
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_89d5455ddbb10a01a1d52fb99fcc6a5f_hbdUsN_html_3bd6fb9a.jpg]


INTERSTATE DREAMS

By Neal Barrett Jr.

[image: tmp_89d5455ddbb10a01a1d52fb99fcc6a5f_hbdUsN_html_3900043.jpg]

Smashwords edition pubished at Smashwords by
Crossroad Press

© 2012 / Author

Cover Design By: David Dodd

Cover image courtesy of:

http://lemurianwanderer.deviantart.com/

 



LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you
for respecting the hard work of this author.

 



Meet the Author

[image: tmp_89d5455ddbb10a01a1d52fb99fcc6a5f_hbdUsN_html_m343843c0.jpg]

NEAL BARRETT, JR is an American treasure, a
prolific author with a keen eye to character and the ability to
make the improbable obvious. He has written over fifty novels and
numerous short stories that span the field from mystery/suspense,
fantasy, science fiction and historical novels, to "off-the-wall"
mainstream fiction. Reviewers have defined his work as "stories
that defy any category or convention..."

His “author’s best” collection, “Perpetuity
Blues,” was a finalist for the 2001 World Fantasy Award.

His two fantasy novels featuring “Finn, the
Lizard Master” have been published by Bantam---“The Prophecy
Machine,” in 2000, and “The Treachery of Kings” in 2001. These
novels were based on “The Lizard Shoppe,” which appeared in Dragon
Magazine, and won the “best fiction of the year” award from The
West Coast Publishers.

In addition to his appearance in numerous
magazines, his work may be seen in collections such as The Best
From Fantasy & Science Fiction, Nebula Awards, OMNI: Best
Science Fiction, Asimov's Robots, Dark at Heart, The Year's Best
Science Fiction (Fourth, Fifth, Seventh, Tenth and Eleventh Annual
Collections), etc.

His novelette, "Ginny Sweethips' Flying
Circus" was a finalist for both the SFWA NEBULA Award, and the Hugo
Award, for best novelette of the year, and his story “Cush” was a
Hugo nominee.

His short story, "Stairs," received a
Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award.

Barrett has a habit of crossing genre lines
with his fiction. "Sallie C.," from The Best of the West, and
"Winter on the Belle Fourche," from The New Frontier, were both
chosen for Gardner Dozois' Year's Best Science Fiction.

His novel, "Through Darkest America,"
received acclaim from readers and critics alike. Reviewer Edward
Bryant called it "A book of astonishing power...simply one of the
best..."

 



OTHER BOOKS FROM CROSSROAD PRESS BY NEAL
BARRETT JR.

Novels:

Piggs (With original screenplay by the author)

The Hereafter Gang

Find more eBook offerings from Neal Barrett Jr.
available through www.bitingdogpress.com

 



Buy Direct From Crossroad Press &
Save

Try any title from CROSSROAD PRESS – use the
Coupon Code FIRSTBOOK for a one-time 20% savings! We have a
wide variety of eBook and Audiobook titles available.

Find us at: http://store.crossroadpress.com

Subscribe to our Newsletter : News & Updates

Visit our blogs for updated news and
information:

Print and digital books: http://www.crossroadpress.com

Audiobooks: http://audio.crossroadpress.com

You can also find us on Facebook at :
http://www.facebook.com/CrossroadPress

 



INTERSTATE DREAMS

 



PART ONE

MINNOWS, GUPPIES,

&

SHARKS

 



Chapter One

In the
burgundy-colored van, the white man smoked and sorted colors in his
head. Waited for a neat chromatic fix that might reveal the facts
of life. Why cats don't seem to give a shit. Why girls don't like
to fish. These would be good things to know, things that might lead
to a better life for all.

The black man drove and watched the road.
Didn't just drive like an ordinary man, like a man going
down to the 7-Eleven store. Junior Lewis drove with heart, drove
with his soul linked directly to the road. Driving was the second
best thing he liked to do.

Dreamer didn't like to drive. He lacked
dedication to the wheel, but he understood another man's needs. He
liked to sit back and put his feet on the dash and watch Junior
Lewis drive. Junior thought stopping off for gas was a pure
aggravation, a precious waste of time. He didn't like to stop he
liked to go. If a car didn't have to stop for gas, he'd drive
straight through past Houston, Kansas and Fargo, North Dakota, up
across the polar ice. Down the other side into Coldass, Russia,
tires down to nothing, out of beer and barbecue. Rosy-cheeked girls
would crowd around in furry hats. A girl with glacier eyes would
say, "Hey, now, what's Junior Lewis doing here?"

Dreamer followed this scenario a mile or maybe two,
losing interest fast when the Russian girl wouldn't cash a check.
Leaned back and slid down easy in his seat. Watched Houston traffic
slug along through the hot oppressive night. Watched the bright
sulfur-eyed fish in a hydrocarbon sea. Wondered if a nuke would
clear the air. Wondered if a girl in Oklahoma knew his name.

Dreamer watched
Junior Lewis drive. Dreamer wished that he was black too. He felt
he had a knack for darker skin, in spite of no talent for the
dance. Junior had skin black as night. Not your common Hershey bar
tone or a high yellow wimpy kind of black, but undiluted Kenya
genes. In the stroboscopic light of passing cars, quicksilver
washed the hard angles of his face. Dreamer thought it might be a
Pharaoh's face, that Junior had likely done Egypt some time. He
asked Junior once if Nefertiti rang a bell, if he had a thing for
cats. Junior said he didn't know, said he couldn't quite
recall.

All this quite coincidental with a Mako Binder sort
of off-the-cuff aside the week before, Mako in Dreamer's Austin
store to buy a matched pair of Red Devil Cichlids at a fairly hefty
price. Mako Binder looking criminally intent in a Panama suit, and
somehow spotting Dreamer's wish for greater soul. He said he felt
Dreamer would fit right into nigger life. That he might give some
thought to basketball. This without malice of any sort at all,
simply mobster insight, storing up shit that could turn out useful
sometime. Which was how Mako Binder stayed firmly at the top, in a
business where retirement meant free fall without a gold watch.

Junior Lewis took a
nip from his pint and passed it on, a pint in a brown paper
sack.

"I guess not," Dreamer said, though a drink
seemed proper at the time.

"Might just settle you some," Junior
said.

"I feel I'm settled just fine."

"I see that you are."

"I got a firm handle on my needs. When I want
a drink and when I don't."

"That's good."

"A man know his needs, he going to be a happy
man."

Junior briefly took his eyes off the road.
"What you ought to do, you ought to stop talking like that."

"Like what?"

"Dropping words and letters, then sticking
one in that don't belong."

"You do it," Dreamer said.

"That's different, man. I got an ethnic
obligation to talk the way I do."

"Well, see, that's it. I wish I did too."

"You lay off those Jefferson reruns
awhile, you're going to be fine."

"I envy you minorities a lot. I feel
incomplete."

"I've got this Mes'can friend works down on
the Gulf," Junior said. "He can read English okay, but he's got
this dyslectic tic he try to read any Mex. Doctors can't find a
thing. They maybe going to write him up."

"This is the funny looking dude with one
eye."

"Who you thinking about is Raoul. Raoul the
man bet Sid Pink he could drive to LA buck naked without getting
stopped. Which he did, except Sid tips the law and Raoul is out
twenty-five grand and a couple of weeks in jail."

"Sid doesn't much like to lose."

"That is a fact."

Dreamer looked out the window at the soupy
primal mix that passed for air. Traffic up ahead disappeared, lost
in a deadly yellow veil.

"I wouldn't live in Houston on a bet,"
Dreamer said. "What you got right here, you got the asshole end of
the world."

"Nobody going to argue that."

"You ought to come to Austin, get out of this
place."

"That hippie dog life's not for me," Junior
said. "I'm your big spending type. I got the need for finer
things."

"Jesus," Dreamer said, "where you been, man?
Austin isn't like that now, hasn't been fun for thirty years. All
the old hippies wearing suits."

"You don't say."

"Come over there, you could eat at Mama
Lucy's every night. Eat ribs and sing darky songs. You play any
banjo at all?"

"You tell Mama Lucy Junior Lewis says hello.
You tell her that. Mama Lucy is one fine lady. There isn't many
like her anymore."

"I don't guess I'll do that," Dreamer said.
"Wouldn't want her to know I even saw you over here. She finds out
I'm using you on something like this, she'll have my ass in a
sling."

Junior laughed at that. "Don't have to
tell that woman anything. She want to know something, she
know."

Junior thought on Mama Lucy, thought about
the long night ahead. "You want some more help on this, you got it.
I don't have to tell you that."

"You're doing all you need to do,
friend."

"Shit, I'm driving, isn't much to that."

"It's enough," Dreamer said, and said it in a way
that didn't call for extra talk.

Traffic wasn't bad
for Friday night. Slow, but better than the other way, better going
out than coming in. Fun-lovers groped for the city's strangled
heart, weekday people seeking weekend dreams, seeking joy and
release, seeking major aggravation and assault. Dreamer thought
about a drink, about the bottle in Junior Lewis' sack. A drink
seemed the right thing to do. Alcohol abuse would put the night on
hold, muddy up the colors in his head. In the morning he could tell
himself he didn't need the money, didn't need it bad.

The thought seemed to carry some doubt,
seemed to lack true conviction and accord. Money didn't matter and
it did. The money was good, too good this time. When it got that
good, there was always a bad reason why.

And that, Dreamer thought, was reason enough
to call the whole thing off and have a drink. Drive back to Austin
and call Eileen. If she's speaking to him now, they can go and have
a steak and a beer. Tell the client in the morning things didn't
work out the way they should. They wouldn't like that. They'd
figure he was holding them up for extra bucks. But hey, you can't
help what other people think That's the way they are, that's what
they're going to do.

Just at that moment, as a plan began to jell,
as decision seemed complete, Dreamer looked past Junior at the
traffic going south, at the yellow wash of light, at the
phosphorescent blur, looked and saw the bottle-green Jag, saw the
car stalled out and saw the girl, saw the skinny-butt jeans, saw
the cool Madonna eyes, saw the bright sequin halter that would make
a fag bullfighter cry.

All this in a wink but enough to let him know
that love had struck him blind. Love, passion, and romance. True
love paperback style, and, if the present is a mirror of the past,
maybe something greater, maybe something bigger than that...

 



Chapter Two

"Pull off," Dreamer
said, and Junior did.

Junior Lewis had seen the girl too. "We doing
Batman and Robin?" he said, and didn't need to ask.

"We just might." Dreamer got out quickly and
walked to the back of the van. Junior slid out on Dreamer's side,
unwilling to risk awesome injury or death. He read the look in
Dreamer's eyes. Found no trace of reason or restraint.

"Man, you don't want to do this," he said,
"this is not a cool idea."

"That little girl needs care."

"Not from over here she don't."

"We can't just leave her there, Junior. That
amounts to criminal neglect."

"That Batplane'd do it," Junior said.

Dreamer knew Junior was right, but he kept on
watching all the same, searching for an answer through the white
electric blur, through the whine of passing cars. He saw her in a
fast-frame beat, saw her looking at the Jag, saw her staring at the
hood. Knew there was nothing under there she cared to see. There
was magic in the motor but she didn't have the spell.

The night smelled of chemical abuse, there
was poison in the air. Dreamer felt he could love this girl a lot.
Take her to his heart, answer all her dreams. And, with
cross-traffic love came a sadness of the soul, a little tenor sax,
a little moment of regret. He didn't know how this could be. They
hadn't known each other long enough to sing the blues.

"Come on," Dreamer said, "let's go. We got to
get off this mother and circle back."

Junior shook his head. "We be three whole
days just finding an exit, man."

"Well goddamn, we sure have to try."

Dreamer started for the van and then stopped.
Cross-lane motion caught his eye. The car snaked out of traffic and
nosed up sly behind the Jag, a barrio Buick set gnat-turd close to
the ground, a paint job slick and beetle-black, a Tijuana fresco of
green serpent gods and a vaguely Mayan Jesus on the hood, Mary
there somewhere, lost amid airbrush crucifixion and tears, possibly
a yucca and a rose, all this a Sistine taco work of art and clearly
trouble on the run.

"Uh-oh," Junior said, "those Mes'can
Americans going to help that lovely girl."

"Christ, let's go," Dreamer said, unpleasant
visions in his head.

"Time and space against us all the way,"
Junior said. "That gal have two little babies by the time we get
over there, man."

"I don't care, it's better than just sitting
here."

"Sittin' here's fine," Junior said. "You stay
and watch. Stay cool, think black."

"Do what?" Dreamer watched in extreme
irritation as Junior ran back to the van. Maybe Junior Lewis had
automatic weapons in the back. Street sweepers, Uzis and Stens. He
looked across the lane. Fate dropped a snow cone down his back. All
the doors of the Buick seemed to spring wide at once, as if the
riders might have practiced such a move till they got it down
pat.

There were six dark and fragile young men,
jack-knife lean, clothing bright as ocean pearls. Some had Apache
war paint across their eyes. Some had the look of Inca kings. One
wore a Japanese mask. There was ethnic confusion in the night. They
walked around the girl, they circled in a quick dance step with
pointed toes, with a matador strut, a touch of the palm to slick
the hair. Shy winks passed between them now and then. One seemed to
parody the next. They paid no attention to the girl, never let her
out of sight.

Dreamer spotted the leader of the band right
away, and fear and sorrow reached out for him again. The boy was as
pretty as the girl. A scar across his cheek only added to his
grace. A Michael Jackson face with opal eyes. An angel with a
shadow on his soul. He spoke very softly to the girl. He spread his
arms wide and looked to God. Dreamer read his smile. With the help
of El Dios, he would see this girl through trying times. He
would take her to his breast, he would keep her from the night. He
would show her razor love, but he would never break her heart.

Dreamer wondered if he could make it through
the cars. Maybe so and maybe not. Then Junior Lewis came back.

"You take a nap in there or what?"

"Got us some cellular aid," Junior said. "Got
some black road knights coming down. They maybe half a mile
back."

Dreamer felt relief but not a lot. "They
better do it real quick."

"They on the way now."

"I never heard of black knights. I'm pretty
sure you had to be white."

"Who said?"

"You can look it up. A black guy couldn't be
a knight."

"I don't remember readin' that."

"You probably skipped class. Went down to the
fishin' hole."

"Lawdy, we likes to do that."

The boy stood very close. The girl had no
place to go. She was feeling the gravity of this, feeling some
alarm, feeling the pure and dark convergence of an alien soul. She
tried not to let her fears show, but the boy had seen all this
before, there was little that the boy didn't know.

The Merc blinked its lights, pulled off the
road behind the Buick and the Jag. Two men got out, two Brothers in
shades. One had a shiny bald head. One wore a Bogart hat. The man
with the hat walked up politely and spoke to the boy. The man had a
very winning smile. He looked as if he smiled all the time.

The boy stood his ground. Stayed long enough
to hold his pride, long enough to scare the girl again, then he
turned and walked away, turned and walked away as if he'd planned
this all along.

"She be okay," Junior said.

"What those dudes'll do, they'll keep her for
themselves," Dreamer said, "you can bet on that. A white girl's a
black man's delight."

"I heard about that," Junior said.

He couldn't get his
mind off the girl. He turned around and watched until the Jag
disappeared, until love was out of sight, until Junior found a spot
and tacked neatly in the flow. Her image burned a hole in Dreamer's
heart. Where did she come from, what did she do? How would he ever
find her now? Love wouldn't have a chance if they didn't get to
know each other, if they didn't sit and talk.

He thought about her hair, he thought about
her jeans, he thought about her lips, and her cheerleader thighs.
An emotional stew began to simmer in his head. Purity and lust.
Tenderness and pain. Joy and regret. He imagined them together.
What she said, what he said after that. He yearned to buy her a
burger and a beer. A triple-dip cone. A double feature at the
drive-in, 1956, a soda and a kiss.

The colors in his head made sounds he didn't
like. He pushed them all aside. He didn't want to mess with tints
and tones. He wanted to think about her, and nothing else at
all. Dreamer made a picture in his head. A double-strength sack
from the grocery store. He stuffed all the colors in fast, rolled
down the window and tossed it outside. Looked and tried to find the
girl again and she was gone.

"I saw this thing on Nova," Junior said.
"They got this Death Star circles out wide around the sun. Goes way
out and comes back 'bout every twenty-six million years. Flat wipes
everything out. They think it might've done the
dinosaurs."

"Is it coming back again?"

"Sure is."

"Fucking figures," Dreamer said.

 



Chapter Three

It is past
eight-thirty and still close to ninety-four degrees. Houston chokes
beneath a heavy ocher sky. Air superheated from the day rises up to
meet the hydrocarbon farts of Subarus, Chevrolets and Saabs,
Broncos and Beetles, Fiats and Fords. Phantoms from above meet and
mix, join with the wraiths from down below. Chemical remorse from
the Houston ship channel, from the dead and turgid waters, clotted
and congealed, mingles with the sweat-ghosts of bankers, bakers,
bums and bookmakers, sinks to kiss the vapors of medical waste,
bodies dumped in haste, bad breath from winos, bimbos and girls
with broken hearts. Do-do from pit bulls and registered cats, Big
Mac sighs and former satiated rats.

Through some emissive law, colors seem to
seek their own kind. Yellow and brown and bilious green, a deadly
shade of red, all coalesce in a mighty septic pie, in a poison club
sandwich nearly half a mile high, a multi-layered dome that masks
the city down below, an awesome incandescence in the final light of
day.

Beneath the scabrous sky, people scutter this way
and that to find a bed or a bar, an all-night movie or an
unattended car, anywhere to suck in the chill electric air. Only
the truly down and out, people sitting down to a cat food supper
and a single color set, suffer from the stifling heat of
night...

The way it all works
came to Wallace Pailey Marshall in a two-liter dream, a vision born
of malnutrition and alcohol abuse. What he saw was a great lake of
ice buried far beneath the earth, a lake as big as Texas, white and
deadly cold, cold enough to freeze the awesome magma that rolls
beneath the world.

In his dream, Marshall saw a million silver
straws stretch up from the ice to the undershell of Houston where
he lived. Bright straws sprang to the surface like weeds, sprang
into condos and cheap motels, into trailer parks and malls, into
cafes and bars, into the bedrooms of billionaires and aging porno
stars. And, wherever the frosty straws appeared, high-priced
lawyers and half-price whores, K-Mart shoppers and debs with canker
sores, fought to find a straw, fought to breathe the frigid air,
fought and scratched and lied, killed to suck and stay alive.

Like everything else in the world, Marshall knew,
there weren't enough straws to go around. You had to stay on top,
get as many as you could. Fuck other people out of theirs, or
they'd sure as dirt fuck you out of yours. You either did, or did
without...

This is God's truth,
and Wallace Pailey Marshall ought to know. It is 8:42 in the torrid
p.m., and Marshall sits alone on a bed of white gravel, dog shit
and fast food debris. He leans against the walls of Al-Mustafi's
Self-Service beneath the great pillars of Interstate Highway 45.
From there, he can see the bright lights of the cars flashing by,
listen to the shrill ululation of the tires.

Different cars make different sounds. The
little cars whine and the big cars sing. The eighteen-wheelers howl
like a pride of hungry lions. And, when the sounds come together,
they blend into a song. Marshall loves to listen, and loves to hum
along.

Wallace is aware of the cars, but he isn't
sure exactly where he is. Demons have erased all his tapes, all his
concepts of present time and space. The lack of a universal site
makes Marshall uneasy in his head. People who don't know where they
are tend to simply fade away. He has seen this happen many times
before. People that he knew simply don't come around anymore.

I'd better make sure, Marshall thinks, and he
carefully presses one hand against the ground. There. There's where
I am, I'm right here. Wino navigation does the trick, and Marshall
feels content.

Sometimes, the fog
seems to lift, and Marshall is aware that they've fucked him out of
every silver straw he ever had. He doesn't know how or why or when,
but he's certain that they did. On really bad nights he has the
dream.

He dreams about the woman. The woman's name
is Amy and she smells fresh and clean, clean as a BMW off the
floor. There's a two-story house in the dream, a house in the heart
of River Oaks with a pool and a spa and a four-car garage. There
are beds and clean sheets. Fifteen cases of single-malt Scotch and
a cellar full of wine from overseas. A Maserati and a Porsche. A
BMW and a classic MG in authentic British Green.

Sometimes Marshall sees a BMW on the road. It makes
him real happy when he does. For a moment, he feels that he's
sitting on leather instead of doggie-do. Mostly, he sees cars in
bright, visceral colors that hurt his eyes. He feels that he might
be losing touch. He feels as if his life might have wandered down a
strange erratic course, going somewhere that he doesn't want to
go.

Something on the
freeway seems to catch his eye, something so sweet and purely fine
it brings him out of dipso reverie close to a conscious state of
mind. He sits up straight to watch a miracle, a vision pass him
by.

The vision sits atop a van, painted in the
rich, purple hues of kings. It catches the light of passing cars,
the neon filaments of red and pink and blue and dazzling green.
What it is, and Marshall can scarcely believe his eyes, is a bottle
fully ten feet long, resting on its side, the neck tilted high. It
reaches out and holds him, like the loving grace of God, the most
wondrous thing he's ever seen. It throbs with a plum-colored
luminescent glow, a glow that frames the sight in a rich magenta
aura suspended in the air above the van.

The vision is so clear, so incredibly real,
Marshall can follow the chill tears of violet that bead up on the
glass. He can see the nice picture of a French chateau, the red
metal foil about the neck. He tries to imagine how much the bottle
holds, how long it would take him to drink. The thought shorts
every pickled circuit in his head. How long is forever? How far is
it to a star?

Marshall follows the bottle with his eyes
until at last it disappears. Long after it is gone, he holds the
holy wonder in his head. He decides he will never tell anyone else
what he has seen. Not Wildcatter Jack or Bob or Sil. Fuck 'em. If
Jesus wants to send them a vision, then He will...

 



Chapter Four

In the hot dark of
night, Dreamer watched Junior Lewis drive. He watched Junior's
shoulders bend slightly to the wheel, watched the skin stretch
tight across his skull. Dreamer knew exactly why he liked the color
black. One, because he did. Two, because he knew that among the
pigment-challenged, there were people who fucked up the colors in
his head. He couldn't say why, but he knew that's what they did.
Blacks came on nice and easy, at least they did to him. He'd get to
talking late at Mama Lucy's Vishnu Jesus Barbecue and the indigos
and greens and the midnight blues would start hanging in the air
like a smoky magic veil. You'd hardly ever see a yellow or a
metal-ripping red. Black people kept his mind straight. White
people left broken glass inside his head.

Okay, it didn't work out all the time. Take
Steel-Eye Brown, a dude Mama Lucy wouldn't let inside the door.
There wasn't a color in Brown's ugly head that smelled anything but
blood. Steel-Eye Brown would kill Christmas if he could. Steel-Eye
would dropkick a nun. He'd run down an angel in his coal-black
Olds.

All of which told him what he already knew.
There were assholes of every size and color you could name. He
could get along better, and his head felt nice, when the people
around him had cool night shades.

He, knew, though, the matter went deeper than
that. He'd felt this affinity before he got the colors in his head,
and wisely kept the matter to himself. In Lubbock and Odessa, there
was little discontent with honky genes. Few boys out in West Texas
had the urge for blacker hues. He could not recall a friend at
Texas Tech who said, "Man, I sure do wish I wasn't white. I wish I
was a nigger instead."

Dreamer knew the need was clearly there. Mako
Binder had seen it, and Eileen saw it too. Eileen didn't like it,
and didn't mind letting him know. Mama Lucy saw it, and didn't much
approve. Mama Lucy felt God put color where He wanted it to be.
That a man ought to stick with the skin that he got, even a man who
was doomed to be fish-belly white. Faded, sallow, pale as flour
paste, bleached and washed out.

Maybe, Dreamer thought, he'd picked up some soul
along the way. Maybe he'd shot a little pool with Junior Lewis and
Tut in a former Dreamer life. Maybe, some rich Swahili sap slipped
in the family tree in Tennessee. If it did, why that'd be fine.
Just so his dead daddy never heard about that...

At Conroe, Junior
left the freeway and headed due west. The nuclear haze over Houston
was forty miles south, an olive-yellow worm against a lint-colored
sky.

"It's eight or nine miles," Dreamer said.
"You want to stop before we get to the wall. Those people got
gadgets in there can hear you farting in the car."

Junior flipped a switch to let the lights in
the bottle overhead begin to cool. Dreamer searched around for
shoes. They were all-black Nikes, worn to fit his feet, worn to
where toe shadows scruffed the canvas top.

"Anywhere here's just fine," he told Junior,
"you don't want to get close."

The road was two-lane, new black asphalt with
highway-yellow lines. Tall murky pines lined the way on either
side. Two cars passed from behind. A pickup came the other way, a
boat on the trailer in the back. Junior pulled up and doused the
lights.

Dreamer sat and listened to the dark.
Crickets and frogs, locusts buzzing in the trees.

"Thanks for the help, pal. I'll catch you
tomorrow sometime."

"I can wait, man. You don't have to be
getting back yourself."

"No way," Dreamer said. "This ride's about as
subtle as the circus in town."

Junior couldn't argue with that. Dreamer used
the window to climb to the top of the van. In spite of the distance
from the city, the air was hot and still and smelled faintly of
chemicals and dust.

There were four metal snaps on the big
plastic bottle. Dreamer lowered himself in, careful not to break
the lights. He tapped two times, and Junior started up again. In
three seconds flat, Dreamer was soaked with sweat, but there was
nothing he could do about that.

He listened and waited, then Junior slowed
and turned left. Tires snapped on a good gravel road. Junior eased
the van to a stop. Dreamer heard the guards' heavy steps, one to
the left, another to the right. A hand slapped the side of the
van.

"Hey, Junior Lewis, you doin' all right
there, boy?"

"Makin' out jus' fine, Mister Bill," Junior
said, properly indolent, walking real slow, tossing in a watermelon
grin. Dreamer felt him step out of the van, go to the side and
slide back the door.

"That all you got," the guard said, "one
case?"

"Shit, man," Junior said, "that be your
Chateau fucking somethin' or other, nineteen fifty-six. You lookin'
at five-hundred ninety-five dollahs a whack."

"Goddamn," the guard said, "you reckon it's
any good?"

The other guard laughed. Junior did a
suitable shuffle to the door and climbed back in the van. A flash
found the bottle, and filled the inside with a milky purple
light.

"You got a bulb or something out," the guard
said.

"Motha always going out," Junior said.
The engine came to life, and the van rolled slowly up the
drive...

 



Chapter Five

Dreamer knows a case
of good wine at 10:30 Friday night won't make any waves at
Enchanted Mesa West. The order is for real, and they see Junior
Lewis all the time. Someone likes a little red with the Letterman
show, that's fine. The people here order what they like. Vans drive
in day and night. Vans bring condoms and Jamaica Blue Mountain
Coffee beans. Vans bring Czech Pilsner beer and Hershey bars. Vans
bring Cuban cigars and unborn Italian suits. Vans come from Gucci
and Pucci and Sears. Vans bring pizzas and fine Sulka ties.

The French-gray van from Pauliano's brings
signed prints and paintings, cafeteria style. Picassos and Pollocks
and Klees to match the drapes. The chocolate-brown vans from Aunt
Sally's Home Bakery Shoppe bring flaky croissants and chilled
eclairs. Coral-pink vans from the Friendship Florist bring flowers
still kissed by the dew of Sumatra and Belem.

Those in the know–and everyone at Enchanted
Mesa is–can ask Aunt Sally for some gingerbread men (good Turkish
hash), oatmeal cookies (Colombian coke), or Angelfood cake
(Acapulco Gold). Aunt Sally's is fully owned by Mako Binder, who
also owns Pauliano's and the Friendship Florist chain. Customers at
Enchanted Mesa West state age, sex, and color persuasion of the
driver who comes with the Friendship van. A call to Pauliano's
brings up-to-date video delights: Sniff, snuff or S&M. Man,
woman or Pekinese.

Dreamer knows the A-list refers to these
services as Sally High, Port-a Whore, and Twenty-First-Century
Fuck.

But never, never do they say it where Mako
Binder can hear...

 



Chapter Six

The van slowed, and
Junior tapped on the roof. Dreamer waited. Junior tapped again.
Dreamer raised the plastic lid, emerging like lobster thermidor
into air scarcely cooler outside. Squatting on the roof, he secured
one snap on the bottle and jumped into the thick green hedge beside
the road.

He lay on his back and watched the tail
lights disappear. Looked at the map in his head and knew exactly
where he was. Less than twenty yards to the building, and cover all
the way. Manicured shrubs in the shadow of tall Texas pines.

Dreamer closed his eyes and let his breath go
shallow and still, let the colors go to work. He smelled the scent
of cinnamon and Spam. Blue Crayolas and clean athletic socks. Gold
electric ants in his hair, and beetles on his skin. He distinctly
heard a line from a Bette Davis film.

It took a good minute and a half. Dreamer sat
up and looked around. It was all right there, as clear as it could
be, thin green wiggles going this way and that, a holographic map
spread out before his eyes.

Jesus, Dreamer thought, they got an awful lot
of stuff. It was all on Paulo's chart which had cost him a bundle
to get. Still, he'd never seen anything like it anywhere. It was
sheer electronic assault. Radio Shack and the CIA were holding a
sale at Enchanted Mesa West. There were video cameras on the
twelve-foot walls, stone and razor wire, and that was just a start.
The system worked out from the wall. The strongest defenses were
closest to the building itself. It reminded Dreamer of a firebase
in Nam, though that was one war that he'd missed.

An infra-red nighteye system backed up the TV
snoops. A marble-chip path wandered out from the wall like a lazy
little stream; water-worn stones placed artfully about in the
Japanese style. Within this area, thin copper wires stretched an
inch above the ground. They wouldn't kill a man, but they'd knock
him on his ass. There were pressure mines in the grass, ears that
could hear a flower grow. Closer to the building, red laser spiders
spun their webs, daring anyone to break the spell. There were
pinecone mikes in the trees. Sensors in the yucca and the sage. A
thousand crystal eyes, blinking blindly in the night.

It was overkill beyond all reason, protection
past any conceivable need. Dreamer knew it, and the people who'd
installed this million dollar system knew it too. But this was not
your ordinary rent-a-cop Tinkertoy two-dollar whoopa-whoopa
listen-to-the-sirens-go-off kind of place. This was Enchanted Mesa
West, and the folks inside liked all the good shit they could
get.

 



Chapter Seven

Dreamer sat on the
grass and watched the colors mix and flow. At first, the pale
shades and hues were all lumpy and bumpy and slightly out or synch.
Ice cold and hot, gritty and slick. Soft as a feather, harder than
a brick. Colors that didn't quite match, and some that nearly did.
Like flour and eggs, and sugar in a bowl. Nothing looked right
until you whipped it all up into something really good.

This is how it worked: The colors and the
sounds and the smells came together and baked an electric chocolate
cake in Dreamer's head. Dreamer tasted copper, cobalt summer rain.
A hum like a pretty girl's hair. A smell like a kitten's olive
eyes. He watched the videos sigh and take a nap. Heard the pink
lasers curl up on the lawn. Felt the sonics yawn, tasted fresh
vanilla on his tongue.

He didn't have the faintest idea how it
worked, he simply knew it did. Two-thirty-six a.m. Ninety-two
degrees. The chopper screamed down in banana-land burning like the
fires of inner Hell, burning like the center of the sun. Everyone
shrieked, everyone smelled like bad barbecue. Everyone died, and
Dreamer lived on.

He didn't know what happened, but it did.
What he knew was the colors in his head told him all he had to
know, every sly device, every trick and every trap. When he walked
through the shrubs beneath the trees, he winked at every gadget,
every ruby laser eye. The electronic tigers knew exactly what he
weighed and what he wore. They knew he'd had chili with Junior
Lewis the night before. They didn't turn off and they didn't look
away. They didn't start to whimper, they didn't start to howl. They
simply didn't give a shit that Dreamer was around...

 



Chapter Eight

Enchanted Mesa West
is twenty-two stories high, built like a horseshoe, built like one
of Mickey's ears. The materials are weathered pecan, copper the
shade of old moss, Hill Country limestone, and honey-colored glass
that filters out the harsh Texas sun.

The style of the building is harder to
define. A New York critic called it 'Texas Babylon.' Time
said it was 'Greco-Mayan Fort Knox.'

The residents liked this description a lot.
It was close to what they'd really had in mind. Newton Fielder
Forbes, Houston's leading architect, had sternly warned the
builders to avoid any "middle-class cozy sort of crap." Those who
could afford Enchanted Mesa West, Forbes said, wanted luxury,
comfort and security, a place that would keep out the
you-know-whats, people from other lands than ours, people who were
born with a permanent tan of some sort.

Within the twenty-two stories are a hundred
and eighty two spacious homes, each boasting
five-thousand-two-hundred-six square feet in the gracious Southern
style. Each unit has a view of a virgin forest from the

Tuscan veranda on the building's outer curve.
From the inner span, residents gaze at a lake-sized pool. Past the
building is a 36-hole golf course, riding paths and stables, an
artificial trout-stocked hydraulic river and a blue lake for
sailboats and shoreside fun. A meadow stocked with semi-conscious
quail. A landing strip for jets.

All this splendor, set amid
eight-thousand-one-hundred-seven well-guarded acres, formerly a
haven for endangered birds and plants. Gracious living starts at
three million-five. And every square inch of Enchanted Mesa West,
inside and out, is protected by security that surpasses
state-of-the-art. Residents steal from one another now and then.
There is murder and suicide, rape and assault, but all in-house and
all perfectly discreet.

Twenty-seven burglars and eight skilled
assassins have tried to breach the grounds. The electronic tigers
have eaten them one and all.

All except Dreamer, who has now scaled
fourteen lovely Tuscan gardens, and is climbing higher still...

Junior had tested him out on a limestone wall
the night before. "Shoot, you better than the Green Hornet," Junior
said. "You as good as The Shadow, man."

In fact, the wall was easy enough. There was ample
space between the limestone slabs, deep enough for fingers and good
athletic shoes. The sky was dark and overcast, and very little
light escaped the richly curtained windows that he passed. The
balconies, now they were something else. If anyone walked outside
and cared to look, they'd see a man climbing up the wall. Dreamer
didn't think they'd do that. Texans had good common sense. Texans
didn't go outside on a hot and sticky night.

On fifteen, the
curtains were slightly parted. The room was bathed in soft light
from Tiffany lamps. Tiny leaded shards of citron, topaz, amber and
a brilliant blood-red. Dreamer looked at the lamps a long time. He
dearly loved Tiffany lamps. He knew these were real and what they
cost.

The walls were blue silk. The furniture was





































































tmp_89d5455ddbb10a01a1d52fb99fcc6a5f_hbdUsN_html_m343843c0.jpg





tmp_89d5455ddbb10a01a1d52fb99fcc6a5f_hbdUsN_html_3bd6fb9a.jpg
INTERSTATE
) RE,;‘

ﬁ!mzi BARRETT, JR

INEBULA'AND HUGO"AWARD-NOMINATED AUTHOR





tmp_89d5455ddbb10a01a1d52fb99fcc6a5f_hbdUsN_html_3900043.jpg
MACABRE INK





cover.jpg
INTERSTATE
OREAIS.

5~

ﬁIEALIEI BARRETE JR
UGO'AWARD-NOMINATED AUTHOR®

INEBULAAND'H






