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Spi der Robi nson:
The SF Witer As Enpath

By Ben Bova

When Anal og nmagazi ne was housed over at Graybar Buil ding on Lexington Avenue,
our offices were far fromplush. In fact, they were griny. Years worth of
Manhattan soot clung to the walls. The wi ndows were opaque with grinme. (Wat has
this to do with Spider Robinson? Patience, friend.)

Many tinmes young science fiction fans would cone to Manhattan and phone ne
fromGand Central Station, which connected underground with the good old
Graybar. "l1've just conme to New York and | read every issue of Analog and |I'd
like to conme up and see what a science fiction nmagazine office |ooks like," they
woul d invariably say.

I"d tell themto conme on up, but not to expect too nmuch. My advice was al ways
i gnored. The poor kid would cone in and gape at the piles of manuscripts, the
battered old nmetal desks, and nountains of magazi nes and stacks of artwork, the
ranshackl e filing cabi nets and bookshelves. His eyes would fill with tears. H's
mout h woul d sag open.

He had, of course, expected whirring conputers, telephones with TV
attachnents, snoothly efficient robots humm ng away, ultranodern furniture, and
a general appearance rem niscent of a NASA clean room (Qur present offices, in
t he spanki ng new Conde Nast Buil ding on Madi son Avenue, are a little closer to
that dream)

The kid woul d shanbl e away, heartsick, the beautiful rainbow hued bobbl e of
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his inmagination burst by the sharp prick of reality.

Still, despite the cranped quarters and the general dinginess, we managed to
put out an issue of Anal og each nonth, and nore readers bought it than any other
sci ence fiction book, nagazine, panphlet, or cuniformtablet ever published.

And then cane Spi der Robi nson

Truth to tell, | don't remenber if he sent in a manuscript through the mail
first, or tel ephoned for an appointnent to visit the office. No matter. And now
he's off in Nova Scotia, living anong the stunted trees and frost heaves, where
nobody- not even short-menoried editors-can reach himeasily.

Anyway, in cones Spider. | |look up fromny desk and see this Iank, alnost-
cadaverous young nan, bearded, long of hair, slightly owish behind his
eyegl asses, sort of grinning quizzically, as if he didn't know what to expect.
Nei ther did I.

But | .thought, At |east he won't be put off by the interiordecor

You have to understand that those same kids who expected Analog's office to
| ook I'ike an out-take from 2001: A Space CGdyssey also had a firmidea of what an
Anal og witer should |ook like: a tall, broadshoul dered, jutjawed, steelyeyed
hero who can repair a starship's inertial drive with one hand, nmake friends with
the fourteen-legged green aliens of Arcturus, and bring the warring nations of
Earth together under a benignly scientific world governnent-all at the sane
time, while wearing a netallic nesh junpsuit and a cool snile.

Never mind that no SF witer ever |ooked like that. Well, maybe Robert A
Heinl ein comes close, and he could certainly do all of those things if he'd just
stop witing for a while. But Asinov is a bit less than heroic in stature;
Silverberg shuns politics; Bradbury doesn't even drive a car, nuch less a
st ar shi p.

Nevert hel ess, this was the popul ar conception of a typical Analog witer.

Spi der Robi nson was rather wi der of that nmark than nost.

He had a story with him called "The Guy with the Eyes." There wasn't nuch
science fiction init. But it was one helluva good story. About a crazy bunch of
guys who get together at a truly unique place called Callahan's.

W went to lunch, and Spider began telling me how he worked nights guarding a
sewer 'way out on Long Island. Far from being a drop-out, he was witing stories
and songs, as well as sewer-sitting. He's a worker, and he knows science fiction
very well, a fact that surprised a | ot of people when he started revi ewi ng books
for Gal axy nagazine. He's also a guitar-strumin' singer, and | found out how
good he is at nmany a party. But that was |ater

I bought "The Guy with the Eyes." Wen it cane out in Analog, it caused a nmild
ri ppl e anong our readers. | had expected sone of themto conplain because it
wasn't gal axy-spanni ng superheroic science fiction. Instead, they wote to tel
me that they got a kick out of Callahan's Place. How about nore of the sanme?

Now, an editor spends nost of his tine reading |ousy stories. John Canpbell,
who ran Anal og (nee Astounding) for some thirty-five years, often clained to
hol d the Qui nness Book of Records chanpi onship for reading nore rotten SF
stories than anyone el se on Earth. (Most |likely he could have expanded his claim
to take in the entire solar system but John was a conservative man in sone
ways. )

So when you spend your days and ni ghts-especially the nights-readi ng poor
stories, it's a pleasure to run across sonebody |ike Spider: a new witer who
has a good story to tell. It nmakes all those | ousy stories worthwhile. Al nost.

It's athrill to get a good story out of the week's slushpile-that nountain of
manuscripts sent in by the unknowns, the hopefuls, the ones who want to be
witers but haven't witten anything publishable yet.

But the real thrill comes when a new witer sends in his second story and it's
even better than the first one. That happens nost rarely of all. It happened
with Spider. He brought in the manuscript of "The Time Traveler," and | knew
was dealing with a pro, not nerely a one-tine amateur.

We tal ked over the story before he conpleted the witing of it. He warned ne
that he couldn't really find a science fiction ginmick to put into the story.
fretted over that (Analog is, after all, a science fiction nmagazine), but then
realized that the protagonist was indeed a tinme traveller; his "tinme machi ne"
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was a prison.

Just about the tine the story was published, thousands of simlar tine
travelers returned to the U S. fromNorth Vietnanmese prisons. Spider's story
shoul d have been required reading for all of them and their famlies.

Sure enough, we got a few grunbles from sone of our ol der readers. One sent a
stiff note, saying that since the story wasn't science fiction atall, and he was
paying for science fiction stories, would we please cancel his subscription.
wr ot e himback pointing out that we had published the best science fiction
stories in the world for nore than forty years, and for one single story he's
cancel ling his subscription? He never responded, and | presune that he's been
happy with Anal og and Spi der ever since.

Callahan's Place grew to be an institution anong Anal og's readers, and you can
see it-and the zani es who frequent Callahan's-in all their glory in this
collection of stories. What you're reading is sonething truly unique, because
the man who wote these stories is an unique witer. It's been ny privilege to
publish nost of these stories in Analog. Several others are brand new and
haven't been published anywhere el se before.

It's also been a privilege, and a helluva ot of fun, to get to know Spi der
personal ly. To watch himdevel op as a witer and as a nan.

He went from guarding sewers to working for a Long I|sland newspaper. Wen that
job brought himto a crisis of conscience-work for the paper and slant the news
the way the publisher denanded, or get out-his conscience won. He took the big,
big step of depending on nothing but his witing talent for an i ncone. But
Spider wites; he doesn't talk about witing, he works at it.

It wasn't all that easy. He had personal problens, just |ike everybody el se
does. Not every story he put on paper sold i nmediately. Mney was al ways short.
One sumer afternoon he net a girlfriend who was coming into town from Nova

Scotia. She had never been to New York before. Spider greeted her at Penn
Station with the news that his lung had just collapsed and he had to get to a
hospital right away, he hoped she didn't mind. The young |lady (her nane is
Jeanne) not only got himto a hospital; she ended up marrying him Now they both
live in Nova Scotia, where city-born Spider has found that he |oves the rura

spl endor of farmlife. (Mg, | stay in the wilds of Manhattan, where all you've
got to worry about is strikes, default, nuggi ngs and equi pnent failure. Nova
Scotia? In winter? Ugh!)

Meanwhi |l e, Spider's stories kept getting better. He branched out from
Callahan's. He turned a ludicrous incident on a Greyhound bus into a fine and
funny science fiction story. He wote a novel with so many unlikely angles to it
that if | gave you the outline of it, it would probably drive you tenporarily
insane. But he nade it work. It's a damed good novel, with bite as well as
humanity init. W'Ill publish a big slice of it in Analog, and it will cone out
both in hardcover and paperback |ater on

And his stories were being noticed, appreciated, enjoyed by the science
fiction fans. At the Wirld Science Fiction Convention in 1974 he received the
John Campbell Award as Best New Witer of the Year. At that tinme-he had only
published three or four stories, but they were not the kind that could be
over | ooked.

What does it all add up to? Here we have a young witer who | ooks, at first
gl ance, like the archetypical hippie dropout, winning respect and admration in
a field that's supposed to adm re nobody but the Heinleins and Asi novs.

It just might be that Spider Robinson represents the newest and strongest
trend in science fiction today. He's a humani st, by damm. An enpath. He's
sensitive to human enotions: pain, fear, joy, |ove. He can get them down on
paper as few witers can. -

The SF field began with gadgeteers and pseudoscience. It developed in the
Thirties and Forties with witers such as Heinlein and Asinov, who knew and
under stood real science and engineering, and could wite strong stories about
bel i evabl e people who were scientists and engineers. In the Fifties and Sixties
we began to get voices such as Ted Sturgeon, Fred Pohl, Harlan Ellison-witers
who warned that not everything comng fromthe | aboratory was Good, True and

file:/lIF|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi...llahan%201%20Callahan's%20Crosstime%20Saloon.txt (3 of 81) [8/28/03 12:01:16 AM]



file://1F|/rah/ Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%201%20Cal | ahan's%20Crosstime%20Sal oon. txt

Beauti ful .

Now here's Spider Robinson, witing stories that are-well, they're about
peopl e. People in pain, people having fun, people with problens, people hel ping
each other to solve their problens. Spider is a guy who can feel other people's
enmotions and help to deal with them He's |like a character out of an early
Sturgeon story-kind, down-to-earth; very enpathic. Literarily, he is Sturgeon's
hei r.

That's the good news. He is also an inveterate punster. You'll see his puns
scattered all through the Callahan stories. In fact, there are whol e eveni ngs at
Cal l ahan's devoted to punning contests. Nobody's perfect.

I remenber getting a newspaper clipping from Spider which showed a NASA
drawi ng of the design for a toilet to be used under zero gravity conditions in
the Skylab satellite. (NASA has problens that thee and ne can't even guess at.)
The cutaway drawi ng of this engineering nmarvel showed that there was a rotating
bl ade inside the toilet bow, to "separate the liquid fromthe solid wastes," as
NASA' s engi neers euphemistically put it.

Spider, in his scrawy handwiting, had scribbled across the top of the
clipping a brief note, followed by an arrow that pointed unerringly to the bow
and the separator blade. The note said, "Ben: Near as | can figure, the shit is
supposed to hit the fan!"

As | said, nobody's perfect. But Spider cones pretty dammed cl ose. Read about
himand his friends at Callahan's Place. Enjoy.

April, 1976
New York City

For eword

by Spi der Robi nson

Books get witten for the dammdest reasons. Sonme are witten to pay off a
nort gage, sone to save the world, sone sinply for lack of anything better to do
One of ny favorite anecdotes concerns a witer who bet a friend that it was
literally inpossible to wite a book so B A*D that no one could be found to
publish it. As the story goes, this witer proceeded to wite the worst, nopst
hackneyed novel of which he was capabl e-and not only did he succeed in selling
it, the public demanded better than two dozen sequels (I can't tell you his
nane: his estate mght sue, and | have no docunentation. Ask around at any SF
convention; it's a reasonably fanbus anecdote).

Thi s book, as it happens, was begun for the single purpose of getting ne out
of the sewer.

I nean that literally. In 1971, after seven years in college, with that Mgic
Pi ece of Paper clutched triunphantly in nmy fist, the best job | was able to get
was ni ght watchman on a sewer project in Babylon, New York--guarding a hole in
the ground to prevent anyone fromstealing it. God bless the American
educati onal system

What with one thing and another, | seened to have a lot of time on ny hands.
So | read a |lot of science fiction, a custom | have practiced assiduously since,
at the age of five, | was introduced to Robert A Heinlein's Rocket Ship

Galileo. One evening, halfway through a particularly wetched exanpl e of
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Sturgeon's Law ("N nety percent of science fiction-of anything-is crap"), | sat
up straight in ny chair and said for perhaps the ten thousandth tinme in ny life,
"By Jesus, | can wite better than this turnip."

And a lightbulb of about two hundred watts appeared in the air over ny head.

| had witten a couple of stories already, acquiring just enough rejection
slips to inpress friends with, and had actually had one printed in a now defunct
fanzine called Xrymph. (Hilariously enough, one of the crazies who produced
Xrymph was the editor who bought this book that you hold in your hands: Jim
Frenkel.) But ny entire output at that time could have been fit into a business
envel ope, and its quality might be nbst charitably described as shitful. On the
other hand, | had never before had the notivation | now possessed: | Wanted CQut
O The Sewer.

It was time to beconme a Pro.

| realized fromprevious failures that as a tyro, it behooved nme to select a
subj ect | knew thoroughly, as | was not yet skillful enough to bl uff

convincingly. Accordingly, | selected drink. Wthin a week | had conmpleted the
first chapter of this book, "The Guy Wth The Eyes."

Looking in a library copy of Witer's Guide, | discovered that there were four
mar kets for ny nasterpiece. | noted that Ben Bova paid five cents a-word and
everyone el se paid under three, and that's how ny lifelong friendship with Ben
was begun. | mailed it and he bought it, and when |I had recovered fromthe shock
of his letter of acceptance, | gathered ny nerve and rang himup to timdly ask

if editors ever condescended to waste a few ninutes answering the naive
questions of beginning witers. Ben pointed out that without witers, editors
couldn't exist, and invited me to lunch. And when | wal ked into the Anal og

of fice (stunbling over the occasional Hugo), very nearly the first thing he said
was, "Say, does that Callahan's Place really exist? I'd love to go there."

Since that day | estimate | have been asked that question about 5,372 X 10'°
times, by virtually every fan | neet. One gentlenan wote to ne conpl ai ni ng
bitterly because | had said in "The Guy Wth The Eyes" that Callahan's was in
Suf fol k County, Long |sland, and he wanted ne to know that he had by God spent
si x nonths conbi ng every single bar on Long Island w thout finding the Place.

| seemto have struck a chord.

Well I"msorry, but I'Il have to tell you the sane thing | told those 5,372 X
10' ° other people: as far as | know, Callahan's Place exists only between a) ny
ears, b) assorted Anal og and Vertex covers, and of course c) the covers of this
book. If there is in fact a Callahan's Place out there in the so-called rea
worl d, and you know where it is, | sincerely hope you'll tell ne.

"Cause |'d really like to hang out there awhile.

February, 1976
Phi nney' s Cove, Nova Scotia

"There is nothing which has been
contrived by man by which so
much happi ness has been produced
as by a good tavern or inn."

- Sanuel Johnson
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THE GUY W TH THE EYES

Call ahan's Place was pretty lively that night. Tal k fought Budwei ser for nouth
space all over the joint, and the beer nuts supply was critical. But this guy
managed to keep hinself in a corner w thout being noticed for nearly an hour. |
only spotted himnyself a few mnutes before all the action started, and | nake
a point of studying everybody at Call ahan's Pl ace.

First thing, | saw those eyes. You get used to sone haunted eyes in
Cal | ahan' s-the newconers have 'em -but these renmi nded ne of a guy | knew once in
Topeka, who got four people with an antique revol ver before they cut hi mdown.

I hoped like hell he'd visit the fireplace before he left.

If you've never been to Callahan's Place, God's pity on you. Seek it in the
wi | ds of Suffol k County, but | ook not for neon. A sinple, hand-lettered sign
illumnated by a single floodlight, and a heavy oaken door split in the center
(by the head of one Big Beef McCaffrey in 1947) and poorly repaired.

I nsi de, several - heresi es.

First, the light is about as bright as you keep your living room Callahan
mai ntai ns that people who like to drink in caves are unstable.

Second, there's a flat rate. Every drink in the house is half a buck, with the
option. The option operates as foll ows:

You place a one-dollar bill on the bar. If all you have on you is a fin, you
trot across the street to the all-night deli, get change, cone back and put a
one-dollar bill on the bar. (Callahan maintains that nobody in his right mind

woul d counterfeit one-dollar bills; nost of us figure he just likes to rub
fistfuls of themacross his face after closing.)

You are served your poison-of-choice. You inhale this, and confront the
option. You nmay, as you |leave, pick up two quarters fromthe al ways-ful
cigarbox at the end of the bar and exit into the night. O you may, upon
finishing your drink, stride up to the chalk line in the nmddle of the room
announce a toast (this is mandatory) and hurl your glass into the huge,

ol df ashi oned fireplace which takes up nost of the back wall. You then depart
wi thout visiting the cigarbox. O, pony up another buck and exerci se your option
agai n.

Cal I ahan sel dom has to repl eni sh the cigarbox. He orders glasses in such
quantities that they cost himnext to nothing, and he sweeps out the firepl ace
hi nsel f every norni ng.

Anot her heresy: no one watches you with accusing eyes to make sure you take no
snore quarters than you have conming to you. |If Callahan ever happens to catch
sonmeone cheating him he personally ejects themforever. Sonetimes he doesn't
open the door first. The last time he had to eject soneone was in 1947, a
gent| eman naned Bi g Beef MCaffrey.

Not too surprisingly, it's a dammed interesting place to be. It's the kind of
pl ace you hear about only if you need to-and if you are very lucky. Because if a
patron, having proposed his toast and smithereened his glass, feels like talking
about the nature of his troubles, he receives the instant, undivided attention
of everyone in the room (That's why the toast is obligatory. Many a nan with a
hurt | ocked inside finds in the act of naming his hurt for the toast that he
wants very nuch to talk about it. Callahan is one smart hombre.) On the other
hand, even the nost tantalizingly cryptic toast will bring no prying inquiries
if the guy displays no desire to uncork. Anyone attempting to flout this custom
is pronptly bl ackjacked by Fast Eddi e the piano player and dunped in the alley.

But sonmehow many do feel like spilling it in a place |ike Callahan's; and you
can get a deeper insight into human nature in a week there than in ten years
anywhere else | know. You can also quite likely find solace for nobst any kind of
trouble, from Callahan hinself if no one else. It's a rare hurt that can stand
under the advice, help and synpathy generated by upwards of thirty people that
care. Callahan loses a lot of his regulars. After they've been coning around
| ong enough, they find they don't need to drink any nore.

It's that kind of a bar.

file:/lIF|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi...llahan%201%20Callahan's%20Crosstime%20Saloon.txt (6 of 81) [8/28/03 12:01:16 AM]



file://1F|/rah/ Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%201%20Cal | ahan's%20Crosstime%20Sal oon. txt

I don't want you to get a picture of Callahan's Place as an agoni zed,
Al cohol i cs Anonynous type of groupencounter session, with Callahan as some sort
of salty psychoanal yst-father-figure in the foreground. Hell, many's the toast
provokes roars of laughter, or a shouted chorus of agreement, or a unani nous
blitz of glasses fromall over the roomwhen the night is particularly spirited.
Callahan is tolerant of rannygazoo; he mmintains that a bar should be "nerry,"
so long as no bones are broken unintentionally. |I mnd the tine he hel ped Spud
Flynn set fire to a seat cushion to settle a bet on which way the draft was
com ng. Call ahan exudes, at all times, 'a kind of monolithic calm and u.s. 40
is shorter than his tenper.

This night I"'mtelling you about, for instance, was nothing if not nmerry. Wen
I pulled in around ten o' clock, there was an unholy shanbl es of a square dance
going on in the mddle of the floor. | laid a dollar on the bar, collected a
gl ass of Tullanore Dew and a hello-grin from Call ahan, and settled back in a
tall chair-Callahan abhors barstool s-to observe the goings-on. That's what |
mean about Callahan's Place: nost bars, men only dance if there're | adies
around. O one sex or anot her.

| picked some famliar faces out of the mael strom of madmen weavi ng and
| urchi ng over honest-to-God sawdust, and waved a few greetings. There was Tom
Fl annery, who at that time had eight nonths to live, and knew it; he |aughed a
lot at Callahan's Place. There was Slippery Joe Maser, who had two w ves, and
Marty Matthias, who didn't ganble any nore, and Noah CGonzal ez, who worked on
Suffol k County's bonmb squad. Calling for the square dance while performng a
creditable Irish jig was Doc Wbster, fat and jovial as the day he punped the

pills out of my stomach and ordered ne to Callahan's. See, | used to have a wife
and daughter before | decided to install my own brakes. | saved thirty dollars,
easy .

The Doc |l eft the square-dancers to their fate-their creative individuality
maki ng a call er superfluous-and drifted over like a pink zeppelin to say Hello.
Hi s stethoscope hung unnoticed fromhis ears, framng a snmle |like a sunlanp.
The end of the 'scope was in his drink.

"Howdy, Doc. Al ways wondered how you kept that dammed thing so cold," |
greeted him

He blinked Iike an oWl with the staggers and | ooked down at the gently
bubbl i ng pi ckup beneath two fingers of scotch. Emitting a bellow of |aughter at
about force eight, he renoved the gl eaning think and shook it experinmentally.

"My secret's out, Jake. Keep it under your hat, will you?" he booned.

"Maybe you beter keep it under yours," | suggested. He appeared to consider
this idea for a time, while | speculated on one of life's greatest paradoxes:
Sam Webster, M D. The Doc is good for a couple of quarts of Peter Dawson a
night, three or four nights a week. But you won't find a better sawbones
anywhere on Earth, and those sausage fingers of his can nove |like a tap-dancing
centi pede when they have to, with nary a tremor. Ask Shorty Steinitz to tell you
about the tinme Doc Webster took out his appendix on top of Callahan's bar
whil e Call ahan cal My kept the Scotch coni ng.

"At least then | could hear myself think," the Doc finally replied, and
several people seated within earshot groaned theatrically.

"Have a heart, Doc," one called out.

"VWhat a re-pulse-ive idea," the Doc returned the serve

"Well, | know when |'m beat," said the challenger, and made as if to turn
awnay.

"Why, you young whel p, aorta poke you one," roared the Doc, and the bar
expl oded with | aughter and cheers. Callahan picked up a beer bottle in his huge
hand and pegged it across the bar at the Doc's round skull. The beer bottle,
bei ng made of foam rubber, bounced gracefully into the air and |l anded in the
pi ano, where Fast Eddie sat locked in nortal conmbat with the "C Jam Bl ues.”

Fast Eddie emitted a sound |like an outraged transm ssion and kept right on
pl ayi ng, though his upper register was shot. "Little beer never hoit a piano,"
he sang out as he reached the bridge, and went over it like he figured to burn
it behind him
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Al inall it |ooked like a cheerful night, but then | saw the Janssen kid
come in and | knew there was a troubl e brew ng.
Thi s Janssen kid-look, | can't knock long hair, | wore mine |ong when it

wasn't fashionable. And |I can't knock pot for the sane reason. But nobody | know
ever had a good thing to say for heroin. Certainly not Joe Hennessy, who did two
weeks in the hospital |ast year after he surprised the Janssen kid scooping

j unk-noney out of his safe at four in the norning. O d Man Janssen paid Hennessy
back every dinme and di sowned the kid, and he'd been in and out of sight ever
since. Wrd was he was still using the stuff, but the cops never seened to catch
hi m hol di ng. They sure did try, though. | wondered what the hell he was doing in
Cal I ahan' s Pl ace.

I shoul d know better by now He placed a tattered bill on the bar, took the
shot of bourbon which Call ahan handed himsilently, and wal ked to the chal k
line. He was quivering with repressed tension, and his boots squeaked on the
sawdust. The place qui eted down sone, and his toast--"To smack!"--rang out clear
and crisp. Then he downed the shot amid an expandi ng silence and flung his gl ass
so hard you coul d hear his shoul der crack just before the glass shattered on
unyi el di ng bri ck.

Havi ng created silence, he broke it. Wth a sob. Even as he let it out he
glared around to see what our reactions were.

Cal | ahan's was i medi ate, an "Anen!" that sounded |ike an echo of the-snashing
glass. The kid made a face |ike he was sonmehow satisfied in spite of hinself,
and | ooked at the rest of us. His gaze rested on Doc Wbster, and the Doc
drifted over and gently began rolling up the kid' s sleeves. The boy nade no
effort to help or hinder him Wen they were both rolled to the shoul der--
phosporescent purple | think they were--he silently held out his arns, pal mup

They were absol utely unmarked. Skinny as hell and white as a pi ece of paper,
but unmarked. The kid was cl ean

Everyone waited in silence, giving the kid their respectful attention. It was
a new feeling to him and he didn't quite know how to handle it. Finally he

said, "I heard about this place," just alittle too truculently.
"Then you nust of needed to," Callahan told himquietly, and the kid nodded
slowy.

"l hear you get some answers in, fromtine to tine," he half-asked

"Now and again," Callahan admtted. "Sonme o' the danmmdest questions, too.
What's it like, for instance?"

"You nmean snmack?"

"l don't nean bourbon."

The kid's eyes got a funny, far-away |ook, and he alnost smled. "It's . . ."
He paused, considering. "It's like . . . being dead."

"Whooee! " cane a voice fromacross the room "That's a powerful good feeling
indeed." | |ooked and saw it was Chuck Samrs tal king, and watched to see how t he

kid would take it.

He t hought Chuck was being sarcastic and snapped back, "Well, what the hell do
you know about it anyway?" Chuck smiled. A lot of people ask himthat question,
in a different tone of voice.

"Me?" he said, enjoying hinself hugely. "Wy, |'ve been dead is all."

"S'truth," Callahan confirnmed as the kid's jaw dropped. "Chuck there was
legally dead for five minutes before the

"Chuck got his pacenaker going again. The crunb died owing ne noney, and
never had the heart to dun his w dow "

"Sure was a nice feeling, too," Chuck said around a yawn. "Myre peaceful than
nap-time in a nonastery. If it wasn't so pleasant | wouldn't be near so damed
scared of it." There was an edge to his voice as he finished, but it disappeared
as he added softly, "What the hell would you want to be dead for?"

The Janssen kid couldn't neet his eyes, and when he spoke his voice cracked.
"Li ke you said, pop, peace. Alittle peace of mnd, a little quiet. Nobody
yamering at you all the tinme. | nmean, if you're dead there's always the chance
sonmebody' Il mourn, right? Make friends with the worns, dig their side of it,
maybe a little poltergeist action, who knows? | nean, what's the sense of
tal king about it, anyway? Didn't any of you guys ever just want to nun away?"
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"Sure thing," said Callahan. "Sonetinmes | do it too. But | generally run
soneplace | can find ny way back from" It was said so gently that the kid
couldn't take offense, though he tried.

"Run away from what, son?" asked Slippery Joe.

The kid had been bottled up tight too | ong; he exploded. "Fromwhat?" he
yel l ed. "Jesus, where do | start? There was this war they wanted ne to go and
fight, see? And there's this place called college, | nean they want you to care,
dig it, care about this education trip, and they don't care enough thenselves to
make it as attractive as the crap gane across the street. There's this air |
hear is unfit to breathe, and water that ain't fit to drink, and food that
woul dn't nourish a vulture and a grand outlook for the future. You can't get to
a job without the car you couldn't afford to run even if you were working, and
if you found a job it'd pay five dollars less than the rent. The T. V.
advertises karate classes for four-year-olds and up, the President's New C ot hes

didn't wear very well, the next depression's around the corner and you ask ne
what in the name of God |I'm running fronf
"Man, |'ve been straight for seven nonths, what | nean, and in that seven god

dammed nonths | have been over this island |ike a fungus and there is nothing
for me. No jobs, no friends, no place to live |ong enough to get the floor
dirty, no noney and nobody that doesn't point and say "Junkie" when | go by for
seven nonths and you ask me what am | running fron? Man, everything is all, just
everything."

It was right then that | noticed that guy in the corner, the one with the
eyes. Renenber hin? He was |eaning forward in rapt attention, his nouth a bl ack
slash in a face pulled tight as a drunmhead. Those ghastly eyes of his never |eft
the Janssen kid, but sonehow | was sure that his awareness included all of us,
everyone in the room

And no one had an answer for the Janssen boy. | could see, all around the
room men who had |l earned to listen Callahan's Place, nen who had | earned to
enpat hi ze, to want to understand and share the pain of another. And no one had a
word to say. They were thinking past the blurted words of a haunted boy,
wondering if this crazy world of confusion mght not after all be one holy hel
of a place to grow up. Most of them already had reason to know damm wel | that
soci ety never forgives the sinner, but they were realizing to their disnmay how
thin and unconforting the strai ght and narrow has becone these | ast few years.

Sure, they'd heard these things before, often enough to nmake theminto
clichés. But now | could see the boys reflecting that these were the clichés
that made a young man say he liked to feel dead, and the same thought was
mrrored on the face of each of them M God, when did we |let these things
becone clichés? The Problens of Today's Youth were no | onger a Sunday suppl enent
or a news broadcast or anything so renpte and intangi ble, they were suddenly
becone a dirty, shivering boy who told us that in this world we had built for
himw th our sweat and our blood he was not only tired of living, but so
unscared of dying that he did it daily, sometines, for recreation

And silence held court in Callahan's Place. No one had a single thing to say,
and that guy with the eyes seened to know it, and to derive sonme crazy kind of
bitter inner satisfaction fromthe know edge. He started to settle back in his
chair, when Callahan broke the silence.

"So run," he said.

Just like that, flat, no expression, just, "So run." It hung there for about
ten seconds, while he and the kid | ocked eyes.

The kid's forehead started to bead with sweat. Slowy, with shaking fingers,
he reached under his leather vest to his shirt pocket. Knuckles white, he haul ed
out a flat, shiny black case about four inches by two. Hi s eyes never |eft
Cal l ahan's as he opened it and held it up so that we could all see the gl eam ng
hypodermic. It didn't look like it had ever been used; he nust have just stolen
it.

He held it up to the light for a nonent, |ooking up his bare, unmarked arm at
it, and then he whirled and flung it case and all into the giant firepl ace.
Alnost as it shattered he sent a cell ophane bag of white powder after it, and
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t he powder burned green while the sudden stillness hung in the air. The guy with
the eyes | ooked oddly stricken in sonme interior way, and he sat absolutely rigid
in his seat.

And Cal | ahan was around the bar in an instant, handing the Janssen kid a beer
that grew out of his fist and roaring, "Wl cone hone, Tommy!" and no one in the
pl ace was very startled to realize that only Callahan of all of us knew the
kid's first nane.

We all sort of swarnmed around then and swatted the kid on the arm sone and he
even cried a little until we poured sone beer over his head and pretty soon it
began to look like the night was going to get nerry again after all

And that's when the guy with the eyes stood up, and everybody in the joint
shut up and turned to ook at him That sounds mel odramatic, but it's the effect
he had on us. Wen he noved, he was the center of attention. He was tall
unreasonably tall, near seven foot, and |I'll never know why we hadn't all
noticed himright off. He was dressed in a black suit that fit worse than a
Joliet Special, and his shoes didn't |ook right either. After a nonent you
realized that he had the | eft shoe on the right foot, and vice-versa, but it
didn't surprise you. He was thin and deeply tanned and his nouth was tw sted up
tight but nostly he was eyes, and | still dream of those eyes and wake up
sweat i ng now and again. They were |like windows into hell, the very personal and
private hell of a man faced with a dilenma he cannot resolve. They did not
bl i nk, not once.

He shanbled to the bar, and sonething was wong with his walk, too, |ike he
was wal ki ng sideways on the wall with magnetic shoes and hadn't quite caught the
knack yet. He took ten new singles out of his jacket pocket -which struck nme as
an odd place to keep cash-and laid themon the bar

Cal I ahan seened to come back froma far place, and hustled around behind the
bar again. He | ooked the stranger up and down and then placed ten shot gl asses
on the counter. He filled each with rye and stood back silently, running a big
red hand through his thinning hair and regarding the stranger with clinica
i nterest.

The dark giant tossed off the first shot, shuffled to the chalk line, and said
in oddly-accented English, "To nmy profession,"” and hurled the glass into the
fireplace

Then he wal ked back to the bar and repeated the entire procedure. Ten tines.

By the last glass, brick was chipping in the fireplace.

When the last, "To ny profession,” echoed in enpty air; he turned and faced
us. He waited, tensely, for question or challenge. There was none. He half
turned away, paused, then swung back and took a couple of deep breaths. Wen he
spoke his voice made you hurt to hear it.

"My profession, gentlenen," he said with that funny accent | couldn't place,
"is that of advance scout. For a race whose hone is many light-years from here
Many, many |ight-years fromhere." He paused, |ooking for our reactions.

Well, | thought, ten whiskeys and he's a Martian. Indeed. Pleased to meet you,
I'"m Popeye the Sailor. | guess it was pretty obvious we were all thinking the
same way, because he | ooked tired and said, "it would take far nore ethanol than

that to befuddl e me, gentlenmen.” Nobody said a word to that, and he turned to
Cal  ahan. "You know | am not intoxicated," he stated.
Cal I ahan considered himprofessionally and said finally, "Nope. You' re not

tight. 1'll be a son of a bitch, but you're not tight."

The stranger nodded thanks, spoke thereafter directly to Callahan. "I am here
now three days. In two hours | shall be finished. Wen | amfinished | shall go
hone. After | have gone your planet will be vaporized. | have accumul ated data
which will ensure the annihilation of your species when they are assim|ated by
my Masters. To them you will seem as cancerous cells, in danger of infecting
all you touch. You will not be permitted to exist. You will be cured. And

repent ne of my profession.”

Maybe | woul dn't have believed it anywhere el se. But at Callahan's Pl ace
anyt hing can happen. Hell, we all believed him Fast Eddie sang out, "Anyt'ing
we can do about it?" and he was serious for sure. You can tell wth Fast Eddie.
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"I am hel pl ess," the giant alien said dispassionately. "I contain .
installations . . . which are beyond ny influencing-or yours. They have recorded
all the data | have perceived in these three days; in two hours a preset
mechanismw || be triggered and will transnmit their contents to the Masters."
| ooked at nmy watch: it was eleven-fifteen. "The conclusions of the Masters are
foregone. | cannot prevent the transmi ssion; | cannot even attenpt to. | am
count er programed. "

"Whay are you in this line of work if it bugs you so nmuch?" Callahan wanted to
know. No hostility, no panic. He was trying to understand.

"I am accustoned to take pride in nmy work," the alien said. "I nake safe the
pat hs of the Masters. They nust not be threatened by warlike species. | go
before, to identify danger, and see to its neutralization. It is a good
profession, | think. | thought."

"What changed your m nd?" asked Doc Webster synpathetically.

"This place, this . . . “bar' place we are in-this is not like the rest | have
seen. Qutside are hatred, conpetition, norals elevated to the status of ethics,
prejudices elevated to the status of norals, whinms elevated to the status of
prejudices, all things with which | amwearily faniliar, the classic synptons of
di sease

"But here is difference. Here in this place | sense qualities, attributes
did not know your species possessed, attributes which everywhere else in the
known uni verse are mutually exclusive of the things | have perceived here

tonight. They are good things . . . they cause ne great anguish for your
passing. They fill me with hurt.

"Ch, that | mght lay down ny geas," he cried. "I did not know that you had
| ove! "

In the echoing stillness, Callahan said sinply, "Sure we do, son. It's nebbe
spread a little thin these days, but we've got it all right. Sure would be a
shame if it all went up in smoke." He | ooked down at the rye bottle he stil
held in his big hand, and absently drank off a couple ounces. "Any chance that
your masters mght feel the same way?"

"None. Even | can still see that you nust be destroyed if the Masters are to
be safe. But for the first time in some thousands of years, | regret ny
profession. | fear | can do no nore."

"No way you can gum up the works?"

"None. So long as | amalive and conscious, the transm ssion will take place.
I could not assenble the volition to stop it. | have said: | am

count er programed. "

I saw Noah CGonzal ez' expression soften, heard himsay, "Geez, buddy, that's
hard lines."” A nunbl ed agreenent rose, and Call ahan nodded sl owy.

"That's tough, brother. |I wouldn't want to be in your shoes."

He | ooked at us with absolute astonishment, the hurt in those terrible eyes of
his m xed now with bew | derment. Shorty handed hi m another drink and it was |ike
he didn't know what to do with it.

"You tell us how rmuch it will take, mster,'
we'll get you drunk."

The tall man with star-burned skin groaned fromdeep within himself and backed
away until the fireplace contained him He and the flames ignored each other,
and no one found it surprising.

"What is your matter?" he cried. "Why are you not destroying ne? You fools,
you need only destroy me and you are saved. | amyour judge. | amyour jury.
wi |l be your executioner."

"You didn't ask for the job," Shorty said gently. "It ain't your doing."

"But you do not understand! If my data are not transmitted, the Masters will
assune my destruction and avoid this systemforever. Only the equal or superior

Shorty said respectfully, "and

of a Master could overcone ny defenses, but | can control them | wll not use
them Do you conprehend ne? | will not activate my defenses-you can destroy ne
and save yoursel ves and your species, and | wll not hinder you

"Kill ne!™ he shrieked.
There was a | ong, |ong pause, naybe a second or two, and then Call ahan pointed
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to the drink Shorty still held out and grow ed, "You better drink that, friend.

You need it. Talkin' of killin" in ny joint. Wash your nmouth out w th bourbon
and get outta that fireplace, | want to use it."

"Yeah, me too!" canme the cry on all sides, and the big guy |ooked |ike he was
gonna cry. Conversations started up again and Fast Eddi e began playing "I Don't

Want to Set the Wirld On Fire," in very bad taste indeed.

Sone of the boys wandered thoughtfully out, going honme to tell their famlies,
or settle their affairs. The rest of us, lacking either concern, drifted over to
console the alien. | mean, where else would | want to be on Judgement Day?

He was sitting down, now, with booze of all kinds on the table before him He
| ooked up at us like a wounded gi ant. But none of us knew how to begin, and
Cal | ahan spoke first.

"You never did tell us your nane, friend."

The alien | ooked startled, and he sat absolutely still, rigid as a fence post,
for a long, long monent. His face twisted up awmful, as though he was wagi ng sone
titanic inner battle with hinself, and cords of mnuscle stood up on his neck in
what didn't seemto be the right places. Doc Webster began to talk to hinself
softly.

Then the alien went all blue and shivered |ike a steel cable under strain, and
very suddenly rel axed all over with an audi ble gasp. He twitched his shoul ders
experinentally a few times, |ike he was nmaking sure they were still there, and
then he turned to Call ahan and said, clear as a bell, "My nane is Mchael Finn."

It hung in the air for a very long tinme, while we all stood petrified,
suspended.

Then Call ahan's face split in a wide grin, and he bell owed, "Wy of course!
Wiy yes, yes of course, Mckey Finn. | didn't recognize you for a nonent, M.
Finn," as he trotted behind the bar. H's big hands worked busily beneath the
counter, and as he enmerged with a tall glass of dark fluid the last of us got
it. W nade way eagerly as Callahan set the glass down before the alien, and
stood back with the utnost deference and respect.

He regarded us for a nonent, and to see his eyes now was to feel warm and
proud. For all the despair and guilt and angui sh and horror and nost of all the
hopel essness were gone fromthem now, and they were just eyes. Just |like yours
and mi ne.

Then he raised his glass and waited, and we all drank with him Before the
| ast glass was enpty his head hit the table Iike an anvil, and we had to pick
himup and carry himto the back room where Call ahan keeps a cot, and you know,
he was heavy.

And he snored in three stages.

2
The Ti me- Tr avel er

O course we should have been expecting it. | guess the people at Callahan's
read newspapers just |like other folks, and there'd been a di scotheque over on
Jericho Turnpike hit three days earlier. But sonehow none of us was prepared for
it when it cane.

Vel l, how were we to know? It's not that Callahan's Place is so isolated from
the world that you never expect it to be affected by the same things. God knows
that nost of the troubles of the world, old and new, cone through the door of
Cal I ahan's sooner or later-but they usually have a dollar bill in their fist,
not a .45 automatic. Besides, he was such a shrinmpy little guy.

And on top of everything, it was Punday night.
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Punday Night is a weekly attraction at Callahan's-if that's the word. Fol ks
who come into the place for the first tine on a Tuesday eveni ng have been known
to flee screaming into the night, leaving full pitchers of beer behind in their
haste to be el sewhere. There's Sunday, see, and then there's Mnday, and then
there's Punday. And on that day, the boys begin assenbling around seven-thirty,
and after a tine people stop piddling around with drafts and start |ining up
pitchers, and Fast Eddie gets up fromhis beat-up upright piano and starts
pul ling tables together. Everyone begins ever-so-casually jockeying for
position, so inportant on Punday night. Here and there the newer nmen can be
heard warming up with one another, and the first groans are heard.

"Say, Fogerty. | hear tell Stacy Keach was engaged to the sanme girl three
times. Every tinme the Big Day cone due, she decided she couldn't stand him"

"Do tell."

"Yup. Then the late Harry Truman hisself advised her, said, "gal, if you can't
stand the Keach, get out of the hitchin.' "

And another three or four glasses hit the fireplace.

O course the real regulars, the old-timers, sinply sit and drink their beer
and conserve their wit. They add little to the shattered welter of glass that
grows in the foreplace-though the toasts, when they nake them can get pretty
fl ashy.

Al ong about el even Doc Wbster conmes waddling in fromhis rounds and the pl ace
hushes up. The Doc suffers his topcoat and bag to be taken fromhim collects a
beer-mug full of Peter Dawson's from Cal |l ahan, and takes his place at the head
of the assenbled tables like a liner coming into port. Then, folding his fingers
over his great belly, he addresses the group

"What is the topic?"

At this point the fate of the evening hangs in the bal ance. Maybe you'll get a
good topic, maybe you won't -and the only way to explain what | nean is by
exanpl e:

"Fast Eddie," says Callahan, "how 'bout a little inspirational nusic?"

"That would bring the probleminto scale," says Doc Webster, and the battle is
j oi ned.

"I had already noted that," cones the hasty riposte from Shorty Steinitz, and
over on his right Long-Drink MGonnigle snorts.

"You've cleffed me in twain," he accuses, and Tomry Janssen advi ses himto
take a rest, and by the time that Callahan can point out that "This ain't a
music-hall, it's a bar," they're off and running. Once a topic is established,
it goes in rotation clockw se fromDoc Wbster, and if you can't supply a
stinker when your turn conmes up, you're out. By one o'clock in the norning, it's
usually a tight contest between the real pros, all of themacutely aware that
anyone still in the lists by closing gets his night's tab erased. It has becone
a point of honor to drink a good deal on Punday ni ght to show how confident you
are. Wien | first noticed this and asked Cal | ahan whose i dea Punday had been in
the first place he told ne he couldn't renenber. One snmart fella, that Callahan

This one night in particular had used up an awful lot of alcohol, and one hel
of a lot of spiritual fortitude. The topic was one of those naturals that can be

m | ked for hours: "electricity." It was about one-fifteen that the trouble
started.

By this point in a harrowi ng evening, the conpetition was down to the Doc,
Noah Gonzal ez and ne. | was feeling decidedly pun-chy.

"I have a feeling this is going to be a good round Ferm ," the Doc mused, and
sent a few ounces of Scotch past an angelic smle.

"You' ve gal vani zed us all once again, Doc," said Noah i mediately.

"Socket to me," | agreed enthusiastically.

The Doc made a face, no great feat considering what he had to work with, and

glared at nme. "Wre you debasing this contest with slang?" he intoned.

"Ch, | don't know," interceded Noah. "It seens |like an acceptable current
usage to ne."
"You see, Doc?" | said desperately, beginning to feel the strain now, "Noah

and | seemtube be in agreenent."
But Doc Webster wasn't |ooking at nme. He wasn't even looking in ny, direction
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He was staring fixedly over Noah's right shoulder. "I regret to informyou all,"
he said with the utnost calm "that the gent at the bar is not packing a
lightning rod."

About thirty heads spun around at once, and sure enough, there was a guy in
front of the bar with a .45 automatic in his hand, and Cal | ahan was staring
equably into the nedicine end. He was hol ding out a salt-shaker in his huge
horny fist.

"What's that for?" the gunman denmanded

"Mght as well salt that thing, son. You're about to eat it.

Now your run-of-the-mill stickup artist would react to a line like that by
waving the rod around a little, naybe even picking off the odd bottle behind the
bar. This fellow just |ooked nore depressed.

He didn't look like a stickup artist if it came to that; |'d have taken him
for an insurance sal esman down on his luck. He was short, slight and bal ding,
and his goldrinmmed gl asses pinched cruelly at his nose. Hs features were
utterly nondescript, a Walter Mtty caricature of despair, and | couldn't help
renmenbering that sonme of our nore notabl e assassins have been Walter Mtty
types.

Then | saw Fast Eddie over at the piano slide his hand down to his boot for
the little blackjack he carries for energencies, and began trying to renenber if
my insurance was paid up. The scrawny gunnan | ocked eyes with Callahan, hol ding
the cannon steady as a rock, and Callahan snil ed.

"Want a drink to wash it down with?" he asked

The guy with the gun ran out of determination all at once and | owered the
pi ece, |ooking around himvaguely. Callahan pointed to the fireplace, and the
guy nodded thanks. The gun described a lazy arc and |landed in the pile of glass
with a sound |ike change rattling in a pocket.

You ni ght al nbost have thought the gun had shattered a wi ndow that kept out a
storm but the whooshing sound that followed was really only the noise of a
coupl e dozen guys all exhaling at the sanme tine. Fast Eddie's hand slid back up
his leg, and Call ahan said softly, "You forgot the toast, friend."

| expected that to confuse the guy, but it seemed he knew sonet hi ng about
Cal l ahan's Pl ace after all, because he just nodded and made his toast.

"To progress."”

I could see people all up and down the bar firing up their guessers, but
nobody opened his trap. We waited to see if the guy felt like telling us what
his beef with progress was, and when you understand that you will have gone a
| ong way toward understandi ng what Callahan's Place is all about. |'msure
anywhere el se folks'd figure that a man who'd just waved a gun around owed 'em
an explanation, if not a fewteeth. W just sat there | ooking noncommttal and
hoping he'd let it out.

He di d.

"l mean, progress is sonmething with no pity and no purpose. It just happens.
It chews up all you ever knew and spits out things you can't understand and the
only value it seens to have is to make a few people a | ot of nobney. What the
hell is the sense of progress anyway?"

"Keeps the dust off ya," said Slippery Joe Maser seriously. Now Joe, as you
know, has two wives, and there sure as hell ain't no dust on him

"l suppose you're right," said the clerical-looking burglar, "but 1'd surely
appreciate a little dust just at the monent. | was hip-deep in it for years, and
I didn't know how well off | was."

"Well, take this to cut it with," said Callahan, and hel d out a gin-and-gin.
As he handed it over, his other hand cane up from behind the bar with a sawed-
of f shotgun in it. "I'Il be dammed," said Callahan, noticing it for the first
time, "Forgot | had that in nmy hand." He put it back under the bar, and the
bal di ng bandit swal | owed.

"Now then, brother, pull up a chair and tell us your nanme, and if you've got
troubles | never heard before I'lIl give you the case of your choice."

"Make it |I. W Harper."

"Pl eased to neet you, M. Harp-oooooooch!" said Doc Webster, the last rising

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20S...ahan%201%20Callahan’'s%20Crosstime%20Saloon.txt (14 of 81) [8/28/03 12:01:16 AM]



file://1F|/rah/ Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%201%20Cal | ahan's%20Crosstime%20Sal oon. txt

syl | abl e occasi oned by Long-drink MGonnigle's size nines having cone down hard
on the Doc's instep. Pretty quick on the uptake, that Long-Drink.

"My nane is Hauptnan," the fellow said, picking up the drink. "Thonmas
Hauptnman. |I'ma . ." He took a long pull. "That is, | used to be a minister."

"And then God went and di ed and now what the hell do you do, is that it?"
asked Long-Drink with genui ne synpathy.

"Sonmething like that," Hauptman agreed. "He died of nmalaria in a stinking
little cell in a stinking little town in a stinking little banana republic
call ed Pasal a, and his name was Mary." |ce cubes clicked against his teeth.

"Your wife?" asked Callahan after a while.

"Yes. My wife. No one dies of nalaria any nore, do you know that? | nean, they
|icked that one years ago."

"How d it happen?" Doc asked gently, and as Callahan refilled gl asses al
around, the Tine-Traveler told us history.

Mary and | (he said) had a special gane we played between ourselves. Ch, al
coupl es play the sane gane, | suppose, but we knew we were doing it, and we
never cheat ed.

You see, as many of you are no doubt aware, it is often difficult for a man
and a worman to agree (sustained audi ence denonstration, signifying hearty
agreenment) . . . even a ninister and his wife. Al npst any given course of action
will have two sides: she wants to spend Sunday driving in the country, and he
wants to spend it watching the football people sell razor bl ades.

How is the dil emma resol ved? Oten by histrionics, at ten paces. She wll
enote feverishly on the joys of a country drive, entering rapture as she
portrays the heartstopping beauty to be found al ong Route 25A at this tine of
year. He, in turn, will roll his eyes and saw his hands as he attenpts to convey
t hrough the whol |y i nadequate vocabul ary of word and gesture how crucial this
particular game is to both the History of Football and the Scheme of Things.

The wi nner gets, in lieu of an Oscar, his or her own way.

It's a fairly reasonabl e system based on the theory that the pitch of your
performance is a function of how inportant the goal is to you. If you recognize
that you're being out-acted, you realize how inportant this one is to your
spouse, and you acqui esce.

The not-cheating cones right there-in not hamming it up just to be the wi nner
(unless, rarely, that's the real issue), and in adnitting you' ve been topped.

That's why when Mary brought God into the argunent--a highly unfair, |ast-
ditch ganbit for a mnister's wife--1 gave in and agreed that we would spend ny
vacation visiting her sister Corinne.

| had given up a congregation over in Sayville, not very far from here.
Frankly Mary and | had had all the Long Island we could take. W hadn't even any
pl ans: weintended to take a nmonth's vacation, our first in several years, and
then decide where to settle next. | wanted to spend the nmonth with friends in
Boul der, Col orado, and Mary wanted to visit her sister inalittle fly-speck
banana republic called Pasala. Corinne was a nurse with the Peace Corps, and
they hadn't seen each other for seven or eight years.

As | said, when a nminister's wife begins to tell himabout nissionary zeal, it
is time to capitulate. W said good-bye to ny successor, Reverend Davis,
promi sed to send a forwardi ng address as soon as we had one, and pushed off in
the winter of 1963.

We divided the voyage between di scussing the growi ng unpl easantness in a pl ace
called Viet Nam and arguing over whether to ultimately settle on the Wst or
East Coast. W both gave uncertain, shaky performances, and the issue was
t abl ed.

Meeting Corinne for the first tine | was terribly struck by a dissinmlarity of
the sisters. Were Mary's hair was a rich, alnost chocolate brown, Corinne's
was. a decidedly vivid red. Wiere Mary's features were round, Corinne's were
square, with pronounced cheekbones. Were Mary was small and soft, Corinne was
long and lithe. They were both very, very beautiful, but the only characteristic
they shared was a profundity of faith that had nothing to do with heredity, and
which went quite as well with Corinne's fiery sense of purpose as with Mary's
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qui et certainty.

Pasal a turned out to be a perfect comi c-opera Central Anerican country,
presided over by a smalltime tyrant naned De Villega. The hospital where Corinne
wor ked was | ocated directly across the Plaza de Palacio fromthe pal ace which
gave the square its nane. De Villega had built hinself an i nmense nmausol eum of
an imtation castle fromwhich to rule, at about the sane tinme that the hospita
was built, with nuch the same sources of funding. Pasala, you see, exports
mai ze, sugar cane, a good deal of mmhogany . . . and oil.

As Corinne |ed us past the palace fromthe harbor, | commented on the nunber
of heavily-armed guardias, in groups of five each of which had its own
com sari o, who stood at every point of entry to the huge stone structure with
their rifles at the ready. Corinne told us that revolution was brewing in the
hills to the north, under the | eadership of a man naned Mranda, who with absurd
inevitability had styled hinmself El Suprenp. Mary and | roared with |laughter at
this final cliché, and demanded to be shown soneone taking a siesta.

Wthout cracking a smile, Corinne |ed us around behind the hospital, where
four nmule-drawn carts were filled with khaki figures taking the siesta that
never ends. "You cannot deal with the probl ens of Pasal a by changing the
channel, Tom" she said soberly, and ny horror was replaced by both a wave of
guilt and a wistful, pal pebral vision of Boulder in the spring-which of course
only nmade ne feel nore guilty.

We dined that night in a miserable excuse for a cafe, but the food was
tolerable and the nusic quite good. Considering that the two wonen had not seen
each other for years, it was not surprising that the conversation flowed freely.
And it kept com ng back to El Supreno.

"l have heard it said that his cause is just," Corinne told us over coffee,
"and | certainly can't argue otherwi se. But the hospital is filled with the by-
products of his cause, and |'msick of revolution. It's been worse than ever
since de Villega had Mranda's brother shot."

"CGood God. How did that cone about?" | excl ai ned.

"Pabl o Mranda used to run this cafe, and he never had a thing to do with
revolution. In fact, an awful lot of militant types used to drink in a nuch nore
vill ai nous place on the other side of town, rather than enbarrass Pablo with
their presence. But after El Suprenp blew up the arnory, de Villega went a
little crazy. A squad of guardias canme in the door and cut Pablo in half.

"Thi ngs have been accel erating ever since. People are afraid to travel by
night, and de Villega has his thugs on double shifts. There are runors that he's
bringing in trucks, and cannon, and a lot of ammunition fromthe United States,
for an expedition to clean out the hills, and the Anerican Enbassy is awfully
tight-1ipped about it."

"What kind of a ruler is de Villega?" Mary asked.

"Ch, an absolute thief. He robs the peons dry, rakes off all he can, and I'm
sure the country would be better off if he'd never been born. But then, there
are sone conflicting reports about El Suprenp too: sone say he's a bit of a
but cher hinself. And of course he's a Comunist, although God only knows what
that nmeans in Central Anmerica these days."

| began to reply, when we heard an ear-splitting crash fromoutside the cafe.
A asses danced off tables and shattered, and pandenoni um broke | oose. Three nen
scranbled to the door to see what had happened; as they reached the doorway a
machi negun spoke, blowing all three back into the cafe. They lay as they fell
and Mary began to scream

"Tom" Corinne shouted above the din of gunfire and panic-stricken peopl e,
"we've got to get to the hospital. "

"How do we get out?" | yelled back, rising and lifting Mary from her seat.

"This way."

Corinne led us rapidly through the jabbering crowd to a back exit, at which
were gathered a good nunmber of people too frightened to stick their heads out
the door. | was inclined to agree with them but Corinne sinply wal ked out into
the night. | glanced at Mary, she returned nmy gaze serenely, and we foll owed.

There were no sudden barks of gunfire; the revolutionaries were not really
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interested in anyone within the cafe, they were sinply shooting anything that
nmoved back in the plaza.

As | hel ped Mary through the dark streets behind Corinne | tried to figure the
way back to the hospital, but | could not recall where the back door of the cafe
lay in relation to the door through which we had entered. But it seened to ne
that we woul d have to cross the pl aza.

I called to Corinne and she halted. As | canme up to her a volley of gunfire
sounded off to our left, ending in a choking gurgle.

"Consi dering what you' ve told us about Mranda's egregious charm" | said as
softly as a heaving chest would let nme, "hadn't | better get you two ladies to
the Anerica Enbassy?-1t's built like a fort.”" And it lay on this side of the
Pl aza.

"The hospital is very short-staffed, Tom" was all Corinne replied, with a
total absence of facial expression or gesture. But | knew | could never equal a
performance like that in a lifetime of trying. As she spun on her heel and
continued wal king, Mary and | exchanged a | ong | ook

"And she's a rank amateur," | said, shaking my head sadly.

"She and | used to do sumer stock together," she said, and we foll owed
Corinne's di sappearing footsteps.

Crossing the plaza turned out to be no nore difficult than juggling poison
darts; the few who shot at us were terrible marksmen. By the tinme it was
necessary to cross open space, nost of the fighting had centralized around the
Pal ace itself, and both sides were in general nmuch too busy to waste good
bullets on three civilians running in the opposite direction. But as we reached
the hospital, | glanced over ny shoul der and saw trucks pulling around the
corner of the building into the plaza, tow ng cannon behind them As we raced
through white corridors toward the Emergency Room | heard the first reports,

t hen not hi ng.

The artillery provided by the U S. State Departnment got off exactly three
rounds. At that point, we later |earned, a bearded nan appeared on the pal ace
bal cony, overl ooking the carnage in the square, and heaved sonethi ng down onto
the tranpled sward. It was de Villega's head. Sensing the political climate with
creditabl e speed, the uniformed cannoneers worked up a ragged cheer, and the
revol uti on was over.

But not for us. The maimed and wounded who continued to be brought in through
the night gave me ny first real understanding of the term waking nightmare, and
until you have spent a couple of hours collecting random|linbs and organs for
disposal | will thank you not to use the termyourself. | had rather naively
assuned that the worst would be over when the battle stopped, but that turned
out to be only the signal for the rape and plundering and settling of ancient
grudges, which got a good deal uglier. | tried to get Mary to take a few hours
of sleep, and she tried to get nme to do the sanme, and al t hough we both put on
the performance of a lifetime neither of us woul d concede defeat.

It was about three the next afternoon when | heard the scream | |eft one of
de Villega's rurales to finish sewing up his own armand sprinted down a crowded
hall toward the surgery where Mary and Corinne had been for the past thirteen
hours. It sounded as though the scream had conme fromthere

It had. As | burst in the door | saw Mary first, in the inpersonally efficient
grip of the largest man |'ve ever seen in ny life. Then | saw Corinne,
struggling with a broad-backed revolutionary who was throttling a unifornmed
patient on the operating table. The crossed bandoliers over his shoul ders rose
and fell as he strangled, as though he wanted there to be nore to it than sinply
clenching his fingers. Corinne's flailing fists he noticed not at all

She was undoubtedly stronger than I--1 wasted no tine in tugging at the
madman' s shoul der. | picked up the nearest heavy object, a water pitcher
bel i eve, and bounced it off the back of his skull as hard as | could. He sighed
and crunmpled, and | whirled toward the giant that held nmy Mary.

"You shoul d not have done that, senor," he said in a deep, soft voice. "The
man on the bed, he once did a discourtesy to Pedro's wife. A grave discourtesy."

"Get out of this roomat once," Corinne snapped in her best drill-sergeant
voi ce, shaking with rage
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The big man shook his head sadly. "I amafraid not; senorita," he runpled.
Hands |i ke shovels tightened around Mary's biceps, and she still had not uttered
a sound since | burst in. "Senor," the giant said to ne, "you nust please put
down that pitcher, or I will be forced to do your own wife a small discourtesy.”
| started. "Ah, you see? | know who you are; and | would not wish to be
di scourteous to the wife of a man of Cod."

The gorilla on the floor began to stir, and the huge man sighed. "I amafraid
it is all over for you, Padre. Pedro, he is a nbst unreasonabl e man when he
feels his honor is at stake. You hit himfrom behind."

Corinne snarled and | eaped at him and | followed suit. Even together we could
not budge himor his iron grip, but we kept himtoo busy to hurt Mary, and
think we m ght eventually have prevail ed. But suddenly sonething | arge and heavy
smashed into ny left kidney, and | fell to the floor gasping with pain. Through
the haze | saw Pedro, his tangled hair soaked with blood on the side, step over
me and reach for Mary, and ny soul died in ny chest.

Then ny ears rang with a shot, and | tw sted about on the floor to see a tal
man with a bristling nustache franed in the doorway, a snoking automatic in his
hand. He wore the shapel ess khakis of the nountains and there was an easy
arrogance in the smle with which he regarded all of us.

Behind nme there was thud as a body hit the floor. Half-blind with pain,
contrived to roll over again and saw that the pistol shot had taken off the top
of Pedro's skull.

"There is that about martial |aw,

said the nan in the doorway with sardonic

amusenment. "It is addictive."

I finally managed to sit up, bracing nyself against a |arge oxygen bottle.
"Who are you?" | nanaged

The | ean, nustached man bowed low. "Pernit ne to introduce nyself, Padre. | am
El Suprenp a Illustrisino Senor Manuel Conception de Mranda, the current ruler

of this republic. You in turn, are the Reverend Hauptnman, and | nust assune that
the charmng | ady there-rel ease her at once, Diego-is your wife Mary."

Hi s excellent English bespoke an unusual degree of education, and his bearing
was a studied claimto nobility. | began to believe that we three m ght survive
the afternoon for the first time in what seened |ike hours.

"How do you all seemto know who we are?" | asked. "W only arrived yesterday,
and | don't think we've spoken to nore than a handful of Pasal ans. Yet that
nmonster over there knewwus . . . and |'msure |I'd remenber him™"

"I know all about the comi ngs and goings of all Anerican nationals in Pasala,"
he said snmugly. "Your country has been a source of much inconvenience to ne, and
I ama thorough man, as are ny lieutenants. Diego is one; Pedro there was
another. | cannot abide by a lieutenant who | oses his head." He hol stered his
gun and entered the room and | struggled to ny feet with Mary's help. W clung
together, and she trenbled violently.

El Supreno | ooked about, failed to find a place to sit.

He strode to the operating table, shoved the wounded and unconsci ous sol dier
off onto the hard floor quite casually, and sat down with his | egs dangling over
t he edge.

Corinne went for him but before she covered three feet the giant Diego
intercepted her and lifted her clear off her feet. She struck at his face with
balled fists, but he appeared not to notice. She was sobbing with rage.

"Diego," said Mranda with a grin, "since you do not seemto be content unless
you have a woman in your hands, why don't you take the young lady to ny

apartnents and keep her there until | cone, eh?"

Mary and | both cried out.

"My friends," said Mranda, still grinning, "this is only justice. | had a
worman, Rosa, and she was heart of ny heart. She was killed last night, by an
Ameri can cannon shell. Because of your country, | have no woman. It seens only
fair that Anerica give ne a wonman. | prefer an unmarried wonan, and | do not

think the sister of a mnister's wife will disappoint nme." He | aughed, a gay
| augh that froze ny bl ood
"There is that about martial law," | heard nyself say. "It is selective."
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"Explain," El Supreno barked.

"l believe the man on the floor over there was shot for attenpted rape,"”
said quietly.

"Padre," said the tall revolutionary, drawing his gun again, "in the absence
of a lawful constitution for Pasala | nust do the best | can nyself.
Cccasionally | may be inconsistent, as | amnow in sentencing you and your wife
to ten years' inprisonment for disturbing the peace.

"But you will find that there is this about martial law it is effective."

The next twenty nminutes were the last free minutes | would spend for ten
years, and the last free minutes of Mary's life, but | don't renenber one of
them ElI Suprenp marched us at gunpoint across the plaza to the pal ace, down
many flights of stairs, to the Iowest of the three basenent floors which rmade up
the pal ace's dungeons. There he | ocked us personally into a nine-by-twelve stone
cell, and left.

We were there for nine years, and | will not speak of those years. After Mary

died, | was alone there for eleven nonths longer, and I will not think of those
months. | will only say that in the first weeks, | thanked God for giving

M randa the spark of humanity which caused himto put both Mary and ne in the
same cell . . . but soon, as | began to see the subtlety and horror of his true
intent, | cane to curse himwith a black hatred. Ten years inside a stone cube
with no heat, no ventilation and a pail for a toilet can do nuch to a marri age,
and that Mary and | survived as long as we did was, | assure you, due only to

the depth and strength of her character. And even she couldn't keep ne from
losing ny faith in God

The ninister was silent, staring into his glass as though he read there a
strange and terrible secret which he could not quite believe. The stillness was
absolute; no flames danced in the fireplace. | caught Doc Wbster's eye, and he
seemed to conme back from somewhere else with a start.

"What happened to Corinne?" he asked hoarsely.

Haupt man put down his gl ass suddenly, and | ooked around at us incuriously.
"I'"ve been told she died that night," he said conversationally, "and | rather
hope it's true. Mranda was . . . an animal."

"Couldn't the American Enbassy do anything to get you out?" asked Long-Drink
qui ckly, and | saw Cal | ahan nod approval

"The Anerican Enbassy," replied Hauptman bitterly, "neither had the slightest
know edge of our incarceration, nor cared to know. If anyone at all was aware of
our presence in Pasala, he must have assuned we had been killed in the uprising,
and he undoubtedly heaved a great sigh when he realized he had no idea who to
send condol ences to." H's words cane |ike nachine-gun bullets now.

"W were listed in the prison records as " Hidal go, Tomaso and Mari a,
subversives,' and that was quite good enough for the State Departnent, if they
checked at all. El Suprenp was quite an enbarrassnment to the United States, and
when they had hi m assassinated two years later, the puppet presidentes they
installed were far too busy entertaining American oil executives to be bothered
i nspecting the pal ace dungeons. The only human we saw for nine years was a
perpetual |y drunken jailer who brought such of our food as he didn't eat
hinmself. 1'd be there now, except that when . . . when Mary died, th-they. . ."
He broke off, got a fresh grip on hinself and continued, "Soneone noticed her
body being renmoved for burial, and became curious as to why Maria Hidal go | ooked
like an Anerican. It was a year before | was released, owing to, let nme see now,
"political complications of an extrenely delicate nature in the Mddle East,'
think they said . . . nmy god, | just realized what they nmeant! It sounded insane
at the time, and | hadn't thought about it since." He laughed bitterly. "Well
what do you know? Anyway, for the last six nmonths | was there | had Red Cross
food and a bl anket, so that was hunky-dory. Turned out there was a man from
Baltinore four cells down, part of the hospital staff, and he was rel eased too.
If Mary hadn't died we'd both still be there." The minister |aughed again,
gul ped down the rest of his gin-and-gin and nmade a face. "She was always getting
me out of scrapes.”

More gi n appeared before him he gulped it noisily.

"You know," he said with a dangerous high note in his voice, "in all the nine
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years the prayers never stopped rising fromthat filthy little cell. For the
first three years, we prayed that soneone woul d depose El Supreno. For
approxi mately the next three years, Mary prayed constantly that ny faith in God

woul d return. Then, for about a year, 'l prayed to |I-don't-knowwho that Mary
would live. And after malaria took her, | spent nmy time praying to anyone who
would listen for a chance to kill El Suprenp with ny own hands.

"I mean to say, isn't it ironic? Al that prayer, and none of it did the
slightest good. El Suprenp was dead all the time, | never seened to get that
belief back, and Mary . . ." He broke off short and began to | augh softly, a

| augh that got shriller and shriller until the glass burst in his hand. He then
just sat and | ooked at his bleeding palmuntil Doc Wbster cane over and gently
took it away fromhim

"Well, at least this dammed thing is disinfected," the Doc grunbled. "Don't
ever pull that with an enpty glass." Soneone fetched his battered bl ack bag, and
he began appl yi ng a dressing.

Al ong about that point, everyone in the place got real interested in the fl oor
or the ceiling. It sonmehow didn't seem as though there was a single intelligent
thing that could be said, and it was slowy becom ng necessary that sonebody say
sonet hi ng.

Cal I ahan was right there.

"Reverend," he runbled, hooking a thumb in his belt, "that's a right sad
story. |I've heard an awful |ot of blues, and | can't say | ever heard worse. But
what | would like to have explained to ne is how, if you follow ne, the hel
does all this bring you into ny joint with a heater in your fist?" There was
steel in his voice, and the mnister |ooked up sharply, guilt replacing the
agony on his features. Bravo, Callahan, | thought.

See, | knew what the preacher couldn't: that when there's anger in Callahan's
voice, it's just got to be theatrics, because when Callahan is good and truly
pi ssed off he don't bother to talk at all

The little mnister was a while finding words. "You see," he said finally, as

the Doc finished bandaging his hand, "it was ten years. Ten years. | . . . |
don't know if you can understand what | nean. | knowit's been two years since
Mary died- it's not just that. But you see, she was all | know for such a | ong

time, and now | don't know anything at all.

"You nust understand, in all that tinme we never saw a newspaper or a nagazi ne
or a T. V .broadcast, never heard so nuch as a radio. W had utterly no
conmmuni cation with the outside world; we were as isolated as two human bei ngs
can be."

"Hell," said Tommy Janssen, "that sounds |ike what | could use to straighten
out ny head once and for all." | was thinking about a Theodore Sturgeon story
called "And Now The News," and | kind of agreed with Tomy, which shows how wel |
I'"d read the story.

"Strai ghten your head out!" Haupt man expl oded.

"Now, you know perfectly well what the boy neans,"” Long-Drink interceded. "No
one is saying those years weren't nightrmares for you, but you know, they were
nothing to wite hone to nother about for us. You missed a lot of turnmoil, and
| ot of bad times and trouble, and maybe in that at |east you were better off. |
know nost of us here have probably wi shed we could get away from everything for
a long spell, and you did it. What's wong with isolation?"

"Not hi ng, per se, " Hauptman said quietly. "The problemis this: the world
won't wait for you. You drop out for nore than a short tine, and brother, the
wor | d goes on without you."

"I think," said Callahan slowy, "I begin to see what you nean."

"You don't even begin," Hauptman said flatly. "You can't. You're too close to
it. The whole world turns upside down in ten years, but you turn upside down
with it, and so to you it's right side up. It all happens over days and weeks
and nonths, and nost people can adapt that fast. But | don't recognize the first
thing about this world-1 didn't live through it.

"Let nme give all you good people a history lesson.”

He got up, wal ked to the bar and put out his hand. Callahan put a glass of gin
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init. He turned, faced us all, took a |Iong swallow, and cleared his throat
pedantical | y.
"Mary and | left for Pasala in February of 1963," he said. "I've since had

occasion to supplenment my own nenories with references from The New York Tines,
and you may find sone of theminteresting.

"On the day of our departure, for instance, there had been a total of thirty-
three Americans killed in Viet Namsince the start of U S. involvenment. Not that
anyone was aware of it: it wasn't until a few days after we left that Senator
Mansfield s study group issued a warning that the Viet Nam struggl e was beconi ng
an ~American War, that cannot be justified by present U S. security interests in
the area.' Wy, the godforsaken place was costing us a whole four hundred
mllion dollars a year

"OfF course, General O Donnell replied the next day that all those conbat
pilots anong the “advisers' were there to train the Viet Nanese, not to take
part in the war thensel ves.

"Lot happened since then, hasn't it?

"How about another area, ny friends? In Novenber of 1962, Dean Munro of
Harvard Uni versity warned undergraduat es agai nst use of "the sinulant L.S. D
that depresses the nind,' and censured Professors Alpert and Leary for pronoting
its use. Dr. Leary replied that hysteria could only hanper research, and pointed
to the absence of any evidence that the drug was harnful

"In California, nmeanwhile, authorities were sounding a simlar warning note
concerning a new y-di scovered drug whi ch was begi nning to appear on the streets.
It was called Methedrine.

"The New Anerican Church was still fighting unsuccessfully for the right to
continue using peyote in its religious cerenmonies, a practice which predated
white settlenment of Anerica. Harry Anslinger had just retired as head of the
Federal Narcotics Agency, and there was sone talk of controlling the sal e of
ai rpl ane glue to those under eighteen

"I'ncidentally, while Leary and Al pert (who | understand calls hinmself Ram Dass
lately) found little difficulty in preserving their acadeni c autonony, others
were not so |ucky. Professor Koch was fired fromlllinois University for daring
to suggest in print that prermarital sexual relations should in sone cases be
condoned. By the tine Mary and | got on the boat, the efforts of the Anmerican
University Professors' Association to have himreinstated had been entirely

fruitless. A nonth after we left, the Illinois Suprene Court declined to
i ntervene. Whatever Msters and Johnson were doing, they weren't tal king about
it. The sexual revolution was still being vigorously, and apparently

successful ly, ignored.

"Hard to renenber back ten years, isn't it? How about the space race? The
| atest news |'ve heard puts us quite a few noon | andi ngs and space probes ahead
of the Russians sians, and npbst people |'ve spoken to seemto assune it was
al ways that way. Anmerica has felt pretty cocky about the Big Deep for quite a
while now. Did you know that by February of 1963, the Russian Vostok series had
racked up 130 orbits, a total of 192 hours in space, while the U S. had a total
of 12 orbits and 20 hours? A couple of years earlier, President Kennedy-renenber
hi n?-had publicly conmitted us to putting a nman on the nmoon in the next decade,
and he was wi dely pronounced deranged. Eight years later, Armstrong took the
first lunar wal k, and the nation yawned. Oh, you people are so damed bl asé
about it all!

"I could go on for hours. Wen | dropped out, assassination had not yet becone
commonpl ace; J.F. K had not yet been canonized, and R F. K was just arguing his
first case in any court, as Attorney General of the United States. C nerana was
just getting started, hailed as the wave of the future, and the New York Wrld's
Fair had not yet opened. Two nonths after we left, C eopatra preniered, and
Twentieth Century-Fox stock dropped two dollars a share--"

Haupt man broke off, began to | augh hysterically. Callahan reached across the
bar and gripped his shoulder with a hand |ike a steak, but the ninister shook
hi s head.

"I'"'mall right," he managed, choking with laughter. "It's just that | haven't
told you the funniest joke of all. Nearly killed ne at the time, and | didn't
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dare break up.

"You see, when | was finally released, they brought ne directly to Washi ngton,
where sone very cheerless nen wanted to ask nme a nunber of questions and help ne
menori ze what had officially happened. But first they decided to conpensate ne
for my troubles with the thrill of a lifetime. | was conveyed before the
President of the United States for a hearty handclasp, and | thought | was going
to faint fromholding in the | aughter

"I hadn't thought to ask who the President was, you see. It didn't seem

especially inportant, after all I'd been through, and I didn't expect I|'d
recogni ze the nane. But when Richard N xon held out his hand, | thought I'd die.
"--You see, three nonths before I left, N xon |ost the race for governor of

California, and assured the press with tears in his eyes that they wouldn't have
Di ck Nixon to kick around any nore . "

This time the whol e place broke up, and Doc Webster alnpbst lost his tonsils
trying to whoop and swallow at the sane tine. Fast Eddie tried to swing into
"Don't Make Prom ses You Can't Keep," but he was | aughing so hard he coul dn't
find the keys, and a barrage of glasses hit the fireplace fromall around the
room

Which was fine for catharsis. But as the laughter trailed off we realized that
this catharsis was not enough for Tom Hauptman. As his inpassioned words sank in
it began to dawn on all of us that we had adapted to an awful lot in ten years,
and in sone crazy way this confrontation with a man who was forced to try and
swal | ow a whole new world in one gulp seenmed to drive hone to all of us just how
i nperfectly we had adapted, ourselves.

"You know," Long-Drink draw ed in the sudden silence, "the little man has a
point. Been a lot goin' on lately."

"It occurs to ne," Tommy Janssen said softly, "that ten years ago |'d never
heard the word heroin," and he gul ped at his beer

"Ten years ago," Doc Webster nused, "I thought that heart transplants were the
province of science-fiction witers. "

"Ten years ago," Slippery Joe breathed wistfully, "I was single."

I was thinking that ten years ago, | wore a crewcut and listened to Jerry Lee
Lewis and Fats Domino. "Christ," | said, as the inpossible burst over ne.

"Nobody' d ever heard of the Beatles in 1963!" The whole el ectric sound, the
respectability of rock and its perneation of all other forns of pop nusic, had
taken place while Hauptman was rotting in a cell, listening to his fingernails
growi ng. What nust the nusic of today sound like to hin? JimMQui nn of the
Byrds had pointed out in the late Sixties that the Beatles had signal ed a change
in the very sound of nusic. He conpared pre-Beatles nusic to the bass roar of a
propel l or plane, and the ensuing post-Beatles rock to the netallic whine of a
jet engine. Fromwhat | hear on the radio, it seens that we're already up to the
transoni ¢ shrieking of a rocket exhaust, and Hauptnan was getting it all at
once. From Paul Anka to Alice Cooper in one junp! Wiy, the sartorial and
tonsorial changes al one were enough to boggle the m nd.

We all stared at him thinking we understood. But he | ooked around at us and
shook hi s head, and took another drink

"No," he said. "You still don't understand. What you are all just beginning to
see is what | would, if | were a science-fiction witer, call the Tine
Traveler's Dilemm: future shock, | believe they're calling it now. But ny

problemis the Tine Traveler's Second Di |l enma: transpl ant shock

"You see, you're all tinme-travelers, too, traveling through tinme at a rate of
one second per second. In the past few mnutes, you' ve all been nade acutely
aware of just how nuch tinme you' ve passed through in the last ten years, and
it's made you think.

"But |'ve traveled ten years all at once, and | don't have your advantages.
Strange as this particular tinme is to you, you have roots woven into its fabric,
you have a place in it however tenuous, and nost inportant of all, you have a
pur pose.

"Don't you understand? | was a mnister

"I was charged with responsibility for the spiritual devel opnment of other
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human beings. | was trained to help themlive noral lives, to make right choices
in difficult decisions, and to confort them when they needed confort. And now
don't even begin to grasp their problens, |let alone the new tools that people

|i ke me have been jury-rigging over the past ten years to help them Wy, | went
to a fellow cleric for advice, and he offered me a marijuana cigarette! | called
an ol d acquai ntance of mne, a Catholic priest, and his wife answered the phone;
I told her I had a wong nunber and hung up. This whole Watergate Affair is no
revel ation to anyone who was in Pasala in 1963; it's been a long tine since
believed Uncle Samwas a virgin. But | used to be in the mnority.

"Centl emen, how can | function as a minister when | don't even begin to
conprehend one single one of the noral issues of the day? When | can't, because
I haven't lived through the events that gave thembirth?"

He finished off his gin, left the glass on the table and began traci ng designs
in the noisture it had left there.

"I"ve | ooked for other work. |I've |ooked for other work for nearly six nonths
now. Are any of you here out of work?"

Whi ch was a shanme, him saying that, because it caused nme to pitch a perfectly
good gl ass of Bushmill's into the fireplace.

Haupt man nodded, and turned to the red-haired nmountain behind the bar

"And that, M. Callahan, " he said quietly, "is the long and short of why you

find me in your establishnment with a pistol | bought in an alleyway froma young
man with nore hair than Mary used to have. | sinply didn't know what else to
do."

He | ooked around at all of us.

"And now that didn't work either. So there's only one thing left |I can do." He
heaved a great sigh, and his shoulders twitched. "I wonder if I'Il get to see
Mary agai n?"

Now, we're a reasonably bright bunch at Callahan's (with sonme notable
exceptions), and nobody in the roomfigured that the one thing Hauptman had | eft
to do was start up a chain-letter. But at the same tinme, we're a humane bunch

with a fanatical concern for individual liberty, and so we couldn't do any of
the conventional things, like try to talk himout of it, or call the police, or
have himfitted for the jacket that's all sleeves. Truth to tell, maybe one or
two of us agreed with himthat he had no alternative. W were pretty shaken by
his story, is all | can say in our defense

Because we just sat there, and stared at him and felt hel pl ess, and the
silence becane a tangible thing that throbbed in your tenples and nade your eyes

sting.

And then Callahan cleared his throat.

"To be or not to be," he declainmed in a voice like a foghorn. "Is that the
question?"

Like | said, we're a bright bunch, but it took us a second. By the tinme | got
it, Callahan had al ready |unbered out from behind the bar, swept a pitcher and
three glasses to the floor, and wrapped the tablecloth around himlike a toga.
Doc Webster was grinning openly.

"Li sten, ya goddam fathead," Call ahan declaimed in the hokey, stentorian tones
of a Shakespearean ham " 'tis damm well nobler to suffer the slings and arrows
of outrageous fortune, than to take arns against a sea of troubles, and by
opposing, let "emlick ya. Nay, fuck that . . ."H s eyes rolled, his huge hands
sawed the air as he postured and orat ed.

Haupt man stared bl ankly, his nmouth open

Doc Webster heaved hinself up onto a chair, harumphed noisily and struck a
pose.

"Do not go gentle into that good night," he began passionately.

Suddenl y Cal | ahan's Pl ace becane a madhouse, something like a theater night be
if actors "tuned-up" as cacaphonously as do orchestras. Everyone suddenly becane
the Ghost of Barrynmore, or thought he had, and the air filled with praises of
life and courage delivered in the npost inpassioned histrionic manner. | unpacked
my old guitar and joined Fast Eddie in a rousing chorus of "Pack Up Your
Sorrows," and | guess anong us all we nade a hell of a racket.
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"Al right, all right," Callahan bellowed after a few m nutes of pandenoni um

"l reckon that ought to do, gents. | think we took the Gscar."

He turned to Hauptnan, and tossed the tablecloth on the floor

"Wl |, Reverend," he growl ed. "Can you top that perfornmance?"

The little mnister |ooked at himfor a |long spell, and then he began to |augh
and laugh. It was a different kind of |augh than we'd heard from himbefore: it
had no ragged, edges and no despair init. It was a full, deep belly-laugh, and

i nstead of grating on our nerves like a knife on piano wire it nade us feel warm
and proud and relieved. Kind of a tribute to our act.

"Centlemen,"” he said finally, clapping his hands feebly, still chuckling, "I
concede. |'ve been out-acted fair and square; | wouldn't try to conpete with a
performance |ike that."

Then all at once he sobered, and | ooked at all of us. "I . . . | didn't know
people like you existed in this world. I . . . | think that | can nmake it now.
I"1'l find sone kind of work. It's just that . . . well . . . if sonebody else

knows how tough it is, thenit's all right." The corners of his mouth, lifting
in a happy snmile, met a flood of tears on their way down. "Thank you, ny
friends. Thank you."

"Any time," said Callahan, and neant it.

And the door banged inevitably open, and we spun around to see a young bl ack
kid, chest heaving, franed in the doorway with a .38 Police Positive in his
hand.

"Now everybody be quiet, an
st epped i nsi de.

Cal I ahan seened to swell around the shoul ders, but he didn't nove. Everybody
was frozen, thinking for the second time that night that we should have been
expecting it, and of all of us only Hauptman refused to be nunbed by shock any
nmore, only Hauptman kept his head, and only Hauptnan renenbered.

It all happened very quickly then, as it had to happen. Callahan's shotgun was
behind the bar, out of reach, and Fast Eddi e had been caught with both hands in
sight. The m nister caught Doc Wbster's eye, and they exchanged a neani ngfu
gl ance across the roomthat | didn't understand.

And then the Doc cleared his throat. "Excuse ne, young nan," he began, and the
black kid turned to tell himto shut up, and behi nd hi m Haupt man sprang from his
chair headl ong across the room and headfirst toward the firepl ace.

He | anded on his stomach, and his hands plowed straight into the welter of
broken glass. As he wrenched over on his back, his right hand cane around with
that big .45 in it, and the kid was still turning to see what that noise behind
hi m was.

They froze that way for a |ong nmonent, Hauptrman spraw ed in the fireplace, the
kid by the bar, and two gun-nuzzles stared unblinking across the room at each
ot her. Then Cal | ahan spoke.

"You'll hurt himwith a .38 son, but he'll kill you with a .45."

The kid froze, his eyes darting around the room then flung his gun from him
and bolted for the door with a noise |like a cross between a sneeze and a sob.
Nobody got in his way. '

And then Call ahan spoke up again. "You see, Tom" he said conversationally,
"moral issues never change. Only social ones."

nobody gonna get hurt," he said shrilly, and

One thing 1'll say for the boys at Callahan's: they can keep a straight face.
Nobody cracked a smle as Callahan fed the cops a perfectly hilarious yarn about
how the ninister had disarned a thief with a revolver he had only that afternoon
taken froma troubl ed young parishioner. Some of us had even argued agai nst
involving the police at all, on general principles-I was one of them but
Cal l ahan insisted that he didn't want any guns in his joint, and nobody el se
really wanted them either.

But when | was proudest of the boys was when the police asked for a
description of the thief. None of us had given any thought to that, but Doc
Webster was right in there, his dragon-in-the-shower voice drowning out al
ot hers.

"Description?" he boormed. "Hell, nobody was ever easier to describe. The guy
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was six-four with a hook-nose, blonde hair, blue eyes, a scar fromhis right ear
to his chin and he had one leg."

And not one of us so nuch as blinked as the cop dutifully wote that down.

Per haps that kid woul d have anot her chance.

Tom Haupt nan, however, didn't cone off so well in the aplonb department. As
one of the cops was phoning in, Long-Drink called out, "Hey-Tom One thing
don't understand. That cannon you had was in the fireplace for a good hour or
so, and that hearth is plenty warmeven when the fire's been out a while. How
the hell conme none of the cartridges went off?"

The minister |ooked puzzled. "Wy, | have no idea. Do you suppose that . . .?"

But the second cop was naking strangling sounds and waving the .45. At |ast he
found his voice. "You nean you didn't know?"

W | ooked at him

He tossed the gun- to Callahan, who one-handed it easily, then suddenly | ooked
startled. He hefted the gun, and his jaw dropped.

"There's no clip in this gun," he said faintly. "The dammed thing' s unl oaded."

And Tom Haupt man fai nted dead away.

By the time we recovered fromthat one, Callahan had deci ded that Doc and Noah
and | were Punday N ght Chanpi ons, and we were hel pi ng ourselves to just one
more free drink with Tom Haupt man when Doc canme up with an idea.

"Say, Mke," he called out. "Don't you think a bunch of savvy galoots |ike us
could find Tom here sone kind of job?"

"Well, 1'l'l tell you, Doc," said Callahan, scratching his neck, "I've been
givin' that sone thought." He |it a cigar and regarded the mnister with a
prof essi onal eye. "Tom do you know anythi ng about tending bar?"

"Huh? Way, yes | do. | tended bar for a couple of sumers before | entered the
mnistry."

"Well," Callahan drawled, "I ain't getting any younger. This all day and al
ni ght stuff is okay for someone your age, but |'m pushing fifty. Wiy | hit a nman
| ast week, and he got up on ne. |'ve been meaning to get nyself a little part-
time help, sorta distribute the load a little. And 1'd be right honored to have
a man of God serve ny booze."

A murmur of shock ran through the bar, and expression of awe at the honor
bei ng accorded to Tom Haupt man. He | ooked around, having the sense to see that
it was up to us as nmuch as it was to Callahan

"Why the hell not?" roared Long-Drink and the Doc together, and the mnister
began to cry.

"M. Callahan," he said, "lI'd be proud to help you run this bar."

About that point a rousing cheer went up, and about two dozen gl asses net
above the newy-relit blaze in the fireplace. Toasts got proposed all at once,
and a firecracker went off somewhere in the back of the room The mnister was
lifted up onto a couple or three shoul ders, and the nbst godawful alleycat off-
key chorus you ever heard assured himthat he was indeed a Jolly Good Fell ow.

"This calls for another drink," Callahan decreed. "What'll it be, Ton®"
"Well," the nmnister said diffidently, "I've had an awful |ot of gin, and
really haven't gotten back into training yet. |I think I'd better just have a

Horse's Ass."

"Reverend," said Callahan, vastly chagrined, "whatever it is, you're gonna get
it on the house. 'Cause | never heard of it."

Al'l around the room conversations chopped off in mdsentence as the news was
assinmlated. The last tine in ny menory when Cal | ahan got taken for a drink was
in 1968, when some joker in a pork-pie hat asked for a Mdther Superior. Turned
out to be a martini with a prune in it, and Callahan by God went out and bought
a prune.

Haupt man bl i nked at the conmotion he was causing, and finally managed, "Well,
it, uh, won't set you back very much. It's just a ginger ale with a cherry in
it." He paused, apparently enbarrassed, and continued just a shade too
diffidently, "You see, they call it that be-"

"- CAUSE ANYONE WHO D CRDER ONE IS A HORSE' S ASS!" chorused a dozen voices with
him and a shower of peanuts hit himfromall over the room Tommy Janssen
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heaved a hal f-full pitcher at the fireplace, and Fast Eddi e snatched it out of
the air with his right hand as his left picked up "You Said It, Not Me" in F
shar p.

Haupt man accepted his drink from Callahan, and he had it to his lips before he
noticed the remarkably authentic-1ooking plastic fly which Call ahan had
thoughtfully added to the prescription. The expl osion was inpressive, and
swear ginger ale cane out his ears.

"Seened like a likely place to find a fly," said Callahan | oudly, and sonehow
Fast Eddi e managed to heave the pitcher at himwi thout interrupting the song.
Callahan fielded it deftly and took a |ong drink

"That's what | like to see," he booned, replacing his cigar in his teeth. "A
pl ace that's nmerry."

3
The Centipede's Dil enma

What happened to Fogerty was a classic exanple of the centipede's dil emmna.
Served himright, of course, and | suppose it was bound to happen sooner or
| ater. But things could have gone much worse with himif he hadn't been wearing
that silly hat.

It was this way:

Fogerty cane shuffling in to Callahan's Place for the first tine on the night
of the Third Annual Darts Chanpionship, of the Universe, an event by which we
pl ace much store at Callahan's, and | noticed himthe nonment he wal ked in. No
great feat; he was a sight to see. He looked like a barrel with |l egs, and | nean
a big barrel. On its side. On top of this abundance sat a head like a hastily
peel ed potato, and on top of the head sat--or rather spraw ed--the nost
ridiculous hat 1'd ever seen. It could have passed for a dead zeppelin, floppy
and di shevel ed, a villainous yellowin color. Fromthe nmoment | saw it |
expected it of slide down his face |ike a disreputable aval anche, but sone
mysterious force held it at eyebrow level. | couldn't estimate his age.

Cal I ahan served hi mwi thout blinking an eye--1 sone tines suspect that if a
pink gorilla wal ked into Callahan's, on fire, and ordered a shot, Callahan woul d
ask if it wanted a chaser. The guy inhalted three fingers of gin in as nmany
seconds, had Call ahan build himanother, and strolled on over to the crowd by
the dart board, where Long-Drink MGonnigle and Doc Webster were | ocked in
mortal conbat. | followed al ong, sensing sonething zany in the w nd.

Sone of us at Callahan's are pretty good with a dart, and consequently the
throwi ng distance is thirty feet, a span which favors brute strength but
requires accuracy along with it. The board is a three foot circle with a head-
shot of a certain politician (supply your own) on its face, concentric circles
of fifty, fourty, twenty, ten and one point each superinposed over his notorious
features. When | got to where | could see the board Doc Webster had just planted
a dandy high on the right cheek for fourty, and Long-Drink was straining to | ook
unconcer ned.

"What's the stakes?" the guy with the hat asked ne. Hi s voice sounded like a
'54 Chevy with bad val ves.

"Quarts of Scotch,” | told him "The chall enger stakes a bottle against the
previous winner's total. Last year the Doc there went home with six cases of
Peter Dawson's." He grunted, watched the Doc notch an ex-presidential ear (you
supplied the same politician, didn't you?), then asked how he could sign up. |
directed himto Fast Eddie, who was taking a night off fromthe piano to
referee, and kept half an eye on himwhile | watched the match. He took no part
in the conversational hilarity around him but watched the conmbat with a vacuous
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stare, rather like a man about to fall asleep before the T. V. It was
reasonably apparent that wit was not his long suit. Doc Wbster won the match
handily, and the stein that Long-Drink disconsolately pegged into the big
fireplace joined a nound of broken glass that was nute testinmony to the Doc's
prowess. One of ny glasses was in that pile.

About a pound of glass later, Fast Eddie called out, "D nk Fogerty," and the
guy with the hat stood up. The Doc beaned at himlike a bear being sociable to a
hive, and offered himthe darts.

They nade a quite a pair. |If Fogerty was a barrel, the Doc is what they
shi pped the barrel in, and it probably rattled a |lot. Fogerty took the darts,
ranmed them together point-first into a nearby table-top, and stood back
smling. The Doc blinked, then smled back and toed the nmark. Plucking a dart
fromthe table-top with an effort, he grinned over his shoul der at Fogerty and
let fly.

The dart missed the board entirely.

A gasp went up fromthe crowmd, and the Doc frowned. Fogerty's expression was
unr eadabl e. The chanp plucked another dart, wound up and threw again.

The dart landed in the fireplace' fifteen feet to the left with a noise |ike
change rattling in a pocket.

"I't curved," the Doc yel ped, and sone of the crowd guffawed. But from where
stood | could see that there were four men between Doc Webster and the
fireplace, and | could also see the begi nnings of an unpl easant smile on
Fogerty's thick features.

None of the Doc's remaining shots cane close to the target, and he left the
firing line like a disconsolate blinp, shaking his head and | ooki ng at his hand.
Fogerty took his place and, without renoving that absurd hat, selected a dart.

Watching his throw | thought for a second the match might turn out a draw. Hi s
wi nd-up was pitiful, his stance ungainly, and he held the dart too near the
feathers, his other armstiff at his side. He threwlike a girl, and his follow
t hrough was nonexi st ent.

The dart | anded right between the eyes with a neaty

t hunk.

"W nner and new chanpeen, Dink Fogerty," Fast Eddie hollered over the roar of
the crowd, and Fogerty took a long, triunphant drink fromthe glass he'd set
down on a nearby table. Fast Eddie informed himthat he'd just won thirty-five
bottl es of Scotch, and the new chanmp smiled, turned to face us.

"Any takers?" he rasped. The '54 Chevy had gotten a val ve job.

"Sure," said Noah Gonzal ez, next on the list. "Be dammed if you'll take us for
three dozen bottles with one throw " Fogerty nodded agreeably, retrieved his
dart fromthe target and toed the mark again. And with the sane awkward, off-
bal ance throw as before, he proceeded to place all six darts in the fifty-
circle.

By the last one the silence in the roomwas conplete, and Noah's strangled "I
concede," was plainly audible. Fogerty just |ooked smug and took anot her big
gulp of his drink, set it down on the sanme table.

"Ten dollars says you can't do that again," the Doc expl oded, and Fogerty
smled. Fast Eddie went to fetch himthe darts, but as he reached the target

"Hold it!" Callahan bell owed, and the roomfroze. Fogerty turned slowy and
stared at the big redheaded barkeep, an innocent | ook on his pudding face.
Cal l ahan glared at him brows |ike thundercl ouds.

"Whassamatter, chief?" Fogerty asked.

"Damed if | know," Callahan runbled, "but |'ve seen you take at |east a dozen

Il ong swallows fromthat drink you got, and it's still full."
Every eye in the place went to Fogerty's glass, and sure enough. Not only was
it full, all the glasses near it were enptier than their owners renmenbered

| eaving them and an angry buzzing began.

"WAit a minute," Fogerty protested. "My hands've been in plain sight every
mnute-all of you saw nme. You can't pin nothin' on ne."

"l guess you didn't use your hands, then," Callahan said darkly, and a great
light seemed to dawn on Doc Wbster's face.
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"By God," he roared, "a telekinetic! Wiy you | omdown, no-good . . ."

Fogerty nmade a break for the door, but Fast Eddi e denpbnstrated the veracity of
his name with a snappy flying tackle that cut Fogerty down before he covered
five yards. He landed with a crash before Long-Drink MGonnigle, who pronptly
sat on him "Tel e-what?" inquired Long-Drink conversationally.

"Tel ekinesis," the Doc explained. "M nd over matter. | knew a telekinetic in
the Arny who could roll sevens as long as you cared to watch. It's a rare
talent, but it exists. And this bird's got it. Haven't you, Fogerty?"

Fogerty blustered for awhile, but finally he broke dowmn and admtted it. A |lot
of jaws dropped, sone bouncing off the floor, and Long-Drink |let the guy with
the hat back up, backing away fromhim The hat still clung gaudily to his skul
I i ke a honpbsexual barnacl e.

"You nean you directed demdarts wit' yer mnd?" Fast Eddi e expostul at ed.

"Nah. Not ezzackly. I . . . | nake the dart-board want darts. "

"Huh?"

"I can't nake the darts nove. What | do, | project a. . . a state of wanting
darts onto the center of the target, |like sone kinda nagnet, an' the target
attracts '"emfor ne. | only |learned howto do it about a year ago. The hard part

is to hang on to all but one dart."

"Thought so," growl ed Callahan from behind the bar. "You nmake your glass want
gin, too-don't ya?"

Fogerty nodded. "I mmke a pretty good buck as a fisherman-ny nets want fish."

It seened to ne that, given his talent, Fogerty was naking pretty
uni nmagi native use of it. Imagine a cancer wanting X-rays. Then again, inmagine a
pocket that wants dianonds. | decided it was just as well that his anbitions
wer e nodest.

"Wait a minute," said the Doc, puzzled. "This “state of wanting darts' you
project. What's it |ike?"

And Fogerty, an uni nagi nati ve man, pondered that question for the first tine
in his life, and the inevitable happened.

There's an old story about the centi pede who was asked how he coul d coordi nate
so many | egs at once, and, considering the nechanics of sonething that had
al ways been automatic, becane so confused that he never nanaged to wal k agai n.
In just this nanner, Fogerty focused his attention on the gift that had al ways
been second nature to him created that zone of yearning for the first tinme in
hi s head where he coul d observe it, and

The whol e hal f-dozen darts ripped free of the target, crossed the roomlike so
many Si dewi nder missiles, and smashed into Fogerty's forehead.

If he hadn't been wearing that dunmb hat, they m ght have pul ped his skull
I nstead they drove hi m backward, depositing himon his anple fundanent, where he
bl i nked up at us blinking down at him There was a stunned silence (literally so
on his part) and then a great wave of |aughter that grew and swelled and rang,
bl owi ng the cobwebs fromthe rafters. W laughed till we cried, till our lungs
ached and our stonmachs hurt, and Fogerty sat under the aval anche of mrth and
turned red and finally began to giggle hinself.

And like the centipede, |ike the rajah whose flying carpet would only function
if he did not think of the word "el ephant,"” Fogerty fromthat day forth never
managed to bring hinself to use his bizarre tal ent again.

I magi ne getting a netfull of nackerel in the eye!

4
Two Heads Are Better Than One

As usual, it was a pretty nerry night at Callahan's when the trouble started.
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| don't want to give the inpression that every tine us Callahan's regul ars
(Cal | ahani ans?) get to feeling good, there's drama around the corner. The reason
it seenms that way is probably that, barring disaster, nerrinent is the genera
rule at Callahan's Place. Mdst of us have little better to do than get happy in
anot her's conpany, and we're not an uni magi native bunch, so we keep oursel ves
pretty well anused

Bei ng a Wednesday, it was Tall Tales Night (as opposed to Mdnday, the Fireside
Fill-Mre singal ong night, or Tuesday, which we call Punday). Al ong about
eightthirty, when nost of the boys had arrived, and the |level of' broken gl ass
inthe fireplace was still rather |Iow, Callahan dried his big neaty hands on his
apron and cleared his throat with a sound |like a bulldozer in pain.

Al'l right gents," he booned, and conversations were tabled for the night. "W
need a subject. Any suggestions?"

Nobody spoke up. See, the teller of the tallest tale on a Wednesday ni ght gets
hi s drinking nmoney refunded, and nmost folks Iike to lie low until they' ve had a
chance to exanmine the conpetition and cone up with a topper. Not that the first
tale told never wins, but it has to be pretty nenorabl e.

"Al'l right," Callahan said when no one took the |ead. "People, places or

t hi ngs?"

"We did t'ings | ast week," Fast Eddie pointed out fromhis seat at the
upright. True enough. |'d had everybody beat with a yarn about a beer-nut tree
that used to grow in ny backyard until | watered it, when Doc Wbster wi ped ne

out with the saga of a '38 Buick of his that understood spoken English, which
woul d have been just fine except that it took on a rude hi ghway cop one day and
chased him across six lanes of traffic. Doc claimed to have buried it in his
backyard after it expired fromrenorse

"Ain't nothing says we have to be consistent,’
t hi ngs again."

"Naw, " Doc Webster called out. "Let's do people.”

"Al'l right, Doc. Wat kind? You sound |ike you got sonething in mind."

"Wal . . ." drawl ed the Doc, and people checked to see that their drinks were
fresh. Those who needed a refill put a dollar bill on the bar and were refuel ed
by Call ahan, who did not need to ask what they wanted.

". . . 1 was just thinking," the Doc continued, his own drink as magically
full as always, "of my Cousin Hobart, the celebrated Man Wth The Foot-Long
Nose." ("Oh, relatives tonight," someone nmuttered.) "Hobart's nother died in
childbirth, naturally, and his father succunbed to acute enbarrassnent shortly
thereafter. As a child Hobart was a born showman, keeping the orphanage in
stitches with incredi bly accurate woodpecker initations, and upon attaining the
age of seven he ran away, to formthe nucleus of a traveling road conpany which
pl ayed Pinocchio in every theater in the country, and sone in the city too. This
kept himin Kl eenex until he outgrew the role, and Cyrano de Bergerac was not
popul ar at the tine, so he struck off on his own and in short order becane
sonet hing of an old stand-by on the vaudeville circuits, where his ability to
identify the perfume of ladies in the last row and his prowess on the nose-
flutes (as nany as five at one tine) were a never-failing draw. He m ght have
lived on in this way for a good nmany years, for he was a fanatically hygienic
man, and al though there were dark rumors about his sex Iife he was invariably
di screet. The young | adies he visited were for sone reason equally reticent,
even with their best girl friends-let alone their husbands.

"No, it was not a cuckold's knuckles (say three tinmes fast with ice-cubes in
your mouth and you can have this drink) that finally put an end to Cousin
Hobart's career, though it might have been. It was by his own hand that, if |
may put it this way, The Nose was bl own. One night he retired early with only a
slight head-cold for conmpany, a yard-long handkerchief knotted to the bedstead
(Hobart went through a | ot of |aundresses before he found one with a strong
stomach). Thrashing in his sleep, he rolled over and contrived to wedge the end
of his nose in his right ear. Sensing sone obstruction, the mighty proboscis
sneezed- and dammed near bl ew his brains out.

"When hi s head had stopped ringing, a w de-awake Hobart settled down to sone
col d hard thinking. The incident could happen again at any tine-the mracle was

Cal | ahan replied. "W can do
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that so likely a phenomenon had taken so long to first occur-and next tine the
airseal mght be better. Only by chance had Hobart survived at all. He reached
his decision reluctantly, but he was a brave man: he foll owed through. He had
his nose entirely anputated the next day, repudiating all nose-hood and
installing a suction cup in the mddle of his glasses. Wthin a week he had

| anded a job with sone noonshiners, and he works their still there still."

The Doc took a |long gulp of Peter Dawson's and | ooked around expectantly,
bl i nki ng.

There was a silence, not nuch thicker than an el ephant’'s behi nd.

"A nmoonshiner with no nose?" snorted Long-Drink, who keeps a still in his
garage for Sundays when C allahan's is closed. That's ridicul ous. How did he
snmel | ?

"Terrible," the Doc replied placidly. "Those noonshiners are filthy."

A general groan began, but Callahan held up a hand. "Wat's the noral, Doc?"

The Doc blinked again. "No nose is a good nose."

The sky rai ned peanuts, and very few missed the Doc, his nore-than-anple
uphol stery maki ng himan excellent target. Callahan, nmaddened beyond endurance,

seized up a seltzer bottle and was restrained with sone difficulty. Me. | was
worried. This would be hard to beat. | deci ded agai nst another Bushmll's.
As | recall, the next one up was Shorty Steinitz, with the story of his uncle

Mort D. Arthur the nmmgician, who wal ked down the street one day and turned into
a drugstore. But three of us shouted the punchline before he got to it and he
pitched his glass into the fire in disgust, toasting "To wei senhei ners" first
and putting his shoul der behind it. Then Tonmy Janssen did a creditable job, W
C. Fields-style and better done than Fields usually is, about a Cousin Al ex
Ameche who used to hang froma hook on his kitchen wall and claimto be a

t el ephone.

"Cbviously a masochist,"” Tomry intoned nasally. "The anmount of abuse that nan
absorbed was sinply incredible. Folks'd try to hunor him put a dine in his |eft
ear, pick up his right hand fromwhere it hung in his other ear, dial his nose
inacircle and listen to his hand. But when nothing transpired, they would
i nevitably beat himabout the head and shoul ders until the dinme came out of his
mout h, dislocate his armat the shoulder and | eave the prenmises in a great rage,
cursing prodigiously." This was pretty good stuff, but Tormmy's noral, "A
chanel eon would do well to imtate objects of a species with which Man is not at
war," had no pun in it, and it seened the Doc still (the Doc's still) had the
edge. Noah Gonzalez's effort, a one-joke story about an overaggressive uncle who
customarily turned on the T.V. with such ferocity that one day the T.V. turned
on him was an obvious | oser. For some crazy reason as each tale-teller realized
he'd bl own it and would thus be paying his night's tab, he invariably pitched
his glass into the firepl ace-which costs you your fifty cents change. Call ahan
had raked in a fortune in dollar bills by the tine | was ready to nake ny nove,
and | decided for the hundredth tine that Callahan is no fool, even if he does
have to sweep out that fireplace every norning.

"All right," | said at last, "it's time to tell you good people about ny
G andf at her St onebender." | decided ny country draw woul d serve best.

"You stole that fromHeinlein," shouted Noah, the only other SF freak in the
room "One of the characters in "“Lost Legacy" had a G andfather Stonebender who
could do anything better than anyone. No fair lifting stories."

"Hei nlein nust of heard about the real G andfather Stonebender from ny
grandnother," | said with dignity, "and at that he toned himdown for a cynica
public. I'mtal king about the real Stonebender-the man who built the pyram ds,
freed the slaves, invented the prophylactic, cured yaws-that Stonebender.”

"What's yaws?" Cal | ahan asked i nj udi ci ously.

"Why thanks, Mke. I'll have a beer."

A cheer went up, and Call ahan nade a ferocious face at ne as he drew a draft
Bud. "Not that G andfather Stonebender's |egendary success was surprisin'," |
continued snoothly, "as he was born with three heads. Hi s nother was frightened
by a pawn shop while she was carrying him Doctor was so startled he swore off
the sauce, and the child raised up such a fuss cryin' three ways at once that
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they sent himhone early, where he caused his nother sone unforseen and
unprecedented difficulties wi th nursing.

"Fortunately, he matured quickly and found early enploy as the "before,"
“during' and “after' for hair-tonic comercials. Wich anyway kept himin hair-
tonic. 'Fore too long, though, his conbined |.Q had brought himthe prom nence
he deserved in several unrelated fields, and he passed his weekends doing a trio
at the local ginnmll for relaxation. His sex-life was sonething incredible, his
prenatal trauma also having left himwith three . . . but that's neither here
nor anywheres | should be tal kin' about. Point is, he wasn't no | oser |ike Doc's
cousin Hobart, reduced to geekin' in sideshows for a livin'. G andfather
St onebender lived entirely off his wits-had to, to keep hinmself in neckties.

"But the sane strange fate that provided himwith three tines the brains and
earni ng power of a nornmal man carried with it the seeds of his destruction. He
fell prey to the Conmittee Syndrone.

"One day he was debating Free Silver with hinself. It was a burnin' issue at
the time, and sad to say, he lost. This nade himso nad he punched hisself right
in the nouth, and broke several teeth and a knuckle. Bein' a gentlenman, he had
no alternative: he challenged hisself to a duel. Next nmornin', acting as second
for both sides so as to keep it in the famly, he shot hisself in the right-eye
from poi ntbl ank range and died. Papers were full of it at the time. 'Course, if
you read the only daily around you know the papers are still full of it, but
anyhow that's how ny G andfather Stonebender passed on, fromthe past on."

Doc Webster's nmouth hung open in astoni shnent, but Callahan again called for
the noral before the general outrage coul d begin.

"Just goes to show," | explained, "that three heads are bitter, then none." |
closed nmy eyes and waited for the hol ocaust, snugly sure that | wouldn't have to
rely on cheap gags to get free beer any nore tonight.

But the silence was broken not by groans, but by a single groan, and the pain
in that groan was not put-on at all. It came fromthe open doorway across the
room and as we all spun around we beheld a sandy-haired young man, shockingly
di shevel ed, |eaning agai nst the doorfranme and sobbing. As we watched, frozen, he
slid fromits support and fell full-length into Callahan's, landing on his face
with a crash.

Somehow | knew intuitively that | was not a winner tonight after all.

For all his bulk, Doc Webster was the first to reach the newconer. He rolled
hi m over and began doi ng doctorthings al nost before the rest of us had started
to nove, and swung his great black bag in a lethal circle when we crowded too
cl ose. Nobody ignores pain in Callahan's Place, but | guess sonetines we're a
hair too eager to help.

The kid wasn't much ol der than Tommy Janssen, maybe twenty-five or so, but you
had to | ook past the haunted lines of his face to see it. At first glance he
m ght have been thirty or better, and the expression he'd worn before he passed
out woul d have | ooked nore at hone on a nan eighty years old and tired of
living. Hs eyes were set in close against a hooking nose, and his cheeks were
broad enough to make his nouth seem a shade too small. Hi s |lips were the kind of
full that isn't especially sensual, and his frane had just a bit nore nmeat than
it needed. His clothes seemed to have been pulled on in the dark in a hell of a
hurry, fly unzipped, shirt only partially tucked in and buttons m smatched with
hol es. Furthernore he was dressed for June-and it was a particularly rainy Mrch
out. He was soaked clear through, hair that |ooked usually brushed back I|ying
linply across half his face.

It |ooked like he'd gotten to Callahan's just about in tine.

Hi s upper cheeks and tenples were livid with purple bruises, and his knuckl es
were swol l en. Doc Webster searched his hair and found nore contusions beneath.
"Looks |ike sonebody gave this poor bastard an awful beating," the Doc
announced.

The kid's eyes opened. "That was me," he said feebly, swallow ng somet hing
f oul

Soneone fed the Doc a glass of straight rye, and he tipped a little of it into
the kid' s mouth. It seemed to help. Color cane back to his pasty face, and he
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tried to get up. The Doc told himto lie quiet, but the kid shook him off and
made it as far as the first table, where he fell into a chair and | ooked around
groggily. He didn't seemto notice us, but whatever he was expecting to see
scared himsilly.

It wasn't there; he relaxed sone. Callahan was already piling corned beef
sandwi ches in front of him and the table happened to have a pitcher of
sonebody's beer already on it. Throwing us all a grateful glance, seeing us this
time, he fell on the food |like the wolves upon the centerfold, and got outside
of three sandw ches in short order, washing them down with great draughts of
beer.

Wien he was done he | ooked Call ahan squarely in the eye. "I don't have any
money to pay you," he said.

"I didn't figure you did," Callahan agreed. "Go on, eat up. They were getting
stal e-these buns here don't eat, far as | can tell. You can owe ne." He produced
nmor e food.

"Thanks. I"'m O K now. | think. For a while."

The Doc wanted to get sonething straight. "You put them brui ses on your own
head, young feller?"

"Ji m MacDonal d, Doctor. Yes, | put npbst of those there.

"Il bet it felt good when you stopped," Long-Drink said, and i medi ately
regretted it. | wouldn't want Doc Webster's nass bal anced on ny toe either

"If it did, I mght stop nore often," MacDonald said with a ghost of a grin,

Wi ncing at the sudden pain in his tenples. "Lately it's the nost fun | have."

"Want to talk about it?" Callahan suggested delicately.

"Sure, why not? You'll never believe ne anyhow. No one woul d." MacDonal d's
grin was gone now.

Cal I ahan drew hinsel f up and regi stered wounded dignity. "Son, this here is
Tall-Tale Night at ny place, and | am prepared to believe anything you can say
with a straight face. Hell, | sonetimes believe the Doc over there, and his face
ain't never been straight. Conme on, spit it out. Maybe you won't owe ne for them
sandwi ches and beer after all." The big Irishman put a fresh light on his
everpresent El Ropo and gave the kid a fresh beer to |lube his nmouth wth.

I 1 ooked around; the boys were reverting to their favorite |istening postures
as naturally and gracefully as Paladin used to go into that gunfighter's crouch
of his. The hell with the budget, | decided, and sl apped another single on the
bar, hel ping nmyself to a shot of Irish uisgebagh fromthe bottle | abeled, "G ve
Every Man H's Dew. "

"It started with ny brother Paul," MacDonal d began, and | groaned inside. The
perfect shaggy-relative story, shot to hell. "He was ten years ol der than ne,
and he was really only my half-brother. Dad divorced and remarri ed when Paul was
only three, and that's why | had sone hope for a while.

"You see, Paul was a nutant.

"Not in any gross physical sense-his body was not malforned in any detectable
way. But he was an | nstantaneous Echo.

"You' ve probably heard of them naybe seen one on T. V. or read about 'emin
pl aces |like Charles Fort. Fromthe age of twelve Paul could mmc anything you
said-at the instant that you said it. The voice and inflection were different,
but he never stumnbled, even when he didn't conprehend the words he was
parroting. No noticeable time-lag-he sinply said what you were saying, as you
said it. Sonetimes he actually seermed to junp the gun by a hair, and that was
really strange.

Around the tinme that | was five, a couple of fellows from Duke canme around
with a truck-full of equipnment and put Paul through a series of tests. At first
they were quite excited, but as the testing continued their excitenent wore off,
and eventually they told nmy father that Paul was just like all the other Instant
Echoes they'd studied, sinply a man who'd | earned how to hook his mouth in
parallel with his ears. According to their newest findings, he could not in fact
"junmp the gun" as he sometines seenmed to, and while the actual |ag was small
they claimed to be able to neasure it. They were unhappy. They'd hoped to prove
that Paul was a tel epath.
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"Me, | think he got cagey.

"Paul had al ways been an introspective kid and about that time he becane
nmoodi er than ever. He seldomleft the house, and when he did he was quite likely
to return in tears, claining a mgraine as the cause. My father got our doctor
to prescribe sonme strong stuff for the mgraines, but it didn't seemto help for
too Il ong. Paul, having finished high school at fifteen with excellent grades,
showed no interest whatever in college, a job or girls. He seened to be the
typical loner, with a bit of hypochondria thrown in.

"I't was about then that the trouble started between ny father and not her
(Paul 's stepnother, you understand). She felt that Paul had to earn a living
regardl ess of his headaches, and insisted that he should do so at sideshows and
on ni ghtclub stages, doing his instant echo routine. Dad was having none of it;
he'd nade a good deal of noney with a good deal of hard work, running a used-car
chain, but he was perfectly willing to indulge a tenperanentally infirm son,

rather than set himon a stage to be gawked at by yokels. Mther was . . . not a
very nice person, |I'mafraid, and | suspect she thought of the child she had
i nherited as an untapped gold m ne scant years fromhis majority. | think she
want ed Paul to nmake a bundle while she could still get at it; she'd always had
sonme of the Backstage Mt her Conplex. How | managed to remmin neutral | don't
know. But then, nobody asked my opinion

"When Paul was twenty and | was nine and a half, | got ny first big scare.

It was all an accident, for by this tinme Paul had beconme uncannily adept at
avoi di ng people, leaving the house only after dark and never straying far. The
only spot he showed any affection for was the abandoned gravel pit a few niles
fromhone, a place so gloony at night that even the area's | ove-struck teenagers
avoided it. | went there with himtwo or three tines-Paul seened to accept ny
conpany nore often than anyone el se's, particularly when | was younger. | didn't
especially care for the place nyself-it seened to ne the loneliest place |I'd
ever imagi ned-but | suppose a kid will follow his big brother just about
anywhere he's invited.

"I think that nust be where he net the girl.

"Mom and Dad were out that night at a P.T. A neeting or some such. | was
wathing T.V., and if you want to know the truth, | was eating sone stolen jelly
beans fromthe horde Mdther used to hide away for herself. So when Paul cane
crashing through the front door, | junped afoot in the air before | even saw
him Wen | got downstairs, ny first crazy thought was that the nigraines had
finally split poor Paulie's head open. He looked . . . well, | guess |'ve given
you a pretty fair inmtation tonight, crashing in here the way | did. H's scalp
was | aid open around the sides of his head, his forehead was dripping blood in
lines that streamed crazily over his face, his fingers were raw and bl eedi ng,
and his eyes held so much agony that even at nine years old | was nore terrified
by them than by anything el se.

"He was babbling incoherently, swinging his arns wildly as if to ward off sone
cl osi ng denon, and sobbi ng as though his heart would break. |'d never seen
anyone his age cry like that, you know? | rushed to his side and got himto sit
down, and wi thout thinking about it | went to the bar and mxed hima martini,
just as Mother had taught ne to do for her. Little enough of it went down his
throat, but it calnmed himsone, and the rest at |east got sone of the blood off
hi s chin.

"Of course, when he'd calnmed down a little | asked hi mwhat had happened. " She
| ooked so nice, Jimy," he raved, "so nice. | thought it would be all right.
mean, | knew it would be bad, but | thought | could take it. She | ooked so god
dammed nice," he shrieked, trenbling like a leaf. Finally | got the story out of
himin bits and pi eces.

"It seens ny brother was a telepath, after all

"Alatent telepath, at any rate. Fromage five to fifteen, his only tel epathic
mani festati on was his instant-echo bit, and that was done unconsciously.
Subvocal i zed thoughts nust be closest to the surface. During that time he never
recei ved thoughts except those about to be verbalized, never sensed enotions,
and never had any conscious volitional control of his wild talent.

"But about m dway through puberty the picture began to change. Hi s power was
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still beyond his control, but it grew. Wth no warning, he would suddenly find
hi nsel f inside soneone el se's head, with increasing frequency and for increasing
Il engths of time. The first tinme he plugged in was for a split-second only, just
enough to scare himsilly, and it didn't reoccur for a couple of nonths. By now,
he told ne, telepathy came to himevery week or so, for as nuch as five or ten
mnutes at a tine.

"You nust understand, this was nothing like the traditional “telepathy' of
science-fiction stories. It was not the ability to send nessages w t hout speech;
Paul had never succeeded in sending anything. Nor was it the ability to receive
such nessages. It was, rather, a process of entering the skull of another,
receiving its entire contents and preceiving themas a gestalt.

"I wonder if you can inmmagine what that's |ike? Perhaps, if you've ever thought
of telepathy at all, you've thought of howterrible it would be if soneone were
i nside your strongest defenses, privy to all your secrets and desires and
shanmeful nenories and frustrated lusts and true feelings. Well you m ght-but
have you ever considered howterrible it would be to find yourself in soneone
el se's head, with all that unsought and unwanted know edge? As |ong as people
remain |ocked in their own skulls, they should be-because as nost people
intuitively realize, the things that grow and fester in a sealed skull aren't
always tit to share.

"On top of that, there's the sheer shock of directly confronting a naked ego
as strong as your own, and Paul told nme that night that it doesn't help a bit
that the other ego is unaware of you. Most people never get over believing that
they're the center of the Universe, even when they know it isn't so-to have your
nose rubbed in it is unsettling.

"And so, Paul told ne between sobs, he began avoi di ng people the best he could
as his strange and terrifying power grew in him Repeated exposure nade the
m nds of his imediate famly tolerable to him and his tel epathy seened to be
sharply limted by distance, with an effective radius of about a hundred feet or
so. By keeping strangers beyond that linmt, Paul could achi eve peace of a sort,
the flashes of telepathy bringing himonly glinpses of Dad, Mther and nyself.
Dad he pitied with an intensity heretofore unknown to that enotion; Mdther he

hat ed beyond all understandi ng; and ne he often found soothing, until | grew up
enough to start having dark secrets of my own. He told nme sone things about
myself then, that . . . but that's irrel evant.

"The point is, that night, comuning with hinself in the noonlit gravel pit,
he met a girl, about his age or a little older. One of the strange things about
out-of-the-way places is that, while you al nbst never neet anyone there, anyone

you do run into is sonehow very liable to be friend-material . At any rate, she
seened to Paul the nicest and nbst gentle girl he'd ever seen in his life, not
at all like any other girl he'd ever net. She spoke softly, and only when she

had sonething to say, and he felt in her a difference that he could not explain
to me in words.

"What ever the reason, he let down his guard for once. Instead of running away
or driving her fromhimw th rudeness, as he had |l earned to do with strangers,
he stayed to tal k. Before too many minutes had passed, he began to | ose the
usual terrifying fear that his wild talent would strike, began to believe that
it mght be all right if it did, began finally to anbost hope that it woul d.

"And it did.

"I"'msure she was a lovely girl, but the best of us harbor dark secrets-
sonetinmes even fromourselves. | don't know specifically what shattered Paul
that night, but I"'msure it was nothing that a bishop on his deathbed woul d have
felt conpelled to confess. Maybe it was nothing nore di shonorabl e than her
lifetinme's accunul ation of pain, for one's own sorrow nmay be bearable by its
famliarity and yet staggering to a stranger.

"In any event, it hit Paul even harder than usual, because he had dared to
hope. Now, if your ears are overl oaded, you can stuff your fingers into them if
your nose is outraged, you can hold it; if your eyes are blinded you can shield
themwith your arm But when you brain itself is overwhel ned by direct input,
all you can do is smash at it with a rock, hoping to drive the other
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consci ousness away with your own. Sonetines, if you're lucky, it works.
"For Paul, that night, it hadn't worked.

"Now you nust understand that | was very young. | barely conprehended the
things that Paul was telling ne, and if | understood what had happened, | surely
didn't understand why it had hit himas hard as it obviously had. Being able to
read m nds had no drawback that my nineyear-old mind could see; | sure didn't

know nuch about human nature. But | was trying hard to enmphatize with ny big
br ot her.

"That's the only explanation | have for what occurred. Because as Paul reached
the terrible climax of his story, for one split second a shutter opened-and |ike
a canera plate, ny child's mind was inprinted with the total contents of the
m nd of my brother.

"It lasted only that split second, and it faded about as fast as a flashbul b-
burst fromtwo feet away; the inpact was over quickly, but the blinding
afterinmage seared ny brain for many seconds nore. | screanmed. Several tines.
Instantly our positions were reversed, and Paulie was holding nme, restraining ny
hands. He knew at once what had happened, and the grimset of his jaw said that
he had been expecting it for years now.

" ''"It's over,' he barked, “Jimmy listen tonme, it's over. It won't happen
again for nonths, maybe years.' "

"I't wasn't what he said but the pure joyous relief of how far away his voice
sounded that cut through ny child' s terror and brought nme back fromthe edge of
hysteria. Wiy, Paulie was niles away-at |east a foot! And there were conforting
wal | s of bone, cartilage and skin-and bl essed enpty air!-between us. | cal ned
down, and Paulie held ne tightly in his arms and i n savage whi spers explained to
me what | was, what had happened to us, and what | coul d expect from now on. He
had hoped, he said, that | would be spared because ny naternal genes were
different fromhis; he explained genetics to ne, as well as it can be expl ai ned
to a nine-year-old, and he told ne what a nutant was. He told nme how much easi er
to bear the telepathic flashes woul d becone, and he told ne how rmuch easier they
woul d not become. He told me how often to expect the onslaught ( flashing,' he
called it), and advised nme on how to avoid flashing by avoiding sentient beings
as nmuch as possible. | suppose you could say it was the end of ny chil dhood.
knew that four years later, when ny father haltingly undertook to explain the
Facts of Life to nme, they canme as a helluvan anticli nmax.

"l suppose that next landmark in the story is the night ny father and | found
Paul coll apsed across nmy nother in the living room the lanp that had crushed
her skull still clenched in his hand, but | don't think | want to tal k about
that now. They took Paul away that night, |ike a sack of sugar, and haul ed him
off to King's Park, conpletely catatonic. He's been that way ever since, and as
far as | can tell he never flashed again. O anything.

"That was fourteen years ago."

Cal I ahan had been refilling his glass as he tal ked, but MacDonald spilled this
one over half the table. He drank the rest as fast as it could pour and shut up

"I get it," Fast Eddie said after a while. "Yer afraid de same t'ing is gonna
happen to you."

"Jesus," Doc Webster said in an undertone behind me, "lie's just about due." |
did sone rapid mental cal cul ation, and turned pal e.

"No, Eddie," | said aloud. "Jims overdue. Unless ." | let it trail off.

MacDonal d gri nned hi deously, shook his head. "No, friend, | haven't killed
anyone yet . . . though | wouldn't care to nmake any predictions for tonorrow.
No, ny pattern didn't follow Paul's after all. Not precisely, that is. For one
thing, | never was an instant echo.

"I waited all through adol escence for the next flash, and when it hadn't come
by the tinme | graduated high school | dared to begin to hope that | was
different. By sophonore year of college, |1'd shoved the fear back into the far
corners of ny mnd, and convinced nyself that my one fleeting experience had
been a freak, perhaps Paul sending instead of receiving for once.

"In Junior year it hit again, in the mddle of a party. | was paral yzed. There
were twenty-one people there, and for one awful second | was sure ny head woul d
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burst from overcrowding. | |earned nore about human nature that night than | had
in the previous twenty years, and | very nearly died. | passed out eventually,
but not before |I'd gai ned an undeserved reputati on as an aci d-head, and | ost ny
girlfriend.

"Fromthat point on, they started comi ng again and again. The next flash was
six nonths later, the next four and a half, then five, then three, then |
st opped keeping track. Right now |'d guess they hit every day or so, but |'m not
sure. | can't tell you an awful |ot about the tine between them" H s head
dr opped.

"Why do you suppose your pattern was different fromyour brother's, JinP" Doc
Webst er asked.

"I'"'mnot sure," MacDonal d repeated wi thout |ooking up. "Maybe the different
heredity, nmaybe random chance."

"Perhaps," | put in, "it was getting your first jolt so nuch younger than Paul
did. Maybe the trauma hit you so young you hadn't conme to accept limts on your
m nd yet, and your subconsci ous whi pped up sone kind of defense that |asted as
long as the trauma did."

"Maybe so," MacDonal d said, glancing up at ne with hopel ess eyes. "But if it
did, it's forgotten howto do it again. And nmy consci ous doesn't know the
trick." He giggled. "I haven't even inproved on Paul's trick with the rock." The
giggl e dissolved into hysterical |laughter, the table danced, and his gl ass
shattered on the floor.

Cal I ahan's broad hand caught hi m open-pal m across the cheek, rocking himin
his chair. Hi s laughter cut off, and his shoul ders slunped for a second. Then he
sat up very straight and stuck his hand out soberly. Callahan shook it gravely
and produced a full glass of beer from nowhere; MacDonal d took a grateful sinp.

"l suppose | should say, "Thank you, | needed that,' Mster . . . uh . "

Cal l ahan told himhis nane.

". . . M. Callahan, but to tell you the truth | alnbst think I'd rather do it
nmysel f." He | ooked around at the rest of us and his face went all to pieces and
he buried his head in his arns. "Oh, Jesus!"

"Listen, Jim" Tonmy Janssen spoke up quickly, "what the hell did you do after
that party? | mean, dig, you couldn't stay in school, right? Too nany peopl e,
flip you right out. Wiat did you do, go hone and becone a |oner |ike Paul ?"

MacDonal d spoke listlessly. "I tried, brother, |I tried. I .went home and told
my father everything-why his second wife had died, and what Paul was, and what |
was -and that night he got up to get a drink and water and dropped dead in the
bat hr oom

"Thank God | didn't flash that.

"I got out fast after that-I got a flash of the nan who ran the funeral hone
that al nost did make ne a murderer. So | took off, and got nyself the only job
was suited for. "

"Li ght house?" Chuck Sanms guessed.

"hope. No openings; there al nost never are. But the Forestry Service can
al ways use fire-1lookouts who don't mind isolation. Mles fromanybody in a well -
stocked cabin with nothing to do but watch the forest spread out bel ow you. |
even got lucky; the area | drew averaged thirty-five days of rain every sumrer,
so | got to sleep late a lot. On hot days in Oregon you get to stand a twel ve-
hour wat ch.

"Cod, it was peaceful." He was talking freely now. "I think | got a flash from
a bear once, but it nust have been at the extreme linit of my range. Then one
day | flashed a bluejay as it sailed about six feet over my head, and that was

just beautiful!" He shivered. "Alnbost worth the rest of it."

"What brings you this way?" Callahan wanted to know.

"What el se? The expected: a forest fire in ny zone. Called it in fast, and
then got too close to a firefighter who was trapped by a w dowraker and roasting
slowy. My boss figured nme for an epileptic and fired nme as gently as he coul d.
I didn't argue the point. | had a little noney saved up. | cane back east."

"Why?" Cal | ahan asked.

"To see Paul. To visit him"

"Have you?"
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"No, damm it, | couldn't get near the place. |I flew right into MacArthur,
doped up with sleeping pills so I'd be asl eep when we went over New York City,
and rented a car with the last of nmy bankroll when | landed. | intended to drive
on through and hope for the best, but halfway out of Islip | flashed a.guy in
the next lane. He . . . he was a drug deal er. Heroin and cocaine."

Tommy Janssen's face went hard as a rock, and he gripped his beernug |ike a
bl udgeon.

"I was very, very lucky," MacDonal d continued. "Any crash you wal k away from
is a good one, and that's what | did: just left the weck married to a tree,
clinmbed up the enmbanknment and wal ked away. | wal ked for hours, and not too |ong
ago the supervisor of this town we're in drove past ne in his big |inousine and
I flashed him The next thing | knew |l was in here, talking a blue streak. Hey,
how conme you guys believe all this?"

We | ooked around at each other, shrugged. "Dis here is Callahan's Place," Fast
Eddie tried to explain, and sonehow MacDonal d seened to under st and.

"Anyway," he sent on, "that's the whole story. King's Park is a |long way from
here, and frankly, gentlenmen, | don't think I can nmake it any further. Any
suggesti ons?"

There was a | ong sil ence.

Fast Eddi e opened his nmouth, closed it, opened it again and left it that way.
Shorty scratched where it itched. Doc Webster sipped thoughtfully at his drink
I racked ny brains.

Cal | ahan spoke. "One."

MacDonal d started, turned to face him He | ooked Cal |l ahan up and down from his
thinning red hair to his outsized brogans, and sat up a little straighter. "I
woul d very nuch like to hear it, M. Callahan," he said respectfully.

"Contact Paul fromhere," Callahan said flatly.

MacDonal d shook his head violently. "I can't. | told you, this thing can't be
controlled, dammit."

"You said "no' alittle too |loud, old son,
do it-but you think you can."

MacDonal d shook his head again. "No. | don't want to flash him Don't you

Cal I ahan grinned. "Maybe you can't

understand? He's catatonic. A vegetable. | just want to see him to try and
speak with him™"

"Why use words?" | asked.

"They' re | ess dangerous, damm you," he snapped. "If you fail with words you

can say to yourself, "Gee, that's sad,' and go do sonething el se."

"What el se?" Doc asked. "Wat did you plan to do after you saw Paul ?"

"I .. . 1 don't know "

"Well, then."

"Look, what could it possibly acconplish?" MacDonal d barked.

"Maybe a lot," Callahan said quietly. "Here's how | figure: Paul found a way
to block the flashes out-a defense. But he found it at the end of his rope-so he
just threw it up and sl apped ferrocenent over it, and he's been huddling inside
it ever since." Callahan took the cigar out of his nouth and rubbed his granite
jaw. "Now you're in sorry shape, but old son | don't judge you to be at the end
of your rope yet. Paul was continuously telepathic by the tinme he killed his
st epnot her, wasn't he?"

"Yes, | believe he was," MacDonal d admitted. He was thinking hard.

"Well, there you are. If you can reach him renmnd himof what it's like to be
hooked into reality without flashing, maybe you can talk himinto com ng out
frombehind that shield, and using it only when he needs it. In return, maybe he
can teach you how to build the shield.

"What do you say, son?"

MacDonal d grimaced. "I can't flash at will. The distance is too great. CQur
maxi mum fi el ds of sensitivity don't reach each other by several miles. |'m not
due to flash again for at least a day or two, and Paul . . . doesn't flash any
nore."

"Al'l right," Callahan agreed. "Those are the reasons why it can't possibly
wor k. Now, why don't you try it?"
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"Because |'mafraid, dammt!"

Doc Webster spoke up softly. "No reason to fret, son. W'l|l keep you from
hurting yoursel f."

MacDonal d | ooked around at us, started to speak and paused. Hi s eyes were
terrible to see.

"That's not what scares ne," he admtted at last, in a voice |like a nmurdered
hope. "What scares ne is that | may establish contact with ny brother and not be
able to kill nyself."

Cal I ahan | unbered around behind the bar, brought his shotgun from beneath it
and laid it on the bar-top

"Son," he said firmy, "I don't like violence in nmy joint. And suicide usually
strikes nme as a coward's solution. But if you need to die, I'll see that you
do. "

A coupl e of jaws dropped, but nobody objected.

Except MacDonal d. "Wat about the police?”

"That's nmy problem burglar."

MacDonal d's eyes seened to see a far place, and | hope to God | never see it

nmysel f. | suppose he was exam ning his guts. The suspense hung in the air like
the electric calmbefore a cyclone, and nobody made a sound.

After a long, tineless nmonent he nodded faintly. "All right. 1"l try, M.
Cal | ahan. "

We relaxed a trifle in our chairs, and then tensed right back up again.
Cal I ahan put out his cigar and laid a hand on the shotgun, unobtrusively waving
Chuck and Noah out of the line of fire.

MacDonal d sat bolt upright, put his hands over his ears. He opened his eyes
real w de, |ooked around one last time, and closed themtight. H's brow knotted
up.

Now, | don't know quite how to explain just what happened next, because it
doesn't seemto jibe with what Jim MacDonal d had told us. But | figure that if
he was a telepath, sone of us at Callahan's are pretty fair enpaths. Maybe he
was tapping us hinself; naybe not. Al | know for sure is that all at once the
lights were gone and | wasn't in the bar any nore, and Cal |l ahan and the Doc and
Fast Eddi e and Tomrmy and Long-Dri nk and Noah and Shorty and Chuck and | were al
crowded toget her sonehow, touching, |like we were rubbing shoulders in back of a
truck we had to push-start. W didn't waste tine wondering, we put our backs
into it.

That's crazy, there was no truck, not even a hallucinatory one, but | guess it
describes the sort of thing we did as well as words can. W . . . pushed, and
just like with a truck there cane a tinme when the thing we were pushing gave a
hel | of a shudder and took off, |eaving us gasping far behind.

The thing we were pushing was Ji m MacDonal d.

The lights came back and the familiar sights of Callahan's Place came back and
I was alone in ny skin again, |ooking around at Callahan and the rest of the
boys and realizing with surprise that | hadn't been the least bit scared. They
were | ooking around too, and it was a few seconds before we saw MacDonal d.

He was sitting rigid in his chair, trenbling like a man with a killing fever.
Doc Webster started for himlike an overwei ght white corpuscle but pulled up
short and | ooked hel pl ess. The air around MacDonal d's head seened to shi mrer
like the air over a canpfire, and we heard his teeth gnashing.

Then, not suddenly but gradually, alnost inperceptibly at first, he began to
rel ax. Muscles unknotted, joints unlocked, his face began to soften. He . I
don't know how to say this either. He wore his face differently. The thDonaId
he | oosened into was changed, sonmehow ol der

He had won.
"Qur deepest thanks, gentlenen," he said in a nore resonant voi ce than he had
used before. "I think we'll be all right fromhere on."

"What will you do now?" Call ahan rapped, and | wondered at the cold steel in
hi s voi ce.

MacDonal d consi dered for a monent. "We're not really sure," he decided
finally, "but whatever we do, we hope we can find a way to hel p other people the
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way you' ve hel ped us. There nust be lots of things we can do. Maybe we'll finish
school and beconme a psychiatrist Iike | planned once. |Imagine-a telepathic
headshri nker. "

Cal l ahan's hand came away fromthe trigger of the scattergun for the first
time; JimPaul didn't catch it, but |I did. | was rather glad to know that the
intentions of the world's only two tel epaths were benign, nyself.

Cal I ahan | ooked puzzled for a second, then his face split into a huge grin.
"Say, can | offer you fellas a drink?"

And MacDonal d's new voi ce echoed himperfectly.

"Don't mnd if we do," he added, |aughing, and got up to take a chair at the
bar .

"Hey," Fast Eddie called out, ever one to renenber the inportant details,
"wait a minute. De cops'll be lookin' for youse fer leavin' dat accident.
Whaddya gonna tell 'enf? Fer dat natter, how d'ya get yer udder body outa King's
Par k?"

"Ch, | dunno," Callahan nused, putting a careful doubl e-shot of Chivas Rega
in front of MacDonald. "It seens to ne a telepath could dodge hima | ot of cops.
O a lot of witchdoctors. Wuldn't you say, gents?"

"W guess so," MacDonal d all owed, and drank up

And they were right. Al three of them

I haven't heard much fromeither of the MacDonal d brothers yet, but then it
hasn't been that long, and |I'm sure they've both got a | ot of thinking and

catching up to do. | wonder if either of themis thinking of having kids. One
way or another, | expect to be hearing good things of them really good things,
any day now.
It figures. | nmean, two heads are better than one.
5

The Law of Conservation of Pain

There's a curious kind of inevitability to the way things happen at
Cal l ahan's. Not that we woul dn't have managed to hel p The Meddl er out sone way
or other even if it had been, say, Thursday night that he came to us. But since
it was Monday night, | finally got to learn what it is that "heavy-netal" rock
music is good for.

After ten years as a nusician, it was about time | found out.

Monday night is Fill-Mre Night at Callahan's Place, the night Fast Eddie and
I do our weekly set on piano and guitar. But don't let the nane mslead you into
thinking we play the kind of ear-splitting nmusic the Fillnore East was fanous
for. Although | do play an electric axe (a Country Gent Six) and have an
anplifier factoryguaranteed to shatter glass, these are the only remmants of a
very brief flirtation with heavy-netal that occurred in nmuch hungrier tinmes than
these. | don't like |oud noises.

No, the nane derives fromthe curious customwe have at Callahan's of burying
our dead soldiers in the fireplace. You can usually tell how good a night it's
been by how many gl asses | ay smashed on the hearth, and after one particularly
tasty session Doc Webster nicknaned Eddie and ne the Fireside Fill-Mre. To our
i ntense disgust, it stuck

This particular Monday night, things was | cose indeed. Eddie and | had held
off our first set for half an hour to accommbdate a couple of the boys who were
pl aying a sort of pool on the floor with apples and broonsticks, and by the tine
Cal | ahan had set up the two i mense speakers on either side of the front door,
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the joint was pretty nerry.

"What ' re you gonna play, Jake?" the Doc called out fromhis ringside seat. |
adj usted the mkestand, turned up ny axe just enough to put it on an equa
footing with Fast Eddie's upright, and tossed the ball right back to the Doc

"What woul d you like to hear, Doc?"

"How about, "There Are Tears In My Ears From Lying On My Back And Crying In
The Evening Over You?' "

"Naw, " drawl ed Long-Drink fromthe bar, "I want to hear "He Didn't Like Her
Apartment So He Knocked Her Flat,' " and a few groans were heard.

Doc Webster rose to the occasion. "Wy not play the Butcher Song, Jake?"

I resigned nmyself to the inevitable. "The Butcher Song?"

"Sure," boomed the Doc, and conducting an invisible band, he sang, "Butcher
arnms around nme honey/hold nme tight . . ." Peanuts began to rain on his head

Cal | ahan shifted the right speaker a bit, and turned around with his hands on
his hips. "Play the Canmera Song, Jake."

"Ht nme, Mke."

Wth a voice |like a fog-horn undergoi ng root-canal work, Callahan began, "Lens
get together 'bout half past eight/I'll ring your Bell & Howell . . ." and a
consi der abl e nunber of glasses hit the fireplace at once. One or two had not
been enptied first; the crackling fire flared high.

In the brief pause that ensued, Fast Eddi e spoke up plaintively.

"Hey Jake. | got an idea."

"Be gentle with it," the Doc grinned. "It's in a strange place."

"What's your idea, Eddie?" | asked.

"How about if we do de one we been rehoisin' all afternoon?"

I nodded judiciously, and turned to face the house. "Regulars and gentl enen,"
I announced, "for our first nunber we would |ike to do a song we wrote yesterday
in an attenpt to define that elusive essence, that shared quality which brings
us all together here at Callahan's Place. Inits way it is a song about all of
us.

"I't's called the Drunkard's Song."

And as Eddie's ninble piano intro cut through the ensuing catcalls, | stoked
up nmy guitar and sang:

A swell and wealthy relative of nmne had up and died
And | got a hundred thousand fromthe wll
So a friend and | decided to convert it into liquid form
The better our esophagi to fil
So we started in the city, had a drink in every shitty
Little ginmll, which is really quite a few
And a cabbie up in Harlemtook us clean across the river
Into Brooklyn, where he joined us in a brew
We was weavin' just a trifle as we pulled into Astoria
At eighty miles an hour in reverse
But it was nothin' to the weavin' that we did as we was | eavin
And fromtine to tine it got a little worse

Well there's nothin' like drinkin' up a w ndfal

We was drunker than a nmonkey with a skinful

We wuz so goddam drunk it was sinfu

And | think | ain't sober yet

As we finished the chorus, Fast Eddie tossed up a cloud of gospel chords that
floated ne easily into ny solo, a bit of intricate pickin' which | managed to
stunbl e through with feeling if not precision. Wen it was Eddie's turn | snuck
a | ook around and saw that everyone was well into his second drink, and rel axed.
There were sniles all around as | slid into the second verse:

We was feeling mghty fine as we crossed the city line
Sucki n' whi skey and a-whistlin' at the girls

But the next saloon we try soneone wants to bl ack ny eye
' Cause he doesn't like ny brown and shaggy curls
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So then a fist conme out of orbit, knocked ne clean across the floor
But | was pretty drunk and didn't even care
And | was pretty di sappoi nted when the coppers hit the joint
As | was makin' ny rebuttal with a chair
But the coppers cane a cropper 'cause | nmade it to the crapper
And departed by a ventilator shaft
Met ny buddies in the alley as they slipped out through the galley
And we ran and ran and | aughed and | aughed and | aughed
Yeah there's nothin' like drinkin' up a w ndfal
We was drunker than a monkey with a skinfu
We wuz so goddam drunk it was sinfu
And | think | ain't sober yet

This time Fast Eddie junped into the gap with a flurry of triplets. | could
tell that he knew where he was going, so | gave himhis head. As he unfol ded a
tasty statenent, | |ooked around again and saw all-to-wall grins again.

No, not quite. Tommy Janssen, sitting over by the nixer, was definitely not
smling. A pot-bellied gent in an overcoat, who | didn't recognize, was |eaning
over Tommy's shoul der, whispering something into his ear, and the kid didn't
seemto like it at all. Even as Eddie's solo yanked ny attention away again |
saw Tomry turn around and say sonething to the overcoated man, and when | | ooked
back the guy was standing at the bar with his nose in a doubl e-somet hi ng.

I put it out of my mind; verse three was a-comn'

Hal fway out of Levittown we got our second w nd

In ajoint so down it nade you | augh

So | had another nug, and ny buddy had a jug

And the cabbie had a pitcher and a hal f

When we got to Suffolk County we was goin' into overdrive
The word had spread and crowds began to form

We drank our way from Jericho on down 110 to Merrick Road
A-boozin' and a-singin' up a storm

I lost ny buddy and the cabbie in the mddle of the Hanptons
We was drunker than it's possible to be

But there finally cane a tinme when | just didn't have a dine
I sat on Montauk Point and wept into the sea

And everybody in the joint joined in on the final chorus. Al except the guy
in the overcoat . . . who was already on his second doubl e-sonet hi ng.

Yeah there's nothin' like drinkin' up a w ndfal
We was drunker than a nmonkey with a skinful
We wuz so goddam drunk it was sinfu

And | think | ain't sober yet!

A stormof glasses hit the fireplace, and Fast Eddie and | went into our aw
shucks routine at about the sane tine. Wen the cheers and | aughter had died

down somewhat, | stepped back up to the m ke and a- hemed.

"Thank you for your synpathy, genties and ladlenen," | said. "W'Ill|l be passing
the el even-gallon hat directly.” | tapped the huge Stetson on ny head
significantly and grinned.

"Well now. . ." | paused. "W only know two songs, and that was one of them
so we're real glad you liked it." | stopped again. "Wat do you think we ought

to play now, Eddie?"
He sat awhile in thought.
"How ' bout de udder one?" he asked at | ast.

"Right arm" | agreed at once, and hit a G
Doc Webster beheaded a new bottle of Peter Dawson's and took a hearty swal |l ow.
"Ckay, folks," | continued. "Here's a nedley of our hit: a sprightly nunber

called, “She Was Only A Tel egrapher's Daughter, But She Didit-Ah-Didit." " |
started to pick the intro, but the sound of glass snmashing in the fireplace
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distracted me, and | bungled it.
And in the few seconds before | could take another stab at it, the fellowin
the overcoat burst noisily and explosively into tears.

Fast Eddie and | were anong the first to join the circle that forned
i medi ately around the crying, pot-bellied man. | didn't even stop to unplug ny
guitar, and if anyone had troubl e stepping over the stretched-out telephone cord
they kept it to thensel ves.

Par adoxi cal ly, after we had rushed to encircle him nobody said a word. W |et
hi m have his cry, and did our best to silently share it with him W offered him
only our presence, and our concern

In about five minutes, his sobs gave way to grinaces and jerky breathing, and
Cal I ahan handed hima tripl esonething. He got outside of half of it at once, and
set the remaini ng sonet hi ng-and-a-half down on the bar. H's face as he | ooked
around us was not ashaned, as we might have expected; nore relieved than
anything el se. Although there was still tension in the set of his lantern jaw
and in the squint of his hazel eyes, the know in his gut seenmed to have eased
consi der abl y.

"Thanks," he said quietly. "I . . . 1 . . ." He stopped, wanting to tal k about
it but unable to continue. Then he nust have renenbered the few toasts he'd seen
earlier in the evening, because he picked up the rest of his drink, walked over
to the chalk line in the mddl e of the room drained the glass and announced,
"To neddl ers." Then he pegged the glass into the exact geonetrical center of the
fireplace

"Li ke ne," he added, turning to face us. "lI'ma neddler on a grand scal e, and
I"mnot sure |I've got the guts. Or the right."

"Brother," Callahan said seriously, "you're sure in the right place. Al of us
here are veteran nmeddl ers, after a fashion, and we worry consi derabl e about both
them things."

"Not like this,” the Meddler said. "You see, I'"'ma tinme-traveler too." He
wai ted for our reaction

"Say," piped up Noah CGonzalez, "it's a shame Tom Hauptman's off tonight: You
two'd have a lot to tal k about."

"Eh?" said the stranger, confused.

"Sure," Callahan agreed. "Tom s a time-traveler too."

"But . . . but," the guy sputtered, "but |'ve got the only unit."

"Ch, Tomdidn't use no fancy equi prent,"” Noah expl ai ned.

"Yeah," agreed Callahan. "Tomdid it the hard way. Never mnd, friend, it's a
long story. You fromthe past or the future?"

"The future," said the tine-travel er, puzzled at our

|l ack of reaction. | guess we're hard to startle. "That is, the future as it is
at present . . . | nean . " He stopped and | ooked confused

"I get it," said Noah, like me a veteran SF fan. "You're fromthe future, but
you're going to change that future by changing the past, which is our present,
right?"

The fell ow nodded.

"How s that agai n?" blinked Doc Wbster

"I amfromthe year 1995," said the man in the overcoat with weary patience,
"and | amgoing to change history in the year 1974. If | succeed, the world | go

back to will be different fromthe one | left."
"Better or worse?" asked Cal |l ahan
"That's the hell of it: I don't know OCh kark, | mght as well tell you the

whol e story. Maybe it'll help."
Cal l ahan set '"emup, and we all got confortable.

Her name (said the stranger) was Bobbi Joy, and you couldn't say there'd never
been anyone |ike her before. Lots of people had been like her. April Lawton, for
instance, was nearly as good a guitarist. Aretha had at tines a simlar
intensity. Billie Holiday surely bore and was able to comuni cate nuch the sane
ki nd of pain. Joni Mtchell and Roberta Flack each in their own way possessed a
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conparabl e technical control and purity of tone. Dory Previn was as dramatic and
poi ghant a lyricist, and Maria Mul daur projected the sane artl ess grace.

But you could have rolled themall together and you still wouldn't have Bobbi
Joy, because there was her voice. And it was just plain inpossible that such a
voi ce coul d be. Wen a Bobbi Joy song ended, whether on tape or disc or holo or,

rarest of good fortune, live, you found your head shaking in frank disbeli ef
that a human throat could express such pain, that such pain could be, and that
you could hear such pain and still Ilive.

Her name was the purest of irony, given to her by an enployer in a previous
and nore anci ent profession, a nane she was too cynically indifferent to change
when her first recordings began to sell. |I've often wondered what her past
custoners nust feel when they hear her sing; |'mcertain every nanel ess,
facel ess one of themrenenbers her

They surely appreciate as well as anyone the paradox of her name-for while God
seened to have given her every possible physical advantage in obtaining joy, it
never got any closer to her than her albumjackets and the first |ine of her
driver's license. Although many pairs of |ips spoke her name, none ever brought
its reality to her.

For the scar on her soul was as deep and as livid as the one that ran its
puckered, tw sted way fromher |eft cheekbone to her right chin.

The Wonman Wth The Scar, they called her, and nany, seeing only a physica
wound, might have wondered that she did not have it surgically corrected-so easy
a procedure in my time. But she sang, and so we understood, and we cried with
her because neither of her scars would or could ever be erased, and that,
suppose you'd say, was her genius. She represented the scars across the face of
an entire era; she rem nded us that we had nade the world in which such scars
coul d be, and that we-all of us-were as scarred as she. She

This is absurd. I'"'mtrying to explain sex to a virgin, with a perfectly good
bed handy. Lend an ear, friends, and listen. This holo will tell you nore than
can. CGod hel p you.

The stranger produced a snmooth blue sphere about the size of a tennis bal
fromone of his pockets, and held it out toward the fireplace. The shimering of
the air over the crackling fire intensified and became a swirling, then a
dancing, and finally a coal escing. The silence in Callahan's was sonethi ng you
coul d have driven rivets into

Then the fireplace was gone, and in its place was a young bl ack wonan seated
on a rock, a guitar on her lap and starry night sky all around and behi nd her.
Her face was in shadow, but even as we held our breath the noon canme out from
behind a cloud and touched her features. It gave an obsidian sheen to her skin,
a tender softness to a face that God had neant to be beautiful, and nmade a harsh
shadowline of the incredibly straight slash that began an inch bel ow her |eft
eye and yanked si deways and down to open up lips that had been wi de already,
likc a jagged bl ack underline belowthe word "pain." She was bl ack and a wonan
and scarred, and as the thought forned in our nminds we realized that it was a
redundancy. Her scar was visible externally, was all

We were shocked speechless, and in the stillness she lifted her guitar
slightly and began to play, a fast, nagging, worrisonme beat, |ike despairing
Ri chi e Havens, an unresol ved and maybe unresol vabl e chord that was al nost all
open string. An E minor sixth, with the C sharp in the bass, a haunting chord
that demanded to becone sonething el se, mgjor, or minor, happy or sad,
but somet hing. A plain, alnost Gegorian riff began fromthat C sharp but al ways
returned unsatisfied, trying to break free of that chord but not succeeding.

And over that primevally disturbing sound, Bobbi Joy spoke, with the
i mpersonal tones of the narrator behind all art:

Snow was falling heavily on U.S. 40 as the day drewto a close. This lonely
stretch of highway had seen no other novenent all day; and stillness was so
conplete that the scrub pines and rolling hills by the roadsi de nay have felt
that the pronise given themso |long ago had cone to pass, that nman had finally
gone and left themin peace forever. No snakes had swayed forth fromtheir
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retreats that day, no lizards crawl ed, no wol ves padded silently in search of
winter food. All wildlife waited, puzzled, expectant, caught in the feeling of
waiting . . . for what?

Gradual | y, wi thout suddenness, each living thing becanme aware of a curious
stuttering drone to the far east, which becane audible too slowy to startle. It
swel | ed, drew nearer, and snall nuscles and sinews tensed, then rel axed as the
sound was identified as famliar, harn ess.

A pal e green 1960 Dodge, with no nore than three cylinders firing, crept
jerkily into view through the shrouds of snow. Wpers blinking clunmsily, the
great nmachine felt its way along the road, its highway song hoarse and
stuttered. Wth a final roar of nortal agony, it fell silent: w pers ceased
their w ping, pistons ceased driving, |ights wi nked out, and the huge car
coasted gracefully off the road and rolled to a stop with its nose resting on a
snow | aden mesquite.

Stillness returned to U.S. 40 . . . and still, on either side of it, the
ani mal s waited.

Even as she finished speaking, the wal king bass line with which she was
under pi nni ng her nournful chord returned to that dysharnmonic C sharp. Then with
breat ht aking ease it slid down two tones to B, becane the domi nant of a sinple E
m nor, and as bass, organ and druns cane in from nowhere she began to sing:

Snow fallin' gentle on the w ndshield
Sittin' on the side of the road
Took a ride--ny engine died and left ne
Sittin' on the side of the road
Inalittle while I'lIl get out and start a-wal kin
Probably a town pretty near
But it just occurs to ne that | ain't got no
More reason to be there than to be here
But I'Il be leavin'

(sudden key shift)
Soon as | find ne a reason to
Right nowit's nice just to watch the snow
Coverin' the w ndshield and w ndows .

She finished on a plaintive A mnor, toppled off it back into that ghostly
nmosqui to-biting E minor sixth again, and the other instrunents fell away,
| eavi ng her guitar alone. Again, she spoke:

Snow now conpl etely covered the w ndshield and wi ndoves, formng a white
curtain which hid the interior of the car, and any activity within-if there was
any to be seen. No sound issued fromthe car, no vibration disturbed the snow on
its doors. The animals were puzzled, but delighted: perhaps a human under st ood
at |ast.

The C sharp wal ked down to B again, but this tine it belonged to a clean,
sinmple G chord, supported by a steel guitar and the trappi ng of bluegrass, a
conparatively happy sound that only lasted for the first four lines as that
voi ce-t hat voice!-picked up the song again, etching us with its words:

Don't worry now. |'mgoin

Any minute now, I'll be goin'

Leave the car

--1t isn't far to wal k now

Any minute now, |'Il be going

(slowing now, an electric guitar |leading into an achingly repeated CE
m nor- A progression that went nowhere

Soon as | can find a place | want to go

Soon as | can find a thing | want to do

Soon as | can find sonmeone | want to know

O think of sonmething interesting and new
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(a sudden optimstic junp into the key of F. . .)
I nmean, | could nmake it easy to the next town
(twisting crazily into Eflat . . .)

But what am| to do when | get there?

(i nexorably back to C. . .)

That's what | nade this odyssey to find out:

Two thousand mles and still | just don't care .

(a capalla:)
Is it worthwhile to go on | ooking?

We wanted to cry, wanted to shout, wanted to run forward with a hundred
reasons for living, find some way to heal the hurt in that voice, and no one
made a sound. Al one again with her guitar, Bobbi Joy wove that dysharnonic
tapestry of hurting notes that was already becoming as famliar to us as the
taste that a bad dream al ways has in the cold norning; and as she began to speak
again, not a nuscle flickered in her ebony face, as though her scar was all the
expressi on she woul d ever need or be all owed.

The snow began to drift.

In a mnute--or an hour--the car was half-buried in a heavy white w nter coat
of wet snow. The animals were already beginning to forget about the car. It had
not shown novenment in so long that they were comng to regard it as part of
their environnent--of less interest than the tattered 1892 edition of the Denver
Record pi nned under a rock, which at least still fluttered occasionally in the
wi nd.

For the nenory of the animals is short, and the years are long, and they have
found that very little is worth puzzling over for very |ong.

And still, the snow fell

This time she stayed with the C sharp, built an A chord around it, and was
joined only by harpsichord and bass. There was no anbiguity to this part: a
sinmpl e, mournful nelody that had no change-ups, no surprises, just the quiet
cal mof resignation, if unheeded defeat.

Sort of friendly here inside the car

Even though it's gettin' kinda cold

Haven't stirred, or said a word, in hours

| believe it's gettin' awful cold

In the glove conpartnent, there's a small fask
Little Irish whiskey for the soul

But reachin' out to get it seens a great task
And anyway, it isn't all that cold

It mght keep me warm

But it just ain't worth the trouble .

Her shoul ders seenmed to slump, and-the droni ng background of her guitar took
on a terrible finality.

There was no | onger a Dodge by the side of U S. 40; just a drift |ike many
ot hers, peaceful and horribly cold. A faint illum nation began to expose
mysteries of snowscul pture hummocks and vall eys of white. But for the swirling
haze, you m ght have said it was dawn.

The car was conpletely hidden fromsight-and so, in caves, holes and shelters,
were the aninmals. But they no | onger renenbered the car . . . and at least in
their dwellings were sonme signs of life.

And with shattering unexpectedness she slamed into E major, driving with
horns and bass and npog and druns in a frenzied hallelujah chorus that dared you
to begi n hoping again. Surely that throbbing beat was a heart starting to beat,
surely that energy was purposeful

We sat up straighter, and crossed our fingers.
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I'"ve got it!

There's sonething that | want to do

A thing that seems to have sone kind of point

I'"ve got some grass, enclosed in glass

Here inside ny shirt

Think 1" mgonna roll nyself a joint

(the bottomfell out of voice and arrangenent, scared away by solemity and
atrenbling echo . . .)

A conplicated operation-m ght disturb the peace

But it ought to warmme just as well as drink

So it's something worth the trouble and it's gonna help me find

A reason to get out of here

I think

(a capella)

Now where did | put all those Z g-Zags?

Again that C sharp rang out, shocking return to inevitability, and the droning
guitar cut the rug out fromunder us. Hel pl ess, not know ng whet her the nusic or
the words frustrated us nore, we waited in fearful silence for what had to cone
next. And for the last tine the expressionless voice spoke:

Two weeks | ater, when a road-crew dug out the car, they found inside it the
frozen corpse of a young woman, incredibly tranquil and serene. Between the bl ue
and rigid lips was the pencil-thin colum of ash froma hand-rolled cigarette,
whi ch had burned undi sturbed until it had seared the |ips and gone out. The
crew boss silenced his men, radioed a call to the State Police with renmarkable
calm.

And then went hone and rmade savage love to his wife.

And that dammed unnerving guitar fell to pieces on the E minor sixth, as
resolved as it was ever going to be.

The silence persisted for a full minute before anyone so much as thought to
|l ook into his drink for any answers that night be skul king around in there. And
when we did, we found none there, so we tried | ooking at each other. And when
that failed, we turned as one to regard the stranger who had brought us this
vision. H's hand was back at his side, now, and the fireplace was back where it
. bel onged, naively attenpting to warma roomthat had gone as cold as death .

"That, gentlenen,"” he said sinply, "is Bobbi Joy."

No one said a word. | saw Doc Webster groping desperately for a w secrack to
break the spell, and it just wasn't there. The stranger had been right: now that
it was over we could scarcely believe that it had happened, scarcely believe
that we were still alive

"Now t hat you know her," the stranger went on, "you're ready to hear her
story, what made her what she is and what | hope to do about it."

Bobbi Joy (the Meddl er continued) was born |Isadora Brickhill in the back seat
of a gypsy cab sonewhere in Harlem in the year 1952. | can see by your scow s,
gentlenen, that | don't have to explain what that neans. She didn't even have
Billie Holiday's classic two choices-no one was hiring maids in those days. By
the training and education she received, she was prepared only for the nost
basic trade there is: by 1966 little |Isadora was an experienced and, if runor is
to be believed, acconplished whore.

Even in that nost cliched of professions she was an anomaly. She did not
drink, touched no drugs save an occasi onal social reefer, and never seened to
project that desperate air of defeat and cynical surrender so characteristic of
her coll eagues. She had a fiery fighting spirit that demanded and elicited
respect fromall who knew her, and except for physically, no one ever touched
her at all. Madans | oved her for her utterly dependabl e honesty in the split,
the girls loved her for her unflagging courage and wllingness to be of help,
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and the johns |oved her for the conpletely detached professionalismshe brought
to her work.

Then came the bust.

Sone sort of political nmix-up, as the story goes-a payoff missed, an officia
i nadvertently offended, a particularly well-witten expose that demanded token
action. Watever the reason, Hannah's House was raided in April of 1974 in the
traditi onal manner, wagons and all. Bobbi, a she was by now known, was | oaded
into the wagons with the rest of the girls before she had a chance to grab a
wrap. Consequently she attracted the attention of a patrol man nanmed Duffy, who
had conme to appreciate that in such situations, a policeman hath rank
privileges. He attenpted to collect what he regarded as only his right, and was
ref used: Bobbi allowed as how she might be for sale but she was damed if she
was for free. Duffy persisted, and bought a knee in the groin, whereupon he | ost
all discretion and | aid open Bobbi's face with the barrel of his pistol. This so
m ghtily enbarrassed Duffy's sergeant, who was al so Duffy's brother-in-law, that
he was forced to ignore the wound, |ocking Bobbi in with the rest of the girls
in the hope that her disfigurenent could be passed off as the result of a razor
fight in the cells. By the tine she got medical attention, it was too late. She
was scarred through and through, and forever unsuited for the only job she knew

Al nost a year later, a producer received an unsolicited tape in the nmail. Such
tapes are never played, but this one had the songs listed on the outside, and
the producer's eye was caught by the first title: "The Suicide Song." It was a

crude, hone-taped version of the song you just heard, audio only. The producer
pl ayed it once, and spent a frantic seventeen hours |ocating Bobbi Joy.

He didn't nake her a star: he sinply recorded her songs and nade them
avai |l abl e for sale. She becane a star, a starlike there had never been before.
At | east seven of her recordings, tape and holo, were proscribed frompublic
br oadcast - because areas in which they were played showed sudden junps in the
suicide rate. The 70's and 80's were not good years in which to live, and Bobb
Joy spoke for all too many of us all too well. She was a phenonenon, endlessly
anal yzed and never defined, and if sone of us took a perverse kind of courage
from her songs, maybe that was nore reflection of us than of her. And maybe not.

In any event, the producer with renarkabl e ease becane unspeakably rich. And
it conforted himnot. Poor devil, condemmed to be the nan who gave Bobbi Joy to
the world, how could his heart be soothed with noney? He gave nost of it away to
his mad brother, who thought he could build a tinme-machine, just to be rid of
it. He pickled hinself in alcohol with the balance, and never, ever played her
tapes for himself. Like all her fans, he ached to bring her peace and knew no
man ever could; but there was nore. He loved her with a ferocious and utterly
hopel ess desperation, and consequently avoi ded her conpany as nuch as possi bl e.
He dreanmed futile dreans of fixing her hurt, and | ost a great deal of weight,
and when his nmad brother told himone spring day that the tinme machi ne was a
success, he knew what he had to do.

Hi s brother, though road, was not so nad as he was by now, and sought to
reason with him He spoke of possible disruption of the time-streamby the
changi ng of the past, and other conplicated things, and flatly forbade the
producer to use the time-nmachine

Ri ght now, years in the future, he's nursing a sore jaw and wonderi ng whet her
I'"mabout to destroy the fabric of tinme. And so aml.

I've been wandering around in your tinme for two or three days. | gave nyself
sonme | eeway to make plans, but |'ve been using it to cool off. And now | don't
know what to do. Maybe ny brother was right; he knows a |lot more than | about
it. But | can't |eave her in pain, can |I?

Oh yes, one nore thing: the bust is tonight. About four hours from now.

What could we say? W had to believe himthe technol ogy i nherent in that
hol ogr aphi ¢ sphere was certainly well beyond the present state of the art. Mre
important, if that voice truly existed in our time, we would have heard of it
long since. It was inpossible to disbelieve that voice.

Cal l ahan sumed it up for all of us.

"What do you figure to do about it, brother?"
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The Meddl er didn't answer, and suddenly | knew sonmehow, naybe fromthe set of
his mouth, maybe a little fromthe gl ance he gave Tomry Janssen

"I think | understand, Mke," | said softly. "I saw himtalking to Tonmy while
I was up on the stand, and | saw Tommy cuss hi mout. Sonewhere outside he ran
into soneone who told himwhere he could find a kid who used to be a heroin
addict, a kid who would certainly know where to get hima gun. He's going to
kill Patrolman Duffy. Aren't you, friend?"

The Meddl er nodded.

"Then you' ve nmade your decision?" asked Callahan. "One nmurder' Il fix
everyt hi ng?"

"I't'Il prevent that scar," said the Meddler. "And how can it be nurder to kil
a scumlike that? The hell with a gun, | can get within knife distance easily-no
one will be expecting anything, and, | don't care what they do to ne

afterwards." He squared his shoul ders, and | ooked Callahan in the eye. "You
figure to stop nme?"

"Well now, son," Callahan drawled, "lI'mnot certain |'ve got the right to
meddl e in something like this. Besides, | reckon it's no accident you' re closer
to the door than any of us. But it seens like | ought to point out-"

He broke off and stared at the doorway. So did the rest of us. A nan stood
there, where there had been no one a nonment before. He | ooked Iike an ol der,
wearier version of the Meddler, built much the sane, but he wasn't wearing an
overcoat so you could see that the pot-belly was actually an enornous belt
strapped around his waist. Coviously, it was a time-nmachine; just as obviously;
he was its inventor, conme to stop his brother fromtampering with history.

But our attention was centered not on the nmachinery around his waist, but on
the much smaller piece of it in his right hand. Made of glass and seeningly
quite fragile, it could only have been the handgun of the 1990's, and the way he
held it told us that we ought to respect it. | thought of |asers and backed
away, fetching up against nmy anplifier.

"I can't let you do it, John," said the newconer, ignoring the rest of us.

"You can't stop ne," said the Meddl er

"I can kill you," his brother corrected.

"Look, Henry,'.' the Meddler said desperately, "I"'mnot going into this
blindly. | know what |'m doing."

"Do you?" His brother |aughed. "You dammed fool, you haven't the faintest
noti on what you could do by killing that fool policeman. Suppose a crininal he
woul d have apprehended goes on to kill sonme innocent people instead? Suppose the
sinmple renpval of himfromhistory suffices to disrupt this tinme-stream beyond
repair? You may be killing every man, worman and child in your tinme, John!"

"Don't you think I know that?" cried the man in the overcoat. "And do you
suppose that's all there is to be afraid of? Suppose |I'mentirely successful,
and only bring about a world without Bobbi Joy. She brought us all a self-
consci ous awareness of collective guilt which had an enornous effect for good.
don't know that | have the right to deprive the world of her nusic.

"Suppose there's a Law of Conservation of Pain? Suppose pain can't be
destroyed within a continuun? Then all 1'lIl have done is redirected her pain: |
suspect it will all be transferred to ne-and | can't sing worth a damm. Henry, |
admit | don't have any idea what the consequences of ny action may be. But | do
know what | have to do."

"And | can't let you," his brother repeated.

He Iifted the strange glass pistol and ained it at the Meddler's heart, and
saw Cal | ahan's bi g hands go under the bar for the sawed-off shotgun, and | saw
Long-Drink and the Doc and Tonmy Janssen start to close in on the gunman, and
knew that none of themwould be in time, and without thinking I spun on ny heel,
twi sted the volune knob savagely on ny anp, clutched nmy E-string as high as
coul d and snapped the pick across it. A shrieking high-note |anced through the
air, and | ramed the guitar in front of the nonitor-speaker for maxi mum
f eedback.

A red-hot knife went through every ear in the room freezing the action like a
stop-notion canera. The guitar fed back and fed back, building froma noise like
a gutshot pig to sonething that was felt rather than heard. d asses began to
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shatter along the bar, then bottles on the |ong shelves behind it

And all at once, so did that deadly little glass gun

Quickly I muted the guitar, and our ears rang for a lingering mnute. Blood
ran froma couple of cuts on Callahan's face, and the gunman's hand was a ness.
Doc Webster was at his side sonehow, produci ng bandages and antiseptic fromhis
everpresent black bag and steering the wounded man into a seat.

The Meddl er sat down beside him "How did you do it, Henry? | thought | had
the only-"

"You do," Henry snapped. "You cane back with it, you bl oody mani ac, and as
soon as you reappeared | knew fromthe | ook on your face that you had succeeded.
I didn't wait around to find out what change you'd made in the world | knew, |
hit you with a chair and took the belt, determ ned to make one | ast desperate
try to save ny tinme. You |laughed as you went down, and now | guess | know why.
Meddl er!™"

The Meddl er stood up, faced Callahan. "You' ve got a gun under that bar," he
stated. "I want it."

Cal I ahan stood his ground. "Not a chance," he said.

"Then I'lIl knife him or bash in his skull with a rock, or drop a match in his
gas-tank." He headed for the door, and no one got in his way.

"Hold on a minute," | called out, and he stopped.

"Look," he told nme, "I'mgrateful for what you did, but-"

"Listen," | interrupted, "maybe we can't give you a gun . . . but we can sure

pass the hat for you."

H s jaw dropped as | whipped off the eleven-gallon hat and offered it to Noah
Gonzal ez. Noah dropped in a five-dollar bill wthout hesitating, and passed the
hat to Slippery Joe. People began digging into their pockets, enptying their
wal | ets, and dropping the swag in the hat as it cane their way. It filled
rapidly, and by the tinme it reached Fast Eddie | guess it had naybe a hundred
dollars or better init.

Eddie took it from Call ahan and | ooked at the Meddler. "I ain't got no dough,"
he announced, "but | got a '65 Chevy outside dat'|ll do a hunnert'n'ten easy." He
fished out a set of keys and dropped theminto the hat. "Don't waste no tine
parkin' the bastard, you'll never find a parkin' space in Harlemdis tinme o
night. Double park it; 1'll pick it up fromde cops tonorra."

There were tears running down the Meddler's face; he seenmed unable to speak

"Ckay," said Callahan briskly, "you've got three or four hours. That should be
plenty of time. You drive to

Hannah's as fast as you can, wave around that dough and tell Hannah you want
to take one of the girls home for the night. She sees all that cabbage, she'l
go for it. That'll get Bobbi clear of the bust, and what happens after that is
up to you. Good luck."

He took the hat from Eddie and handed it to the Meddler, who took it with a
trenbli ng hand.

"Th-thank you," the Meddler said. "I . . . | hope I'"'mdoing the right thing."

"You' re doi ng what you have to do," said Callahan, "and you don't have to kil
anyone. Now get out of here."

The Meddl er got.

We sent his brother home eventually, and Eddie and | packed up our equi prent
for the night. W felt sort of inadequate after having heard Bobbi Joy, and
anyway everyone in the joint was broke now. By closing time, we were all ready
to | eave.

The next night we were all there by seven, and although it was Punday N ght
nobody felt nuch |ike making jokes. A few of us had tried to get news of the
previous night's raid fromthe police, but they weren't tal king, and we were as
filled with suspense as the fireplace was with gl ass.

Al ong about eight the sporadic conversation was silenced by the sudden
appearance of the time-traveling belt on the bar, a soft green sphere and a
singl e piece of paper encircled in it. The piece of paper proved to be a note,
whi ch read:
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Didn't want to | eave you hangi ng. Please destroy this belt. The next tinme we
all nmight not be so lucky. Many thanks from both of us.

Cal | ahan tossed the belt into the fireplace, and it |anded with a crunching
sound. Then he picked up the sphere, and held it in his big hand. For the second
time in two days, the fireplace faded fromsight, but this tinme it was replaced
by a nountain stream crisp clean pines in the background, anachingly beautiful
sunset playing tag with oni nous grey storntlouds.

Bobbi Joy sat by the stream her guitar across her |lap, and her unscarred face
was nore beautiful than all the sunsets that ever were. She gazed serenely at
all of us, and fitted her fingers to the strings.

It began slowy, a sinple statement of key woven out of ninth chords that rose
and fell like cyclical hopes in a crazy tinme-signhature. Gadually, the pauses
bet ween the ringing chords were filled in with rhythm c direction, picking up
speed and becom ng al nost a cal ypso beat-save that cal ypso never used such
chords. And Bobbi Joy sang:

I walk around with . . . doubt inside of nme
I don't believe in . . . what | try to be
Wrds | whisper . . . seemlike alie to me

Strange thing
Wonder what's happeni ng?

Her voi ce spoke of confusion and fear, of doubt and |oneliness; and our hearts
sank within us.

I'"mscared that maybe . . . I'mwhat | seemto be
Today is only . . . another dreamto ne
Fadi ng, quickly . . . fromnmy nenory

Strange thing Wnder what's happeni ng?

Al'l around the room| saw nen respond to that plaintive question, saw them
wi nce at the thought of failure, as Bobbi Joy went into the bridge of her song.
Cradled in strings and an ironically mellow organ, she went on:

The sky is changi ng col or
And the ground is far away
I wandered in nmy mnd

And now |'ve | ost the way .

Where are the places . . . that | used to go?
Who are the people . . . that | used to know?
WIl things be any . . . better tonorrow?

Strange thing Wnder what's happeni ng?

And then, cutting through our despair as the sun cut through the hol ographic
clouds, a full orchestra cane out of nowhere, a warm carpet of sound that
swelled in nonments to an al nost WAgnerian peak. Bobbi's face was transfused with
a startling smle of pure joy, and fullthroated she sang:

And then | neet a Meddl er
And the Meddl er cones to e
He tells me of ny future
And he conforts ne .

And the final verse exploded in Callahan's Place |like a hallelujah chorus of
horns and violins, banishing all the fear and the uncertainty and the pain,
turning themall to nothing nore than paid dues, the adm ssion price to
happi ness:

Now rain is falling . . . like a beautitude
Trees are weeping . . . tears of gratitude
There's been a change in . . . ny whole attitude

Strange thing
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Good things are happening
Strange thing--
Good things are happening

And with a flurry of trunpets, the song died. Bobbi Joy smled a deep,
satisfied smle and di sappeared, taking her nmountain streamw th her.

Cal l ahan's arm cane down fast, and the sphere exploded in the center of the
fireplace. And in that nmoment we realized, all of us in Callahan's Place, that
the Meddl er's guess had been part right. Just as there are | aws of Conservation
of Matter and Energy, so there are in fact Laws of Conservation of Pain and Joy.
Nei t her can ever be created or destroyed.

But one can be converted into the other.

6
Just Dessert

Sooner or later, just about every bar acquires that nobst obnoxious of
nui sances: the practical joker. |I'd have thought Call ahan's Place woul d be
imune to that particular kind of carbuncle-we don't seemto pick up the
standard idiots that nost sal oons have to put up with, the weepy drunks and the
bel li gerent | oudnouths and the ones who drink to get stupider. It's alnbst as
t hough some sort of protective spell ensures that the only people who find
Cal | ahan's are the ones who shoul d-and the ones who mnust.

But very occasionally, some refugee fromthe Dew Drop Inn does accidentally
wander in, usually for just |long enough to nmake us appreciate his absence when
he finally | eaves. There was, for instance, the guy of an ethnic extraction
can't specify without getting a lot of Italians nad at nme, who represented a
j uke-box concern. He made Call ahan an offer he couldn't refuse-so Mke didn't
bot her refusing. The guy's broken arns eventually heal ed, | understand, but he
never got over the ammesia. Then there was the gent who brought his young
secretary in to get her drunk for carnal purposes. Callahan got a little sl oppy
that night: somehow all the ginger ale ended up in her glass and all the vodka
in his. Wien he woke up he was a far piece fromnowhere, mnus a secretary and a
rat her sporty pair of pants.

Wien the Practical Joker arrived, however, it was not Callahan but Doc Wbster
who fixed his wagon.

It was a Friday night, and the place was nore crowded than Dollar Day in a
cat house. Fast Eddie was sharing his piano bench with three other guys, Callahan
and Tom Haupt man wer e behind the bar, busier than a midget nountain-clinber, and
we were plunb out of beer nuts. Me, | was sandw ched between Doc Webster and
Noah Gonzal ez at the bar, feeling the urgency of hydraulic pressure, w shing
there wasn't a wall of folks between ne and the jake.

| guess it was the huge nunber of cars scattered around out in the parking | ot
that nade that sadistic jackass think he'd found the perfect place to pull off
his little gag. Cone to think on it, maybe Fate was |eading himto Call ahan's
after all.

In any case, he cane shoul dering through the throng with his two buddi es on
either side of himat about eleven, and the three of themtook up position at
the bar just beside the Doc. | noticed themout of the corner of ny eye and
gaped like a fish with | ockjaw. The guy in the nmddle was plainly and sinply the
ugliest man | had ever seen

When t hey passed out necks he thought they said "sex" and asked for |ots and
lots. His chin and his Adam s apple | ooked |ike twin brothers in bunk beds, his
nose appeared to be on sideways, and his eyes were different sizes. H's ears
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were so pronminent that fromthe front he | ooked |ike a taxicab com ng down the
street with the doors open, and his hair resenbled a | awn with persistent
crabgrass. The | ongest strands issued fromhis nostrils. As he reached the bar,
the clock over the cashbox stopped, and | couldn't blame it a bit. | forgot
about ny bl adder and gul ped the drink |I'd been nursing.

The Doc saw ny face, swiveled his massive bulk around to | ook, and damm' near
dropped his Scotch; you have to understand that the Doc firmy believes in the
Irish |l egend that on Judgenent Day you will be suspended head-down in a barre
containing all the liquor you've ever spilled, and if you drown, to Hell with
you. Even Cal | ahan shudder ed.

The guy gl anced at the perfectly ordi nary-1ooking acconplices on either side
of him pulled a fistful of singles fromthe pocket of his sportscoat, and said,
"Boi |l ermakers." The noise of the crowd had begun to abate as fol ks caught sight
of the apparition, and the single word was pl ainly audibl e.

Callahan's cigartravel ed fromone side of his nouth to the other. He shrugged
hi s broad shoul ders and produced three shotgl asses and three chasers, unable to
take his eyes off the guy in the mddle.

The three of themlifted their shots, upended them then did the same with the
beers.

"Again," said the ugly man, and Cal | ahan refilled their gl asses.

The second round went down, if anything, faster than the first.

"Again. "

Cal I ahan bl inked, shrugged again and nade three nore boilers.

Gul p- gul p- gul p.

Now, even in Callahan's Place on a Friday night, am d sonme of the nost
dedi cated drinkers that ever tried to outdo a sponge, this sort of thing is
bound to attract sonme attention. The silence was nearly conplete; sone of the
boys in the far corners began clinbing up on tables and chairs to watch, and
there were enough necks being craned to make a chiropractor dizzy with glee.
Over at the piano Fast Eddi e began a pool, taking bets on how many nore rounds
the three strangers coul d survive.

After the sixth set of boilers had been nade and unmade, Callahan tried to
call a halt. "Sorry, gents. If you want to commt suicide, you'll have to find
anot her joint."

The two fl ankers nodded, but the ugly man reached into his sports coat pocket
agai n, produced a chopstick, and balanced it on his index finger. "Peter Piper
pi cked a peck of pickled peppers,” he said clearly and distinctly. "British
constitution. The Leith police dism sseth us. Sister Suzie's sewing shirts for
soldiers . "

He kept it up until Callahan, exchanging | ooks with Doc Wbster, put another
shot in front of him The guy shut up and gul ped the sauce, sent a glass of beer
after it, and waited expectantly.

Cal | ahan si ghed and opened a fresh bottle, and | could tell fromthe |abe
that it was the col ored water Tom Hauptman dri nks when he's worki ng (expl ai ni ng
to anyone who'll listen that "The wages of gin are breath"). | guess the big
bar keep figured this nug was too far gone to notice the difference.

But as he reached out to pour, the unlovely custoner put his hand over his
glass. "Wait a bit," he said faintly, his voice suddenly wavering. "I . . . |
don't know. Maybe | . . . oh Lord, | don't feel too good. | think I'm gonna be

" He clutched his mddle and | eaned over the bar, and a ghastly ness
splattered on the counter-top

A great disgusted groan went up, and those of the boys with weak stonmachs
began to make their way toward t he door

But the real stanpede began when the hapl ess stranger's two conpani ons,
grinning wildly, produced a pair of spoons and dug in.

I would have bet ny store teeth that nothing short of an earthquake coul d
enpty Cal |l ahan's Place on a Friday night, but that about did it. Folks fled in
all directions, out the front door, the back door, even the w ndows, horror on
every face, hideous gargling cries fading into the night.

Wien the snmoke had cl eared and the commtion ceased, Call ahan, the Doc and
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were the only survivors, and even the indom table Callahan | ooked green about
the gills. Tomwas out cold on the floor behind the bar

And that dammed practical joker and his two cronies turned around, |ooked at
the enpty sal oon, and began | aughi ng hard enough to bust a gut, slapping their
t hi ghs and punchi ng each other on the shoul der

"What the hell . . ." | began, and the ugly man, looking fully recovered now,
turned to face nme, still laughing fit to kill. He pulled open his sports coat,
di sclosing a hot water bottle pinned over the inside pocket. "Beef stew, " he
gasped, and his pals began | aughi ng even harder.

Cal | ahan went from pale green to bright red, and his hand went under the bar,
energing with a softball bat.

"No, Mke!" | cried, "Don't! | know how you feel, but there's just a wild
chance that sone jury somewhere in the world mght convict you."

Muscl es bulged in his jaw, but he got a grip on hinself and | owered the bat.
The t hree wat erheads kept on chortling, oblivious.

"Al'l RIGHT, goddanmit," Callahan bell owed. "You' ve had yer fun. Now get the
rest o' this crap off ny bar and get outa here before | nurder yez." | was
startled to notice that Doc was grinning broadly. It didn't figure to be his
ki nd of hunor.

The three wits, sensing danger at |ast, nodded and began spooning up the
remai ns of the stew In no tinme the bar-top was reasonably clean. The ugly joker
of fered Callahan a ten-spot for his trouble, and nearly had it for dessert.
Still smling idiotically,. they headed for the door and di sappeared into the
ni ght.

Cal | ahan caught sight of the Doc's grin and glared at him still furious.
"What the hell are you laughin' at?" he growl ed, and the Doc's grin got even
wi der.

"l saw that gag pulled once before, M , ' he said, "and | recognized it right
of f."

"So that makes it funny?"

"Hell, no."

"Wl | then?"

"That guy's stomach must be pretty good to handle all that booze," the Doc
sai d happily, "but | wonder how he and his buddies are gonna |ike the seasoning
I put in the stew while their backs were turned."

The Doc opened his pudgy fist, and there was a little bottle in it, |abeled,
"serum of ipecac."

Cal l ahan's eyes w dened, and then he sml ed.

7
"A Voice |s Heard In Ramah . . ."

How shoul d | know?

It was a conbination of things, | guess, and no one special reason. For one
thing, the place doesn't |ook Iike much fromthe outside. Nor is the interior by
any stretch of the imagination romantic-nore |like a cross between a Chi nese
firedrill and Tim Finnegan's |ast party, nost nights. But then you can't tel
that fromthe highway either. Watever the reason, it just sort of turned out
that wonmen didn't conme into Callahan's Pl ace.

Al'l right, maybe |I'm ducking the issue. Maybe there was sone kind of masculine
aura about the place, a psychic emanation of chauvinist-piggery that kept it a
mal e bastion for so |long. Maybe we were extended adol escents, enotionally
retarded, projecting a telepathic equivalent of the "No Grls Al owed" sign on
Tubby' s cl ubhouse. There's surely no doubt that Callahan's is culturally
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descended fromthe grand tradition of Irish bars, and they tend to be
m sogyni stic. Long-Drink McCGonnigle's father-in-law, Thirsty O Toole, assures us
that Irishmen go to pubs to get shut of the wonen.

But | can't really believe there was ever any prejudice intended. Callahan
doesn't insist that his custonmers be human. Certainly no effort was ever nade to
bar wonen, as happened at MSorley's. But nmen didn't come to Callahan's Place to
meet wonen, and that may be why the few that chanced to drop in generally |eft
qui ckl y.

Then one night a wonan wal ked in and stayed, and | was real proud of the way
the boys act ed.

It was a Punday Night, as it happened, a little late in the evening. A
perfectly good topic-"trees"-had been worked over for so long that the three
surviving contestants, Doc Webster, Tom Fl annery, and Long-Drink, were .
pardon ne . . . stunped. Callahan declared all three co-w nners and, as custom
demanded, refunded their nmight's tab. But as it was still a bit early we deci ded
to hold a play-off for Grand Pundit, no holds barred, any topic, and the three
chanpi ons agr eed.

Long-Drink led off, his eyes filled with that terrible gleamthat presages a
true stinker. They call him LongDrink because he is one |ong drink of water
when he sits he | ooks |Iike he's standing, and when he stands he | ooks like three
ot her guys. He doesn't mamss much nore than a pickup truck, and he is the only
man | know who can tal k and drink whiskey at the sane tinme. He does a | ot of
bot h.

"Gentlemen," he drawl ed, denonstrating the trick, "the story | amabout to
relate takes place in the distant future. Interstellar travel is conmonpl ace;
contacts with alien races are faniliar experiences. One day, however, a planet
i s discovered out Antares way whose sole inhabitant is an enornous hunmanoi d,
three niles high and nade of granite. At first it is nmistaken for an i mense
statue left by sone vani shed race of giants, for it squats notionless on a
yel l ow plain, exhibiting no outward sign of life. It has legs, but it never
rises to walk on them It has a nouth, but never eats or speaks. It has what
appears to be a perfectly functional brain, the size of a four-story
condomi nium but the organ |ies dormant, electrochenical activity at a
standstill. Yet it lives.

"This puzzles the hell out of the scientists, who try everything they can
think of to get some sign of life fromthe behenoth-in vain. It just squats,
nmot i onl ess and seemi ngly thoughtless, until one day a xenobiol ogist, frustrated
beyond endurance, screans, ~How could evolution give legs, nouth and brain to a
creature that doesn't use then?'

"I't happens that he's the first one to ask a direct question in the thing's
presence. It rises with a thunderous runble to its full height, scattering the
cl ouds, thinks for a second, boons, "IT COUDN T,' and squats down agai n.

" "M god,' exclains the xenobiologist, "O course! It only stands to reason.

There was an extended pause, in which the sound of Long-Drink blinking was
pl ainly audi bl e. Then a hailstormof glasses, full and enpty, burst in the
fireplace, |oud enough to drown out the great collective groan- Doc Wbster's
eyes rolled briefly, like |loaded dice, and cane up snake eyes. Call ahan began
passing our fresh drinks with a slightly stunned expression

The Doc contenplated a while, looking a lot |like sonme of the merrier
representations of the Buddha. "Bug-eyed punster sort of stuff, eh? Say, did you
boys ever hear of the planet where the inhabitants were nobile flowers?
Remarkably simlar to Earthly bl ossons, but they had feet and humanlike
intelligence. The whol e planet, fromthe biggest bouquet to the small est
corsage, was rul ed over by a king named Richard the Artichoke Heart
anyhow, one day a pal e-eyed perennial caught Richard's eye at a court orgy, and

| tuned the Doc out for a second. Fast Eddie, sensing sone truly |egendary
horror in the offing, had stealthily left his piano stool and began edgi ng
casually toward the fire extinguisher in the corner, an expression of rapt
attention on his nonkey face. There's enough of the Doc to nmake two or three
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good targets, but | sidled out of the Iine of fire all the sane.

" the smtten nonarch engaged royal tutors of all sorts, to no avail,k"
the Doc was saying. "Artists, nusicians, philosophers, scientists and
mat hematicians failed alike to engage the attention of the witless concubine,
whose only apparent interest was in gathering pollen. At last the enbarrassed
Ri chard gave her up as hopel ess and had sone Rotenone slipped into her soup. As
he exclainmed to this prime mnister later that night, I can lead a horticulture
but I can't nmake her think!' " The Doc's poker face was perfect.

And in the terrible pause that ensued, before Eddie could trigger the
extingui sher, a clear, sweet, contralto voice asked, "Wat sort of flower was
she?" and every head in the place swng toward the door |ike weathervanes in a
wi ndst orm

And there she was.

She was a big wonman, but none of it was extra, and she stood franed in the
doorway with an easy grace that a ballerina mght have envied. Her hair was |ong
and straight, the color of polished obsidian. Her skin was fair w thout being
pal e, and she wore a | ong-sl eeved, highnecked dress of royal purple that brushed
sawdust fromthe floor. She was pretty enough to nmake -a preacher kick a hole in
a stai ned-gl ass w ndow.

She fielded the conmbined stares of a couple dozen goggl e-eyed nales with no
effort at all, a half-snmile playing at the corners of her nouth, and | had the
distinct feeling that we could all have turned into three-headed tree frogs
wi t hout disturbing her conposure in the |east. Perhaps that was why our own
conmposure was so nanifestly smthereened and scattered to the four winds-but |I'm
more inclined to think it was the one-two sl edgehamer punch of, A worman in
Cal | ahan's? followed by the equally startling, Wiy the hell not? Wat shocked us
the nost was that we had no idea why we should be so shocked. Like opening a
gi nger ale and finding Jamesons' inside: nothing wong with it, but it sort of
takes you by surprise.

Doc Webster tried unsuccessfully to clear his throat; his poker face was now

royally flushed. "I . . . uh," he stammered, "don't know what kind of . . . uh
fl ower she was, young | ady."
A grin stuck red lips back fromperfect teeth. "I just thought," she said

clearly, "that the king m ght be suffering from fuchsia shock."

There was a pause, and the soft, subtle sound of eyeballs glazing: you can
only absorb so much at once. But Callahan rose magnificently to the occasion

"Sure and begoni a," he breat hed.

"Ch," she gasped, and blinked. "Perhaps | shouldn't be here. | didn't realize
this was an Iris bar."

Long-Dri nk choked, spraying Bushmll's |like a sixfoot-seven aerosol. And
suddenly we were all roaring, hooting, rocking with laughter, the kind that
| eaves your eyes wet and your sides sore. The tinbers rang with nmerrinment, a
happy rel ease of tension

"Lord, lord," the Doc gasped, wi ping his eyes and clutching at his anple
belly, "nobody's nade a straight nman out of ne in twenty years. \Wwoooo-ee!" He
shook his head ruefully, still chuckling.

"Lady," said Callahan, a world of nmeaning in the words, "you'll do." There was
respect in his whiskey baritone, and a strange, deep satisfaction. She
acknow edged the former with a nod and stepped into the room

The bar had been crowded, but by the time she reached it she had enough room
to park a truck, and a wi de choice of seats. She picked one and sat gracefully,
maki ng a small noise of surprise and delight. "I never thought |I'd see an
arnchair this tall," she said to Callahan, setting her purse on the bar

"I don't believe in bar stools," Callahan explained. "A nman shoul d be
confortabl e when he drinks."

"A man?" she asked pointedly.

"Ch, a woman ought to be confortable all the tinme," he agreed solemly. "Hey,
Eddi e?"

"Yeah, boss?"

"You want to open a window? | think | snell bra snoke.
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She reddened.

I | ooked at Eddie, was surprised to see a glare instead of a grin. M god,
thought crazily. Fast Eddie has been snmit. It didn't seem possible; ever since
his wife divorced hima few years back, Eddie had been a confirmed | oner.

"Touché," she conceded at last. "I had no call to criticize your speech
patterns. I'msorry."

"No problem™" Callahan assured her. "My nane's Mke." He stuck out a big
cal | oused hand.

She shook it gravely. "I am Rachel ."

"What' Il it be, Rachel ?"

"Bour bon, please."

Cal | ahan nodded, turned around and began mxing |. W. Harper and ice cubes in
the proper proportions. She opened her purse, renoved a wallet fromit and
pulled out a five-dollar bill, and I found that | was talking.

"I'"'mafraid you can't use that fin in here, Rachel." It felt strange not to be
par al yzed.

She turned to nme, and | saw her eyes for the first tinme close up, and | felt
my tongue being retired tighter than ever. | don't know how to describe those

eyes except to say that they | ooked inpossibly old, older than eyes coul d be.
There was sone pain in them sure-npost people that Fate leads to Callahan's

Pl ace have angui shed eyes when they first arrive-but beyond the pain was a kind
of unspeakabl e weariness, a terrible and anci ent know edge that had no brought
satisfaction. My nenory churned, and produced the only renpotely simlar pair of
eyes | have ever seen: ny grandnot her, dead of cancer these twenty years.

"l beg your pardon?" she said politely, and | tried hard to clinb back up out
of her eyes. Tom Fl annery sensed ny distress and cane to ny aid.

"Jake's right, Rachel," he said. "Callahan doesn't believe in cash registers
either. He only deals in singles."

"You nean everything in the house costs a dollar?" she asked in surprise.

"Ch, no," Tomderurred. "Everything in the house costs fifty cents. There's a
cigar box full of quarters down there-see?-and you pick up your change on the
way out . . . if you' ve left your glass on the bar."

"What's the alternative?" she asked with a puzzled frown, as Callahan set her
drink down before her

"Smash your glass in the fireplace," Callahan said cheerfully. "Does you a
worl d of good sonetines. It's worth fifty cents, easy."

Her whol e face brightened. "A long time ago," she said thoughtfully, "I bought
an entire house for the single purpose of snashing crockery init. | think I
Ii ke your place, Mke."

"That nmakes two of us,
Bushm | |'s best.

"To Call ahan's Pl ace," she said, draining her glass in one easy notion and
holding it high. Callahan didn't bat an eye. He inhaled his own whi skey as fast
as it'd pour and raised his glass too. Two arns fell as one.

@ ass shattered in the fireplace, and a spontaneous cheer went up from al
around. Long-Drink MGonni gl e began singing, "For She's a Jolly Good Fell ow,"
and was stifled w thout cerenony.

She turned to face us. "Lots of bars make a wonan feel wel conme," she said.
"This is the first one that ever nmade nme feel at home. Thank you all."

Ever see a whol e bar blush?

Fast Eddie cane in the door-no one had seen himleave-with change of a five
fromthe all-night deli across the street and gave it to her gravely, a solem
| ook on his winkled face. But Callahan refused the single she offered. One
exqui site eyebrow rose qui zzically.

"Rachel ," he said, "this here is Punday N ght at nmy Place, and the chanpeen
punster doesn't have to pay his . or her . . . bar bill. Fromwhat |I've heard
already, 1'd say you've got a shot at the title." Her face lit with a nerry
smle. Callahan explained the format and the subject we were using and built her
anot her dri nk.

She paused a nonent in thought. "The Mddle East," she began at last, "finally

he said confortably, and poured hinself a beer nug of
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achi eved a kind of uneasy stability in the late 1970's. Israel and the Pan-
Arabi an nations maintaining a fragile truce. Then one day the Arabi an anbassador
to Israel, Opinh Bom Bay, chanced to spy a carousel in the market place and,
being intrigued by this Wsternish recreation, decided to try it. Being a
neophyte, he becane extrenely dizzy, dismunted fromhis wooden steed with great
difficulty, and reeled out of the square. A Chinese shepherd called Ewe Hu was
passing through Jerusalemat that time with three fine sheep, and Bom Bey
staggered into their mdst. The m ddl e sheep pronptly ate him

"Horrific visions of the war that would inevitably ensue racing through his
mnd, Ewe Hu flung up his hands and cried, "Mddle |anb, you've had a dizzy Bey!

There was a ghastly ,silence, such as nust exist on the airless wastes of the
Moon, and Call ahan's ever-present cigar fell fromhis lips, landing with an
absurdly loud splash in his glass. Oblivious, he lifted the glass and drank.
Wien he set it down again, the cigar was back in his teeth, soggy and droopi ng.

Long-Drink made a face. "You didn't keep to the subject," he conpl ai ned
feebly, and Fast Eddi e began to cl oud up.

But she stood her-ground, deadpan. "The story," she naintained, "was clearly
about Zion's friction."

And the silence fell in a mllion shards, whoops of |aughter, blending in with
groans and the volley of breaking glass on the hearth.

Tom Fl annery entered a forfeit about the sane tine Long-Drink and the Doc
conceded defeat, and that was Rachel's first night at Callahan's Pl ace. She
returned on the follow ng night, and then on the foll owi ng Tuesday, and soon
becane sonething of a regular. She was there when Tomy Janssen got married
right in front of the fireplace, and the night the Place caught fire, and that
sad ni ght when gentle, softly smling TomFlannery finally failed to show up
(Tom s doctors had given himnine months to live, the day before he happened
into Callahan's Place), and she just seemed to fit. Although she was never by
any stretch of the imagination One O The Boys, she fit in a way that reni nded
me very faintly of Wendy in

Never - Never Land. But she was not disturbed by the hooliganry of her Lost
Boys, nor di smayed by their occasional ribaldry-once when Doc Webster, slightly
j eal ous of her superior puns, tried to enbarrass her with an of fcol or joke, she
responded with a gag so steany and so hilarious that the Doc bl ushed cl ear down
to his ankles and | aughed hinself silly. And she was incredibly gentle with Fast
Eddi e, who cane to display the classic signs of a man goofy with | ove. Suddenly
all he knew how to play was torch songs, and while she al ways prai sed them she
poi ntedly nmissed the point, yet somehow all owed himto keep his self-respect.

Curiously, Eddie was the only one of us to fall for her. Certainly, all of us
at Callahan's were heir to the tradition of the B-novie-and the A-novie for that
matter-that any female who enters your life in a dramatic manner mnust be your
fated | ove. But sonmehow Rachel didn't elicit that reflex of imagined desire in
us. She was never cold-you retained at all times an inpression of vibrant
fem nity-but she never projected either the air of receptivity which provokes
passes, or the studied indifference which is the sane thing in disguise. W
never even | earned rmuch about her, where she lived and that sort of thing. Al
we knew was that she was fun to be with: she was a note of nearly pure cheer
even in a place where good cheer was comonpl ace.

But only nearly pure. There were those eyes. They reninded ne in nmany ways of
M ckey Finn's eyes when he first came around, and | knew it was only a matter of
time before the right toast would unlock her heart and let out all that pain.

Hell, we all knewit-but she had to do it herself. You don't pry in Callahan's
Pl ace.

It was nearly four months before she finally opened up, a Thursday | believe
it was. She'd been abstracted lately, still taking part in convivial banter but

strangely distant too, and | was hal f-expecting what happened.

Doc Webster had cone bustling in about nine, later than usual for himon a
Thur sday since he has no hospital duties that night. So he bought a round for
the house and expl ained. |If asked, the Doc will assist at hone birthings, a
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practice he's been at sone pains to keep fromthe attention of both the AMA and
the Suffol k County Police Departnent ever since the great Mdw fe Busts at the
Santa Cruz Birth Center a few years back. Doc says that pregnant wonen aren't
sick, that a lady ought to call the tune at her own birthing, all other things
bei ng equal - he has oxygen and other useful things in his car, and he hasn't | ost
one yet.

"She was a primpara," he said with satisfaction, "but her pelvic clearance
was adequate, presentation was classic, she did a nodified Lamaze, and dammed
wel | too. Fine healthy boy, eight pounds and sone, sucking like a bilge punp the
last | saw him Lord, I'mthirsty nyself."

Sonehow news of new |ife nakes you feel just plain good, and the Doc's own joy
was contagi ous. Wen the |ast glass had been filled, we all stood up and faced
the fireplace. "TO MOTHERHOOD! " we bel | owed together, and it rained gl asses for
a while.

And when the racket had stopped, we heard a sound frominside the joint's
single rest room a literally unm stakabl e sound.

Rachel . Weepi ng.

Absurd situation. Over two dozen al arned and anxi ous nen, accustoned to
droppi ng everything and running to anyone in pain. Al of us clustered around
t he bat hroom door (Il abel ed "Fol ks") |ike w nos outside a soup kitchen, and not
one of us with the guts to open up the damed door because there's a lady in
there. Fast Eddie's ferocious glare would have stopped us if scruples hadn't.
Confused and nortally enbarrassed, we shuffled our feet and | ooked for something
tactful to say. Inside, the sobbing persisted, nmuted now.

Cal | ahan coughed. "Rachel ?"

She broke off crying. "Y . . . yes?"

"You gonna be |long? My back teeth are floatin'."
Pause.

"Not long, Mke. I'lIl hurry."

"Take your time," he runbl ed.

She did, but eventually the door opened and she canme out, no tear tracks
evi dent, obviously in control again. Callahan nunbl ed t hanks, glared around at
us furiously and went in.

We canme to our senses and began bustling aimessly around the room | ooking at
anyt hi ng but Rachel, talking spiritedly. Callahan flushed it al nost at once and
came back out, | ooking as innocent as a face like that will let him He went
back behind the bar, dusting his neaty hands.

Rachel was sitting at the bar, staring at where a nmirror would be if Callahan

bel i eved in encouraging narcissism plain bare well, criss-crossed with all the
epi grans, proverbs and puns Callahan's found worth recordi ng over the past |-
don't - know howmany years of . . . ahem. . . flashing wit. The one she was

| ooking at was attributed to a guy named Robinson. It said: "A man should live
forever or die trying."

"Wbren too, | suppose?" she asked it.

Cal | ahan | ooked puzzl ed, and she pointed to the quote. He studied it a mnute,
then turned back to her.

"You got a better idea?"

She shrugged, held out her hand. The big barkeep filled it with a glass of |
W . Harper and poured one for hinself. The sparkling conversation going on
around the- room seened to sort of run down. She sipped daintily . . . then said
a word |I'd never heard her use before and gul ped the rest.

Then she rose fromher chair and wal ked to the chal kline before the fire. The
silence was total now.

"To Mot herhood,"” she said distinctly, and deep-sixed the glass. It sounded
like a shattering heart.

She turned then and | ooked at us specul atively, trying to deci de whether to
cut | oose of it.

"I've been here over three nonths," she said, "and in that time |'ve had a | ot
of laughs. But |'ve seen sone real pain, too, and |'ve seen you boys help the
ones that hurt. That man with one | eg; the one whose fiancee entered a nunnery,
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and was too devout to let hinself be sad; the ski instructor who' d gone blind;
poor Tom Fl annery. |'ve heard nuch stranger stories, too, and | think if anyone
can help ne, you can."

| calculate that by now | nust have heard at | east a hundred people ask for
hel p of one kind or another in Callahan's-it's that kind of a place. | only
renenber one getting turned down, and he was a special case. W indicated our
willingness to help any way we coul d, and Fast Eddie fetched her a chair and a
fresh drink. She had enough composure back to thank himgently; and then she
began tal king. During her entire narrative, her voice remained flat, inpersonal
As though she were giving a history lesson. Her first words expl ai ned why.

"It's a long story," she said wearily, "at least it has been for me. An
uncommonly long story. It begins on the day of my birth, which is Cctober 25,
1741."

"Huh?" said Doc and Long-Drink and | and-I|oudest of all-Fast Eddie. "You nean
1941, " Eddi e corrected.

"Who's telling this story? | mean 1741. And if you boys aren't prepared to
believe that, maybe | should stop right now "

We t hought about it. Conpared to some of the things |'ve heard-and believed-in
Callahan's, this was nothing. Come to think, it explained a few things. Those
eyes of hers, for instance.

"Sorry, Rachel," Callahan said for all of us. "So you're 232 years old. Go
on."

Eddi e | ooked |ike he'd been hit by a truck. "Sure t'ing," he said bravely.
"Sorry | innarupted,"

And in the six or seven hours that ensued, Rachel told us the nmost incredible
tale | have ever heard, before or since. | couldn't repeat that tale if | tried;
that uncharacteristically inpersonal voice seemed to go on forever with its
catal og of sorrows, outlining for us the happi nesses and heartbreaks of nore
than two hundred years of active womanhood. You could probably drag it out of nme
word for word with deep hypnosis, for | never stopped listening, but the sheer
| ength and wei ght of the narrative seened to nunb my forebrain for indetermnate
periods of time; the aggregate nenory is largely gone. But different bits and
pi eces stuck in the m nds of each of us, and | conpared notes later. M, for
instance, | recall how, when she was describing what it was |ike to be cramed
in aroot cellar while a roaring fire overhead ate her first husband-and her
first six children. She kept saying over and over again how cranped it was and
how frustrating not to be able to straighten up; it struck me that even after
all the intervening years her mnd continued to dwell on merely physical hurts.
Tom Haupt man now, he remenbered in detail the business of her second husband,
the minister, going mad and killing her next five kids and hinsel f because
anyone who refused to age like God intended nmust be sent by Satan. Tom sai d what
struck himwas how little progress churches have made in two hundred years
toward convinci ng people that the unknown is not by definition evil. Long-Drink
is a war games nut-he retained the part about the Battle of Lake Champlain in
1814, which clained her third husband and two nore children. Fast Eddie
renmenbers the story of her first days as a whaler's whore in Nantucket because
she stopped in the mddl e and asked himsolicitously if she was shocking him
("Not me," he said defiantly, "I'll bet you wz a terrific whore!" and she
sm | ed and thanked himand continued, clinically, dispassionately.) Spud
Mont gomrery recalls the three children that resulted from Rachel's whoring years,
because Spud's from Al abana and never stopped fighting the Cvil War and that's
what they died in. Tomry Janssen renenbers her last child, the inbecile, who
never did learn to feed hinself and took thirty-five long years to die, because
Tommy grew up with a retarded sister. Doc Wbster's strongest menory is of the
final birthing, her first in a hospital, the still-born-after which the OB
performed the hysterectony. Doc identified strongly with the astoni shnent of a
doctor faced with a patient in her late twenties whose uterus had delivered
ei ghteen kids. Callahan characteristically recalls the man she was married to at
the time, the first man since her psychotic mnister to whomshe felt she could
tell the truth, with whom she did not have to cosnetically "age" herself, with
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whom she coul d share her lonely, terrible secret; the gentle and strangely
under st andi ng man who cured her of her self-loathing and self-fear and accepted
her for what she inexplicably was; the good and | oving man who had been Kill ed,
mugged for the dollar and a half in his pocket, a nonth or two before Rachel
found Cal | ahan's Pl ace.

But not one of us retains anything like the conplete text of Rachel's story.
W wouldn't want to if we could, for condensing it into a conprehensibility
would turn it into a soap opera. And, probably, we couldn't if we tried. If
sonmebody gave ne a guarant eed-accurate rundown of nmy own future in that kind of
depth, | don't think I'd remenber nuch nmore. It was one king hell nountain of a
tale, and it displaced its own weight in alcohol as the hours of its telling
dragged by.

Me, I'mthirty-five years old, and | have been there and back again, and when
Rachel finished her virtually uninterrupted narration | felt like a five-year-
ol d whose greatgrandnot her has just recited the Story of Her Life in horrific
detail .

In the dead silence that grew from Rachel's | ast words there just didn't seem
to be anything to say to her, no words in all my experience that wouldn't sound
banal -like telling a leper that it's always darkest before the dawn. Not that
there had been agony in her voice at any time during her recital, nor any on her
face when she finished. That was the npbst ghastly thing about her tale; it was
delivered with the inpersonal detachnment of an historian, recited like the
bi ography of one |ong dead. You Are There At The Battle of Lake Chanpl ain.

Oh, there was pain aplenty in her story, sure-but so buried, under two
centuries of scars, that it could only be inferred. And yet the pain had been
there earlier, had broken through to the surface for a nonent at |east, when
Rachel had cried. How? \Why?

| becane peripherally aware of the nen of Callahan's Place, arrayed around ne
with their nouths open. Even Call ahan | ooked pol e-axed-and that al nost scared
me. | glanced around, |ooking for even one face that held sonme kind of answer,
sone kind of consol ation, some word for Rachel

And found one. Fast Eddie's nmouth was trenbling, but there were words in it
struggling to get out. He couldn't seemto bring hinself to speak, but he | ooked
like he sure and hell wanted to.

Callahan saw it too. "You |look |Iike you got sonething to say, Eddie," he said
gently.

Eddi e seenmed to reach a decision all at once. Wirling to face Callahan, he
jamred his hands in his hip pockets and snarl ed-snarled!-" W ast you? | got
nuttin' to say."

Cal l ahan started, and if I'd had any capacity for shock left |'d have been
shocked. Eddi e barking at Callahan? It was |ike watching Lassie sink her fangs
into Tommy's | eg.

"Eddi e, " Doc Wbster began reasonably, "if you have any words that m ght help
Rachel here | think you ought to

"SHADDAP! " Eddie blared. "I tell ya | got nuttin' to say, see?"

The silence returned, and stayed a while. W could only surnise that Rachel's
tal e of sorrow had unhinged the banty little piano player. Creeping Jesus, it
had near unhinged nme-and | wasn't in love with her. The central issue, then, was
still Rachel. wWell . . . if Eddie had nothing to say, who did?

Who el se?

"So all you have left is imortality, eh Rachel ?" Call ahan runbl ed. "Tough
break. "

That did seemto put a little perspective on it. Surely Rachel's run of bad
|l uck was due to change soon. It was only logical. "Sure, Rachel," | said,
begi nning to cheer up. "You're bound to start getting the breaks anytine now "

But it was no good. There was a smile on her face, but not a happy one.

"I't figures," Long-Drink said hurriedly. "You can have a run of bad cards that
seens to | ast forever, but sooner or later you pick up your hand and find four
aces. It's just the Law of Averages, Rachel. Things always even out in the end."

"Sorry boys," Rachel said, still smling sadly. "Nice try. | understand what
you' re saying-but there are a couple of holes in the logic. Two incorrect
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assunptions, one of them your nistake and one of them m ne."
"What m st akes?" Cal |l ahan asked, his rugged face winkled in thought.

"Your mstake first, Mke. It's a natural one, | suppose, but it's a nistake
just the same. What makes you think I'mimortal ?"
n Eh?ll

"I"'molder than any four of you put together, yes. But longevity is not
imortality. Mke, nothing is immortal: ask Dorian Gray. My clock runs as slow
as his did-but it runs."

"But you . "

" | ook a | ot younger than 232 years old," she finished. "Right. | |ook
like I'"'mmybe crowding thirty. But Mke: what's ny natural |ifespan?”

He started to answer, than shut up, |ooking thoughtful. Wo the hell knew?

"Sonmeday | will die," Rachel went on, "just like you, |ike Tom Flannery. Like
all humans; like all living things. | knowthat, | feel it in nmy bones. And
there isn't a geriatrics expert in the world who can say when. There is no data
to work with; as far as | know | am uni que."

"I reckon you're right," Callahan conceded, "but so what? Anyone in this room
could die tonorrowwe're all under sentence of death, like you said. But to stay
sane a body just has to live as though they'll go on forever, assune there's a
| ot of years left. Hellfire, Tom Flannery lived that way, and he knew better
Maybe there ain't no way to figure the odds for you-but if | was an insurance
salesman, |1'd |ove to have your business. Jake and Long-Drink are right: there's
good times around the corner, always, and | bet you live to see 'em

"I may not be as old as you, Rachel, but there's one thing |I've learned in the
time | have been around: joy always equals pain in the long run."

She shook her head inpatiently and sighed. "The second ni stake, Mke. The one
that's ny fault, in a way. You see, the nbst spectacul ar points of the story
I"ve told you all tonight are the bad tines, and so it nust seemlike I've just
al ways been a hard-luck kid. But that's not so at all. |'ve known happi ness too,
in full nmeasure, with Jacob and |saiah and even with Benjamn, and nost of al
with ny second and nost bel oved Jacob. There were good tinmes in Nantucket if it
conmes to that, and throughout the whoring years; the profession is vastly
underrated. And ny joys have been greater, | think, than any of you could know -
because you are correct, Mke: joy is the product of the pain that has gone
before it, and vice versa. | know | could never have appreciated Jacob's qui et
acceptance as nmuch if | hadn't been looking for it for two centuries.

"Ch, the seesaw never stops, | learned that when Jacob was killed-but then
again | was gladder to find this bar than any custoner you've ever had."

"Then what . . . | nean, why uh . . .?"

"Way am | hurting? Hear ne, Mke: there is nothing |ike extended life to make
you aware that you're going to die soneday. | amnore aware of ny own nortality
than any of you could possibly be. Darm it, |'ve been dying for two hundred
years!

"And how do you, how do nornal people cone to terns with that awareness of
nmortality? How do you beat death?"

"Ch lord," the Doc gasped. "I renenber now. That toast . . ."

"Yes." Rachel nodded. "The one that gave nme the weeps, for the first tine in
twenty years. 'To Mbtherhood.' | don't want to see or hear or say anything about
not her hood ever again! A man or woman who's afraid of dying will either decide
to believe in an afterlife . . . or have children, so that sonething of hinself
or herself will live on. | haven't believed in God since ny years wi th Benjam n-
and all ny babies died childless and | can't have any nore! | had ni neteen
chances at real inmmortality, and they all cane up craps. |'mthe last of ny
I'ine.

"So what will | leave behind me? I haven't the gift to | eave great books or
pai ntings or nmusic; | can't build anything; | have no eternal thoughts to |eave
the world. 1've been alive |onger than anyone on Earth-and when |'m gone |'|
| eave not hing; nothing nore durable than your nenories of nme."

Her voice had begun to rise shrilly; her hands danced in her lap. "For awhile
I had hope, for those of nmy children who shared ny birthmark-an hourglass on its
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side, high on the Ieft shoul derbl ade-seened to have a genetic share in ny
| ongevity. But that dammed birthmark is a curse, an unbeatabl e hex. Not one of

the, marked children had any interest at all in siring or bearing children of
their own, and accident or illness cut them down, every one. If even one of them
had left a child, | could die happy. But the curse is unbroken," she slamed her
fist dowmn on the bar. "When | go I'll be gone, solid gone without a trace.

Centuries of living, and no heritage nore durable than a footprint in the snow"

She was crying again, her voice strident and angui shed, contorted w th pain.
could see Eddie, his own face twisting with strong enotion, trying to break in;
but now that he wanted to talk she wouldn't let him

"So what have you got to offer me, boys? What's your sol ution? Have you got
anything nore useful than four fingers of bourbon?" She got up and flung her
enpty glass at the fireplace, began grabbing gl asses off the bar and throw ng

themtoo, grunting with effort, still speaking: "What kind of . . . an-swers
have you . . . got for an . . . old old lady who's . . . trapped in a noving
box sliding . . . downhill to . " She had run out of glasses, and with the

| ast words she gripped the |ongl egged arnchair she'd been sitting on and heaved
it high over her head to throwit too into the fire, and as she stood there with
the heavy chair held high her face changed, a ook of enornous puzzl enent
snoot hi ng over the hysterical rage.

" deat h?" she finished softly, and crunmpled like a rag doll, the chair
bouncing and clattering into a corner.

The Doc was fast, and ten feet closer, but Fast Eddie beat himeasily. He slid
the last yard on his knees, lifted Rachel's head with great tenderness onto his
| ap, and hollered, "Rachel, lissen to ne!" The Doc tried to take her away from
him and Eddi e backhanded himoff his feet w thout |ooking up. "Lissen to me
Rachel , LI SSEN goddam it!" he thundered.

Her eyes fluttered open. "Yes, Eddie."

"Ya can't die, Rachel, not yet. You go and die on ne an' |'Il break both your
arms, | swear to God. Lissen here,_if you want a daughter | can fix it."

She smled, a faint and bitter smle. "Thanks, Eddie, but adoption just isn't
t he same. "

"I ain't talkin' about adoption," he barked. "But | tell yal can fix it. Ida-
spoke up sooner, but you said you didn't ever want to think about kids again.

Now wi Il ya lissen, or are you too busy dyin'?"
She was teetering on the edge, but | guess curiosity nmust be a powerful
stimulant. "Wat . . . what do you nean?"

"I"'msterile too, damm it. My wife divorced nme for it." Qur eyes w dened a
little nore at this revelation, and | was suddenly ashamednof how little | knew
about Eddie. "But | kept my ears open an' | found out how to beat it, howto
| eave somet hin' behind, see? Did you ever hear of cloning?"

She | ooked startled. "You can't clone people, Eddie."

"Not today, you can't. Maybe you an' | won't live to see it happen, either.
But | can take ya inta Manhattan to a place where they'll freeze a slice o' yer
skin, a lousy coupla mllion cells, an' keep 'emon ice 'til they can clone

peopl e. Tom Fl annery's there now, frozen |like a popsicle, waitin' for "emto
invent a cure for |eukem a; he tol' nme about it."

| gasped in astonishment; saw Cal | ahan begi nning a broad grin.

"So how 'bout it, Rachel ?" Eddi e snapped. "You want cryonics? O d'ya just
wanna cry?"

She stared at Eddie for a | ong nonent, focusing about five feet past him and
nobody dared exhale. And then two centuries of fighting spirit came through, and
she smiled, a genuine smle of acceptance and peace.

"Thank you, Eddie," she breathed. Her eyes becane for one tineless instant the
eyes of a young girl, the eyes that belonged on that youthful face; and then
they cl osed, and she began to snore softly. Rachel, who mourned for her |ost
children, and was conforted

Doc Webster got up off the floor, checked her pul se, and sl apped Eddie on the
back. "Always a pleasure, herr doktor, to assist you in the techni que which
bears your name," he said jovially, spitting out a tooth. "Your nedicine is
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stronger than mne."

Eddie nmet his gaze a little awkwardly, started to pick up Rachel's sl eeping
form and then paused. "G me a hand, will ya, Doc?"

"Sure thing, buddy. We'll take her over to Smithtown General for observation,
but | think she'll be OK " Together they lifted her gently and headed for the
door.

But Eddi e stopped when they reached it and turned toward Call ahan, staring at
the floor. "Mke," he began. "I . . . U . . . what | mean . . ." The apol ogy
just wouldn't cone.

Cal I ahan | aughed al oud for the sheer joy of it and pegged the stunp of his
cigar into the fireplace. "You guys," he said, shaking his head. "Al ways cl oning
around. "

8
Unnat ural Causes

There's been a lot of noise in the papers lately about the series of seismic
shocks that have been recorded over the |ast few weeks in the unlikeliest
pl aces. Quake-predicting is a young art, fromwhat | hear, and an occasi ona
freak di sturbance now and again should be no real cause for alarmbut an
unpredi cted m ni quake every day for two or three weeks, spotted all around the
gl obe, culmnating in a bl ockbuster where a quake had no right to be, is bound
to cause talKk.

The sei snol ogi sts confess thensel ves baffl ed. Sone note that none of the
quakes took place in a densely popul ated area, and are somewhat reassured. Sone
note the uniquely powerful though strictly local intensity of the blasts, and
are perturbed. Sone note the utter inability of their science to explain the
quakes even after the fact, and fear that the end of the world is at hand.

But me-well, fromhere at the site of the first quake in the series, Suffolk
County, Long Island, New York, U S A, |I've got me a different idea.

If you've been paying attention so far, you probably know what a circus
Cal l ahan's Place can be on an ordinary night. Well I'"'mhere to tell you that on
hol i days like Christmas and New Year's Eve, it becones sonething to stagger the
i magination. Al the stops are pulled out, insanity reigns suprene, and the
joint generally resenbles a cross between a Shriner's Convention and an asyl um
run by the Marx Brothers.

So perhaps it wasn't surprising that the first quake in the series struck damm
near Callahan's Place on Hall oween Eve. It certainly couldn't have happened the
way it did on any other night.

The place was nore packed than even | had ever seen it before, and |'ve been
hangi ng out at Callahan's for quite a few years now. Added to the usual list of
regulars and sem -regulars were a host of old-timers and ex-regul ars, sone of
whom | knew only by reputation and sone not at all. As | think | already told
you, a lot of Callahan's custonmers stop needing to drink after they've been
around | ong enough, and not many people in this crazy age enjoy judicious doses
of ethanol for its own sake. So they stop showi ng up, or becone nore invol ved
with their famlies, or sinply nove el sewhere-but holidays sonehow draw t hem al |
back |ike chickens to the roost cone sundown.

So by nine o'clock Callahan had already had to sweep the shattered gl asses out
of the fireplace to make way for incom ng shipnments, |eaving Tom Haupt man to
cover the bar, and nore people were coning in all the tine.

Nearly everyone had cone in costunme, lending a surreal air to a bar that's
never been-what you'd call nmundane. There were four guys in gorilla suts playing
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poker in the corner, five or six sheeted ghosts doing a shuffle-off-to-Buffalo
through the press of the crowd, and seventeen assorted bug-eyed nonsters and

little green men scattered here and there. | was profoundly glad to see that
Eddi e had finished his nourning and put away his grief; he had showed up in
bl ack-face and the nost disheveled suit |'d ever seen, announcing, "l'm Scott

Joplin-lookit nmy rags." Doc Webster had dressed up as Hi ppocrates and was
instantly dubbed "Hi ppo-Crates” (having been forced to use a tarpaulin for a
toga); Long-Drink MGonnigle appeared in an ancient frock-coat with a quill pen
in the breast pocket, introducing hinself as "Balzac-Balz to you;" Noah Gonzal ez
and Tonmmy Janssen had teaned up as a horse with a head at both ends because
neither of themwanted to be the . . . aw, you get the idea. Callahan hinself
was dressed up as a grizzly bear, which suited his huge Irish bulk well, but he
kept w ncing when jostled, explaining to anyone foolish enough to |listen that he
was "a b'ar tender." Me, | was dressed as a pirate with a black eye-patch and
the nane of a certain oil conpany painted across ny chest.

I was wat ching the tunult and enjoying nyself hugely, trying to guess the
identity of friends through their masks, when | spotted one very fam liar face
unmasked.

It was M ckey Finn

I hadn't seen Finn for quite a spell, since he noved up to the Gaspe Peninsul a
in Canada to do sonme farming, and | was delighted to see that he'd nade the
reuni on.

"Finn!'" | hollered over the nmerry roar. "This way."

Anot her human mi ght not have heard nme, but Finn | ooked up right away, sniled
across the roomat ne, and started working his way toward the bar.

There's sonme machine in Finn, the way he tells it, but | think there's a |ot
of human in himtoo. He could easily have put a hand through the wall, but he
was extremely careful not to di sconmpbde anyone on his way to the bar. | | ooked
hi m over as he approached, noted his work shirt, sturdy coveralls and worn
boots, and decided he was nmaking a fair adjustnent to his life of exile as a
Terran. Winkles on either side of his smle said that it was no | onger such an
alien expression to himas it had once been

He reached nme at l|ast, shook ny hand gravely and accepted a gl ass of rye from
Tom Haupt nan. He offered Tomthe traditional one-dollar bill

"No thanks, M. Finn," Tomtold him "M ke says your noney's no good here."

Finn smiled sone nore, kept the bill extended. "Thank you, sir," he said in
that funny accent of his, "but | truly prefer to pay nmy own way."

I shook ny head. "If you're gonna be human, Finn, you're gonna have to | earn
to accept gifts," | told him

He sobered up and put away his noney, nodding to hinmself as nuch as to ne.
"Yes. This is a hard learning, ny friend. | nust not refuse a gift fromM.
Cal | ahan, who gave ne the greatest gift-ny free will."

"Hey, Finn, don't take it so hard," | said quickly. "Accepting a gift
graciously is sonmething a | ot of hunmans never |earn. Wiy should you be nore
human than Spiro Agnew?" | | eaned back against the bar and took a sip of

Bushmill's. "Cone on, |oosen up. You're anong friends."

Fi nn | ooked around, his shoul ders rel axing. "Sone of these are unfamiliar to
me," he said, gesturing toward the crowd.

"Lot's of "emare strangers to ne too," | said. "Let's anble around and get to
know sone of 'em But first, tell me what you' ve been doing with yourself. How s
life in Canada?"

"I amdoing well,"” Finn said, "and | am al so doi ng good, | think."

"How do you nean?"

"Jake ny friend," Finn said earnestly, "the Gaspe is one of the biggest
par adoxes on this continent: some of the richest farm and, and sonme of the

poorest farners. In addition to making ny own living, | have been trying to help
t hem "

"How do you do that?" | asked, interested.

"I'n small ways," Finn replied. "I see further into the infrared than their
eyes can see; | can evaluate soil at a glance and conpute yield, evaluate their

growi ng crops nuch better than they, suggest what to plan for. That taught them
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to listen to ny opinions, and of late | have been speaking of the necessity for
alternate neans of distributing their goods. It goes slow y-but one day those
frozen acres will feed many hungry people, | hope."

"Why, that's just fine, Finn," | said, slapping himon the back. "I knew there
was work for a man |ike you. Cone on, let's neet sone of the old-tinmers." Finn,
being as tight with his words as sone gents are with their noney, nodded briefly
and we plunged into the thick of the crowd.

| spotted four tables pushed together near the fireplace, at which were seated
the Doc, Sam Thayer, and a whol e bunch of apparent strangers in assorted odd
costunes. Best of all, Callahan was standing nearby-it seened |ike a great place
to start. | steered Finn in that direction, collecting a couple of chairs on the
way and signalling Callahan to join us. Wien he saw Finn his face |it with
pl easure, and he nodded.

As we sat down, one of the unfamiliar gents, dressed as a shepherd, was just
finishing a plaintive rendition of "I Know I'l|l Never Find Another Ewe," and was
appl auded by a chorus of groans and cat-calls.

"Better take it on the |lanb, Tony," Doc Wbster suggested.

"Where there's a wool, Thayer's away," agreed Sam rising as if to | eave. One
of the boys renobved his chair with a thoughtful expression, and he sat back down
rather farther than he had intended. Callahan | unbered up and appropriated the
chair, the head of his bear-costune under his arm and Sam pronptly sat on Bil
Gerrity's lap. This is funnier than it sounds, because Bill is a transvestite
and was done up as Marilyn Mnroe that particular night (while Callahan's is
certainly not the only bar where Bill can indulge his peculiarity, it's the only
one where he doesn't have to put up with the annoyance of being propositioned
regularly-and Bill is not gay). As Samwas dressed as Mrtiner Snerd, the effect
was spectacul ar, and those around the room not otherw se occupi ed cheered and
whistled. One of the gorillas in the corner |ooked up fromhis cards and
scow ed.

I glanced around the table, taking inventory: a fireman, a five-foot-seven
duck, two bug-eyed nonsters (one purple and tentacled, one green and furry) and
one Conan the Barbarian. "Hey Mke," | called to Callahan, "introduce ne and

Finn around and we'll swap stories." Callahan nodded and opened his nouth, but
the Doc put a beer in front of it. "I bear beer, bear," he announced, and
anot her groan arose.

"Ckay," | said. "I'lIl start the ball rollin" nyself. Howdy fol ks, |I'm Jake.

This here's M ckey Finn
| anded in my drink.
"I'"ve heard of you, M. Finn, said the shepherd, grinning. "They say you're
hell to drink with."
Qovi ously the shepherd hadn't heard about this Mckey Finn, and | gl anced at

Various hellos came fromthe group, and a pretze

Finn to see how he'd take it. | needn't have worried-apparently he had been
hangi ng around Cal | ahan's Pl ace | ong enough
"You'll make nme feel sheepish, sir," he said with a straight face, "if you

take ny name too litter-ally. Very baa-adly indeed, for I would feign have fun
with a fine Finn fan."

Cal l ahan and | guffawed, and Doc Wbster's jaw dropped. "LordGod," the Doc
expostul ated, "lI'mgoing to hang up nmy puns, | swear."

"A hypocritic oath," said the duck, and the Doc heaved a bag of beer nuts at
him "Duck, duck, the Doc," Callahan and |I crowed together, and the table broke
up.
"Look Jake," said the shepherd when the comotion had di ed down, "what you
sai d about swappi ng stories sounds good to ne. As we introduce ourselves, let's

expl ain what brought us here to Callahan's. | know sone of you boys must have
stories I'd like to hear-nobody seens to cone here without a reason. Wat do you
say?"

We all |ooked around. "Suits." "Ckay by nme." "Wy not?" There was no apparent
reluctance--Callahan's is the place you went to first because you needed to talk
about your troubles-and the first tinme is always the hardest. "Fine," said the
shepherd. "I guess | ought to start."” He took a glass, filled it up and wetted
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his whistle. He was about ny age, with odd streaks of white hair on either
tenpl e that conmbined with his classical shepherd' s garb made himl ook like a
young Honer. Hi s features were handsone and his build excellent, but | noted
with surprise that his |left earlobe was nissing. There was a scar on his right
shoul der, nearly hidden by a deep tan, that |ooked like it had been put there
with a crosscut saw.

"My nane is Tony Tel asco,” he said when he had swallowed. "I give |ectures and
slide shows and make speeches, and sonetinmes | go to jail, but | used to do a
ot of things before | cane to Callahan's. | was a transcendental neditator for

awhil e, staring at nmy navel. Before that | was a junkie, and before that | was a
drunk and before that | was a killer. That was right after I was a kid.

"See, the thing | really amis a Viet Namveteran."

There were | ow whistles and excl amations all around.

I was in ny first year of college (Tony went on) when | got that nagic piece
of paper fromny draft board. Business Ad majors just weren't getting

deferments, and so | had the classic three choices: go to jail, Canada, or Viet
Nam

VWhich wasn't a |l ot of choice. Make no mistake, | was -scared spitless of Viet
Nam | watched tel evision. But | was scared and ashamed to go to jail, and scared

and inconpetent to emigrate. To be brought into a strange country to fight would
be tough, but to nove into one nyself and make a living with no skills and no
degree | ooked imnpossible to ne.

So Nam seened to be the | esser of three evils. | never nade a noral decision
about the war, never questioned whether going there was the right thing to do.

It was the easiest. Ch, | knew a few guys who went to Canada, but | never really
understood them| |iked Anerica. And | knew one fellow in nmy English class who
went to jail for refusing to step forward-but his third day there they found him
on the end of his bedsheet, a few inches off the floor, his cellmate apparently
asl eep.

And so | found nyself in the Arnmy. Basic was tough, but tolerable; |I'd al ways
i ked physical exercise, and | was in pretty good shape to start with. It was a
| ot rougher on ny nind.

The best friend | nmade in Basic was a guy nanmed Steve McConnell, from
California. Steve was a good joe, the kind of guy really good to have with you
in a rugged situation |like Basic. He had a knack for pointing out the idiocies
of mlitary life, and a huge capacity for enjoying them King of a dry sense of
hunor-he didn't laugh out loud, in fact he hardly ever |aughed al oud, but he was
perpetual |y amused by things that drove me crazy. Like me, he'd sort of dirfted
into the Arny, but the nore he thought about the idea, the less he liked it.
Neither did I, but | didn't see anything | could do about it. W spent hours
peel i ng pot at oes together, discussing war and wonen and the Arny and women and
t he Communi st Menace in Southeast Asia and wonen and our D.lI. Steve was an
i ndependent thinker-he didn't hang out with the other blacks in our outfit, who
had cliqued up in selfprotection. That can be tough for a black man in the U S.
Arny, but Steve cut his own path, and chose his brothers by other criteria than
the shade they were painted. | don't know why he and | were so tight-1 don't
know what his criteria were-but somehow we were so close | got the idea | really
knew hi m understood where he was at.

I was as surprised as anyone when he finally made his stand.

There comes a day, see, when they line you up on a godawful cold February
morni ng and truck up a couple of coffin-sized cartons. The D.1.'s are clearly
more pretentious than usual, projecting the air that something sacred is about
to happen. By Arny standards they're right.

VWhat happens is, you get to the head of the line and throw out your hands and
one huge nother of a sergeant flings a rifle at you as hard as he can-you' ve
been Issued Your Rifle, and nmister, God have mercy on you if you drop it, or
funmbl e your catch and let part of it touch the ground. Wrse than calling it a
"gun." A few guys do catch copper-plated hell for having fingers too frozen to
clutch, and you spend your time on line furiously flexing your fingers and
praying to God you won't blowit.
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Steve was right in front of me in line, and curiously withdrawn; | couldn't
get a rise out of himw th even the sourest joke. | chalked it up to the cold
and the solemity of the occasion, and | guess | was part right.

Al at once it was his turn and the big sergeant selected a rifle and pressed
it to his chest and straightarnmed it with a bit extra oonph because he was from
Al abama and | prayed Steve would field it okay and he just sinply sidestepped.

It was just like that: one rushing second and then tinme stopped. Steve pulled
to his left and the rifle cartwheel ed past himand struck earth barrel-first,
sank a nmotherloving three inches into the nud, the stock brushing ny knee. Al
around t he parade gound peopl e stopped cursing and joking and stared, stared at
that dammed M1 quivering in the nud like a branch planted by an idiot, stared
and waited for the sky to fall.

The big sergeant got redder than February wi nd could account for and swelled
up like a toad, groping for an obscenity that could contain his fury. As he
found it, Steve spoke up in the nildest voice | ever heard.

"I"'msorry, sergeant," he said, "but | can't take that rifle."

The sergeant came to |life; verbal insubordination was easier to conprehend and
deal with than that rifle jutting inpossibly fromthe nud.

"Shut up and pick up your goddammed rifle, nigger," he roared, "or you'll have
it for breakfast."

St eve blinked, shook his head. "Sorry. Can't do her. That thing kills people
and | just can't take it fromyou."

The sergeant haul ed out his service .45 and ained it at Steve's navel. "This
thing kills too, private. Pick up that rifle."

| looked at Steve, paralyzed by his crazy stunt. He was plainly scared to
death, and | was as sure as he that he was about to die. Pick it up, Steve, |
prayed. You don't have to use it now, just pick the goddammed thing up

"Sergeant," he said finally, "you can nake ne pick it up, but you can't ever
make nme use it. Not even with that automatic. So what's the point?"

The sergeant glared at hima | ong nonent, then holstered his .45 and waved
over a couple of corporals. "Take this goddamm nigger to the guardhouse," he
snarl ed, and bent over the carton again. Before | had tine to think he heaved a
rifle at nme, and | nmade a perfect catch. "Next!" he bell owed, and the |Iine noved
foreard. | found nyself in barracks, looking at ny new rifle and wonderi ng why
St eve had done such a crazy thing.

I went off to Nam soon after that-tried to get word to Steve in the stockade,
but it couldn't be done. He got left behind with the rest of Anmerica, and
found nmyself in a jungle full of unfriendly strangers. It was bad-real bad -and

| began to think a | ot about Steve and the choice he had nade. | couldn't tel
the people | was fighting fromthe people | was fighting for, and the officia
policy of "kill what noves" didn't satisfy ne.

At first. Then one day a twelve-year-old boy as cute as Dondi took off ny left
earl obe with a machete while | got some K-rations out of nmy pack for him The
kid woul d have taken off ny head instead of my ear, but a pretty tight buddy of
nmne, Sean Reilly, shot himin the belly while he was wi nding up

"Christ, Tony," Sean said when he'd nade sure the kid was dead, "you know the
word: never turn your back on a Gook. "

I was too busy with ny bleeding ear to reply, but | was conming to agree with

him Just as Nam had been easier than jail, catching the rifle easier than
refusing to, killing Gooks was easier than discussing political philosophy with
t hem

A week later it got to be nore easy.
Sean's squad had been sent upriver to reconnoiter, while the rest of us got

our breath back for the big push. | was on sentry duty with a fell ow whose nane
I msrenenber-not a bad guy, but he snoked nmarijuana, and |I'd been raised to
think that stuff was evil. Anyway this particular day he snoked a coupl e of

joints while we sat there listening to jungle sounds and waiting for relief so
we could eat. It nade himthirsty, so | offered to spell himwhile he went to
the river for a drink. He slipped into the jungle, walking a little unsteadily.
A mnute later | heard himscream
It was only fifty yards or so to the river, but | cane circunspectly,
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expecting to find himdead and the eneny in strength. But when | poked ny rifle
through the foliage, there was nobody in sight but him He was on his knees with
his face buried in his hands. Oh Jesus, | thought, what a tine to freak out. |
started to swear at him and then | saw what he had seen

It was Sean, floating lazily against the bank with his fingers and toes
dangling froma sort of necklace around his throat and his genitals sewed into
hi s nout h.

A friend, a man who had saved ny life, a guy who wanted to be an artist when
he got hone, carved up like a Christmas turkey by a bunch of sl ant-eye nonkeys-

it becane nuch nore than easy to kill Gooks

It becane fun.

The rest of ny tour passed in a red haze. | remenber raping wonen, | renenber
clubbing a baby's skull with a rifle-butt to encourage a V.C. -synpathizer to
talk, | remenber torturing captured prisoners and enjoying it. | renenber a
dozen little My Lais, and | renenber nme in the mddle with a smle like a wolf.
Fury tasted better than confusion, and this tinme it was easier to kill than to
t hi nk.

I don't know what woul d have happened to ne if 1'd come home kill-crazy like

that. God knows what happened to the ones that did. But two weeks before | was
due to go home | got a letter froma friend-in the States, a supply corpora
back at boot canp.

Steve McConnell had died in nmlitary prison. He "fell down the stairs" and
broke nearly every bone in his body, but it was the ruptured spleen that killed
him There had been no inquiry; the official verdict was "accidental death." As
accidental as Sean's-except our side did it.

Inthe tine it took me to read that letter I went fromkill-crazy all the way
to the other kind, and the next norning I took ny squad out and tried to die and
| oused it up and got nmy second Purple Heart and Silver Star. | never got another

chance in Nam they sent ne hone fromthe hospital with sonme neat enbroidery on
this seam on ny shoul der and a piece of paper that said | was a normal hunman
bei ng agai n.

Killing nyself just didn't seemas reasonable in the States as it had in Nam
sonmehow, so | tried forgetting instead. For a while booze did the trick, but |
couldn't keep it up; nmy stomach wouldn't tolerate the dosage required. Then for
a while pot was a real help, but sone ways nade it worse: visions of spurting
bl ood and Sean's fingers and Steve boneless like ajello nan. So | tried a hit
of coke, and that was just fine, and one day a spade who | ooked a lot |ike Steve
| aid sone smack on nme. Heroin was just what |I'd been looking for, and it wasn't
any surprise when | got a Jones, a habit | nean.

But it's funny . . . | guess | really didn't want to kill nyself at all.
heard about this transcendental neditation stuff and started hangi ng around
Ananada Marga Yoga Soci ety neetings, and boy, | kicked clean. Instead of getting

hi gh on smack, | got high on big bites of bliss, which is cheaper, healthier,
| egal and a much nore satisfactory head all the way around.

It was over a year before | noticed | wasn't acconplishing anything.

But about that time | got lucky and took ny Doctor Wbster's advice and
started conming to Callahan's Place. Things started getting clearer in ny head, a
lot clearer. Next thing | knew, | was on a stage giving a speech tothe V. V .A

W. , and | learned that there are things worth fighting and fighting for-but
fighting clean. | started giving tal ks and joi ning denonstrati ons and appeari ng
on T. V .l've been arrested four tines, had ny |eg broken by a county cop, and

they took nmy nanme off the Native Sons Honor Roll in ny home town. My father
won't talk to me-yet-and ny phone is tapped.
| feel great.

and it's all thanks to you, M. Callahan," Tony finished.

"Shucks, Tony," Callahan runbled, "we didn't do anything for you that you
coul dn't have done yourself."

"You accepted ne," Telasco said sinply. "You nade ne understand that | was
just a normal human bei ng who'd been caught up in a nightmare, a ni ghtnare that
made himrealize he had the makings of a killer ape in him One night | told you
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and your custoners this whole story and you didn't stare at ne |like a nmad dog.
You told ne that | needed a bigger audience.

"You showed ne that it wasn't ny killer nature that was shaneful, but the
refusal to think things out that landed me in Namin the first place. You showed
me that just because it took ne a while to make the sort of decision Steve nade
didn't nmean that | didn't have Steve's kind of guts in nme sonewhere. | was sure
I didn't have that kind of guts, and so | never |ooked for them Wen | did

I found them Because you had faith in ne.

"Jail is no picnic," he told the rest of us, "but | want to do what | can to
see that no one else gets caught in the neatgrinder like | did. But | don't do
it fromguilt. | doit for its own sake." He | ooked at Callahan. "I already got
nmy absol ution here."

Cal | ahan topped of f his glass and sl apped himon the back. "Wll spoke, Tony,"
he booned, and we all raised our glasses and toasted himin unison. The
fireplace exploded with glass when we were through

"I knew it," said the Doc, "as soon as | saw himdressed as a shepherd | knew
he had to be a vet." Goans arose, but the comc relief was tinely.

"If you don't pipe down sone, Doc, he won't be the only hoarse doctor around
here," Call ahan attenpt ed.

"Now, now," said the Doc. "I'ma happily married man. | don't fool around with
hoarse in either of our professional capacities."

| started to ask if the Doc's capacities were truly professional, but before
could, .Mckey Finn grabbed Callahan's shoul der so hard he w nced- sonet hi ng
nobody el se coul d have nanaged.

"My friend Mke," Finn said urgently, "That person there, in the green
costume-it is not a costune. He is not hunan."

Cal I ahan blinked, and such jaws as were visible dropped |ike gall ows
trapdoors. |If anyone but Finn had said that-anywhere but Callahan's Place-we'd
have thought he was crazy or drunk.

"I see further into the infrared range than you humans," Finn went on
hurriedly. "I was watching the currents of heat fromthe fireplace make patterns
inthe air while |I listened to your words, enjoying their |lazy beauty . . . but
I just caught the green one watching themtoo. Cl ose exam nation shows ne that
his fur and features are genuine. Friends, this is an alien."

We all stared at the green fellow, waiting for himto take off his mask and
say sonething. He | ooked human enough-t he usual nunber of arns and legs | nean.
H's nouth was a trifle too wide, nowthat | noticed, and the fur sure | ooked

awful real. If those pointed, oversized ears were glued on, | couldn't see
wher e.

He | ooked back at us, put down his glass and shrugged knobby, tufted
shoul ders. "There is no point in denying it, gentlenen. I amnot human. In fact,
I came here tonight specifically to tell you how unhuman | am The words | have
heard encouraged nme to confess, but still I . . . hesitated. However, now that
have been identified by another non-human, | suppose | nust speak. WIIl you
|isten?"

Cal I ahan spoke for all of us. "Mster, if you ve got troubles, you're in the
right place. Go ahead."

The green alien nodded. Hi s eyes were deeply troubled. "M/ nane, gentlenen,"”
he said in a pleasing tenor, "is Broodseven-Sub-Two Raksha, as well as it can be
translated into your tongue. | am. . . well, the profession does not really

exi st as such here, but ny function conbines el enents of sociol ogi st,
psychol ogi st, soldier and farnmer. My people are the Krundai, and Krundar ny hone
is located so far fromhere that your instruments have not yet detected its sun
There are several dozen Krundai on your planet, a team which has been here for
over two thousand years . . . a teamof which | amthe | east nenber." He paused,
| ooked enbarrassed.

"What are you fellers doin' here?" Callahan asked.

"That," said the alien hesitantly, "is what | have cone here to tell you. It
is. . . it is not an easy thing to tell. | have spent alnobst thirty of your
years formulating nmy opinions in words and seeki ng soneone to whomto speak
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them Fifteen of those years sufficed to elimnate as confidantes all of ny
fell ow Krundai; for another ten | debated whether | coul d conceivably unburden
myself to a human. Unable to resolve the question, | spent the last five years
pi cki ng those humans in whom | mght confide. | found on your planet a total of
only two or three thousand humans who | felt night be able to understand and
help, and thirty-five of those are now present in this room

"Al'l of you at this table are such."

We | ooked around at each other, wondering whether we were all special or just
crazy in the same way. | sure didn't feel special

"Even now," Raksha went on, "I have not entirely resolved ny debate. My
decision is nuch like that of M. Telasco, but it is further conmplicated in that
it could involve betraying ny entire race. The presence of M. Finn, whom| find
to be, as he says, as non-human as nysel f, conplicates things considerably-
al though | suspect his origins may better enable himto enpathize with ne."

He faced Finn. "Space holds many viewpoints, Finn. You seemto be a traveler,
of broader experience than these ephenerals. WIIl you try to understand ne?"

Finn | ooked himsquare in the eye. "I wll listen."
Raksha didn't seemto care nuch for that answer, but he nodded. He turned to
us. "WII you . . . all of you. . . swear that no word of what | tell you will

reach ny fellow Krundai ? | nmust warn you that confiding in other humans woul d
acconplish this thing."

This time there was no nore need for us to | ook around than there was for al
of us to speak. "Every man at this table can keep his |ip buttoned," Callahan
said sinmply. "Speak your piece."

The green furry alien | ooked us all over one |last time, one after the other,
begi nning and ending with Callahan. As his eyes net mne, | noticed for the
first tine that the surfaces of themrippled with faintly glistening
semcircular lines, just like the one you | ook for when you're pouring coffee
into a dark cup. They shifted position in a different way than the specks on a
human eyebal | do, independent of the notion of the eyes thensel ves. They scared
the hell out of me sonehow, nore than the fur and the oars did.

He reached his decision

"Yes, gentlenen, you are right. Conme what may, | nust speak. If | can be
hel ped by any one, of any race, it is you. Brood help nme if you cannot."

| grabbed a pitcher and got half of it down before Bill and Sam snatched it
awnay.

"I must begin,
about ny peopl e.

"First, we live nmuch, nuch | onger than humans. An average Krundai sees his
three-thousandth birthday before returning to the G eat Pouch, and sone have
lived as nuch as five or six centuries longer. | nyself amwell over eight
hundred years old, and | amthe youngest Krundai on your world, having been born
here. "

the alien went on, "by explaining to you sonme central facts

"That expl ai ns how you know our |anguage and idiomso well," | interrupted.
"My four inmmediate ancestors had a hand in its creation," Raksha said drily.
I shut up.

"Second, as you may well irmagine, we are a very patient people, by your

standards. Even allowing for the difference in our respective |life-spans, we
move in much | ess haste than you, and plan projects in terns of how many of our
generations they will require to conplete. Qur concern is for the continuing

life of the race, rather than our individual lives, as the Broodnmster has
decr eed.
"Third, we have an ingrained |oathing for killing or violence."

That cheered nme quite a bit, although | don't think | was really scared with
Fi nn around. That guy could maybe use this Earth to light a cigar with if he had
a mnd to. Besides, if the Krundai had intended us harm it seened to nme they'd
have done so centuries ago.

"W realize," Raksha went on, "that such things nust be: the prinme datum of
the Universe is that life survives by eating life, and no other way. The expense
of eating is, in great part, the resistance the second life offers to being
eaten. For instance, the roast-beef sandw ches you have provided for your
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friends, M. Callahan (and by the way they are easily the thickest | have ever
seen in a tavern) are currently quite expensive, because of the size and
unwi el di ness of the systemrequired to supply themto us.

"Suppose you could induce the cow to cone here and drop obligingly dead next
to your choppi ng bl ock?

"Still, there are always sone who prefer not to do their own butchering. No
Krundai will do so voluntarily if it can be avoided. A surprising percentage of
your own society, with all your heritage of rmurder, would |ike to believe that
Life survives by going to the supermarket. So the ideal would be to train cattle
to nmake butcher knives and take turns cutting each other up at a convenient
| ocation."

I didn't like the turn this story was taking.

"Which brings ne to the fourth significant fact about nmy people. W have nade
an exact science of sociopsychol ogy, both Krundai and aninmal, and refined it
beyond your imagi ning. The closest things you have to it, | suppose, are what
you call nmob psychol ogy and the actuarial tables your insurance conpani es use,
and you do not even know why they work. The principles behind them however, are
universal, and part of a grand picture which your race will probably never
perceive. One of your great witers invented something akin to it called
“psychohi story,' but even that unfulfilled daydream pal es besi de our know edge-
for psychohistory worked only for humans, and could not predict the appearance
of genius or nmutation. We can nani pul ate any sentient race that |ives, produce
geni uses to order by mani pul ating society's |aboratory conditions; and the
nature and causation of nmutation are fundanentals of Krundai psychol ogy.

"OF course, |like psychohistory, our science works best in the mass,
inmperfectly with regard to individuals. You humans are at |east aware of that
suprene paradox-that free will exists to an extent for the individual, but
di sappears in the group-although you can't work with it. Brood!-you haven't even
| earned how to neasure enotion yet. But we can predict the effects of even one

man's actions on the society as a whole . . . and we know how to bring about the
effects we desire, large scale or small, long run or short.

"Wich | eaves only one nore basic attribute of ny people: we are very, very
hungry. "

I had a ghastly feeling I knew what was coning next, and | didn't like it. The
horri bl e suspicion that Raksha's words were building in nmy brain answered far
too many questions |'d never been satisfactorily able to explain to nyself
bef ore.

"So that's how that guy got elected,” Callahan breathed, and | wi nced.

"Precisely," Raksha agreed. "You begin to understand why | am here."
"Lay it out, brother," Tony said grimy. "I think | get it, but |I hope I'm
wrong. "

Raksha spread his hands. "Very sinply, gentlenmen, for nearly two thousand
years your planet has been a Krundai gane preserve."

"God bless ny soul," said Doc Webster. | | ooked at Call ahan: his face was
expressionless, but his eyes were like coals. Tonorrow that table would have
inch-deep fingerprints where Finn was holding it.

"For nost of that tinme," Raksha continued, "the Krundai stationed here made no
attenpt to do nore than control your popul ation, inhibit your social evolution
and enforce your ignorance. A war here, a philosophical revolution there,
discredit a few thinkers and discourage a line of inquiry or two: el enentary
mai nt enance. Rone, for instance, got entirely too civilized-even assassi nating
Caesar didn't help enough. Before long it began to |ook |ike they were
devel opi ng a rudi nentary nedi cal science and cutting down the nortality rate.

"So we induced cultural decay, and added sone hungry barbarians we found
conveniently at hand. An earlier stroke of genius, supplying themw th the
noti on of | eadbased waterpi pes and wi ne-vats, paid off handsonely, and the
threat was ended

"W went on in this manner for hundreds of years, allow ng just enough growth
to preserve vigor and letting you graze freely. W had quite a bit of trouble
with plagues-frankly, you're not very clean animals-and finally we decided to
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| et you play with nmedicine as a sinpler solution than running around stanping
out an epidenic every few years. There was always war to use as a control and
culling device, and anyway, there was plenty of pasture.

"About three hundred years ago, we were notified by Krundar to go into active
status and step up production. A food shortage had been predicted, and we were
told to expect at any tine the order to begin harvesting the herd we had bred
and tended so | ong. W began incubating North America.

"W tripled the usual propaganda to reproduce, filled the continent in an
absurdly short tine, and encouraged imrigration with a massive word-of - nouth
adverti sing canpai gn about the golden | and across the sea, where freedom rang
and the streets were paved with gold. It took a bit of finagling to keep Britain
fromflattening you at the start, but we were in-for us-a hurry. After the
requisite wars, we |lowered the death-rate considerably to conpensate, and began
to intensify our efforts.

"A hundred years ago, we received the | ast command. We have been preparing you
to sl aughter yourselves ever since."

"Holy Jesus, it figures," Bill Gerrity cried.

"You bet your sweet life it figures," | snarled. "After thousands of years of
recorded history, in seventy-five years we go fromthe Mdel T Ford to the
cobalt bonb and the energy crisis. Fromcorn |iquor to Quaal udes. From young
giant of a nation to tired old fraud. From. "

"Knock it off, Jake," Callahan rapped.

I shut ny face. Callahan turned back to Raksha, put his huge meaty hands palm
down on the table. "Go on," he said darkly.

The Krundai's fur bristled, and his eyes rolled in his head. Somehow through
my rage | understood that this denoted extrene shanme in one of his race, and
began to cool off, remenbering where | was. The air of cal mhe had worn was
shattered now, he was clearly agitated

"Humans, hear ne!" he intoned. "Hear ny sins, hear the full catal og of ny

i nfany before you judge. This is not easy to tell, and | nust."
"Let him speak," Finn said dispassionately.
"W . . . | and others, | nean . . . instituted an expl osive increase of

know edge in the physical sciences, snothered or subverted all the social and
spiritual sciences. W cranked your technology to a fever pitch of frenzied
production, led you to build yourselves a suicidal ethic and culture, gave you
toys like the atom bonb and |lysergic acid to play with: we gave a | oaded gun to
an infant. We nani pul ated el ecti ons and revol uti ons, staged assassinations,
encouraged governnent to calcify beyond the ability of its people to endure,
touched off riots, provided you with news nedia that would carry the news of
growi ng cancer anong you, and did all we could to bring into the mnds of nen a
frustration and a terror that would lead inevitably to chaos. You, the steers,
are nearly ready to butcher yourselves for our tables."

"I don't believe it," the man in the fireman costune burst out. "This is
crazy, what you're saying is crazy, just plain nuts. Wat the hell is this
anyway, sonme kind of a rib?"

"He's serious, Jerry," Callahan said calmy.

"The hell he's serious, Mke, did you hear what he said? You telling ne you
believe all this stuff?"

"Jerry's right," the duck said. "This guy's nuts."

"Ch, you fools!" Raksha burst out. "Are you too ighorant to see the pattern?
Your whol e history nakes sense only by positing the four nost far-fetched
twi stings and contradictions to human nature. Use Occamls Razor, by the Brood.
Coul d any race be so suicidal and have lived for this long? Do you really think
it accidental that your people went from outhouses to zero-gravity toilets in
hal f a century? Fromthe Merrinmac to Skylab in one short century? By our own
standards we have turned your planet upside-down in a tw nkling-are your lives
so short that you have not perceived their acceleration? The pace of progress
yanks you ahead faster than you can run. Do you not notice?"

Cal I ahan | ooked across the crowded, oblivious roomto Tom Haupt man behi nd t he
bar. "Some of us notice," he said softly.

The fireman shook his head. "I don't buy it. That sounds |ike some crazy sci-
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fi notion. Conspiracy of aliens ny foot, | don't believe inlittle . "
. green nen?" Raksha finished. "The signs are everywhere around you,
Jerry. The squel ching of the Air Force's study of unidentified flying objects
shoul d have al erted anyone with eyes and ears-save that we had carefully
engendered a climate of ridicule and disbelief. W have becone nore cautious
since then. But | ook beyond the physical evidence: do you believe it blind
chance that physics has | eaped vast spans whil e psychol ogy nuddl ed off into
blind alleys? Do you really believe man so incurious about hinself that it has
taken hi mthousands of years to even begin a science of sociology? Do you think
it sinmply bad luck that the technol ogy of your survival systens, of your food
and water and power distribution networks, consistently fail to keep pace with
popul ation increase and are already strained to the failing point, even in the
face of a technical revolution?

"Does it nake sense that after living side by side with natural drugs and
hal | uci nogens of all types for mllenia, nen have suddenly beconme dependent on
then? Has the worl dwi de depression, econonmic and spiritual, escaped you? Does it
not surprise you that no | anguage spoken by any people on Earth corresponds with
observable reality? Did you think the sinultaneous coll apse of an ages-old
ethical systemand a two-century-old value systemto be nere unfortunate
happenst ance? You Broodl ess fool, did you really think God died of natura
causes?

"No, ny friend. Charles Fort was quite correct: you are property, and on the
whol e not very bright property. You follow your political and phil osophica
| eaders blindly to the slaughter, grateful to be | ed, and one in a hundred of
you is a Telasco or a McConnell, with the sense to pull out of the mad death-
race. You nust see it, man," he said to Telasco, "you rejected the world we
Krundai nade for you."

"Jerry," | said, "one of ny npbst precious possessions is a |lapel-button, white
with black letters. It says 'Go Lemm ngs Go.' Raksha is telling the truth."
The fireman shook his head |ike an enraged bull. "This is crazy," he insisted.

"How can you be telling us all this? | nean, if you're right, what nmakes you
think we won't tear you to pieces?"

"This is Callahan's Place," the alien said sinply. "I amhere for absolution."

That brought us all up short, even Jerry. He stiffened; his nouth opened but
there were no words init.

"Why?" cried Doc Webster in agony. "How could a race so old and wi se be so
savage and murderous?"

"W are not," Raksha returned, agony in his own voice. "You kill aninmals for
food-we oursel ves have never killed."

"People are not animals,” Tony said with quiet force.

"To ny people you are," insisted the green one. "You lack a . . . an attribute
for which there are naturally no words in your tongue. That attribute is centra
to the Krundai; without it, even if you went to the Geat Pouch at the end of
your days, you could not suck. To us you are |ess-than-Krundai. The Sign of the
Brood is not upon you: you are food. My people feel no nore guilt over
engi neering your destruction than you would if you could talk a cowinto
butchering itself."

"Way all this dancing around?" Callahan asked hi m

"Way not just wipe us out? Sounds to ne |ike you' ve got the noxie."

"l have told you," Raksha cried. "W abhor violence. The fact that you can be
inducted to inflict it upon yourselves, is, to us, proof that you are food,
| ess-than-Krundai. |If you and other races did not spare us the necessity, we
shoul d be forced to kill our own food |ike beasts. But the G eat Brood saw our
needs and fashioned the | esser races to breed and feast upon, wi thout the need
to nurture violence in our own hearts. First the wi nged, heat-seekingfeegh of
Krundar, which fell fromthe skies into our fires; then the bl ue-skinned ones of
our nei ghbor planet, who destroyed their atnobsphere just before devel oped
interplanetary travel; then the Krill froma nearby solar system who warred to
extinction anong thensel ves. It has, always been so; it is unforgivably bad form
to slay one's own neat oneself. It indicates that one is not in the favor of the

file:/lIF|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20S...ahan%201%20Callahan’'s%20Crosstime%20Saloon.txt (73 of 81) [8/28/03 12:01:17 AM]



file://1F|/rah/ Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%201%20Cal | ahan's%20Crosstime%20Sal oon. txt

Brood. "

"When di d your people begin sort of . . . encouraging the food into the pot?"
Cal | ahan asked.

"So long ago that it would be neaningless to you," Raksha told him "W
| earned early that the gifts of the Brood are not free; we nust |abor for them
to earn a place in the Pouch."

"I still don't see how you could have done it," Jerry said, baffled but
obvi ously believing now, convinced by the pain in the furry alien's voice and
the aura of shanme around him

"In the same way that a statesnman can be induced to do what he knows is
i nsane, " Raksha expl ai ned, "by appealing subtly to his own self-interest. W ran
a continuous and subtl e propaganda canpai gn, took away any valid reason for
living other than personal enrichnment and confort, and then sawto it that the
i medi at e personal interest of millions of people served our ends. One of the
sinpl est methods was to install in an enornous nunber of people the conpul sion
to amass nore noney than they coul d possibly use: enough were successful to
| eech national econonmies into anem a. Another was to whip up an intense interest
in sex, far beyond the denmands of nature, to keep popul ati on-growth beyond your
capacity to adapt. Much work was required to squelch interest in space-prograns
before they could provide an escape val ve. You hunans are so short-sighted, your
lives thensel ves so short. It is easy to nanipul ate you."

"So what changed your m nd?" Callahan asked. "You personally, | nmean. If we
ain't fit for this here Pouch, why are you spilling the beans?

"I .. .1 . . ." he stamered.

"We're nothing but dunmb animals, right? Well, Colonel Sanders doesn't
apol ogi ze to the chickens-why are you here?"

The green man groped for words, his pointed ears wavi ng nervously.

"I .. . 1 don't know," he said at last. "°l cannot satisfactorily explain it
to nyself. There is a climate of belief which runs all through your thought and
literature, a conviction that you hunans have a higher destiny. This idea has
been of use to the Krundai nmany tinmes, but we did not plan it; it was there when

we cane. It may be that it is contagious. | do not know, there is sonething
about you humans, a . . . a curious dignity that upsets ny heart and troubles ny
ni ghts."

Fi nn spoke up, startling me. "I think | know what you mean, friend Raksha," he
said in that flat voice of his. "Mchael," he went on, turning to Callahan, "do
not be so certain that Col onel Sanders does not apol ogize to his chickens, as
you put it. | have nyself brought about the extermination of several races, in
the days when | served the Masters, and yet |ast week when | slaughtered ny
pigs, | grieved for them They were stupid and dirty and mnute-but even a pig nmay
have dignity.

"They did not, could not, conprehend why they died-and yet in an irrationa
way | wished | could explain it to them" He turned, spoke again to the furry
Krundai. "I believe | understand your notivation," he said. "I felt it too,
once, and forebore to destroy this world. It seened a planet of nadnen-although
much of that appears to be the doing of you and yours. But | knew that not, for
you were wel | - hi dden.

"Yet still | stayed the hands of nmy Masters, betrayed mny purpose, because
| earned here in this roomthat nen have |ove."

"That is the quality | selected for in a human audi ence," Raksha adnitted.
"The thing you call Iove we Krundai had always found to be a synptom of the
attribute | spoke of earlier. That humans possess the synptom wi thout the
attribute is one of the great anomalies that conplicated nmy thought and del ayed
my confession until now "

"Thi s propaganda stuff you tal ked about," Callahan persisted. "I still want to
know how you put it across. Wisper in the Wight Brothers' car? Wite newspaper
editorial s? Spead runors?"

"Sonetinmes," Raksha said, and hesitated. H s features assuned a deeper green
"And sonetines," he went on with obvious reluctance, "by direct intervention."

"Di sgui sed as humans, you nean? Fifth colum and that?" The big Irishnman
seened to be pronpting, seeking sonething from Raksha that | couldn't figure
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out .

"Al'l the Krundai on your world have, at one tine or another, inpersonated
humans for varying reasons. One of us was Saul of Tarsus, another Torquenada,
anot her Thomas Edi son. Oto Hahn was yet another."

"And you," Call ahan bored on inpacably. "Wo were you?"

I remenbered suddenly how | ong ago Raksha had sai d he began to regret his job,
and ny bl ood went cold as ice.

"I . ." he said, biting the words off with an effort, "I was known to nen as
Adol ph Hitler."

The silence was a living thing that gnawed at our reason, paralyzed our
thought. Al around us a Halloween party continued insanely, heedl ess nen
| aughi ng and dancing, the four gorillas in the corner playing poker. There was
not a damm thing any of us could say, and after a time Raksha went on
listlessly, "It was an easy role to play. It took no significant fraction of the
training | had received in crowd control. It was so easy that | had tine to
think, to observe, to learn first-hand what | was doing.

"Perhaps it was because | was born here, and have seen Krundar only once. For
what ever reason, | began to doubt; subconscious uncertainty spoiled ny work. The
maj or purpose of that canpaign was to prolong hostilities |ong enough to force
the devel opnent of atom c weapons, and | nearly succeeded in aborting the
m ssion by folding too quickly. But ny coll eagues were able to redeemny error
by drawi ng out the Pacific conflict just |ong enough. | told nyself ny
depression was the stignma of personal failure, but | knewin ny heart that it
was in fact the repair of ny m stakes that unsettled ne. | have thought on it
| ong and hard since, and now | am here and | have spoken."

Doc Webster produced a hipflask from sonewhere on the south slope of his
belly, upended it and slapped it down enmpty. On all sides of us, people drank
and chattered and | aughed, oblivious to the drama in their nidst.

The Doc found his voice soneplace; it sounded rusty.

"What do you want from us?" he croaked

"Absol ution."

I looked at Tony and Jerry and Finn, winced as | thought for the first tinme in
mont hs of ny dead wife and child, killed years ago in a crash when the brakes
installed nyself to save a buck failed in traffic. This was the place for
absolution, all right-it was Callahan's stock in trade. And this seened |ike our
great est chal |l enge.

The brawny Irishman's voi ce shocked nme when he spoke: it was as cold and hard
as an axe-handle in February. "That word has another word in it," he said.
"Solution. First let's find a solution, and then absolution will take care of
itself. How can you stop this pogronP"

Raksha's fur bristled; he |ooked flustered. "I cannot," he wail ed.

"Can't you tal k your people out of this?" Sam Thayer asked. "Wn't they listen
to you?"

"I nmpossible,"” the alien said flatly. "They could not conceivably understand ny

words . . . | amnot sure | do nyself. Have vegetari ans nmade any real inpact on
your pl anet?"

"They have wherever they could convince folks that a cow m ght have a soul,"
the Doc asserted.

"But you do not have the attribute," Raksha insisted.

"I don't know what the hell this "attribute' is," Callahan grow ed, "but | get
the i dea we have the potential for it; the synptons, | believe you said. Could
it be we never devel oped it because our people have been under the
protection of yours since our infancy?"

"No Krundai woul d believe that," Raksha replied. "If | voiced such an opi nion,
I woul d be judged insane and induced to suicide."

"Can you sabotage the canpai gn?" Tel asco asked. "Join our side and do the
guerrilla? Wth you to help we night "

"No," Raksha said violently. "I cannot betray ny people. It is unthinkable."

"I't was unthinkable for ne once," Tony persisted. "But when | saw what | had
becone, | repudi ated what ny people were doing, worked to stop it."
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"Me too," Jerry chined in.

"You do not understand,"” Raksha hissed. "You are not-Krundai-and this Finn may
belong to a powerful, warlike race for all | know | have conmitted an
unt hi nkabl e crine by relying on your discretion and telling you all this-1 can
do no nore."

Tony had a soldier's tactical mnd. "Can you tell us where and how to | ocate
your people? W'll stop them"

Fi nn spoke up before Raksha could answer. "That is not .
"Possi bl e," Callahan finished quickly, and | got the funny idea he'd kicked
Finn's shin under the table. "If these boys |ed us by the hand to the atom bonb,

there ain't a lot we can do to stop 'em Tony."

"But . . . ouch," said Finn, and shut up

"No," Callahan went on, "if anyone can help us, Raksha, it's you. O did you
just fall by to nmake a headsman's apol ogy?"

"I can do nothing for you," Raksha said mserably. "I seek only absolution."

"Brother," | said synpathetically, "you're caught between a falling rock and a
hard place."” Sam and the Doc al so began to make noi ses of conmiseration, and
Bill Gerrity started to ask Raksha what he was drinking. Just the men of
Cal l ahan's, offering understandi ng and hel p, as al ways.

But Call ahan raised a hand. "No," he said quietly.

W stared at him stunned. Callahan withhol di ng absol ution?

"You can't drink in my bar, brother," he said, staring Raksha in the eye, "and
you can't have our forgiveness. There's a price for absolution on this planet,
and it's called penance. Tony here gets arrested for joining denonstrations;
Jerry has chucked away a pot-full of noney he was naking in real estate and
started | obbying for green-belts and cluster housing; Finn here exiled hinself
anong a | ot of obnoxious, snelly humans for the sake of the ones worth saving.
Buddhi st nonks who couldn't influence their governnments any other way set
thenselves on fire, by Christ, and for their souls | pray on Sunday. Wat do you
figure to do for atonenent?"

Raksha cl osed his eyes-they were doubl enictitating-and knotted his brow. He
was silent for a long tine.

"There is nothing | can do," he said at last, his voice hollow and bl eak

"Then there is no absolution for you," Callahan said flatly, "here or
anywhere. Get out o' ny joint and don't cone back."

Raksha's face fell, and for a tineless nonent | thought he was going to cry,
or whatever Krundai do that's |like crying. But he got a hold of hinself, nodded
once, rose and |l eft the bar, shoul dering party-people aside as he went.

There was anot her silence when he had gone, and we all |ooked at Callahan. His
jaw was set, and his eyes flashed, challenging us to criticize his judgnent.

"Were . . . weren't you a little harsh on the guy, Mke?" Doc Webster asked
after a while.

"Hel I, Doc," Callahan expl oded, "that clown was Adol ph Hitler! You want nme to
pat himon the head and say it's all right, you were only foll ow ng orders?
Christ on a mnibike, if it wasn't for himand his kind, | mght not have to run
this goddamed bar. And ny buni ons give ne the dickens."

"I grieve for him" Finn said tonelessly. "I too was once in a sinmlar
position."

"Save your grief, Finn," Callahan spat. "You had the sanme choice, but you
foll owed through. And you weren't gutless-you were counterprogrammed. |f you
could figure out a way around the sheer physical linitations of your nachinery,
why the hell couldn't he overcone his conditioning? Conditioning isn't an
excuse, for Krundai any nore than for hunmans-it's an expl anation. Thanks to you
and the work-you're doing, the Gaspe Peninsula may be prosperous farm and sone
day. You're still paying your dues. But that guy didn't want to atone, just
apol ogi ze. He and his kind nade this sorry old world what it is today, and maybe
I could forgive that. But | don't give absolution free. It costs, costs you
right in the old will power, and he wasn't willing to ante up. Fuck him and the
horse he rode in on."

"I still think we should have jollied himalong and tried to punp him M ke, "
Tony said insistently. "How are we going to find themto stop them now?"
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Cal l ahan | ooked tired. "As Finn started to say before | tronped on his toes,
that ain't necessary. Now Finn knows they're here, he can find 'emfor us as
easy as you could spot a wolf in a chicken coop. That wasn't the prob. "

There canme a shattering roar fromoutside. The building rocked; glass sprayed
inward fromthe wi ndows and bottl es danced behind the bar. Everyone began to
shout at once, and nost of the boys nade a bee-line for the door

Only Callahan of all of us failed to junp. "Like | said, no guts,"- he said
softly.

He rose quietly, wal ked through the suddenl yuncrowded bar the chalk |ine
before the fireplace, picking up soneone's drink as he went. He | ooked surreally
absurd in that dammed bear-suit he still had on, balding red head sticking out
the top like a partially digested neal. He stood gazing into the flanes for a
monent, gul ped the raw I iquor and spoke in a clear, resonant baritone.

"To cowardice," he said, and flung the enpty gl ass agai nst the back wall of
the fireplace with a savageness | had never seen in himbefore.

Fast Eddie stuck his head in the door. "Jeezis Christ, boss, de whole
unprintable parkin' lot blew up."

"l know, Eddie," Callahan said gently. "Thanks. Anybody hurt?"

Eddi e scratched his head. "I don't t'ink so," he allowed, "but dere's a lotta
dead cars."

"Least of nmy worries," Callahan assured him "Call the cops, will you? Tell
"em what ever you |ike." Eddie got busy on the phone.

Cal | ahan cane back to our table, stood over Finn. "Wll, buddy, what do you
say? Can you take 'enP"

Finn | ooked up at himfor a while, figuring sone things.

"That bl ast was powerful, M chael. They nust have strong defenses."”

"That's why | stepped on your toes and let that joker go, Mckey. If you two
tangled in here, we'd have lost a lot nore'n a few cars we can't gas anyway. But
you heard what he said about violence."

"They abhor it," Finn agreed. "Even if they will enploy it in self-defense,
they are unused to it. Mchael, | can take them | wll."

He rose and left the bar

"Thanks, M ckey," Callahan called after him | reckon your dues are paid in
full."

There's been a |l ot of noise in the papers lately about the series of seismc
shocks that have been recorded over the past few weeks in the unlikeliest
pl aces. An unpredicted m ni quake every day or two for three weeks, culmnating
in a bl ockbuster where no quake had a right to be, is bound to cause tal k.

The sei snol ogi st confess thensel ves baffled. Sone note that none of the quakes
took place in a densely popul ated area, and are reassured. Sonme note the
uni quely powerful though strictly local intensity of the shocks, and are
perturbed. Some note the utter inability of their science to explain the quakes
even after the fact, and fear the end of the world is at hand.

But me and sone of the boys at Callahan's Place suspect it's nore like the
begi nni ng.

9
The Wonderful Conspiracy

| used to think that al nost anything could happen at C allahan's Place. It
wasn't long before | realized the truth: that anything can happen at Call ahan's

Place . . . and not long after that it was nmade clear to ne that anything can
happen at Call ahan's.
But | confess | was still surprised the night | learned that A*N*Y*T*H'| *N*G
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can happen at Callahan's Place -and that, sooner or later, it probably will.

It was New Year's Eve, a natural tinme for introspection | guess. The Pl ace was
virtually enpty, for the first tine in a long while. Now that might strike you
as downright inplausible, but it's just another one of the inexplicable
eccentricities of Callahan's that stop startling you after you've been hangi ng
out there awhile. You see, the kind of guys that come in there regularly, if
they've got famlies, tend to spend holidays with 'em at hone.

It's that kind of crowd.

There are, of course, a handful who don't have fanmilies, and aren't willing to
settle for the surrogate of a date, so Callahan stays open on holidays-but |I'm
sure he runs a net loss. This particular New Year's Eve, the entire congregation
consisted of him ne, Fast Eddie, the Doc and Long-Drink MGonnigle

Funny. You take nmen who al ready consider thensel ves deep and true friends:
they' ve been drinking together regularly for nany years, have experienced sone
menor abl e nonents in each other's conpany, have given each other an awful |ot.
And yet sonehow, on a night when there's just a few of them there because they
have no better place to be, such men can find an even deeper |evel of sharing;
can, perhaps, truly becone brothers. At such tinmes they relax the shoul ders of
their souls, and turn their collective attention to those profound questions
that can overawe a nan alone. They bring out their utterly true selves. W
shared a rich plane of awareness that night, Callahan behind the bar and the
rest of us sitting together in front of it, lost in the glow of that specia
kind of intimacy that drink and good conmpany bring, |ooking back over the year
gone by and tal king of nothing in general and everything in particular. Wat we
were doing, we were telling dunb puns

It started when Call ahan taped over the cash-box a hand-lettered sign that
read, "the buck stops here. "

"Ch boy," runbled the Doc, "I can see there'll be no quarter given tonight."-
which is a pun because he chucked his glass into the fireplace as he said it,
whi ch meant the cigar-box at the end of the bar held at |east two quarters that
he woul dn't be given tonight.

Long-Drink got up and wal ked to the chalk line, and | assumed he wanted to
give Doc's stinker the honor of a formal throw. | shoul d have known he was
setting us up. He toed the nmark, announced, "To the poor corpuscle,” drained his
gl ass, and waited.

The Doc had reflexively drained the fresh glass Call ahan had al ready supplied
unasked-Doc will drink to anything, sight unseen-but he paused with his armin
mdthrow "Wait a minute," he said. "Wiy the hell should | .drink to “the poor
corpuscl e' ?"

"He labors in vein," Long-Drink said sinply.

"Ah yes," | said without nissing a beat, "but he vessles vhile he vorks."

"Plasma soul ," exclaimed Callahan

The Doc's eyes got round and his jaw hung down. "By god," he said at |ast,
"I've never been outpunned by you rummies yet, and |'m not about to go down on
medi cal puns. As a doctor | happen to know for certain there's only one other
bl ood pun-1 got it straight fromthe Auricle of Delphi."

There was an extended pause, and | was saying to nyself, yep, as usual, no one
can top the Doc-when all of a sudden Fast Eddi e spoke up. Now you have to
understand that while he's a genius at the piano, lightning wit has never been
Eddie's strong suit; | don't think I'd ever heard himattenpt a pun in the
presence of so nmany nmsters.

But he by God opened his mouth and said with the nearest thing to a straight
face he owns, "Well | dunno about youse guys, but anem a drink."

And even then he was not done, because while the Doc spluttered and the rest
of us roared, Callahan quietly went into the gag that-unknown to us-Eddi e had
wor ked out with himbefore the rest of us arrived. Instead of Eddie's usua
shot, the barkeep m xed hima drink, and served it with a wooden chopsti ck
jutting out of the gl ass.

"What the hell kind of a drink is that?" Doc Wbster demanded grunpily. And
Eddi e delivered it magnificently.

"A hickory dacquiri, Doc."
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And the | aughter of a mere three of us nearly blew out the w ndows.

The Doc was a good sport about it. In fact, he laughed so hard at hinself that
he lost three shirt buttons. But you could tell he was severely shaken: he paid

for the next round. | felt as though I'd just seen a bulldozer to a tapdance
mysel f. The world is full of surprises, | told nyself.
Cal l ahan put it even nore succinctly. "It's a mracle," he whooped, setting up

fresh glasses. "A genuine dam miracle."
Long-Drink snorted. "Mracles are a dinme a dozen in this joint."

"You know, Drink," | said suddenly, "you said a nouthful:"
" Hah?"
"Mracles. That's Mke's stock-in-trade. This is the place where nothing is
i mpossi ble."
"Horse feathers," Callahan said.
"No, I'mserious, Mke. | can think of half a dozen things that've happened in

here in the past year that | wouldn't have believed for a mnute if they'd
happened anywhere el se."

"That's sure true enough," the Doc said thoughtfully. "Little green nen .
two time travelers . . . Adolph Htler . . ."

"That's not exactly what | nean, Doc," | interrupted. "Those things're highly
i mprobabl e, but if they could happen here, they could happen anywhere. Wat |
mean is that, barring Raksha, every one of those jokers that walked in cryin
wal ked out smilin'-and even he could have, if he'd been willing to pay the
freight. By ne, that's a niracle."

"l don't getcha," said Eddie, winkling up his face. Even nore, | nean.

"Take that business of Jimand Paul MacDonal d. Near as | can see, they
represent the basic mracle of Callahan's Place, the greatest lesson this joint
has taught us."

"What's dat ?"

"That there's nothing in the human heart or nind, no place no matter how
twi sted or secret, that can't be endured-if you have soneone to share it with.
That's what this place is all about: hel ping people to open up whatever cabinets
in their heads hold their npbst dangerous secrets, and let "emout. If you've got
a hurt and |'ve got a hurt and we share 'em sone-crazy-how or other we each end
up with less than half a hurt apiece." | took a sip of Bushmll's. "That's what
Cal | ahan's Place has to offer-and as far as | know, there's no place like it in
all the world."

"I know one place kinda like it,"
"What ? Where?"

"Ch, | don't know that you' d spot the resenblance right off-1 sure didn't. But
d any o' you guys ever hear of The Farn®"

"I was raised on one," the Doc said.

Long-Drink said suddenly.

di

"W knowin the barn," Long-Drink said drily. "I ain't talking about a farm
I mean The Farm place down in Tennessee. Better'n eight hundred people livin' on
a couple o' thousand acres. One of 'em s my daughter Anne, an' | went down to

sit her last nonth."

"One of them communes?" the Doc asked skeptically.

"Not like | ever heard of," Long-Drink told him "They ain't got no house
brand o' religion, for one thing-Anne still goes to Mass on Sundays. For another
thing, themfol ks work. They feed thenselves, an' they build their own houses,
an' they take care of business. The heaviest drug | saw down there was pot, and
they wasn't using that for recreation-said it was a sacranent."

"Tennessee," | said, and whistled. "They nust get a hard tinme fromthe
| ocal s. "

"Not on your tintype. The locals love "em | spoke with the Lewis County
sheriff, and he said if everybody was as decent and truthful and hard-working as
the Farmfolk, he'd be out of a job. I tell you, | went down there | oaded for
bear, ready to argue Annie into givin' up her foolishness and comi n' on hone.
Instead | al nost forgot to | eave."

"So what's all that got to do with this joint?" Callahan asked
"Well, it's, like Jake was sayin' about sharing, Mke. Them fol ks share

\Y
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everything they got, an' the only rule | noticed was that a body that was
hurtin' sonme way was everybody's nunber one priority. They . ' He paused,

| ooked thoughtful. "They care about each other. Ei ght hundred people, and they
care about each other -and the whole damm world, too. That kind of thing' s been
out of style since Flower Power wilted."

"Aw nuts," the Doc exclainmed. "Another one of themfool nut cults is what it
sounds like to ne. They never last."

"l dunno," Long Drink disagreed. "They been goin' for about five years now,
and they just started setting up colonies, like: "Satellite Farnms" they cal
"em better'n half a dozen, all over the country." He paused, |ooking
thoughtful. "What got me, though, was how little attention they paid to their
physical growth. That just seened to happen by itself; while they put their rea
attention on the Main Gane: gettin' straight with each other, so's they could
live together. Seens to ne |like the whole world oughta be doin' that. Seens |ike
if you be a better person, you have you a better life. Seenmed to nme |like The
Farm was Cal | ahan's Place for hippies."

"You're crazy," the Doc burst out. "Sure, there's a thousand ham headed gurus
creepin' out fromunder every burning bush these days. The old-tine religion
went into the drink, so they're scratching for a new one |ike hungry hens, goin'
in for nysticismand the occult and astrology and the |ate God only knows what -

all. But I"'mdamed if | see the resenbl ance between a Jesus-freak reviva
nmeeting and this here bar."
"Doc, Doc," | said softly, "Slow down a bit. Yes, they're mass-producing

religions |ike popcorn these days, and sone of themare as plain silly as the

si xteen-year-ol d perfect goonbah with his divine Maserati and his sacred ul cer
But that don't nmake 'emall crazy. The point is that all them con-nmen nust be
filling some kind of powerful need, or they'd be working sone nore profitable
grift. And | think | agree with Long-Drink: the need they're filling is the sane
one that brings folks to Callahan's Pl ace."

"Hmmph, " the Doc snorted. "And what need is that, pray tell?"

"It's pretty easy to see. For the last century or two we turned our attention
to the physical world, to mastering the material plane at the expense of
anything else. Alot of that, I"'mconpelled to believe, had to do with Raksha
and his kind, but the tendency was there to exploit. And so we've got a world in
whi ch physical mracles are commonpl ace-and nobody's happy. W got what it takes
to feed the whole three billion of us-and half of us are starving. You can show
a dozen guys nmurderin' each other on TV but you can't ever show two people
maki ng | ove. A naked blade is reckoned to be | ess obscene than a naked wonman.
Ain't it about time we started trying to get a handle on love, fromany and al
directions?

"l don't know how come this Farm doesn't collapse like all the other comunes.
I don't know how cone a governnment with the best propaganda nachi ne ever built
failed to sell a war to a country, for the first time in history. | don't know
how cone three or four guys managed to pull down a corrupt thug of a president.

I don't even understand how cone all the things this here bar stands for haven't
been drowned under a sea of the drunks and braw ers and hookers and hoodl uns
every other bar gets, why the only people that seemto cone here are the ones
that need to, that ought to, that have to. That's the real mracle of this
joint, you know, not our telepaths and little green nen!

"I can't explain any of this stuff, Doc, but couldn't it be that there's sone
kind of new force | oose on the world, like a collective-unconsci ous response to
Raksha and the Krundai, a new kind of energy that's trying to put us all back on
the right track before it's too late? Couldn't it be that, now we've clinbed out
on a material-plane Iinb and started sawing at it, sone nysterious force is
trying to teach us how to fly? Wiether it's our own stupidity or Krunda
mani pul ation, we've stunbled across things that make a cobalt bonb | ook
harm ess: the human race is an idiot child in an arsenal. Couldn't it possibly
be that under all these pressures, we're beginning to grow up?"

"Days what | |oined from Rachel," Fast Eddi e spoke up suddenly, startling ne-I
was so wapped up in ny own eloquence, |'d even forgotten ny custonary drawl and
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fol ksy speech-patterns.

"What do you nean, Eddie?" Callahan asked.

"Everybody's got roots in de past," Eddie explained. "But dey's got roots in
de future too."

There was an awed silence. "I'Il be dammed," Call ahan said after awhile
"That's twice in one night you've surprised ne, Eddie. | never thought there was
anything but nmusic in that head o' yours. Guess even | can learn sonmething in

this joint." He shook his head and poured hinself another shot.

Long-Drink tried to lighten the nood some. "I'Il teach you sonething, M ke
What do you get when you put mlk of nagnesia in a glass of vodka?"

The Doc nmade a face. "Everybody knows that one: a Phillips screwdriver. The
hell with that stuff: | want to hear nore about this “collective-unconscious
jazz."

Long-Drink grinned. "Sounds like this place to a T."

"Can it, | said. That “nysterious force' stuff you were talkin' about, Jake-

did you nean that literally?"
I thought about it. "You nmean like a gang of sixthcolum m ssionaries, Doc? A
bunch of guys worki ng undercover |ike Raksha an' his friends, only in reverse?

No, | don't really think that's the way of it . . . wps!"
Reaching for my glass w thout |ooking, | knocked it skittering across the bar,
and |l eaped to grab it before it could fall into Callahan's lap. | froze for a

nmoment, | eaning hal f-over the bar-but |'ve always rather prided nyself in being
qui ck on the uptake.

" on the other hand," | continued calmy, "maybe that's exactly right.
Who knows?"

And Cal | ahan-who was still sitting as | had seen him his | egs fol ded under
himin the full Iotus, suspended a good three feet off the floor-w nked, poured

my glass brinfull of Bushnmill's, and grinned.
"Not me," he lied, and puffed on his cigar
"Hey youse guys," cried Eddie, eyes on the clock above us, "Happy New Year!"
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