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I ﬁrst encountered Arthur Byron Cover during the desultory summer of ’76 in a bookstore on West 116th Street in Manhattan, where Autumn Angels occupied the same wire-frame kiosk as Pohl’s Man Plus and Dickson’s Dorsai — but, after a quick glance inside, I saw at once it was nothing like the usual sf fare. I bought it immediately and read it through in one sitting, astonished by its agile inventiveness, its percussive creative force. All of ABC’s novels are works of extraordinary salience and outlandishness. I’d never encountered anything of the kind, and the uniqueness of his work changed my attitude about the possibilities of the genre at a time when I was questing my own voice.

ABC asks a question that stabs our soul: What is our proper place in this mystery that most deeply defeats us? He offers a grim, terrifyingly realistic reply: inﬁnitesimal. His vision is grotesque and hilarious, yet his language is honest and often truly beautiful. By this stark juxtaposition, depths are kindled.

ABC’s antipodal thinking — conﬂating dream and reality, humanity and inhumanity — exerts a deﬁning inﬂuence on the reader. The telling itself becomes an alchemy, a transformative activity, where sensibility and reason are acted upon so remorselessly by his astonishing imagination and his bizarre humor that either the reader stops and breaks the alembic, shatters the spell and gets out, repulsed — or is changed and taken in by a greater sense of wonder, by ABC’s mastery of the mot juste that transforms brutally absurd tales into something dreamsprung.

I remember Autumn Angels as shocking and exultant, a mesmeric mix of transcendence and kitsch. A cosmic venture — a kind of anti-Promethean campaign — to deliver melancholia to the deiﬁed children of humanity takes what we would consider evil, the perﬁdy of psychic suffering in a world of divine happiness, and redeﬁnes it deeper to holy. Peopled with vampire blossoms, super-critters and cartoon-like oddities, the story’s silliness actually cuts the heart, freaky yet serene in its gruesome loveliness.

Most of all, I remember this novel’s levity! To the author: “Thanks for the wings!” Reading that antic, profound novel in the aimless summer of ’76, while tall ships ﬂoated up the Hudson with tranquil patriotic hubris, had me rolling around on the ceiling, and a smile deepens in me now whenever I think of it.

—A.A. Attanasio April, 2005
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Introduction to the 1975 first edition of Autumn Angels

I'll get to Cover in a moment. By the way, that's to be pronounced "coe-vuhr" not cover as in the sensational Ron Cobb cover of this book.

After the publication of the first title in this "Discovery" series, James Sutherland's STORMTRACK, the reviews began coming in and were, for the most part, highly complimentary; not just on the book itself, but on the entire concept of the series, for which many thanks. But one review in a sf fanzine titled Gegenschein gave me pause. I'd like to share the pause with you. After saying Sutherland's book was a good Analog type adventure and that it held together well for a first novel, the reviewer concluded with these remarks:

"Surprises. 1. This is very much a hard science story. 2. Ellison's introduction reads just like a normal introduction, and is entirely unlike a 'normal' Ellison introduction. Try it."

I paused, because I knew precisely what the reviewer meant, and I had to hang my head in ambivalence. Usually, when I'm writing one of these cow-catcher things, I get all wound up in the joy and wonder of the item I'm celebrating and I do have just the teensiest tendency to, uh, er, gallop off in three directions at once. But because I had wanted to preface the first "Discovery" title with as little hyperbole as possible, to indicate to readers of my work that these were serious books intended to stand on their own merits once they'd been abetted in their sale by the dubious value of my name, I laid back. Mellowed out, as they say. And so there wasn't too much lunacy and shouting. Just some sober comments on the series and what the program was intended to do, some rational remarks about the author, and a brief comment on the book itself. I'm afraid, friends, it was "normal." That is to say, it was understated.

I feel I may have gypped the readers who come to Ellison or Ellison-associated books expecting, if not the Second Coming, at least the San Francisco Earthquake, combined with the Sinking of Atlantis, the Eruption of Krakatoa, Noah's Flood, the Chicago Fire and the Last Days of Pompeii, scored for Quintaphonic sound, choreographed by Diaghilev, directed by Coppola, Altman, Fellini, Kubrick and Ken Russell all tied up in the same straitjacket and starring a cast of milions, no two alike or of the same sex.

Southerland's book was a ploy, of course. It was stalking horse of hard science, rational plotting and subdued theatrics, designed by your Machiavellian Editor to lull with a false sense of security those prone to Ellison derogation. No room left for haters of experimental writing to snarl, "That creep Ellison is at it again; busy polluting the mainstream of good old sigh-fie." Well, it served its purpose. Reviewers like the one quoted above smiled and commented on how mellow and down-to-earth it all was over her in Ellison Wonderland.

And having flummoxed them, here they are about to start reading the goddamedest, weird, wild, unbelievable, improbable, cockeyed, nutso, pervo-freako-devo novel I've come across in years of boredom in sf. Here, friends, right before your eyes, the editor runs amuck ranting and babbling about Cover and his eugenically-twisted offspring, AUTUMN ANGELS.

You want Krakatoa? You want the Flood? You want fire and brimstone and madness on a level never before witnessed by mundane humanity? Well, shucky-darn, have I got a book for you!

Which brings me to ABC. Arthur Byron Cover. Every phi/psi/omega inch of his warped brain. I met him at the 1971 Clarion Writers' Workshop in Science Fiction and Fantasy at Tulane University, New Orleans. I can describe Arthur with absolute fidelity. Go find a copy of the Marvel Comics version of Thor. At 5'7" that is Arthur. Not as brawny and muscular, of course, and considerably less heroic, but that's what Arthur looks like. Or, even .better, pick up a copy of the DC Comic, Kamandi, drawn by Jack Kirby. There's this kid, see, with long straight blond hair and blue eyes and he looks like maybe something out of Booth Tarkington's PENROD AND SAM. Very clean-cut, aryan, not a doity thought in his head. That's Arthur. Except his head is full of some very tricky schmerz indeed. Like AUTUMN ANGELS.

I would probably have started off the "Discovery" series with Arthur's book, but two things stopped me. The first was that I wanted to begin with a quiet piece of work that wouldn't scare off old-line sf readers with all that freaky new stuff; the second was that Arthur did a lousy first draft.

"The "Discovery" series has to make it. It has to sell books, to enable other writers to get a place to break in. So I saved Arthur for second slot, till we had seen if the first book would earn its keep. Well, it did, and more. It sold very well, and Pyramid is happy; and we're moving on.

But before I move on, let me say a few things about why it's imperative that this series be successfuL

When Silverberg and I broke into professional writing, about two years apart, in the early Fifties, we were the last of the pulp writers. We came in at the very flickering tail end of a great period for magazine writers. There were over thirty science fiction magazines alone, not to mention hordes of western pulps, detective and adventure books, pocket-sized fiction magazines and bedsheet-sized books like the Post, Collier's, and Esquire; every service magazine like Redbook and Argosy and Cosmopolitan published reams of fiction. And the men's magazines were just burgeoning. There were a hundred places to submit a story if it bounced out of the top markets. You could sell even the crap (and some of us sold a lot of it while learning our craft). Paperbacks like the Ace Doubles were publishing everything they could lay their hands on. It was a fine, fat time if you wanted to spend fifteen hours a day slumped over a typewriter.

Well, those days are gone. Dead and gone. Most of the magazines noted above are gone, killed by usurious postal rates, the increased desire on the part of the masscult reader for non-fiction of the "I Was the White House Gardener" sort, the paper shortage, the steady bastardization of taste of the American reading public through the hype of writers like Segal, Uris, Susann, Wallace and Robbins . . . a plethora of reasons. Suffice it to say the fiction magazines are one with the passenger pigeon, the cape lion and the quagga.

There are now a mere handful of sf magazines still managing to cling with bloody fingertips to the ledge of publishing solvency. And while they still publish more new fiction by first-time writers than any other genre of magazines, they can only do so much. As for the hardcover houses, well, with type and paper and printing costs soaring they can't indulge themselves too wildly with the works of even brilliant newcomers. Not when Jeb Stuart Magruder and the Thug Nixon have their memoirs to sell and slavering hordes of readers waiting to reward the criminals with more millions for the banal poop of their indiscretions. Paperback houses release hundreds of first-time novels every year, but with the nasty proliferation of brutality series Iike The Executioner, The Soul Sucker, Perry Rhodan, Cap Kennedy, Rack, Pinion and their ilk, all pap and an inch deep, there isn't much room on the stands to promote the hell out of a solid new talent.

And then, there's television, which has turned any number of generations from reading to mesmeric adoration of phosphordot inanities. Ah, but how I do go on...

The point is: a "Discovery" series, no matter how ineptly edited by someone like me, is a necessary thing; it is a noble cause. It will give all the Sutherlands and Covers and Marta Randalis and John Lawlesses a chance to write what they want to write, to get it out, to get it read, and hopefully—to give a few more talented newcomers a chance to break in the way they should, with a showcase.

Bringing me back to Arthur Cover, whose "break-in" is infinitely more important, by my lights, than Harold Robbins' going deeper in debt with another bestselling turkey.

Arthur is twenty-five as I write this. He was born on 14 January 1950 in Grundy, Virginia. From 1954 to 1972 he lived in what he terms the heart of the White Trash Mountains of Virginia, in Tazewell. His father is a doctor, who used to be in general practice but finally wised up and became Director of the Health Department in Tazewell County so he could live on a salary. His mother studied to be a nurse for two years and then packed it in so she could, as Arthur puts it, "be a housewife and raise four weird sons." Didn't help; she has spent years in Dad's office, licking stamps, telling cripples they can see the Doctor now, and hemstitching leaky patients.

Weird Arthur—who affects a cornball Suth'n accent so everyone will think he's a brain damage case and won't beat the crap out of him when he's a smartass—graduated from Tazewell High School and from Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University; the BA is in English, a language Arthur has set his talents to eviscerating, clearly out of a sense of frustration at its complexities.

Freak Arthur discovered Flash Comics when he was ten and Edgar Rice Burroughs when he was thirteen. Beyond these two seminal influences, Arthur has never made even a nodding acquaintance with the world of literature. As this novel will demonstrate, literature made a hairbreadth escape.

Strange Arthur sold me his first story. It's called "Various Kinds of Conceits" and it's scheduled for publication in THE LAST DANGEROUS VISIONS when the final volume of the DV trilogy is published by Harper & Row, around Christmastime this year . . . God and my typing fingers willing. Since that first sale Odd Arthur has sold a dozen articles and stories to a wide range of publications. He has also sold this novel.  You have bought it. One of you is in trouble.

Now we get to the novel itself.

Did you know that William Morris designed and manufactured the first Morris chair in 1866 and that this adjustable reclining chair was so enormously popular and widely copied that it became virtually omnipresent in late Victorian England and America? Did you know that? Did you know that the term "Morris chair" now denotes a chair, usually made of oak, whether or not made by Morris and Co., with a bar-and-notch arrangement to adjust the tilt of the back to about a 45°angle; with flat, wide upholstered arms and a large, usually loose, cushion for the back and one for the seat? Did you know that?

You're probably wondering why I'm telling you all this. Read AUTUMN ANGELS and you'll see why I thought you should know about it. You'll also understand why, though I don't personally subscribe to the deranged philosophy of the ending, I do feel it is consistent within the mad parameters of the novel's equation. You'll also understand why it's interesting but not imperative that you know the pig Shadwell is modeled after Thomas Shadwell, the late 17th century poet whom Dryden lampooned in "Mac Flecknoe."

You see, AUTUMN ANGELS is not your usual tacky tour de force practically gavaged with symbolism till it bursts at the binding. It is almost entirely free of symbolism. In point of fact, it manages to dispense with many of the sordid necessities of lesser novels; dreck like plot, movement, theme, structure, metaphor, index, table of contents, rationality.

AUTUMN ANGELS is a rarer avis; or, in line with the tone of the work, it is a crawling bird. It is also a wander through the chill corridors of Carter Hall where the last relics of old Earth are stored; it is a box seat at the telepathic power struggle of two godlike men as they try to exile each other to the anti-matter universe; it is an eyewitness as the demon, the fat man (not the other fat man) and the lawyer—standing straight up—travel eight million light-years per second through outer space. It is a great many things, most of them silly and funny and memorable.

It is the game of "who is that supposed to be." But unlike cheap contemporary novels in which the thin disguises always mask someone like Judy Garland or Elizabeth Taylor or Sammy Davis, Jr., AUTUMN ANGELS is jammed through with wild characters from a pop culture/ nostalgia buffs scrapbook:

For instance: the lawyer is modeled after Doc Savage's sidekick, "Ham," Brig. Gen. Theodore Marley Brooks; the fat man is Sidney Greenstreet; the gunsel is Elisha Cook, Jr. in The Maltese Falcon; the Big Red Cheese is Captain Marvel; the Insidious Oriental Doctor is Fu Manchu; the Queen of England who calls herself a virgin is Elizabeth I; the ace reporter is Lois Lane; the zanny imp from the Fifth Dimension is Mr. Mxyzptlk, and both the imp and Lois are, of course, from the Superman comics; the godlike man with no name is Clint Eastwood in the Sergio Leone-directed spaghetti westerns; the galactic hero with two right arms is Harry Harrison's BILL, THE GALACTIC HERO; the fuzzy (but boring) little green balls of Sharkosh are Star Trek scenarist David Gerrold's tribbles; and you can figure out for yourself the true identities or esoteric references for The Ebony Kings, the poet, the shrink, the bems, the other fat man and his witty leg man, and on and on.

But though AUTUMN ANGELS is the kind of delicious book over which you can cackle because of the private jokes, even though it's a kind of game book, there comes a moment when the fun ceases and you—as I—must stop to consider the deeper values of its seemingly pointless ramblings. For me, in this introduction, the moment is now, and I will take this moment to explain to you why I think AUTUMN ANGELS is a very fine, very important book.

For openers, it is what Charles Dickens called a "mooreeffoc novel." That is a word brought to us from Dickens, via G. K. Chesterton, by way of the fantasy historian and brilliant editor, Lin Carter. As Lin advises us in the introduction to a Chesterton novel, "When as a poor child, Dickens slaved in the dismal captivity of that firm he later portrayed with chilling and gruesome detail, as 'Murdstone and Grinby,' he saw this weird mystery-word through a grimy window. What did it mean? What could it mean? Obviously, it meant nothing at all. Obviously it must mean something.

"The baffling mystery at length was solved. The weird glyph yielded up its secret meaning. The child had been looking at a mirror image of a sign painted on a window. He had been reading it backwards, or from the opposite side. `Mooreeffoc" simply meant 'Coffee-room.' There was nothing mysterious or cryptic about it at all . . . unless you looked at it from the wrong angle.

"When you look at common, everyday reality from the other side, the ordinary and the commonplace undergo a remarkable transformation; the difference between the fantastic and the mundane lies in your point of view. Reality, seen from a fresh perspective, becomes unbelievable and bizarre."

And so, AUTUMN ANGELS is a "mooreeffoc novel." It takes the materials of everyday entertainments—pulp heroes, movies, comics, detective stories—and transforms them. It melds them into a gestalt that is fresh and different and entertainingly meaningful. Despite my cutting-up in this introduction, make no mistake: I take AUTUMN ANGELS and its brilliant young author very seriously. It is, as you will discover somewhere in its middle sections, a peculiarly moving piece of work. The crawling bird, the eternal children, the lonely hawkman . . . they each have a surprising ability to make lumps come to the throat. And despite the seeming silliness of the story, it is a profound and singular examination of some of the basic questions that confound us today: the meaning of our existence, the value of pain, the rationale for the search for individual destiny. And AUTUMN ANGELS speaks directly to the act of role-playing in our society; it says something lucid and fresh about the value of our persona, the need to be other than what we seem, the need to seem to be other than what we are. I do not take these questions lightly nor, under the clown makeup, does the book. Arthur Cover has chosen a cakewalk as the style, but the dance is the stately pavane of life.

And so, through jabberwocky and hi-links, both Arthur Cover and I have tried to lead you. He to entertain and make the message as painless as possible, I to get you to read what I take to be an important first venture by a remarkable talent. Do not let our japery mislead you. We are both dead serious, the way "mooreeffoc" is a serious business at core.

And to bolt it down, so you labor under no misconception, permit me to say that if the "Discovery" series were to go no further, I would take it as a worthy project simply because I was able to find and put before you this wonderful, funny, heartbreaking, insane, dead serious novel of antic spirits and wry delusions. As they say when they make pompous speeches, I'm proud to have had a hand, however slight, in getting AUTUMN ANGELS published.

I hope you will pay close attention to this book, tell your friends about it, and watch for further writings from ABC, the phi/psi/omega writer, Arthur Byron Cover.

— Harlan Ellison®, Los Angeles, April 6, 1975
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It was early morning; orange sunlight broke through yellow clouds, and the jungle, forgotten by all but two godlike men, came to life again. The jungle: red trees, black apes, golden singing snakes wrapped around weak, crooked limbs. The jungle: on a planet ﬁve thousand square kilometers large, with a core so dense its life and atmosphere could not ﬂy off into space. Mere man would have called it a miracle, but it was much less than that. It was a toy; it had cost a lone godlike man ﬁve hours’ labor.

The demon sat in the air. He allowed the wind currents to take him anywhere. He looked down, angry that the object of his search had eluded him for several minutes. The demon was ﬁve meters tall; he had four nostrils and he did not have a nose; instead of a mouth he had a beak. He reached down with a thin green arm and fondled the huge penis hanging below his folded legs. He had four white nipples, yellow eyes, and long red ﬁngernails that looked as if they would break should he scrape something; but they never did. He did not have joints in his fingers. His toes were three orange birdlike claws. (Yet his appearance was not repulsive; it was fascinating. Godlike men could not help but stare as he floated past them, and as he noticed them staring at him, silently acknowledging his daring imagination, he felt a warm glow of pride and conﬁdence which convinced him that it was his duty to shape the destiny of others.)

The lawyer materialized beside the demon. He tipped his black derby at his friend. He was a meter and a half tall; he carried a sword-cane; he wore a red vest, a rufﬂed white shirt, and a black suit with a plastic ﬂower in the lapel. He twirled his sword-cane and said in a nasal voice, “I found one. I believe the others are underground, trying to make a new life for themselves.”

“You mean they’re underground so they won’t have to look at the sky.” The demon rubbed his hands.

“Yes, that’s what I mean. You know and I know it won’t make much difference, but they don’t know it yet.”

“Now that’s funny,” said the demon. “It just breaks me up. I can see them now, looking at the ceilings in the caverns and wondering, as they wondered out here, how they can get up. Will they think they’re crippled bats? Will they think their purpose is to hang upside down?”

“There are bats in the caves. They’ll look at themselves and they’ll see they’re different from bats.”

“Perhaps the more intelligent will,” said the demon, turning his head one hundred and eighty degrees to look at the cliffs behind him. “You must remember that most of them are, by our admittedly high standards, retarded.”

The dapper young lawyer created a lit cigarette and puffed at it. “Perhaps, friend demon, perhaps. I don’t know.” He paused, a sudden smile coming to his face. “Did you know there are pigs here?”

“Really?”

“Big fat ones, with long pink quills instead of hair, but pigs nevertheless. They have orange eyes and snouts so large and so heavy they can’t lift them from the mud. I killed four of them and watched the others try to run away.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“That I killed four?”

“No. That they ﬁnd it difﬁcult to run with such huge snouts. If you had not killed any, I would have been disappointed in you.” He started to say something else, but a hasty gesture from the lawyer interrupted him.

“I don’t want to hear another joke about my hating pigs and what my birthright has to do with it.” The lawyer grimaced. Normally his handsome features, his high cheekbones, his wide, smiling mouth, his blue eyes, and his short black hair made him appear to be twenty-ﬁve years old; his skin was smooth and pale; his lips were thin and very red. But when he grimaced he looked as if he were twenty years older.

“All right, but that makes me disappointed in you.”

“Nothing new.”

“Which doesn’t make it right. You should be tough-skinned by now. I don’t complain when people joke about my penis.”

“They joke from envy, not from distrust and dislike.”

“Some of them distrust and dislike me.”

“They envy you, too,” said the lawyer. “Let’s ﬁnd our bird.”
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A crawling bird rested at the precipice. His tiny, darting eyes surveyed the treetops below. He whimpered; something inside him wished he could ﬂy to the singular tree that had grown twice as tall as the rest, almost parallel to the edge of the precipice.

The godlike man who had built the jungle eons ago had given him the instinct to ﬂy; he did not understand what ﬂying was, nor did he understand why he felt empty and useless; he only knew he wanted to spend hours looking at the yellow clouds and wishing he could be close to them, feeling their mist on his wings, and looking at the treetops, seeing them from above. His plumage, save for his red wings, was deep blue; his brittle beak and claws were yellow. The only hunger he felt was to ﬂy; he desired few insects and worms. He could neither hop nor walk; his legs hung uselessly behind him. His wings were equipped with primitive appendages used to grasp rocks and stumps, and to drag him in the direction he wished to go. Because the ground he usually crawled over was covered with sharp pebbles and thorns, his belly was matted with mangled feathers, blood, and broken scabs.

For the ﬁrst time in his life the crawling bird was alone in his misery. The collective intelligence of his kind had discovered a possible cure for their suffering, and the crawling birds had left the surface for the caves. He had once had a mate, and the closest they had ever known of peace was their mutual consolation. They had sung to each other, trying to forget the incomprehensible desire which haunted and pained them. Now he had no one to sing to but himself; and he did not know if he would receive any comfort from that.

Not knowing what else to do, he sang. The golden snakes in the forest below heard his hideous wailing, and they were angry because one crawling bird could sing louder than a hundred of their kind. The snakes fought back in the one way they could, by singing their songs of evil. The crawling bird heard their song underneath his and, shocked, he stopped singing. The snakes laughed at him; he could hear them even though he was far above them. Their laughter grew louder and louder as his silence lengthened. The bird had no desire to sing if the snakes were to be his only audience. He wondered what else there was for him to do. He had to do something to stop the gnawing inside him.

He crawled down the path leading to the jungle. He whimpered, no longer able to ignore the pain caused by the pebbles and thorns. He halted, realizing he had been crawling too fast. He felt fortunate that he could not lift himself and bend his neck to look at the wounds on his belly. He groped toward a sapling and pulled himself toward it; he would take his time now.

The crawling bird looked up, intending to gaze at a yellow cloud, and saw instead the demon hovering above him. He whimpered; something inside, something which did not quite communicate to him, was envious of this strange new creature. He reached toward the demon and whimpered again. He realized that no matter how hard he tried, he could never touch the demon.

He stared at the creature wrapped in black that was materializing beside the demon. He whimpered. He tried to understand their language, or anything about them, and could not.

“Do you think he suits our purposes?” asked the lawyer, ﬂicking away his cigarette. The cigarette landed beside the crawling bird, who backed away from it.

“Indeed I do. He’ll have to be cleaned up. And look at the trail of blood he’s left behind him. Oh well, that won’t take much effort.”

“Yes, yes. No question about it.”

And they took the crawling bird to Earth, home of the godlike men.
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The crawling bird found himself in a silver-walled apartment adorned with paintings of scenes from Hell. Each painting had been signed with a pentacle by the demon. One depicted a lovely woman kneeling in front of the devil; the devil bent over to touch her breast; his erection touched her stomach; a troll knelt between her legs and drank torrents of blood. Another depicted trolls’ delight in scurrying over the devil’s throne; they ignored the ﬁres burning their heads. A third illustrated a minstrel singing to the devil’s mate, a medusa with tremendous breasts that sagged below her navel. Yet a fourth, the most puzzling of all to the crawling bird, was of a huge black bat crashing into a cavern wall and of trolls and witches laughing at it. The bird was ﬁlled with a disquiet he could not understand. Finally he could look at the paintings no longer. He crawled to a corner, delighted by the sensation of the furry rug on his belly. He noticed that for the ﬁrst time in his life his belly was cured, whole. He did not feel whole inside, but at least it was good to feel whole outside.

The bird wanted to study the two creatures who had brought him here. He wanted to understand them or their language, though he doubted he could. There was nothing to do but watch them and feel the gnawing inside.

The lawyer twirled his sword-cane; he stopped when the cane almost hit and shattered a glass statue of the demon sitting on an ebony pedestal. “This is a cheery place,” he said.

The demon snorted. “It’s better than the bright world outside. The only reason I have green bedspreads is to remind me of dead babies. I need some contrast in my life. Do you want something to drink?”

The lawyer sat in a Morris chair and rested his sword-cane on his lap. “Lemonade, if you please.”

The demon conjured a glass of lemonade into the lawyer’s hands and then sat in the air, folding his legs and making sure his penis was comfortably dangling below. He stared at the crawling bird cowering in the corner. He rubbed the tip of his beak, pricked his ﬁnger, and watched the black pus oozing from the cut; it welled up, he turned the ﬁnger over, the pus formed a tear and fell, making a spot on the rug.

“I wonder,” said the lawyer, sipping his lemonade.

“About what?”

“About this creature. I wonder just how much he understands. He appears to inspect everything, no doubt searching for a clue to the meaning of his existence.”

“Right now he’s inspecting the light ﬁxture,” said the demon. “In that respect he’s like a moth.”

After ﬁnishing his lemonade and causing the glass to disappear, the lawyer said, “That doesn’t answer my question.”

“I didn’t know it was a question.”

“A speculation.”

“Well, to answer your speculation,” said the demon, “I say he probably understands very little. And he’ll understand even less when we’re ﬁnished with him.” The demon paused. “Something else to drink?”

The lawyer burped, belatedly covering his mouth with his ﬁngertips. “No, thank you.”

“To whom shall we show him ﬁrst? On what segment of godlike humanity will he have the most effect?”

“Eternal children, if they weren’t artiﬁcial, immature brats.”

“Women, if they weren’t quickly given to pity.”

“Poets?”

“Executive types?”

The lawyer drummed his ﬁngers on his sword-cane. “We do have a problem. And our problem is that we have a probable solution and no way to use it.”

“Something like that,” said the demon.

“We need help,” said the lawyer, pressing a button and looking at the silver tip of his sword. “We need help desperately.”

“We’ve reached a moment of indecision. Very bad for godlike men with hobbies such as ours.”

The lawyer pressed another button and the blade withdrew into the cane. He opened his mouth and stared at the demon. His blue eyes were wide and full of fear. “What about the fat man?”

The demon drew back in shock. “The fat man?”

“Can you name a better ally, one more respected by the dull, unthinking masses? Can you name someone else who is more a manlike god than a godlike man? A more gifted master of intrigue? A more imposing ﬁgure? Think of how much help he could give us! Why, even his tactful approval would set forces in motion which ... ” The lawyer’s voice trailed off; he was deep in dreams of ambition.

The demon scraped the dried pus from his ﬁnger with his beak. “But there will be nothing in it for him. There’s certainly nothing in it for us.”

“Only satisfaction and hope if we succeed. The fat man needs no hope, but he loves to be satisﬁed.”

“I don’t know if he will want to work with us,” said the demon, causing his ﬁnger to heal. “I have my doubts. He cares nothing for my beloved appearance of evil and sorcery; he cares nothing for my lifestyle.” He caused the spot on the rug to vanish.

“He has a grudging respect for you.”

“But he admires you, friend lawyer, as he showed when he bailed you out of that despicable affair with Kitty last year. If we get to him, you must do the talking.”

“He cares for my schemes, but he cares nothing for my talking,” said the lawyer.

“That’s true. Your voice does grate on the nerves. If your voice became more piercing, one could crucify oneself on it.”

The lawyer ﬂushed. He lifted himself four inches from the Morris chair and pointed a thin ﬁnger at the demon. Before he could reply there was a knock on the door. Immediately forgetting his anger, the lawyer said, “That sounds like a fateful knock. Do you want me to answer it?”

“It would be nice.”

The lawyer opened the door and the fat man entered, taking off his large white Borsalino and tossing it on the golden hat tree shaped like the ancient demon Behemoth, an elephant who walked on two legs, who had a tremendous round stomach and hands with six claws. The Borsalino landed on one tusk and spun about; on the other tusk was the lawyer’s derby.

“The fat man!” exclaimed the lawyer.

“The fat man!” exclaimed the demon.

The crawling bird was frightened by the arrival of this new, imposing ﬁgure. Although he had understood nothing the demon and the lawyer had said, something inside had hinted that he was the pawn in a childlike game. He sensed that the fat man had suddenly endowed the game with a sinister aspect. He had hoped to somehow comprehend the events swallowing him; he now knew he never could. He pushed himself tighter into the corner and hoped the fat man would ignore him. He shivered, wanting to whimper or sing. The gnawing inside became worse, much worse, and the bird wished he could look again at an orange sun and yellow clouds.

The fat man smiled, showing four gold teeth and a tongue wriggling like the tail of a snake. “You are surprised to see me? You should not be. My gunsel is everywhere and he informed me that you have a proposition to make.”

The fat man patted his great bulk, admired the lawyer’s sword-cane, and took off his white gloves. He was dressed completely in white except for his black tie and grosgrain leather spats. He was balding and had deep green eyes that suggested he had no compassion anywhere in his heart. His eyes were not deceptive. He looked down at the lawyer. “I realize that Morris chairs are your favorites, but they are mine also. If it will not offend you — ?”

“Of course not,” said the lawyer. “Sit down.”

The fat man did, crossing his thick legs at the ankles and pulling his trouser cuffs over his white socks. “I have a grudging respect for you, demon. I always have a grudging respect for someone whose schemes are not concerned with fame and/or glory. Unlike you, I believe that the best way for a godlike man to serve the devil is to ignore him. That is all he deserves — and you keep your immortal soul in the bargain. Speaking of bargains, what of this proposition?”

The lawyer opened his mouth and the demon opened his beak at the same time, but before either could speak, the fat man silenced them with a gesture. “One at a time, please. I deplore eagerness.” He noticed for the ﬁrst time the crawling bird in the corner. He smiled and pointed.

“May I suspect that your proposition has to do with this rather emotional creature?”

“You may do more than suspect, friend fat man,” said the demon. “You see, we don’t have exactly a proposition, but we’re asking for advice. We want the masses to see him and learn from him.”

The fat man steepled his sausage ﬁngers. “Learn what?”

“Depression,” said the lawyer.

“Depression. There has been none of that since the old days. Disappointment, dissatisfaction, yes, but no genuine depression. Everybody is happy; which is as it should be. You two are not living in the past, are you?”

“I disagree with your views,” said the demon. “Without depression, what good is happiness? These days happiness is no longer a goal, but merely another state of being. As for myself, I ﬁnd no joy in seeing other people happy. The race of godlike man has become lazy. The only ambition is for fame and glory. There is no striving for unobtainable goals. There are no adventures. And may I remind you that our very identities come from the past? Why shouldn’t they come from our own culture, our own present? And what is our future?”

The fat man rubbed one of his chins. “I do not care for your goals. I, for one, am completely satisﬁed with things as they are.”

“And for eons,” said the lawyer, “you have been concerned with petty intrigues. Why, a man with your skills in the old days would have fought and schemed for a planet, for a solar system, for more! Your skills are wasted on this dreamless planet. With the return of depression will come the return of dreams, of hopes for better times. All godlike men will be searching for something, and then your skills will not be wasted. You will be at the top of a young and worthwhile race.”

“You would appreciate my wife,” said the fat man. “She has hinted as much to me, but she is very dull and stupid. You two are bright and philosophical; you express things directly. I like directness; I like the way you two come right to the point. It is as if you are running out of time.”

“I assure you,” said the demon, “we have all the time in the world.”

“Don’t we all?” The fat man stood up with difﬁculty and pointed at the bird. “An unusual creature. I am the only one who could possibly be unaffected by its predicament. I think I can help you.”

“How?” asked the lawyer.

The fat man put on his gloves and retrieved his Borsalino. He admired an ivory lamp carved in the shape of a voluptuous mermaid. He walked to the door and turned around. “We shall hold a carnival, a rodeo, a fair. There has not been one for centuries. The crawling bird will be our main attraction.”

“And what is your price?” asked the demon.

“One hundred per cent of the fame and glory.” He closed the door gently behind him.
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Dawn came to the Earth of the godlike men. It was a dawn no less grand than the millions that had preceded it, with a golden sun streaking its rays like spiderwebs across a limpid azure sky, with dew dripping from green and red and purple bushes, from the golden gutters of golden buildings, with a few godlike men rubbing their eyes and readying themselves for pursuit of their hobbies. Trees, each a kilometer tall, ran in straight lines to the horizon. Flying squirrels — created by the demon, in fact, so they could live up to their name — ﬂew from tree to tree, collecting nuts and berries. It was neither too hot nor too cold; it was, simply, just perfect.

On Earth, everything about a new day was perfect and picturesque.

Most people did not know that. They had the pleasure of sleeping late if they chose.

Today, the new dawn had come up on something different. It caused the few early risers to smile and slap their knees and kiss their spouses. They said, “The fat man, bless his immortal soul, has done it again!”

They became as children again and ran to their parents to wake them. Their cranky parents did not care what joyous news their real children had brought them. The parents dismissed their children and drank orange juice. They looked out the window and forgot all about their crankiness. They said, “It’s just like the old days! The doing of the fat man, eh
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