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Dedication

	To Democracy

	You were the best.

	


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.

	* * * * *

	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.

	* * * * *

	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.

	


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.

	* * * * *

	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
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