PAT CADIGAN
JOHNNY COME HOME
There was nothing for meto do in Moscow but drink.

Wéll, that and look for Johnny, and | no longer redly had to do that. The
Sensetold me hewasin the city, eventudly our pathswould crossand | would
red himin. But until that happened, | had to do something and drinking was

it. Bars as Westerners know them were till relatively new in Moscow. Most of
them little more than empty storefronts with the bare essentids; if you wanted
atmosphere, you brought it with you. Or, if you were an especidly wedthy
tourist, you could go to one of the headjob parlors, where they gaveyou a
happy-hood and a couple of gloves so you could enjoy your Stoli in whatever
virtua environment they were running that night--provided, of course, you'd
made your reservation the required six to eight monthsin advance.

| figured it was artificid redity either way and not being an especidly

wedlthy tourist, | opted for the augterity plan. Besides, in Moscow, it wasthe
booze that carried importance, not the place where you drank it, and Stoli
seemed to have a degper understanding of the drinking organism. It certainly
understood “me--besides being mellow and friendly, it had the salutary effect
of enhancing the Sense. The bad news was that sobering up dulled me, but that
was easy enough to take care of.

So there | was, boozing and cruising in Moscow. They al envied me back
home--my turn to fetch Johnny and | got to go to Russiato do it. First time

I'd ever been off the North American continent, too. But heres alittle home
truth for you (and why not home truth, seeing as how we've had the awful truth,
nothing but the truth, and cheap truth, God help us each and every one): One
placeis pretty much like another, and once | understood what | could doin
Moscow, | might have been anywhere, the language difference notwithstanding.
Even now--or maybe especialy now, in the last weeks before the millennium
turned. Well, not afull turn--next year would be the red first year of the

new millennium, but everyonein the world seemed to be stuck on the idea that
2000 wasthe big year. Certain ideas die hard, and othersdon't die at all.

Like Johnny'sidess.

He could live athousand years himself and never give up on those sweset, mad
ideas. Magter of my fate, captain of my soul, world full of miracles,
tomorrow's another day (or another millennium), anything can happen and it
probably will.

Y ah. Dream about it, Johnny. He'd be doing that right now, somewherein
Moaoscow, living in hisown brand of artificid redity, dreaming hard enough to
kill someonewhile | held my place at abar that had once been some kind of
counter-kitchen? grocery?--it was hard to tdll in thislight--in another dingy
ex-storefront.



Asusud, there werelots of foreigners. Some were tourists and business
travelers, but agood many of them were what the government was caling
"temporary long-term.” No doubt plenty of those were skating a ong on forged
papers, hoping to find some way to establish residency later. Russa had been
through alot of changesin the Nineties right along with the rest of theworld,
but people themselves never redly change, no matter where they are. Nor do
gtuations. That's some more home truth, and you could figure that one out even
without the Sense.

So | maintained, anyway. The Senseis not one hundred percent infallible but
the group back home believed it was a constant, all-over advantage. | was of
two minds, you should pardon the expression, about that, mysdlf, and it
sometimes caused more friction among us than Johnny's periodic coop flying.
"Loya opposition™ isnot an easy concept to put over to organismslike us, but
we all understood disloya opposition. We had Johnny. Or we would when |
brought him home again, tired, disllusoned, and hung over from hisfreedom
bender, to play docile prodiga and rgjoin. Until all those sweet, mad ideas
built up enough to sat him off again.

| was on my third Stoli, watching the bartender sort out orders and make change,
when the front door opened wide with ablast of frigid winter air. Over the
multilingua gabble, someone started caling for papersin six different

languages, and the person on my left dropped like astone.

| looked down. A pretty, heartshaped face framed by dark blond hair looked back
up a me, eyeswide.

"Pamageeteh menye," she whispered. Help me.

| was on the verge of telling her | wasn't Russian. Then | moved o that | was
gtanding directly in front of her, my ankle length coat spread to hide her. She
had been at the end of the bar next to the wall, so perhaps no one had seen her
duck. Even if someone had, this wasn't the type of crowd that would dert the
immigration officers now moving through the place and shining flashlightson
documents held up for ingpection.

Chatter became hushed and most movement ceased, except for the sweep of the
flashlight beams standing out hard in the smoky air, like light swordsin some

old science-fiction movie. The bartender moved dowly down the counter, picking
up empty glasses, running arag over the chipped Formica, until he cameto where
| was standing. Folding hisarms, he leaned against the wall and looked around
inan amless, bored way before letting his gaze rest pointedly to my |eft.

| showed him my passport and shrugged.

He made afigt, wincing. Histhoughts were like abelow in my skull, amostly
incoherent expression of anger, a me with my coat so obvioudy spreed, &t the
woman hiding behind it, a theimmigration officers, at theworld in generd for
interfering with him. He was very young, one of the post-glasnost generation,



with no memory of adifferent time, when this empty storefront would have been
equally empty even with agtorein it, when he might have begged the blond's

blue jeansfrom her to sal on the black market and ended up crouching in the
dark with her, hiding from KGB, not immigration.

Or perhaps he was amember of ahate group. | could get no clear indication
from him. Even with plenty of warm, Sense-enhancing Stoli in me, histenson
was an occluder.

The bartender's gaze shifted and | turned to look at the immigration officer now
gtanding on my right. Without moving my elbows from the bar, | showed her my
open passport. In the periphera glow from the flashlight, her face was cam,
unworried; she might have been an acquaintance looking &t pictures of my family.

She moved the flashlight beam to my face. | stared padt it to the two pinpoints
of reflected light, dl | could see of her eyes now. Everything stopped.

After awhile, shesad, "Thank you, MariaTdl," her accent making the words
musicd. She held her head high as she turned around. | could fed the

bartender staring hard at me as the-woman made her way to the door, where the
other officerswere waiting. They filed out in another blast of Mascow winter
wind that cleared alittle of the smoke and briefly overrode the ancient space
heaters. | could still Sense her aching feet, her fatigue, her discomfort in

the cold, her wish that they could just give thisforeigner watering hole alast
once-over and leave empty-handed, through for the night; and if by chance there
were refuseniks with forged papers among the crowd, then please don't let her
have to find them, let it be one of the others who would have to stay up the

rest of the night inputting and contacting embassy officids and whatnot. All

she wanted was to go home and see what had been downloaded from the
International Net.

That made me the genie who had granted her wish. No wonder sheld thanked me so
politely.

The blond emerged from under my coat, swiping at her mussed hair and looking
dazed, asif she had just awakened with no idea how she'd cometo be here.

"God, | had no hope that would work, | was just desperate and crazy" She saw the
bartender and her expression became wary. But instead of throwing her out, he
leaned on the bar and looked directly into my face.

"Do you have abrother?' he asked in heavily accented English.

And then, of course, | knew exactly what Johnny had been doing dl thistimein
Moscow.

"I'minit for the same reason as anybody else." said the blond, puffing aong
besde meinthe cold. "Artitic freedom.”

| made apolite noise. or tried to. My lungsfelt frozen. The blond's name was
Evie Gray, and shewas now my friend for life.



"The Russans understand,” she went on. "They know what repressonredly is.
They make movies here where people drink and use drugs, they can make fun of
religion, They've got Huckleberry Finnin thelibraries-it's pretty weird in

Russian, but they've got it in the original English, too. And God. rock music!

All kinds of stuff you can't hear in the States anymore, old rap, new rap, heavy
fucking metd that tellsyou to kill yoursdf, for chrissakes. Andinthe

happy-hood parlors, it's anything goes, hard-core, soft-core, violence, whatever
you want, and no goddamn Council for the Prevention of Mind Control to comein
and pull the plug on you-hdll, you can even get abortions on demand here, did
you know that? On demand All you haveto do iswalk into aclinic and you don't
even have to give them areason-"

"Still can't burn the Russian flag on the steps of the Kremlin,” | said. "Buit |
guess nobody's perfect, en?"

She didn't hear me. Sheran on and on about the Congtitution being fucked like
the air and water and land had been fucked and how it wasjust going to get
worse and worse. Whether she was saying dl thisfor my benefit or her own
wasn't clear even to her. Not that it mattered anymore. Her visahad run out
three weeks before and she was now officialy refusenik, subject to arrest and
deportation.

| wondered if shewas aware of the origind meaning of refusenik, but | wasn't
curious enough to use the Senseto find out. There were scads of these new
refuseniks running around Moscow and el sawhere in the Soviet Union. | couldn't
decide whether they were yet another premillennid nut group, the start of a

real movement, or just more peopleliving in their own brand of artificid

redlity. But then, | predated the Berlin Wall, and a my age. sometimes
everybody looked like just another nut, Even when the Sense told me they were
al quite sane, if not especialy wise.

What Evie Gray was more than anything € se was especialy wedthy. | didn't
point out to her that thiswas the only way she could have managed this dramatic
flight to freedom. It's yet another home truth that only the richest and the

poorest ever attain freedom, the richest because they can afford it, the poorest
because nobody's ever looking for them.

"Y ou don't share a brother-sister resemblance,” said the woman with the long,
graight hair. "More like mother and son. If you'll pardon my saying o."

| smiled a her; she didn't smile back. Russans were sparing with thelr
amiles. Whoever had taught her English had been from Boston.

"He's adopted.”
"Excuseme?' Shelooked puzzled.

"Nothing. Yuri at the Kropotkin hard currency bar gave methis address.”



Her gaze did to Evie Gray. "Did something happen at the Kropotkin?*
"No. Almogt, but it was averted,” | said.
"Good answer," Evie murmured.

"l understand,” said the woman, stepping to the dark velvet curtain behind her.
She sounded friendlier but she il didn't smile. "Y ou redize that thisisa

very exclusive mesto; foreign visitors who come here must reserve many monthsin
advance and thewaiting list isaready ayear long."

The bundle in Evi€'s outthrust hand was obscenely thick. "1 can pay.”

Thewoman made it disappear amost before my new American friend realized she
had taken it.

"Next time, you should be more discreet. Put it in alittle sack and passit.
If others saw, you could be marked as worth robbing."

"I wouldn't et that happen,” | said, "but we promise well be more careful in
thefuture"

"Harashow. Thisway." She pulled the curtain aside and stepped into the headjob
parlor.

| liked the smple descriptiveness of thelr namefor it: mesto-literdly, place.
Someplace ese might have been more like it. The Russians had embraced virtua
redlity with areligious fervor. Having been through only afew days of a

Russian winter and hearing it called unseasonably warm, | could understand.

But virtua redity wasjust as mgjor in the States and any other country
devel oped enough to maintain the technology. | could understand that, too. It
was merely the next logical step after television and video games, redlly.

The mesto wasn't much like an American arcade. Ingtead of little single or

double booths, there were rows of what looked like old barber chairs, about

fifty dtogether, dl of them occupied by people wearing headpieces and action
gloves. Lots of weird hand motions going on, some| could guessat and some |
wouldn't have wanted to, There were no individud units-dl the cablesfrom the
equipment disappeared into the floor. Centralized transmission; no variety, but

it would make the mesto's operating costs alot cheagper, increasing the profit
margin to something that even an old Eighties greed-is-good throwback would cdll
more than respectable.

"How long have you been operating?’ | asked the woman as| followed her to the
end of thelast row of chairs.

"Almost ayear," shesad.

At the end of the row was avacant chair, the only onein the room, with a



headpiece Sitting on it like an abandoned crown.

"Y our companion bought you an hour'sworth," the woman said, gesturing &t it.
"Takeyour pleasure.”

| blew out an irritated breath. "That's not what I'm herefor."

"If you want to see your brother, you'l take the hour." She picked up the
headpiece and held it out to me.

It didn't make any sense, and | was having a hard time with the Sense aswell.
Thelong, cold walk from the Kropotkin had sobered me up and | was dull. But
thelittle flicker that | managed to get from her indicated that, somehow, she
was telling the truth. Maybe Johnny wanted me al tangled up with wiresand
digtracted with fancy pictures before held talk to me, figuring that would keep
me from sussing him out. Asif thisartificia reality could come between us

any better than the one he'd made for himself. Dream on, and on, and on,
Johnny.

The woman hel ped me with the gloves and then started to put the headpiece on me.
"I'd like some Stoli, please" | sad.

"Thisisnot avautabar," she said. "We don't serve anything. If you wanted
drinks, you should have brought your own."

"Get her some vodka." Evie dipped ahand into her pocket. ™Y ou can get me some,
too."

The woman hesitated.

"And bring astraw. Y ou know, one of those hollow tube things you can suck
liquids through?' | added, in responseto her blank look. "Unlessyou're hiding
some dispensers for the headpieces?!

"Y eah, it'sthe same fuck-the-tourists crap al over," said Evie.

"Shut up,” | told her.

"Sometimes thereé's a bottle back in the office. A straw"'-the woman
shrugged-"I'll ssewhat | can find." She took something from Evie--discreetly
enough, | supposed--and dipped out a nearby door. Evie moved to help mewith
the headpiece.

"Holdit," | said.

Shedrew back alittle, looking stung.

"I can't go on helping you indefinitely, you know."

"Can't?' She gave meafadt, pained grin. "Y ou mean won't, right?"



"Look, | canfix it so tired cops don't see what they don't want to see. But |
don't forge residency papers. And I'm not staying in Russiaany longer than |
haveto."

"But you could make someone forge papersfor me, couldn't you?'
| wanted to shake her.

"Isthis place redly so much better than the U.S.? Y ou think Russiais heaven

just because they've got Huckleberry Finn on the shelves and rap music on the
radio and abortion on demand? Does the name Stalin mean anything to you? How
about Pamyat? They were just another anti-Semitic hate group in the early
Nineties, but now even their saunchest sympathizers are afraid of them. And
they're not the only haters running around loose, dl of them with their own
agendas, but two thingsthey dl agree on: They hate Jews and they hate
refuseniks. You think al of the missing onesare just blending in with their

forged papers? Plenty of them are lying on dabsin aMaoscow morgue, gutted like
cattle, courtesy of Pamyat.”

"Pamyat isabad word around here. Don't useit." The woman regppeared and
thrust abottle that was alittle over half full a me. " Scares away our

business. Sorry, no straw. And | have no ideawhat you'll do with it when
youreinsde."

| took acouple of hedthy swigs and stuck the bottle between my thighs. She
shrugged and looked at Evie.

"I'll wait right here)" Eviesaid.

"Hurry up and take your hour. Therésalong line behind you." She pushed the
headpiece dl the way down so that my face was covered and the eye-screen lit up
immediady.

| joined a standard dolphin's-eye sequence. As soon as artificial redlity had
become feasible for the mass market, everyone had gone for the dolphin and whale
stuff. Out of guilt, maybe: Sorry we killed so many of you, so well be you, or
pretend we are. | would have been bored except the quality was way beyond
anything I'd ever seen before. The Russians must have been cranking away on
hardware R& D, boosting definition and whatever else. But the headpiece hadn't
looked like it was anything so extraordinary.

The perspective cruised past aformation of opalescent, eyeshaped bodies that
turned right and then I eft as one, lifting themsalves out of my path likea

curtain. Near aboulder, afleshy squid ignored me, its tentaclesrippling.
Seaweed drifted, sank away into the shadows. Nothing new here, nothing in the
leadt, but the qudity-my inner ear kept flashing swimming messagesto my
stomach, where the didoyd Stoli had turned on me with athrest.

Didoyd oppaogtion.



| hung onto the arms of the chair and tried to keep part of my awareness tuned
to where | knew my body was, waiting for Johnny's presence to pressin on the
Sense.

| might have been cruising the ocean for ten minutes, or dmaost the whole hour;
my sense of time had dipped away like one more darting ocean creature. But the
novelty waswearing off and | felt bored, impatient, and dightly dizzy.

The perspective made a sudden wide arc to the left and passed through a
multicolored rock formation. Something with nasty-looking jaws peered out of a
dark hole but neve moved as | passed.

Just beyond the rocks was a giant clam, theridges of the shell perfectly

formed. It began to open as | approached--more standard stuff--displaying the
giant pearl in the giant clam was usudly the climax and indicated achangeto

the next sequence. So much for my hour and finding Johnny, | thought, watching
the clamshell rise. When | got out of the chair, | was going to chug the rest

of the Stoli and use the Sense to make the mesto hostess do cartwhed s until she
dropped.

<<Sadistic idea. Not like you, Maria.>>

The clamshell was gaping wide and it wasn't apear| displayed there but aman,
curled up in the fetdl position. He unfolded dowly and gracefully, the way
everything moves underwater, and turned to look at me.

Same old sweet, mad Johnny. His shoulder-length brown hair was floating around
his head; hishazel eyeswerelike sarsin hislovely, open face.

<<The Sense couldn't get agood fix on you until you jerked the cop in the
valutabar. | used the Sense on the copsjust that same way mysdlf, till |

found something better.>> He smiled at me. <<Comefor to carry me home, sweet
Maria? Sorry, not thistime. Thistime, | beat you. | beat you al.>>

<<You adways say that, Johnny. What isit now, awoman, or another man again?
Even without the Sense you could make them fdl in love with you. Lots of

people can do that. But you can't make them love you. That's something very
different from faling in love, Johnny, and after the last threetimes, 1'd have
thought you'd have known that. Y ou'll end up killing this one with your needs,

too. Just like the others. The group forgives your sin because we understand.

But nobody esewill. At the very least, they'll put you injail and there

you'l be, far from usand usfar fromyou, dl of usfeding the Lack. That's

bad, Johnny, Remember how bad it isto fed the Lack? After your lover isn't
fdling in love with you anymore and you're without us?>>

| was working the Sense on him, of course, and he was pushing back just as hard,
maintaining the balance of pressure as only those endowed with the Sense could.

It was a balance he couldn't have with someone outside the group, the



give-and-take of the Sense that we all needed, whether Johnny wanted to admit
his own need or not.

<<It'sdifferent thistime, Maria. | let my lover go right after | found this.>>

<<Found what--artificia redity? Y ou can get that anywhere. Come home and well
buy you your own booth.>>

<<But they don't have centralized transmission back in the States. A multitude

al looking at once, invisbleto each other but dl visbleto me. And | can

have them al, not just one at atime but together.>> He spread hisarms. <<l
found thislondly technician, got her to scan my likenessinto the smulation.

The scanning equipment hereis so much better than ours, they've been working so
much harder on it. And between me and my likeness->>

Hedidn't have to explain. Even without the Sense, | could have felt how it

was, | think. Johnny's likeness might aswell have been him. It had itsown
power within the artificid universe, blocking our little exchange from the rest

of the clientele. A hundred people looking and none of them saw. | would have
said aconnection between aliving being with the Sense and alikenesswas
impossible, except obvioudy none of us had tried it until now.

<<Of course, | haveto stay in . . . keep the headpiece on, and the gloves.
They're making awhole suit for me, it'samost finished. What I've done for
business here--it was great before but now it'staken area jump. Were going

to expand. More of them for me, more and more, wanting to be in some beautiful,
otherworldly place, onethat | creste. They give metheir wanting and needing

and | fed no Lack, noneat dl. | don't have to stay locked into the group
anymore, Maria. I'm free now. Free>>

<<Why, Johnny? Why do you have to have them? Why don't you just come home and
get the same thing from the ones who redly know you and understand you?>>

Helooked away from me, dreamily reaching up to run afinger dong the belly of
apassing shark.

<<Becauseit isdwaysthe same. | want different | want to wake up in the
morning knowing that | might see anybody, be with anybody, go anywhere. This
way, | can. | don't want to be chained to the group, the way so many of them
are chained to lives they never wanted. Thisway, anything redly ispossible.

It redly isaworld full of miracles>>

<<Dream about it, Johnny.>> | worked the Sense harder on him. <<It's ill only
adream, and when you wake up, you'l gtill be what you've dways been.>>

The push came so forcefully that | would have sworn held found someone el se with
the Sense and the two of them were ganging up on me. The likeness, | redlized;
Johnny had invested agreet dedl in it as the woul d-be escape hatch from the
prison of hislife, and wherever Johnny went, the Sense went with him. | had

Stoli, but Johnny had this, and it was bigger.



Stll, | strained for him, trying to make him--him and his likeness?--
acknowl edge the connection between us and fortify its existence.

| amost had him. Perhaps | had had him--his miracle world was more wonderful,
but | was morefamiliar.

And then rough hands tore the headpiece away and | heard the mesto hostess say,
"Timesup.”

The cold was what really brought meto, though | was dready staggering along
Gorky Street. Famous Gorky Street, | remembered; every few years, the Russians
would change the name to something else but for some reason, they'd dwaysend
up changing it back again. Evie Gray had her shoulder wedged under my armpit
and my arm dung across her shoulders. She was chattering away, but my head was
too bad to make sense (or Sense) of what she was saying and the traitor Stoli in
my gut was like awashing machine on the heavy soil setting.

Somehow, little old Evie knew--1 say it'sahometruth that in times of stress,
everybody's got atiny spot of the Sense--and got meto an dley where | could
throw up in peace. Good-bye, Stali, and goodnight, Gracie. Or Evie. | was
dulled out.

After awhile, Evie got me moving again. Shewas till chattering--Chrig, this
woman never ran out of breath, | guess--and | caught the word problem.

"Thered problem, Evie, old girl,” | said, talking loudly over her, "thered
problem here--and | think the Russansredly do understand this'--1 swung my
free arm out to gesture a an empty storefront and amost sent us both down on
the cold pavement-"the redl problem is, peoplethink lifeisaladder, and it's
redly awhed. That'sared hometruth and weignoreit. It'stherefor us

to see, everything isthere for usto see, we've got home truth coming out of
our ears, we know everything there isto know to get us through the day in one
piece, and weignoreit likeit doesn't exist. Hell, the earth isround, it

turns, you'd think anyone could take a hint that blatant, but even someone with
the Sense. who's supposed to know alittle more than the average pilgrim, can
gill ook home truth right in the kisser and say, 'No thanks, artificia

redlity for me, please.’ | don't know what to do about that, Evie. Even with

the Sense, | just don't know what to do about it."

| heard her clear her throat. "Why don't you just shut up?'

Shetook ared chance dumping me at Intourist. She could have just [eft me on
the street for the authorities to pick up-probably nothing would have happened,
| wasn't refusenik, after al-and the fact that she got me indoors before she
disappeared indicated a sweet generogity of spirit within that foolish

chatterbox exterior. | liked her retroactively, for dl the good that would do

her.

| got a plane out the next morning-al | had to do wasfind an Aeroflot ticket



agent with axenophobic bent and give alittle push. The genie of the bottle
grants your wish and leaves your country.

The layover in London was supposed to be just afew hours, but Gatwick shut down
indefinitely with abomb scare-bomb scares were coming more frequently as
December 31 approached--so | took the train into London, figuring | might as

well be comfortable. Besides, 1'd never seen London.

Forgot my own home truth: One placeis pretty much like another. Therewas
nothing for meto do in London ether but drink. But London redlly understands
the drinking organism the way M oscow was trying to. The pubs were warm and
mellow. Guinness was even better on the Sense than Stoli had been, and | dmost
didn't care when Gatwick stayed shut another day and another, and Heathrow with
it.

| didn't cal home. They'd dl know by now, anyway. | would only betelling
them the details, and those could wait.

Those could wait and | could drink, and like anyonein artificid redity, |

lost track of the time, which was how | cameto bein London on Chrismas Eve,
looking down aweek to the (artificid) dawn of the (artificid) new millennium.
Feding the Lack and filling it with Guinness.

Travel wasimpossible now. There wereriots every day, and not just in
London. The Messiah was coming, they said; the Messiah was coming.

Then the transmission from Russiabegan. But | didn't bother trying to tell
any. onethat it wasn't really the Messiah. Just Johnny.

Happy-hood parlors dl over London filled up, |eft the pubs empty (more for me,
| thought, wavering at times between bitters and Guinness). Centralized
transmission. No variety, but the qudity ... oh, the quality. Lost nothing
bouncing off a satdlite, not with Johnny on the job. Johnny on the spat, al

the spots. The (artificid) dawn of the (artificid) new millennium. What

everyone wanted al dong, | guess.

And asto what Johnny wanted ... not to be chained, to be free. He got both,
thanksto the Sense, in any redity he chooses.

The Senseisafunny thing, and it can even be agood thing. | worked it pretty

hard on him, but as | told Evie Gray, nobody's perfect. Well get what we

wanted, too, me and the rest of the group back in the States, when the
transmissons to America begin, when poor, sweet, mad Johnny finally comes home,



