
one side, and hitting it on the back with the heel of his hand.

“Are you okay?” Malcolm asked.

Gone managed a chuckle. His voice was muffled
but still understandable. “Oh, don’t mind me. Little problem from
falling off a horse and getting shot in the head. Or maybe it was
the other way ’round. Anyway, got to drain the extra fluid every
now and then.” He kept pounding on the back of his head.

“Gone,” Fancy said warningly. “I’ve warned
you to do that in the bathroom.”

“Almost got it, dear.” Suddenly, a spurt of
dark, old blood shot from the side of his head and splattered on
the carpeted floor. “There. Much better.”

Fancy turned red with anger. She stood up and
called out a couple of names. Two men appeared, the first one
immense and the second even bigger. They dwarfed Zip Muchley, who
looked peeved at being dwarfed. It was probably a rare experience
for him, Malcolm thought. Fancy gestured imperiously toward her
husband, and the two giants stepped over to him, grasped an arm
apiece, and carried him off, his heels dragging on the carpet, his
eyes swiveling from side to side in confused alarm.

Fancy called out after them, “Give him
everything that’s left in the little blue bottle. Intravenous.”

The giants nodded, and they disappeared
around a corner with their famous burden. The last word Malcolm
heard from the ex-president was a long, drawn-out “Mommy-y-y!” that
was suddenly cut off. A door slammed.

“Now we can talk without interruption,” Fancy
told Malcolm. “Zip, go outside and walk in the rose garden, would
you? It’s right outside the back door.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Zip stood up. “I remember. Just
scream if you need protection.” He marched away in the same
direction the two giants had taken. On the way, he paused to give
Malcolm a don’t-try-any-funny-business-you-little-creep look, then
continued.

“He’s so devoted to us,” Fancy said.

Malcolm was amazed that he had never before
realized what a dangerous place the world is.

“Okay, Erskine,” Fancy said, “let’s get down
to brass tacks. What I really need is some direct advice from your
spirit guide, Lukas. In fact, I’d prefer to talk directly to him.
I’ve always hated dealing with underlings.”

“Let’s say ‘middlemen,’ shall we? Anyway,
Lukas speaks to me, not through me. I’m not that kind of
channeler.”

“Hmph. You probably just need a shot of the
right stuff in your system. Do you wonders. Look what it did for my
husband for eight years.”

She seemed to be about to raise her voice
again, and Malcolm envisioned her calling for the two giants and
giving them instructions concerning his blood chemistry.

“I’ll give it a try,” Malcolm said quickly.
“Ask me a question, any question.”

“That’s more like it. All right, then. Get me
Lukas of Aldebaran.”

On line two, ma’am, Malcolm thought,
wondering what he ought to do next. He could run for the front
door, but even assuming he could outdistance the various goons the
house seemed filled with, what would he do once he got outside? He
was somewhere in the middle of nowhere, and all the transportation
was under the control of others. Clearly, it was time for Lukas of
Aldebaran to speak.

Malcolm closed his eyes, squeezed his mouth
into a thin line, and exerted force as though he were sitting on
the toilet. He could feel his face growing red. Not too much, he
told himself. You don’t want a hernia or a stroke. He opened his
eyes wide and staring, and then he opened his mouth and spoke in a
raspy, husky voice that he imagined was appropriate for a stellar
corporate executive who had died 30,000 years before. “Who calls?
Who wishes to speak to me? Who disturbs my rest? And why didn’t you
go through my answering service?”

“That’s me,” Malcolm added in his normal
voice.

“Shut up, Erskine. Lukas, I am the wife of a
man who was until recently the most powerful man in our world. But
now he’s nobody, and he’ll never have that power back again. I miss
that power, Lukas, and I want it back. How should I go about doing
that?”

Oh, my God, Malcolm thought, and he again
considered a dash for the door. “Among my people,” he said,
assuming again the husky, rasping voice, “we had a saying that
applies in this case: ‘Let George do it.’”

Fancy’s face began to grow red, even redder
than Malcolm’s had been.

“Of course, that is a loose translation,”
Malcolm added quickly. “I chose a human name at random, so as not
to confuse you with the unfamiliar sounds of our names. Perhaps a
more accurate translation would be: ‘Things take time.’”

But Fancy’s face grew even redder. “How much
time do you think I’ve got?” she snarled.

That was a good point, Malcolm had to admit.
“All right, all right. Here’s one of my all-time old Aldebaranian
favorites: ‘It is often most successful to be the successor to the
successor.’”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Malcolm had no idea. For a scary moment, it
really had seemed that someone else was speaking through his mouth.
He supposed that his unconscious or subconscious or preconscious or
one of those things had been suggesting a way out. But now he had
to interpret it with his plain old conscious. One thing was
certainly clear to Malcolm, and that was that he couldn’t continue
with the medium act. It was too great a mental strain, and it was
hurting his throat.

“Hello?” he said in his normal voice. “Hello?
Gee, I’m sorry, Fancy, we seem to have lost the connection. I think
there’s a lot of etheric interference around right now. Something
to do with that big solar flare I was just reading about, I
suppose.”

“But what am I going to do?” Fancy wailed.
“All I’ve got from your damned Lukas is something oracular that I
can’t make any sense out of.”

“It is often most successful to be the
successor to the successor,” Malcolm repeated thoughtfully. “Let’s
think about this for a moment. We all know who the successor to
your husband is: Daddy Longlegs. Now who’s his
successor?”

“How the hell am I supposed to know? Whoever
wins the election after the next one, of course.”

“Mm. Could be the current Vice President,
Junior Partridge, right? It so often is.”

Fancy shuddered. “And people thought that
Gone had the IQ of a garbanzo bean.”

A split pea in Malcolm’s opinion. But no one
could say that about the IQ of Malcolm Erskine, whom inspiration
had just struck. “Now, let’s just suppose that when the next
election comes up, the handsome boy Vice President is seen as a
major liability. The president might decide to turn to someone
else, someone with a place in the public’s manipulable heart.”

“Gone?” Fancy said uncertainly. “Isn’t that
unconstitutional?”

“I don’t know. But, anyway, that wasn’t what
I meant. You know, the Democrats might try something underhanded
again, a running mate with some kind of group appeal.”

“You mean someone who isn’t white?” Fancy
cried.

“Possibly. I didn’t think of that. I was
thinking they might try a woman again. So what’s a good response to
that?”

“Yes!” she shrieked. “Yes! You’ve done it!
You’re wonderful!”

Zip Muchley stuck his head around the door
and asked if everything was okay.

Fancy waved him away. “Yes, yes. Go back to
the rose garden, Zip. Cut a couple for your wife.”

“Sure. Thanks.” He disappeared, muttering,
“Sounded like she was coming, or something.”

Fancy had already forgotten him. She was
nodding, saying, “Right. Right. So all I have to do between now and
the nominating convention is somehow get the young wimp to step
aside so that the old wimp will start looking around for a
replacement. And I’ll make sure the word gets out that it should be
a woman, because of my inside info about the Democrat ticket.
Preferably me. And then...” She smiled. “Successor to the
successor.”

“I’m sure you can take care of the rest
easily,” Malcolm told her, wondering if he would end up having to
leave the country in a few years. “Do you think I could, um, get
back home now?”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Her eyes filled with
dreams of near-future glory, the once and future queen shouted for
Zip, who came back into the room at a run, one hand holding two
yellow roses, the other against his mouth because he was sucking at
a deep thorn puncture on his index finger.

“Yeth, ma’am?”

Fancy jerked her head Malcolm’s way. “Take
Mr. Erskine back home. Then I have another job for you. Mr.
Erskine, I might want you back here at a moment’s notice for more
consultation. And in just a few years, I might be wanting you
regularly in... Well, you know where. Otherwise, mum’s the word.
Got that?”

“Yes’m,” Malcolm muttered.

Success was having some very unforeseen
complications.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Each of us has a god or goddess within him or
her or it or them, and we are each the descendants of star kings
and queens, and so we have each inherited the great powers of those
ancients and can use them to shape our own reality. Everything is
plastic. Shape the universe as you will. Never say die.

— Lukas of Aldebaran, as reliably reported
by Malcolm Erskine in Business Secrets from the Stars

 


The most he could make out of the entire
experience was to bill himself, in subsequent advertising for his
book, as a “respected consultant to former presidents and their
wives.” Even that made him uneasy. He kept expecting the two giants
from the California retirement retreat to show up at his doorway
and remove his limbs. But they didn’t, and for all he knew, the
blurb did increase the already staggering sales. Money, Malcolm
thought. Lots more money. Other than sex and eternal youth, what
else is there?

His mind was taken off the whole subject when
he received a fan letter from an overnight millionaire.

He was receiving a flood of letters now from
all over the world. Most of them were passed on to him by Mammon
House. Some of them were addressed to the house Marlene now owned
and were sent on by her in an obviously conciliatory act. Isn’t
money wonderful?

Some of the letters were bizarre ramblings.
Most of those were written by hand and few of them were entirely
legible. Some were typed surprisingly well, fooling him for the
first few few words into thinking that they were sane letters from
sane people. And many were indeed quite sane, written by earnest
seekers after wealth who were following the absurd principles in
Malcolm’s book and who owned their own typewriters or computers to
write their letters on.

This one, he could see, was one of the last
variety. It certainly held his attention all the way through.

 


Dear Mr. Erskine:

In one week, by applying your enlightened
knowledge, I made one million dollars. In the second week, two
million. Last week, it was ten million. Mr. Erskine, I bless you
nightly in my prayers. I owe all my success to you. I only wish I
could think of some way to repay you.

 


Malcolm glanced quickly at the signature at
the bottom of the page. Nope: a man. Too bad.

Then he checked the name again. Jimmy
Flicker. Why, he knew that name. He had been seeing it lately in
the business section of the Chronicle. This was a rapidly
up-and-coming young fellow who was being touted as very likely to
become Piketon’s next billionaire, joining the current two, Norris
Marvins and Ed Hite. If Flicker’s earnings continued to increase at
the rate his letter claimed, that should happen in only a few
months.

And he owes it all to me, huh?

Surely Flicker had been speaking
figuratively. But just in case Flicker was a literal kinda guy,
Malcolm called the number on the letterhead. Never pass up a chance
to get some of someone else’s money, he reasoned.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Malcolm and Jimmy Flicker had dinner together
at a very expensive and exclusive restaurant in one of the downtown
towers, so expensive that Malcolm felt guilty eating there despite
his swollen bank account and certainty of huge royalty checks in
the near future, and so exclusive that it never advertised itself
and had no sign outside to announce its presence, depending
entirely on the word of mouth of its wealthy clientele.

The dining room was small and occupied by
only about a half dozen customers. At first Malcolm wondered how
the owners could afford to pay the rent and the presumably high
salaries of the help, who outnumbered the diners by perhaps five to
one. Then he glanced at the prices on the elegantly lettered menu
in front of him and knew the answer.

It was fortunate that Jimmy Flicker was
paying. How much had Flicker made since he’d written his letter to
Malcolm? Another twenty million? Keep eating in places like this,
my boy, Malcolm thought, and you’ll need every penny of it.

Above the elegant, subdued clinking of the
elegant, subdued, obscenely expensive silverware, Jimmy Flicker
said somewhat too loudly, “Save some room for the ice cream, sir.
It’s really great. You know, Mr. Erskine, sir, I was really blown
away that you called me up. I just wrote you that fan letter
because I was so grateful to you for putting me where I am today.
I’ve tried Shirley MacLaine’s stuff, and it never worked. But when
you said, ‘Each of us has a god or goddess within them, and we’re
each the descendants of star kings and queens, and so we have each
inherited the great powers of those ancients and can use them to
shape our own reality. Never say die.’ Well, you know, when I read
that, it just about blew me away. I nearly lost it.”

Malcolm winced. Had he really written that
drivel? Money, he reminded himself. Think of nothing but the money.
Ethics are worth little when you’re poor. “Call me Malcolm, and
I’ll call you Jimmy. All right?”

Handsome young Jimmy Flicker shook his head,
laughing in amazement. “It’s true, what I’ve read: the great ones
are always modest!” The plain, non-prescription lenses of his
glasses flashed in the subdued, elegant, should-have-been-brighter
light, his red tie glowed against his pale blue shirt, and his
expensive gray suit impressed the subdued, elegant,
condescending-only-to-Malcolm waiters. His razor-cut hair was, of
course, perfect. “I’m over here going, like, ‘Wow, this is just
blowing me away,’ and you’re over there just being like an ordinary
guy.”

And I’m, Malcolm thought, over here going,
like, you’re a twit.

Malcolm picked up the fine goblet — no one
would ever have called it simply a glass — and sipped some water.
“Yes, Jimmy, I am indeed just an ordinary guy. I was merely lucky
enough to be in the right place at the right time when the spirit
of Lukas was searching space and time for a mind to pour his wisdom
into.”

“Wow,” Jimmy said.

Someone else wrote this guy’s letter for him,
Malcolm decided. Some secretary he pays a pittance to.

“Yes,” Malcolm said reminiscently, “when
Lukas first contacted me, up there on that mountaintop, well,
Jimmy, I tell you, it really blew me away. It was awesome. It was
incredible. I just about lost it. I was going, like, ‘Hey,
what is going on?’ You see what I mean?”

Jimmy nodded enthusiastically and put down
his utensils, his main course unfinished. Saving room for the ice
cream. “That is so true. Yes, sir, I do know what you
mean.”

In that case, thought Malcolm, I’m glad I
don’t. “So, Jimmy, you said you had an idea about my spreading my
word a bit further?”

“Right on, Mr. Erskine. I’d like to see you
go for it.” The stupid little puppy had suddenly become a
narrow-faced shark. His success and his future billionaireness no
longer seemed so mysterious to Malcolm. “Seminars, Mr. Erskine.
Workshops. Look, your deal with Mammon is probably ten percent
royalties for the first ten thousand copies, twelve and a half
percent up to, let’s say, twenty-five thousand copies, and then
fifteen percent for all copies above twenty-five thousand. Close
enough?”

“Uh... Oh, yes. Close enough.” In fact,
exactly what Malcolm’s contract with Mammon House specified. This
kid was good!

“Okay. Now, the cover price is $21.95, so
that means you get $21,950 for the first ten thousand copies, then
another, um, $41,156.25 for the next fifteen thousand copies, and
then you’re up into the fifteen percent bracket.” Suddenly he fixed
Malcolm with a penetrating stare. “What’s your deal with your
agent? Ten percent? Fifteen?”

“Zero. No agent.”

Flicker — he wasn’t a Jimmy any more — nodded
vigorously. “Good. Great. So just suppose you sell fifty, no, one
hundred thousand copies in hardcover. That’s, let’s see...” He
stared into space, a spreadsheet filling his eyes. He muttered.
Numbers appeared in the spreadsheet’s cells. He jerked and
twitched, and then finally he said, “$310,043.75. Plus, of course,
whatever kind of paperback rights deal you can pull off, out of
which Mammon House gets their cut, and plus also stuff like foreign
rights and magazine excerpts, out of all of which Mammon House also
gets their cut. Which I’m betting is fifty percent. Right?”

Malcolm sighed and nodded. He should have
tried to bargain Mammon down on subsidiary rights. They might have
been willing to settle for twenty-five percent. But he hadn’t
thought of it until after he’d signed the contract. “Yes, you’re
right.”

“So I figure you’ll be pretty lucky to end up
with a million, and two million seems kind of unlikely, don’t you
think?”

Malcolm did think. He hadn’t thought about it
in quite this detail before now. He’d just assumed he’d end up a
millionaire from this one book. Well, in a strictly numerical sense
he probably would, but compared to the kind of money Jimmy Flicker
was already making, it didn’t seem so very impressive any more.

“And that’s before taxes,” Flicker reminded
him, twisting the knife. He waved his hand. “Although I can put you
on to a good guy in that department. He’ll save you all that he
can. But you’ll still end up with peanuts.”

Before this evening, one million dollars
would not have seemed like peanuts to Malcolm. Jimmy Flicker and
this restaurant made it seem so now. “Oh, well. There goes the
castle in Spain.”

Jimmy stared at him in amazement. “Spain?
Jesus, Mr. Erskine, why would you want a castle in Spain anyway?”
He shook his head. Then he looked up, ready to order dessert.

A waiter appeared immediately.

Jimmy ordered ice cream and coffee for both
of them, a combination the thought of which made Malcolm’s stomach
churn. He had always hated hot and cold combinations. In fact, he
had always hated ice cream. Not that he’d be able to afford much of
it, on his measly million dollars.

“Anyway,” Jimmy Flicker said, “now think
about this. Let’s say you gave a seminar, teaching your business
secrets — sorry, the Merskeenians’ business secrets. Let’s say you
limited the group size to, oh, one hundred people per session, and
let’s say you charged each person one thousand dollars to attend.
We’d make it a one-day session. That should be enough, don’t you
think?”

Five minutes would be enough for me to say
everything I know about business, Malcolm thought. Or want to know.
“A thousand dollars? A hundred people?” He shook his head. “I can’t
imagine that many people paying that much just to listen to me
talk.”

Flicker laughed. “Hey, Mr. Erskine, haven’t
you been paying attention to what’s going on these days? All kinds
of people are giving these seminars, charging anywhere from five
hundred to a thousand dollars per day, and they’re packing them in!
And I doubt if a single one of them is anywhere near as famous as
you are now.”

“Really?”

“Oh, sure. Now. See, that’s $100,000 dollars
gross just for one day’s lecturing. Ten sessions, and you’ve
probably already grossed more than you will from your book in
toto.”

So that’s why Shirley MacLaine does it! This
had been a very enlightening dinner, after all. “But that’s gross,
right?”

Flicker waved his hand. “There’ll be
expenses, of course: rent, slides, fancy signs, advertising, coffee
and doughnuts for the attendees, money for the people who assist
you and set the thing up, some kind of nice handout, all of that
stuff. Ten dollars an attendee, maybe. Twenty, at the most.
Peanuts. Anyway, you can see how it wouldn’t even take you a month
to net the first million, and then you’re really on your
way. It just keeps on growing by word of mouth, even without any
advertising. You’d have to do a bit of traveling around the
country, but you’d be pulling down ten million a year, net, easy.
Five, if you want to take more time off, only do it for part of the
year. Anyway, you can see that that’s where the real money is.”

Malcolm was too dazzled by dollar signs to
respond right away.

“Oh, and another thing,” Jimmy Flicker added.
“Every time you give a lecture like that, you’re setting up another
bunch of people to buy your next book.”

“My next book?” Malcolm said, coming suddenly
down to earth. Sex, Sins, and Software? Would the kind of
people who would come to the kind of seminar Flicker was proposing
be likely to buy such a book? Probably not.

“Sure. Of course. Your next collection of
wisdom from Lukas of Aldebaran. There’s got to be a lot more of
that great stuff floating around out there in the space-time
continuum, just waiting to help businesspersons, and you’re
obviously the natural antenna for the messages. Why, you’ve
got to write more books, Mr. Erskine! People need to hear
what you have to say.”

The thought, Malcolm thought, just blows me
away. I’m, like, aghast.

It had been hard enough to come up with one
book’s worth of the gibberish. How on Earth could he come with
another? Malcolm foresaw a long and boring course of study in the
ways of the masters — Shirley MacLaine, Alan Watts, etc. If they
had done it, so could he.

“Seminars, seminars,” Malcolm muttered. The
only seminars he had ever given, if those could be called seminars,
had been training sessions for software he had written, and those
had been straightforward — merely a matter of leading through the
operation of his latest program a roomful of computer illiterates,
terrified that if they touched the keyboards in front of them they
would start World War Three or at the least damage the computer. He
had had real information to convey, and he had always been the
world’s leading expert on the subject at hand. In a Business
Secrets from the Stars seminar, the information would all be
invented, fictive facts for foolish fellows, malarkey for
marketeers, shit for shitheads.

Rich shitheads! He must not allow himself to
lose sight of that. Shitheads who could afford the five hundred to
a thousand dollars Flicker had mentioned. And as the inventor of
the money-making nonsense, Malcolm reminded himself, he would still
be the world’s leading expert on the subject. In fact, the world’s
only expert — excluding, of course, the ectoplasmic Lukas of
Aldebaran, who scarcely counted.

“Yes,” Jimmy Flicker said enthusiastically,
“seminars. Big money, big time, Mr. Erskine, sir. What do you
say?”

“What do you say? I mean, why are you
so interested?” In other words, Malcolm was going, like, what’s in
it for you, and why are you so blown away, and why are you losing
it so totally?

“I’ve got an organization that can handle all
the work,” Jimmy said modestly. “Great bunch of people, now that I
had the dead wood murdered. The ones who’re still with me, well,
they really know their stuff.”

Malcolm had paused with his coffee half way
to his mouth. “Cough. Choke. Murdered?”

Jimmy waved his hand. “I call it cosmic
outplacement. Cheaper’n laying them off. Anyway, we could set you
up real easy, get you going nationwide, making the big bucks. I’ll
take twenty percent off the top, that’s before expenses. But you’ll
still be making real money.”

Oh, what the hell, Malcolm told himself. They
probably deserved to be murdered. “Ready any time, Jimmy, my lad.”
This was all so much more exciting than programming. He could
really begin to live now, as long as no one murdered
him.

“So it’s a deal?” Jimmy Flicker asked.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Would it have put a damper on Malcolm’s
cynical happiness if he could have observed a drama that had taken
place that morning in that rambling ranch house in California?
Since he would not have seen any connection to the happiness of
Malcolm Erskine, probably not.

The Vice President of the United States had
been invited to the ranch house where Gone and Fancy lived,
respectively, in mindless and bitter retirement. The veep’s
advisors had been enthusiastic and had packed his bags with picture
books and his special Peter Cottontail jammies and had sent him on
his way in the care of the ever reliable Zip Muchley.

The advisors knew that nothing of any
substance would take place out there on the West Coast — the idea
of consultations between Gone and Junior was too detached from
reality to even be amusing — but they also knew that they could say
that such consultations had taken place, and that would give their
boy the imprimatur they wanted. Surrounded by the glowing nimbus of
that blessing, Junior would be irreplaceable as Daddy Longlegs’
running mate, and he would contribute to the Longlegs reelection
landslide.

The glow would still be there, they were
sure, four years later, making Junior the only possible choice for
the party’s presidential nomination at the end of Daddy Longlegs’
second term. Then on to the first Junior administration! Which
would mean that for eight years, those advisers would rule the
country.

Oh, it was a good time to be alive!

Junior might not have entirely agreed at the
moment.

He had arrived the night before. He had met
with Gone, which meant that they had been placed in facing chairs
and had spent half an hour staring at each other, neither having
anything to say. Finally, Junior had said, “You’re really old.” At
that point, both he and Gone had been taken away and put to
bed.

The next morning, Junior had another meeting.
This time, it was with Fancy. It was a breakfast meeting.

“Eat up,” she snapped. “Stop playing with
your food.”

Junior smacked his spoon repeatedly onto his
oatmeal, spraying drops of milk on the tablecloth. “I hate this
stuff. Always hated it. When I’m president, ain’t never gonna have
oatmeal in the White House.”

Fancy sighed. Gone was bad enough, but this
kid — ! She tried adopting a wheedling tone instead of the
commanding one that had so far accomplished nothing. “Look, I’m
eating it.” She forced herself to choke down a mouthful of oatmeal
from her own bowl. “Mmm! Boy, that’s good!”

Junior looked skeptical and made no move to
eat.

“God damn — Okay, okay. Forget the fucking
oatmeal.” Fancy took a few moments to calm herself.

“Want I should punch him in the kidney,
ma’am?” Zip Muchley asked.

Fancy looked at Zip standing behind Junior’s
chair and imagined with some pleasure the Vice President squirming
on the floor and trying to scream. But, no. For now, anyway, she
needed him alive and unbruised — and certainly not with internal
ruptures. “Thanks, Zip. Not right now.” She forced a smile. “So,
Junior, what would you like for breakfast?”

Junior’s face lit up. “Anything?”

“Within reason, anything you want.”

“Oh, boy! Kellogg’s Frosted Flakes, because
Tony the Tiger says they’re grrreat, and a fried egg on toast,
sunny side up, but I don’t want the white part runny because I hate
it when the white part’s runny. And a glass of milk. Really
cold.”

“Zip, get it for him.”

“Remember what I said about the white
part!”

Zip left, muttering about kidneys.

Zip returned a while later with the new
breakfast, and Junior dug in happily, saying, “Yum!” and “Oh,
boy!”

When he was finished, and Zip had wiped the
egg yolk off Junior’s face and the milk from the cereal off his red
power tie, the dialogue resumed.

“Okay,” Fancy said. “As I told you before,
all you have to do is tell the President that you think he’d be a
safer bet for reelection with me as his running mate. We’ll get you
back in as a senator, so you can still be almost as important as
you are now. How about that?”

Junior’s lower lip pushed out. He shook his
head. “Don’t wanna be senator again. Wanna be veep.”

This went on for a few more minutes. Junior
refused to budge. He started noisily blowing bubbles in the milk in
his glass.

Finally, Zip looked at Fancy and raised his
eyebrows questioningly. Fancy said, “Hmm,” and thought about
political consequences.

Zip took the Vice President back to his
bedroom to wait for Fancy’s decision. After what he had been put
through, Zip was hoping she would choose the kidney option.

Fancy sat at the table and weighed
matters.

Successor to the successor. She had it
straight from the magnificent Lukas of Aldebaran himself. Of course
she had actually heard it from Lukas’s spokesman, Malcolm Erskine,
who had turned out to be rather less impressive than she had
expected. But spokesmen were often a disappointment. What counted
was the phrase itself and the unimpeachable — a word she loved —
authority behind it. Therefore, it was ordained that she become the
successor to Longlegs. In practical political terms, that meant she
had to become the Vice President during his second term. Otherwise
that horrifying boy would continue as Vice President and would end
up as the successor to Gone’s successor.

Fancy shuddered at the thought. Surely to
prevent that a ruptured kidney was justified!

But would that work? The kid was young, at
least for a politician, and seemed to be healthy. A cover story
would be necessary.

Alcoholism! Of course. She could see it
now.

Fancy wasn’t given to fantasies the way
Malcolm was. Hers was a cold, hard world of facts and action and
cause and effect. The strong won and the weak lost. “You snooze,
you lose,” she would sometimes say, when she wasn’t saying
something equally trite or consulting psychics. She didn’t see a
contradiction there because she was convinced that psychics had
real powers and that what they dealt with was just as much a part
of the physical world as anything scientists spent their time
working with. Easier to understand, too.

This, however, was a moment for pleasant
fantasizing. She closed her eyes and smiled at the vision.

The sudden death of the Vice President from
kidney failure would be announced on the first day of the
Republican nominating convention. Right after the opening
ceremonies, Daddy Longlegs would make a wonderful speech about his
gallant young partner. The floor of the convention center would be
awash in tears. Daddy would be nominated by acclaim to run again.
Fancy, Daddy’s choice for running mate, would also be nominated by
acclaim. Then there would be an electoral landslide victory for the
Republican ticket.

And then, and then...

And then, unknown to her, a fleet of black
helicopters with special silenced high-tech rotors landed nearby
and disgorged a team of deadly ninja killers who would have
instantly disabled all the guards posted in and around the building
if there had been any. There weren’t any because Zip Muchley knew
he needed only himself.

When the ninjas burst into the bedroom where
Zip was guarding the Vice President, the huge agent chuckled. “You
guys have been watching too many movies,” he told them.

He stood, sighed, stretched. His muscles
bulged even through his Official Issue Secret Service Suit. The
ninjas paused and backed away just a tiny bit.

“You could leave now,” Zip said. “So I won’t
have to kill you.” Not that he’d mind. Displacement. He’d heard
that word somewhere, and he thought it probably applied to this
situation.

Someone new entered the room. The ninjas fell
back respectfully, making way for the newcomer, who was dressed in
ordinary casual clothing instead of a silly ninja outfit.

“Agent Weng!” Zip said in surprise. “I
thought you had gone private.”

“I did,” Weng said. “These are my boys. I’m
just doing this as a side contract. Sort of like a favor.”

Zip sighed. “I’m sorry it was you.” He looked
down at Weng from his great height. “I wouldn’t want to have to
hurt you.”

“Think you could?”

“I’ve always wondered which one of us was
better. Anyway,” he gestured at the Vice President, and a look of
displeasure passed over his face, “I’m supposed to protect him with
my life. I guess.”

“We’re not going to hurt him,” Weng said.
“Just take him back home. Helicopters outside. Small jet
nearby.”

“I get to ride in a helicopter?” the Vice
President said excitedly. “I like helicopters.”

The adults tried to ignore him.

Annoyed, the Vice President reached out and
touched one of the many sharp metal weapons dangling from the belt
around the nearest ninja’s middle.

“Ow!” He stuck the bleeding tip of his finger
in his mouth.

“Careful, kid,” Weng said. “You’ll need all
your fingers to wave at the adoring crowds.” Weng turned back to
Zip with raised eyebrows. “This is normal?”

“All the time,” Zip said. “All the darned
time. You have no idea.”

“And you’re going to defend him with your
life?”

“Oh, heck. Get the little sucker out of my
sight.”

“Sucker?”

Zip looked at the floor. “You know I don’t
use bad language, Weng.”

Weng laughed and reached up to pat Zip on the
shoulder. “A fixed point in a changing universe. Okay, boys, let’s
move out.”

Zip followed them from the house and watched
the fleet of helicopters rise into the sky and zoom silently away
over the hills, carrying Junior back home.

Finally, he turned back to the house. He
threw back his shoulders and drew a deep breath. Time to tell Fancy
that he had been overpowered and that Junior had been rescued. This
was the scary part.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Outwardly, Fancy took Junior’s rescue far
better than Zip had feared she would. She understood both Zip’s
limitations and his value to her. Perhaps she had given him too
large a responsibility.

Perhaps she should hedge her bets.

At about the time Malcolm and Jimmy Flicker
were being served their coffee, Fancy made a telephone call to a
run-down location elsewhere in Southern California.

Few calls came in to the twenty-four-hour
line these days, but it was manned around the clock, anyway, in
smiling hopefulness. The chipper chippy doing receptionist duty on
the second shift answered brightly, “Thank you for calling Brothers
and Sisters of Jesus! How may we help you grow closer to Him Whom
we all love and Who loves us daily, hourly, minutely, not to
mention minutely, no matter what we do or how we behave or whether
or not we forget Him, for His love —”

“Can it and put me through to Brother
Harry.”

Dampened, the chippy said, “I’ll see if he’s
still in, ma’am. It is late in the day, and Brother Harry’s
usually left by now. Who shall I say is calling?”

The caller told her. The chippy passed it on.
Brother Harry came on the line quickly, smiling widely with his
voice.

“Fancy, babe! Hey, it’s been a long
time!”

His voice was mellow yellow. His persona was
from a more honestly psychedelic time.

“At least your little girlfriend calls me
‘ma’am.’ You could learn from that.”

“Fellow sibling of Jesus, Fancy, not
girlfriend. We don’t have any of that girlfriend and boyfriend shit
here. We’re all just brothers and sisters, both to each other and
to Him Who —”

“Jesus H. Christ, will you stow it!” his
caller shrieked at him, displaying again that neat turn for
outdated slang which made her calls such a burden to all her old
friends. “Harry, just listen to me. You know about this man Malcolm
Erskine, don’t you?”

Harry repeated the name a time or two. “Nope.
Don’t believe I’ve ever met the gentleman.”

“Business Secrets from the Stars.”

“Oh. Oh, yes. That bastard.” Mellow yellow
had become sour lemon. “Yeah, we know all about him. The times,
they are achangin’. Turn, turn. To everything there is a season.
It’s all just dust ablowin’ in the wind. Just more proof of the
same thing, darlin’.”

“Oh, spare me the pop music philosophizing. I
haven’t given up on being on top, and neither should you. So you’re
going to have to do something about Malcolm Erskine.”

“‘Do something,’ huh? Meaning?”

“Whack. Off. Terminate with extreme
prejudice. Fit with cement overshoes. You know what I mean.”

“Yeah. You mean ‘do away with.’ We gave up
that kind of shit around 1970, Fancy. The guys I used to use all
retired to somewhere in South America. Well, except for two I know.
I’m kinda reluctant to use them. Anyway, why’re you so eager to see
me do something to this cat?”

“Because he’s been using Gone and me in his
publicity, that’s why! And it’s got to stop.”

“Oh, yeah, the consultant-to-ex-presidents
stuff. Well, well. And now you want me to take care of your problem
for you. Well, Fancy, you know what I always used to say back in
the old days: What’s in it for me?”

There was a long hesitation. Finally, Fancy
said, “You might get to be the first official White House mystic
guru during the administration of the first woman president.”

For quite a while, Brother Harry held the
telephone without speaking, his mouth hanging open. Finally he
said, “Wow! You always did think big, didn’t you?”

“So you’ll do it?”

“Well, see, I told you that I’m not sure
about the couple of translators I still have contact with.”

“Translators? What the hell’s the matter with
you? I’m talking about hit men!”

“Translators to a higher plane, sister in
Jesus. They’re very religious guys. That’s how they describe their
profession.”

“Jesus Christ!”

“Exactly. Anyway, problem with these two guys
is, they’re old. They’re really dedicated professionals, and they
really believe in their work and in Jesus, but they move pretty
slowly nowadays, and they kinda have trouble remembering who the
target is supposed to be, and once you get them started, it’s
sometimes kinda hard to stop them, if you should happen to change
your mind.”

Fancy thought for a while. Finally she said,
“Old isn’t bad. Rev ‘em up.”

“If you’re sure you want this.”

“I’m sure. Is it a deal?”

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Malcolm, too, was thinking big at that very
moment, inflamed by Jimmy Flicker’s casual multiplication of
millions. Malcolm and Harry said, “It’s a deal,” at the same
instant.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 


Bend as the reed, star child. As the willow!
Appear to yield, to give, in order that you may ultimately conquer.
Your victory will be all the sweeter, and your enemy’s back all the
more exposed.

— Lukas of Aldebaran

 


It was the afternoon of the Sunday on which
Business Secrets from the Stars reached Number Five on the
New York Times bestseller list. Malcolm had just hung up
after agreeing to be interviewed on a local talk radio show when
the telephone rang again. Johnny Carson already? Malcolm asked
himself. Hope it doesn’t conflict with the local show I just agreed
to be on. If it did, the local boys would be out of luck.

“Hello!” he said, his voice forceful,
masculine, intelligent, deep, and resonant (good for electronic
reproduction), and yet at the same time witty, charming, and
seductive — in short, the type of voice any famous television talk
show host in his right mind would invite back repeatedly.

“Malcolm? Is that you?” It was a voice of
honey and roses, musical tones that induced fantasies of love and
delight, of scented gardens and cool, moonlit nights, romance and
passion, Paradise on Earth, old Hollywood musicals.

“Uh, who is this?”

“It’s me. Marlene.”

Marlene! The bitch! The malignant melanoma in
the form of a woman!

Instantly, Malcolm’s voice became thin, weak,
high-pitched, scarcely audible. “What is it?”

“I just wanted to congratulate you, Malcolm.
You finally did it, didn’t you?”

Did what? Malcolm wondered. Made love to a
beautiful young woman with olive skin and shoulder-length black
hair and adoring almond-shaped eyes who would love him and cherish
him and stay with him? “What’re you talking about?”

“Your book, of course. Business Secrets
from the Stars. I just saw that it’s on the bestseller lists.
Of course, I’m not surprised. I always knew you’d make it. You’ve
got such drive and determination and talent.”

Malcolm stood frozen in place, his mouth
hanging open. He must be trapped in a science-fiction plot, an
alternate history, a parallel universe in which Marlene Erskine nee
Harridan was a sweet, loving woman, a firm supporter of her
husband, and a believer in his talents and his future. But that
didn’t really happen outside the books he read and wrote.

“I’m sorry,” Malcolm said, “I guess I must
have misunderstood you. I thought you said your name was Marlene,
and I assumed you were my ex-wife.”

“I did say my name was Marlene, and I
am your ex-wife. Malcolm, are you all right? You don’t sound
well. Perhaps I ought to come over and fix you supper. I bet you’re
not eating right.”

Malcolm had been standing. Now he sat down.
This conversation was more than he had strength for at the moment.
Perhaps he was imagining the voice on the telephone. After all,
wasn’t this every wronged man’s dream, the one in which the woman
who has done the wronging comes crawling back begging for
forgiveness and sex?

All this just because of one best-selling
book and the resulting promise of riches and fame? So that’s really
all it takes, Malcolm thought in wonder.

His voice began to reassume some degree of
baritone timbre. “Actually, ex-darling, I’ve been eating very well.
Lots of money for fancy meals, after all.”

“Y-e-s-s. I suppose that’s true. And how well
have you been sleeping?”

Malcolm boomed out a rich, hearty laugh, an
outburst of life and vitality from a man of immense potency,
virility, and sexual success. “Well, Marlene, the truth is that the
little darlings won’t allow me much time for sleep. Chuckle,
chuckle.”

Liar, liar, pants on fire! The truth,
Marlene? The truth is that I sleep like a baby — I keep waking up
crying for a breast. But Marlene would, he hoped, believe what he
had said, and he could imagine her twisting on the hook of her
jealousy.

Instead of twisting, she said, “That’s great,
Malcolm. I’m really glad for you. I guess you don’t even miss my
special tongue technique now.”

Malcolm smothered a groan. Marlene’s special
tongue technique! Even if his lovely little darlings had been real,
they probably wouldn’t have been able to match her astonishing
skill in certain areas.

Oh, that mouth! Oh, that tongue! His penis
stiffened and his spine wilted.

“Malcolm? You there?”

“Uh, yeah, mostly.”

“You know, I’ve missed practicing my special
technique on you. You were always so appreciative. Not like —
Anyway, I guess you don’t even think about me any more.”

Malcolm licked his lips and swallowed spit
and pride. “Say, Marlene, I don’t suppose you’d like to have dinner
together, would you? It’d be good to see you again. Talk about
things, and so on. We could go somewhere nice.”

“Oh, Malcolm, I’d love that! I really think
we should still be friends. Come on over and pick me up. I’ll be
ready.”

Belatedly, Malcolm remembered that it had
always been the sound of triumph in her voice when she had won a
point against him that he had hated the most.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Morning’s light brought momentary confusion.
On the one hand, the light was streaming in through the wide
windows that led to the balcony of Malcolm’s downtown condominium.
On the other hand, the delectable little body sleeping in a catlike
ball beside him was surely Marlene.

Oh, yes, that’s right, he thought,
remembering. It was indeed Marlene, and she was indeed here with
him, and she had indeed treated him to quite an extended session of
her special tongue technique during the night. Rather like old
times. In fact, rather better than old times.

Malcolm smiled smugly and stretched and felt
like a hell of a guy. Dinner the previous evening at the Ile de
France had been extravagantly expensive, thanks to Marlene ordering
a very expensive wine and the most expensive appetizer and entree
and dessert and after-dinner cordial on the menu, but he was
Malcolm Moneybags now, he could afford it, and it had certainly
been worth the cost. Yes, indeed.

He slid over against Marlene’s smooth,
slender, firm back and put his arm over her and began to fondle her
breasts.

Marlene awoke with a smile and a murmured
“Mmm!” She turned toward him, flung her arms around his neck,
burrowed her face into his neck, and whispered, “What you need now
is a business manager. Someone to handle all your money for
you.”

M&M together again at last — Marlene
Harridan and Malcolm Patsy.

Malcolm stiffened, but not the part of him
that Marlene had depended upon to argue on her behalf. Then he
relaxed and said, quite calmly and with great self-control, “I plan
to be my own business manager, but I might need a bookkeeper on a
part-time basis some time in the future. I could probably manage a
few bucks an hour for a competent human calculator.”

Marlene leaped out of bed. She stood
barefooted on the luxurious rug Malcolm had bought only two days
before and glared down at him, her face growing redder by the
second. Finally she shrieked, “You cheap bastard! Fuck you!”

“You already did, my ex-dear. And so
skillfully, too.”

“Shithead!”

Marlene had never been very original in her
choice of pejoratives, but the vigor she put into their utterance
had always been unexceptionable.

“Does this mean our date is over?” Malcolm
asked.

Marlene growled, “Fuckface,” and stalked over
to the chair where she had piled her clothing the day before. She
dressed with her back to Malcolm, regaining self-control as she did
so. “Call me a cab,” she said.

Malcolm actually almost said to her, “All
right, you’re a cab,” but he found the self-discipline not to.

He used the telephone on the small table
beside the bed, and then he lay in bed watching Marlene finish
dressing and apply a new coat of makeup.

She had always hated the very idea of
dressing and making herself up in the morning without showering
first. No doubt she was too angry with him now to use his shower
and would go home and use his ex-shower instead. She brushed her
hair quickly and vigorously and completed the transformation from
tongue-technique expert to maddeningly fetching but simultaneously
repellent yuppie. “How do I look?” she asked, smug and in control
again.

“Like a gorgeous, sexy woman —”

Marlene glowed at him.

“— who’s overdressed and over made up.”

Marlene glared at him. “Asshole.”

She stamped over to the bedroom door. “I’ll
wait for the cab downstairs in the lobby. Don’t bother getting up
to show me out.”

As she slammed the front door theatrically
shut behind her, Malcolm asked himself if he had actually, finally
won one against Mistress Malefica. It seemed that he had. It
seemed, also, that he had had to divorce her to do so.

Curious how adept she was at assuming the
appropriate persona — sweet or sexy or dependent or strong or
whatever combination seemed most likely to get her what she wanted.
After his rejection of her business-manager suggestion, though, she
had, along with her clothes and makeup, put on her true aspect —
Marlene the Malevolent. He could easily imagine her as the evil
adversary in a superhero comic book.

Dressed in a skin-tight costume decorated
with lightning bolts — and very dangerously desirable she looks in
it, too — Writerman’s most dangerous foe, Marlene the Malevolent,
menaces the stunningly, exotically beautiful young woman with
shoulder-length black hair and olive skin who is the guest star of
this month’s issue.

But wait! Who’s that knocking politely at the
beautiful young woman’s front door?

Why, it’s Writerman, Malcolm the Magnificent!
Strange seed of even stranger parents, he has come to Earth to
fight for truth, justice, and an improvement in grammatical usage.
“Begone, foul creature!” he cries. “This innocent young lovely is
under my protection now!”

“A curse on you and all your efforts! May
true literary success elude you forever!” Marlene the Malevolent
shrieks, knowing just where the sensitive nerve endings are.
Spinning about (thus allowing Writerman a last view and a rogue
memory of the firmness of her athletic little backside), she leaps
through the conveniently open window and flaps away into the night,
having become a bat.

“Oh, Malcolm, my hero!” sobs the exotic young
beauty.

In the last panel, we see them clinching,
panting with eagerness, leaving to our overheated imaginations what
will happen in the subsequent panels, the ones no one will draw for
us.

Now that Malcolm thought about it, Marlene’s
special tongue technique wasn’t all that wonderful, really. He must
have magnified it in his imagination through some strange effect of
sexual deprivation. Surely his exotically beautiful dream girl with
the olive skin and the shoulder-length black hair and the
almond-shaped eyes would be able to do a far better job of it.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


In the meantime, two old men were wandering
around Portland, Oregon prayerfully whacking men named Malcolm.
They knew the name of the city began with a P.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Learn! How to get people to do what you
want!

Learn! How to change people’s behavior!
Without their even knowing what you’re doing!

Learn! How to deal with “difficult” people —
people who “just can’t cut it” — people who “don’t have what it
takes” — or even people who’re just “hard to deal with!”

Learn! How to Present Yourself — Powerfully,
with Polish and Prestige!

Yes! In this exclusive, powerful one-day
workshop, you too can learn all of these things AND EVEN MORE! from
the only man in the world who channels the wisdom of the ancient
Merskeenians, Malcolm Erskine, author of the phenomenal
best-seller, Business Secrets from the Stars.

Space is limited. Sign up now.

 


Or, as the star-dwelling Merskeenians
themselves might have put it:

“Know this important wisdom, O sharer of
heavy atoms from the very same supernova that that we ourselves
derived from in far-ancient times: Every entity or entities wants
or want something desperately, even if he or she or it or they
doesn’t or don’t even know it. And if you, our cosmic cousin, are
able to convince him or her or it or them that you can
provide that thing or feeling or wish, fulfill that gaping need,
then you will most surely have him or her or it or them by the
short hairs and/or tendrils.”

And looking over the scrubbed little faces of
all the little boys and girls who had each paid one thousand
dollars to attend his powerful one-day workshop, Malcolm thought
that that was what he most surely had them all by.

One particular girl had hair the color of the
hair of the woman of Malcolm’s dreams. True, it was fashionably
short and had been assaulted by a hairdresser rather than hanging
softly, wonderfully to her shoulders. True, this girl was tall —
taller than Malcolm — rather than short, and only pretty rather
than exotically beautiful, and her skin was creamy, her cheeks
rosy, rather than blessed with the olive tones of the skin of
Malcolm’s dusky dream woman. The latter, presumably, derived from
the mystic and erotic East, whereas the young woman seated in the
front row at his seminar no doubt traced her roots to somewhere
much closer to Scandinavia. But life, Malcolm reminded himself, is
a series of compromises.

In her favor, this real female had the dewy
lips and unlined face that bespeak the tight skin and high body
fluid levels of youth, and her shining eyes followed him in
adoration as he stalked about the front of the room spewing
gibberish.

When, in his pre-Business Secrets
days, had a woman looked at him adoringly? Pondering the question,
Malcolm was forced to admit that the answer was “Never.”

Wisely, he began to direct his extempore
silliness more and more at the young woman and to color it more and
more with whatever double entendres he could devise.

He noticed, though, as the day wore on, that
she seemed to be distressed about something. A hint of a frown
began to disfigure her pretty brow. It grew, changing from a hint
to a chasm. She raised her hand, waving it to catch Malcolm’s
attention.

Malcolm pointed at her. “I’m sorry. Your
name... ?”

“Tracy Smith.”

Oh, my God, Malcolm thought. His dream girl
wouldn’t be named “Tracy” or any other two-syllable American female
name ending with a long “e” sound. Compromises, he reminded
himself. “Yes, Tracy, what is it?”

“I don’t understand something.”

Tracy’s voice was low in pitch and a bit
husky. Rather pleasant, Malcolm decided.

“All the names you’ve mentioned,” Tracy
continued, “I mean, like, the executives and all, and the heroes of
the wars against the Marlingas — they’re all men. Didn’t these
Merskeenians have equal employment opportunity and stuff, since
they were so enlightened?”

Malcolm cursed himself. How could he have
forgotten to pay lip service to that particular current business
cliché? He had thought he’d covered them all.

Inspiration struck. Malcolm was not a hack
writer for nothing.

Remembering Larry Lefkowitz, Malcolm tilted
his head back so that he was looking down his nose at Tracy.
Fortunately, he had trimmed the hair in his nostrils that very
morning.

“Have I said that the Merskeenian heroes were
all men, my dear young lady?” My dear, delectable young lady.

“Well, gee, no,” Tracy stammered, “but, but,
you know, you went ‘Lukas’ and ‘Paulus’ and ‘Henricus’ and all like
that, so it’s pretty clear, isn’t it?” She had started defensively,
but she ended on the offense.

Malcolm turned to the rest of the class. The
women, he noted, were waiting with interest for his answer. The men
were staring into space and waiting it out. “Here you see the
unfortunate result of an ethnocentric upbringing,” he said. “You
know, now that it’s so vital for us to compete with the Japanese
and the Koreans and the Taiwanese and... and whoever, it’s
particularly essential that we not fall into the trap of thinking
that other cultures must mirror our own. What is a man’s name here
may be a woman’s name somewhere else. That’s especially true of the
Merskeenians, who were so equal, so dedicated to equal
employment opportunities and non-discriminatory hiring
practices and equal pay for equal work, that they even,”
he paused, his face red, glaring about the room as if challenging
anyone to dispute with him, “subscribed to equal naming
conventions for their children!”

Tracy looked properly ashamed. Malcolm felt
that it was necessary to drive the point home still further,
though. “Why, I well remember Lukas saying to me, ‘Suppose, O
fellow product of the Big Bang, that you were called upon to do
business in the far land of South Korea. Think what a dreadful and
costly error you would commit were you to assume that, just because
Kim is a girl’s name in the land of your nativity, it must needs be
the same in the land in which you are doing business! Should you
address the President of that wondrous land of almond-eyed,
black-haired women as “Honey,” what further prospects would you
have of racking up significant sales?’ How right Lukas was!
President Kim, Prime Minister Kim, Speaker of the House Kim, Waiter
and Waitress Kim — Christ, they’re all named Kim! Get the point,
Tracy?”

Tracy nodded, abashed.

However, at the back of the room was a
student with almond eyes and black hair and olive skin and of the
wrong sex. He was hesitantly raising his hand, wearing an
expression which said clearly that he hated to contradict an
authority figure but felt he had no choice when faced with so
egregious an error.

What now? Malcolm wondered. Oh, shit. Kim’s a
surname, not a first name. “Well,” Malcolm said loudly, “let’s move
along. Time’s awastin’. Tracy, stay behind after the session’s
over, if you can. You at the back. Get your hand down.”

At the end of the day, as the starry-eyed
kids filed out, a few stayed behind.

Some were enthusiastic young men and women
with a sharp glint in their eyes that belied their apparent naiveté
and revealed that their sights were set on vice-presidencies of the
supernumerary corporations that already paid them more than any
honest assembly-line worker earned. These, Malcolm was able to take
care of quickly with appropriate manufactured Merskeenianisms.

“Send not to ask upon whose face you must
tread, because the great wheel turns and treads equally upon all,
from the lowest to the highest, and so you might as well get yours
while you can.” Or, “It is written that the lowest shall be highest
and the highest, lowest, so just make sure you end up on the right
side of the equation.” Or his favorite, “Always sit with your back
to the wall.” Wild Bill Hickock, one of Malcolm’s boyhood heroes,
ignored that advice, and just consider, O Big Bang Buddy, what
happened to him.

Two stayers-behind were different. One was
the unfortunately male Oriental troublemaker, and the other was
Tracy.

With exaggerated facial gestures, Malcolm
tried to say wordlessly to Tracy, “Wait a minute, interesting
sweetie, while I deal with this jerk.” She seemed to understand. He
turned to the man and said, “Mr. Kim, I presume?”

The Oriental man seemed confused. “No,
Otsinuga. You have been to Korea, sir?”

Only in my wet dreams. “No. But if you’re
about to tell me that ‘Kim’ is a surname, rather than a first name,
I already know that. It was just an illustration.”

Otsinuga nodded. “Ah. I understand. I lived
in Korea as a child, but because of what you said, I was afraid I
had become confused about Korean names.” He nodded happily, all
confusion fled, and left.

Malcolm stared after him, mouth agape. What
was this fatal power he now possessed, this aura of interstellar
omniscience? Were so many people so hungry for illumination,
guidance, and certainty that they would accept virtually any
silliness if some charlatan in a business suit asserted it, even if
it contradicted their own direct experience? More important, was
there any limit to the number of dollars Malcolm Erskine could
extract from them by seeming to be able to answer their needs?

“Oh, Mr. Erskine,” Tracy breathed in
hormonally heated admiration. “It must be so wonderful to have a
brilliant alien being enter you at night!”

Malcolm turned from contemplating Mr.
Otsinuga’s back, looked up at her, and grinned from ear to ear.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Two days later, looking forward to another
night of being entangled in Tracy’s long arms and legs and nearly
suffocated by her large mouth and long tongue, Malcolm received
from her instead the following note:

 


My new job came through! Thanks to you! Like
Lukas says, I made my own reality and went for it and visualized
success, and now a man named Mr. Nostra has hired me to be Director
of Marketing at his headquarters office in Sicily.

I’ll be back on business about once a month,
so maybe we can get together then and have some good times again.
Etc., etc., etc.

Have a good one.

Tracy

 


Malcolm sighed heavily at the loss and
consoled himself with the knowledge that there were others. Many
others, in fact. Lining up after every Business Secrets from the
Stars seminar, in fact. Every one of them young and gorgeous,
in fact.

So what if they lacked brains? What need had
he, confidant of star-dwelling Merskeenians, of women with
brains?

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



CHAPTER NINE

 


Spawn of my spawn, beware the terrible
currents flowing beneath the placid surface of your world. Deep
inside the Earth, all is fluid, changing, plastic. Great rivers of
molten rock, vast convection currents, rise and fall, bearing upon
them the continents that seem to you so solid. This fearsome magma
shapes your world and your lives. Who can say what effects it has
upon each of you, upon your nature and your life? Who knows what
vapors it secretly releases into your atmosphere? Placate this
terrible power, for it may burst forth without warning and destroy
everything.

— Lukas of Aldebaran, explaining matters
he wasn’t entirely sure Malcolm Erskine could handle.

 


When Malcolm was an iddle widdle boy, he read
a nauseating children’s story about an iddle widdle boy whose
doting grandfather lived with the family and was the iddle widdle
boy’s bestest friend ever. So Malcolm decided that his Grandpa
Tibbs would become his own bestest friend. He was sure that his
Grampie — the boy in the story had called his grandfather Grampie —
would be happy to take on the role.

At that time, Malcolm’s paternal grandfather,
Tibbs Erskine, had not yet been transported kicking and screaming
in a straitjacket to a very special kind of nursing home. He was
still living upstairs in the attic, which had been converted to a
suite of rooms that would have been quite pleasant if not for the
rats, barn owls, and poisonous spiders. All of those steered clear
of Tibbs, though, so he found the attic satisfactory.

He had shown no interest at all in his
grandson, just as he had never shown any interest in his own son
beyond demanding that the poor man provide him with shelter and
food. After a long and satisfying life spent making a large number
of relatives, business associates, and strangers miserable, Tibbs
wanted to spend his twilight years in peace in his attic, sitting
at the huge metal desk he had somehow stolen from his last
employer, writing page after page of a mysterious manuscript no one
was ever allowed to look at, and drinking large quantities of
vodka, to which he had become addicted while stationed at the
American embassy in Moscow before World War II.

He certainly had no interest in his
pestiferous little grandson.

Malcolm was too young to understand the
complicated ways of adults. Indeed, that was something he was to
have trouble with throughout his life. So, convinced that life must
imitate the saccharine book he had just finished reading, he
climbed the almost endless flights of creaking wooden stairs toward
the attic.

Golly, it sure was a long way up to where
Grandpa Tibbs lived! Why, he must be practically in Heaven! Long
and difficult though the climb was for Malcolm’s short, chubby,
unexercised little legs, it seemed more worthwhile the more he
thought about his grandpapa’s probable semi-divinity. Not only
would Malcolm be gaining a new bestest friend, he’d be practically
acquiring a guardian angel!

Life was pretty goddamned fucking amazing,
little Malcolm thought, using a coupling of adjectives he didn’t
understand but had heard his father use when referring to Grandpa
Tibbs, so he knew they must be good ones.

Once he finally reached the tippety top of
the flight of stairs, Malcolm stopped to catch his breath. He
leaned against the banister and breathed and breathed and breathed
for the longest time, for he was a very lazy child who never did
anything physically that he didn’t absolutely have to, and so he
was close to passing out from lack of breath and the immense
altitude.

Finally, when his heart had stopped hammering
away and returned to its normal soft, squishy regularity, he opened
the attic door without knocking and stepped inside.

The attic stank.

It made Malcolm sad to think that his
grandpappy had to live in a place that stank.

There was Grandpa Tibbs, leaning over his big
gray metal desk, writing away steadily with his right hand, his pen
making a scratching sound, and holding a large glass of water in
his left hand. From time to time, he took a sip from the glass. He
was tall and slender, with thinning gray hair that had not been
washed in ever, ever, ever so long, a brown, seamed face, a long
white beard with odd stains on it, and bony, strong-looking hands
with long, yellow nails. His eyes were brilliant blue, and so were
the pajamas, slippers, and robe he wore.

This was just as Malcolm had overheard his
father describing the scene to his mother, and that gave Malcolm a
warm, secure feeling, even though he hadn’t understood everything
else his father had said and he wasn’t sure all of it was nice.

But how nice Grandpa Tibbs looked!

Or so Malcolm was able to convince
himself.

Malcolm walked forward until he was standing
right next to his grandpapa’s leg. He stared up the old man for a
while in fascination, intrigued by his concentration. Writing must
sure be fun and interesting!

“Hi, Grandpa Tibbs,” Malcolm shrieked.

Tibbs leaped to his feet and skittered away.
Papers flew every which way. “Jesus fucking Christ!” His voice was
hoarse and rough. When he spoke, it sounded like stones rubbing
against each other. “Who the shit are you?”

“I’m Malcolm. You’re my grandpapa.”

Tibbs relaxed and gathered up his papers,
shuffling them carefully into order and putting them back atop the
large pile on his desk. He sat down again. “Oh, right. Go away.
Close the door behind you. Little fucker.”

“Watcha doin’?”

“Writing. Get lost.”

“Watcha writin’?”

“My memoirs. Piss off.”

“Watsa mem... ?” Malcolm trailed off without
trying to finish the word.

“Holy shit,” Grandpa Tibbs said. He put down
his pen and glass with a sigh of resignation and twisted in his
chair until he was facing his grandson.

This Tibbs looming over him suddenly didn’t
look so sweet and lovable. Malcolm backed up a step.

“You’re as annoying as your goddamned father
was at your age. At any age. He still is. Look a bit like him. Your
older brother and sister were like that, too. Kept bothering me.
Brats.”

Malcolm frowned in puzzlement. “I don’t gots
no older brother ‘n’ sister.”

“You gots your father’s mastery of grammar,
though,” Tibbs said, mimicking Malcolm’s childish voice. Then his
tone changed to a snarl. “Never could pound any of it into his
thick head. Anyway, you used to have an older brother and
sister.”

“Where’d they go?”

Tibbs leaned forward. His lips drew back in
what might have been a grin, but it revealed his long, yellowish
gray teeth, all of them pointed as though they had been filed. “I
ate them.”

For a fraction of a second, Malcolm held his
ground.

Then he turned and fled, all the way down,
down, down the immensely long flight of stairs, crying and yelling
the whole way, falling and banging himself, getting up again,
running down the stairs again on his weak, plump little legs, tears
running down his face, blood leaking from his nose from one of the
falls on the way, terror filling his heart.

Behind him, Gramps laughed and slammed the
door shut.

Malcolm’s parents met him at the bottom of
the stairs and hurried him away to another part of the house, where
they comforted him and petted him and bullied him until he finally
managed to calm down.

He described what had happened to him in
tedious detail, but they assured him he had imagined it all. Why,
Grandpa Tibbs wasn’t even in the house right now. And of course
Malcolm had never had an older brother and sister whom his
grandfather had eaten. What a silly idea! Here, have some ice
cream.

After a great deal of petting and bullying
and ice cream, which he suddenly decided he hated, Malcolm was able
to convince himself that he had indeed imagined the whole
thing.

As the years passed, and Grandpa Tibbs kept
to his attic retreat, presumably adding to the pile of pages that
constituted his memoirs and downing a steady stream of vodka, and
as Malcolm entered and endured a painful adolescence and horrific
high-school experience, the incident began to seem like a
dream.

It took on realistic contours only on the
rare occasions when Tibbs left his attic for one reason or another
and encountered Malcolm, at which time Gramps would grin
ferociously at his grandson and snap his fearsome teeth together
and tell Malcolm that he was worthless and would never amount to
anything, just like his father. Once or twice he varied things by
muttering in that hoarse voice that cleanliness was next to
godliness. Tibbs was always accompanied by a ghastly stench that
Malcolm finally realized came from him, not from the attic.

There were two other times when the memory
seemed real and not a dream. That was when Malcolm acquired a
puppy, which disappeared after a couple of days, and then later a
kitten, which disappeared after one day.

“Ran away,” his parents said, looking
uncomfortable and refusing to meet his eyes.

Could it be?

No, impossible.

When Malcolm was thirteen, he had a friend.
He had never had one before. Billy was as weird as he was, as
socially inept, and just as interested in science fiction, fantasy,
and horror. Billy, too, talked about writing and selling the stuff
some day. Although neither of them knew it, Billy was considerably
more talented than Malcolm and might well have had a respectable
literary career had he not disappeared.

He came over one day to see Malcolm at a time
when neither Malcolm nor his parents were at home. The front door
was open, so Billy walked in, as he had become accustomed to doing.
Looking for Malcolm, and curious about the grandfather Malcolm had
once told him about, Billy climbed the stairs and entered the Tibbs
attic. He was never seen again.

The next day, Malcolm’s father, his face grim
and pale, arranged to have Grandpa Tibbs taken away to what he told
Malcolm was a nursing home.

Years later, Malcolm received a letter from
home saying that dear old Grampsy had passed on to a better world.
The letter didn’t tell him that Grampsy had died in a hail of
bullets during an escape attempt from the nursing home, or that the
body had been immediately cremated, or that Malcolm’s parents, on
hearing the news, cheered and hugged each other and made plans for
a big evening out.

Nor did Malcolm watch his father ascend the
stairs and bring down the reams of Grampsy’s memoirs and sit down
at the kitchen table to skim them. He didn’t watch his father’s
face turn paler and paler as he read until it matched the newer
sheets of paper in color. He didn’t watch his father refuse to let
his mother read any of it. He didn’t see his father haul the piles
of paper covered with grandpapa’s lovely script out to the driveway
and light them all in a giant bonfire and dance clumsily around
it.

More years later, after Malcolm had started
trying to sell his fiction professionally, he remembered those
memoirs and wondered what had happened to them. He wondered if they
might have contained some anecdotes from his grandfather’s career
that he could have stolen and used in a story or a novel. Then he
decided that whatever his grandfather had been scrawling so
laboriously for so many years had probably been boring and
pointless and worthless, and he dismissed it all from his mind.
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Preoccupied as he was with himself, Malcolm
rarely paid attention to politics. This was an unfortunate habit,
albeit only one of many that characterized the confidant of the
star-dwelling Merskeenians. Malcolm might have argued that the
events he invented for those imagined beings in their ancient time
and faraway place had a great impact on his bank account and were
therefore more important than real events.

Daddy Longlegs had succeeded to his father’s
estate, had made much money in the oil business, and had entered
politics. In time, as we know, he would become Vice President of
the United States, and later, on a doleful day, President.

Alas, he and Grammy had never been able to
have human children bearing their own DNA. In a way, that didn’t
matter, for they had come to think of the three little brothers as
their very own human children. This had happened at an early point,
perhaps on that August day when they had taken the three simians to
church in their three little suits and Reverend Gregory had
declared them cute little monkeys.

Earlier, Grammy had said she would raise them
as though they were her own children, but the truth was that, until
Gregory conferred his blessing upon them, she had begun to be
increasingly bothered by their hairiness, their waddling walk, and
their habit of climbing the drapes and, from a height where she
couldn’t reach them, urinating and defecating on her new
carpets.

She had sometimes been on the verge of
condemning them as dirty, filthy, hairy apes and requesting that
Daddy have them put down or at the very least put out — sent away
to some traveling circus, perhaps. But Gregory had changed all
that. So she schooled her heart and her mind and learned to keep
newspapers spread over the carpets and in time she did indeed come
to love the three brothers as though they had been her own and as
though they had been human. After all, she couldn’t deny that they
certainly were cute little monkeys.

Perhaps Daddy neglected the boys a bit. He
was a very busy man. He flung himself into his official duties when
he served as Vice President under the Great Confibulator.

Not that Daddy cared for all of those duties.
Some of them he considered beneath him. For example, he had to
chair the meetings of the group working on the Teeny Tiny Robot
Soldiers Undertaking. Also the group working on the Fiendishly Fine
Wire Initiative. And those weird biologists from the Suddenly
Severe Tummy Virus Breeding Program. Not to mention the Wishful
Thinking Anti-Missile Shield, and the Booby Trapped Eggs team, and
those El Movimiento para Envenenar la Barba de Fidel Castro
people. He hated all of them. Beneath him. Wacky. Silly. Small. He
wanted to concentrate on the big, important stuff.

Like the National Cathedral.

Ah, the National Cathedral! That was
something worth spending his time on.

Daddy had been charged by President Gone Away
with finally completing the construction of the National Cathedral
in Washington. This stunningly un-Constitutional undertaking had
started many decades earlier and had moved along in fits and starts
under a succession of Presidents, all of whom had ignored the
whirling sounds emanating from the graves of the Founding
Fathers.

There had been occasional opposition from the
living, too, but the opposition had been waning for years, and
finally Daddy sensed that victory was at hand. Even so, a small
gang of fiendish Democrats who wanted to put a stop to the
construction refused to budge. Daddy made a list of their names and
where they lived and he bided his time.

Shortly after Daddy was sworn in as
President, a couple of those awful Democrats wandered away into the
Virginia wilderness one day and were eaten by orangutans. The
surviving opponents quickly changed their minds, and the necessary
funds for the completion of the Cathedral were appropriated. The
remaining work was rushed through. A grand opening ceremony was
held. Daddy was finally able to relax and enjoy himself a bit with
his mistress.

Daddy’s determination to have the Cathedral
finished didn’t stem from his religious devotion, which wasn’t
particularly strong.

He was able to get Reverend Gregory installed
as the Cathedral’s Director, and although the building was supposed
to be a home for people of all faiths, in practice the services
held there were predominantly those of the Church of the Moneyed
Classes and were presided over by Reverend Gregory.

And fine services they were. Fine sermons,
too. Daddy didn’t attend very often, but when he did, he was able
to stay awake at least halfway through. Usually.

Gregory liked to start his sermons off with a
bang. Often, he’d step up to the lectern, stand silently for a
while looking at the great crowd filling the immense space, and
then suddenly he’d yell, “USA! USA! Number One! Number One! Jesus
wants you to remember that.”

That part would keep Daddy awake and smiling.
After that, Gregory would tend to get theological, and that’s when
Daddy’s eyelids would start getting heavy.

Gregory didn’t care. He was in his element.
Let Daddy sleep. Gregory preached on.

“On this beautiful day, in this magnificent
house of God, in this fine city, in this great country, the
greatest country ever in the history of the world, let us give
thanks that we are Americans and not pansy-ass Europeans or
something even worse. How God has blessed us! I think he deserves a
healthy round of applause. Don’t you?”

Applause.

“We have wealth. We have power. We have
riches and abundance and glory and might and missiles and bombs and
really great television shows. Most important of all, the people
here in this really admirable building have lots and lots of money.
Money, my dear friends, is a sign of God’s blessing. Those who
possess money are being rewarded for doing God’s will. Those who
don’t have money — well, obviously God has turned his face from
them. Money is the visible form in this world of God’s blessing,
and it will be transformed for the wealthy into God’s eternal
spiritual blessing once you pass from this world into the next.

“Therefore, God wants you to accumulate as
much of his blessing here on Earth as you possibly can, so that you
will be able to exchange it for a vast amount of his spiritual
blessing once you are gathered to his bosom. As Jesus told us, it
is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for
a poor man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.”

His audience nodded in happy agreement.
Unlike Daddy, most of them didn’t find the theological sections of
Reverend Gregory’s sermon to be tedious or difficult to understand
at all. That was part of the man’s genius, they agreed — his
ability to make even the most complex and subtle theological
concepts simple and easy enough for anyone to understand.

Sometimes — rarely — Reverend Gregory would
feel in a prophetic mood and would talk about trials and
tribulations, the Antichrist and the Second Coming, the End Times
and the Millennium. His audience didn’t care as much for these
sermons as they did for the ones about the blessedness of the rich
and their forthcoming rewards in Heaven, but Gregory had a soft
spot for what he thought of as his Hell on Earth sermons. He could
raise his voice a lot more and shake his finger sternly at the
congregation and talk about blood and death and vast destruction
and mighty armies clashing in the Middle East. It was a lot more
fun. He hated to reach the end of such a sermon — namely, all the
namby-pamby stuff about the syrupy-sweet peaceful and loving
eternal kingdom of Jesus being established on Earth — but it was
necessary to end with that, something upbeat, another promise to
his audience of eternal good times which, he would assure them,
they had earned.

There was good stuff along the way, though,
before he got to the syrupy part. “Every knee shall bow! And
America will be seated at the right hand of God, designated to rule
the Earth in his name, to be his enforcers. That’s what we were
chosen for. City on the Hill? No! Army of God in a fortress on the
hilltop! We earned it by throwing off the yoke of British monarchy
and fighting for our independence. Our forefathers were strong and
brave and macho and hairy chested!” He waved his soft fist in the
air, and his heavy jowls wobbled.

“They weren’t going to take orders from some
effete old king over in England! No, they wanted to rule
themselves! Free, independent, democratic, strong men. And in the
day that is coming, we will be rewarded by being foremost of those
who bow their heads and accept Jesus as their lord and master. When
that glorious day comes, don’t you dare look the Lord in the eye!
You will meet your Maker on your knees, like a true free, proud
American Christian. Tremble in fear and be humble and contrite
before Jesus your lord, because you are Americans! The best, the
greatest, the most stupendously wonderful nation there ever was or
ever will be.”

Zowie!

So let Daddy sleep. Reverend Gregory had a
fine, powerful voice, and he seemed able to keep other people awake
and listening to what he said. That was what counted — both to
Gregory and to Daddy.

Daddy was already planning ahead to his
reelection campaign. When that time came, at least once a week
Gregory would use the National Cathedral’s pulpit to deliver a
sermon supporting Daddy. That was the whole point.

Occasionally, Grammy complained about Daddy’s
neglect of the boys. She didn’t understand just how far ahead Daddy
was planning and how much of his attention that absorbed. He felt
his own future was assured, so now he was putting his efforts into
building careers for the boys.

He envisioned a life in politics for all of
them, after an appropriate amount of time spent in the oil
business. That’s how the Longlegs men did it. After some oil time,
the boys would go into politics locally, although not at too low a
level. Governorships, maybe. Then — and he smiled whenever he
envisioned this — one after the other, they would become
President.

Daddy decided to introduce the boys to the
American public during a ceremony where everyone would be feeling
happy, full of good cheer, and not thinking too deeply about
politics. The event he had chosen was the lighting of the national
Christmas tree, the first time he would be overseeing this grand
national ceremony.

Christmas! An enormous Christmas tree! His
boys beginning their journey to world domination! No wonder he was
feeling cheerful as he crunched across the thin layer of snow
covering the lawn in front of the White House. The sky was clear,
the sun was bright, albeit low in the sky and weak, and the air was
crisp and clean and cold. Ahead, the tree and the hand-picked crowd
and the hand-picked reporters waited. Grammy and the boys were
right behind him. It was a good day to be alive.

Until the reporter waylaid him halfway across
the lawn.

At first Daddy suspected nothing. He thought
the reporter and the cameraman hovering behind him were two of the
hand picked, so he smiled graciously at them.

“Mr. President,” the reporter said, thrusting
his microphone forward, “how do you feel on this lovely
afternoon?”

“Grand day,” Daddy said. “Good day to be
alive. Good folks. Good country. Fine tree. Looking forward to
it.”

“As you know, sir, questions have been raised
about the constitutionality of this ceremony.”

“What? Who?”

“Various people, sir. They wonder if it’s
appropriate for the President, in his official capacity, to be
participating in a ritual associated with one particular religious
sect.”

“Christianity!” Daddy said, scandalized. “Not
a sect! Christianity!”

“Yes, sir. The Christian sect. The national
Christmas tree, the National Cathedral — what about citizens who
aren’t Christians? For that matter, what about Americans who are
atheists?”

“Atheists! Not Americans. You can’t call them
Americans. Shouldn’t be allowed to vote. One nation under God. Says
so in the Constitution.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Declaration of Independence.”

“No, sir. Not in there, either.”

The reporter would have said more, but Daddy
had finally gestured to his Secret Service agents, who descended
upon the two men in a swarm, rushed them into waiting cars, and
drove them away to a forest in Pennsylvania, where both men
committed suicide with well-placed shots to the back of the
head.

“Atheists,” Daddy muttered. “Rubbish. Not
real citizens. Christian nation. Bastard. Hurt my feelings.” He
shrugged. “But I’m okay. I’m a Longlegs. Don’t cry for me,
Argentina. Boys, you got that? Understand my point?”

The three J kids weren’t paying attention,
though. Their eyes were fixed in wonder on the towering California
redwood, one of the last of the remaining giants, that had been cut
down and then transported in many stages by helicopter to the White
House lawn, where it had been bolted back together and propped up
to serve as the national Christmas Tree. They were too stunned and
delighted to make any sounds at all.

It towered above all the other trees and even
above the White House itself. In the bright lights, its trunk
glowed a dark red. The deep, twisting vertical grooves in its bark
were pools of shadow, hints of mystery. Dying, it sang (to those
who listened) of a faraway misty forest, damp, chilly air, dim
light, the sound of dripping water, the smell of moist earth, the
deep, spongy forest floor, layer upon layer of life, plant life,
animal life, insect life — above all, life.

Jibber thought it would be a really neat
thing to climb.

“This way, boys!” Daddy said. He strode
toward the podium on the lawn where he would make his perfunctory
remarks before throwing the cross-shaped switch that would light up
the great tree and remove another brick or two from poor old Thos.
Jefferson’s wall. Not noticing that his three boys weren’t behind
him, Daddy ascended the podium and grinned happily at the reporters
and television cameras. He was at the top of the world! This was
where he belonged!

There was a pause while a group of aging men
with expanding middles, wearing rough approximations to
Revolutionary War army uniforms, trudged into view. It was the
Capital Chapter of the National Musket Association. Grim-faced,
determined, patriotic, the group marched in ragged order to the
base of the immense tree. There they halted, executed an almost
acceptable about face, and stopped, facing Daddy, their muskets
resting against their right shoulders at varying angles
approximating the vertical.

The chapter president waddled forward and
positioned himself in front of them. “Musketeers!” he cried.
“Present arms!”

Daddy watched the confusing, disorganized
display with a smile frozen on his face.

Why were these ancient fools doing this? Why
weren’t they in some rest home, watching the tree-lighting ceremony
on television? Why did he have to endure this? He was the President
of the United States! The leader of the free world! The most
important man in existence! He didn’t have to eat broccoli, and he
shouldn’t have to be subjected to this.

For a while, the Musketeers bumped into each
other, dropped their weapons, spilled powder and musket balls onto
the White House lawn, and in various ways provided great
entertainment for their fellow citizens.

Malcolm, who had nothing better to do, was
watching all of this on television, and for a few minutes, the
Musketeers made him feel less sorry for himself. For that he felt
grateful to the Musketeers, whom he normally considered a great
scab on the body politic and a suppurating lesion in the national
psyche.

The Musketeers finally got themselves
sufficiently organized and ready to fire a musket volley in honor
of Daddy, the White House, the nation, the Revolution, Christmas,
Jesus, Santa Claus, gunpowder, and their dwindling testosterone.
They stood stiffly, holding their muskets pointing at a forty-five
degree angle, and pulled their triggers almost simultaneously.

The muskets belched flame and smoke and dirt
and the occasional ramrod. Daddy and everyone else ducked. Musket
balls pinged against the White House walls and bounced away and
rolled across the lawns. Remarkably, casualties were identical to
those suffered by the British forces at the hands of the Minutemen
at the Battle of Lexington Green, when the Shot Heard Round the
World began the American Revolution. Which is to say, there were no
casualties.

Emulating the Minutemen they idolized, but
fortunately in much more organized and less panicky fashion and far
more slowly than the Minutemen retreating from Lexington on that
glorious occasion, the Musketeers marched away out of view of the
television cameras and their puzzled fellow citizens.

Malcolm put his umpteenth beer aside and
stood up and saluted the television screen.

When the muskets had roared and the smoke had
billowed across the lawn, the three simian brothers had scuttled
for cover. Jibber had led the pack. He had been feeling jumpy all
day. That morning, Tess had waggled her star-spangled behind at him
again. She was determined to do her androidal duty as it had been
programmed into her. Jibber had been keeping watch for her out of
the corner of his eye ever since then. Any sudden movement,
especially if it involved a star, alarmed him.

Now, as the sound died away and the smoke
broke and dissipated in the light breeze, the three brothers
appeared again. They looked around cautiously at first. When it
became clear that there was no danger, they grew bolder.

Evading the Secret Service men by scampering
between their legs, the three began to circulate in the crowd,
charming one and all. Jibber gibbered adorably, Jebber made eyes at
the pretty women and happily let them pet him, and Jabber picked
pockets quickly and efficiently.

The Secret Service men were closing in —
warily, for the little boys had big simian teeth and had used them
on members of the SS before. Resignedly, Jebber and Jabber let
themselves be corralled. But Jibber’s attention had returned to the
un-Constitutional enormity of the national Christmas tree. Waddling
rapidly away from his would-be captors, whom the crowd delightedly
and deliberately interfered with, Jibber made his way to the base
of the dying redwood and stood leaning against its trunk, staring
up at the branches draped with lights stretching away up into the
twilight sky.

A Secret Service man broke from the crowd.
His clothes were torn, his hair was rumpled, his face was
scratched. “I’ve got you now, you little shit!” he shrieked,
instantly destroying his career, and flung himself through the air
at Jibber.

Jibber squeaked and leaped at the tree.

There were no branches this low down, but the
bark, rough even in its natural state and severely gouged by the
equipment that had been used to extract it from among its dwindling
band of brothers and then transport it across the continent,
provided adequate handholds for the little creature’s small, strong
fingers. Up he scrambled, looking more like a large spider or
perhaps a robot than the son of the actual, for sure, goddamitall
President of the United States.

He stopped halfway up, panting from a
combination of exertion — he hadn’t done this kind of climbing for
a long time, after all — lingering fear of Secret Service men and
muskets, and exhilaration. Mostly from exhilaration.

As he recovered his breath, he began to smell
insects. These were different from any insects he had smelled
before. They were aliens, natives of a very different place, doomed
creatures snatched from one of the world’s most beautiful places
and brought to one of its most treacherous. Being insects, they
didn’t see things in those terms. Being Jibber, Jibber didn’t
either.
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