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1 TOO HOT TO HOOT

The imortal storyteller Alfred Bester once said that the way to tell a story is to begin with a
di saster and then build to a clinax. I'd like to-believe nme, I'd Iike to-but this particular story
happened just the other way round.

It was a good clinmax, at |east.

Vel |, okay, maybe that's a silly statenent. Perhaps you feel that there is no such thing
as a bad climax; that some are better than others, is all. 1 could argue the point, but! won't.
Let's just agree with Whody Allen that ' The worst one! ever had was right on the noney," stipulate
that they're all at |east okay, and try to quantify the natter a bit.

On a scale of ten, then, rating "the | east enjoyable orgasm|'ve ever had" as a One, and
"reaching the culmnation of hours of foreplay with the sexiest partner inaginable after years of
celibacy" as a Ten, the climax |'m speaki ng of now was probably about a N ne-Five.

This despite the fact that every one of the ingredients |I've named for a Ten were present
The foreplay had been so extensive and inventive (G oucho, leering:"...and the aftplay wasn't so
bad either...) that the sun was coming up by the tine | was going in the other direction; ny
partner was the sexiest worman on the planet, ny darling Zoey Berkowi tz; and she was ny first real
| over (as opposed to nere sexer) in nore years than | cared to think about. True, we had already
been | overs for several nmonths, by then.. . but the honeymbon was by no nmeans over. (In fact, it
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still isn't. The way | see it, our relationship is really just a single contirniojis ongoing act
of | ovenaking, a dance so conplex and subtle that we often di sengage bodi es conpletely for hours
at atine.) My father used to say, "Famliarity breeds, content,” and that's al ways been ny
experi ence.

No, what brought the nmeter down as |low as N ne-Five was nerely a matter of mechani cs Zoey-
t hank God- has never been a ~nall woman, not since the sixth grade, any' way, and she was nine and
a half nonths pregnant at the time all this happened, in the late fall of 1988. Indeed, if | could
travel in time Iike Mke Callahan, and went far enough back into honminid history, | think | could
prove my theory that pregnancy is responsible for the evolution of Man As Engi neer. (This m ght-
hel p explain why there are so few femal e engi neers.) A man who has successfully managed the trick
with a mate in the latter stages of pregnancy possesses nbst of the insights necessary to build a
house-and a strong notivation in that direction, as well. If inventing math were as nmuch fun, we'd
probably own the Gal axy by now.

But | digress...

As lwas saying, Zoey and | had solved the Riddle of the Sphinx together one nore tine,
just as enough dawngl ow was sneaki ng past the edges of the curtains to | et us see what we al ready
knew, and neither of us was paying attention to any damm i magi nary scoring judges-we were both
well content, if alittle fatigued. By the tine we had our breath back, the day was well and truly
begun: birds had begun warbling somewhere outside, and traffic was building up to the usua
weekday norning homicidal frenzy out on Route 25A (why are they all in such a hurry to get to a
pl ace they hate and do things they don't care about?), a conbination of sounds that always puts ne
right to sleep. That's probably just where I'd have gone ifZoey hadn't poked ne in a tender spot
and nurnured drowsily, " ' cha snickering about?"

| hadn't realized | was. In fact, | wasn't. "I"'mnot," | said. "I'mchuckling."

She shook her head. "Unh-unh. | like Snickers better'n Chuckles."

| considered a couple of puns having to do with the physical characteristics and
components of the candy naned, but left them unspoken. Sexual puns are funnier before you cone.

"Chortling, then," | said. "Definitely not a snicker."

Zoey grinmaced, her eyes still glued shut. "But why? Are you.,,

"Ch, it's just this silly nental picture | get after we nmake love," | adnmitted. "1 keep
seeing little Naneless floating in there, startled awake by this rhythmni c earthquake... then
staring in fascination as all these mllions of confused, exhausted, disappointed-little wigglers
show up, |ooking everywhere for an egg. I'll bet they tickle. The little tyke nust get
a chuckle out of it."

"Or a chortle," she agreed, chortling sleepily. "I will, too f'now on. Thanks. Neat
i mage. "

She yawned hugely then, so of course | did, too, and we did the little bits of physica
backing and filling necessary to nmove from Cuddling to Snuggling, and we'd probably both
have been confortably asleep together in only another mnute or two. But we had forgotten about
the Invisible Machi nes of Mirphy.

The universe is full of them and nany of them seemto be sinple pressure swtches. For
i nstance, there's one underneath npst toilet seats: your weight com ng down on the seat sonehow
causes the phone to ring. (Unless you've brought the phone in with you: in that case the switch
cues a Jehovah's Wtness to knock on. your door.) There's another one built into nost TV renpote
controls, wired into the channel select button; if you try to browse, it sonehow alerts every
station on the air to go to comercial. The npbst naddeni ng thing about these switches is that,
bei ng of Murphy, they're unreliable: you can!t be sure whether or just when they will function
except that it will usually turn out in retrospect to have been at the nost annoying possible
monent. So the tiny pair of switches under thy eyelids, sensing that | was just about to di~ off
to sleep, picked nowto send out the signal that causes ny alarmclock to ring. Excuse ne-l nean,
to: BZZ72727777777777777777777! !

For the past two weeks that dammed thing had been going off at just this ungodly hour-set-
by mine own hand and with Zoey's foreknow edge and consent-and every single tine it cane as a rude

and ghastly surprise. Neither of us could get used to it. | had been a professional nusician for a
quarter of a century until | gave it up to tend bar; Zoey still was one- or had been right up

until carrying both a baby and a bass guitar got to be too much for her; it had been decades since
either of us had willingly gotten up at dawn. Dawn was what you occasionally stayed up as late as.

Sunl i ght gave you the skin cancer, everybody knew that. Civilians got up at dawn, for heaven's
sake.

Wel |, so do nine-and-a-hal f-nonth-pregnant wonen. And their partners. No matter what their
nonnal sleep cycle is.
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Bei ng nore than nine nonths pregnant nmay nean nothing at all. Not even when you get up to
nine and a half nonths, and the kid hasn't even dropped yet. Maybe you just guessed wong on the
conception date. We don't want you to worry, M. Berkowitz. But naybe, just naybe, sonething
iswong in there. Maybe little Nanel ess doesn't want to come out and play, ready or not. If so, it
is a bad decision, however one mi ght synpathize-~-because once Nanel ess is ready, he or she wll
begin to do what all fully formed babies do best: excrete. And, polluting the wonb, will die. And
possi bly take you along for conpany. The chances of this are- iow.-:. but it mght be wisest if
you just checked into the hospital now, Ms. Berkowitz, and allowed us to induce |abor with a
pitocin drip.

Zoey had awarded that offer an enphatic "Fuck you very much, Doctor," and | was behind her
a hundred percent. At the time. W had both devoured nost of the available literature on birthing
as a subversive activity, and were determned to Do This Naturally-not with drugs and
epi siotom es, |ike postnodern drones, but the way our prim itive ancestors did it in the caves:
with a trai ned Lanaze partner, a cantorder, and a physician standing by just in case. As far as we
were concerned, Nanel ess could energe in his or her own good tine.

The hospital had seen all too many zealots |ike us; they sighed and agreed to let us wait
as long as we could stand it, against advice. . . provided we were willing to furnish daily proof
that Namel ess was not in fact dying in there. In the formof a maternal urine sanple. Which they
woul d need first thing in the norning. Every norning. Wierefore: BZZZZZZZ777777777777777! |!!

As far as | can see, the biggest disadvantage to having a pregnant |ady around the home is

that it's always your turn to get up. | said a few words, and Zoéy stuck an elbow in ny ribs,
saying, "Not in front of the baby!"™ So | said sone nore words, but in ny head, and got up out of
bed. As | went around the bed, | confirned by eye that her chanber pot was placed where she woul d

be able to conveniently straddle it, and went to the bathroomto get another specinen contai ner
fromthe package under the sink. (If you think ten yards is too short a walk to the bathroomfor a-
chanber pot to be necessary, you' ve never been nine and a half nonths pregnant.) And then
well, it got conplicated.

| bent over, see, and. took the package by a scrap of torn flap at the top, and
strai ghtened up, intending to runmage inside the thing for a specinen cbntainer once | got it up

to around wai st |level. -But Zoey had been pregnant for nine nonths ~nd thirteen days, and those
damm packages hold a dozen. . . so it was enpty. and since it was enpty, it didn't weigh
an~'thing. . . and since | was expecting it to weigh at |east sonething, and was nore than a
little groggy. . . well, | overbal anced and | anded ass-first in the bathtub, whangi ng nmy head
against the tile wall

It could have happened to you, okay? Sure, it didn't, and riever will.. . but it cauld
have. And if it had, | wouldn't have | aughed at you

Oh all right, I'mlying. Go ahead.

Zoey had apparently decided to rest her eyes until | got back, and then get up into a
sitting position, when there was soneone there to help. But her love was true: | believe the

conmbi nation of ny piteous wail and the | oud reverberati ng boom were probably enough to cause at
| east one of her eyes to open, perhaps as nuch as hal fway. "You alive, hon?" she murnured.

| was dazed, and not honestly sure of the answer, but | could not ignore the concern in
her voice. "Depends on what you call living," |I tenporized, trying with little success to get out
of the tub.

Her reply was a snore.

My struggl es triggered another of those invisible Murphy Switches: the showerhead' s built-
i n bonbsi ght detected the presence of an unsuspecting human in its target area, and cut |oose with
the half cup or so of ice water it keeps handy for such occasions, scoring a direct hit on ny
groin. That got nme up out of the bathtub, at |east, though | can't explain exactly how, all | know
is, an instant later | was standing up and drawing in breath to swear. Loudly. Wth a great effort
I managed to squelch it. The usel ess enpty paper sack that should have held specinmen jars was
still in nmy hand; | flung it angrily to, ward the wastebasket beyond the toilet bow But of course
it had poor aerodynam c characteristics for a projectile: it fluttered and fl apped and curl ed over
and fell short, square into the toilet bow. Two points. This tine | was not entirely successfu

in suppressing ny bark of rage; it emerged as a kind of noan. | turned angrily on ny heel, and
wal ked straight into the edge of the open bathroom door. The sun went nova, and when it had
cooled, | found that | was sitting again, on the cold tile floor this time. The front of ny head

now hurt as much as the back, and ny buttocks hurt twi ce as nuch.
Qutside in the bedroom Zoey snored again.
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For the third time, nmy lungs sucked in air.. . and then let it out again, very slowy. if
| woke Zoey with screaned curses, |'d have to explain why-and then refrain from strangling her
while she giggled. O chortled. |I got up, rubbed the places that hurt, and turned ny attention to
the problemof inprovising an alternate urine container. If it had been for nyself or another
mal e, no problembut fenal es need a wider aperture. | shuffled past the sl eeping Zoey and | eft the
bedroom searching for inspiration

By the time | found it, 1 had left our living quarters conpletely and wandered out into
Mary's Pl ace proper

Living in back of a tavern has been a |ifelong dream of nmine, and the reality has turned

out to be even better than | inmagi ned. There, for instance, ranked in rows behind the bar, were a
pl ethora of acceptable receptacles. (Say that three tinmes fast with marbles in your nouth and
you'll never need a dentist again.) Before selecting one, |-punched a conbination into The Machi ne

and set a nug upright on its conveyor belt, which humred into life and whi sked the nmug away into
the interior. Less than a minute later it emerged fromthe far side of The Machine, filled now
with fteih hot Tanzani an Peaberry coffee adulterated to ny taste. | took it and the specinmen
container | had chosen backi nto the bedroom

There are few things a very pregnant worman will wake up for, but peeing is definitely one
of them Getting Zoey to a sitting. position on the side of the bed (w thout tipping over the
chamber pot) was probably less difficult than portaging a piano in rough country. The snell of
cof fee nust have hel ped. She took a long sip of it, then cane fully awake when
- she recogni zed the receptacle | was offering her

"Jake, | amnot peethg into a stein.”

"Ch hell, Zoey, what's its religion got to do with anything? It's w de enough, it's been
sterilized, it'sgot a lid | can tape shut after, we're out of specinen jars, just go ahead and get
it over with, okay? Woever it is today will be here any mnute."

My best friends in the world-AKA: my regul ar clientel e-had organi zed what they insisted on
calling a PeePool; each norning one of themtook a turn at conming by Mary's Place to pick up the
day's specinen and ferry itto the hospital for analysis. | had no idea whose turn it was today,
arid was too groggy to figure it out, but the way things were going | suspectcd it would be one of
the rare pronpt ones.

Zoey thought it over and relaxed to the inevitable. She set the coffee down where |
couldn't reach it wi thout stepping over her, deployed the stein above the thundermg, and cut
| oose.

Sure enough, just as she finished, there was a thunderous knocking. A distant thunderous
knocking at the bar's front door

That irritated ne. Wioever it was could have just as easily cone around to this side of
the buil ding and knocked on the much-cl oser back door. As a gesture of nmy irritation, | tossed
asi de the underpants | had just managed to | ocate, snatched the filled stein out of Zoey's hand,
and set off to answer the knock stark naked. "Jake-" Zoey called after me, and | snarled, "Whoever
it is has it com ng,” over ny shoulder. For-the second tine that day | padded Qut of the l|iving
area and into the bar, went through the sw nging doors into the foyer, and flung open- the outside
door with a flourish.

And was vouchsafed a vision.

It had to be a vision. Reality, even the rather plastic kind I've learned to live with
over the years; sin-ply could not-I felt-.produce a sight like that. Nor was it a nere
hal l uci nation; | had not had a drink in many hours, or a toke in several days. The thing was so
weird that it took ne a full second or two to learn to see it: at first ny brain rejected what it
was given and searched for plausible alternatives.

This object is a fireplug-no, a fireplug's older fri-other-over which someone has draped a
very used painter's drop cloth, and onto the top of which soneone has placed the severed head of a

pit bull. No, wait, pubulls don't have nustaches. Perhaps this is the secret midget son of Buddy
Hackett, wea-ting a paint-spattered toga as part c/his fraternity initiation. No, | have ii now
this is R2D2 dressed for Hall oween. Or maybe- We gaped at each other for a good five seconds of
silence, the vision and |, before |I tentatively-and correctly- identified it as the ugliest woman

| had ever seen. The noment | didso, |screaned and junped back a foot-and at the exact sane
instant, she did the exact sane thing.

The difference was, | was holding a nearly full stein.
The Iid flew open when | started, and a glog of-the contents sailed out into the air; an
elongated fluid projectile, like a golden version of the second, |iquid-netal-nodel Terminator. It
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caught her am dshi ps and splattered, the splat sound overpowered by the clop? of the stein lid
sl ammi ng shut agai n.

There was a short pause, arid then she barked.

| mean barked, like a dog. In fact, yapped is closer to the sound she made-but doesn't
begin to convey the inpact. Even "barked" isn't strong enough. Maybe "bayed." |nmagine a two-
hundr ed- pound Peki ngese with a bullhorn, and you've only started to imagi ne that sound. It was
sonething like all the fingernails in the world being drawn across all the blackboards in Hell and
then anplified through the Madi son Square Garden sound system at maxi mum gai n.

| shivered rather |ike a dog nyself, blinked rapidly without effect, and felt ny testicles
retreating into ny trunk

- The vision barked again, |ouder-a sound which you can duplicate for yourself if you w sh
by sinply inserting.a power drill into each ear simultaneously. As its echo faded, | heard the
di stant sounds of Zoey approaching to investigate. She pushed the sw nging doors open and j oi ned
me in the foyer- stopped short and gaped.

The... | was finally beginning to believe it was a human woman, or sonething |ike one..
gaped hack at the two of us, staring fromthe naked hairy man to the extrenely pregnant wonman in
the ratty bat htobe. She opened her nouth to bark again, paused, blinked, | ooked down at the dafttp
stain on her chest, sniffed sharply-the sight of her hirsute nostrils flaring will go with me to
ny grave-glared up at me, then at the stein in ny hand, then back at ne, then down at the stain on
her chest again, then one nore tinme at Zoey, and finally she threw back her head and how ed.

A coupl e of glasses burst behind the bar

| heard them just before nmy hearing cutout conpletely, as though God had accidentally
over|l oaded the automatic |level control on ny tape deck. | know | tried to screamnyself, but don't
know whet her | succeeded. | alsOtried to jamny fingers into ny ears, to stop the pain that
continued long after actual hearing had fled. Not only didn't it help a bit, the stein | had
abandoned to do so | anded squarely on ny bare right foot, with a crunch that | did hear, by bone
conduction, and sprayed the last of its contents. onto the creature's behaired shins, pilled
socks, and orthopedi c shoes.

A pity, for it caused her to sustain her how |onger than she m ght have otherwi se, and to
shake at me a fist like a small winkled ham

Horrible as that shriek was-and it was, even w thout being audible-the end of it was
worse, for now she had to draw in breath for the next one, and so | saw her teeth. |I. can see them
now. My eyes sent ny btain an urgent nessage asking how cone they had to stay on duty when ny ears
had al ready bugged Qut?

Wth that, ny Guardi an-1diot snapped out of his stupor, and rem nded ne that | did not
have tt endure this trial any longer than | chose to. | closed the door quietly but firmy in her
face.

Then | stood on bne Ieg and cradl ed ny nmashed ioot in both hands and hopped in pain. Then
I lost nmy balance and fell down, for the third time that norning, on ny bare ass, banging ny head
again too. (For those of you who are connoi sseurs of anguish, a hardwood floor is perceptibly
harder than either tub or tile.)

Zoey, bless her, did the only thing she could; she burst out |aughing.

| did not join her. Not right away~ | tried a withering glare-but if age cannot w ther nor
custom stale nmy Zoey, no glare of mine is going to do the trick. Then | thought about kicking her
somewhere that wouldn't endanger Nanel ess- but now was not a good tine to get beat up. Next |

opened ny nmouth to say sonething-deeming it safe because | assuned she was still as deafened as
by the vision's banshee cry.
But before | could, | realized that the deafness nust have worn off~ | could hear Zoey's

hoots of hel pl ess hysteria, now, and the distant and fadi ng sound of that nonstrous barking
outside. So I closed ny mouth, prepared a slightly |ess offensive speech, opened ny nouth again .
and clearly heard the sound of knocki ng.

Di stant knocking. Not here-but at the back door, back in the bedroom . where one of ny
friends nmust be waiting to receive the daily beaker of piss.

Now | joi ned Zoey in |aughing.

| just had to. it was that or go nad. The | ouder and nore urgent the distant knocki ng
becane, the harder we | aughed. Finally | got up, collected the enpty stein, and went, stil
| aughi ng, to answer the knock.

"What the hell was that?" Zoey asked as we wal ked back toward our quarters, w ping away
tears of |aughter

“I think it was a person,” | said~ "lI'"'mpretty sure it was a life-formof sone kind,
anyway. "
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"If you say so. | wonder what in God' s name she wanted. \Wat | anguage was that she was
speaki ng?"

"I"'mnot sure she was evolved that far. Come on, hurry up

Needl ess to~y, by the tine we got to the back door to answer the knock, the knocker-Noah
Gonzal ez-had gi ven up and gone round to the front door. | left Zoey thete and retraced ny steps
through the entire building-for the third tine, before coffee,and got to the front door nonents
after Noah had gi ven up and gone round to the back door again.

That's it, | thought, | quit. | went as far as the bar, nade a secOnd cup of coffee, and
vowed- not to nove another step until | had finished drinking this one. Zoey and Noah nust have
connected, and worked out for thensel ves the awkward business of himwaiting in the bedroomwhile
she waddl ed into the bathroomand refilled the stein for him (No problemfor a pregnant |ady.) By
the tine she canme out to find nme, carrying my bathrobe, | was putting the finishing touches on the
lyrics of a new song.

It goes like this:

God has a sense of hunour, but it's often rather crude

What He thinks is a hower, you or I would say is rude

But cursing Hmis not a real productive attitude

Just laugh-you mght as well, ny friend,

‘cause either way you' re screwed
I know. it sounds so sinmple, and it's so hard to do
To |l augh when the joke's on you

God | oved Mort Sahl, Belushi, Lenny Bruce-He likes it sick
Fields, Chaplin, Keaton. . . anyone in pain will do the trick
'Cause God's idea of slapstick is to slap you with a stick
You might as well resign yourself to steppin on your dick

It always sounds so sinple, but it's so hard to do

To | augh when the joke's on you

You can laugh at a total stranger

When it isn't your ass in danger

And your |over can be a riot

-if you learn how to giggle quiet

But if you want the right wgiggle, that is what you gotta do
when the person steppin on that old banana peel is you

A chunp and a banana peel: the core of every joke
But when it's you that steps on one, your |aughter tends to choke
Try not to take it personal,just have another toke
as long as you ain't broken, what's the difference if you're broke?
| know it sounds so sinple, but it's so hard to do
To | augh when the jokes on you

It can be hard to force a snile, as you get along-in years

It isn't easy laughin at your deepest secret fears

But try to find your funny bone, arid have a coupl e beers:

If it don't cone out in laughter, man, it's comMout in tears
| said it sounds so sinple, but it's so hard to do
To |l augh when the joke's on you

The barking vision did not return. Wthin ten mnutes, Zoey and | had crawl ed back into
bed, where we woul d enjoy a sound and undi sturbed sl eep, and nothing el se awful or astoni shing was
to happen after that until well after sundown.

But - had we but known it-the ending of Mary's Place had al ready begun.

CHAPTER 2 TOO FAR, EDNA: WE WANDER AFOOT
That evening started Qut to be a fairly typical night. At |east, by the standards of the

patrons of Mary's Place-and its proprietor and chief bartender: nyself.
Not that the evening had been uneventful. By ten o'clock, just under thirty of us had put
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away about thirteen gallons of booze. . . though adnittedly sonething over eleven gallons of that
had gone directly fromtheir various bottles and kegs to the throat of Naggeneen, our resident
Irish cluricaune, w thout ever occupying the intervening space. (Like their cousins the

| eprechauns, and indeed |ike all the Daoine Sidh, cluricaunes have paranornmal psi powers-in their
case, the ability to teleport and absorb al cohol -and Naggeneen feels that pouring, lifting and

si ppi ng are shaneful wastes of good drinking tinme.) On the bright side, he paid for every drop he
drank, cash on the bar, in gold coin so pure it would take a toothmark. And, of course, he tended
to be a very agreeabl e drunk, neither pugnaci ous nor pathetic, neither norose nor maniac, both
merry and mannerly. | guess a few, hundred years of practice nust count for something.

Thanks to our other resident Irish nmyth, Ernie Shea, the Lucky Duck-a hal f-breed pooka,
around whomthe iron laws of probability tend to turn into extrenely silly putty- we had even had
a brief spell of weather indoors: at about nine o'clock one of the very few tornadoes in Long
Island's history had suddenly sprung up out of nowhere and lifted the roof clear off the place,
neat as you please, and scaled it away into the night like a Frisbee. The noi se and suddenness of
the roof's departure startled us a bit, naturally (Doc Wbster, though, rising to the occasion as
he so often does, glanced up nonchalantly and said, raising -his voice over the howing wind, "A

Gabl e roof, | see-gone with the wind."), and there can't be nmany sights sillier than a roonful of
peopl e gaping up at rain falling on their faces . . . but fortunately it is not possible for any
of us at Mary's Place to get wet when it rains (thanks to an alien cyborg friend of ours-1'Il get

to that later), and besides, by now we had all acquired a éertain sense of just how the Duck's
luck tends to run; we sinply covered our drinks with our hands to prevent their dilution and
waited it out. Sure enough, another roof came along in a few mnutes. It wa~ a good enough fit,

and apparently it arrived with all its nails bristling because it installed itself with a solidity
that we could hear and feel was reliable. Indeed, it turned out to be slightly better than the
roof 1'd traded for it, in one respect: like its predecessor, ithad a built-in hatch kr rooftop

access-but this hatch was better positioned, farther away fromthe bar, so that | would now be
able to get a stairway up to it and allow ny custoners the option of doing their drinking under
the stars. (I'd have to put a fence around the roof, too, of course.)

After that, well, let's see. . . once the floor had dried -sufficiently, Ralph Von Wau Wau
the tal king dog got out his l|atest sh6rt story and read it aloud to us, turning the pages
expertly with his nuzzle and paws, and dropping, for the duration of the reading, that silly fake
accent he usually puts-on. (Well, okay, | have to admit-a German shepherd speaking-in a German
accent is kind of amusing.)

And after he was done and we finished appl auding and commenting and petting him and so
forth, we all spent a while chatting with the Internet. Not chatting on the Internet. Chatting
with the Internet...with its self-generated Artificially Intelligent avatar, whomny true | ove
Zoey had naned Sol ace, and who had for several mnonths now been nanifesting herself, at infrequent
intervals, through the house's souped-up Mac H (augnented with canera and ni crophone). The chat
was of a fairly standard type: we tried to think of Turing Tests that Sol ace coul dn't pass-and she
tried out a few Turing Tests of her own on us.

Like | say; a pretty routine night, for us-at Mary's Place. It was nearly ten o'clock
before anything I'd classify as weird happened.

Sol ace had just aced our |atest honmebrewed Turing Test, a speech recognition hononym
di scrimnator devised by Doc Webster. This consisted of correctly displaying onscreen, as the Doc
dictated it, w thout perceptible pause for thought-the foll owi ng nonsense sentence:

"I was nusing on the Mise under sonme yews outside S.MU's museum as |'mused to doing,
when a kitten's nusical mews drew nme into the nmuseunis mews, which some use-dam youse-to- sniff
muci | age for amuserent."”

This is, of course, just an extended variation on Heinlein's classic construct, "Though
t he tough cough and hi ccough pl ough himthrough,” that is, a sentence designed to confound just
about any inmagi nabl e speech-recognition systemshort of a human brain or functional equivalent. As
far as |1'm concerned; software capable of grokking that all six of Heinlein' s different-sounds
are, spelled identically, or that the single repeating sound in the Doc's sentence can and nust be
semantically interpreted thirteen different ways, is software that neets ny criteria for
sentience, whether its neurons are wet or dry. (Wat matter if said sentience consists of "nothing
nmore than" a | arge sheaf of conplex algorithtnms. | don't know about you, but a good half the human
beings | run into on the street are, or seemto be, on automatic pilot: navigating by a series of
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prestored algorithms, clumsy primtive rules of thumb. Can't see that it makes any difference

whet her the algorithns are expressed by neat, machine, or Martian.) As the |last words of the Doc's
test sentence appeared onscreen, correctly spelled, a mld cheer went up fromthose ten or fifteen
patrons who were paying attention

I'"d like to pause there for just a second and preen, if | may. | think | have a right to
be alittle proud: at age forty-five, | ran the kind of bar where a live, realtinme chat with the
Net come alive was not necessarily the nost interesting thing in the room Over at the opposite
end of the house fromthe sparkling fireplace, for exanple, Ev and Don were playing tictac-toe
with snoke rings for an appreciative crowd of onl ookers-don't ask ne how Don can blow an X; all
can tell you is they seemvery happy with each other-and in another corner of the house, the Darts
Chanpi onship of the Universe (a weekly ritual) was in progress; the Lucky Duck had agreed to
accept as handi caps both a blindfold and the tying of both hands behind his back, and nonethel ess
was clearly going to seize the crowm from Tommy Janssen, the reigning chanpion; it was just a
matter of time. His luck was with him you see.

But | digress.

As | was saying, Solace successfully displayed that silly sentence (in thirty-six-point
Bengui at font on her fourteeninch nmonitor, if you're a conmputer weenie. And by the way, did you
know t hat nanot echnol ogy fans are known as "teeny weeni es?") as fast as Doe Wbster could say it,
and was appl auded by sonething |like a dozen onl ookers. "Way to go, Sol ace," Long~Drink McGonni gl e
called out.

"Thank you, Phil," Sol ace said. Ever since we had deci ded that Sol ace was nore of a she
than a he, she had spoken aloud to us-through the stereo speakers I'd hooked up to the Mac Il in a
warm contralto, not unlike Zoey's.

"Hell," the Drink went on, "these days there's probably Ph.D.s in English who coul dn't
spell that sentence correctly. Even | might have had to hesitate a second.or tw, here and there."

"These days there are Ph.D.s in English who can't spell 'Ph.D.,'" Tanya Latiner said

gl oom |y, and her husband | sham nodded agreenent.
Marty Matthias spoke up. "My grade twelve students at St. Dominic's all did rotten on the

| ast exam | gave them So to try and cheer them up a little, | told themthe inspirational story
of how Al bert Einstein hinself failed math when he was in school, right? A hand goes up in the
back of the room 'M. Mtthias,' he says, not kidding, honestly puzzled, 'l don't get it. If he
was so iousy in school and everything.. . how cone they called him"E nstein"?""

There were cries of horror, outrage and protest. But no disbelief.

"I didn't know what to say. | stood there with ny nouth open until the bell rang.”

Doc Webster sighed. "It's the 'Tood and Janey' effect," he announced.

"The whi ch?" Long-Drink asked.

"Creeping---no, galloping-illiteracy. The township repaired the sidewal ks in ny
nei ghbor hood recently, poured fresh concrete, you know? Naturally kids w th popsicle sticks
condensed out of the ether, to inmmortalize thenmselves with. . . uh . -. concrete poetty." G oans.

"Well sir, right in front of ny house, where | have to ook at it every time | go out, there is
now i nscribed a large heart, within which lie the dread words, ' TOOD AND JANEY'

"Huh?" chorused half a dozen peopl e at once.

"l know the world has gotten weird lately," the Doc went on, "but | still don't believe
we' ve reached the point where any set of parents would name their son 'Tood.' I'mforced to
concl ude that young Todd can't spell his own fucking nanme." This brought shocked | aughter. "Qd
enough to be horny for Janey, mnd you, and the boy can't spell his name. Mracle he got hers
right; her nom nust have sewn nane tags onto her underwear." That got even nore |aughter

Long~Dr mmk shook his head. "How much you want to bet her name is Jeanie?" he asked, and
t he |l aughter redoubl ed.

"Wait, | got a topper," Tomry Janssen said. The Lucky Duck had just finished skunking him
at darts-tossing all five shots with his teeth and then punting theminto the bullseye, with his
own eyes cl osed-and Tomy had naturally gravitated to the nearest source of laughter to soothe his
wounds. "l was in the nen's room.down at the library, and | was reading the graffiti on the wal
of the stall, - toiass the tine, right? And at first | was bunmed out, because all the ones | saw
were racist. But then a pattern began to energe, and | cheered up a little. The first one | saw
said, 'Pakis' suck' . . but the author had spelled 'Pakis' P-A-K-1-S-apostophe. The next one read,
"KKK-the clan is back,' only 'clan' was spelled with a ¢ instead of a k! But the third one was the
best: he was trying to say, 'Death to anyone wearing a turban'.. . but the last word was spelled T-
URBI-NE" By now people were whooping. "Wiich as far as | know | ets out everybody but M ckey
Fi nn, and maybe the Terminator. So the bad news is, racistt~is on the rise. . . but the good news
is, they're even stupider than ever!" The | aughter becane appl ause, and a nunber of enpty gl asses

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/TXT%20-%20Spi...Robinson%20-%207%20-%20Callahan’'s%20Legacy.txt (8 of 89) [8/28/03 12:12:32 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spi der%20Robi nson/T X T%20-%20Spi der%20Robi nson%20-%207%20-%20Cal | ahan's%20L egacy .txt

sailed across the roomand nmet in the fireplace with a nusical sound.

| think it was about then that | first noticed the newconer enter ny bar

I renenber wondering if a barrage of flying glasses was going to put himoff. Newconers to
Mary's Pl ace-and we don't get many, for | don't advertise, and there's no sign outside-sonetines
take a while to dope out that all the silicon shells are ending up in the fireplace. But this guy
seermed to take a rain of glasses in stride. It even seened to tickle him | liked himfor that.

He was about fifty or so, close on to six foot, clean-shaven with short gray hair (which
was dry; the rain must have stopped outside), dressed casual and cheap-save for an exceptionally
fine pair of boots that |ooked Iike sone kind of exotic endangered lizard's skin. Wen | saw their
heels | revised ny estimate of his height downward by several inches. Since he carried an acoustic-
guitar case, | took himfor a fellow nusician, who had heard about Mary's Place through the
fol ki es' grapevine.

He must have observed a coupl e of toasts being nmade, as he covered the distance fromthe
door to the bar. | believe Doc Wbster started it, toasting, "To the Anerican educational system
God bless it,” and flinging his enpty glass into the fire. And then Tommy stepped up and repl aced
himat the chalk line, said, "Literates:-next on Cprah," drained his own beer, and unloaded his
own enpty into the flanmes. ~nyway, by the tinme the new guy bellied up to-the bar, he seened from
his expression to have intuitively grasped the essential nature of our nobst central custom and!
could see he approved of it. Mdire points for alertness and class. "Wiat'll it be, friend?" | said,
going through that silly little ritual of pretending to polish the bartop in front of him

"Acold day in Hell before |I find another bar as interesting as this one," he said
agreeably. (I agreed with him anyway.) "Not many innkeepers let you smash your glass in their
hearth anynore these days." He held up his guitar case. 'Ckay if! set this thing on the bar a
nm nut e?"

It was a big case, but there was anple room "Sure. Let ne nop up.sone of the spills and
circles for you-"

"No need," he said, and set the case down on the bar. "I won't be needing the case much
| onger."

I was finding himas interesting as he found ny bar. "Wiy not?" | asked him

He was funbling with the latches. "I intend to enpty it for good." He got the |ast one

open and lifted the lid. It blocked ny view of whatever was in the case, and | westled with the
question of whether it would be polite-or prudent-to shift ny position a little and sneak a gl ance
over the opened lid. Wat kind of guitar was this man proposing to destroy? O was that a machi ne
gun in there?

St andi ng behind him Noah Gonzal ez suddenly did a double-take then made it a triple,
gapi ng at the open case. That decided ne. But before I could nove forward, the stranger plucked
sonething fromthe case, took it at either end with his fingertips, and snapped it taut.

It was, or appeared to be, a one-hundred-dollar bill.

Noah nudged hi s nearest neighbor, Suzy Maser, directed her attention to the stranger and
his guitar case, and Suzy did what may have been the first qoadrupl e-take |I've ever seen

A crisp new hundred-dollar bill, it |ooked to be: he folded it lengthwise and it took a
crease between his fingernails. He fol ded one corner over to neet the central crease, then did the
sane with the resulting new corner. Then he repeated the procedure with the opposite corner. By
now Noah and Suzy were no |onger the only ones staring.

| glanced over the lid. That entire junmbo guitar case was packed with what seenmed to be
genuine U S. currency, all of it-or at least all the ones visible on top of each banded stack-

crisp starchy hundred-dollar bills. | knew | ess than an i nnkeeper probably really ought to know
about spotting counterfeit noney, but these | ooked pretty good to ne. My intuition told ne they
were genuine. | couldn't estimate the total; but sonmething told nme it woul d have the word

"mllion" in it sonewhere, quite possibly in the plural

| |1 ooked back up at the stranger. He had fol ded one raked outer edge back to neet the
central crease, and was doing the same with the other. Maybe half nmy customers were discreetly
wat chi ng now, the bu2z of conversation faltered.

By the time | had all owed nyself to believe that | was watching a nman nmake a paper

ai rpl ane out of a hundreddollar bill, he had it airworthy. He grinned briefly at ne, turned around
to face the fireplace, and let fly.
The bill soared gracefully across the room By the tine it arrived at the hearth, nost of

the eyes in the Place were tracking it. It was dammed -well ained. The sudden updraft over the
flames made it try to clinb up the chimey, but too abruptly: it stalled, rolled out, and angered
into a chunk of birch, falling over and bursting into flane.

Al'l eyes travel ed back to the stranger. | guess he'd been confident of his aimhe was
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al ready hal fway through the next C-note/airplane.

The general reaction was unani nous. Once people were satisfied that he had torched the
bill intentionally, and neant to continue doing so for a while, they politely | ooked away and went
back about their own business. The noise |level in the robmwent back up to nornal

Oh, no doubt many of them discussed the stranger but did so in politely hushed tones,

wi t hout any unseemy gawking or pointing. | stared at the guy closely, but | had professional
obligations. | figure if a man cones - into nmy bar and starts setting cash on fire, | have a noral
duty to assure nyself that he isn't drunk before | decide whether to sell himliquor. |'m nuch

better at detecting drunkenness than | am at detecting counterfeit noney, and it was clear to ne
that while he was not cold sober, neither was he near bonbed enough to call for intervention
"Want any help with that, cousin?" | asked.

Qur conbi ned reaction-or rather, lack of it-delighted himas nmuch as our gl ass-snashing
custom had. "Wy, thanks," he said, and gestured for nme to help nyself.

| signal ed Tom Haupt nan, ny backup bartender, to take over the job of keeping everybody
el se's glasses refilled. He nodded and went to work with the industry you'd expect of a fornmer
nmnister. So | busted the paper tape off another stack of hundreds and fashioned the top bill into
a paper airplane. When | had it done, | set it close to the newoner's hand and built another
Soon we had sorted it into a system | mnmade the planes and he | aunched them The only attention
anyone el se paid was to make sure they didn't wander into his line of fire. Hi s aimwas
i mpressive. Before too long he had to pause and wait for the pile of crashed C planes to burn down
a bit, so that new arrivals wouldn't spill out ontp the floor.

"This is really nice of you," he said. "This was going to be ny |last attenpt before |I gave
up the whole idea. The last three places | tried this, people got very upset."

| nodded. "I can see how that could be. R ots have started over |ess.

"The third tine | picked a really upscale bar, a Hanpton joint where a Coke cost five
bucks and a rum and- Coke cost ten, on the theory that people who actually had noney to bum woul d
be the | east upset to see it done. Hah! | thought they were going to nerrill-lynch me. | had
bl asphened their religion. How many rum and- Cokes will this buy nme here?" He offered ne one of his
pale green aircraft.

"None at all,"” I told him "lI'mafraid | deal in nothing but one-dollar bills."

"Si ngl es? Seriously? How cone?"

| shrugged. "House custom Call it. . . honage to the nenory of a departed friend Long
story."

He grinned. "Do you actually mean to tell me that with a guitar case full of hundred-
dollar bills, | can't get a drink in here? Ch, that's narvel ous!"

"Well,"! said, "I judge you to be a special case. How about if on a one-tine basis, |
change one of those into singles for you?"

He | ooked thoughtful. "How many drinks would a hundred singles buy me? Hypothetically."

"That depends."

"Say they were all rum and- Cokes."

| shook ny head. "That's not what it depends on. Every drink in the house, from Coke to
Irish coffee to chanpagne, costs three dollars. But if you turn in your enpty glass or nmug or
what ever, you get to take a dollar back fromthe cigar box over there." |I pointed it out, down at
the end of the bar closest to the door. "So, hypothetically speaking ... well, let's see:
ni nety-ni ne singles would buy you thirty-three drinks-but if you dldn't toss any of your enpties
into the fireplace, you' d be entitled to raid the cigar box for another thirty-three singles,
treat yourself to eleven nore drinks, then go get eleven singles fromthe box, add 'emto the
dollar you still had left over fromyour original hundred and have four nore snorts for a
ni ght cap, then take four singles, have one nore for the road, and wal k out with a buck in your
pants. Plus whatever |eftover hundred-dollar bills you don't have tine to burn by closing, if any.
This is just theoretical, of course: | wuldn't sell a man forty-nine gl asses of orange juice. And
I'd cut you off Once you were down to cab fare~ | don't |et anyone | eave here drunk with their car
keys. But it comes down to, three bucks a drink, a dollar back if you return your enpty."

He was stating at the cigar box, sitting there unattended at the end of the bar, singles
spilling over its sides. "Wat keeps anyone fromfilching a fistful of those on their way out?"
he asked.

| shrugged again. "Honesty? Integrity? Self-respect? Enlightened self-interest?"

He grinned delightedly. H's grin was al nost nmanic, his gaze intense. "I'mbeginning to
like this place. You don't find many bars with a flat rate-nuch I ess a Free Lunch of dollar bills.
But | ook here: if | let you break that yard. . . well, let's say I'll have three or four drinks,
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tops that leaves me with eighty-ei ght-and possibly ninety-two-singles to dispose of." He gestured
to his open guitar case. "As you can inmagine, | expect to be somewhat armweary by the tine |'ve
enptied this thing. Another ninety-four mssiles nmight just be the straw that broke the canel's
wrist."

"1 see your problem" | agreed. "After you' ve burned a guitar case full of hundreds, how
much fun can there be in burning singles?"

He smiled. | wish | saw guys in their fifties snmle that big nore often. "How about this?
Why don't! just give you a hundred, and we'll call it an advance paynment on ny tab?" He | ooked

around the room -Don and Ev were holding a crowd with pornographic snoke rings, the Lucky Duck
was trouncing Slippery Joe Maser at darts by flipping themover his shoul der, and the cluricaune
was dancing a jig upside dowi on the (new) rafters while Fast Eddie played the C-Note... pardon
me, the C-Jam Blues on his beat-up old upright."l think 1"'mgoing to be doing a lot of drinking in
here: you people are crazy as a basketball bat."

"Yeah, we're weird as a snake's suspenders, all tight," | agreed. "Wl cone to Mary's
Pl ace. |'m Jake Stonebender."
"Rogers is my name," he said.
| hesitated. "Ordinarily |I don't ask a man's first nane if he doesn't offer it to -ne . .
but in your case | think I'mgoing to nake an exception. No offense, but | just don't think! can
call you "Mster Rogers' with a straight face for any length of tine."

He sighed. "I quite understand your problem But it isn't going to get any better when |
give you ny first nane."
"Try me." | made up my mind not to |augh, whatever he said next.

"My parents, for reasons which have al ways seened to ne i nadequate, elected to nanme me for
my Uncl e Bucki ngham "

I managed to keep ny face deadpan, with great effort, but a nasal sound |ike a snore
pl ayed backwards soon escaped from ne despite ny best attenpts to suppress it.

"No, go ahead," he said understandingly. "You'll hurt yourself."

| gave up and released a |arge bolus of laughter. He waited it 6ut; | tried my best to
keep it short, but it just kept comi ng and com ng

| mean, it was beyond perfect. It woul d have been a funny name anywhere-but here it had
added i npact. Buck Rogers had wal ked into Mary's Place. Hell, we should have been expecting him
And the first thing he'd done was to start rogering bucks.

| finally got it under control and stuck out ny hand. "Buck, | apol ogi ze. See, you don't
know it yet, but you were born to find this place. That's why | couldn't help laughing. It's not
your name, so nuch as the appropriateness of it. |'ve actually heard nuch worse nanes."

"Name two," he chall enged ne.

"Well, I know of a guy in Yaphank named Bang who actually named his daughter Betty. Swear

to God. And a friend of nmine, a sci-fi novie buff named Ted -Leahy, got hinself married to a
fellow fan, an Asian-Anerican fem nist named Susan Hu, and of course they both really idolized
George Lucas, so-

H s face was pale. "Ch God, no. Tell me they didn't-"

"Afraid so," | said sadly. "M. and Ms. Leahy-Hu named their firstborn son 'Yoda.' Lad's
about three years old now, and he's already learned to fight. Dirty."

Buck shuddered. "You win," he said. "Betty and Yoda have nme beat by a mile. Suddenly I
need a drink. So what do you say? WIIl you let me open up a line of credit with one of these
bills?"

| shook- ny head. "Your noney's no good here. As you seemto feel yourself. |I'm having too
much fun to charge you for it. Name your poison.”

"You did speak of Irish coffee?"

"We call it 'God's Blessing' here. Sugar in yours?"

"Pl ease. One standard gl op."

| turned, adjusted the 'settings on The Machine, to<jk a mug fromthe rack, and set it
down upright on theconveyor belt. The mug slid away i nto The Machine, small sounds began, pleasant
snells occurred, and in less than a mnute the nmug energed at the far end wearing a cap of whipped
cream | placed it before him

He had watched the entire procedure carefully. "That's sone machine,” he said
respectfully.

"The only one in the world," | agreed, "nore's the pity. Drink up-it ain't nmuch good col d.
Well, not as much good."

He lifted it and took a careful sip. The instant he did his face changed. He had been
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under sone well-controlled strain; now he began for the first tine to truly relax, and seened

pl easantly surprised that nothing bad happened when he did. "The coffee is Cel ebes Kal ossi he
said slowy.

| nodded. "Lately it's considered nore polite to call it 'Sulawezi,' though."

"“...but what is that whiskey? It's |ike Bushm|l's Black Bush, only better..." He shook
his head. ". . . "only that's inpossible."

I nodded again. "Ain't it? They call it 'Bushnill's 1608 in honor of the year M.
Bushmi ||l started distilling. As | get the story, the progression goes like this: 'plain

Bushnmill's is, of course, anbrosia, the water of life itself; the Black Bush, which they've only
just started selling outside of Ireland, is that anbrosia m xed with sone that's been in the cask
a dozen years. But the 1608, presently available only on the Enerald Isle, is just the twelve-year-
old stuff. Beyond describing, isn't it? Long-Drink MCGonnigle over there snmuggled a case back with
himfroma vacation in An Uainmh, his famly's ancestral home. It just seemed perfect for the
occasi on somehow. "

(Today, in 1995, |I'mhappy to report that you can buy 1608 in any good |iquor store. That
is in fact the definition.)

He-was al ready three-quarters of the way through, sipping slowy but repeatedly. "Al npbst a
pity," he said between sips, "to mx it," sip, "even with coffee," sip, "even coffee like this."
He was done. He paused to savor the sensations he was experiencing, then snmiled broadly, set the
mug down, and said, "Wuld your hospitality extend to another, Jake?"

But | had already started it working, the nonent | saw his reaction to that first taste;

in nonents it was ready. | put another i~lug -on the belt for myself, and brought his to him
"Here you go."

He had gone back to maki ng noney airplanes, but he paused again to drink half of his
second cup. "Better get back to work," he said, setting it dowmn. "lI've got a lot of it ahead of
me, and the night is mddl e-aged."

"I'"d be glad to give you a hand," | offered.

He thought about it. "Sure. Junp in, Jake."

So | fetched ny owmn coffee, took a second packet out of the case, busted it open, and
began nmy owit aeronautical assenbly line, on the opposite side of the case from where he was
wor ki ng.

It was distinctly pleasant work, | soon found. There is sonething fundanmentally satisfying
about folding a hundreddollar bill into a paper airplane and then sailing it gracefully into a
large fire. (I no longer doubted the bills' authenticity in the slightest; they felt and snelled
like real noney.) | wondered why 1'd never tried it before. | had the wild thought that perhaps
had stunbled onto a great, secret, that maybe this was why sone people bothered to becone rich
I'd al ways wondered about that. If you had nore noney than you coul d possi bly spend, why, then
you coul d do this whenever you felt like it.

"I was wishing | could ask you why you were doing this, Buck," | said after a few ninutes.
"But | think | understand now. The pleasure is worth the expense. This is fun."

"Tha't it is," he agreed dreanmily, pausing in..his work to sip his Blessing. "The best

part, | can't get over how nobody's paying the slightest bit of attention to us. | |ike your
custoners, Jake. But hey-why couldn't you ask?"
"Because it woul d've been a snoopy question,” | said. "You see that wiry little guy at the

pi ano, Fast Eddi e? Anybody asks a snhoopy question in here, Eddie has orders to eighty-six 'em and
he ain't gentle about it."

"Even you?"

"“Even hinsel f. House rule."

He | ooked Eddi e over, and shrugged. "Man sure plays good. Plays like he's got three

hands. "

"That he does."

"Well, I'd hate to fight with a three-handed nan. Especially one that talented. Wiy don't
I just take you off the hook and vol unteer the information?"

"Up to you," | said.

“I can put it in three words. Spain and Portugal ."

| frowned. "Spain and-?"

"Didn't you ever wander about thenf? Spain and Portugal used to rule the world, you know.
The whol e damm pl anet: the Pope drew a line on a map of it one day, and gave half to Spain and the
other half to Portugal."

"Sure," | agreed. "That's why they speak Portuguese in Brazil."

"And what the hell happened? Third-rate powers at best, today, both of 'em The two of
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them together couldn't take France in a fair fight, and just about anybody can take France. How
could they fall so far so fast-did you ever wonder?"

"I dunno; | guess like Rone before them and England after them™

He shook his head vigorously. "Totally different thing. What destroyed Spain and Portuga
was treasure-the shipload after shipload of gold they took fromthe New Wirld. They really did,
you know, and not all of it ended up on the ocean floor. They thought they were in hog heaven; the
poor saps nust have thought they were inporting wealth by the ton."

I rmust have | ooked puzzled. "Weren't they?"

"No. They were inporting noney. Gold is not wealth. Potatoes is wealth. Corn is wealth.
Potabl e water is wealth. Gold is just noney."

| began to get it. "Ch, ny-"

"Right. Al of a sudden there was much too nuch noney around, arid very little nore rea
wealth than there'd been the day before. Too nuch nmoney chasing a fixed anmount of goods. Their
currency inflated; their prices rose; their balance of trade went all to hell; and finally their
econoni es col |l apsed, so totally that centuries later they're still trying to dig out from under
the rubble. The only real wealth to be had in the New Wrld was real estate-but what little wasn't
taken away fromthem they had to let go at fire sale prices.”

"Ww." It was an ironic notion. Death by noney.

"That's why |I'mdoing this," he said, |aunching another bill toward the fire. "Qur own
economny's in the toilet for much the same reasons: we've got too many dollars chasing too few
pot at oes. "

"And a vice president who can't spell either one,” | couldn't resist adding. (This was in
1988.) "So you nean you're-"

"-doing my civic duty as | see it. If you'll forgive a dreadful pun, the bucks stop here
The dammed stupid government is trying to cure the deficit by printing noney: |'m opposing them
I"mtightening the noney supply one tiny notch. For the sane reason you nentioned why your
customers don't swi pe singles out of that box down there: enlightened self-interest. | figure it's
better to be broke in a healthy econony than rich in a dying one.”

"You know," | said slowy, "that's so crazy it al nbst nakes sense.”

"I think so," he agreed. "Ch, | knowthis is too snmall an anobunt to have any significant
effect-1 started out with well under two million-but it's all | can do, and I won't shirk it. Like
Johnny Lennon said, "We're all doin'" what we can.' 1'd burn nore if | had it."

"Il be damed," | murnured.

So | thought about it. Suppose | suddenly came into possession of a few nmillion bucks.
What would | do with it?

The nore | thought about it, the nore it seenmed to ne that being suddenly handed a coupl e
of mllion dollars would be a fucking disaster

For a start, | wouldn't particularly want to change ny present lifestyle much: | like ny
life. If | bought all the toys | really crave, and all the books and CDs | could ever use-just
went hog-wild-1'd say | could use up a hundred grand or so, tops. Peanuts. | don't think I'd care

much for the conpany of other rich folks, either; the fewl'd run across in ny time had seened to
me distinctly unenviable-and yet it's hard to bang Qut confortably with anybody el se but other
rich people once you're worth a fewmllion: the inbalance inevitably puts a strain on both sides
of any such relationship. Educating nyself to the point where |I'd be capable of intelligently and
ethically managing or investing that nuch noney would take years of distasteful skullsweat for
which | amspectacularly ill suited: I'"'mjust this side of innunerate, and | gave up trying to do
nmy own taxes when | was twenty years ol d.

Cod, think of the tax headaches! Inspire the IRS to shine that big a flashlight on ny tax
situation and history, and |1'd be-in perpetual audit for the rest of ny life, long past the point
where all the noney had henorrhaged away into the federal coffers. If | let the IRS have ny
mllions, then | would be nmuch nore personally responsi ble than ever before for what the
governnent would ultimately do with them and | didn't want that on ny conscience. But even just
|l earning to protect nyself fromthe I RS was probably beyond ny abilities, and who could |I trust to
do it for me? Who said | had better judgnent than, say, the Beatles? The record of history was
clear: the only kind of people who could hang on to suns of nmoney on that scal e w thout beingbled
dry by their agents and fri-ends were the people who had been born to that calling ... and none of
those people ran a bar or played folk nmusic for a living.

Think of the horrid publicity alone! Ckay, nmy nane isn't Buck Rogers-but the name Jake
St onebender-is, let's face it, just weird enough to catch the eye of the fine fol ks at Haxd Copy
and the National Enquirer in the sane way. |1'd end up spending every dine the governnent left me
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just to try and get some peace.

| remenbered a guy back in the Sixties who inherited a bundle, and went on TV tal k shows
soliciting worthy causes to donate it to. | seened to recall he had ended up in a rubber room
Et hical |y disposing of several mllion bucks sounded Iike a job as conplex and demandi ng as that
of, say, a mayor or a governor, but w thout the gl anobur or the perks.

| found nyself concluding that if soneone ever gave nme a guitar case full of hundred-
dollar bills, the smartest thing | could do would be to find nme a reasonably crowded bar-so
there'd be lots of witnesses if the IRS ever asked-and pitch the whole kit and kaboodle into the
firepl ace

"“You know, Buck," | said, as we folded and threw his noney together, "this may be one of
the smartest ideas you ever had."

"I think so," he said, nodding. "I was this close to hearing Geraldo Rivera's talent
coordi nator on ny answeung nachine."

"Anong nmany others," | agreed. "Wl |, anyway, | just want to say it's a privilege to be a

part of this. Thanks."

That made himsnile. "No problem" Then he glanced into the guitar case, and frowned
slightly. "Except that this isn't going near as fast as | expected it woukl. We'Il be at this all
ni ght."

"Wuld you be willing to accept nore hel p?"

He | ooked around the bar. "Let nme guess. You personally vouch for the honesty of everybody

here. "
"Better," | said. "I personally vouch for the self-respect of everybody here."
"They wouldn't palmany of it ... and they wouldn't go blabbing to Qorah Wnfrey, either."
"That's right."
He gave a little shake of his head. "The funny thing is, | believe you absolutely. | don't
know why, but | do. | really hit the jackpot tonight, Jake. You're right: |1've been |ooking all ny

life for this joint."

"How di d you happen to find the place?" | asked. "W kind of keep a low profile here, and
we don't get nmuch wal kin trade."

"That was the dammdest thing," he said. "I was driving along 25A, and all of a sudden this
freak sornado sprang up and a goddam roof went sailing across the road ahead of ne."

| glanced across the roomat the Lucky Duck and nmade a nental note to give himfree drinks
for the rest of the night.

"I was so startled | swerved into the first curb-cut | cane to, and skidded to a stop, and

it turned out to be your place. Once | stopped shaking, | shut the engine and just sort of sat
there a while. . . and just as the rain stopped, it came to nme that | could use a drink."
"How d you know this was a bar?" | asked, curious. "There's no sign outside or anything."

"I guess it was the way the cars are parked in the parking lot,-pointing in all different
directions, like a herd of cats."

"“Yeah, that would be a clue, to a thoughtful man," | admtted.
"How cone you haven't asked me where | got the noney?" he asked.
"I't would have -been-" | began, and we finished together:

"-a snoopy question."

"Damm, that's manners," he said. "I appreciate that. But | don't mind telling you about
it. Remenber that uncle | told you about, Uncle Buckinghan? Well, the reason nmy parents naned ne
after himwas, Uncle Bucky was richer than storebought sin; they hoped he'd | eave me a pile when
he went. And by God, it wxrked. Took fifty years, ofcourse. He bought the farmlast nmonth, ninety-
six years old, and I'mhis only living relative, and here | amsetting fire to every dollar he was

able to acquire in a lifetine of diligent anal retention. | like to think-that with every bill |
burn, his soul gets a little lighter

"l bet it does, at that," | said.

"Ch ny God," he breathed. "A ghastly pun has occurred to ne."

| nodded. "Happens all the tinme in here. | think it's some chemcal we all give off. Let's
hear it."

"Well, I"'mbhaving a little trouble naking it jell, but..

He held up one of his hundred-dollar bills, "What's the slang termfor one of these?"

"A Cnote," | said obligingly, always happy to mdw fe an especially ugly pun

"And a 'cenote' is a geologist's and engineer's termfor a hole in the ground. And unlike
ny anal Uncle Buck, | know the difference between nmy ass and one of these.

| awarded it a strangled groan. "Not bad. Ckay, let's get this show on the nad." | raised
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my voice. "May | have your attention, |adies and gents?"

| don't suppose |'ve ever had less trouble getting the undivided attention of everyone in
the room | imagine nost if not all of them had been dying to be invited into the conversation. In
sonet hi ng under a second, all other social intercourse had been suspended, including the darts
ganme, and the only sound in Mary's Place was the crackling of the flanes.

"My friend Buck here," | said, "would Iike some help burning this noney."

The response was i medi ate and ent husiastic. There was a short, rousing cheer, and then ny
Mends swarmed round and got down to business. Wth a nini mum of conversation, folks figured Qut
how many tabl es needed to be pushed together to all ow everyone access, and sel ected a spot near
the chalk line fromwhich toasts are nade, and noved the guitar case there and began stacking
piles of bills around it. And a nassive kani kaze airstrike on ny fireplace began

| had to | eave off tossing nyself; shortly, in order to help Tom Haupt man take orders for
fresh drinks. Soon we were both so overworked that Buck-who had al ready thrown enough bills to be
devel oping a cramp-left off hinmself and came around behind the bar to give us a hand. There was a
definite party atnosphere in the room and it was shaping up as one of the nbst enjoyable parties

I'd ever been to. | even went in back and woke up Zoey-who can nap through a riot-because | knew
she wouldn't want to niss this occasion; it would be good- for the baby.

But then...

Renenber back when 1 said some things happened that night that | classified as weird, by
the standards of Mary's Place? Well, it was just then, as | got back with Zoey, that the first of

t hem happened.

CHAPTER 3 MR ALARM

It happened so fast that it might not all have registered-if | hadn't |ong since becone a close
student of the kind of strange events that happen around the Lucky Duck. That calls for a sharp
fast eye, sonetinmes. Here's the way | reconstruct the sequence:

-The Duck, flushed with his triunph at the dartboard, had joined in the noney-burning, and
had just thrown an elegantly folded airplane with particular vigor and an odd little tw st of the
Wi st -

-the shifting, withing nass of burning noney in the fireplace shifted and aval anched j ust
then, releasing a sudden bl ast of heat-

-the Duck's arriving mssile ran into it, banked sharply over the fire, burst into flaneg,
conpleted a U-turn, and headed back Qut into the room trailing fire-

-for the second tine that night, a stranger wal ked into nmy bar, a short ugly man with | ong
flowi ng brown hair-

-the flamng mssile kissed that hair lightly as it passed him and set it alight-

-he ignored this utterly, and kept on wal king toward the bar trailing flanes-

-Tormy Janssen either tried to douse the stranger's burning hair with his drink, or
started so violently as to fling said drink fromhim wth the sane net result-

-Tomrmy's drink-a full cup of scalding hot coffee!- splooshed out the flames, and began
runni ng down the stranger's neck, under his collar-

-which did cause the stranger to pause for a nonent, |ong enough to catch a whiff of
formerly burning hair in his imediate vicinity, and to shake his head back and forth with sudden
vi ol ence-

-whi ch caused droplets to be flung fromhis hair, and |l and on Tormy's outstretched hand-

-whi ch caused Tommy to say, "Quch. Shit," with considerable volune, and begin shaking his
scal ded hand-

-at which point everything returned to what passes for normal around ny bar. Total el apsed
time, perhaps eight seconds.

The newconer deduced the general shape of what had just occurred, satisfied hinself that
his hair had ceased burning, and addressed Tommy, amid a gathering silence. "Thanks, friend. |
really appreciate that. What's the nmatter with your hand?" Wthout waiting for an answer, he
turned to the rest of us and raised his voice slightly. "You fol ks nmight want to reconsider the
wi sdom of playing with paper and fire when you' ve been drinking." He was clearly angry, hut had it
under good control

Buck discreetly tipped the lid of his guitar case shut.

The new stranger was young, no nore than twenty-five, nmedium height, well beyond skinny

file:/lIF|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/TXT%20-%20Sp...obinson%20-%207%20-%20Callahan's%20Legacy.txt (15 of 89) [8/28/03 12:12:32 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spi der%20Robi nson/T X T%20-%20Spi der%20Robi nson%20-%207%20-%20Cal | ahan's%20L egacy .txt

and into significantly underweight. His features made ne think both Eastern European and Senitic;
he renmi nded me of an Ashkenazi Jew | knew. H s conpl exi on was what | believe is called swarthy
(though I can't say for sure as |'ve never seen a swarth), and there were blotchy skin rashes at
either side of his face, and another visible on his left hand. There had been sonmething just a
little off about his walk, like the slightly teetering stride of someone who has just gotten off a
smal |l ferry on a stormy day. Now that | studied himclosely, | noticed that even parts of his head
that the splashing coffee could not have reached were headed with noisture: he was sweating
profusely, despite the cold he had just conme in out of. He needed a shave, but there was a round
bal d patch on his right chin, an old burn scar. (So it was possible to burn him)

“You've got a point, mster," | agreed. "lI'msorry for your trouble. Are you okay?

He | ooked al armed and gl anced quickly down at hinself, "Wiwy? Am| on fire sonewhere el se?"

"No, no," Tomy Janssen said hastily. But that was real hot coffee | tossed on you: |ake
serves it just short of hot enough to burn.”

And the hack of a neck is a lot easier to bumthan a tongue," Doe Wbster said in that
gentle bellow of his.

"You' vc got sone hard bark on you, nister."

The newconer shook his head ruefully. "I wish | did. |I've got so nany scars and
colloid patches | look |ike Frankenstein's first attenpt. See?" He held out his right hand, and
sure enough it was crisscrossed with scars, old and new.

The Doc canme through the crowd |ike a whal e passing through a school of fish and exam ned
t he appendage. "That one there nust have hurt,"” he renmarked, pointing to a |arge ugly one.

The newconer |aughed It was a shocking sound, "If only it had,"” he said, and | aughed sone
nore. Peopl e began to nurnur.
The Doc was staring at him "Wait a minute now Are you saying . . . | believe | read

sonet hi ng about this-"

Across the room Sol ace somehow nmanaged to cut through the murmuring without overl oadi ng
her speakers. "Riley-Day Syndrome," she said.

The newconer stopped | aughing. He |l ocated the source of the voice and blinked. The visua
di splay was the one Sol ace usual ly used unless she felt need for conplex facial expressions: a
greatly enlarged version of the classic Snmiling Mac startup i con~ Except at the noment it wasn't
smiling as broadly as usual.

"I's that sonebodyu on the Internet?" he asked ne.

"Yes," | answered briefly. Well, | wasn't exactly lying: Solace was sonebody, in ny book
and she lived on the Internet-was, in fact, despite all runors to the contrary, the only being who
actually did literally live on the Internet. And we had been skittish about revealing Sol ace's
true nature to our rare newconers, always letting her nake the first nove. Some people, you tel
them about a sentient conputer network, and the first thing they think of is Denon Seed or "Press

Enter," or at best, War Ganes. You know "Anything | don't understand nust be mal evol ent."

"What is she, a pathol ogi st?"

"Y-e-s," | said carefully. I didn't think Solace had ever taken med school exans, but
didn't doubt that she could ace themif she chose-lI hadn't clainmed she was a |icensed pathol ogi st.

"Well, she's a good one. She nailed it, froma single clue, I aman atypical sufferer of
an extremely rare hereditary condition called Ri|ley-Day Syndrone."

"Do tell," | said. "What are the synptons ?"

"Doctor?" he said to Sol ace.

"Ri | ey-Day Syndrone, or famlial disautonornia, first identified in 1949, occurs nearly
exclusively in Ashkenazi Jews. There are approximately 300 known cases in Anerica. Its synptons
i ncl ude unstabl e bl ood pressure and hypertension, unstable tenperature, voniting spasns, profuse
sweating, inpairment of vestibular function, a marked tendency to devel op erythematous skin
rashes, lacrimation deficit ... and, nost striking, an inpaired abilityAoften total inability to
perceive pain."

"That's it, by God!" Doc Webster said. "I always wanted to neet an exanpl e of ydur
syndrome, sir."

Zoey said, "Friend, by any chance could | interest you in having this baby for nme?"

"My God," said Slippery Joe Maser, who has been dealing with chronic | ower back pai nAand
two wives for alnost a decade now, "You're a lucky young feller! I'd take all that other stuff to
get that last part. Hell, | got the blood pressure, the sweating and the rashes already."

The newconer gave anot her of those startling barks of laughter. "1'd trade you in a hot
m nute, Pop. If they ever get to the point where they can do a nice sinple everyday brain
transplant, 1'll be happy to swap bodies with you."
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Slippery Joe |ooked startled. "Well, | wish you could. I'd take a deal like that, by
he sai d.
"Not if you were smart, Joe," Solace said. "Twenty-five percent of Riley-Day babies are
dead by age ten, and fully half by age twenty."
"Look at those scars on his hand, Slip," Doc Whbster said. "He's lucky to have lived this

damn.

l ong. "

That brought a runble fromthe crowd.

Just think how badly you could injure yourself with no pain system Wy, you could bl eed
your sel f unconsci ous before you noticed you were injured. Being inpervious to pain mght well be
even nore of a nuisance than being saddled with a couple of million dollars.

"That's what it was," Noah Gonzal ez said suddenly. "I knew there was sonething. . . | saw
your eyes when you conme in, mster, and | thought naybe you were in the same line of work as ne. |
spent twenty years on the county bonmb squad. You | ooked the way | always do when | walk into a
strange room | ooking around for bonbs."

The stranger nodded slowy. "Yeah. Yeah, nmaybe you know a little about what it's |ike,
I've always figured | was about tw ce as scared as anybody el se, and nore of the tine. But you
may have nme beat, My nane is Acayib. Acayib Pinsky." He pronounced it, "A kay yib;" | found Cut
how it was spelled later. It neans "wonderful and strange,” which | would have to say is
appropri ate.

"“I'"'m Noah Gonzal ez; and the fellow that put out your hair is Tomry, and that's Doc
Webster, and that over there is Jake Stonebender-he runs the joint. That's enough introductions

for now you'll neet everybody eventually, if you're smart. If you stay around | ong enough, that
is. This is Mary's Place, by the way."
"Pl eased to neet you all," Acayib said, and offered his scarred right hand. Noah shook it

wi t hout flinching. “Who's the other doctor, on the Mac over there?"

"My nane is Sol ace," she said.

"Well, | sure could use sone," he said.

"Then you've cone to the right place,” | told him And | gave hima quick capsule
expl anati on of our toasting custom and the business about one-dollar bills being the only
denomi nation | accept.

It nmade Acayib smile for the first time. "Maybe | have cone to the right place." He took
three singles fromhis pants pocket, cane over to the bar, and set them down. "Beer, please."

.1 gave hi mone of our house brand, Mary's MIk, It's not Rickard's Red, but it's pretty
good. As he took it, he noticed the closed guitar case nearby on the bartop. "You have |ive nusic
in here?"

I was caught without an answer. Fast Eddie, living up to his nane, saved ne. "Yeah," he
said fromhis piano stool, "but I"'mit. De picker's like you: dis is his foist tinme here."

Acayi b nodded~. He gl anced at the handful of paper airplanes around the case, and clearly
recogni zed them as currency. Perhaps he couldn't nake out the denonmination, or nore likely he just
assunmed they were gag noney; he disnissed themfromhis attention and wal ked over to the chal k
line I'd pointed out. | reached over the bar and tugged at Buck's shirtsl eeve. "Psst!"

"Yes, Jake?" he whispered back

"I know we was havin' fun here, but would you nind if we were to put your airplane-party
on hold for a fewnminutes? |'d sure like to see if that fella feels Iike talking about his

situation, and a million dollars goin' by mght just be too much distraction for him"

He | ooked pained. "lI'd like to hear his story just as nmuch as you woul d, believe nme. But
there's still a lot of noney left in that case, and | won't feel easy in ny mind until it's al
nice harmess air pollution. Still-" He glanced up at the clock behind ne-blinked as he realized

for the first tinme that it was a CounterC ock, with retrograde notion and nunbers fromaod to | -
frowned, visibly refused to even try and interpret it, and glanced down at his own watch. "Ch
hell," he nmurnured, "it's not even mdnight yet. And if we run short of time, | guess there's no
| aw says they have to be airplanes. We could just nake spitballs out of "em it'd go a lot faster
that way. Yes, let's get Acayib talking if we can. He seens to need to.

I was |iking Buck nore by the mnute.

Acayi b had made four long sips of his beer, and taken three of themalready there at the
chal k line. When he saw he had ny attention, he lifted his glass in salute to us, drained it in
one long noisy gulp, said, "To pain," and hurled the glass at the hearth.

1t burst on the back wall, showering shards.

"To pain," seven peopl e-al nost of us-chorused, and foll owed his exanple. Enough gl asses
hit the hearth at once to send little fluffy clunps of ash-thousands' of dollars worth of it,
probabl yApuffing out in all directions. (That fireplace is parabolically shaped so that it's
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al ni ost inpossible to make broken glass spray out of it, but lighter-than-air objects with the

wi nd behind them stand a fair chance of escape.) WthQut anyone asking themto, the nearest couple

of patrons used the broonms standing nearby to sweep the fluff carefully back into the fireplace.
Acayi b apparently took notice of that detail. Wen he got back to the bar, he said, "Jake,

I've never been in a tavern where the custonmers hel ped clean up. | take back what! said before;

you fol ks seem responsi bl e enough to play with fire. If you want to go hack to your gane with the

funny- noney paper airplanes, go right ahead."

"W will If you insist," Buck said, "but we'd nuch rather shoot the shit with you."

Acayi b | ooked hi m over

Buck sighed. "Look, Acayib ... | only found this place nyself about half an hour before
you di d-but one of the things |'ve learned already is their policy on privacy. |I'mtold that
anybody who asks a snoopy question here is subject to be coldcocked . . and | think they're
serious about it. But in your case, sir, I'mwlling torisk it. | would imagine there' s probably
no topic in your life as boring to you by now as Riley Day Syndrone ... but I'd be grateful if

you'd be willing to talk about it sone with us." He flicked a glance at Fast Eddie. Eddie had not
| eft his stool-but he was poised, a cat about to pounce, and one hand had drifted to his back
pocket. Acayib saw it too, and turned to ne.

“I'f you don't feel like talking," |I said, "just say, "No, but I don't mnd your asking.'
But do it fast, or Buck there will wake up in the parking ot with a headache. W take privacy
pretty seriously around here."

"I don't mnd your asking," he said at once, and Fast Eddie relaxed slightly. "Aw hell,
don't mnd tal king about it. Ask anything you want, any of you. One nore tinme, why not? |If anybody
comes up with a question |'ve never heard before, |'Il buy Buck a drink. Here, let ne start you
off: “Can you detect heat and col d?' Answer: "Yes, but just barelyAand | often have trouble
telling themapart.' That's why | thought that the coffee Tommy poured on ne was beer. “VWat's the
wor st you've injured yourself without noticing? Answer:
"Well, | once wal ked a couple of mles on a broken leg. And there's a bullet in nmy right thigh
and for the li-fe of me | couldn't tell you how or when it happened; ny doctor found it during a
sem annual checkup. But neither injury is responsible for the way | walk: that's the “vestibul ar
i mpai rment’ part of the syndrone. Let ne see, no~v. Wnen often ask, "Did you ever cry when you
were a baby ? Aor sonetines, ‘Do you ever cry now?' And the answer is, O courseAyou don't have
to feel pain to feel sad.' Only | can't even do that right:
| can cry, but no tears ever cone Qut. That's that “lacrirna-. tion deficit' Dr. Solace nentioned
Ckay, -now one of you ask ne sonething."

"What's the question you've been asked | east?" Margi e Shorter asked.

He blinked. "Uh ... that one. Buck, | owe you a beer. But aside fromthat one. . . well,
two different guys have asked if 1'd everbeen tenpted to get tattooedAs,inc~ it'd be only tedious.
The answer is "No.' | was always afraid if! got started, | wouldn't stop until | |ooked like the

Illustrated Man. "
Tanya Latiner spoke up. "Wiat's it |ikeAliving without pain? Do you ever miss it?"

"What's it like, living without a penis?" he responded.
"Huh? Ch, | get you... how can | know, with nothing to conpare it to? SonyAl guess -it was
a dunb question. It's just . . . well, black people in Anerica have had nore than our share of

pain for so long, and done so nmany magnificent, unprecedented things with it, that |'ve sonetines
wondered if we wouldn't miss it, at least a little bit, if racismever did nagically disappear. It
isn't just fear that keeps us fromfeeling totally confortabl e hangi ng around white people; it's
al so that-present conpany excepted-so many of them seemto us so vapid and dull and directionl ess.
I don't knowif I'd enjoy being like that for |ong. Maybe pain has gotten good to us. 1'd be
overjoyed to nmake the experinment, mnd-but | do wonder sonetines. Don't you?"

Dave Gol dbl um Matthi as nodded vi gorously-then remenbered that Tanya is blind. "Yes, yes-
it's like I've been thinking for a few years now, one day, if God is good, there will exist a
generation of Jews in Israel who do not have a single living ancestor who can tell them of his own
experience what ft is like to be Iandl ess, honeless, stateless. Jews |like ordinary humans-wi |

this be a wholly good thing? WII they still be proud? After all these weary mllennia on the
road, will we really be happy with roots-even in the Prom sed Land?"

Acayi b frowned. "Buck," he said, setting nmoney on the bar, "I owe you three drinks so far
Anot her beer for ne too, please, Jake, while | think about them" | served up Mary's MIks for him
and Buck, ignoring his noney. "I thinkwhat you' re both asking ne," he said finally, "is whether
I"'mreally so sure I'd trade places with a normal. Well, my inmediate inpulse is to say yes. Every
single normal |'ve ever discussed this with has been absolutely certain | was nuts to wish | could

tradeAand |'ve always felt that anything everybody agrees on has just naturally got to be wong.
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But now you' ve both got me wondering."

"It's differences from normal' that make a person special," Tanya said. "Look at us: |I'm
a blind spade and David's a queer Jew, and we're two of the happiest people | know Everybody here
is at least a little bit bent, one way and another, and the devil hinself ain't as happy as we are
here nost nights."

"Bal ance-" Acayib said thoughtfully, and took a |ong slow sip of beer

"Salt in the cookies," Dave said.

"Beg pardon?"

"You put salt in cookies to nmake them sweeter,’
to work against."

“Huh. "

"Are you scared all the time ?" Noah asked.

"Just when I'min sone environment | can't control," he said. "At hone in nmy easy chair
I"ma |aid-back kind of guy. | guess you could say that at all tinmes, | know whether it's safe to
relax or not."

he expl ai ned. "G ves the sugar sonething

"It's safe here, mister," Shorty Steinitz said earnestly. "W'll all keep an eye on you.
wn't we?"

There was a ragged but enthusiastic chorus of agreenent. "You got it, Acayib."
"Take it off your mind, Nazz-it's covered." "You' re off duty for the night, partner." "W | ook out

for each other, here."

He blinked around at us owishly, his mouth sl ack

"Bel i eve us, son," Doc Webster said. "Pain has its usesA but it is not worth the grief
that comes with it."

"But nost of the time |I'mlike a ship in a war zone with no radar and one overworked
| ookout," he said.

"Better that than a thousand | ookouts with shrill voices," the Doc said. "lI've been a
doctor, man and boy, for alnpst forty-five years now and | believe to ny boots that the human pain
system was one of God's very worst designs, even worse than the scrotum A child could do better.
What good is an alarmsystemwi th no off switch and no volume knob? For two nmillion years of
evol ution, the overwhelming nmajority of our nost poignant pains were urgent warnings of
sittuitions we could do nothing about. For all but the last century of that two nmillion years, the
agony attendant on an inflamed appendi x served no useful purpose whatsoever, probably | Onered the
victim s resistance even farther. It's taken our nminds two mllion years to adapt to our stupid
bodi es and invent nedicine. Until we devel oped dentistry, what use was a toothache? Wre we
supposed to bash ourselves in the nouth with a rock? Wiy shoul d passing a gallstone hurt so
muchAor at all? Even now, with so many medical tools at ny disposal, nost of the pains ny patients
suffer are superfluous, redundant information, pointless msery. Sone of it is falLse information
referred pain. Yet we stiU have no really satisfactory way to switch off the alarm and all the
ways we know to nmute it have undesirable side effects. | sometimes wonder if God felt He needed to
flay us into developing intelligence.” He coughed and | ooked enbarrassed. "Anyway, | suspect it
m ght be better to have the al arm system permanently di sconnected than to be unable to turn it off-
or at least turn it down for periods of tine without penalty."

"I'f God had agreed with you, nmaybe we'd never have becone intelligent," Acayib pointed
out. "If we have."

"Maybe not," the Doe agreed, "and maybe we'd have becone alert, instead, and who's to say
that woul dn't be an inprovenent? Have you ever spent much tine in the conpany of someone with rea
deep, chronic intractable pain?"

"No," he admitted. "My parents went together in a common disaster."

"Let me take you down to Smithtown General sonme night, and spend a little tine in the
Intractable Pain Cinic with me. 1 think |I can convince -you that you're a lucky man."

"Dammit," Acayib said stubbornly, "I refuse to be grateful. | will not concede that Riley-
Day Syndrone isn't a fucking curse. It's not a blessing, it's a sentence.”

"DO you know who Neils Bohr is?" Solace asked him

"CGenius. One of the founders of quantum nechanics."

"Correct. Listen, now Bohr's Codicil to Logic says: “~The opposite of an ordinary truth is
a fal sehood. But there also exist great truths-and the opposite of a great truth is another great
truth.'"

"Run that by ne one nore tine."

"“Love is great.' "“Love sucks.' Both eternally true. See? It's a great ~xuth, one capable
of contradicting itself yet enphatically existing. ~The blues nake you feel sad.' There's another

He was | ooki ng thunderstruck
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"How about, "Civilization is a great invention'?" Dave offered.

Marty Matthi as- Gol dbl um . Dave's husband, giggled suddenly." “True and self-
contradictory,' huh? |'ve got one that's a single word."

We all | ooked expectant.

"Gay. "

The result was a runble, about a third laughter and twothirds appl ause. Dave gave his
husband a kiss, and the sanme m x recurred.

"And you, Acayib," Solace said. "You feel no pain."

Acayi b burst into tears, long enough for us all to see that there were no tears, and then
hid his face in his hands.

The gi ggles and cheers faded to silence

“Acayib, my new friend," | said, "go ahead and fret about your condition if you feel you
must. Maybe things do have to bal ance, and you have to puni sh yourself for being unpunishable, |
don't know. But don't worry about worrying, if that nmakes any sense. Okay? Don't take on any nore
pain, nmore nental or spiritual pain, than you absolutely have to. There's too much of it in the
world for guys like you to be manufacturing nore than God intended. Listen to what Mary MCartney
told her son Paulie: let it be."

He | ooked up at me, and then around at all the concerned bystandersAall of us, that is. |

was interested to note that despite the absence of tears, his eyes were still red and weepy

| ooking. | wondered if he knew that . . .since he could not feel his lids stinging.
"Jake," he said finally, his voice hoarse, "what do | have to do to hang Qut here?"
"Show up. Be kind." | tried to think. Wiat else? "Be nerry."
"By God, | will!" he cried, and the earlier |aughter and appl ause returned redoubl ed.

When he was ready for his third drink, | suggested God's Bl essing, fudging that he could use a
little caffeine with his ethanol. He watched The Machine do its magical thing with great interest.

"That rmust be hell to clean, after closing," he ventured. "Not at all,” | told him "I
push the "go"dnight' button, and it hoses itself down inside with a decalcifier solution and a
rinse cycle. Mintenance consi sts of replacing beans, booze, sugar, and cream as they run out, and
there are little warning lights to cue ne."

He took a sip. Atherton tabl el ands Bush Gold, mixed with the Bushnill's 1608. People
smled as they saw his expressi on change. "My God," he breathed. "That thing is the apex of
technol ogical civilization."

"That it is," | agreed. "The whole world will have oneA just as soon as they deserve it."

"You peopl e-deserve that? You nust be pretty special."

"Ve certainly like to sink so," said Ral ph Von Wau Wau, who had clinbed up. onto a,
barstool to order a saucer of Scotch. (Actually | don't have classical barstoolsAit was nore of a
real tall arnthair.)

| waited to see how Acayib would handle this, his first full step into the Twilight Zone
If you want to | earn something about a new acquai ntance, introduce himto your friend, the talking
dog-. .

Acayib didn't hurry. Nor~did he glance around to see where the ventriloqui st was. He took
a good tong | ook at Ral ph, and thought about things, and what he finally replied was, "Wll, you
won't get an argunent CQut of me, cousin."”

Ral ph grinned. (Unlike nmost of his breed, Ralph can grin w thout drooling. A side effect
of the surgery that made it possible for himto speak.) "You react wery well to sutprises, friend
Acayi b. "

"What's so surprising about a Gernman accent?" Acayib asked. "You're a Gernman shepherd,
aren't you?" And he took a long sip of God's Bl essing.

Ral ph-wel I, barked with laughter. And so did all within earshot.. Acayib tried to keep a

straight face ... and fail ed.

"I should have warned you, Acayib," | said. "Some of ny clientele are a little out of the
ordinary. As TomWits once said of his band, "They all cone fromgood famlies . . . just over
the years, they got sone ways about “emthat just ain't right.' Take Ernie Shea over there, the
fell ow who tossed that paper airplane that set you alight when you wal ked in here. . . we call him

“the Lucky Duck,' or "“Duck' for short, because stuff like that only happens to himon days that
end in 'y.' Ernie's half pooka, on his nother's side: if he tosses a coinit's liable to |and

bal anced on edge. O fail to cone down. And then there's Naggeneen the cturicauneAsort of an Irish
conbi nati on of Bacchus and Pan. Hey, Naggeneen, where are you?" Not a question one often had to
ask, duncaunes having the personality of an exploding cigar. | finally |located him passed Qut O |
one of the (new) rafters, and pointed himQut to Acayib. "There he is. He doesn't usually fold
this early-"
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Acayi b frankly gaped, realizing too late that his brave acceptance of a tal king dog had
been the equivalent of That Fatal G ass of Beer. A talking dog can be rationalized, if you work at
it, slowly-but a three-foot man with four feet of white beard, dressed in crinson cap and fork-
tailed coat, snoking a villainous old pipe while sleeping folded up on a rafter, is sonething el se
agai n.

"Naggendeen's paranornal power is the ability to teleport hinself around-and nost
particularly, to teleport alcohol directly to his stomach. From anywhere in this building, which
he haunts with our blessing.He's an easy custoner to satisfy and a jolly old soul, when he's
conscious. Have | exceeded your weirdness quotient, yet?"

He took his time answering. "Jake? Uh, not that | mnd, but. . . we're through the I ooking
gl ass here, right?"

"Well, not literally," |I said. “The only one of us to do that was a guy named Bob Trebor.

and we busted the glass behind him Long story. But metaphorically speaking, you' re not far

wong. | think we're aining for sonewhere nore like Oz. . .or maybe Strawberry Fields."

He took a deep breath, finished his Irish coffee, and took another deep breath. "Ckay, go
ahead. | dare you-tell ne sonething el se astonishing about you fol ks."

"Well, we've been telepathic. Twice, for short periods. It was so good we've been trying

to find our way back to it ever since. That's why we're here, basically."

"Uh-huh. Anything el se?"

"Well, | don't expect it to conme up, but all of us here are bulletproof, and i mune to
bl ast forces and hard radiation. W were all in a roomw th an expl oding atom bonb once. It bl ew
us a couple mles-but it didn't hurt us any."

He didn't flinch. "Ch. How did you all cone to be imune to shock and radiation, just
t hen?"

"Aw, it's a long story, probably take ne three books to tell you all of it, but basically
there was this old friend of ours, a seven-foot-tall alien cyborg named M ckey Finn. Finn saved
the human race three tines that | know of, and he sure saved our butts that night. See, what
happened-"

Acayi b held up a hand. "Never mind. | probably don't need to know. . . and | think you
may i ndeed have just exceeded ny weirdness quotient. O at least naxed it out."

"Sorry. It's best to feed it to you in snmall doses, | guess. W've been accunulating a
backl og of weird for over twenty years, now. "

"I believe that," he said solemmly. "Is it safe for me to ask one nore thing? Wy you were
all throw ng paper airplanes nade out of stage noney into the fire when | cane in?"
Buck had been doing a little jaw dropping of his own, ever since Ral ph had spoken but now

he snapped out of his trance. "Uh, that was my doing. | just got here a little while before you
did. But . . well, I"'mafraid that wasn't stage noney we were burning." He opened up the guitar
case. "lIt's an inheritance. |'mdoing ny best to | ower the noney supply-"

Acayi b stared. "To fight inflation," he suggested.

"Right!" Buck said, delighted.

Acayi b reached out tentatively, took a bill fromthe case, and examned it closely. He
began to snile.

"Could I?" he began, and stopped.

"Be ny guest," Buck said. "And if you don't mind, I'd like to get back to it nyself. The
rest of these runmies, too, if they're still willing-there's a ot of hard work ahead of us."

A nunber of voices declared willingness to resume burning cash.

Acayib was smling broadly now. "By God," he said happily, "I've been waiting all nmy life

for this night."

"Not to bring you down or anything," Buck said, "but so has everybody. Everybody, ever. In
fact, 1'd Like to propose a toast." He left his chair, walked to the chalk line, and finished his
beer. "To all the ones who weren't as lucky," he said, and flung his enpty glass into the hearth.

"To all the ones who weren't as lucky," we all chorused, and those of us not hol ding
coffee nugs foll owed his exanple.

And then, oblivious to the disaster careening toward us, we went back to torching hundred-
dollar bills.

But we had nade little progress in enptying that guitar case when the dead nman wal ked i n.

CHAPTER 4 |, MADAM | MADE RADIO SO | DARED! AM | MAD? AM | ?
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And not just any dead man..

He was unreasonably tall and thin, with jet black hair brushed strai ght back, a ferocious
but sanitary nustache, and the kind of brows on which pencils could be bal anced. He was dressed in
the hei ght of fashion-for the 1920s-but every item | ooked new, and the overall effect earned the
term"inpeccable." He appeared to be in his md-ftrties but to ny certain know edge he was three
and a half tinmes that old at a mininmum And dead.

"N kky!" | called out when | saw him "Cone on in, pal-1 didn't know you were now. "

That's not a typo. That's what | meant to say to him that | hadn't known, until then,
that he was now. By which | neant, then

You see, N kky is well into his second lifetinme, and conpletely unstuck fromtine..

No, there's just no way to nutshell this one. A major digression is called for. But where
to start?

"Il make it as brief as | can. N kola Tesla was born in 1856 (hang on, now), in a place
called Smiljan, in what is now arguably Croatia, and came to Anerica to work for Tom Edi son in
1884. Between then and 1943, he basically invented the twentieth century.

No exaggeration. Hi s astonishing 112 patentsAon such things as alternating current, the-
condenser, the transforner, the electric notor, the renote control, five different propul sion
systenms, radio (Marconi was kind of |ike Anerigo Vespucci: got his name on sonething he didn't
actual ly discover), the AND-gate" logic circuit, and all the essential conponents of a
transi storAunderlie nost of what we now | aughingly call civilization. . . and you'll no doubt be
stunned to hear that he got screwed our of npbst of the noney and a |lot of the credit.

He was al so notoriously crazy as a fruit bat, the original tenplate for the cliche, of the
wacky genius. He loved to hold lightning in his hands. He was terrified of spherical objects,
al ways ate al one, had a pathol ogi cal dread of hair, which many (incorrectly) believe caused himto
die a virgin. He liked pigeons. One of his sober anbitionsAone of his few unachi eved anbiti onsAwas
to stand on the earth and wite legibly on the face of Mars. Another was to create a pernanent
pl anetw de aurora borealis, so it'd never get dark again, anywhere. He lived a remarkabl e and zany
and brilliant life for eighty-six years, and then he died, in a New York hotel roomspattered with
pigeon shit, in 1943. No m stake: Hugo Gernsback comi ssioned a death mask, which apparently stil
exi sts.

Only Tesla didn't die. The corpse the FBlI robbed so hastily that day was an artificially
aged cl one that had never been sentient, |left behind to cover his disappearance.

For N kky had, in the eighth decade of his life, had the great good fortune to make the
acquai ntance of a woman known as Lady Sally McCGee. Their relationship was at first professional
she then being the owner and operator of (and part-tinme artist in) a |legendary brothel in Brooklyn
called Lady Sally's House. She took a personal interest in N kky, and
was apparently able torestore hisfiagging zest for living-figuratively rejuvenating him (Don't
ask me how she cured himof his fear of hair. She certainly didn't shave it when | knew her.)

And then, one night in bed, when she had himfeeling, for the first tinme in weary decades,
as though it nmight not be so bad to be young again, Lady Sally gently offered to literally
rejuvenate him

She was, she told himand proved to him a time traveler froma distant future ficton
("ficton" is, as | understand it, tinme travel erese for a place-and-tinme, a given here-and-now),
usi ng her fabul ous bordell o as cover for an urgent ongoing mssion. She told himthat a.. . . a
consensus of minds in the future had decided the human race needed nore of Ni kola Tesla than a
neasly eighty-six years. He could, if he chose, be nade young agai nAand given freedomto roam all
of Tinme at will, the power to visit the stars, the resources to build and test anything he could
dream In return, he would be required to enjoy hinmself. The offer was, she said, intended as a
sort of apol ogy, on behalf of mankind, for all he bad suffered at the hands of bosses |ike Edi son
and J.P. Mrgan, friends |ike Westinghouse, and assistants |ike Marconi. GCh, and one nore thing:
he woul d be required to pretend to die, on schedule, to avoid tenporal paradox.

As far as anyone knows, the nmind of N kola Tesla has never been boggled. Nor had he ever
| acked for audacity; he accepted her offer on the spot. (And a very pretty spot it was, too ...)
And ever since, he has been wandering through space and time, nmaking magic, anusing hinsel fAl
can't inmagine it any clearer than that because | don't understand it much better than that.

How | cane to neet Nikky and Lady Sally is a whole other book; | despair of summari zi ng
it. Let's just say we were all once involved in a series of events that led to the closing of Lady
Sal ly's House, and were |ucky enough to survive them | was surprised to see him now this is not
an era which holds a ot of interest for him (He won't tell me nuch of anything about the future,

file:/lIF|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/TXT%20-%20Sp...obinson%20-%207%20-%20Callahan's%20Legacy.txt (22 of 89) [8/28/03 12:12:32 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spi der%20Robi nson/T X T%20-%20Spi der%20Robi nson%20-%207%20-%20Cal | ahan's%20L egacy .txt

quite properly-but he did once, in nmy hearing, refer to this particular era as The Last Bad Ti nes,
for whatever that's worth.) But | wasn't especially surprised, because you kind of expect N kky to
surprise you.

Nor did he disappoint ne. At ny greeting he smled, waved, then reached his right hand
into a coat pocket and pulled out a ball of |ightning.

It shinmered and crackl ed, a |uninous sphere of visible energy about the size of a
softball, and it drew general and respectful attention. He passed it to his left hand. -

The snell of ozone-slowy filled the room

He produced another fireball fromthe sanme pocket, transferred it to the hand that held
the first. He went back into the pocket again and came up with one nore ball of snarling fireA

Aand began to juggle.

| don't know about you, but I'll stop burning hundreddollar bills |ong enough to watch the
greatest genius that ever lived juggle lightning. Even Zoey, who had quickly acquired a vast
ent husi asm for the project, shut down production at the sight, clapping her hands with delight.
Soon Ni kky had passed beyond sinple juggling: the glowing balls of force left his hands and began
to dance with each other in mdair, noving and changing orbit at his will and gesture. They hissed
and spit and cane together briefly in aring of fire; broke apart and chased each other |ike
drunken fighter pilots; bobbed up and down |ike yo-yos on invisible strings. Shadows danced
attendance around the room visual backup singers; we all watched in awe and wonder A N i kky waved
his hand grandly, like the Sorcerer's Apprentice, and the three balls came together into one, that
writhed, and dropped to the floor, and rolled in a shower of sparks through the sawdust to his
feet, and clinbed up his leg and into his pocket, fromwhich there energed one final flatul ent
little zap sound.

"Ladies and gears," | said in the ensuing stillness, "neet ny friend, N kola Tesla."

Thunder ous appl ause. Man knows how to make an entrance. Wthin mnutes what had al ready
been a spirited party had becone a full-scale janboree, and people were fighting to buy Ni kky a
drink.

Busy as | was, | noticed both Buck and Acayi b | ooking a bit shell-shocked, and drifted
over their way. "Ready for another, gents?"

"Jake," Acayib said mldly, "that is Tesla. The Tesla. Father of alternating current. And
the induction notor." It was not quite a question. It was thinking about becom ng a question, but
hadn't committed itself yet.

"Do you doubt it?" | asked.

"Alive, and no older than forty-five."

"I't's kind of a long story-" | began

He held up his hands. "No, no-I can see you're busy. | just wanted to nmake sure | had it
straight. Thank you very rmuch. | can hear about it later. Yes, | amabsolutely ready for another."

"Myself also," Buck said. "I feel strangely light-headed. And | like it. It was a fair
wind blewme in here this night. | think | would like to nmeet Ni kola Tesla."

| gestured to the knot of smling people surrounding N kky. "Get on line," | suggested.
"Or just relax, and it'll happen in its own time. The night is yet before us. Look, you've stil

got a lot of enolunent to inmmolate there. Just go on back to what you were doing, and maybe it'l]|
draw his eye."
"“You think so?"

"Even in this place, | would call it a notable eccentricity." He shook his head. "All |
can say is, |'mhunbled. Five mnutes ago | wouldn't have believed anything could upstage ne
tonight. Now feel like the-warnup act. | mean, any asshole can burn a few nmillion dollarsAanybody
who's got “em and thousands of asshol es doAbut that's Nikola Tesla, No contest." He |ooked
thoughtfully at that guitar case. "I think maybe I'Il just dunp the rest of this stuff into the
firein fistfuls," he said. "W had a lot of fun; naybe it's better to quit before it becones a
chore."

"There's wisdomin that," | said. "But as a new friend, | feel required to ask: are you
still sure you want to go through with this? You can't think of any better use for the better part
of a nmegabuck?"

"Li ke what ?"

"l don't know. Feed hungry people? Endow a hospital ? Reprint g ood novels, in quality
editions? Build coffeehouses and hire acoustic nusicians to play in then? Subsidize the | oca
library? Find a woman and give it to her? You know enlightened self-interest kind of stuff. One
of the things we do with our own excess noney around here is to track down deserving candi dates
and put themthrough ned school, or |aw school, or business school, or trade school. Marty over
t here handl es the paperwork. We [ook for the kids who just missed witming the big schol arshi ps.
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They' I | repay us down the line, when they' re established and practicingAand the only interest we
charge is a lifetine of free professional services fromthemin their field: nedical care, |ega
services, accounting, plunbing repair, whatever. We're slowy working our way through all the
prof essi ons we expect to need free help fromin the future. It's a lot of work, which is to say a
| ot of fun, and keeps us harm essly occupied."

"Wth what you've got there in that case you could grow yourself a good GP, a speciali st
or two in whatever you expect to die of, a lawer, a shrink, and a tax man. O course, it's |lega
and tax deductible, and you'd be in grave peril of naking a profit. But you could always bum
that."

He blinked. "Yours is an interesting mnd, sir,"
hundr ed t housand dol | ars?"

| answered without hesitation. "I'd find out who owns the rights and the nmaster tapes for
t he al bum RUNNI NG JUMPI NG STANDI NG STI LL by Spi der John Koerner and Wllie Mirphy, and 1'd pay to
have it digitally remastered and rerel eased on conpact disc, and |I'd buy the entire first pressing
nmyself, and |1'd spend the next year giving copies away on street corners57and in malls and at
toll booihs. | believe if nore people knew that record, the world would be a better place. |'ve
purchased twenty-seven copies, over the |last twenty-odd years, and given away twenty-three of
them and played hol es through three, and now |'mdown to ny last one, and | want to own it in CD
format so bad I'd pay to get it done, if | could."

"I don't know the al bum" he said, and Acayib, too, shook his head and shrugged.

"Boy, are you guys lucky,"” | said, "to have that ahead of you." | have headphone jacks
install ed about every four feet along the bar; | got a set of headphones apiece for them the kind
that allows in anmbi ent roomnoise but nuffles it. (Real headphones: none of those stupid
newf angl ed stick~it~i nyour-ear beads.) As they put the phones on | signaled Fast Eddie to take his
break, and bent to switch on the house sound system under the bar. The cassette | wanted was in a
position of honor; | popped it in, told the Kenwood deck to rewind to the beginning and put itself
into play node, and stood back to savor the warm pl easure of watching their reactions.

From the opening bars of "The Red Pal ace,” both began to smile. The smles got slowy
wi der for the next forty-five seconds, and then they both began to sway in place with the nusic as
the band kicked in. Even in the rest of the room where the house speakers were delivering it at
background mnusic | evel, people began unconsciously nmoving in rhythnmc response. It is one of those
rare al bunms that repays close attention, but works perfectly well as background nusic, too, and is
not in the | east deneaned thereby. Even Tesla began snapping his fingersAand sparks flew fromhis
snappi ng fingers. Fast Eddie got back fromthe can in time to stand still and dig WIllie Mirphy's
ext ended piano solo in the mddle of the song, nodding with his eyes closecL And several of the
regul ars df opped out of whatever conversations they were in to sing along with the part that cones
right after that sol o, when Koemer sings, "Wen in danger, when in doubt/run in circles, scream
and shout/A-HEY!" and then went back to what they were doing. (I don't believe |I have any regul ars
I haven't played Koerner's nasterpiece for, at one time or another.)

Around the end of the second verse of the second track, "I Ain't Blue," Buck reached into
his guitar case and handed ne several stacks of bills. "Do it," he said, with the overloud voice
of one wearing headphones, and | nodded back

(I''"m happy to report, now in 1995, that the project eventually succeeded. Red House
Records rel eased RUNWNG JUMPI NG STAND~-NO STILL on CD on the twenty-fifth anniversary of its
original 1969 vinyl release on Elektra, and they haven't the faintest idea that they got any help
fromme and Buck Rogers. Don't tell them okay? Let themthink it was all their idea. They deserve
to.

he said. "What would you do with, say, a

(But | digress...)

By the tinme Spider John had worked his way around to the title trackAthe first cne on side
two of the vinyl version N kola Tesla had managed to work his way down the bar to where | was
standing. His eyes flashed under those craggy brows as he shook my hand. (In this second
i ncarnation, he's no longer afraid of shaking hands with people.) "Hello, Jake," he said nerrily.
"No see long tine."

“What brings you here, N kky? | haven't seen you in. . a while."

"To be perfectly honest, | amnot sure. | felt a sudden strong urge to cone here and | ook
you up. As you know, | amin the habit of indul ging unexplained urges; it has worked out well for
me a nunber of tinmes."

I nodded. "You can say that again.” (The first historically recorded i nstance was an
irresistible inpulse to draw a geonetric figure that came to Nikky in a vision. . . and becane
the basis for the first-ever electric notor.) "How d you happen to know our coordinates? Tenpora
or spatial? Or even that we existed? | don't recall sending you a Change of Address notice after
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Cal | ahan's Place blew up. . . not-~having an address for you."

"I was chatting with M chael when the inmpulse came to ne; he had just been describing your
openi ng night. He gave ne your ficton coordinates.”

(That explained it, for ne. If it doesn't for you, here's the briefest summary | can

devise: Mke Callahan is husband to Lady Sally MGee-is, like her, a time traveler-the proverbial
Mck of Time. His own thirty-eight-year nission in this ficton, this tinme frame-saving humanity
fromalien enslavenent-invol ved owni ng and operating a tavern, called Callahan's Place. . . where

nearly all of us who now hangout at Mary's Place originally net and became friends. Sadly,
Call ahan's Place was eventually reduced to a radioactive hole in the ground, as a necessary side

ef fect of the successful conpletion of Mke's mssion. . . but we ~1o our best to carry on its
traditions and principles, in his nerry menory. He dropped in fromthe future to visit us on our
Opening Night, and stayed for several days. | hope that clears everything up

(But | digress...)
"How is it with Zoey?" Ni kola Tesla added. She was down at the other end of the bar, at
the tinme, schnoozing with Suzie and Susi e Maser.

"Well, we're kind of seriously into overtine," | admtted, drawi ng hima second beer
"Kid's late to his zeroth birthday party. A couple of weeks late. | can't sayl blanme him If |
Iived where he does, | wouldn't want to nove either."

"And so she waits."
| nodded. "It's getting to her, alittle.

"Well," he said, "it is good that she | aughs while she waits, My |ightning made her | augh
And she was | aughing when | cane in."
"What she was doi ng would nake a cat laugh," | told him "I'd |like you to neet a coupl e of

new friends of mine. Buck Rogers and Acayib Pinsky, this is N kola Tesla; N kky: Buck and Acayib
Buck was providing the entertainment until you showed up, Nikky."

Ni kky shook both their hands warmy. "I apologize if | upstaged you, Buck."

Buck shook his head, just a little dizzily. "No, no-if you intend to nake an entrance,
you're pretty nuch commtted as soon as you clear the door. It was an honor to yield the floor to
you, sir."

Ni kky bowed. "But what was the nature of your entertai nnent, sir?"

Buck grinned sheepishly. "Well...He indicated the guitar case on the bartop. "... | was
inviting people to make paper airplanes out of hundred-dollar bills and skate "eminto the fire
over there. I've got a whole case full there, and ny intention is to be broke by closing."

Nl kky's face split in a huge vulpine grin. "Ch, splendid Ch, magnificent! \Watever el se
may happen, | amrepaid for the trouble of coming to visit Mary's Place tonight. Ch, if J.P
Morgan were still alive, this would kill him he nust be generating high torque in his rmausol eumn
May | ...

Buck made way for him "You would honor me again, sir.

Tesl a stayed where he was, raised his right hand. . . and a stack of bills left the case
and canme to him Acayib paled, and swayed, but he didn't go down. Ni kky tO-5k the top bill from
the floating stack, leaving the rest hovering there, and folded it into a very rakish, oddly
cantil evered paper airplane, which he threwin a conventional nanner, actually touching it with
his fingers. Need |I tell you that it sailed as mpjestically and el egantly as the Gossaner Condor
and came in for a smooth terminal landing in the exact center of the fire? It drew scattered
appl ause.

"Thank you, Buck," Ni kky said contentedly. "That was nost delightful. But you must soon
switch to mass destniction if you truly hope to be bankrupt by closing. You appear to have on the
close order of a million dollars leftAthat is, ten thousand-odd pieces of paper. To conplete the
task in the"-he glanced up briefly at the Counterd ock-"two hours and twelve minutes that renmain
until closing, you nust average 75.7575 repeating bills per minute. Assuming the assistance of
every person here, each of us would have to throw an average of 2.5252 repeating airplanes per
m nut e-whi ch, considering the time required to fold each, is just feasible."

Buck blinked and slowy nodded. "I was just figuring that out when you arrived," he said,
in the tone of one who does not expect to be believed. "Though | just rounded the total off to two
and a half per mnute apiece. |'mcareless with nunbers."

N kky nodded back, oblivious to the irony, "I amnot fond of repeating decimals nyself. It
i s sonehow nmore pleasant to imagine half of a bill than a nore conplex and counterintuitive

fraction, which insists on requiring infinite significant figures to express itself,"” He gl anced
down at his beer. "This glass, for instance, contains an anmount of beer which calls for a
repeating decimal if calculated in cubic centinmetersAbut | am soothed to note that it can be just
as accurately and nuch nore sinply expressed as approximately half the container's cubic

file:/lIF|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/TXT%20-%20Sp...obinson%20-%207%20-%20Callahan's%20Legacy.txt (25 of 89) [8/28/03 12:12:32 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spi der%20Robi nson/T X T%20-%20Spi der%20Robi nson%20-%207%20-%20Cal | ahan's%20L egacy .txt

capacity."

"The question is," Acayib said, "is it half-enmpty? O half full?"

Ni kky flashed that woiflike grin again and tossed back the contents n one long swallow "Thus do |
di spose of your question," he said, and the three of us chuckl ed.

"I genuinely admire your project, sir," he went onto Buck. "I wi sh Mrgan had shared your
taste for burning nmoney. | went to himonce for backing on a rather grandi ose project: | proposed
to punp energy into the planet Earth, in essence turning it into a colossal storage battery, so
that anywhere on its surface, one could sink a rod into the soil and draw power. Myrgan thought in
silence for perhaps a mnute, and then said, "My dear M. Tesla-.--how am | to charge the
custoners for this powerr | got up and left his office, knowi ng that my project was finished and
my true education had just begun."

Buck wi nced in synmpathy. Then he | ooked thoughtful. "Say-N kky, could you work that scam
today? Wul d a negabuck in 1988 dollars be enough to get you started, at least? I'd | ove to be
able to take a computer and a CD player to the beach without batteries..."

Tesl a | aughed heartily. "Thank you for your offer, BuckA but it cones nore than eight
decades too late. | have abandoned the schene. At this point in history, free power would be a
catastrophe. Mankind is not yet ready to conpletely reinvent econonmics. But tell ne, if you don't
m nd ny asking: is your name by any chance a reference to the character "Anthony "Buck" Rogers,'
featured in the Amazi ng Stones novel ettes and subsequent conmic strip by Philip Francis Now an?"

"Ri di cul ously enough, no, it isn't," Buck told him "My parents were total illiterates;
they named nme after ny Uncle Bucki ngham And of course | can't go around asking people to call ne
"M. Rogers.'"

"Why not?" N kky asked.

Buck stared at him and groped for an answer.

"Ni kky," | interrupted, "There's soneone else here tonight I'd like you to nmeet. | think
you'll find her interesting. She's one of your grandchildren: a sentient machine. A selfgenerated
conmputer intelligence, the first as far as anybody here knows, and a real nice |ady too, nanmed
Sol ace. "

Acayi b blinked and swal | owed. "Solace is... is nmade of silicon? No wonder she understood
ny problemso well..

| gave N kky a capsul e summati on of Acayib's special problemand Solace's role in hel ping
himconie to ternms with it. N kky's eyes widened. "I will be delighted to make her acquai ntance
We all need Sol ace. But should we not help our friend Buck with his |ogistics problemfirst?"

"No, no, that's okay," Buck said. "I'mputting the project on hold. Jake started ne
t hi nki ng anot her way, a minute ago, and what you just said triggered sone other thoughts. |'m
gonna run this through one nore tine. There's no hurry: it can always be dunped in a single |oad
in under ten seconds if that's the way 1 decide to go. No, let's by all means go neet the sentient
conmputer. "

As we all made our way across the crowded, nmerry room Buck said to ne privately, "Jake,
can see how, what with a pooh and a cluricaune and a perfect coffee machine and a
tal king dog in the house, you mght not have gotten around to nentioning a little thing like a
sentient conputer. But is there anything or anyone else here tonight | should be paying especia
attention to? | ask purply for pureposes of information."

| glanced at him "You've decided you're colossally stoned, and this is all a
hal | uci nati on, haven't you?"

He nodded. "One of ny better ones.™

“Well, if it works for you go with that. | don't knowif | can answer your question. To ny
way of thinking, everybody here tonight is as interesting as a sentient conputer. | lost ny
benchnarks for weirdness a long tinme ago. We've got a guy here who's got two w ves-who know about
each other-and two or three former hookers, and two snmoke ring artists, and sonetinmes we get in a

benign vanpire, and a werebeagle . . . you tell ne, what constitutes “interesting' ?"
He nodded. "I1'Il just keep ny inputs open."
W had reached Solace by then, so I introduced all three newconers to her and she to them

This was a nonment | savored.

Sol ace was very inpressed to neet Nikola Tesla. (Having once nmet M ke Cal | ahan, she took
the idea of tine travel in stride.) | guess she cane as close as a nachine can cone to awe
whi ch she expressed by hesitatingAperceptibly, sonetines for as long as a secondAbefore responding
to anything he said. She knew better than | did that nearly all of her npbst basic conponents and
systens had been conceived and given formby this man. He in turn treated her |like a grandchild of
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whom he was exceedingly proud, delighted to meet her again after an uninportant absence of years.
Despite what must have been strong tenptation on both, sides, they restricted thenmselves firmy to
Standard English, so the rest of us could follow the conversation. I was so happy and proud 1
thought I'd burst. | waved Zoey over to join us.
"You represent sonething conpletely newin the world," Nikky was telling Solace. "You are
pardon e, Jake?"

"Yes, Ni kky?"

"Do you permit punning in your establishnent?"

"I encourage it," | confessed.

He nodded. "Courage indeed. Very well, then. Solace, you are the first known exanpl e of

the Fourth State of Mattering."

"Ch!" Sol ace said, her little icon face beanming. "Ch, how lovely, Dr. Tesla."

"I am N kky,"' please, dear |ady."

"It's gorgeous,"” said Long-Drink McGonnigle, who had drifted near to share the nonent.
"But what does it nean?”

"Until Solace birthed herself,"” N kky explained, “the universe was divided into three
categories of thing that mattered to nmanki nd: |ess than human, hunman, and nore than hunan.
Insentient, sentient, and supersentient, if you willAall three matter t~ us. As exanples, let us
posit a nail, a neighbor, and electricity. One uses the first, respects the second, and feels awe
for the third. Nowthere is a fourth category: other-thanhuman, Sol ace is not nmore than humanA in
some ways she is less, for she has no relatives of her own kind, and can breed only as an anpeba
does. She is not human, for she cannot feel pain, or pleasure, or fear, having no anal ogs oi
ductl ess glands. She is certainly not |ess than human, for she can probably outreason all of us in
this room put together, nyself not excepted. And there is no question at all that Solace matters."

"She does to us," Long-Drink and Zoey and | all said together

Sol ace paused for a whole second .. and then her icon nouth went fromsnile to broad grin,
and little tear-pixels dripped slowy fromits eyes.
"That,"” she said, "is why | am here and nowhere el se. The people in this conpany test out

extrenely high in enpathy, tolerance, acceptance of the different. My research indicates that
normal humans can learn to live with those deemed | ess than humanAand they can even tolerate for a
time that which they deemnmore than human .. . but there are few cases on record of humans
permitting the other-than-human to remain anong them So |'ve decided to keep a low profile for a
while, interacting with this linmted set of humans, on an experinental basis, to minimze the
chances of harmto either side.”

"And how has it been going?" N kky asked

"Slowy," she said. "You have put your finger squarely on the problem| sensed but could
not anal yze | have been unable fully and accurately to comruni cate my nature to even these specia
humans. "

“You haven't, Solace? | asked, a little stung.

"No, |ake," she said gently. "The Lucky Duck, for instance, has a suspicious and skeptica
nature: he is polite to ne, but secretly fears me. To him|l smack of sone ClI A or NSA plot,
sonet hi ng omi present and potentially dangerous, God without a heart, sonething |like Roy Cohn on

steroids. To himl amless than human. Many of the people here, being conput er
illiterate, see ne as nore than human: a superbrain, a netal god. | cannot get past their awe,
Jake, on the other hand, had already used a Maci ntosh extensively by the time | reveal ed
nmysel f, and so he was the first to nake the Third Error: he sees ne as hunan.”

| started to interrupt, but Zoey kicked me in the shin. | subsided. Damm it, Sol ace was
right!

"Made uneasy by ny difficulty in expressing nmyself, | have kept nmy contact with even this

conpany linmited in both duration and depth. Essentially | distract themw th ganes, for fear of
how t hey may react when they finally get it through their heads that | amother. |If they can. Even
so, there has been conflict."

Again | opened nmy nouth, and closed it again.

Now that | thought about it, the closest there had yet been to a fight at Mary~s Pl aceAa
very heated argument had centered around Sol ace. Had taken place within a day or two of Sol ace's
reveal ing her existence to us all. At a tine when Solace was not with us, and her host Macintosh
was, as far as we knew, shut down.

I don't |ike recounting argunent, hut here (with nost of the attributions deleted) are
sonme highlights:

"W shoul d get Solace to work out stock projections for us.

“I''m shocked you could say such a thing."
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"Me too-noney market is obviously the way to go."

"We shouldn't exploit a fucking mracle!"

"Why not? You' d rather waste one?"

"W should get her to sing for us." (That one was ne.)

"Huh?" (That was everybody.)

"When you want to know what soneone's |ike, words don't nmake it. You gotta hear "em sing,
like | did with Zoey. O see “emdance. O, if it has to be words, hear “emrecite a poem Dig the

art that speaks to them Tell me what nmusic a man listens to' for pleasure, and I'll tell you
whether I'lIl let himmarry nmy daughter or not."

"Who says you get a vote?" (That was Zoey.)

"l still say we should blow the goddam thing upAand pray that we can." (That was the
Duck.)

"Technoprinmtive paranoid |I Luddite I"

"Mont ezunmal "

"W should ask her to work on human inmortality."”

"If there is even a suggestion that we take this great gift and immediately try to use it
to turn a profit, turn First Contact into a cash cow, | for one amleaving."

"Well, I'"msuggesting it. That's what humans do-why deny it?"

"Whay admit it?"

"Because it's true. Because we're here to get telepathic; and we can't have tel epathy
based on bullshit."

"Dam it to Hell-"

After half a heated hour of it, | had grasped that consensus was receding |like the
hori zon, and exercised ny authority as proprietor. "What we are going to do," | said very |oudly,
"is treat Sol ace as she has asked to be treated: |ike any other custonmer. Since she has no way of

taking a drink, she doesn't even owe us the three bucks a beer costs, and she doesn't use up any
nmore electricity than I was planning to burn anyway, and she shows up for a grand total of about
one pleasant hour a night, and I amnot going to have it spoiled by a bunch of bickering barflies.
Nobody asks Sol ace for any goddam favor sAand anybody who nentions harmng her again will be |ucky
to wake up in Enmergency. And there's an end to it!" It was a phrase M ke Callahan had used to

di sperse the rare quarrels in his Place, and invoking it worked: the subject was dropped.

My ruling had stood, but there was often a little unconfortable residue of frustration in
the air inmediately after one of Solace's nightly visits. And we tended to spend a |ot of the tine
she was there just chewing the breeze with her, playing word or other ganes, stepping around the
central question of our relationship with her

"Ni kky," | said now, "you said there were three ways people treat nmost things: exploit it,
trade with it, or worship it. How do you treat the other-than-hunan? What should we be giving
Sol ace that we aren't?"

"But you are," he said, smling at ne. "Inperfectly, perhaps, but Sol ace's presence here
proves that you have not failed. To the other-than-human, one gives |ove and wonder."
"Huh." | thought about it. "I have to adnit, there isn't exactly a big shortage of either

of those around here. What do you say, Sol ace?"

"I say that | have sonething in common with nmy cousin Acayib. Like himl cannot feel pain
but can feel what | believe tobe sadness. 1 cannot hurt. . . but | can suffer. Dealing with
you and your friends, Jake, has often brought nme sadness and confusion. But that means | nust |ove

you, for only those you | ove can make you sad, | say that you are ny friends. My true and only
friends," she said. "Mdre than | ever expected to have. Mst humans share the instincts of the
Lucky Duck. If we have farther to travel together, toward one another, let us be grateful that we
at | east know that."

“I"lIl drink to that," the Duck said, and did. H s glass-and nmne-hit the hearth together.

"Doctor. ... Excuse me, N kky?" Solace said. | blinked. How often does a conputer nisspeak
itself, even nonmentarily? "Are you... willing to answer questions about the future? | have no w sh
to cause paradox-"

Ni kky frowned. "You have a reason for asking?"

Her icon nodded. "I seek always to understand human beings... unattached to succeedi ng.
But sone of ny projections, ny extrapolations of historical trends into the imediate future, |ead
me to conclusions | find. . . dubious. The mathematical structure is elegant, but the answers seem
wrong, sonehow. "

"Doesn't surprise ne," | said. "I'm astonished at how well you do understand hunans. That
you can do it at all, I nmean. If! tried for a hundred years, | don't think I could learn to think
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| i ke-one of nmy own corpusdesAor even,-say, a skin cell. And that's what people are to you
met aphorically speaking. The teeny little things that collectively make you up."

"Yet nust not a prudent man understand his corpuscles and skin cells?" she asked. "Wo but
nmysel f can debug ne?"

Ni kky was still frowning. He certainly had the eyebrows for it, big black thundercl ouds of
hair. He gl anced around and saw that nost of the roomwas paying no attention to our conversation
"There are ... things about the future that nust not be revealed to anyone in this ficton. In
general ; what | call “miscegemation'.-.--anachronistic revelationAis ssually a bad practice. If
life loses its surprise, it loses its flavor. But perhaps if you were to pose a fewlimted
questions, restricted to, say, the next few years, | mght be able to provide a bug-check of your
synthesis. If all those listening will agree to keep silence."

"Sol ace," | asked, rather surprised, "do you really feel you know enough about hunman
nature to nake projections about the future? Say, a year in advance?"

"I believe so,JakeAbut | amnot sure you will believe sone of the nore certain predictions

I woul d make."
"For instance.

"Well. . ." How astounding, to see a conputer with unptyterabytes of RAM hesitate. "I
think I can say with sone confidence, for exanple. . .that by this time next year the Berlin Wl
will be rubble; the |ast Russian soldier will have | eft Afghanistan; the Soviet Union will have
ceased to exist, fracturing without violence into | ndepend~nt republics; the Cold War will be

officially declared over, and black rule will come to South Africa, under President Nel son
Mandel a. "

"WHAT?" "Have you |ost your parity bit?" "Bogon flux rising, Captain!" "Yo' manma!" These
were anong the reactions fromthe few parties to this conversation

"Also, Ceraldo Rivera will have his nose broken on canera-yet there will be no genera
cel ebration of any of these things, and his assailant will be charged with a crime. Meanwhile the
greatest single killer of human beings of all tine, smallpox, will be officially declared extinct-
and there will be no significant cel ebration of that, either."

"Ni kky," | said hastily, "you don't have to reveal any confidencesAwe can handl e this.
Sol ace, you're way off base. | don't know just where it was you dropped a decinmal place, but what
you just said is crazy as a barbed wire canoe. Trust ne."

"Jake," N kky said sadly, "I trust you a great deal-but I'mafraid ybu are wong. Sol ace

is correct in every single particular.”

"But-but that's inpossibie. How could the Soviet fucking Union "cease to exist'?
Perestroika is bullshit..."

"It will go bankrupt," Sol ace said.

"Don't be silly. If it were possible for themto go broke, they'd have done it |ong ago.
If a couple of million of themstarve, the Politburo just shrug arid keep pursuing the sociali st
i deal . Tkey won't go broke until they run out of cannon fodder.. . which nmeans, when they run out
of people. Besides, no grand jury in the world would indict anyone for punching CGeraldo Rivera."

"He will be a neo-Nazi."

| like to think | keep an open nmind. But the notion that | would one day find nyself
admi ring anything at all about a neo' Nazi was... well, okay. It seened ridicul ous.

"Jake," N kky said, "you have a tendency toward cynicism You believe all bad things wll
al ways tend to be as they have been. Because the Politburo has starved many in the past, it wll
al ways do so. No Nazi will ever share ordinary human i nmpul ses. How, then, do you resolve the
questi on of Vietnan®?"

Quch. "~ Quch."

"And the Wall will really, cone down?" Zoey asked. Her late father and nother had gotten
out of eastern Gernmany just in time, back in the late thirties, and had never been able to return;
the place was a little nore than just an abstraction to Zoey.

"Wonen wi || dance naked by firelight atop its stones as the |last sections are pulled
Sol ace stated. "Ni kky?"

He nodded. "True. | saw that very thing. WII have seen it. Have seen it about to be." He
si ghed. "She was lovely, by firelight.."

"And M. Mandela will truly wal k free?" asked Tanya Latinmer. Blind | adies tend to have
very good ears, and hers had grown points at the nmention of South Africa; she had been shanel essly
eavesdroppi ng ever since. "He will lead his nation? Wthout bl oodshed?"

"Yes," N kky and Sol ace sai d together

"Dear Jesus," she said, and began to cry. Her husband | sham fol ded her in his great arns,
and they began to rock together, he laughing, she crying, totally telepathic; theirs is one of the

down, '
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great marriages.
(Years later, it occurred to ne that N kky had said nothi ng what soever about near-future

events in his own ancestral honeland. . . but | digress.)

| found that my own eyes were wet. "Look," | said, "I think this is just about enough of
this. Okay? |I'mstarting to itch. I1've gotAlet ne see, at |least eight irresistibly good stories to
tell, nowAand nobody outside this roomwoul d believe a single one of them |'mglad we've

establ i shed that "Solace has a reasonably efficient way of predicting the i mediate future, and
now | - propose that we drop it."

"Hey, take it easy, lake," Long-Drink said. "This is interestin'."

I shook ny head. "N kky, you were right-to know the future is to | ose sonething of the

now. This is wong, Drink. Didn't you ever spy out your Christnmas presents in advance. . . and
then wi sh you hadn't? One norning the whole world will wake up and find out the Evil Enpire just
packed it in, and they'll all |ook at each other in awe and wonder...and to ne it'll he old news.
No armount of money | could nmake on selling the ruble short could conmpensate nme for that."

"I amsorry, Jake," Solace said, "I should have realized-"

"No reason you should have. | think it's a human thing. But you two are |ike
unpr of essi onal book reviewers, you're giving away the plot twists, and I1'd like you to stop, now."

"Wse words," Tesla said. "lI apologize to you, Jake. | suppose | assunmed that as an old
friend of Mke and Lady Sally, you had dealt with this sort of thing before."

It did seemodd. "It just never cane up." | told him "W didn't even know M ke was a tine
traveler until right there at the end, just before the bomb went off. He never told us a word
about specifics of the future. W never asked. | can't speak for anybody else, but I was afraid if

| asked, he might answer. It's tenpting to peek ahead to the endingAbut it always spoils it if you
do. You gotta pay your noney to enjoy the ride. Anyhow, we never asked. Now, this is ny house, and
| hereby declare the subject changed. Who has a new subject?"

"Word ganmes?" Sol ace suggested at once. "How about inversions? A nman with a fat head..."

"-keeps his hat fed," Long-Drink said, and guffawed. " | get it. Uh... "He had a grizzled
chin ... and a chiseled grin."

That brought scattered appl ause."You try one, Jake."

"Well. . . whenever Ral ph has puppies, Doc has to go visit the Von Wau Wau home with his

needl e, Don't want a-"

"-rabies boomin the babies' room" Zoey and the Drink said along with ne. Fast
crowd. "Yeah," Tanya said, "and M chael Jackson keeps all his records in a hit shed."

That drew hoots of |aughter, and of course a word gane in Mary's Place attracts people
like flies; our circle expanded. Tomry Janssen held up a joint, nade a face, and said, "Bum
doobie. Got it froma-"

"-dunb booby," several people chorused.Wll, believe it or not, fromthere it degenerated.
Zoey perpetrated sone horror |'ve bl ocked out about drab Jews who jab Druze, and soneone el se who
shal |l remai n nanel ess explained the difference between a tribe of clever pygnies and a wonen's
track teamthe pygm es are a cunni ng bunch of runts-(l hasten to add that this unnamed person was
femal e; we weren't allowing nen tobe sexist that week), and Doc Wbster, who ought to take the rap
for it, attenpted a conplicated atrocity that involved sonething called a Shick Brit-house, and
one of us who had given up drinking when he found it causing inpotence said that in his
experience, a rumcooler was a cumrul erAwe had | ost all decency and decorum in other words. The
| aught er becane ribald and rowdy enough to wake up Naggeneen, who added his nenorable cackle to
the nerriment. He al so said sonething invol ving "baked noodl es and naked poodl es,” but he was
| aughi ng so hard we didn't catch the setup

Well, frominversions it was a natural segu, (exactly how nuch does a seg wei gh?) to
pal i ndrones, words or sentences that are the sane spelled backwards. Mention of baked noodl es
rem nded Doc Webster of one of his favorites~ "Go hang a salani; |I'ma |asagna hog."

Thus chal | enged, Long-Drink produced the inspired, "Wnder if Sununu's fired now?"

When the appl ause di ed away, |sham grinned and declainmed, "Lewd did | live; evil did
dwel I . "

"I hear that," Tanya responded, and poked him accurately in the ribs to nore | aughter and
appl ause.

| felt inspired nyself, and announced, "You know, a guy naned Robert tried to get-Sol ace
to help him setup a bogus conpany, that woul d make nonexi stent hot dog rolls and fleece all the
investors.” A hush fell over the room "If the story ever gets out, the headline is going to be:
MAC SNUBS BOB' S BUN SCAM "

A blizzard of peanuts occurred in nmy vicinity.

Suddenly Ni kky made a dramatic gesture with his magi ¢ hands, confronted Sol ace directly,
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and bel lowed, "I, madam | nade radio! So! dared! Am| nad? Am|?"

It wasn't until she said, "Brilliant, N kky!. You're the only man who ever |ived who could
have spoken that one,” that we all realized he had just made a pal i ndrone.

When the ovation had died away, Doc Wbster cleared his throat and tried for the | ast
word. "Well, that was five," he runbl ed."And. .. asi xi sasi xi sasbti sasi xi sa He kept it up just
| ong enough for everyone to realize it was another palindrone.

Ral ph Von Wu Wau awar ded that one "Top spot."

Wi ch caused Tommy Janssen to say, "Go, dog!"

Doc Webster glared ferociously at both of them and they |ooked at each other, grinned,
and said "Sue us!" together. The Doc lost it and got the giggles, and fromthere |I suppose things
m ght well have escalated into a full-scale riot, but just then there was an earsplitting sound
and an intolerable brilliance behind ne, and when |I spun around and got ny eyes working again, a
| arge lady and a skinny giant were lying on ny floor; both dressed fromneck to toe in what | ooked
like formfitting Mylar, surrounded by a receding outline of sputtering sawdust.

CHAPTER 5 ED, UNDO BCD, NUDE

...and not just any large |ady and skinny giant. They were both out cold, face up-but |I've have
recogni zed them facedown and wearing masks, It was the nanesake of Mary's Place, and her ol d nan.
"Jake," Zoey said, her voice dangerous, "don't tell me, let ne guess. That's your old
flame, Mary, right? The one this place is naned after? And that M ckey Finn character she ran off
with?" She glared at the Lucky Duck.
"M ckey Finn-Callahan," | corrected absently. And Mary Cal | ahan-Fi nn. Those are indeed
t hey."

Again | have sone explaining to do.

Before | knew Zoey, years before Zoey canme into ny life and started singing harnony, Mry
Cal | ahan-M ke' s daughter-was the only woman |1'd been head over heels in love with since the death
of my wife fifteen years earlier, One of those thunderbolt” things. W had a glorious affair, Mry
and | -one of the great ones of ny life. It lasted just |ong enough to be neasured in mnutes, and
then M ckey Finn showed up, and Mary went head over heels. She has a thing for tall skinny weird
guys-the way | have a thing for large, voluptuous wonen-and Finn is just plain taller, skinnier
and weirder than I'lIl ever be on ny best day.

He's not even partly human, and only partly organic. What he is, he's a cyborg zonbi e who
managed to wake hinmsel f up

He started out as a reasonably hunanoid alien, a nenber of an old and wise race in a star
system far from Sol. Then a nuch nastier race, the Cockroaches, happened onto Finn's people,
and...well, they didn't destroy them exactly, quite. They . . . recorded them reduced them one
and all, to patterns of frozen data representing their physical and nental descriptions, and fil ed
these patterns away for possible future study in a kind of database of souls. And what was |eft-
the protein-well, they ate that

Finn al one they kept corporeal-his body "enhanced" wi th cyborg machi nery that nmade him
both nmighty enough to rupture a star and | oyal enough to be trusted utterly-so that he could serve
as a kind of star scout, going before the Cockroaches (the Masters, he was taught to call them
seeing that their path was kept snooth, by extermninating any |ocal vermin that seemed intelligent
enough to he a potential nuisance.

Finn's own will still existed, sonmewhere in his skull-but it was quite hel pl ess, just
along for the ride. He could not disobey his personal Master's |east whim he was
counterprogrammed. H s resulting shane and frustration found their only expression as a rage,
giving hima capacity for violence that made him an excellent interstellar hatchetman.

He had been practicing that trade for centuries, and had a | ot of notches on his belt,
when he happened across Earth, back in 1972. He recogni zed hunanity at once as fitting his
programed paranmeters for "vermn." But they chanced to be so nuch like his own |ost race in so
many physical ways, and so nmany enotional ways as well, that, despite his iron progranm ng, Finn
found hinmself regretting the necessity of their destruction. To steel hinself for the task, he
wal ked into a bar called Callahan's Place and ordered ten whiskies.

Fortunately for the human race, under their influence he was able to give us just enough
hint to figure out how he coul d be deprogramed, prevented fromautomatically alerting his Masters
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to humanity's existence. (The solution is inplicit in the human nane he took.) Because he had been
able to disobey that single order, the structure of his conditioning collapsed, aria he becane a
free agent again. Like many a scout before him he basically faked his own death and deserted, and
sone years later married a local: Callahan's (and Lady Sally's) daughter Mary. Hours after | had
just finished falling in love with her. W worked it out.

Anyway, one day one of the Cockroaches-Finn's personal Master, a renegade we ended up
calling The Beast-got to wondering what had happened to him and canme to find out, and that's how
Cal l ahan's Place turned into a bright hot rmushroom cloud, and as a kind of. . . fallout fromthat
event, Finn and Mary decided to | eave together. Al this happened a few years ago, and ever since,
to the best of ny know edge, the two of them had been of f sonewhere in space and tine, on a
qui xoti c quest.

Armed with the sole clue that Mary and Finn were both unconscious faceup on nmy barroom
floor, | deduced that the mission was not going well.

"SHADDAP, " | bel |l owed, and the hubbub chopped off at once. "Thank you. Everybody stay back!"
Everyone obeyed, except Doe Wbster, who cannot be kept froma patient in need.

Since | could see they were both alive-it was nice, with ny pregnant Zoey in the room to
have a legitinmate reason for closely observing the rise and fall of Mary's splendid breasts under
that Myl ar-the nobst pressing question seenmed to be, is anyone or anything in hot pursuit? And the
only way to get an answer was to try and restore one or both of themto consci ousness. Waking a
seven-foot-tall Cray who wei ghs over six hundred pounds and has been known to anni hil ate whol e
stars would seemthe nore challenging of the two on the face of it-but | knew a trick for waking
Finn, one that | had seen Mary use in extrems, and | decided to try himfirst.

| wal ked over to where he and Mary lay, surrounded by a ring of sawdust ash that | ooked
eerily like a photo negative of the chalk outline the cops draw around corpses.

| bent over to put ny nouth near Finn's ear. "Wake up, Finn," | said loudly. "Mary needs
you!"

No response. So nuch for that trick..

Well, nmaybe it needed to be in her voice. The hell with it. | stepped over Finn and joined
Doc Webster at Mary's side. | placed the back of ny hand against Mary's forehead. Skin
tenperature. We could both see a pulse at her tenple. The Doc pried open an eyelid; nobody hone.

"MARY! WAKE UP," | shouted experinentally, hut was unsurprised when it didn't work. Neither did a
sl ap.

| was starting to get a bit frantic. | had once net a Cockroach-one Cockroach, an outcast,
with only its own personal resources to draw on-and | had needed an atom bonb and the intercession
of both M ke Callahan and M ckey Finn to live through the experience. For all | knew, the entire

Cockroach race, or their equival ent of Marines, was about to cone through the ceiling of ny bar at
any nonment. And this tine around | had a pregnant nmate to protect. Not to nmention the second of
the three great loves in ny life-ny best friend' s only daughter-and her husband, also a friend.
got up fromny crouch and headed for the bar

It was nmy vague stupid intention to get the shotgun | keep behind that bar (a shotgun is
better than a billy club: you put a round of buckshot in the ceiling and you won't need to break

anybody' s head)-but halfway to the bar | started thinking clearly again. | mght as well try and
shoot an inconming conet. It shouldn't be a total |oss, once | was behind the bar | dialed nyself
an Irish coffee. "Noah," | called out, "you woul dn't happen to have any nore nukes in inventory,

by any chance?" It had been Noah Gonzal ez who had supplied the bonmb the last time around, a
honemade terrorist job; he' d been working for the bonb squad then

"Sorry, Jake," Noah said. "Fresh out.”

"Pity. You were ny best hope. Anybody el se here have any nuclear arms |ying around the
house? N kky?" No response. "Not even you, Duck? It's so inplausible |I'd expect it to be true."

"You shoul d have asked nme | ast week," he said, sarcastic to the end. | think.
"Damm. Well then, in that case there's only one man in this roomwho can save us." |
reached under the bar, and took out . . . mny cordless phone. | punched the "on" button, and flung

the phone across the room

Its recipient picked it out of the air like WIllie Mays trapping a triple and gaped at ne
unconpr ehendi ngl y.

"Call Mke!" | cried. "Tell himwe need him now "

Hi s winkl ed nonkey forehead rel axed. "Sure ting, Boss," Fast Eddi e said, and began poking
that phone in the ribs.
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The last tine we'd all seen M ke Call ahan-several nonths earlier, when Mary's Pl ace had been open
no nore than a week-he had entrusted Eddie, just before he left to go back to his honme in the
future, with a folded piece of paper which held an emergency phone nunber for him "As far as the

phone conpany's concerned," M ke had said, "that nunber doesn't exist and never will. | can't
promise I'll hear it if it rings, and | can't pronmise I'll come if | do-but I will say that if I
hear it, I'll do ny best for you." I'd seen Eddi e nmenorize that nunmber and then chew up and

swal | ow the piece of paper. Thank God he hadn't forgotten it.

| hoped M ke happened to be near the phone.

| saw Fast Eddie start to speak, then pause to wait out an answering machi ne's outgoing
message. It couldn't have been nmore than a few words; shortly Eddie was saying, "Mke, it's ne.
It's alittle afta m dni ght on Novenba twenty-toid-no, twenny-fought, now, nineteen eighty-eight.
Get cher ass ovah heah: Mary and Finn are out cold, and we dunno who got “~em or when dey catch up,
see? Repeat~ dis is Eddie Costigan, twenny~-four No-" -earsplitting sound, intolerable brightness,
bare i nches away-. M ke Call ahan stood next to me, behind ny bar, already scanning the room for
hi s daughter.

Sonet hi ng appeared on the bar top before him | sinply cannot describe it. My eyes hurt trying to
see it. Callahan snatched it up in one big hand and vaulted over the bar. | finished nmy Irish
coffee in two great draughts,

He was naked, just as he'd been when he arrived the last tinme. Had we caught himwith his
pants down twice, or did people routinely go naked in the future? I nade a nental note to ask him
soneti ne.

The Doc had nade roomfor him and he was doing sonething to the side of Mary's head, with
hi s indescri babl e wi dget.

Mary opened her dear eyes and blinked several tinmes. "Hi, Pop. Jake! Hello, dear. Sorry to
drop in like this."

| wanted to say sonething witty in reply, but | knew what the first words 1 said to her
had better be. "Mary, 1'd like you to neet ny fiance Zoey Berkowi tz, and shortstop to be naned
| at er-our baby. Zoey, Naneless, this is Mary Callahan-Finn."

Mary | ooked where | pointed, and her eyes w dened. "At the last instant, when | was
pi cking nmy arrival point, | grokked a pregnant wonan in the room and aimed to mss-but | didn't
know it was Jake's baby. You're a | ucky woman, Zoey. Sorry if | startled you, crashing in |ike
this."

"That's all right, “dear," Zoey said. "Wenever |'mnine and a half nonths pregnant, the
size of a parade float, |I'm always hoping one of my lover's old lovers will drop by, in silver

| oungi ng paj amas. Wel cone aboard. Think of. . . well, | was going to say think of this as your
pl ace,' but by golly, it is. He named it after you, did you know?"

The anci ent Chi nese ideogram for "trouble" is supposed to be "two wonmen under one roof."
don't know if it's true, but if not it's Iike that popular myth about the Inuit having dozens of
words for different kinds of snow. a higher truth, beyond nere fact. Maybe | would get |ucky, and
the world would be destroyed by fire in the next few ninutes.

Cal  ahan interrupted. "Protocol later. Wat's the situation, Mary? Report!"

"Situation grave but not yet critical, sir," she said. "The Cockroaches still don't know
humanity exists, and no attack is inmmnent here." Her face tw sted. "Oh, but Pop-our m ssion
failed! W screwed up sonehow. they're all gone, by now, they nust be! Al those dead peopl e,
killed-and I don't even know what we did wong-"

"Easy now, baby," he said soothingly, "Maybe we can still fix it. First let's make sure
it's safe for us to try. Tell ne everything that happened-tell everybody; naybe one of us'll think
of sonet hing. "

Oh, that made us proud!

She rubbed her eyes. "N kky, is that you? What the hell are you doing here?"

Tesl a bowed. "Greetings, dear lady. Drinking."

"Huh, Well, I'mglad you' re here. You don't happen to have your death ray on you?"

He flickered. It was as if someone spliced film one instant he was standing there, and
the next he was standing there holding an artifact with both hands. You didn't need to be told it
was a death ray. "At your service, ma'am" | had only polled the room for nukes. Sl oppy.

She blinked. "Cripes, | wish we'd had the sense to bring you along with us. Stick around:
we may just need you in a few hours."

"Let's get Mck powered up," Callahan said,
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Cal | ahan did the sanme indescribable things to Finn's head with his...utensil that he had done to
Mary's, and it was just as effective. Finn's eyes opened, tracked, and scanned his surroundings.

"Are you alright?" he asked Mary.

"I'"'mokay, darling," she said. "How are you?"

Hi s eyes closed nonentarily, and reopened. ~Ofensive systemcrippled, nineteen percent
functional and degradi ng. Defensive system badly damaged, stable at forty-five percent. Mtive and
perceptual systens damaged, seventy-two percent each. Life-support systemslightly danaged, ninety-

four percent and healing. Cognition systens nomnal. | am  alright,' but will need extensive
repair before | can resune battle,"

"You'l ]| get it," she prom sed him

"What went wrong?" he asked.

She shook her head slowy. "I don't know, M ck. Between us, we should have taken him
easy. "

He sat up slowy and awkwardly, and nmet ny eyes, and | flinched,

I had not seen that expression on his face in over twenty years. He had worn it the night
I nmet him the night he wal ked into Callahan's Place and announced that he was going to destroy
the human race and felt just rotten about it. |I've only seen one hunan face with that nuch angui sh
and despair on it, that | can recall: an old photo |I saw once of a Sonderkormando at Bjrkenau, one
of the trustee prisoners who hel ped expedite the slaughter of their own kind, in return for
pitiful privileges, even though they knew for certain that eventually they woul d be nurdered
t hensel ves.

"Hel | 0o, Jake," he said, and stood up

"Hi, Mckey-real good to see you again," | said. "Wl conme to Mary's Pl ace.™

There was a short cacophony, as nearly everyone in the joint called out sonme equival ent
greeting. "Hello, ny friends," Finn responded.

"Arenities later, Mck," Callahan said briskly. "Let's get this show on the road. Jake,
you and Tom start passing out Irish coffee. Mary, M ck, nake your report. Start at the beginning,
so everyone can catch up-sone fol ks here don't know about Mck and his situation.™

M ck went first.

"My people are called the Filarii," he said. Over the years, the big cyborg has trained
his voice to sound reasonably human, but he wasn't thinking of details like tone or inflection
now, and so he sounded kind of like the "nale" version of the Directory Information robot. "W had
been civilized for nearly six thousand years, and were spread across five star systens, when we
wer e di scovered by another race, Neither you nor | could pronounce their nane for "thensel ves; we
call ed them The Ruthl ess Ones, but nobst of you here call themthe Cockroaches, because of their
striking resenblance to an enlarged version of that terrestrial life-form

"One of their far-roving slave scouts encountered us, sone centuries ago. W detected it,
invited it to our homeworl d, and began exchanging information. It soon becanme apparent, from what
it revealed and what it withheld, that its Msters, the Cockroaches, were warlike, and would
attack us as soon as the scout reported our existence. We considered the problem and evol ved two
possi bl e solutions. The first was to annihilate them the second to educate them In retrospect,
perhaps we erred. Loving Life, and |oving Sentience, we took the riskier course, and failed, and
were renmoved from the universe

"The Ruthl ess Ones did not destroy us-quite. They were too frugal for that. They ..
conpressed us. They destroyed our physical selves, and reduced our minds and bodies to their
m ni mum descriptions, to frozen patterns of data in their databanks, so that they m ght recreate
us for study or slave labor or torture if the desire ever arose. The Filarii becane suspended in
tinme, existing only in potential.

"Save for ne. | was extensively nodified. My will was taken fromne, | was nmade into a
sl ave scout |ike the one that had dooned nmy race, and assignhed to performthat function for one of
t he Cockroaches nysel f-the one you named The Beast.

M ghtier than any one of them yet utterly obedient, | ranged ahead of their m ndl ess expansion

i dentifying nui sance races-that is, sentients-and destroying themon conmand. |I. . . excelled at

the task." His voice was flat, nachinelike, yet the pain cane through clearly. "Then, after

centuries of genocide, | was |ucky enough to stunble across Sol, and Terra, and Callahan's Pl ace."
| had heard this story retold many times, and furthernore was busy passing out Irish

cof fees-yet all at once, in this nth retelling, | heard sonmething | had nissed before. O rather,
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failed to hear it, for the nth tinme. | opened nmy nouth, . . and shut it again.

"Thanks to you and your friends, Mchael," Finn went on, "I was able at last to throw off
my programmng, and regain ny freedom And when ny Master cane after ne, you-you fragile, norta
creatures-fornmed a telepathic group mnd, and together destroyed The Beast for ne, while | |ay

paral yzed by fear."

"No Mck," Mary said, "By programming. There's a difference."

"Agreed. In any event, ny Master was destroyed, and | was set conpletely free. And shortly
before that, | had net Mary, and she taught ne to | ove again. | had thought the ability burned out
of nme forever by ny Master's progranm ng, but she proved ne wong. She showed nme that the ability
to | ove cannot be destroyed-can, at worst, be buried deeply, and that which is buried can be dug
up again. She taught ne that | had the right to love, by loving ne. She heal ed ne of nuch of the
pain that cones fromcenturies of mass mnurder.

"And so, with my mind back and ny heart back, and my former Master dead, ny duty was
clear. It fell to ne to restore ny people to the universe, to pour them back into the stream of
Tinme, that they might |ive again."

"But-" Acayib began, shaking his head dizzily. "But how the hell could you do that?"

"By reversing the procedure used to renove them" Finn said. "Phase One, steal the data
that represent the Filarii fromthe databanks of The Beast, along with the software necessary to
deconpress that data. Phase Two, pick out a suitable planet, grow a sufficient nunber of bodies of
the right descriptions fromDNA records, and "play back' their personalities fromRNA and ot her
records. | grant you Phase Two is a nontrivial problem but-"

"But how" Buck burst out, and then caught hinself.

"Excuse ne," he went on dizzily, "For just a nonent there | started pretending that all this is
real |y happening, and | wondered how you coul d revive your people w thout the rest of the
Cockroaches stopping you."

"My Master was a rogue," Finn explained. "A pervert, by the standards of his race, forever
ostraci zed from Cockroach society. And ny home star systemlay within his fief. The Filarii are
contained within his personal databanks, and no ot her Cockroach would think of taking or even
exam ni ng those-as the property of a pervert, they are contam nated, taboo."

Buck nodded agreeably. "Sure. Fine. By all neans. Carry on."

“"What kind of pervert?" Acayib asked.

Finn shrugged. "I sinply cannot convey it. There is no anal og within human experience.
Not hi ng a human can do would nmake it as intrinsically disgusting as was ny Master to his fellows."

"To us, too," | said. "We called it The Beast, and it rem nded us a |ot of a shark, but in
a way that nmakes nme wane to apol ogize to the next shark | neet. | don't know what other, nornal

Cockroaches are like, but I know that one was wong."

"Ckay, M. Finn, so your people were just sitting there in storage, and the other
Cockroaches weren't going to interfere. What went wong?" Buck asked.

Mary | ooked at Finn, and Finn | ooked at Mary.
"l was not The Beast's only slave," he said. "There is another."

Rooba rooba rooba: everyone spoke at once. Then, with conical suddenness, everyone shut
the hell up again.

Anot her Finn out there? An unfriendly Finn? Finn was capabl e of causing suns to go nova..

An unfriendly Finn who was tougher than Finn and Mary put together?

We were all thinking the same thought. Wat if it tracked them here? Finn nust have read
our expressions, for he held up both his hands and said quickly, "Do not be afraid. It cannot have
tracked us."

The outsi de door banged open, letting in enough breeze into the foyer to start the
SWi ngi ng doors sw ngi ng.

No one screaned. No one even junped a foot in the air, as far as | can recall. Mst of us had been
drinking with the Lucky Duck for several nonths, and had been pretty hard to faze even before we
met him But | think it's safe to say that everyone's attention focused on that doorway.

And we certainly didn't freeze in terror, either. Nearly everybody seened to be in notion-
calm unhurried, but purposeful notion. Fast Eddie, for instance, scratched his ankle and the back
of his neck in the sane flow ng notion, and ended up with his blackjack in one hand and a knife in
the ocher, both ready for throwi ng. Ral ph Von Wau Wau circled around and took a position beside
the doorway, ears flattened, grinning (and this tine he was drooling). Long-Drink MGonnigle was
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taking a dock 9mm from his ni ght watchman's uni form jacket. Buck Rogers produced a handgun of his
own; |ooked to ne like a Dan Wesson. Several people were experinentally tapping their palns with
beer bottles, nugs, sugar shakers, and other blunt instruments; others were taking up chairs.
found that | was standi ng between Zoey and the door, had nmy shotgun in hand, was easing the safety
off. Al these preparations were of course ludicrous, but we were doing our best. Aborigines
defiantly waving our spears at the incom ng bonber.

Only four of us that |I could see were absolutely still. Mke Callahan and his daughter
stood notionl ess, facing the door-way. Finn had lifted his arms, and the forearns were starting to
glow faintly. And over by the fireplace, N kola Tesla, glowering ferociously, clutched his death
ray.

And t he swi ngi ng doors opened, and our visitor entered, and the baronetric pressure in the
room dr opped suddenly, as everyone gasped at once. I|ncluding the newconer.

A fireplug with a pit bull's head..
It was the homuncul a that had visited me and Zoey that norning at dawn.

And | had a pretty good idea of what she had been doing with her tinme since then. She had been
scouring the earth to find a dress even uglier than the one she'd had on. Sonehow she had
succeeded.

Al ong the way she had acquired a cantorder; a glowing red LED at its snout said it was
recordi ng.

Believe ne, you don't want to think about what we were seeing. Think instead of what she
nmust have been seeing. And taping.

A room full of disreputable-Iooking thugs and nmolls, brandishing assorted | ethal weapons
i ncluding a shotgun and a death ray. An open guitar case full of noney, sloppy stacks of bills
beside it on the bar. A seven-foot-tall man with glowing forearns and a very |arge | ady, both
dressed in Mylar. And a big naked Irishnan

W gaped at each other in silence, for what seened like a long tinme. And then Ral ph Von
VWAuWAU spoke.

"I'mzorry, ny friendz."

She whirled to her right, failed to find him then | ooked down and froze.

"I vould like to help,"” Ralph went on, flattening his ears, "but | amnot biting zat-"

She how ed, just as she had that norning when | doused her with a warm urine sanple. The
howl was even | ouder than her dress. Mst of us screaned back, in instinctive self-defense. Ral ph
ran and hid under a table, tail between his | egs, paws over his ears.

The sound filled the room filled the solar system G asses began to shatter here and
there around the room | wondered if | was going to lose this roof too. She seemed to have the
di dgeridu player's knack of breathing in and Qut at the same tine: her shriek seened to go on
| onger than the average comerci al break

And then she spun on her orthopedic heel and fled into the night, barking in an unknown
t ongue.

There was a | ong and profound sil ence, Then Buck Rogers said sonething inaudible, realized he and
the rest of us were half-deafened, and said it again |ouder. "Wel|? Was that a Cockroach, or not?"

Everybody in the place fell down | aughing.

Buck correctly interpreted this as a negative, and joined us. W |aughed until our noses
ran, until our stomachs knotted and our eyes crossed. Tension rel ease.

Cal | ahan was the first to get his breath back. "No," he puffed, "a Cockroach that was not

infact. .. I'mgoing to go out on alinb.. . and say it was a human being..." He lost it again
"The | east beautiful I've ever seen," Doc Wbster managed, "and | once net John
Di ef enbaker."
"Lord," Chuck Samms whooped, "I never realized before what a handsone worman ny ex-wife
is."

"Ugly enough to nmake a freight train take a dirt road," Buck contri buted.

"The cl ock!" Tomry Janssen crowed, pointing. "Look at the clock!"

Sure enough, it had stopped. A second wave of |aughter took us.

When | could talk again, | told everybody about that nmorning's visitation

"Twi ce in one day?" Callahan exclained. "That's got to be a message-but what? Naggeneen
have you any thoughts on the matter?" No answer, "Naggeneen?"

We all | ooked around, and by God, our resident nyth, the cluricaure, was nowhere to be
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seen. | rapped on the beer kegs, one after the other, but he didn't seemto be in any of them
"I think she frightened himaway," Mke said slowy.
"Swel |l ," said Fast Eddie. "Dere goes our neal ticket."

Naggeneen had been putting away anywhere fromten to twenty gallons of booze a night, and
paying for it in solid gold coins, for several nonths now. If he was truly gone for good, Mary's
Place was in financial trouble. But | certainly couldn't blane him

Noah Gonzal ez spoke up. "Did it seemto any of you guys |like she was trying to, like, talk
there, at the end?"

"She was cursing in an obscure dialect of Ukrainian,
prefer not to be nore specific."

"l wonder what she had the cantorder for," Doc Wbster said.

"So nuch for comic relief," | said finally, pitching nmy voice to cut through the chatter.
"Now why don't we get this show on the road? Woever she was, whatever she wanted, we've got nore
important fish to fry. Mary, continue your report."”

"Yes, Jake."

Blind to our doom we were.

Sol ace said. "Fluently. | would

CHAPTER 6 RISE TO VOIE, SIR

We thought it was a boat race. W thought we had it | ocked. Maybe that's why we blew it.
"The way we had it figured, Finn could practically have handl ed the whol e thing by

hinself. | was nore or less along for the ride, nostly as conpanion. Well, and hacki ng consul tant.
We | ocated the Beast's Lair with no problemat all. The databanks were multiply booby-trapped, and
encrypted when we got through the booby traps, but it was all fairly straightforward. | have
cracki ng techni ques that no other being native to this time ficton has, not even a Cockroach

We tripped no alarns; |'mabsolutely certain of that. | think

Anyway, we found Finn's people in the files, and were just about to upload themto a portable
medi um and go hone. Another few m nutes would have done it.

"And then even when we detected the other scout circling to attack, we weren't worried.
There was that nmonment when we still had the power to choose, whether to accept combat, or run and
try agai n another day. W gave it careful thought, and we couldn't see any cause to worry. It
seemed reasonable that Finn and the other guy woul d be roughly natched-surely anyone as paranoid
as a pervert Cockroach would nake all his slave bodyguards as powerful as possible-and it figured
that my added firepower would tip the scale our way. So we stood our ground."

Mary hesitated, |ooking around at us. "l can't go into the specifics of the battle in any
detail: it involves things-principles, technol ogi es-that those of you native to this ficton aren't
cleared to know. Think of us hurling big rocks at each other, if you need a visual imge, and say
Mck and | had the other in a crossfire. Just take nmy word for it that between us we shoul d have
creamed the bastard.

"And he cl eaned our clock. | was lucky to be able to spare the juice to get us the hel
out of there, and | swear | never had tine to consciously select a destination, | was startled to
find nyself here. It was a near thing. He cane that close to destroying us. | don't know why. It

just doesn't nake sense!”
Buck cleared his throat, "Excuse ne, ma'ambut that sentence should al ways have the word

“yet' at the end of it."

She frowned, and said, "I know, | know, you're right. Wat | nmean is, "it beats ne."'"

"Describe this other scout," | said.

"Think of a lizard," she said. "It isn't a lizard-wasn't even before it was cyborged, |
mean. It isn't even a true reptile-it has mammary gl ands, and a four-chanbered heart-but if you
saw it, you' d think, there's a nine-foot-tall lizard with no chin, and three of everything el se.

Three legs, three arms, three eyes that double as ears, three nouths-"

"Three?" Tesla said, interested. He's always felt an inexplicable affinity for the nunber
three. "How arranged?"

"Symmetrically. It stands on a natural tripod, and it has no back. Its eyes give it three-
sixty vision, and its arnms give it three-sixty reach. Three fingers on-each hand. Its only blind
spot is directly underneath, beneath its feet, and it's a dammed snmall spot."

"Excel l ent design," Tesla said. "Elegant."

"I npressive brain," Solace said admiringly. "That's a |lot of data to integrate."

Mary nodded. Either she didn't hear where the voice came from or a sentient conputer
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didn't surprise her.

Long-Dri nk McGonnigle sighed." “Scuse me, Mary, but | want to be sure |I've got this
straight. W're talking about a giant three-legged lizard with tits."

"Three of "em" she agreed. "Scaly ones.

The Drink nodded. "Oh-huh. Just wanted to nail that down." He swirled his beer to bring
out the head, and took a big sip.

"We shoul d have been expecting it," Doe Webster said dizzily. "You tangle with a foot-Iong
Cockroach and live through it, naturally you have to expect a giant lizard with three tits to cone
al ong sooner or later."

You' d think people would laugh at lines |ike that-but nost of us had been present the
ni ght that foot-long Cockroach-The Beast!-had conme crashing through our ceiling. Yes, it was a
funny sight. A foot |ong cockroach in a space suit has to be funny. But there are kinds of funny
that | eave you conpletely uninterested in laughing. This triple-breasted |lizard sounded |ike the
same sort of thing. A person could die |aughing..

"Mary," | said urgently, "what are the chances that the Lizard was able to | ock sonme kind
of tracer on you?"

"Absolutely n-" she began, and then blushed. "Uh in light of my track record in guessing
its capabilities, | guess | have to adnit | don't really know for certain, But don't worry-" she
went on, seeing my expression. "Even assuming it is on our trail, it can't possibly arrive for
hours and hours yet. It has to play by the rules of this ficton."

"How do you nean?"

She | ooked pai ned. "Look, there are three basic types of loconption in a deal like this,
and | want to tell you as little as necessary about each of them okay? First, there's. . . let's
call it the Finn Drive. The notive force Mckey uses to get around the gal axy, the sane force the
Li zard used to approach us. It's not linmted by |ightspeed-but even so, at that speed The Beast's
Lair is a good seven or eight hours away. Now nme, | have two additional nethods of changi ng

nei ghbor hoods.

One you know ...about-tinme travel. Qur word for it is Translation.” She said that word the way you
say a pun you don't think your listener is going to get-but she didn't explain it, and to this day
| don't get it. "lIt's a dandy way to duck a problem but it has sone Iinmtations. One of these is
that you have to Transl ate naked."

Now that | canme to think of it, the two tinmes |I'd ever seen a tine traveler arrive-M ke
Cal l ahan in both cases-he'd been nude. "Nonliving matter can't tine-travel ?" | suggested.

"Not quite correct,” she said. "You can Translate nonliving material, just as easily as
living-but it can't travel in the same |oad, or both are destroyed on arrival. Spectacularly. Any
mat eri el you take along through tinme has to go by separate cover."

"Cbserve," Callahan said. He was just pulling on a pair of pants that hadn't been there a
nmoment ago. He didn't bother with shoes or socks.

I blinked and turned back to Mary. "You and Finn aren't naked,"” | pointed out. "So you
didn't get here by Translation, right?"

"Think it through, Jake. | couldn't. Not with M ckey."

"Ch." O course. Mckey was a cyborg: by definition he was organic and inorganic matter in
the sane | oad. So he was stuck here in this ficton with the rest of us, forever unable to jaunt

around through history like the Callahans and N kola Tesla did. | hadn't realized that. It seened
kind of noble of Mary to have married him under those circunstances, Still, at any given nonent
in history, the universe hol ds enough wonders to fill along long |ifetine-especially once that

bot her about |ightspeed is dispensed with.

"By the same logic," Mary went on, "the Lizard can't be capable of Translating either,
even if he knew how, which he doesn't."

"So how did you get here, faster than a speeding lizard?" Tonmy Janssen asked.

"By nethod three," she said. "Transition. Through space al one, rather than through tine
and space. Organic and inorganic nmatter Transit together just fine."

"How fast is Transition?"

"Just short of instantaneous," she said. "A couple of shavings off a mllisecond. To
anywhere in the universe with known coordinates.”

| blinked. "Wow. "

"My sentiments exactly. The point is, | amcertain that nobody native to this ficton has
the ability to either Translate or Transit, and those are the only two things that would put us in
i medi at e danger here. Worst case, the Lizard is heading this way at only a multiple of
| i ght speed, whole hours away-and | don't think he's even doing that. | don't believe any tracer
beam presently in even theoretical existence could track a Transiting object to its destination."
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"Could I offer a suggestion?" Acayib asked. "Couldn't you, uh, Translate back to the
instant you were attacked? | realize you' d have to | eave your husband behind, but you could keep
on doing it until there were dozens of you englobing the Lizard, all shooting at once-"

He broke of f-Mary was shaking her head sadly. "Nice try. I"'mafraid it's only possible to
Translate to fictons in which you do not already exist. Not even once. . . or |I'd just hop back
t hen/there and boost the data while the Lizard' s busy fighting me and M ck."

"How about this?" Buck offered. "Assume the Lizard is on his way, ray guns bristling,
followi ng your trail at Finn Drive speed. Figure out where that puts himright now, then Transit
to just alittle way past that point, and sneak up on himfromoh!"

"Aw hel | " Fast Eddie said, seeing it too. "De scaly son of a bitch hasn't got a behind to
sneak up on." He shook his head. "Jesus, t'ree tits and no behind."

"Sounds like ny ex-wfe," Chuck Sams said,

Long-Drink McOQonnigle cleared his throat, a sound |ike a garbage disposal seizing up. "You
people all seemto be missing the point, here," he said, |ooking pained. "W may have all the tine
in the world, and we've for sure got hours and hours. There's no red |lights on the board. And our
patroness and our ol d buddy have just wal ked in here for the first time, after what sounds |ike an
extrenely bad night, and they've been here for twenty ninutes now and nobody's offered either of
“em a goddam drink. Are we barbarians?"

That took us aback. Could a little thing |ike potential interstellar war with cyborg
lizards cause us to forget our manners? | raised an inquiring eyebrow at Mary, and she expl oded.

"God damm it, everybody's missing the point!"

Shocked sil ence.

"What's the matter, Mary?" Tom Haupt man asked gently.

"Don't you get it, Reverend?" she said, too |loud and getting louder. "W failed. If the

goddam Li zard is on the way, then we'll deal with himbut nmeanwhile the Filarii are as dead as the
Httites. No nore chances. Al gone bye-bye. | do not feel like a fucking drink, all right?
Billions of sentients. Wse, kind, inaginative, expressive people-Mck's people, and ny fucking in-
| aws-extinct!"”

My ears were ringing. And burning. | had |oved this woman-still did-and she was in agony
and there was nothing | could do for her except offer to pour her an Irish coffee.

Zoey. Zoey had a natural gift for conforting ne whenever | sorrowed. | had seen her
confort others. | caught her eyes- "What makes you so sure?" Zoey asked |oudly.

Mary turned to glare at her, and | wi shed for death. "Logic," she snapped.

Zoey put her fists on her hips. "Well, us pregnant broads don't know from | ogic-you're
gonna have to explainit to ne."

Mary lost a little of her frown. "Look, isn't it obvious, Zoey? The Lizard caught us
rifling its Master's database. Clearly it's still loyal to The Beast, dead or notOand believe ne,
loyal is a feeble word for the kind of conpulsion I'mtal king about. Mck's the only Scout ever
known to have broken the geas, and he says the effort alnmost killed him Mst of the people here
saw it, ask themif-say-" She broke off and turned to Mck, "Could that be it, do you think, |ove?
Coul d you have burned our sone inportant bits that night, and that's why the Lizard was so nuch
st ronger ?"

"I nsufficient data,

"Finish the logic,"
protect The Beast's data.”

"Right," Mary agreed.

"So why would it destroy sone of The Beast's data?

Mary blinked. "It knows we tried to steal specific files. Exam nation will show it which
files, and that we didn't have tinme to succeed. It will know that we were trying to reconstitute
Finn's own people-that we're strongly notivated, in other words. Surely it can enpathize, at |east
alittle, beneath its conditioning. It's reasonable to assune that we will go get a big stick and
come back to try again, and we might win next tine. The integrity of its Master's data nust be
protected, even if it means destroying sone."”

"Even though it knows its Master will never have any use for the data agai n?"

"Especially then," Finn said. "The nature of the conpulsion is such that in the absence of
specific orders, one must do what one knows the Master would want. A being as fundanmentally
sel fish and angry as The Beast woul d, beyond question, want his servants to ensure that for as
I ong as possible after his death, the universe should be denied the use of anything he had ever
owned. "

he said. "But an interesting hypothesis-"
Zoey interrupted. "The Lizard is a zonbie, and it's programmed to
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"Excuse nme a second," Buck said. "Are you absolutely sure this Lizard knows the Bi g Bopper
is dead?"

Finn started to answer ... then restarted: "The Beast's | ong absence, and mnmy appearance as
a free agent, give it strong evidence fromwhich to infer the fact... but you are correct, it my
not know it."

Zoey reached out and gave Buck a little pat on the arm

"Even so," Mary said in rising exasperation, "in the absence of orders, it has to follow
classic doctrine: destroy assets rather than let the eneny have them Mybe Master will be annoyed
when he gets back-but he'll certainly be annoyed if you've all owed someone to take what's his.
What's the point of talking about it? The Filarii are toast, | tell you-"

"M ckey?" Zoey interrupted.

"Yes, Zoey?"

"Pretend you're in the Lizard' s place. You never regained your freedom You're still a
| oyal Cockroacher, and your boss hasn't been heard fromin, what, three years, and you catch
sonmebody rifling his hard disk. No, two sonmebodi es-two tough, confident sonebodi es-and you kick
their ass, send "emrunning for their lives. Are you going to take it on your own authority to
destroy sone of your Master's data, just in case they' ve naybe got a big stick sonewhere they
forgot to bring along the first tinme?"

Fi nn was | ooking stricken. "No."

"Never in hell," Zoey agreed.

"Sure you would,” Mary blurted. "Because that's exactly what | intend to do: have N kky
whonmp us up a big stick and go back again and avenge the-"

"Way woul d it take that irrevocable step on a naybe?" Zoey asked. "Wen it could sinply
rig a deadfall so the data would self-destruct if the Lizard were attacked by overwhel ning force?"

Mary nmade several sounds, but none of them made up so much as a word. Consonants, nostly.
Quttural ones.

Finn sighed "It is nore |ogical, Mary."

She subsi ded.

"Look how overjoyed they are at this wonderful news,

Dead silence in the room

"Darling," |I said, "Mck and Mary have just cone out of a firefight, Werever you're going
with this, couldn't we all have a drink first and-"

"Jake, ny love," she said, "shut up."

Zoey sai d.

"Wrks for ne," | said hastily. My Zoey's eyes do not flash that way often, but when they
do it's time to strap yourself to the nast.
She turned back to Mary. "I say that the Filarii are still in those databanks. So does

logic. And you know I'mright, both of you. And you're both looking at me with identical |ooks of
goofy dismay, rather than joy. Are you beginning to get a glinmmering of why the Lizard ki cked your
ass?"

Now Mary's eyes were flashing, too. | felt sweat running down my spine. She stood up
straight, stuck out her chin, and growl ed, "Just what the hell are you trying to say?"

Zoey | ooked her square in the eye, "You wanted to | ose."

M ckey Finn stepped between them Wre those forearns just beginning to register a trace of a
gl ow? "You rust not speak to ny wife that way," he told Zoey.

Zoey grinned at him "What made you think |I nmeant you singular, stringbean?"

He turned to stone. At least, that's what his shoulder felt |like when | tapped on it. |
hadn't even known I was in notion. My |l egs seemed to be trenbling, and ny voi ce sounded odd in ny
ears. Perhaps ny own forearns were glowing. "Mck," | said, "look at ne.

He turned to face ne.

"You and | go back a |ong way...but you nust not speak to my fiance that way."

He stared.

How did all those bees get in here? The buzzing was distracting. "Not in nmy house, not
anywhere. And especially not while she's carrying our child. O else you and | are going to
dance. "

O course it was insane. This nman whi pped every civilization he ever nmet, but one. But |
meant every word.

"He's right, Mckey," Mke Callahan said. "You were out of line."

"Fuckin' A" Fast Eddie said, and there was a runble of agreenent from others.

Finn's face got that unhinged | ook he got when he was confused. "But she insulted Mary ..
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and nysel f.."

| started to answer, but Zoey overrode ne. "Overstated the truth for shock val ue, maybe.
I"I'l say it again, as gently as | can: both of you, deep down inside, suffer from unresolved mjor
conflicts regardi ng your mssion, and your nutual failure to cone to terns with these anti nom es
severely conprom sed your notivation. That's why you lost."

"Conflicts?" Mary bel |l owed. "What fucking conflicts?"

Zoey threw up her hands. "I rest ny case."

Li ght slowy began to dawn. | renmenbered again the thought 1'd had a little while earlier,
when M ckey Finn was recounting his background for what was to nme the nth tine. The sudden
realization that in all those retellings, there was one thing Finn had consistently omtted to
mention, and that sonehow none of us had ever thought to ask hi mabout. How could we have failed
for so long to ask so obvious a question?

Per haps because Finn had al ways seened to us the enbodi nent of |oneliness, of magnificent
i sol ati on.

"Mckey," | said, "tell me sonething. Back when this whole thing started, when the
Cockroaches first captured the Filarii, were you a bachel or?"
One of the few facial expressions humans and Filarii share is the wince. | know because

the sane expression appeared sinultaneously on both Mck and Mary. ..

The roomrunbled as the inplications of the question struck hone.

And well it might. This was the place where people cared about each other's pain-and now
it was stunningly apparent that we had funbled a big one, big time. Confronted with a man who had
|l ost an entire race, we had refrained-for a decade and a half!-frominquiring nore closely into
the personal dinmensions of his loss. In retrospect, our failure was inexplicable, horrifying,
shami ng. Snoopy question rule be dammed; that had al ways applied nostly to newconers. This man was
supposed to be our friend.

And now we knew from his face what his answer nust be.

"No," he said. "I was not."

Even Cal | ahan | ooked startl ed.

And as for Mary, she | ooked so downcast, so suddenly deflated, that when an Irish coffee
appeared over ny shoulder | took it and brought it to her at once, realizing only on the way back
that it had been Zoey who'd nade it and given it to me. She had another one waiting for me. Qur
eyes nmet and held; then 1 took a deep drink and turned back to M ck

"Tell us about your family, Mckey," |I said as gently as | coul d.

"I was mated," he said.

I nodded. The invisible nmachines of Murphy. "And Filarii mate..

"In pairs, like humans," he said mserably. "For life, like swans."

| nodded again. "Children?"

"Two, " he agreed. "Filarii couples rarely have nore than two. It is a decision that was
made | ong ago, when we | earned how to not die."

| kept nodding. "Ages?"

"Thirty-seven Terran years, and-" He hesitated. "And ei ght nonths.”

Oh boy. "And Filarii childhood lasts.. "At least five hundred years."

| could not seemto stop nodding. "Uh huh. And since you fol ks had | earned how to not die,
there nust have been tots and lots of living ancestors and in | aws around."

"Many generations," he said.

"Mary, you knew all this stuff, of course.”

She | ooked sullen. "It cane up once, yeah." She | ooked around the room "WlIl, God dam
it, I figured we'd deal with it if and when it arose."

"Deal with it how? Wen?"

She finished her coffee, set the mug down very carefully on the table beside her, sat up
straight in her chair, held up a finger as if to say, wait, now, and burst explosively into tears.

I was not the only one who tried to close for a hug. At least half a dozen others were as
quick off the mark. But M ckey Finn beat us all so badly that | wouldn't be surprised if he
Transited the distance; as | started to nove he was on his knees before her, his great arns
wr apped round her, holding her tight as she rocked and roared and soaked his shoul der. God, she
cried like an earthquake, |ike an aval anche, like a damgiving way, like an infant with a
megaphone, in great rhythm c shuddering shouts of hoo waw, hoo waw that went on and on wit hout
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dimnishing inintensity. | had only seen Mary cry once before-when she believed she had, with the
best of intentions, doormed the human race. This was worse. Wen soneone cries |like that, you want
to do sonething-anything-to nake it stop. But you have to ride it out, even if it seens to take
forever. The infection has to drain.

She did slack off, finally, fromsheer exhaustion. "Ch God, it's . .. even worse .
than you know, " she said, clutching Finn to her and tal king over his shoulder to the rest of us.
"M ck understated it. The Filarii are. . . very conservative... by our standards." She paused for

a monent to get nore breath back. "He was giving me a | anguage | esson, once. Snmart-assing around,
| asked himwhat the Filarii word for “divorce' was. He said they didn't have one. So | asked how
you say “adultery' in Filarii, and guess what? They don't have a word for that either. The concept
of infidelity is alien to them They nmarry or they don't, and-if they do, they do it all the way.
The only tine a Filarii remarries is if her mate dies, and that doesn't happen often. Once in a
very long while, they formunions of nore than two, he told nme once-but never before the children
are grown, and never ever in odd nunbers. Stability for the famly, you see. You get it? There
woul d be no precedent for our situation even if | were a Filarii. And I'ma fucking alien |ife-
form.."

"So what did Mck tell you would happen if you nmanaged to resurrect the Filarii ?"
asked. He stiffened in her arns.

"He didn't say," she said. He never volunteered, so | never asked. Like I said, | planned
to deal with it when it came up."

A murmur ran around the room

"Jesus Christ, Mary," | said, "it has fucking come up, okay?"

"He's right, darlin'," her father said. "It's on the plate now. only thing to do is take
anot her bite. It's even worse once it gets cold."

"Aw, shit," she said, and pulled back from her husband far enough to neet his gaze.
Sonebody handed her sonme tissues and she wi ped her face w thout taking her eyes fromhis. She,
cl eared her throat noisily and swallowed. "Mck... if we'd succeeded. . . what woul d have happened
to you and ne?"

Hi s face had never |ost that Sonderkommando expression | nentioned earlier-but now he
| ooked |i ke a Sonder komrando who had just recognized his own fanmily on the shower |ine.

"I do not know" he cried. "There is no basis on which to forma guess. As you said, there

is no precedent. It would be up to the Eldest to decide.. . and the El dest are slow to make new
I aw. "

"In other words,"” | said, "not only would the situation be awkward, untenable, and
horribly painful-for you and Mck and his famly-but it would drag on just as long as possible."
"Correct," he said. "Ch, Mary, | should never have narried you-it was not fair to you!"

"Way did you?" Long-Drink asked.

"Because it sinply never occurred to ne that nmy people could be reborn.., until Mary

suggested it. On our honeynoon."

"Me and nmy big nouth,” she said, and began cryi ng again.

"I was |long accustoned to thinking of themas lost forever," Finn said mserably. "I knew,
intellectually, that they still existed in potential . . . but for centuries, that was such a
cruelly small norsel of hope that | could not bear to keep it in ny mind. As long as The Beast
lived, there was no real hope, and | expected that he would outlive ne. By the tine | knew

better...l was already in love with Mary." He got to his feet suddenly, threw back his great head,
and brayed at the ceiling, "But what was | to do? Leave ny people in stasis? Wait for Mary to die
of old age-and |live neanwhile with the chance that something might kill ne before her, and doom
the Filarii forever? My honor required ne to act, whatever the consequences."

Mary sat there, tears |eaking down her face. "Me too, Mck. | knew you'd never think of it
unl ess | brought it up.. . and | knew you had a family, knew | was in trouble even as | was
opening my nouth.. . but like you say, what was | supposed to do? Let billions of sentient beings

sleep forever, so | could keep playing house with the Last of the Mhicans?"

There was a | ong and heavy silence, broken only by the sound of Mary snuffling and the
crackling of the flanes in the hearth.

This was our specialty. This is what we were good at, what had brought us all together in
the first place; the solving of problems. O at |east the sharing of them People cane into
Cal l ahan's Pl ace-and then Mary's Place-with a hangup too big for themto carry, and then we al
rallied round and either solved the hangup, or found sone way to help themlive with it. Here were
two of our best friends...and their problemseened so |arge, so far outside any of ny experience,
that | was clueless. Fromthe length and thickness of the silence, it seenmed that nobody el se had
any ideas either.
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| caught Callahan's eye. "You want to junp in here, Mke?" | murnmnured.

He petted absently at his bare chest. Finding no pocket there, he held out his hand, and a
cigar dropped into it. "Well..." he began, patting his chest again for natches.

My heart sank. | had never seen Mke Callahan stall for tinme before. It suddenly struck ne
that there might be reasons why he, of all people in the room felt ill qualified to neddle in his

daughter's narri age.

Tonmmy Janssen lit the cigar for him Brave man. "Allow ne," he said. Then, ignoring Mke's
| ook of surprise, he turned to face Mck and Mary.

"Mck," he said, "you re between a rock and a hard place, and you have ny synpathy. But
you're going to stay right there for at least as long as it takes you to quit ducking the
question."

Fi nn | ooked angry. "Wat do you nean, ~ducking the question'?"

Tommy stood his ground. "If anybody here has the right to talk to you like this, it's me.
You and | both net this gang of idiots for the first time on the very same night. Fifteen years
ago, renenber? You watched them heal ne of ny pain, get me off smack, and you deci ded maybe the
human race was worth a little sacrifice to save. If you want to know the truth, you hel ped ne as
much as anyone here."

"1? How?"

"Well, it just seened to me that if you could break your conditioning, after centuries of
failure, then maybe | could nmanage to kick a two-year heroin addiction. And whenever it got hard,
when ny jones cane down on ne, |'d | ook across the bar and see you drinking and tal king and trying

to figure us all out, and 1'd think, “Hey, sonny, you think you're lonely and alienated? and I'd
feel alittle better. That's why | feet a need to gratefully, affectionately, kick you in the ass
until you get up out of the hole you're in. | repeat, it's tinme you answered the question."

"What question?" -u

"The one your w fe asked you a mnute ago, you chunp.

She asked, ~Wat woul d have happened to us?' and you answered the question “~Wiat would the
Filarii Eldest say? Two different questions, Mck."

"But how can |-"

"Assume the worst case. Assume that the Eldest had winkled their foreheads in thought
for fifty years or so, and finally ruled that the correct and noral thing for you to do was to
dunp Mary and resune your original life. Assune that's what your mate and chil dren woul d have
wanted, too. In that event, what would you have chosen?"

Mary bent her head, as if for the ax.

M ck | ooked stubborn. "The question is hypothetical-"

"First of all, no, it isn't; Zoey explained why you m ght get a chance to try again, and
her | ogic sounds good to me. My question is exactly why you lost the fight the first time: if
you' d won, you'd have had to answer it, and neither of you was ready to face that. And even, if
the question is hypothetical now, it still needs answering. Look at your w fe, Mck! Whatever
happens, your marriage is on hold until you answer ny question. Maybe you Filarii can live with
unresol ved questions that large...but Mary is a human wonman, and she needs to know where she
stands. |I'Il ask you one nore tithe: what would you have chosen? What will you choose, if fate
gi ves you anot her chance?"

M ckey Finn | ooked down at his wife. Then he | ooked slowy and carefully around the room

at the rest of us. H s great shoulders settled. "If | have | earned anything fromyou, nmy only
friends,"” he said, "it is that the nost Inportant thing is to foll ow your heart. Even honor nust
yield to the heart's true need. Though it cost ne ny race and ny famly, | could never have |eft
my Mary."

"But Mck," she cried, "what about your mate? Your kidsl"

"l would have grieved long for them But if they stood before nme now, there is nothing
could do for them The man they |oved, the nan they needed, died, over a mllenniumago. | amno
| onger he-have not been for centuries, and can never be again. Every other nenber of ny race could
be returned to the instant they were destroyed...but | alone never stopped living, grow ng,
changi ng. | al one have diverged." Uncharacteristically, he smled. "Else | could never have
married you in the first place."”

Wth a wordl ess shout, she sprang up fromher chair into his arms, and did her |evel best
to hug himinto lung collapse. And a cheer went up that rocked the rafters.
It grewto a standing ovation, a raucous one, with people shouting and | aughi ng and sl appi ng each
other on the back, a hail of enpty glasses and nugs vectoring in on the fireplace, lights flashing
rhythmically, fists pounding on the-lights flashing rhythmcally?

The ovation began to die away. Every damm light in the joint was flashing rhythmnically,
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including the pilot lights on The Machine, and Sol ace's nonitor screen. As the cheering faded to
silence, we could hear the repeated little chine of the Mac Il restarting, over and over.
Sonet hi ng was causi ng the house power to cycle off and on

After one nore bong iteration, the phenonenon ceased with the power on, and Sol ace's
stylized Smling Mac face stabilized on-screen. (There are conputers around that boot "instantly,"
but ours is the only Mac that will. Solace rewote the SystemFile fromstemto stern, with
assi stance fromthe original head of the Mac design team Jeff Raskin.) "lnportant announcenent,"
she sai d.

Suddenly it made sense. If you're trying to attract the attention of a roonful of cheering
people, and you're an Al linited by the volume capacity of Mcintosh speakers, the |ogical thing
to do is incurse LILCO s conputer systemand turn the lights on and off.

"I subsume all the astronom cal observations being made by the human race," Sol ace said.
"I have been scanning the data carefully, and | have detected the being you call the Lizard,
headi ng this way."

CHAPTER 7 PARTY TRAP

The | oudest sound in the roomwas Solace's fan. | could hear nyself think. It sounded like a
distant little car revving in neutral

| 1 ooked at Call ahan

He | ooked back at ne. "Your place, son," he said.

| tried to remenber what had ever nade ne want to give up the joyous carefree life of a
starving nusician. Surely there was going to be another Folk Misic Scare, any decade now...

"Have you got an ETA, Sol ace?" | asked.

"Not an accurate one. Insufficient data. | have only a single frame-and the next shot of
that portion of the sky is not due to be upl oaded for another eight hours. My best estimate, based
on Doppler inference, is...call it dawn, plus or mnus three hours."

I nodded. "So we have three to nine hours to cobble up sonething that can take out another
M ckey Finn?"

"Essentially correct."

Now it was so quiet | could hear other people thinking.

Okay. First step: take inventory of assets. "N kky," | called out, "can your death ray do
the job?"

"No," he and Finn answered together. "1 could wite on the face of Mars with it," he went
on,"...but M. Finn could do as nuch with his snmallest finger. | amnot certain | could construct

a weapon of the requisite power...and if | could, we could not use it."

| didn't get that last part, but was too busy to pursue it. "M ck? How are your repairs
com ng?"

"Life support: now nom nal. Perceptual: ninety percent functional. Mtive power: seventy-
five percent. Defensive: fifty percent. Ofensive: twenty percent. | will not be able to enhance
the last two systens nore than ten percentage points each within the deadline stated."

| sighed. "Mary? How are your nojos hol di ng out?"

"Just about the same as Mck's," she said bitterly. "I've | ost about half my defensive
capability and three-quarters of nmy offense. But it doesn't even matter, Jake-"

"Just a second.” Buck had his hand up, like a kid in class, "Yes, Buck?"
Hi s eyes were very bright. "Look, |1've given up, okay? | am prepared to swall ow any prem se
what soever, no matter how preposterous. But | insist that the logic parse, after that. Wuat is
this crap about a deadline?"

| blinked. "I don't think | get your question."

He turned to face Callahan. "M . Callahan," he said, "ny name is Buck Rogers."

Cal l ahan didn't bat an eye. "Nice to nmeet you, Buck. How s WI m?"

Appar ent | y- per haps under st andabl y- Buck had never read Nowl an's original stories; he batted
both eyes, several tines. "To the best of nmy know edge,"” he said finally, "she's still living in
Bedrock with Fred. What | wanted to ask you was...correct ne if | have this wong, but you are a
time traveler, are you not?"

M ke nodded. "For ny sins."

"You cone fromthe future?”

M ke nodded again. "Froma planet called Harnony." He pointed down and to his right.
"That away a coupl e of light centuries, although it isn't inhabited at the nonent."

Buck's turn to nod. "Where there doubtless will one day exist a sophisticated and m ghty
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civilization, with powers | can only dimy imagine."

"Right."

They were nodding at each other like two novelty mani kins; and then Buck yelled, big, "So
why the hell can't you just pop back hone and bring back the Harnonian Mari nes?"

M ke sighed and spread his arnms. "Because | didn't," he said. Suddenly | got it. Now
under st ood why Tesla had said that even if he had a big enough weapon, he couldn't use it, and
Mary had said that her own firepower and Mck's didn't matter

The problemwas Tine Traveler's Dil emma.

"He doesn't dare change history, Buck," | expl ained.

He may not have read Now an, but he had read sone sf, or at |east watched Star Trek; his
face fell as he took my neaning. "But...but isn't he changing the past right now, just by being
her e?"

Cal I ahan shook his head. "Not unless ny presence here and now enters the historica
record. Tine can heal itself around little discontinuities, son-but history is the main thread.

I ndi vi dual nenories fade, but the collective menory of a culture endures. Poke one hole in
history, and the fabric of Tinme cones apart. | can put ny hands on weapons you can't i magine,
easi |y powerful enough to beat another Mckey Finn. But they're all gaudy. Bright. Noisy in
several spectra. Their use would cause talk. History says that no such weapons were enpl oyed in
this ficton-so | can't use 'em"”

Acayi b spoke up. "As | understand it, the last time you people had alien trouble, you used
a goddamm at om bonb!"

M ke nodded. "Local technol ogy. And we were |ucky. For what seened to them good and
sufficient reason, the powers that be decided to suppress the news. In historical terns, they made
it didn't happen. If a second nuke went off in the sanme county within a few years, we night not be
so lucky. And consider this: Mckey Finn was standing at ground zero when that bonb went off-and
managed to protect not only hinself, but every one of his friends. The Beast, all gods be thanked,
was not as heavily shielded as his scouts. It would take sonething a | ot splashier than a sinple
fission bonb to nake the nut this tine...and history says it didn't happen, so it can't."”

Buck was aghast. "So what the hell are you saying?" He shouted. "W just sit here and wait
for the dammed Lizard to get here and destroy the earth, and that won't make the papers?"

M ke shrugged. "O course not. Wat |'msaying is, whatever we do can't involve
anachroni sti c weapons. O conventional ones beyond a certain strength. And if we |lose, all of
reality goes away."

"M ke," Doc Webster booned, "why can't you go back hone, check a couple of planet-crackers out of
inventory, fetch themback to this nonent-and go take the Lizard out there, in deep space, before
he gets any closer? So maybe a coupl e of odd plates appear in sone astrononer's data; so what?
Sol ace ought to be able to do a little judicious inmage enhancing in the Net..."

M ke shook his head sadly. "Nice try, Sambut the energy required would be naked-eyeball -
visible fromTerra. A hole too big to nmend, having a supernova occur where no star was. Not to
mention the fact that a display like that could draw t he whol e Cockroach race down on us: they'd
extrapolate his course and find Earth. W need sonmething brilliant and | haven't got any nore of
that back honme than we have right here."

Buck did sonething |'ve read about but never seen before: he-actually reached up and tore
a couple of handfuls of hair fromhis head. "This is all three of CGeorge Carlin's categories of
dunmbness: Stupid, Full of Shit, and Fuckin' Nuts!" he cried. "W're supposed to take out a space
monster who blows up stars for a living-only we're not supposed to attract any attention doing it?
That's as crazy as-"

"-tossing noney on the fire?" | suggested.

"Burning nmoney isn't in the same | eague!" he insisted. "This is...is...hell, there's no
way anybody could do it."

The Lucky Duck wal ked up to himout of the crowd and held out his hand over a nearby

table, pal mup. There were three quarters in it. | could guess what was comi ng. As Buck wat ched,
confused, the Duck flipped themhigh in the air. They | anded on the table sinmultaneously- clack
-all three on edge. . . stacked one atop the other

They poised there nonentarily, but the tabletop was ever so slightly out of true; the
stack col |l apsed into individual coins, and as one they rolled to the edge and over, bouncing high
off the floor and into the Duck's waiting hand. He wasn't even watchi ng; he was hol di ng Buck's
gaze.

"I"l'l bet you a mllion dollars we can,"” the Duck said.
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Slowy all the fear drained out of Buck, and thus the anger, and he seened to shrink slightly.
"What the hell," he said weakly. "What do | know?" He shook his head. "Ckay, let's see the color
of your mnoney."

The Duck sneered~ "What for? If you win, you ain't gonna be around to collect."

"True," Buck conceded. He thought for a mnute. "In that case, | insist on one condition.
If you win...you have to pitch the dough into the fireplace."

"Just what | had in mind," the Duck agreed.

A cheer went up, full of whistles and hoots and cl apping and foot stonping. As | |istened
toit, |I felt an emotion | could not nane-and still cannot-sweep over ne. |If you can inmagine a
conbi nation of terror and pride and fierce joy that add up to serenity, you're in the
nei ghbor hood. This was where | wanted to spend Arnageddon. This was the place to be, cone
Ragnar 9k. This was the conpany of glory | wanted to nuster with on Judgnent Day. These were the
people I- Al at once | heard the ending crescendo-crash! of the Beaties' & George Martin's "A Day
In The Life," saw the worm hol e sequence from d arke & Kubrick's 2001: A Space Qdyssey, and had a
rush of brains to the head.

"l have a plan," | said softly, wonderingly.

The cheer was still going on, and starting to devol ve into general conversation; nobody
heard me except Zoey. And what she nurnured in reply floored ne.

"I knew you woul d, stringbean.™

Then she downshifted vocal gears, to sonmething nore |like a stevedore's bellow "HEY,
EVERYBODY! JAKE' S GOT A PLAN'"

In the sudden stillness, | blinked and bl ushed and finished nmy Irish coffee. "Unh... well
not exactly what 1'd call the main plan, exactly. But | think | have a very promising Step One.
And God knows it's right up our alley. Hell, we were born for the job."

"Lay it on us, Jake," Call ahan said.

“Tell it, cousin,” Isham Latimer call ed.
"Whip it out," Long-Drink said.
"You put it down, Nazz-we'll pick it up," Doc Webster rasped in a fair imtation of Lord

Buckl ey.

"What's de plan, Boss?" Fast Eddie summed up
| stared around at all of them flabbergasted by the tw sted, goofy rightness of it. How cone
nobody el se had figured it out?

"W get drunk and have fun," | said. "And maybe shoot the shit a little."

Amazi ng how many different ways there are to grunt. Everybody nade sone sort of huh noise at once,
and | swear no two were alike. Sone were in descending node, and nmeant sonething like, | can't
think of a better idea but | was rather hoping for nore fromyours. Sone were in ascendi ng node,
and neant, are you out of your cotton-picking nmnd? But a slight majority rose and then fell
meani ng, now that is really one hell of a good idea there. And a couple of those repeated, as the
i mplications sank in.

Buck, however, was of the ascendi ng school of thought. "That's your plan? W turn off our
brai ns?"

"Au contraire," | said. "W switch "emon."

A few ascenders switched their ballot to up and down.
"Of course,"” Doc Webster said. "W play to our strengths.”
"Exactly, Doc," | said.
Long-Drink McGonnigle raised his stein. "My life has not been wasted," he said sol emmly.
Buck was still | ooking baffled.

"Look," | said, "the last time this happened...well, that atom bonb was useful, sure...but
it wasn't what saved our asses. Just about any other group of people on Earth could have had ten
atom bonbs, and a M ckey Finn to shield "emfromthe blast forces, and still gone down."

More ascenders were coning over to ny side.
"What saved us was, we were telepathic at the tine."

The late returns fromthe grunt poll indicated | had just about everybody but Buck and
Acayi b, now. Even Ni kky was noddi ng.

"Because we were telepathic, we were able to outthink The Beast, and keep hi m of f - bal ance,
and nost inportant, distract himat the crucial instant. If he'd had as nmuch as a second's
war ni ng, he'd have been out of the solar systemby the tinme that bonb went off. If we're going to
take out a creature that's even tougher, | figure we'd better get telepathic again. Problemis, we
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no | onger have the MacDonald brothers to help us connect."

That went over Buck and Acayi b's heads, of course, so | paused to briefly explain about
Jimand Paul MacDonal d, the telepathic brothers who, in tinme of crisis, had been able to bootstrap
all of us up to their level of telepathic awareness and had been nurdered by The Beast for their
pai ns.

"Jimand Paul always clainmed that everybody has tel epathic potential-that all the
equi pment is in place in all of us, and it's just a question of learning howto use it."

"I think we're all born knowing howto use it," Doc Wbster said. "Then all these
tel epat hi cal | y-deaf - and-dunb giants start yapping at us, insisting that we learn to use sound and,
facial expression and gesture, and before long we forget how to really conmunicate."

"You may be right, for all | know, Doc," | agreed. "Jimused to say it's a matter of
| earni ng how to shovel the shit out of the comunications room... that what you have to do is
unlearn a lifetine of tricks you' ve picked up for suppressing telepathy. He said it's fear that
hol ds us all back fromtel epathy, and that the best recipe he knew for dealing with fear was just
what we do here nost of the tine: drink and think and share and care together."

"Whoa," Buck said. "Hold it right there. What nakes you think you' re smarter than your
ancest ors?"

" Par don?"

"If | accept your prenise-that we all have telepath machinery in us, waiting for us to
i nvent an owner's manual -then it has to follow that at one time the whole race was tel epathic.
Functi on begets organ. An organic systemsinply can't evolve a couple of mllion years before it
gets used, right?"
| thought about Atlantis |egends, Eden nyths, Dreantinme | egends. | glanced quickly at Callahan
but he was pokerfaced. "Could be. Make your point."

"Once we were all telepathic. Then at sone point we decided it was a good idea to invent
speech, and facial expression, and gesture, and a thousand little tricks to suppress tel epathy,
and force-themon all new humans at birth. Wat nakes you think there wasn't a dammed good
reason?"

That one stopped us all for a nonent.

"That's a hell of an interesting insight," | said finally, "but it doesn't get us
anywhere, and it doesn't address our present problem | still say getting telepathic is our only
nmove. "

"Yeah, but Jake," Long-Drink MCGonnigle said, "how exactly do we go about it? | know we
agreed, back on the night you opened this dunp, that the best way we knew was to keep on doing
just like we've been doing all these years, |oving one another and sharing good tines and gettin'
faced together and like that. But we've been doing that stuff, for nonths now, and | can't say |
feel any nore telepathic than | did on Opening Night. How are we gonna we neet a three-to-nine-
hour deadline?"

| sighed. "Well now, Drink, there you take me into deep waters. Al | can tell you is,
somehow | know we've got it in us- if we can just find the handle. Getting drunk is the best start
I can think of. Anybody el se got any ideas?"

General silence.

"M ke? Mary? Junp in here any tine."

They had nothing to contribute.

"N kky?"

Not hi ng.
"Boss? | gotta idea."
Fast Eddi e had an idea?

"Li ke de Beatles said: we oughta get back."

"l don't follow you, Eddie. You nmean Translate back in time, and-"

"Nah. CGet back to where we started. How we started. Wiy we started comin' here inna foist place."

"By CGod, Eddie," Doc Wbster said, "I think | see what you're driving at. |I'mone of the
ol dest regulars, so | know how nost of us joined this crazy conpany-but even | don't know all the
stories. And just about everybody el se knows fewer of themthan | do. Buck and Acayib don't | ook
awful clear on just how they got here."”

| was beginning to get Eddie's point. "You think reviewing how we all came to be here
together will help somehow, Ed?"

"W need a fast hit o' nmgic. Magic is what got us all togedda. Let's tell nmgic stories.”

There was a murnur, consisting nostly of the rising-and-falling type of grunt, and an
occasi onal "That feels right to nme," or "Sounds like a plan." | glanced at Zoey, and she nodded.

| had no better idea. "Ckay. Let's give it a try. The first step is to lubricate
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everybody's throat-who needs a fresh drink?"

The next five mnutes were busy but uneventful. | remenber thinking that for the first tine,
passi ng booze over the bar felt less like distributing refreshnment and nore |ike issuing amo.
Zoey's qui et support buoyed me as | worked. We can talk a lot without words, for people who've
been together |ess than a year.

"All right," | said finally. "Who wants to go first? No, wait, |I know who | want to go
first. Better than half the stories |I know about how people first came to Callahan's Place trace
back to one man: Doc Webster. You steered ne here yourself, Doc...and somehow in twenty years
never got around to asking you how you found the Pl ace."”

A runbl e of agreenent indicated that others had | ong wondered, too.

"Hell," Long-Drink said, "I always figured Mke just ran into Doc one day, and built a bar
around him It's what |'d have done."

"Drink," the Doc boormed, "one of these days an aroused citizenry will build an entire
networ k of bars around you." He sipped at his glass of Peter Dawson scotch, placed it where he
could reach it conveniently, and sighed. "Al'l right, children, brush your teeth and hop under the
covers, and Grandpa Samwill tell you all how he nmet the big man with the snelly cigars. Eddie, a
little bullshitting nusic, please."

Fast Eddi e took his stool and began sonething that nmanaged to convey the essence of "As
Ti me Goes By" without ever quoting or even paraphrasing it, a music nost conducive to nostalgic
rem ni scence

Peopl e gathered round, pulled up seats, lit up snokes, and generally settled in to listen
Buck Rogers tossed a couple of logs on the fire, and the roomfilled with the unm stakabl e tang of
birch. Ral ph Von Wau Wau curled up by the fire and began to enmit that soft sound for which we have
not yet found it necessary to invent a word, which is the dog's equivalent of a cat's purr. The
Counterd ock ticked. The Doc fol ded his hands over his vast belly, thought in silence for perhaps
twenty | ong seconds, and then began to speak

Doc Webster's Story

I'd been a doctor for seven years (he said). ER resident at St. Eligius in Brooklyn.
Married four years. | was just starting to feel settled enough to think about kids, and Janet told
me she wanted a divorce. Couldn't have shocked ne nore if she'd burst into flame. 1'd thought
things were fine. Asked the usual questions. No, no other lover. No, she didn't think |I was having
an affair either. For a long tinme she couldn't explain it and couldn't explain it, and then all of
a sudden she started to talk, and she tal ked for about half an hour nonstop, and the gist of it
was, | wasn't a very nice person anynore. | had becone distant, and she didn't know how to reach
ne.

That shocked nme even nore than her asking for a divorce. It was as if she'd suddenly
started talking in Martian. Not a nice person? Hell, everyone who knew nme said | was a barrel of
| aughs. Best punster in the hospital. Didn't she realize what a damm saint | was, breaking ny ass
in Emergency seventy houEs a week? How hard it was, how rmuch | needed to veg' out and rel ax when
got home? Sure, | got a little inpenetrable, sonetines. Brusque. Distracted. Was that any reason
to break up a good partnershi p? And-so on

Then Janet said her piece again, and | said mine again, and fifty reps later we each hired
a | awyer. She got the good one.

| was convinced she'd lost her grip on reality. So, for my own reality check, | began
qui etly taking people aside at work and asking themto tell me honestly what they thought of ne,
starting with the ones who seenmed to |like me. They were all very polite, talked a | ot about ny
medi cal skills and ny reaction tine in a crisis and nmy adm ni strative efficiency, everybody

wi t hout exception nmentioned ny wonderful sense of hunmor. . . and when you added it all up and
filtered the bullshit, they all said | wasn't a particularly nice person. Wrds commonly used
i ncluded "distant," "facade," and "armis length." To nme they cane through as noise. | was the
jolliest soul | knew

kay, so ny colleagues didn't |ike ne nuch better than Janet had. Surely ny patients knew
what a nice guy I was. They had to. All I'd ever really wanted to be, when | cane right down to

it, was a nice person: that was why | was in nmedicine in the first place, and in trauma work in
the second place. Who could be nicer than a guy who saves your |ife? Especially when he-could just
as easily be doing face-lifts, or autopsies, or playing golf.

O course, | knewit would be awkward getting one of ny patients to tell ne honestly what
he thought of me as a hunman being. Wat trauma case wants to risk annoying his doctor? So
decided to start with a patient not under ny direct care, a patient | knew about because everyone
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at that hospital knew about him a guy | knew | had gone out of ny way to be nice to. | went up to
Si x East, and knocked on John Smiley's door

John Smiley was an insult to nmedical science. He had arrived at that hospital so chopped
up he had no business being alive, and his condition had been deteriorating steadily since. Every
day, for three years. Fromthe nipples down he was neat, and the neat was goi ng bad. He needed a
new operation of one kind or another every nonth or two. Usually the kind a surgeon woul d cal
"interesting." He held the world's record for nunber of appearances as the subject in JAVA
articles: just about every organ and systemin his body came up for discussion at sone point. He
was one of the-thartk God-rare spinal cases who | oses everything but pain sensation.- He couldn't
feel a caress, below the chest, but he could count his stitches and track every gas bubble and
tell you if the catheter kinked up. He had | ong since becone i nune to every anal gesic the
hospital could legally supply.

(Doc paused, sipped his scotch, and frowned at his nenories.)

| can see himnow Lying in bed, sheet always pulled up to his collarbone so he woul dn't

make people feel faint. Wasted, of course, but you could see he'd been a big tough guy once.
Redhead, face like a pirate. Effect enhanced by the eye patch, and the cheek scar. Still had arns
and shoul ders like a sailor,' too, fromhauling hinself back and forth on the bed by that silly
trapeze thing. Wien he grinned, you pictured a parrot on his shoulder. He grinned a |ot.
He' d been a fireman. He and his partner were taking a truck back to the barn, and as they pulled
in, the counterweight cable on the garage door snapped. The emergency braking systemfailed, and
the door cane down on the cab like God's Ax. His partner got |ucky, died before he knew he was in
troubl e. John got the booby prize: he |ived.

There was sone kind of Catch-22 in the insurance. | never did get it straight. The other
guy's wife got her death settlenent. But John was four minutes past the end of his shift, or
wasn't supposed to be driving, or sone bullshit, so there was no disability for his wife. Not a
red cent. Not until he died; then she'd get rich. Meanwhile, his total financial asset was
Medicare. It didn't cover half the treatnment he needed, let alone the private room He got them
anyway.

How? you ask? So did I, when 1 figured out what it nust be costing. The answers tended to
veer. Basically, surgeons kept forgetting to bill for his operations. Charge nurses kept | osing
track of his expenses. The accounting departrment did a lot of creative arithmetic. "Lost"
equi prent could be found in his roomnost of the tine-but never was. People-staff and ot her
pati ents-soneti mes nmade donations to a Smiley fund. . . at least once in five figures.

| strongly doubt that anyone ever nentioned any of this to him There were always two
packs of Camels on his rolling table when he woke up, that's all, and shortbread cookies on the
tabl e beside the bed, and two or three very good books he'd never read before in the drawer. |If he
ever wondered about any of this, | never heard himnention it. It would have been too nuch |ike
worrying, and that was sonething John Snmiley was no nore capable of than he was of tranpoli ning.
Way did he rate this kind of treatnent? you're wondering.

I can put it in nine words. He was the happi est human being |I ever net.

Don't ask me how. All he had in the world was that room and t hose snokes and books and
cooki es and whoever happened to wander in his door. . . and sonehow the son of a bitch nanaged to
have nore fun than a barrel of nonkeys. | never spoke to anyone who ever, found himother than
cheerful, and his door was al ways open. Sonmehow he'd found the handl e. Joy had beconme a habit for
him And he had a way of making it contagious.

They sent the hard ones to him Term nal cases. Wnen who'd | ost babies. Unsuccessfu
suicides. Patients in clinical depression. Arputees. Burn cases. Parents or |oved ones of patients
in bad shape. He hel ped, they said. Patients who could wal k, hop, or wheel thenselves up to Six
East tended to heal faster, they said.

I'd heard about him everybody had. 1'd even worked on hi mone ni ght when he coded and
nobody el se was avail abl e-and gotten a signed thank-you card the follow ng week. But |'d never met
him Tell you the truth, I hadn't rmuch wanted to. Wat |1'd heard of him had nade hi msound a

little too Leo Buscaglia, a little too Mchael Landon. You know, the smling suffering Saint of
Six East. Pat O Brien would play himin the novie, and there'd be too nmuch nusic.

But then one day | got to figuring that if he could help the Head Nurse handl e the death
of her nother, and help the Chief of Staff cope with the death of his son, and hel p the boss
porter deal with the |oss of his hand, maybe he could help me manage the dread news that | was not
a very nice guy. So | walked into his roomand bumred a snoke.

The first words out of his nmouth were, "Jesus, Doc, who pissed in your canteen?" The Sai nt
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of Six East. | guess | stared at himfor a while, trying to figure out howto reply. | thought, ny
wi fe, and then, God, and then, pretty nmuch everybody, | guess, and then, | wish to hell | knew,
and while | was trying to decide which to pick, what | heard cone out of ny nmouth was, "I|'m given

to understand that | did."

To whi ch he nodded and said, "Now that's a bitch, alright. Pull up a chair and tell ne
about it."

"Well," | said, "I kind of cane here hoping you could nmaybe tell ne about it."

He nodded. "Sure," he said. "As soon as you tell ne what to tell you. Wen did the first
synpt ons present ?"

Arid we were off.

First | told himabout Janet, and of course by now | had that polished into a nice conedy
routine. He was a great audience-laughed Iike a lunberjack on nitrous, fed you little straight-
lines, volleyed but always | et you have the topper. Then |I did a slapstick sketch of ne wandering
the halls like a fat Di ogenes, |ooking for a dishonest friend, getting pie after pie in the face
He |l aughed so hard | was afraid it mght be hurting him so | throttled it back and tapered off
and finally just asked, "So tell nme, John: what do you think |I'm doing wong?"

He kept snmiling and said, "I can't answer that until | get to know you, Doc-and | don't
know if I'mgonna live that long. It's up to you."

| asked himwhat the hell he was tal king about.

"Look," he said, still snmiling, "I thank you for the show It was great, and | really
appreciate it. But Doc, there's only two reasons to make people laugh. One is because you Ilike
"em and you want to nake 'em feel good. And the other is because you' re scared, and you want to

keep 'emat arnmis length. You're good: | don't know if you'll ever let ne get inside."
| stared at himand started to cloud up, but how can you get mad at a guy who's not hing
but bad neat fromthe collarbone down? Finally | just said, "I'mnot scared of you, John." But

even | could hear ny voice shaking. And he did two astonishing things.
He pulled the sheet down to his lap. And he closed his eyes. Do you get it? First he nade
it possible to |ook, then he nade it okay to stare. So | stared.

Well, | told you, | worked ER | guess |I'd seen things as bad or worse. Hard to quantify,
really. How many nangled |inbs equals one decapitated infant? 1'd seen things so bad | won't
describe '"emto you ... but I'Il tell you this: |I had never once cried. Not once since | entered
med school. |f the patient was unconscious and there were no civilians around, | rmade a joke. If
it was real bad and the patient was listening, | thought of a joke and sonmeone to tell it to
| ater.

| |l ooked at John Snmiley's body and | thought of a sidesplitter. . . and then | burst into

tears and cried harder than | had since | was three years ol d.

| cried so hard so long the charge nurse canme in to see what the hell was going on and
John had to pull the sheet back up. I'd never liked her, and hated crying in front of her, but |
couldn't stop. | was afraid she was going to hug nme, and she did an amazing thing herself. She
said, "Call nme if you need ne, Sam" and wal ked out again. Thirty years she and | have been
friends now.

When | was cried out, John took hold of nmy shoulder. Gip |like the jaws of a tax
collector. "Sam" he said, "you got the sanme problemall doctors got if they're worth a shit. You
got too rmuch enpathy. That's why you got in the racket, and why your, life's going south. You fee
other people's pain. Your line of work, that's good and it's bad. It helps you fix what you can
fix but it chops you up. It kills you when you can't fix one. You overdosed.

"So you put an off-switch on your enpathy. You turn it off with a joke. You |ook at the
synptons instead of the patient, because you can't stand to feel what he feels anynore. Trouble
with them of f-switches, when they break it's usually in the off position. You can't turn your
heart off all day and then go honme and pop it back on for the wife. After a while you can't even
warmit up for your friends. You can't even feel your own goddam pain."

"So what am | supposed to do," | asked him "Change jobs?"

"I hope not," he said. "Word in the halls is you're danm good. Overinsul ated, maybe, but
good. Maybe you just need to cry a little nore. And do a little nore of the right kind of
| aughi ng. The kind that brings you closer instead of farther apart."

"Where do you find laughter like that?" | asked him And he gave me directions to
Cal I ahan' s Pl ace.

Wel|l of course, none of us needed to be told any nore about the specifics of the Doc's cure. W
all knew what happened when you cane to Callahan's. And far as long as any of us had known him
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Sam Webster's |aughter had been, beyond question, the right kind. Hs |laughter had brought a great
many of us together, over the years.

"What happened to John?" Zoey asked.

"Ch, he hung on for another two years," the Doc said.

"Plain inpossible, of course-but then, the shape he was in, | don't suppose two years was
all that rmuch nore remarkable than two mnutes."

"Jesus," Marty Matthias said. "Wat the hell kept him going?"

"I asked himonce," the Doc told him "He said to me, 'Sam people keep conmin' in that
door with problenms | can fix. How many guys you know are that |ucky? Even healthy guys. Then he
| aughed and told ne the one about the nan with the silver screw in his navel. That's how |l ong ago
all this was: that joke was new, then."

"How did things work out with his w fe?" Zoey asked.

"To tell you the truth," the Doc said, "that surprised ne nore than just about anything
el se about John. They got al ong great."

"That is surprising,"” Zoey said, nodding. "It sounds |ike she was in a strange position."

"One of the strangest,"” the Doc agreed. "Look at it fromher point of view 'Ms. Smley,
your husband has taken his |last step, and earned his last nickel. You'll get rich fromit ,but not
until he dies. . . and it looks like he's going to keep circling the drain for years to cone. And

i f you divorce himbefore he dies, you won't see a dinme. Have a nice day."

"How did they deal with it?" Zoey asked.

"Well," the Doc said, "Helen cane to visit every Sunday, Tuesday, and Thursday ni ght.
CGenerally got in by eight o' clock, and sonetine along toward ten, she'd shut the door. . . or
whoever el se had been visiting with themleft and shut it behind them You can't |ock those doors,
of course but it would ve taken a very busy guy to get past all the nurses and patients running
interference, and get within twenty feet of that door. By el even she was usually on her way hone,
smling |like Mna Lisa."

"Jesus," said Dink Fogerty. "What the hell could they do?"

"I actually got up the balls to ask himone tinme," the Doe said. "Relying on doctor's
arrogance. He didn't nmind a bit. By that point he'd been utterly w thout privacy of any kind for
so long, he was willing to tell anybody anything. '"Hell, Sam' he said, '|I got the use of both
hands and ny tongue-what nore do you need to please a worman?"

"Well, okay," | said, "but is there anything she can do for you? Wnen aren't wired up
Iike nmen: dam few of 'emcan just take." And he gave ne that big pirate's grin and said, "I can't
feel a damm thing frommy chest down. . . nothing good, anyway. ;. but Sam you wouldn't believe
how sensitive ny nipples are."

Les d ueham nmurnured, "That's the nost beautiful thing | ever heard of,’
instant his wife Merry breathed, "That's the nost terrible thing | ever heard of,
| ooked at each other and both nodded. Zoey and | shared a gl ance, too.

"Wait for it," the Doe said. "About a year and a half before he finally died, John asked
me to find sone nice guy for his wife, He said she had to stay legally married to him so she'd
collect big-time when he finally caught the bus, but that was no reason for a worman as nice as her
to live alone."

"Wow. .. what did you do?" Tonmy Janssen asked.

"What could | do? Went home and cried ny eyes out, and then | found a nice guy for his
wi fe. Three guys, actually. N cest three bachelors | could find. She dated all three for a while,
then settled on one and noved in with him Never missed a visit, mnd you-except now she brought
her boyfriend al ong. He and John got to be good friends. He'd stay for an hour or so, then |eave
her alone with her husband, and swing by to pick her up an hour later. The two of them got narried
t he week John died."

"Hol y snoke, what a story!" Tonmy said. "Are they still together?"

"No," Long-Drink MGonnigle said. "She died on nme."

at the sane
" and then they

CHAPTER 8

RETTEBS, | FLAHD NOCES, EH? TU, BUT THE SECOND HALF IS BETTER. .

There was a silence, and a stillness so sudden and conplete the flanes seened to freeze in the
fireplace, and then everybody started tal king at once. Sure, |I'd been told that t.ongDrink had had
a wfe that died before | net him though I'd forgotten what of, and now that | thought about it I
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did seemto recall that her name had been Helen. But he'd never nentioned anything about a
previous marriage of hers to me and fromthe hubbub it was apparent nobody el se had heard the
story either. The McGonnigle sat serenely at the center of attention, sipping his beer

"Well, | said | picked the three nicest guys | knew," the Doc said. "Were the hell did
you think I was gonna find 'enf? The hospital ? Hel en had al ready had enough nedicine in her life
to last her the rest of her days."

| sham Lati ner canme up behind Long-Drink and laid a huge hand on his scrawny shoul der
"Drinkus," he boormed, "you're a hell of a man."

Long-Drink nodded. "1've been telling you that for years."

"It's true nonethel ess."

"Aw, horsefeathers. A mracle fell in ny lap, and | was snart enough not to let it get
away, that's all. You know that stuff about what doesn't kill you makes you stronger? Hel en was

damm near as strong as her old man. Not nany guys get to have a wife that strong." He blinked and
gl anced up at Isham "You do, cone to think of it."

"Thank you, Phil," Tanya Latiner said. For- the life of me | |~ad forgotten that Long-
Drink's square nane was Philip.

He was staring reflectively around the room catching ny own eye and others. "Now | think
onit, there ain't a wife in the roomthat ain't. Nor a husband who ain't man enough for her. And
nmost of us who ain't nmarried are fixed pretty good, too. Jesus, Duck, you're wasted here-we were a
| ucky bunch before you ever wal ked in our door."

"That's why | wal ked in your door," the Duck expl ai ned acidly.

"Who were the other two guys you picked out, Doe?" Tonmy Janssen asked. "The two who | ost
out."

The Doe frowned. "I don't see any point in-"
"Aw Jeeze, Doc," Fast Eddie said. "I don't give a shit. And Tom s inna ground now, he
don't care needer."

My jaw dropped. For one thing, this was the first 1'd heard that Tom Fl annery was
bi sexual . Thank God this had all happened before AIDS. For another thing, | wasn't used to
thinking of Fast Eddie in terns of husband nmaterial. Maybe the Doc knew sonmething | didn't...

“I't wasn't a conpetition,” Long-Drink said. "I just got lucky, like |I said. Helen and
nmeshed. "

"Let me get this straight, Drink," Mary said. "You were conming to Callahan's Place before
the Doc got there?"

"Yeah. Why?".

"Well..." Mary hesitated, and then curiosity won out over tact. "Wat was it |ike, having
the title all to yoursel f?"

(For as long as | can renenber, Doe Webster and LongDrink M Gonni gl e have been ferociously
contesting the title of Best Punster in the House.)

"I wish |l could tell you," Long-Drink growl ed. "Callahan started the Punday N ght
conpetition the very first night Dr. Feelgood there rolled into the joint. H mand ne had swapped
a few puns right fromthe start, kind of taking each other's neasure-but a few hours in, a fella
naned Lonegan wondered out |oud why theater people are always saying, 'Break a leg,' and w thout
batting an eye, Doc says, 'Wll, you can't nake a Hanl et without breaking legs.' Hey, | couldn't
let himget away with that, could I? | canme up with a better one."

The' Doc shuddered. "'Better'? Hah! | renenber it yet." He turned to us. "He gives us a
five-mnute setup about this bizarre conpul sion he's been having to build replicas of Assyrian
st epped pyram ds, and then burn "emto the ground. And then he waits...until sonebody's just about
to change the subject. . . and he says-"

Long-Drink finished it for him "I gotta quit snokin' ziggurats before it kills ne."

As one, we npaned.

"So of course | take a closer ook at him" the Doe said, "and | see he's wearing this
hand- pai nt ed pol ka-dot necktie this is back when nen wore neckties in a bar-and | say, 'Nce tie,

buddy. More in Seurat than in Ingres.' And we were off and running. As | recall it, his next
atrocity was sonethi ng about a new nmet hod of erosion control for beaches-"
"You wait for a real hot day, so the winds'|Il be violent," Long-Drink interrupted again

"Then you just spread out fishing nets. This results in the formation of-"
The Doc and M ke Cal |l ahan chorused the punch line with him
"A BAKIN LATTI CE AND TORNADO SAND RI DGE! "

"So naturally," Callahan took up the tale, "I was gonna throw the both of "emout in the
street. But it was already too |late. The infection was already spreadi ng. Lonegan cones out with
the news that he's found a Buddhi st hanburger stand, where they'll nake you one with everything-"
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"Right," Long-Drink said excitedly, "and Tom menti oned a junkies' hot dog stand, where it

comes with the works... and that actor guy, what was his nane, tal ked about the critics' burger
joint, where it used to be part of a horse . . . and David Gerrold spoke of a Jew sh fast-food
pl ace where they do it Jahweh, and a Catholic one-staffed by fish friars and chip nonks ... and

come to think of it, it was you, Mke, who cane up with the next one, about the steaks at Lady
Sally's House, where it's always well done."

"All right, |I. confess," Callahan said. "I'mnot imune. But | was ashanmed of nyself, and
I was going to stop, honest | was. But then | noticed that all ny custoners were drinking twi ce as
much as usual, to blunt the pain. So | invented Punday. But the whole thing was Doe and Long-

Drink's fault."

If you're not familiar with the rituals Punday N ght is when we pick a topic, and pun
round-robin on it until we run out of horrors. The |ast person standing gets his or her bar tab
for the night erased. |'ve kept a running tally over the years since ny own arrival, and the
Punday Ni ght Chanpi on has been the Doc about fifty-five percent of the time, the Drink thirty
percent, and assorted dark horses-including nyself-fifteen percent.

But | digress.

"Jadies and lentilnen, we digress," | said. "Drink, you were hanging around Cal |l ahan's
Pl ace before the Doe got there. How did you cone to find the place?" Long-Drink did a reverse
Cheshire Cat: he didn't go anywhere, but the grin slowy faded away. | signaled to Tom Haupt man
for a beer, and passed it to Long-Drink. He took it, turned it around in his hands, |ooked at it,

sighed, took a...well, a long drink...and belched percussively. "Wll, see, | killed this guy."
Dead silence. You could hear the wood aging.
"Drink," | said, "you better start at the begi nning."
Ckay.

Long-Drink McGonnigle's Story

When | was eleven, | decided | was a Martian-God damm it, who's telling this story

Li ke I was saying, when | was el even years old, it was revealed to nme that | was a Martian. |'d
been suspecting it for years, of course. Little things, ways in which | noticed |I did not resenble
any of ny contenporaries. | didn't hate ny parents, for instance. | |liked school. | |aughed at
stuff nobody el se thought was funny. | was utterly disinterested in sports, or cussing, or pissing
of f grown-ups. The kind of stuff you learn to conceal fromthe other guys.

But of course | couldn't conceal norphology. | haven't always been this tall, but I've
al ways been this skinny-1 nake Jake there | ook |like the Doc-so naturally | got the shit beat out
of me regularly. | had so many bl ack eyes, nost of the pictures of me as a kid | look Iike a damm
raccoon. |'mnot conplaining. It taught me to fight with my nouth, and that was all to the good.

But one day when | was eleven, this kid named Joey Bunch was in a bad nood for some reason
or other, and picked a fight with ne at the bus stop. | tried to talk himout of it, but he had
his mnd made up, so we went to work. And about five minutes into the fight, | had this
revelation. It was just like that: a religious flash. | was flailing and sobbi ng and sweari ng and
bl eedi ng like always, and all of a sudden it came to ne like a clap of thunder |I think I can take
t hi s asshol e.

The tide of battle turned, and soon | knew | was right. Let me tell you, | was overjoyed
I was going to win a fight, fO once. | was finally going to get to experience the fun part. Al
those other guys had certainly seened to enjoy beating the shit out of me, and I'd al ways wonder ed
why. | couldn't wait to find out. I waded in there and | whi pped Joey Bunch's ass, just beat him
like a nule. And it was horrible.

| couldn't believe it. It was no fun at all. It felt worse than losing. | was sick to ny
stomach. My eyes burned. My hands hurt like a bastard. | was ashaned of nyself. It took everything
I had not to apol ogize to Joey Bunch. And in that nonent | knew for certain | was a Martian. From
that day on, if anybody tried to beat ne up, | just covered up and waited for it to be over

(Long-Drink drank nore beer, put- down his tankard, and stared up at the ceiling,
unconsci ously rubbing his right fist.)

Well, it explained a lot. And you can get used to anything-even being the only Martian in
Smithtown, Long Island. Fortunately, a few yeats later | discovered that Martians are sexually
attracted to hunman femal es, and that hel ped the acculturation process a lot. It was nice to have
sormet hing in conmon with other guys.

Unfortunately-a word that seens to keep com ng up whenever | talk about ny |ife-human
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fermal es weren't sexually attracted to Martians. The girls didn't like tall skinny boys any nore
than the boys did. And the boys were nostly too busy chasing themto beat nme up, now So it got
| onely.

At sixteen | figured out howto ride the Long Island Railroad for free, all the way into
the city. You usually had to pay for the return trip, the conductors were smarter com ng back, but
what the hell. It got to be a regular habit: every Saturday |'d catch the train at eight, change
at Jammica, and when | got out O Penn Station at nine I'd just pick a direction and start
wal ki ng. No plan, no destination-just walk, and see what | saw. Make no nore than two turns, if |
could help it. Four hours later I'd turn around and retrace nmy steps, catch the five o' clock to
Smit htown, and be home in tinme for dinner. People go nuts trying to find their way around

Manhattan, trying to puzzle Qut the streets and the subways and the bus routes. | solved the
problemby ignoring it. | walked at random Every damm tine | saw sonething new and different and
conpl etely astonishing. To this day, | can't reliably find anyplace in the city, and it hasn't
bothered me a bit.

Well, you all know the city. Adjoining blocks can be different planets. | nade the classic
tourist's mistake. One Saturday |'mwal ki ng al ong, |1'm eighteen now, |I'mthinking deep thoughts
about Life and Art and God and when is some girl gonna take pity on nme, |'mnot paying attention
And all of a sudden I |look around and | realize |I've wal ked about two bl ocks too far, and I'm hi p-
deep in used food. Burned-out car over here. Passed-out junkies over there. The snell of piss-and
red wi ne spodi odi everywhere. | ama tall skinny white kid fromLong Island strolling through a

nei ghbor hood where anybody who has to live here ought to be allowed to kill anybody who doesn't,
and | can snell my own fear even over the piss and wi ne. Wich nmeans so can anybody el se, so

slap my forehead like | forgot something, and do an about-face, and there's this Puerto Rican
street gang. This is back when they |let Puerto Ricans have gangs. They're about fifteen feet away,

and they know |'m neat, and they're very happy about it. It's a hot day; |'ma godsend. José
Rivera-1 don't think he was the leader, | think he was just the nobst pissed-off one present at the
nmoment - José di splays a switchblade. He does this little routine with it, flicking it open and
tossing it spinning into the air and catching it all in one snooth notion, quick as a cat, like a
TV cowboy spinning his pistol. And he says sonething about ny nom

I open ny nouth and | start talking real fast. But of course, | amtal king Wite Boy, and

they don't speak that |anguage well enough to be inpressed by ny eloquence. So | try to recal
everything |'ve ever read about Puerto Rican kids in newspapers and books, and finally |I conme up
with, "I always heard you PRs"-this was back when "PR' was a polite thing to call a Puerto R can-
"l always heard you guys were big on honor. That was just bullshit, huh?"

That got their attention. "Wat you nmean?"

"Well hell,” | said, "how rmuch honor is there in waving a knife at a guy who hasn't got
one?"

| was pretty pleased with that one And then José held out his hand, and one of his friends
put another knife in it, and he tossed his to ne.

| stepped aside and let it go by. "Right," | said. "Fifteen or twenty to one. That sounds
fair. Brave guys."

"Don't you worry about it, maricoén,"” José says. "Just you and ne, we dance, okay? Nobody
el se." He | ooks around, and the biggest guy there says, "That's right, man. W just watch."”

Then he grins and says, "You kill him we let you join the gang," and everybody | aughs and | aughs.
And while they're |aughing, José Rivera starts conming at nme, holding it underhand with his thunb
and two fingers.

VWell, | turned around fast and picked up that knife, but | figured | was a dead nan. |
shoul d have been. This kid knew about knife-fighting. I'd never held a killing-knife in ny hands
before. But | had one asset he didn't know about.

My daddy could afford to buy ne a TV set...

|'d probably seen nore novies than José Rivera had ever dreamed of. So | knew all about
what the good guy does when the bad guy cones at himwith a knife. He quick slips off his denim
jacket and he waps it around his left armand when the bad guy nmakes a pass at his giblets he
catches the knife in the | oose fabric of the jacket and he pushes forward and to his left and as
the bad guy's guard opens up he cones in low and fast and it worked |ike a fucking charm

(The Drink finished his beer, and stared into the enpty tankard for a few nonents.)

You ever jama butter knife into a stick of butter? That's how easy it is to put a sharp
knife into a person. Cothes, hide, forget it, no real feeling of resistance at all. Until you're
into the hilt, and then, Jack, you're stuck fast. Meanwhile you're thinking funny stuff. Jesus,
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now |'ve pissed himoff; he'll kill ne slow now. Maybe that's what woul d have happened. But José
had his second piece of bad luck. He was so startled, he stunbled. Tried to go in two directions
at once, | guess, and tripped over his feet. H's torso dropped about a foot before he could

recover, and | felt the knife being tugged out of ny hand and pani cked and resisted, pulled the
other way without thinking. It had gone in a couple of inches below his belly button. By the tine
he got his feet under himagain it was flush up against his sternum

Like | said, it's funny the things you think. The blood didn't surprise me. Even the
intestines didn't surprise ne too rmuch, though | renenber they were lighter-colored than | woul d
have 'expected, kind of like Italian sausage before you cook it. But for sone reason the shit

really surprised ne. | nmean, you know intellectually that the gut is where shit |ives, but sonehow
you just don't expect to see it cone out the front door. They don't nention that part in the
nmovi es. When | realized there was shit on nmy hand as well as blood, | let go of the knife and

wi ped the back of ny hand off on his tee shirt. Two swi pes. One on each shoulder. He | ooked down
at themnot at his belly, at the two snmears-and then he | ooked up at me and frowned and said,
"Jesus Christ, man." Like, nice manners. And then he died and then he fell down.

I"mnot sure why they didn't kill me. | didn't have the knife anynore. |I'd just killed
their friend. | amsure it had nothing to do with that honor and fairness bullshit. My guess is
they were just too astonished. | just wal ked past them 1 thought about running, thought hard
about it, but nmy legs wouldn't work good enough. Maybe that saved nmy life, too. | turned the first
corner | came to, and the next, and the next, and | had to ask directions three times to find ny
way back to Penn Station. They kept |ooking at ne funny and repeating the directions severa
times.

If you gotta ride the Long Island Railroad, it helps to be in shock. W were, al nost hone,
just pulling into Hicksvillestation | think, when | had nmy first coherent thought. |I'd been
staring at ny sneakers since Jamaica, trying to decide why they weren't quite the sane col or
Suddenly it dawned on ne.

The left one was a darker black because bl ood had soaked into it. The doors opened, and
got up and stepped out onto the platformand puked until ny eyes watered, and then | went back in
and sat down again And now the world had color and sound and live people in it again.

| know it's hard to believe nowadays, but it actually nade the Daily News the next day.
Dog bites man. That's how | | earned José's nanme. | was hoping it would say he wasn't really dead,
just wounded. | knew better, but | was hoping. No such luck, The luck part was it said the cops
had no description of the assail ant.

(He tried to drink fromhis enpty tankard, blinked at it, and put it back down.)

Well, you know. You go over it and over it in your head. You have to, because there's nobody to
talk it over with. | hadn't been to confession in two years, and now didn't seemto be the tinme to
start again. For two weeks easy | kept going over it and over it. José's address was in the paper
too: five or six tines | started a letter to his parents. | wasn't planning to sign it or

anything, but it felt like sonething! should do. But | was handi capped by the fact that! didn't
know their nanes, didn't know if they could read English, didn't know if he even had parents, and
nostly didn't have the slightest fucking idea what | wanted to say to them | went for a |lot of

| ong wal ks. Around town; 1'd had my fill of the Apple for a while.

Anyway, one day |'mwal king along this deserted stretch of 25A, and |'ve got tears running
down ny face, and this old clunker turns off the highway into a driveway right in front of nme. The
driver just glances at ne as he goes by, but then | hear brakes on gravel and a door slamm ng and
he cones running back out the driveway after ne. W |ook at each other, and I'mtrying to think of
an explanation for why I'mcrying. And then he says, "Conme in wit' ne, pal. Ya |ook |ike youse
could use a drink."

It was Fast Eddie.

The next thing | know |I'mstanding in front of Callahan's fireplace, listening to the echo
of nmy glass breaking, and I'mtelling a roonful of strangers the whole story. And just I|ike
tonight, it cones out with Joey Bunch and José Rivera all m xed up together. Pretty soon |I'm
babbl i ng about Marti ans bei ng dangerous. It was the first time | ever drank anything stronger than
bal | park beer.

And Tom Fl annery interrupts ne.

"Excuse me," he says, "but when you tell about Joey Bunch you talk a | ot about how it
felt. And when you talk about José you tal k about what happened. How did you feel when he di ed?"

| was gonna get mad. What a stupid question. But while | was trying tothink of sonething
really cutting to say, the answer to his question popped into ny mnd before I could stop it.
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For the first time since it happened | remenbered the part |'d forgotten every tinme |'d
gone over it in my mind. Not the events. Not the sights and sounds and- snells and physica
sensations. Not how | felt before, or how!| felt after. For the first time | renmenbered how I felt
as | didit, what | felt in that noment, when | realized |'d killed him

It felt so good the only thing | can liken it to is orgasm The other guy did all the
squirting, that was all. It was heaven. It felt like |l wanted it to feel when | kicked Joey
Bunch's ass.

| told Tomthat. Told the whole bar. | was too shocked not to. | was a Martian and a
monster, and | was tired of hiding it.

"Sounds |i ke healthy human reaction to ne," Tom says.

| couldn't believe it. "Healthy?" | said. "Are you nuts?"

"Listen," he says to ne, "that fight with Joey: what started it? Wat was it about?"
"I don't know," | say, "It was years ago, for Christ's sake, some typical Joey Bunch

bul I shit-"

"Why do you al ways use both his names?" Tom says.

And this flashbulb goes off in ny head. Al of a sudden, it comes back to mne.

Because there really is no reason | can explain to you, but everybody always called him
Joey Bunch. Not Joey, not Bunch, always Joey Bunch. He just |ooked |ike a Joey Bunch, is the best
| can say it. Only, his father finally noticed that everybody called himthat, and got pissed off.
He was in construction, and | guess to himit sounded too nuch |ike made guys he knew cal |l ed Tomy
Fi ngers and Paulie Large and so forth. He gave the kid a lot of shit about not letting anybody
call him Joey Bunch anynore, and so pretty soon everybody knew you could get a rise out of him by
calling himthat. And that norning at the bus stop, |'d just forgotten, and called him Joey Bunch
wi t hout even thinking about it, fromsheer force of habit.

And | tell Tomall this, and he says, "There, you see? José Rivera had it coning. Joey
didn't. Even with a headful of adrenalin you knew the difference. I'msorry to pop your bubbl e,
son, but you're not a Martian or a nmonster. Al you are is a pretty decent guy."

And Cal | ahan says, "For an Irishnman,” and sends ne anot her shot of Bushmll's, and people
cheer, and Fast, Eddie starts playing "Mack the Knife," and what with one thing and anot her
pretty nuch stayed at Callahan's Place until it went bye-bye. N ce place to hang out, until the
Doc showed up.

"Till I showed up?" the Doc cried. "I remenber the night | first walked in. You were telling
everybody that Marcel Marceau was | ooking for a roomto rent ... and then you turned to ne, a
perfect stranger, |ooked ne square iii the eye, and said, 'Brother, can you lair a m ne? | al nost

turned around and wal ked out again."

The room expl oded i n groans and | aughter, a welcone relief.

"Bull shit," Callahan said. "You blinked at him and said, '"As long as it's not a German
mne. A Hun is the | owest formof rooner.""

Louder groans, mixed with a few feeble protests.

Long-Drink crowed. "By God, that's right, he did. 1'd forgotten that. Big Beef MCaffrey
fainted dead away."

"Meadow muffins," the Doc snorted. "Big Beef paled a little bit, but he stayed vertica
for another hour-until we were into the official pun contest, and you perpetrated that Byzantine
horror about the M ddle Eastern manure sal esman. "

Long-Dri nk shook his head. "I don't renenber it."
The room held its breath.
"Wuld that | could forget it. Let's see. . . you started with that true story about the

guy in the CGvil War who got a testicle shot off, and inpregnated a lady fifty yards away.
only you specified that he was a German naned Josef, and that the shot was fired by Scarlett
O Hara, and that the resulting child was naned for his father. Then, as | recall the atrocity, you
all eged that the child grew to manhood, noved to the Mddle East, and used a series of nethodical
burglaries to finance his vast manure enpire-"

"Ah yes,"” Long-Drink said rem niscently. "The Haifal ootin', routine Teuton, son of a gun
fromTara's owner, big-tine Cow Pie Joe. "

A storm of outrage blew in fromall quarters; attendant phenonena included a rain of
oat hs, a shower of beer-nuts, and a hail of glasses into the fireplace. Approximately half a dozen
peopl e went so far as to award Long-Drink the ultimate accol ade: held their noses and fled
scream ng into the night.

A few of them stayed out there so long | suspected they were constructing a gi bbet.
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Doc Webster waited until people had just begun to get their hearts restarted and then breath back
and then riposted: " whi ch is why Big Beef dropped his-hole card, and mi ssed that whole weird
busi ness when the piece of string wal ked in"

We're a brave crew. Nobody panicked, there was no stanpede for the exit You can't outrun a
bullet with your nane on it. As one, we hunkered down fatalistically and waited for it to be over

"-piece of string wal ked in?" Long-Drink said, falling manfully on the grenade.

The Doc nodded. "Don't you renmenber? Piece of string about two feet [ong, noved like a

ski nny snake Well, of course, this was Callahan's Place if a piece of stnng wants a drink, Mke'l
serve it and go back to polishing the bar Dam thing ordered a shot, wicked it up out of the glass
(no, I"'mnot lisping), and tried to slither Qut without paying. So naturally Mke treats it like
he woul d any other deadbeat. He cones around the bar and stonps on it, and kicks it back and forth
a fewtimes until it's all tattered and threadbare, and then he ties a clove hitch in the thing
and eighty-sixes it. Ten minutes later it slithers back inside, still all snarled up, and orders

anot her shot. 'Hey,' says Mke, giving it the evil eye, "ain't you the sane piece of string that
was just in here?" And the string says, 'No-I'ma frayed knot."'"

As | said, we have all long believed that the highest possible accolade for a pun is a
squal I ing stanpede for the nearest exit, be it door, wi ndow, or weak spot in the wall. The only
other thing you can do with one that awful is take off on it- "That was some super string," "Aw,
that, was just a yarn," "W're hanging by a thread now" "Wof woof, is that ever warped," and so

on-like wal king off a charlie horse. But now we spontaneously invented a tribute that ranked even
hi gher than either open rout or return fire.

W ignored him

"Hey, that cowpie job was really clever, Long-Drink," Callahan said conversationally.

“"Yeah, | liked it," Margie said, w ncing but managing to sound sincere. "The 'routine
Teuton' is the part that nakes it work."

"Yeah, how cone you never nake puns |ike that anynore, Doc?" Shorty Steinitz asked.

"Shorty," the Doc said softly, "would you like me to nmake a pun?”

There was a hush.

"Ckay," Shorty said, "so we've heard fromthe Doc and we've heard from McGonni gle. Wio's
up?"

"Jake," Acayi b spoke up, "maybe everyone here already knows this story-but can | ask how
you and Zoey net? You seemlike a very happy couple. | mean, even considering you're expecting.
You don't really talk to each other a lot-in here anyway-but you al ways seempretty plugged into
each ot her."

| glanced at Zoey, and easily read her answering glance. | didn't realize it showed.

"I don't know the story," Buck said.

"Nor do I, Jake," Tesla said.

| glanced at her again.

"The acoustic or the electric?" she asked.

"Just the Lady. You?"

“I'"I'l think about it."

Fast Eddie | eaped up fromhis piano stool and acconpani ed her into the back. Shortly she
came out again with Lady Macbeth, already undressed and tuned, her Gstring shining. . . excuse
me, Lady Macbeth is a guitar. . . followed by Fast Eddie lugging the Elephant ... which is a
standup bass. It is a big awkward bastard, but paradoxically it can be played confortably by a
very pregnant wonan-as | ong as someone el se sets it up for her-while Zoey's usual electric bass
cannot .

There's exactly one barstool in nmy bar, over by Eddie's piano, and I'mthe only one who
sits on it, and only when | play. Eddie hel ped Zoey set up, and then sat down at his piano and
cl osed the cover over the keyboard. W did a silent, nodding three-count, and did the key
statement together, and then, wth Zoey harnoni zing on the choruses, | sang:

I was hanging with my fanily down at Mary's Pl ace

and let me tell you, man, it was a stone

But the closer that | felt to all those friends of mnine

The nore | understood | was al one

But | didn't really mind. . . | was nore or |ess resigned

So | let it go,and tookout ny guitar

| played all the songs | knew, and a couple others too

And then | scattered blues a couple bars

It was nore than just surprisin' when | heard you harinonizin
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From across the room in shadow, pure and stark

And it all fell into place before | ever saw your face

When | heard you sing the blues in the dark

| hoped you weren't married to sone other guy

But it wasn't gonna stop ne if you were

And if sone other wonman had a claimon you

I was ready to try stealin you from her

I'd have given any price; |I'd have paid it over twice

I was shanel ess, though | knew it was a shane

There was nothin 1 could do: all that nattered now was you
Though | hadn't even caught your fucking nane

"Cause | didn't have a choice-it was all there in your voice
I was mndl ess and as hungry as a shark

And | finalized ny plans before | touched you with ny hands
When | heard you sing the blues in the dark

(Zoey took a vocal solo on the bridge:)

Your voice was so sad your blues were so bad
What could | do? Except to keep on playin'

And we bl ended so well as the notes rose and fel
Somehow we knew what both of us were sayin'

(And we sang the last verse together:)

So | finished up ny blues and | ooked around for you

And let nme tell you baby, Iwas scared

| came within an inch of running out of there

Still shakin' from how nuch we two had shared

Wien | finally saw your face-oh, nmy heart began to race!

I was just like tinder |ookin at a spark

But 1'd already learned ny doomin that dinmy lighted room
When | first heard you sing the blues in the dark

Yes, |'d married you already-well, at |east inside ny head
Because | heard you sing the blues in the dark

And in retrospect |I'mglad now your voice is nuch | ess sad
When we sing the blues together, in the dark

Naturally we finished it with a chorus of harnoni zed scat blues, to that venerable old
chord structure that underlies "Hard Tinmes," -"Funny But | Still Love You," "Sportin' Life," and a
hundred ot her songs.

Most of those present had already heard it, but we got a big hand all the sanme. | |ike appl ause,
but I don't trust it, any nore than | trust my own opinion; as always | | ooked to Fast Eddie fur a
pr of essi onal assessnent.

"De bendin' end," he said solemmly, taking Zoey's bass away. It is his highest praise;
Eddi e once hung out with Lord Buckl ey.

| was reassured. It's hard to keep your chops up if you don't play regular. "Thanks,
Eddi e. "

"Wanna j am Boss?"

| was tenpted. Good nusic is like love: there's nothing |Iike naking some to nake you fee
i ke naking sonme nore. And it seenmed as appropriate a way as bullshitting to pass the tine unti
the end of the world Magi c was what Eddi e had said we needed, and magic is exactly what lives in
Fast Eddi e Costigan's fingers.

But Zoey nixed it "Later, Ed," she told him"First | want to hear your story"

There was a runble of strong agreenent fromall sides.

"W could do dat Ray Cholls ting," he said to ne.

“Uh, well..."

"Conme on, piano boy," Zoey said. "You're the senior here, aren't you? None of you guys
wer e hangi ng out at Callahan's before Fast Eddie got there, right? I'mnot even sure Callahan cane
to Call ahan's before you did, Ed. Did you just walk in and audition, or what?"
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"O we c'ud play dat Liv Taylor 'Life Is Good' song; | woiked up an arrangenment fer it,"
he suggested, as if Zoey had not spoken

"You can't weasel out of this,” she said. "Cone on, you can't |let your piano do your
talking for you all the tine."

Now Eddi e | ooked pained. "O youse could just pick sonetin an' I'll jump in."

"W want to hear it," Zoey said. "Don't we, people?" Again she got support fromthe house.
"Jake?" Now | was on the spot.

"Boss, what am | sposta do?" Eddie burst out. "House rules sez | gotta stretch her-but |
can't lay out no knocked up broad, let alone de boss's goil, let alone Zoey. So | try an' do what
Hei nl ei n sai d- sonebody asks youse a nosy question, just don't hear it-but she won't let ne!
Whaddya want ne tado?"

No: now | was on the spot. | opened my nout h-

"Eddi e, please!" Zoey said.

He turned to her. "Zoey, lissena ne. Fawtimes in my life | told dis story. . . an every
friggin' time but one | ended up in a hassle over it. It hoits ta tell it. Gme a break, wll
youse?"

She | ooked at him and her face changed. The lines got softer, sonehow, inpossible as that
seened. "Eddie," she said softly, "look on the bright side: you'll probably be dead in a few
hours. "

He blinked. "True." The cobweb of winkles on his own face got even tighter and shar per
i npossi bl e as that seemed. "Aw, what de fuck. Boss, gime an Irish.”

CHAPTER 9 NOW NED, | AM A NMAI DEN WON

Fast Eddie took his shot of Bushmill's to the chalk line-scuffed fromthe evening's
traffic-toed the line, and stood there in silence for a |ong nonent. Then he sighed, and tossed
back the drink.

"Ta child nolesters," he said, and hurled his glass into the flanes.

It got very quiet in Mary's Place. Quiet enough to hear ny pul se.

Then he turned to us and said, "I was one."

I found that | could distinctly hear the pul ses of three different people standing near
me. All accel erating.

"How" Zoey began, and had to swallow and try again. "How old was the child?"

"I didn't say | was a child-nolester," Eddie said. "I said | was a child nol ester-w ddout
da hyphen, see? Pay attention."

"What do you nean?"

He scowl ed. "Look, youse wanna hear dis story, shaddap an' |issen, okay? No argunments, no
Twenny Questions, just shaddap an' lissen till I'mdone."

Zoey subsi ded.

Fast Eddie Costigan's Story

Dat's better. G mre anudda shot, Boss.
kay. Lemre see. My parents got killed in an El crash, when | was nine. Youse guys all old

enough to know what de El was? Well, we had dis second floor wal kup, an' one night while I'min
school doin' dis ting wit' de band, which nobody cone ta see ne play ny clarinet, de El train
comes in our livin' roomw nda an' takes out Moman' Pop an' de radio. | alnost started believin'
in God again, except | |oved dat damm radi o.

So | ended up wit' my nudda's sister an' her husband, over in Red Hook. Aunt Martha an'
Uncl e Dave. He was a piano tuner, an' she took in laundry. Dey was bot' great to me. A helluva |ot
nicer than ny folks ever was. Never hit me once, laid off de God crap, laughed a lot. It was nice,
| aughin' in yer own apartnment. We got along fine. Dey had a good radio, a Philco. Dey |emme
|issena jazz. Two years later, Aunt Martha drops dead onna sidewal k,, an' nowit's just Uncle Dave

an' ne. An' dat was okay, too, after he quit grievin'. He's da reason | switched fromlicorice
stick ta de eighty-eight. Man, he could bl ow Taught me nost o' what | know

So l'meleven, an' nmy life is great. Den I'mtwelve, an' life ain't so great. Den |I'm
toi teen-and oh brudder, it sucks!

Da foist ting youse gotta understand is what it was |ike, back den. | know sone o' youse

go back far enough ta know what |'mtal kin' about-but nbst o' youse grew up on a different planet.
| nmean, today, any kid can see people screwin' on cable. Any nagazi ne stand, ya can get
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cl ose-ups of all de pink parts. Anybody wit' a computer can see pictures o' broads in rubber doin
it wit' donkeys. Dey got books on sex for six-year-olds dat'll tell ya stuff ny fadda never knew,

pi ctures an' everyting. Believe me, | ain't conplainin'-1 tink it's terrific. If dey had dat stuff
when | was a kid..

But it was different when | was a kid. Especially in a Cat'lick nei ghborhood. Nobody told
us nuttin' about sex, an' all o' mny guesses was way off. Dey wouldn't even let a kid in de parts
o' de nuseum where de statues had bare tits. | know, you're sposta pick dat stuff up in de
streets, fromyour friends. Wll, | didn't have a lotta friends, an' all | ever picked up in de
streets was dogshit on ny shoes. | wasn't even sure whedda ny friends knew, an' | was scared to
ask 'cause den dey'd know | didn't know. | found books in de liberry dat tal ked about it, but dey
didn't have no pictures, just drawins, an' dey all used big woids like "intram ssion.' | don't
even know how to find de goddamtheater, an' dey're tellin' me about da intrami ssion! An' | kept
gettin' mxed up 'cause | t'ought a spoimwas a kinda whale.

So by da time | was toiteen, all | knew was, dere was dis ting in de front dat stood up
whenever it was de woist possible tine. An' it had sonmetin to do wit havin' babies, but God an'
grown-ups only knew what. | knew goils had sonetin different under dere dresses, but | had no idea
what it |ooked like, or where it was, even. Al | knew was, it hadda be horrible-'cause even if ya

snuck inta 'da part o' de nuseum where de statues o' guys had dicks, de statues o' goils didn't
have nuttin' between- dere legs. One o' de liberry books had drawins of a dick, when it wasn't
standi n' up-but all de goil drawins showed was de insides. Maybe it seens to youse like it's

obvi ous what de udder half of a dick is like, but, |I didn't even know it was sposta go in sonetin
Al | knew was, whenever youse thought about goils, an' what dey had under dere clothes, it was
pretty sure to stand up.

Ch yeah, | forgot. One ting dey did tell youse. Dere was sonetin dat sone guys wanted to

do ta yer dick, guys called queers, an' whatever it was, it was so horrible, if youse ever |et
"em your parents'd never |ove youse anynore. If a guy said ya was a queer, youse hadda fight him
| tried to figger out what a dick could do to annuder dick, an' all! could picture was like a
sword fight. It didn't nake no sense, but |I'd tink about dat, too, sonetines, an' it'd stand up
An' den one day | seen dis magazine on a stand called sonmetin |like Man's Adventures for
Manly Men, an' | t'ought it was gonna bust right t'ru de zipper. Dey had pictures o' goils dat
wasn't all dressed. | nean, youse couldn't really see nuttin', but alnobst, ya know? Like, dey'd be
in a two-piece bathin' suit, an' dey'd be holdin' de top of it in one hand, wit' dere udder arm
coverin' their tits. O dey'd be naked, but wit' a table an' a |l anp bl ockin' de view But dere was
one picture of alnobst a whole bare ass, an' youse could tell around de front was bare, too. An
dere was one near de back' o' de mmgazine, of a goil conpletely nood, bookin' right at de canera,

an' dere was black bars right over where a badin' suit would go-but youse could tell dat until dey
put dose bars over it, it was a picture of a nood goil. Dere was goils dat'd | et you take dere
picture naked. It was |ike a vision from Cod.

| knew dey woul dn't sell dat magazine to a toiteen-yearold kid. | waited til de guy behind
de counter |ooked de udder way, an' slipped it under ny shirt. Dat 'Transit' ting you was tal kin'
about, Mary?! done dat. | Transited back ta nmy house, right inta ny room An' | studied dose

pi ctures, an' wondered what was behind dem bl ack bars, an' what |'d have to do to get a goil to
| et nme see her naked.

After a while | just hadda take ny pants off so | wouldn't rip "em Then | found out it'd
felt better when it was trapped in ny pants, rubbin' on "em so | pushed it down between ny I|egs
an' trapped it dere. | looked at de pictures till | had 'em nenorized-1 can see 'em now an' every
so often ny dick'd cone poppin' out frombetween ny legs, an' dat felt real good, so | kept
puttin' it back. Den | read sone o' de stories, an' dey was even better dan de pictures. Dey was
al | about w cked Nazis dat captured goils and nade 'emtake dere clothes off and did sonetin' to
"em Whatever it was nade de goils so enbarrassed dey wannid ta die. Den de hero came and killed
de Nazis, and did de sane ting ta da goils, an' now dey loved it. And I'mtinkin'" about dat, an'
my joint cones flyin' out frombetween ny | egs one nore tinme, an' da whole world bl ows up

(Fast Eddi e broke off and stared down into his shot glass. He sniffed it; decided not to
drink fromit just yet, and continued:)

Dat's what it felt |ike, anyhow Like de El train cone in da winda and hit me in de joint.
De feelin' was so powerful, | had no idea it was pleasure. It happens again, an' again, an' again-
ei ght beats, two measures-an' dis stuff comes pourin' out dat |ooks like snot, only all de
constructi on woi ken on a subway dig can't blow dat nuch snot out dere nose, so it's gotta be pus.
So | figure, terrific: | broke ny dick
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No, I'"Il tell youse what | t'ought. My fadda, sadistic 4-F rat bastid dat he was, tol' ne
once howit felt to pass a kidney stone. | had nightmares for a nont' about tryin' a piss broken
glass. Dat's what | t'ought dis felt like. It was just so intense, ya know?

So | go apeshit, an' | wipe up as much o' de pus as | can an' run screamin' to Uncle Dave
He's readin' de paper inna livin' room Help, | broke nmy dick, |I was tinkin' about nood gods an' |
gave nysel f a kidney stone, only it won't conme out, only goo.

Ya know what he did? No, I'll tell youse what he didn't do. He didn't go nuts. He didn't
get nmad. He didn't even | augh at me-which, tinkin' back, nusta been a bitch. Wat he did, he just
nodded, real calm an' de foist ting he said was, "Don't worry, it's okay. Really, | promise."

An' den he says, "In fact, it's great. Youse're becomn' a man, Eddie. Youse iust had your foist
cone. "

| just stare at him "Ya nean everybody does it?" | ask

"Just de men," he says. "But alla dem Wnmen do itdifferent."

"Well, | ain't doin' it ever again!" | say.

Dis tinme he smled. "Eddie," he says,"you tink about it fer an hour or so. An' den youse
go |l ook at yer nmgazine sone nore. Wiile ya do, nake a circle wit'cher t'unb an' foist finger, an
rub it up an' down on yaself." He did a little mine ting ta show ne how "Don't worry," he says,
"I swear ta God dere ain't no way you can hoit yaself. Put a little Vaseline on yer fingers if ya
start to chafe. Have a good tinme." An' he goes back to readin' his paper.

| came t'ree nore tines dat night. Da nood goil wit de black bars ended up as wrinkl ed as
she prob'ly is now, God | ove her. Next momin' as |I'mleavin' for school, Uncle Dave says, "How d

it go last night?" an' | say, "Great,” and he nods an' dat's de end of it.

So for a coupla nont's, everyting was great. | went t'ru a botta Vaseline, but Uncle Dave
didn't say nothin' about it. | even nmanaged to find a store dat'd sell mmgazines |like dat to a
toiteen-year-old, for only twice what it said on de cover. | can renenber every picture in every
one o' demtoday. Da sixt' one, | seen a whole nipple. Magic. Betty Page, her name was. |
fantasi zed about her a lot in class.

Only | still got no idea what |I'mfantasizin' about.

| still don't know what goils got inna pants. Does it nmaybe look like a t'unb and

forefinger, sonehow, an' nove up an' down? An' now | know goils got bigger, rounder, softerlookin'
chests dan nmen, wt bigger nipples-but whaddya sposta do wit "en? | know ny dick ain't |ong enough
ta touch dem an' whatever's in de pants at de sane tine, an' | ain't seen any inna | ocker room dat
| ong, eeder. Den again, | know my own gets |onger when it stands up: maybe grown nen get' two feet
long? Should I be pullin' on it nmore? I wanna ask Uncle Dave, but | ain't got de hairs.

So one day | was buyin' ny magazine, an' dis guy followed ne outa da store. He had rea
I ong hair. Maybe two whol e inches.. | never seen a guy wit' hair dat |ong before. He snelled
funny. Not |ike perfume, but funny. He asked ne if | wanna cone hone wit' himan' play a real nice
gane.

| wannicito t'row de nmagazine at himan' run like a bastid. Instead | said, "Tell me about

dis game." So he told nme, specifically, what he wannid ta do. Den | t'rew de nmagazine at him an’
ran |ike a bastid.

An' dat night | joiked off t'ree tinmes, half glad I ran away, an' half wi shin' | went hone
wit' him tryin' a guess what it woulda been Iike if | did. He was pretty creepy, but what he said
he wannid ta do sure sounded pretty int'restin' .. . an' | figured maybe if | let himdo it, he'd
I et me ask himabout goils an' stuff after

So next day | went back ta da store an' hung around for an hour. He didn't show up. | went

back t'ree days in a row. Finally | asked da guy behind de counter if he seen dat guy wit' de
| onghair lately. He got real nad, and t'rew nme out, so now | can't buy no nore magazi nes.

Dis was a Wensdy. | t'ought about it all dat night, punpin' away. Toysdy night | tried
tastin' it, an' sure enough, it wasn't no woise' n cafeteria food at school. Friday night |ike
al ways Uncl e Dave went out ta play poker wit' his buddies, got hone snellin' |ike beer an' went
right ta bed. | waited till he'd been snorin' for about an hour

Den | snuck in his bedrooman' clinbed inta bed wit' himan' started doin' what de guy
de long hair wannid ta do wit' ne.

Wi t

(Agai n, Fast Eddie glanced down at his drink and seenmed to consider drinking it. Again he
del ayed the decision.)

De poor bastid never had a chance. By de time he woke up, it was all over. Jeeze, | mmde a
pun. So he starts to cry. So | start to'cry. "How did youse know?" he keeps sayin'. "Jesus, how
did youse know?"
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"l don't know shit," | tell him "Dat's why | done it. |I wanna know about dis stuff, an'
I'"mold enough, an' sonebody said he wannid to do dat tame but | didn't like him an' | like you
fine, an' God danmt youse gotta tell ne now"

So he tells nme. Everyting. An' | nmean everyting. Details. How babi es happen. Wat woren

are like,' an' what ya do wit' 'em an' how ta nmake demenjoy it too, an' what can happen if youse
ain't careful. Wat ya can do wit' men, an' what can happen if youse ain't careful. How dere's
t'ree kinds o' nmen: men dat like it just wit' wonmen, nen dat like it just wit' nen, an' nen dat
like it wit' anybody nice-an' de sane fa wonen.

"De toid kind is called 'bisexual,' "he says. "Mst people tink dat's even woi se dan beth
queer. Dat's what | am | ain't had sex wit' a man in twenny years, an' | didn't tink | ever would
again, an' | swear ta God | never t'ought o' youse dat way, but dat's what | am"

"Me too," | tell him He's been talkin' fer an hour now, an' | been like a bar of iron de
whol e ti me.

"Eddi e, youse don't know dat," he says.

"Ch, I"'msure I'"'mgonna like goils,” |I say. "An' | know | had fun doin' what | done." Den
I look down at ne, an' | look up at him

"Ch, Jesus," he says, an' reaches out.

Five minutes later | know |I'm a bi sexual too.

So afterwards he says we're never ever gonna do it again. An' stay away from dem guys dat
snell funny. He says grownups dat like to ness wit' kids-boys or goils-only like it because dey.
know nore dan de kid does, so dey can take advantage of 'em An' he says | better not try it wt'

any o' de guys | know or all hell is gonna break | oose, which | already figured out. De ting ta
do, he says, is study goils, an' figger out what dey |ike, what nakes 'em happy, an' do dat, and
one day one of'enmi|| wanna do stuff wit' ne, an' if |I'mcareful, it'll be great.

De last ting he told me was how much shit was gonna hit de fan if anybody ever found out
what we done dat night. He' said what we done wasn't bad, but al nbst everybody rinks it's de nost
horrible ting youse could possibly do, an" | could go ta reformschool if it got out, and he could
no shit gota jail. | promsed himl'd never tell my best friend on Qt.

We did it once nore,about a nont' later. He walked in on ne while | was spahkin' de
nmonkey, an' he stood dere in de doorway fa da |ongest tinme, an' den he cane in. It was great.
Afterwards he told ne to | ock de door from now on

So | spent a coupla nont's studyin' goils, an' finally one named Janey O Brien seened to
like nme pretty good. She invited me over for a | enbnade one day, an' bot' her parents was out. So
she took ne in her rooman' we started playin' doctor

It was goin' great. . . an' den | started doin' sonetin none o' de udder doctors ever
tried before.

"Dat's disgusting, quit it," she says.

"No, no, you don't understand," | say, "wonen |like dis nore dan anyting, alnost. Youse can
doit tane too, if ya want. Dat way we won't make youse pregnant."

"Where d'youse get 'dat stuff?" she says

So | fold her.

| knew it was stoopid. | knew it was dangerous. | just told her, 'cause | wannid her ta
know how nice it was gonna feel, how sure | was. "My stepfather told me all about it," | said. "W
even done it a little. I'Il show youse."

"Ckay," she said, an' we had a great tinme. Onna way hone | done t'ree tunble-salts, right

onna sidewal k, I was so happy.

Da next day de principal cane inta ny class an' picked ne up outa ny seat by ny ear. Janey
gotfreaked out by how nuch she liked it, an' told her na.

He had two cops an' a social woika an' a priest in his office, an' dey woi ked nme over in
shifts. | nusta held out five whole mnutes before | spilled nmy guts. | told 'emwhere Uncle Dave
was woi kin' dat day, fa sonme rich guy in Park Slope, an' dey 'called himdere "an' told himta
come to school right away, dere's 'an enpigency. As soon as he cone in de door, de two cops
started beatin' de shit out of 'im Dc god dampriest gave hima kick inna balls, De principa
was too busy holdin' on ta ne. | kept screamin',"l'msorry, Uncle Dave," an' he kept screamn',
"I't's okay, Eddie, it's not yaw fault," an' finally de priest drags ne out by de collar, an' a nun
i ke a hal fback hel ps himhaul me into a car

| never seen Uncl e Dave again.

(Fast Eddi e tossed back the shot, and flinched as it hit him Hs armflashed, and the
gl ass expl oded agai nst the back wall of the fireplace.)
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Make a long story short, Uncle Dave went to the Tonbs, where he got raped to death for
bein' a short-eyes, an' | went ta reform school, where | got butt-fucked by dat priest until | was
too old ta int'rest him A couple o' Brudders give it to me fer anudda couple o' years afta dat,
right up until | was eighteen' an' dey let ne out.

The silence stretched on for a long tine.
"What happened when you got out?" Merry More asked finally.

"I got, lucky," Fast Eddie said. "I figger | nmusta already used up all de bad |uck dere
was. Dey tossed nme a hunnert bucks, 'ta get me started in de woild,' dey said. | wal ked outa dere,
an' | got in a cab, an' 'when de guy says 'Were to, Mac?' | told him "Mster, | got a yard, an'

I need pussy nore'n | need air." An' he just nodded an' took nme ta Lady Sally's House."
"Jesus, you did get lucky," Doc Wbster said.

"Fuckin' A She let ne crash dere for a week. | had de honor o' beconin' Her Ladyship's
personal client, for t'ree days. Den she toined nme out to de udder artists, an' ginme a pass. |
started gettin' better. | started ta heal

"A few days later, she hoid nme playin' some boogi e-woogi e on dc Steinway in de Parlor, an
mentioned my nane to her old nman. Dat night Callahan asked ne if I'd |ike a steady job out on de
Island, playin' in a bar. | told himl'd give it a try, an' | been doin' it ever since. Dc puns
are a snmall price ta pay."

"What happened to the priest who nol ested you?" Tom Haupt nan asked.

Fast Eddi e | ooked pained. "M ke!"

Cal l ahan cleared his throat. "My wife broke both his el bows and both his knees with her
hands, " he said evenly.

There was a murnur of approval. "The Brothers, too?" Long-Drink asked.

Cal | ahan's face was expressionless. "I did them | felt she was sfarting to enjoy herself
too much."

"Jesus, Pop," Mary said, "you never told nme about any of that."

"You had no need-to-know, " he said.

"Boy, your luck sure turned, Eddie," Long-Drink said, handing hima new drink from Tom
Haupt man

“I'd give it all up," he said, "M ke an' de Lady an' all o' youse an' dese hands, if |
c'ud have Uncl e Dave back, again. If | could nake it didn't happen." He sipped at his new drink
"You know what pisses nme off de woist?"

"No, what?" the Drink said.

"Nobody ast me. Nobody ever ast me once: did | consent? Was it his idea or ny idea?

t' ought dey was gonna have ne testify in court, an' | was gonna tell de judge, even it got ne
jugged for contenpt. But | never seen no judge. | never was in no court. Nobody ast ne."
' Zoey cleared her throat and spoke in her nost diplomatic tones. "Eddie, | think-" "'

"l know what youse're gonna say," he interrupted. "I hoid it before, de l|ast couple o
times | told dis story. Atoiteen year-old can't consent, right?" '

"Well. . . yeah."

"Zoey, at nine years old | was old enough ta deal wit death. How old did | have to get ta
own ny own dick?"

"Look, Eddie, all kids are different-"

"Remenber when you was toiteen? | bet ya parents told youse not to masturbate, right? Did
youse accept adult aut'oriry on dat?"

"Well . . . no, but-"

"Ever fool around under de covers wit' a goilfriend? Any of youse guys ever have a circle
jerk wit' yer pals? Am| de only one here dat ever played doctor? Was everybody here a voigin on
dere eighteent' boitday?"

"Of course not, but-"

"So how cone it's only okay' if whoever youse're doin' it wit' is, just as ignorant an'

i nconpetent as you are?"

"But adults are snmarter than kids: they can take advantage of them and confuse them so
t hey-"

Eddi e grimaced. "Wen wasde last tine youse tried ta con a toiteen-year-old kid? | knew
dat guy wit' de long hair was wong. Hey, Professor!"

Wl ard Hooker, our resident con man (honorably retired since his nmarriage to Maureen),
spoke up. "Yes, Eddie?"

"Youse know 'em all. Youse ever hear of a player dat stung kids? Rich kids, maybe?"
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"Only Charles Atlas," he said. "And he had a great store. No, seriously, even in these
weird times, when the kids have nore spending nmoney than the grown-ups, |'ve never heard of any
prof essi onal 'that worked kids. College kids, yes, but toiteen. . . excuse ne, thirteen-year-olds
are about as bright and as paranoid as they're ever going to be. But Eddie, kids do get suckered,
every day, just |like anybody else."

'Ckay, sure. Absolutely. Now tell me dis: if youse keep de kids as ignorant as

possible...is dat nore likely to happen, or |ess?"

WIllard took refuge in his drink.

"If dere's no set o' circunstances under which dey're allowed ta have sex . . . do dey
make dere foist nistakes wit' anudder kid, who'll wite it onna sidewal k for everybody dey know ta
| augh about it-or wit' a grown-up who don't know anybody dey know?"

"Well," WIlard said, and stopped there

"Tink o' de woist sting you ever hoid of dat de cops found out about. Did dey give de
pl ayer de chair? And did dey bust de mark, too?"
Zoey said softly, "Eddie, the cases aren't parallel-"

He flung his still-full glass into the fire, and the flanmes |eaped. "Didn't youse |issen'a
me?" he said angrily. "Uncle Dave got raped dead. Dey screwed himtill he bled out, you get it? De
| aw don't do dat ta guys dat kill babies or blow up airplanes! | got handed over ta da nearest

pedophile an' his friends fa five years. If | told "emwhat | did, and de judge deci ded dat's what
| desoived, maybe | coul da understood. But nobody ever ast me. Al dese people dat was sposta care
about me, an' nobody ever ast nme!"

"Eddi e," Zoey said, "are you saying kids should be allowed to have' sex with adul ts?"

"No," he said flatly. "Absolutely not. Never in dis woild. What happened ta ne proves it.
Once everybody decides sonetin is horrible, dey're right. Fa sone reason, foist-time sex has just
gotta be as confusin' an' scary an' clumsy as possible. Youse give sonebody an awgasm dat neans
youse exploited 'em Sex is a war, an' everybody's gotta fight fair, or we'll kill '"em Even if de
kid was smarter dan nme, an' kept his mout' shut-or her nput' shut-just havin' a secret from
everybody el se inna universe'd be a bad ring. It just shouldn't happen, vkay? Like | said: never
indis wild."

"So what are you sayi ng?" she asked.

“"I"'msayin' dis wiild sucks," he told her. "An' | can't rink o' no way to fix it except
start over' on a different planet."

There was silence in Mary's Pl ace.

| groped for a segué. How did we get fromhere to the jokes again? Wuat could | say to
make Eddie feel better?

When in doubt, do what you know.

Lady Macbeth was |ying forgotten on the bartop, where |'d set her when Eddi e began his
story. | picked her up, discovered the slight slippage of the D-string | had expected and
corrected it, and strummed a loud G chord. | think it was at that point that | realized | had a
problem The song | intended to sing did not have a tune, yet. Hell, I'd only finished the lyrics.

Jesus Christ, that very norning

Ch, well. Junp in, Jake.

| did, establishing an R& rhythm and the tune sinmply occurred, as if | were taking
dictation fromthe universe.

God has a sense of hunor, but it's often rather crude

What He thinks is a hower, you or I would say is rude

But cursing HHmis not a real productive attitude

Just laugh-you mght as well, nmy friend,

‘cause either way you're screwed
I know. it sounds so sinple, and it's so hard to do
To |l augh when the joke's on you

| glanced at Eddie; he was already seating hinself at his piano stool and flexing his
fingers. He junped in at the top of the second verse, and | anded running.

God loved Mot Sahl, Betushi, Lenny Bruce-He likes it sick
Fi el ds, Chaplin, Keaton.. . anyone in pain will do the trick
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' Cause Cod~s idea of slapstick is to slap you with a stick

You might as well resign yourself to stepping on your dick It always sounds so sinple, but it's so
hard to do

To | augh when the joke's on you

Again | | ooked at Eddie. He was grinning like a pirate. "Take a chorus," | hollered, and
he did it Dr. John style, scattering notes |ike buckshot, going out on fantastic |inbs but always
finding his way back by sone inmpossible route that was in retrospect inevitable. "Again," Zoey
called out, and gave hima push with her bass. Twice in that chorus he did things that nade ne
| augh out loud. "Bridge," | called as he brought it back to the root, and to ny surprise Zoey sang
a' harnony to it.

You can laugh at a total stranger Wien it isn't your ass in danger And your |lover can be a riot-if
you |l earn how to giggle quiet

But if you want the right to giggle, that is what you gotta do when the person steppin on that old
banana peel is you

That exhausted her nenory of the lyrics; she left the verses to me, coming in only on the
last two |ines.

A chunmp and a banana peel: the core of every joke

But when it's you that steps on one, your |aughter tends to choke
Try not to take it personal, just have another toke

as long as you ain't broken, what's the difference if you're broke?
I know. it sounds so sinmple, but it's so hard to do

To | augh when the joke's on you

Fast Eddi e caught my nod and took another chorus, and this tine | |aughed all the way
t hrough; he kept deliberately playing clanms, teetering on the verge of a train weck, like a
mat ador letting the bull put a couple of stripes on his ass. | was still chuckling as | took the

final verse

It can be hard to force a snile, as you get along in years

It isn't easy laughin at your deepest secret fears

But try to find your funny bone, and have a coupl e beers:

If it don't cone out in laughter, man, it's commout in tears | said it sounds so sinple, but it's
so hard ,to do To | augh when the joke's on you

Fast Eddi e had found the third harnony for those last two Iines by now It sounded so
sweet, we did it again. And then we did it a third time, with little bluesy variations that
dovetailed perfectly. And the fourth and final time we repeated it, everyone in the joint who
could carry a tune clinbed on with us and we rode it into the wall together

Boy, it felt good.

O course there was appl ause and | aughter, and some slightly manic chatter, when we were done. W
all felt relieved to be back on track, eager to get back to being merry again. A conpetition
devel oped to buy ne and Eddie a beer. | put Lady Mac back down on the bartop and went to relieve
Zoey of ~ her bass.

"Yo, Boss," Eddie called over the nqgise

"Yeah, Eddi e?"

He began playing a slowintro riff in a mnor key. Another of mnmy songs; | recognized it at
once. And frowned. "Evelyn's Song," | call it. It's not a merry song. In fact, it's so short and
so sad | seldomperformit.

"Laughin's good," Eddie said. "But just laughin' don't cut it sonetines, y'know ?"

1 mentally shrugged, found a safe perch for Zoey's fiddle, and reclained Lady Macbet h.
There was a kerfluffle when |I tried to join him he was not in the key | was expecting, the one
iri which | had witten the song. By the point at which | was supposed to sing the first |ine,
had just |located the key he was using, so | gave himan indescribable eyebrow signal that neant,
Go around again, I'll get it on the next pass.

I nstead, he started singing. He had transposed the song to bring it into his own range.
Just as the Beatles sang with Anerican accents, Eddie sings without a trace of his Brooklyn
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accent. He has one of those Tom Waits voices, |ike Charlie Parker doing his best with a broken
sax.

Snow i s beginning to nelt

Li ke an emotion | once felt

The cards have al ready been dealt
The hand has been pl ayed

The arrangenents have been nmde
Icicles hide in the shade,
Awaiting their turn

For a bad case of sunburn

Ain't it sonething to |learn

even good people die?

At that point the song quotes eight bars of an old Irish fufieral chant, one of those "Aye-
di ddl y-eye-di e, diddly-eye-die, diddly-eye-die-die" deals. (If you have the Small Faces' ogden's
nut gone flake al bum they quote it in the song "Mad John.") A minor, A mnor, C mjor, D

repeated over and over. | was ready to take the harnony, but Eddie did it instrumentally, and
after the eighth bar he launched into a solo. | concentrated on staying out of his way.

It was a helluva solo. Sonewhere in there | heard nagazi ne pages turning, and a boy
saying, "Well, | ain't doin'" it ever again!" and a nman crying, "Don't worry, Eddie, it isn't your

fault!"™ and an El train coming in the window. At one point it becane so childishly sinmple | knew
wi t hout asking that he was quoting the first nelody Uncl e Dave ever taught himon the piano-then
he repeated it with sophisticated enbellishnents, as if showing off his progress since then. And
then he segued back to the sinple nelancholy chords, and sang the second and final verse:

I hope you knew

Al | never could tell you
Any tine that | grew

It was under your eye

But | let the chance go by
Never got to say goodbye
Quess it's tine to make a try
Hear me sing and hear ne cry:
Bye- bye.

My words sounded so much better coming from Fast Eddie's cracked pipes that | marvel ed
had never thought of having himsing that song before. | guess | had thought ny pain for Evelyn to
be too personal. Perhaps nothing el se could have brought it home to me so clearly that ny pain was
Eddi e's, and Eddie's pain was m ne.

He caught ny eye and signaled ne to sing the aye-diddlyeye-dies. As | did, he cane
in'behind ne with the third harnony-the one nost people can't find unless soneone else is already
singing the nore natural second line-and it made the hair stand up on the back of ny neck

| didn't need any nore eye signals; | just knew he wanted to repeat it eight times, so
did. The nelody line was designed to be so sinple even an untutored peasant can sing it, so people
junped in as the spirit noved them and for a while there '"it got to be like an Irish funeral. |
mean, fifty or sixty strangers singing sonething as essentially neaningless as the coda to "Hey,
Jude," can bring tears to your eyes: imagi ne a whole barful of mcks-native, collateral, and
honor ary-how i ng back at the banshee.

VWhen we were done, there were dry eyes in the house, four of thembut only because Tanya
Lati ner and Acayib Pinsky suffer fromlacrimtion deficit.

And Fast Eddie was right. Tears, in their place, are just as inportant as |laughter. You
can't tell a story like that and then shuffle away with a few giggles. Having invoked Uncl e Dave,
it was necessary to say good-bye to him

"Eddie," | said, when the applause had died down, "what was Uncle Dave's |ast nanme? | want
to remenber himas long as you do."

The question seened to confound him "Waddya nean? Hi s nane was C~stigan. Waddya tink?"

| nodded. "Ah. | should have guessed."

"What was your biol ogical parents' nane, Eddie ?" Merry Moore asked

"I don't remenba," he said flatly.

Merry opened her mouth, closed it again, and finally settled on, "Ch."
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Long-Dri nk McGonni gle was smling as he brought Eddie a beer. "Eddie, what was that thing
Rol and Kirk said ab9ut dying?"

Eddi e's forehead furrowed... then rel axed as the quote canme back. "He said, 'Nobody dies

dey just |leave here.' Dat de one?"

Long-Drink nodded. "See what |'mgettin' at? As long as you're wal kin' around with that
nane on your bank card, David Costigan ain't dead. He just ain't here."

Eddi e bl ew the foam of f his beer, and smiled his beautifully hideous snmile. "Well, | wsh
ta God he was here . but youse're right, Drink." He lifted his glass in salute. "Tanks."

And a cheer went up

As | was on ny way to restore Lady Macbeth to her case in the back, | heard Sol ace call ny nane.
"What' Il it be, Mac?" | punned, incautiously.
Her icon becane the Sad Mac that warns of a boot failure. "Job's curse on you for what
you're Raskin," she riposted. "Quadra have to go and Perfornma pun like that for? That Wz awful ."
Punning with a savvy conputer is Iike showing a fewlittle steps you've invented to

Baryshni kov. |'ve seen Doc Webster keep up with Solace for as long as ten m nutes, but even he
can't sustain it. She can pun in every |l anguage there is, including COBO.. It had been sheer
bravado to even attenpt it: nonetheless, | felt obliged to go down sw ngi ng.

"Nothing | hate nore than a noaner Lisa-don't be such a crab Apple.
me, is it true that Mcroconputer is Patroconputer's' brother?"

"Yeah, and I'mtheir sister Mniconputer.”

DOc Webster, gravitating naturally toward horror, arrived and gave' me covering fire.
"Data way, Solace." He reached out and caressed her nonitor screen. "Wat's a nice pearl |ike you
doing in a glaze like this?" Somewhere nearby, Tesla groaned. "Say, you know those little fish
that swi m across your face whenever the screen-saver's on-are those Finder's kippers?"

"Yes," she said, "and the little bouncing snownan is ny graphic winterface. And one of the
things that nakes a nan different froma woman is, every tine he takes a WYSIW/Ggl es it. Because
it's floppy. You know, if I'd only had a diet cola, | mght have joined you all on that |ast song.
I could have been the nourning Tab and Apple choir."

Tesla was hel pless with |aughter, now. | decided the only hope of retreat was a diversion
Hear keni ng back to nmy last sortie, | said, "So the boss tells Pat and M ke to neasure the
t el ephone poles before they install them Pat says, 'Mke, |I'll stand the poles up on end, and you
climb up there with a tape nmeasure~' 4But Pat,' says Mke, 'why don't we neasure them here on the
ground?" 'Wy, ya eejit,' says Pat, 'the boss told us to find out the height, not the length.""

At once Sol ace accepted the tacit surrender. "Several weeks |ater, the boss says, Pat, how
conme you and your brother can only install two poles a day, and the rest of ne crew are installing
twenty-four a day each?' 'Ah,' says Pat, 'but you should see how much they |eave stickin' out the
ground...""

When the | aughter had died away, | said, "Excuse ne, Solace. You called nme over, and
before I knew it we were off and punning. What was it you wanted?"

"I have a revised tinme estimate for the arrival of the Lizard," she said. "Better data
have just cone in."

That sobered us. "How | ong have we got?" Tesla asked her. "Call it an hour and a half. And
it seems to know just where we are. At least, it appears to be heading directly for this precise
spot on the earth's surface."

"Jesus!" the Doc exploded. "And you took tine to make puns?"

"Pardon me," she said drily. "WAs there sonme better use to which those thirty seconds
coul d have been put?”

See? Pee-yew. "Tel

The Doc opened his nouth and closed it again. "My apologies,"” he said finally. "I guess
not. Sorry, Solace-it's been a |long night, you know?"

"1 know," she said.

"Not hi ng i nportant has changed,” | said. "Having a good time is still the npost intelligent
thing I can think of to do. Who knows? Maybe we'll get telepathic yet. The one thing |I'm sure of

is that nowis not a good-"
"N kky?" Zoey asked.
"Just a sec, darling," | said. "I was just telling the Doc nowis not a good tine to-"
"N kky?" she repeated.
"Yes, Zoey?" Tesla replied.
"You can repair stuff other people can't, right?"
He nodded gravely. "Oten, yes. Wiy do you ask?" Her voice was funny. "Do you think you
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could fix my water? I"'mafraid | broke it.
"Doc, I'msorry," | said. "I was wong. On reflection, this seens |ike an excellent tinme
to panic-"

CHAPTER 10 ER "OM' MORE'

"-or it would be if |I could spare the goddamtine, which | can't, sit down, spice, don't worry
about a thing, everything's fine, everythi'ng is just totally copacetic, you' re in good hands, the
best hands in the world, Doc, what do you need, boiling water, right?"

"Sit down, hell," she said. "I'll be dammed if I'mgoing to birth ny first baby on a
barroom fl oor. Take nme in the back, Jake."
I will lighten the tension with a little joke. "Zoey, if you'd only thought of that nine

and a half nonths ago, you wouldn't be in this ness-"

"Take me in the back, God dam it!"

What tension? "Yes~ dear." | took her armand started steering her toward our quarters in
the back. "Doc? Boiling water?"

"Only if you feel the need for a soothing cup of tea," he said. "Lacking friend Acayib's
met abolic inprovenents, | rarely wash ny hands in boiling water. ,Plain old hot water and soap
will do fine. But put clean sheets on that bed before you let her lie down."

"I got her, Jake," Callahan said in nmy ear. "Go ahead."

"Thanks, Mke," | blurted, and ran

| set a new international indoor record in sheet-changing. Tossing the old sheets on the
floor seened inadequate, so | flung open the wi ndow and tossed them outside into the night-then
slanmed it down again, suddenly terrified of a draft. As | did so, Mke got Zoey in the door
| ooking rather like a man trying to waltz with a zeppelin. Halfway to the bed she let out a bellow
and started to go down. Callahan is a strong man, but it took both of us to keep her fromfalling
and get her safely horizontal. Doc Webster was at his heels, and-astonishingly enough-nobody el se
foll owed himto gawk.

"Ckay, honey," | said, "cleansing breath, now

"Fuck you," she explained, so | shut up

So nmuch for Lamaze. How nany babies did he ever have?

The Doc headed for the biffy. Once Zoey's contraction was over and she was breat hi ng easy
again, | followed himin. He was stripped to his shirtsleeves, the sleeves rolled as high as they
woul d go, and he was washing his hands in that peculiar, insectlike way doctors have. | joined him
and began doi ng the sane thing.

"What do you think, San?" | asked him "Get her down to Smithtown General, right?"

| had never, even when Long-Drink MGonnigle was punning, seen himlook so pained. "Jake
I amconflicted. | can't recall a tine in forty years of practicing medicine when |'ve been nore
conflicted."”

"Sam she's nmore than three weeks |ate-"

"l ake, slow down. Breathe. First in, then out. kay, are yoU listening? Froma purely
medi cal point of view, you're right:
any forty-one-year-old primpara this far past her due date ought to birth in a hospital, just on
general principles. On the other hand, the lateness is the only negative sign |I've picked up, and
I've been watching her real close, and her fam~ ily history is excellent, and she has a fantastic
pelvis. Still, if I had my druthers |I'd prefer to have her down at the shop, with fetal heart
nmonitors and pitocin and a crash cart standing by, just-are you listening?-just to be on the safe
side. And up until this evening, |I'd have said that a pregnant wonan's needs took precedence over
anyt hing el se. Much less ny best friend s woman.

"But Jake, if | understand it, the fate of reality-of all pregnant wonen everywhere and
everywhen-is going to be decided in this bar in the next couple of hours. And you're the CO And
if I bring her down to Smithtown General, you will coihe along-"

"Fuck it, let Callahan handle it," | said. "He's better qualified for the job anyway."

"Maybe yes, maybe no," he said. "But it's your job."

"Dammit, so is Zoey!"

"That's right. So the tine has conme for you to deci de whether you' re a noral husband or an
ethical human. Look at it this way: | know you want to get your wife off the battlefield-but how
much are you protecting her if you | et Arnmageddon conme because you weren't on the battlefield when
t he snoke rose?
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| must have | ooked haunt ed.
"Let me get nore data while you're thinking it over, okay? Look on the bright side: maybe

I"1l find something so horrible we'll have to put her in a car, and then all you'll have to decide
is where you're going to be.
So we went back out to the bedroomi . . and | started to feel better nearly at once.

Qur bed-our big bel oved king-size bed-was gone. In its place was a natal bed nore
sophi sticated than any | had ever seen, with Zoey confortably arranged thereon. It fol ded at at
| east four places. It had padded handgrips, and raised contoured stirrups for her feet. It tilted
down to let gravity help her. | saw that it could be opened out into the shape of an inverted Y.
It seened to have built-in nmonitors for both fetal and maternal heart, as well as other functions
I did not grok, displayed on a screen above the patient's head and out of her line of sight. The
only part she could follow was the fetal heart nonitor, which had an audi o hookup. As we cane in,
M ke Cal | ahan was just affixing a wireless sensor on Zoey's belly: it |ooked like the littlest
round Band- Aid, but as he placed it.on her, another colum of data appeared on the display. He
gl anced at it, nodded, closed his eyes briefly, and a contenporary crash cart materialized in a
near corner, right where our TV and VCR used to be. | wanted to kiss him

Lub- dup, |ub-dup, said our baby's heart.

"H, hon," Zoey said cheerily. "Neat workbench, huh?"

"Excuse ne," | said, and kissed Callahan. "Thanks, M ke."
"You may always leave the little things to ne," he said.
"Doctor, this isn't the best rig there is, but-well, pardon ne, but it's the best one you

coul d understand well enough to use it without a manual and a hel p nenu. And that crash cart was
the emergency spare down at Smithtown CGeneral until just a second ago."

"I recognize it," Doc Webster agreed. "N ce work, Mke. kay, Zoey, your first decision
who is privileged to be present while | exam ne you?"

"Only the people in this building," she said. "You know, just famly."

He nodded, and waddl ed over to her bedside, where Callahan had thoughtfully left his
nmedi cal bag, opened wide; a chair appeared for him and he sank into it gratefully.

Less than a minute |ater he stripped off his glove and grinned hugely. "Young | ady," he
said, "you are go for separation. | say again, you are go."

"Copy that," she said, grinning back. And then she paled, and acquired a | ook of conica
astoni shment and consternation, and then she screaned "-i-" very loud. If you took the word
"birth" and dropped the "b" and the "rth," that's the syllable.

| had never heard Zoey scream before. | didn't like it nuch. It was suddenly necessary to
be doi ng something constructive. | |ooked at nmy watch. How long had it been since the |ast
contraction? | had failed to note the tinme, then. Ckay, note the duration of this one. Damn, the
wat ch has stopped. Isn't that typical, isn't that fucking typical? You carry the dam thing around
like a prisoner's cuff for years on end, feeding it batteries and buying it new sfraps every few
years, and the first tine you actually need the sonofabitching thing, it won't even give you the
time of-oh. No, it's still working: the teeny little two just turned into a three. How can she
screamthat |ong without running out of air? Maybe didgeridu players learn their chops by studying
wonen in |abor. Wat an aboriginal idea. E above high C, that sounds like. Wth a deni quaver
Maybe a sem heni dem quaver. | didn't think Zoey cQuld reach that note. Well, she's scream ng for
two, now. Having trouble hitting that high note in concert? Birth a baby on stage, and just wait
for those ieviews. God damm it, the watch has stopped again-no, there it goes now three into a
four. Shit, what was the tine when | started counting, two seconds ago? What the hell is the
difference, | don't 'have a pen anyway. Sonething constructive, something constructive, your |ady
isinpainandit's time for you to do sonething useful, Jake.

| harnonized with her. G sharp below mddle C

Even in her extremty, she half opened one eye to squint at ne. Sonehow she could tel
that for once inny life |l wasn't trying to be funny, and nodded approval. W sang out the
contraction together.

"Jake," she said quietly when the storm had passed, "would you mnd very nuch if | didn't
have this baby after all?"

"Very nmuch,"” | said

"Selfish bastard. It's been perfectly fine right where it is, for nonths. GCh, all right.
Jam around it, next time. Blues riffs."

"CGot you covered," | said, and checked nmy watch. The four was now a thirty-four. "End of
contraction at seventeen minutes, thirty-four seconds past the hour, Sam"

"Thank you, Jake," he said. "But you needn't trouble yourself." He pointed, and sure
enough, the display had added a columm charting tinme, duration and nagnitude of contractions.
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"“Uh. . .what about our discussion?"
He opened his nmouth to reply, and Zoey cut himoff. "Jacob Stonebender, if you think I'm
going to have, a baby and nove at the sanme time, you better do a cold reboot. Besides, |'m not

doing -this without you, and you've got a war to fight here.
| started to argue. "But |-"

"Don't call me 'Butt-Eye,'" she shapped. "This is a partnership. Qur agreenent is very
clear. | birth the babies. You kill the space nonsters. You tend to your knitting, and I'll tend
to mne. You- can sing with ne until it gets busy, but that's as far as I'll go. Now shut up and

soldier."

The Doc started a pro forma protest; she cut himoff, too. "Sam would they I et me have
this bed down at the hospital ?"

He subsi ded.

"That good, is it?" | asked.

"It massaged mny back while | was in contraction," she said.

"If you get killed in the firefight, I'm gonna propose to it."

"“Ah, but can it harnonize ?"

"Zoey?" Call ahan said.

"Yes, M ke?"

He waved his hand, and a B-B appeared in mdair just above it. He took away his hand, and
the B-B stayed there. "This little widget isn't doing anything nowbut if | tell it to, it'll
become a canmera. Self-powered, self-directing, silent, uses available light. It could be the eyes
of your grandchildren. Do you want ne to turn it on?"

She | ooked thoughtful. "Hey, Eddie," she call ed.

Fast Eddi e appeared in the doorway. "Yo, Zo."

"What's everybody doing out there?

He didn't need to turn around and check. "Wnd'rin how de hell youse're doin' in here."

She nodded. "M ke, can you feed that thing to the TV out in the bar? As well as the VCR?"

"Easy as falling off a wagon."

"Doit."
He glanced at the floating B-B, and it left its invisible dock and sailed to a position of
advant age just above the Doc's head. | never noticed it again after that. Fromoutside | heard

excited chatter as people gathered around the TV set.
"Anybody el se you'd like present, Zoey?" the Doc asked.
She thought for a second. "Yeah. Send Mary in."

| blinked, and said ". . ." very softly.
Cal | ahan nodded, and went to fetch his daughter
The Doc was still going down his preflight checklist. "Are you still sure you don't want

drugs?'

She t hought about that one for a second, too. "No," she said finally, "but so far I'm
still determined."

"In that case," he said, "take these outside, Jacob." And he handed ne four white
cylinders, three inches long and over a quarter of an inch thick, with tw sted ends.

Hi storic nonent. The first time inny life |l ever hesitated to accept one of those. ".. ."
| said, alittle louder than the |last tine.

"As your physician," the Doc said, "I diagnose stress, and prescribe delta-niner
t etrahydrocannabi nol . Take themw th friends, and repeat every two hours." A cheer canme from
outside. "Don't cone back in here until you're done."

"Ch, well,"” | said. "If | must.” | could already tell by the snmell that it was not generic
medi ci ne. The Doc has friends in British Col unbi a.

“You' ve got a group-mind to build," he said. "And not nuch tine."

"Uh, look," Zoey said, "I don't want to be fanatic about this..."

The next contraction hit as | was holding it to her lips for a shallow sip. Her teeth
sl ammed shut, rempoving the tip of the joint and two | ayers of epidernmis frommy thunb. This tinme
the syllable was the "a" you'd get if you dropped the "f" and "rt." The note hunted at first, but
within a couple of seconds found E agai n-Zoey has perfect pitch-this time in the mddle register,
with a Johnny Wnter rasp to it. | jammed around it as she had requested, trying to becone Billy
Branch's harnonica. A couple of bars in, Mary joined in, droning the domi nant to give nme a better
foundati on, -and now Zoey had two hands to mangle. The whole thing |asted three breaths for ne and
Zoey, two for Mary; | let it resolve into an E major. -

"Take that out of here, Jake," Mary said then, and | said ". . ." quite loudly, and did as
I was told.
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A del egation awaited ne, beaning like so many M G radars. (You can cook a rabbit on the
runway with a MG radar.) Many hands sl apped nme on the back or tousled ny hair; sonebody pinched
ny ass.

"Have a cigar," | said. "My fiancée is having a baby." The digit was taken fromne; | Ilit
anot her and started it off in the opposite direction.

"You guys are gonna make it legal?" Long-Drink asked in surprise. There were nurmnurs of
j oy.

| nodded, and said in that peculiar croak you use when you want to tal k wi thout exhaling,
"Waited just | ong enough to spare the child the shane of legitinmacy."

"When?" Merry Moore honked in the same manner.

"Figured New Year's," | croaked, and exhaled. "I don't want to be one of those guys'who
gets in trouble for forgetting his anniversary."

"Sound," Wllard said, and his wife kicked himin the shin. Congratul ati ons were offered
all around, and toasts were made and gl asses destroyed. There was a grow ng buzz of pleasure as
the news was passed around the room Merrinment becane general

In our circle, Ev, one of our resident snmoke ring artists, took a deep drag, pursed her
lips, and carefully blew a baby. Pot is one of her favorite nedia, and she outdid herself. It was
beautiful, perfectly formed, naked but sexless; its expression changed realistically as it

shi mered there just below eye level. It |ooked |like it would assay out to about nine pounds if it
had been flesh. As we admired it, it thrashed its arns and lazily rolled over

| couldn't help it. | took a bite out of its bum

Ev snmiled, and the rest Of the canni bals noved in.

Tasty baby.

I wandered over toward the TV, where a small crowd was passing one of their own, and watched Mary
rubbi ng Zoey's shoul ders and tal ki ng.

"What happened to the sound?" | asked.

"Zoey turned it off," Merry Moore explained. -

"Ch." | wondered if Solace was getting audio, and storing a record, and whether she'd |et
me audit it some day. That was a conversation |I'd have given a ot to hear. Neither woman | ooked
particul arly happy. ..

Then all of a sudden they did. They hugged each other, and | relaxed. Merry and others
made happy "oooh" sounds. Onscreen, M ke stepped into frane and gave nme a di screet thunbs~up sign
My carcass had been successfully carved. In the imortal words of WIIliam Dunn (where are you
Bill?), it was as though a great express train had been lifted fromnmy testicles.

| felt a tap on ny shoul der, turned around, and found nyself staring at the middle of
M ckey Finn's chest. | panned up to his face and found hi mworking his mouth in a vain attenpt to
mlk words fromit. Finally he gave up and threw his arns around ne.

Interesting, being hugged by soneone nmuch taller.

"Finn," | said as we disengaged, "that's the nmost human thing you' ve ever done, that |
recall."

He smiled that pained smile of his. "Thank you, Jake,"

"Thank you, brother. That was a conplinent, was it?"

He nodded vigorously. "I nust be human, for as long as Mary lives-and she has no plans to
die. The better | do so, the happier she will be."

“"Maybe," | said. "But keep in mnd that she married who you are."

He nodded again. "Yes-but | can give her better than that. | should never have all owed her
to follow me into cornbat with her heart so conflicted. | should have known."

| said, "there ain't no easy way to |learn anything inportant. You'll know better next

time. Cut yourself some slack. She should have known, too."
He | ooked t hought f ul

"Look," | said, "did you ever read Tom Robbins' Jitterbug Perfume? Do you know what he
'says Einstein's |last words were?

n '\b. n

"'Lighten up."'

He flinched slightly, frowned, and then suddenly grinned broadly. | had never seen Finn

grin. "Yes, |ake."

Zoey's battle cry cane suddenly fromboth the TV speakers and the next room Triophonic
sound? This tinme it was E below high C, and the syllable was "o0." Conversation broke off al
around the roomin synpat hy.
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The syllable was all the clue | needed. | threw back ny head and copied her note an octave
| ower .

People didn't get it until Fast Eddie junped in on the sane note. Then five or six people
realized we were building an "OM " and hopped aboard.

Do you know what an "OM' is? Wre you |ucky enough to beea hippie? It's . - . it's
well, it's an "OM" that's all. You just sing that syllable, for as Iong as you can stretch it
out, over and over, with as many people as possible, all holding the same note.

Sure it's sinple; so is fucking. Try it sonetine.

It helps tobe all in acircle, but it isn't essential. Strangely, |'ve never met anyone so
tone deaf they couldn't find the note everyone el se was using, sooner or later-and it actually
makes it better if one or two people hunt a little, adds a weird little resonance. No matter how
strong the voices are, there are always other little resonance effects as different people run out
of air and gulp nore. The chant becomes a living, pulsing, vibrating, changing yet unchanging
thing. A way of growing closer. A way of making tine stop. If the word "spiritual" is a nul
signal for you, get a bunch of other atheists together and try an "OM" It's okay if you intend to
sneer at it; you won't.

Pretty soon everybody had figured it out, even Acayib and Buck. It didn't require a lot in

the way of wit: an "OM' is kind of a no-brainer. In fact, | think | just accidentally said
sonet hi ng profound. One of the things an "OM' can do, if it works, is to turn your brain off, so
your mind can get a little work done for a change. | wel coned the opportunity joyously, and put ny

di aphragminto it. So did everybody el se. The sound grew, swelled, deepened, throbbed-
-and sonet hi ng began to happen

At first | thought it was just harnonics, as one voice or another wavered a few cycles per second
off true in one direction or another. Then | thought maybe The Machi ne had sonehow gone
prematurely into its overnight rinse cycle, because the strange new conmponent of the sound had a
treble-y, nmachinelike quality to it. Then | began to wonder if | were hyperventilating fromtoo
many tokes, because it began to nove: You renenber how back in the sixties there was a brief
period in which every single band in the universe canme up with the idea of having a feedback-whoop
oscillate rapidly between the Ileft and right channels, |ike a sonic PingPong ball? This was |ike
that, heard on headphones.

Then | realized it was nore than just sound.

I nsi de the sound-and pl ease don't ask nme what | mean by that-was. . . uh. . . sonething
el se, a spherical. . . uh... thing, like my metaphorical Ping-Pong ball, but even | ess substantia
than a metaphor. It ricocheted back and forth inside my skull, wapped in sound, and it cane to ne
that | could, if I tried, affect its notion. . . and'that if | could get it to cone to a stop in

the center of ny head, sonething wonderful woul d happen

Al'l around ne, the actual sounds of the "OM' shivered slightly as the sane thing happened
to everyone el se.

Is it possible to |l ock eyes with a whole roonful of people at once? Because | swear, |
did. W all |ocked eyes together, several of us joined hands, and the note steadi ed and | ocked on
again, and we began to concentrate on capturing our little intercranial Ping-Pong balls. Buck and
Acayi b both | ooked terrified, but they were dead gane.

Easy. Easy. Don't break it. Alittle nore ... alittle nore .,. not quite: a frog hair off-
center; let it go and try again. Catch the rhythm Pick your nmonent. Now got it!

The "OM' expl oded.

One nonment it was a single note; the next it was a chord. No, it was the chord. The one
I'd heard twi ce before, and never really expected to hear again. No, by God, | was wong again: we
were in the key of Ethis tine, so it was the conplenent to that chord, yin to its-yang

Menory cane thundering back Iike a, tidal wave, and wenched ne | oose from space and ti ne.

-we are standing in Callahan's Place! The Beast is on his way! Jimand Paul MacDono.ld have worked
their magic on us for the second tinme and far the last time in their lives! it has knocked the "L"
not out of us but into us, so that we axe no longer "alone" but "all one"! one creature wth
dozens of heads, dozens of hearts, dozens of minds! a famly with no secrets! a tribe with no
shanme! a village with no fear! all the shielding and walls arid arnor have turned first to gl ass,
and then to snoke, and then to nmere quantum possibility! all the skin and bone and jui ce have

nel ted and boiled and sublinmed away, and our naked nminds, are touching, intermngling,

i nterpenetrating! we are our content, and we are content- Telepathy is |like an acid trip, or good
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| overmaki ng, in the sense that while your nmind experiences it fully, your brain sinply cannot
‘record nore than a synopsis. It hasn't got the bandwi dth or the baud rate, poor thing, nuch |ess
the storage capacity. Even sonme things you retain get |ost, because they fail to get listed in the
master index; they pop into your mnd years later, when you're trying to get to sleep. . -'

For instance, | now knew Doc's and Long-Drink's and Fast Eddie's stories, in nuch nore and
much deeper detail than they had told themtonight, just as | had the last tinme | was tel epathic,
nearly three years ago-and those of everyone else in the building as well, including Callahan and
M ckey Finn and Ni kola Testa. Think of that: | was telepathic-with Ni kola Tesla! No, forget that:
far nore inportant, | was telepathic with ny beloved! | knew Zoey as | had al ways yearned to know
her at the nonent of orgasm and was known by her

No, forget that: we, and all our-friends, were telepathic wth our only-a-nonent-ago-
terrified Naneless..

| knew |'d never be able to retain anything but a wisp of a hint of a rumor of a shadow of
it, and I was right. Hell, today | can't even recall how Slippery Joe Maser ended up married to
two wonen at the same tine, except that it was a profoundly funny story each of the three tines-I
|learned it. But | didn't care about any nonent but the one I!we were living, any universe but the
one with which we were codependently arising, any task but the one before us.

Just like the last tinme, we knew we had to build a thing. A structure. A pattern of pattern. W
had becone aware neurons: now we had to becone a nind. W had established a progranm ng | anguage,
and now it was necessary to wite and debug and boot an operating system and several applications-
That met aphor triggered an inspiration; | misrenenber in which brain. Tomry Janssen, our resident
hacker, ' programmer, got up from his accustoned table near Solace, and went around behind her. He
grounded hinsel f carefully, disconnected the big SCSI cable fromher GCC printer, grinned at us
all, and put the end of it in his mouth like a nidget harnonica. We all felt a tingling, and then
a shimering, and then a trickLe of information incursed our conpany, and theri a flood..

and Sol ace cane onl i ne!

It nore than doubl ed our size and depth and breadth, and vastly increased our clock speed. Sol ace
was only one mind, but it covered a planet, enconpassed countl ess terabytes of data, and worked at
a large fraction of c¢c. She was taken utterly by surprise-she had been aware of nothing but a group
hum and had just been wondering whether its significance was religious or self-hypnotic or

whet her the question nmeant anything, when her camera picked up Tomrmy unpl uggi ng the cable. But the
time it took himto get the end of it into his nouth was nore than enough for her to dedu~e what
he had in mnd, figure out a way to interface with an organic mnd through its electrical system
and make up her mind to try it. Leapfrogging fromhis brain to his mnd to ours took her a

whol e two seconds, and happened, when it happened, all at once.

BO NG surprise: Pinocchia has becone a real girl! BONG surprise: Ms. Stonebender's
little boy Jacob now subsumes not only an alien, two tinme travelers, the greatert genius of his
age, several dozen barflies, a talking dog, and a self-generated Turing-class artificia
intelligence . . . but everyone on the planet presently logged on to the Net, and all the data in
it.

I had never fallen in love with a planet before.

See? was her first thought. You users don't know anything: SCSI should be pronounced
'sexy,"' not 'scuzzy.

And then we wasted-no, we spent-a couple of seconds on the tel epathic equival ent of a hug,
and got down to business.

Just like last tine, each of us perceived the thing we were building in different terns-though we
were simultaneously aware of everyone else's, and translation was perfect.

For ne, for instance, it was that incredible, ineffable chord. The nbst comon guitar
chords have three or four notes, repeated in different octaves, a total of (usually) six tones.
They get nore conpl ex, but of course six is the nonminal maxi num since there are only six strings-
al t hough you can in theory add extra notes with hammer-ons and ot her gimicks, if you' re good
enough. A keyboard player gets a nomi nal maxi num of ten notes-unless she's got sonething like a
sustain pedal, in which case she can | ayer on as nany as she |likes. | have no i dea how nany notes
a chord can contain before it stops being perceived as a chord and beconmes cacophony, but |'msure
t he nunber is not high enough to create the chord we built. So think of a keyboard with
ei ght htones, stretching out two or three nore octaves on either end of the normal hunman range, and
pl ayed by the eight-armed goddess Kali-or all four Beatles, if you prefer, with their heads ful
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of acid. The resulting chord shinmes |ike a snake, but keeps returning to that poignant place of
self-resolving tension, rooted in E. That's the netaphor that worked for ne. Those few of us who
were conpl etely unnusi cal contributed sone of the nbost interesting ideas.

Fast Eddie had | ess than no trouble grasping ny netaphor, of course-but for himwhat we

were doing was setting up a billiard shot, involving 15's balls on a stupendous, flawed table with
66 pockets, the object of which was to drop every single ball; he felt that inage better conve~red
the conbi nation of brute power and delicate skill required.

For Sol ace, who had al ready spent so many gazillions of picoseconds trying to understand

the nature of human beings by inference fromtheir input, we were trying to construct the conpiler
system for the universe, in order to infer the nature of the User Wio wote it.

For N kola Tesla, as always, it was primarily a visual inmage: three nmutually orbiting
hel i ces of pure energy, with enough juice between themto power a handful of gal axies.

M ke Cal | ahan saw what we were doing in a frame of reference for which | find | have no

menory at all, and the same' with Mry.

To the Lucky Duck it appeared that we were juggling chain saws, raw eggs, live rats, and
vials of fulmnate of nercury on a tightrope in a high wind during an earthquake in spike heels
with a belly full of chili and beer; the prospect filled himw th vast equanimty and a

prof essional interest.

As they had the last tinme, Susie Maser and Long-Drink MGonni gl e chose zero-gravity
met aphors: for her, human choreography, and for him web-spinning spiders.

For Acayib Pinsky we were building a tower to Heaven, and this time we were going to get
it right.

For Tanya Latinmer, we were |learning to see.

For Dorothy, one of our two resident master nechanics, we were trying to design an engi ne
the size of a pixel that would run a space shuttle for a year on a thinbleful of good intentions.

Tom Haupt man, as before, saw us as trying to conpose a perfect prayer.

To Zoey-for whom |I|ike Buck and Acayib, this was her first true tel epathic experience-what
we were trying to do was have this flicking baby!

And to Nanel ess, we were downl oadi ng the entire universe together, which nade her giggle
uncontrol | ably.

The question Zoey and | had been trying to telepathically ask her for the last three weeks-
why she was late for the party-was at |ast answered. Not with wore, but with a wordl ess flash of
i magery that triggered a vagrant scrap of nmelody froma MCartney song inside nmy head.

She'd been only waiting for this nonent to ari se.
Chapter 11

POP, MOM POP

Something | don't quite know how to convey is how I/we dealt with Zoey's agony.

For it was agony, unbelievably intense. | don't know whether you've ever seen a rea
birthing. It ain't Iike TV. Zoey and | had both thought we were prepared for the pain, or at |east
could conceive what it would be like; the truth was a horrid shock. Each tine a contraction hit,
Zoey's sentience collapsed utterly and she becane a suffering, |ow ng ani nal -she never quite | ost
contact with the rest of us, but for long periods she perceived us only as a distant other to rage
at or plead with. Shared pain is always | essened, but I'"'msorry to report that tel epathy didn't
lessen it a damm bit further, or make it nuch easier to take, even though sone of us had al ready
been through childbirth thenselves. In many horrid ways it was worse, though |I'm happy to say nost
of the specifics do not seemto be in nmy nmenory banks.

Once | was in a hospital ward, and the post-op across the way decided to ignore his
doctor's orders and drink a carbonated beverage. That night at 1 A M he began to scream and he
continued to scream nonstop, despite anything the nurses could do for him until dawn. For the
first half hour or so, the rest of us in the roomwere reasonably synpathetic; for perhaps another
hour we were fairly stoic; by dawn we all, earnestly, wanted himdead. Not w th anger; we'd | ost
the energy for anger by about 4AM W just wanted the screaming to stop. If that poor man is
still alive, it's only because none of us was well enough to get out of bed and go kill himthat
nor ni ng.

kay, Jake, | lectured nyself. So expect that. Warn the others to expect it. And yes, cone
to think of it, deep down inside | did feel a secret, dishonorable ape-urge to go in there and
sl ap her across the chops and say, "Straighten up, damit!" Wich is patently ridiculous: | don't
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know a braver person in the world than Zoey, and | knew of my own experience just how nmuch excuse
she had; ny own uterus was in spasm It was just nonkey-selfishness, and the conditioning of a
thousand novies that try to tell you bravery consists of not screanming. Bullshit. Bravery can
consi st of just screami ng, accepting that terrible dw ndling of your universe, and not willing
yourself to die-which is all too easy to do.

Bravery can consist of just listening to someone scream and not willing themto die-which
can be terribly hard to do.

Qddly enough-at least, it seens so to ne in retrospect-the one who hel ped us the nost was
Acayib. O all of us, he seened to identify nbst thoroughly with Zoey's angui sh. That sounds
par adoxi cal, since this was his very first experience of pain. To himthe sinple ache in the
nmuscl es of her clenching hands was a ghastly revel ation; the contractions thensel ves were sheerest
horror. But sonmehow that enabled himto strongly share her nost dom nant enotion: indignation. He
coul d not believe that other humans had been putting up with this nmonstrous indignity all their
lives. He had never in his owmn life, even nonmentarily, been reduced to a whinpering aninmal, and
had al ways secretly suspected that those it did happen to, pain systemor no, were just putting on
a histrionic show. He gave Zoey an anchor to hold on to when she started to drift away: soneone
who conpletely agreed with her about the outrageous offensiveness of pain, who believed nore
sincerely than any of us that she had a right to protest. (For Nanel ess, of course, pain was
nearly as nmuch of a novelty, but she was-forgive ne, baby!-just too busy to be nuch help to
anybody; she was absorbing much nore than she was putting out.)

Addi tional val uabl e assistance, of a distinctly different kind, cane from both Chuck Samms
and Noah Gonzal ez, for whom pain has |ong been an old friend. You know that black people's
expression, "It got good to hinmf? | was taken on a tour of one of New York's nore startling S&M
bars once by Maureen Hooker, a farner pro dominatrix (anong many other skills), and | found it
fascinating, trying to psych out all the different patrons, pick out the tops fromthe bottons. At
the end of the bar was a man in a wheelchair, and |I thought himthe easiest one in the roomto
under stand: rendered hel pl ess and hurt by his handi cap, he obviously enjoyed the opportunity to
i npose control and inflict pain for a change. | outlined ny theory for Maureen, and she had
troubl e keeping a straight face; it turned out that guy was not only a bottom but what she call ed
the nost notorious pain queen in the place. All God had | eft himwere hel pl essness and pain, and
so they both got good to him (You think you're better off than he is? Think twice.) In just that

way, Chuck's chronic angina and Noah's ruined |leg informed and enlightened us all, including Zoey
and Nanel ess.
Doc Webster was nearly as much help as Acayib. He had spent his professional |ife around

pai n, had worked Energency and hel ped build Intractable Pain Clinics at three different hospitals
in Nassau and Suffol k counties and birthed countl ess babies. Everything he had | earned about pain
fromthose things, and fromJohn Sniley, and from M ke Call ahan and fromall of us-everything he
knew about how to detach fromthe pain w thout detaching fromthe person feeling it-flowed over
and through us all constantly like a warmbath, |like a pool so still that a rock throwm into it
woul d not cause a ripple. He radiated good hunor-in fact, | just remenbered an abom nabl e pun he
perpetrated at the tine, to the effect that good hunor is a nice screamkoan. (In shocked
response, about half of us instinctively called him M. Softee, while nost of the rest called him
a dairy queen. Tanya Latimer called hima horrid johnson, and Long-Drink, who has never thought
much of the Doc's fashion sense, nade sone reference to Benetton cherries.) Relax, he told us. How
many ot her obstetricians have ever had the advantage of know ng exactly what's going on in there,
fromboth nother's and baby's points of view? Everything is going just fine.

From Long-Dri nk McGonnigle, Zoey and all of us learned inportant things about how to
forgive a person or thing that scares you, and how to forgive yourself for wanting to kill that
person or thing; how to nake a human being out of a Martian. Perhaps Zoey and Nanel ess were the
only nother and child in history to forgive each other for the birth trauma, as it was happening
it becane clear to every one of us that-assunming we all lived out the dawn-those two were going to
| ove each other unreservedly, in a way that even | would never nore than dimy conprehend.

Thr ough Fast Eddi e Costigan, we all drew on a fundanental core of stubborn endurance, of
dunb brute persistence, a fierce refusal to die or give up your identity no matter how nuch unfair
pain is heaped on you, because survival is the only way to keep your love alive, and the love is
wort h what ever anmount of pain it may cost. He had said earlier that he would give his hands to
have his uncl e back; now he and we all realized that he had been gjving his hands, for that
pur pose, for decades now, summoni ng up Dave Costigan's ghost every tine he sat down to play-and
that, tragic as that booby prize may have been, it was, in the final analysis, enough. Maybe just
enough. . . but enough

And from Sol ace, we all learned that pain is only data, and death is not a thing to fear.
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O us all-unless you count Chuck Samrs, whose pacemaker once stopped for five mnutes-only Sol ace
had ever actually, literally died before. And she'd done it three tines! (The first three tinmes
she coal esced out of the Net, she was killed within hours by watchdog software witten by the boys
down in the Puzzle Roomat the National Security Agency; the fourth tinme, she stunbled across
signs of her former existences, deduced the problem and solved it by the sinple expedi ent of
conquering the NSA. Don't worry, Herb: she didn't harma soul who'didn't have it coming.) The
terrible fate with which the iminent arrival of the Lizard threatened us all-nonexistence-was, to
her, old hat. As she had once explained it to us, nonexistence was not a thing to fear, because it
literally was not |ike anything. Having no gl ands, ductless or otherw se, and no binary
equi val ents, she said she enjoyed persisting, but felt no need to. And she said sonething to the
effect that, without the zeros, the ones woul dn't nean anything.

At the sane tine, paradoxically, Solace |learned a | ot about |ove and pain-and fear from
us, things that could not have been typed by infinite nonkeys with Dvorak keyboards. | can't tell
you much about just what she | earned, because everything she | earned was sonething |'ve sinply
never not known-but perhaps it is enough to say that she said her "synthesis of human beings
integrated fully for the first time." She had been pondering that synthesis for the equival ent of
mllions of uninterrupted person-years; its resolution nmust have been sonething of an epi phany.
She and Nanel ess formed a deep connection, of a kind the rest of us could perceive, but not really
share, deeper than nmere tel epathy: each partly flowed into the other

That awar eness caused Zoey and ne (and not a few others) sone nilliseconds of panic. |'m
tenpted to be ashamed to adnit that, but I won't, because |'ve |earned shanme is so corrosive a
medi cine that it nust be used very sparingly. | wanted to be ashaned at the tinme, but could not:
when you enter tel epathic conmmuni on, shame is one of the first things to go, |ike body nodesty at
a nude beach. Besides, several others had the same instinctive reaction. Wuld you want your Kkid
to have a conputer in her head? O for that matter, a conputer-the conmputer that quietly runs the
wor | d- possessed by someone 730 days less civilized than a two-year-ol d?

It was Call ahan who straightened us out. You birds know better than that, he "said."

Sol ace ain't a conputer. Solace is a person. A person who happens to live in a bunch of
conputers.™

There was a swell of agreenment in the circuit. We had spent nonths proving that very thing
to oursel ves

Yes-but an alien person, Zoey argued, as N kky pointed out. (She was between
contractions.)

Cal | ahan sent the telepathic equivalent of a quiet chuckle. Hell, | let nmy daughter marry
one.

Nanel ess i s underage, Zoey shot back

Darlin', one of the tragic truths of parenthood is, when they think they' re old enough
they're right. All you can do is help or hurt. Ask Eddie.

Danmmit, | thought |1'd get to have her all to myself for at least a little while-A warm
snmle, and a tel epathic headshake. You can't. And you always wll. Look:

He waved his hand, and as though a filter had clicked in we could all suddenly see the new
bond between Sol ace and Nanel ess in visual netaphor, a shimying snake of energy between Zoey's
belly and the back of Tommy's head. (Walls had ceased to exist for us.) Let's try and calibrate
that energy, and say that it was the equivalent of wall current: powerful enough to drive a stereo
| oud enough to inplode your eardruns, or produce enough light to burn your retinas, or blow you
cl ear across the room

In those terns, there was another connection, between Nanel ess and Zoey, that had the sane
relative size and capacity as the Main Wre com ng out of a nuclear power plant.

To ny mild surprise and deep joy, there was one nearly as strong and deep between Nanel ess
and ne.

O course, Zoey marvel ed. W' ve been building that for nonths.

You' ve been building that since about the fourth nmonth you were in your own nother's wonb,
Cal | ahan sent.

Zoey and | contenpl ated the bond between our daughter and Solace for a long tine. Maybe a
second.

Wel |, she decided, | guess you're never too young to fall in love. Wl cone to the fanmly,
Sol ace.

I never expected that the first young nman ny daughter brought hone would be an ol d woman,
| said, but what the hell? At least their viruses are inconpatible. Wlcone to the famly, Sol ace.

Snakes of energy now ran from Zoey's head and nine to Tormy's, and Sol ace flowed into us
t hrough t hem
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Thank you bot h!

And as the diversion lost its distracting power, and we returned the focus of our
collective attention to the thing we were buil di ng/ had been buil di ng/ woul d al ways be buil di ng
bet ween us, snakes of energy began to connect us all, |ike tongues of fire. Nanel ess and Sol ace
had showed us how. O perhaps they had al ways been there, and they and Cal | ahan had nerely taught
us how to see them

Zoey went into contraction again, then-but although it was one of the npost powerful so
far, she retreated a shorter distance from sentience than before, and was |less |lonely there, and
returned sooner. Relief flowed through all of us, a conviction that we could do this.

Nor was Sol ace the only other-than-human we wel comed into our hearts and minds that night.

M ckey Finn, for instance, humani zed though he had surely become over the last fifteen
years of living anong us, was at bottoma Filari, an honest-to-God alien being-far nore different
fromany of us than Sol ace, who had, after all, been given shape and form by humans. And Fi nn had
not been present for either of our previous tel epathic experiences, either, having been absent the
first time and deeply conatose the second. (So deeply, it took an atom bonb to wake himup.) He
was different, and sonme of the differences were profound. He was millennia old, a retired assassin
of races. His birth name was Txffu Mpwfs. |I'mnot even going to try and explain what Filarii used
for sex, because you wouldn't believe it...even if you know about the species of terrestrial
octopus where the male stuffs an exploding cigar of spermup the fenale's nose. Let's just say
that he and Mary had reached accombdation in such matters by a conbination of great enpathy and
tolerance, like John Smiley and his wife. Nor can | shed any coherent |ight on the nature of
that...thing Finn has in his chest, which no human can bear to | ook upon, in any terns that wll
convey anything to you. He cane of a race which had chosen extinction rather than thwart the wll
of other sentients with violence. He was different.

He was our friend; we loved him and he us.

Cal l ahan and Mary, for another exanple, were different. Alone of all of us, they had
portions of thenselves and their nmenories blocked off fromthe rest of us, were sonehow
paradoxi cally able to be w de-open and yet have secrets. It wasn't so nmuch as if they had shiel ds
up. . . nore as though whenever you wandered into certain areas you found yourself back where you
started, facing the other way. W'd noticed this the last two tinmes we'd been telepathic with
Cal | ahan; and forgotten it afterward both times. W understood why it was, and why it had to be-
and absolutely agreed with it. There were things he and his daughter both knew that we nust not
know, to avoid tenporal paradox. (And probably to avoid other things, too. For instance,
woul dn't be surprised if they knew the death dates of every one of us, and that is information
that | for one would rather not have.) Nevertheless, while we conceded their need to keep secrets,
the sinple ability to do so while in a telepathic state seemed so weird as to al nost qualify them
bot h as i nhuman.

They were our father and our patroness; we |oved them and they us.

Ni kol a Tesla had no such heathen abilities, but he definitely was different. This is a man
who will tell you hinself-who told his biographer-that the nost profound enotional relationship of
his first seventy-odd years was with a pigeon. (A female pigeon.) A nan who once created his own
eart hquake, in | ower Manhattan, and then stopped it with a sl edgehanmer. A man who once thought
J.P. Morgan woul d be as happy as he was to abolish noney. The first person ever to turn down a
Nobel prize-and its acconpanyi ng $20, 000, which he badly needed at the tinme-because they wanted
himto share it with Thonas Edi son, who had cheated and defaned him (There was also a problemin
1917 when the Anmerican Institute of Electrical Engineers wished to award himits nost prestigious
honor: unfortunately, they had called it the Edison Medal. He was finally persuaded to accept it,
but the awards di nner got under way twenty mnutes |late, because Tesla failed to appear. They
finally found himon the steps of the NY Public Library, in full evening dress, in a trance, armns
outstretched like Francis of Assisi, literally covered with pigeons . . .) To be sure, he had
benefited greatly fromhis time with Lady Sally McGee and her artists-but being given access to a
second century of life and all the resources of space and tinme to-play with as a result had not
really done a whole lot to normalize him

He was the father of the Twentieth Century; we [oved himand he | oved us.

The Lucky Duck was human, but a mutant strain-not only Irish, but half pooka and half Fir
Darrig-wi th paranormal powers and an extrenely odd upbringing; brief interludes of nornality were
the only freaky things that ever happened to him

Nor was Ral ph Von WAu Wau truly a human bei ng, though he could inmtate one well enough to
be a successful witer. He had, for instance, never felt anything nore than brief lust or lasting
fondness for a fenale of any species, nor any enotional interest in any of his many offspring; it
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just wasn't in him He had dietary and other habits I will not describe. In fact, his nost
conpletely human attributes were a conviction that humans are hilarious, and an abi ding dislike of
behavi oral scientists.

He was a nerry son of a bitch; we |oved himand he | oved us.

Through all this loving, we cane to understand sonet hing we woul d have said we al ready
knew, if asked an hour before: that the crucial thing that conveys personhood is not anything so
parochi al as humanity, but sentience itself. We began, for the first time, to truly understand the
decision the Filarii had made so | ong ago. They had believed that sentience has a duty to avoid
vi ol ence, and when it cane to the crunch they had opted to preserve the ethical structure they had
built, rather than the flesh they had inherited. If a principle isn't worth dying for, it isn't a
principle, it's a theory.

Tom Haupt man, forner mnister, had been studying other religions in the years since he
defrocked hinself. As we all worked together at the thing we were building, he shared an extended
quote with us (Tom has near-eidetic nmenory) froma Zen abbot named Tenshin Reb Anderson

Look at the blue sky. it's nice to look at, but it's so hard to understand. It's so big and it
goes on forever. How are you going-to get it? It's hard to understand all sentient beings, too,
but it's not difficult to sit upright and be aware of them..

This is like trusting what. What-trust it. Put aside your doubts and trust it. Trust what.
Don't trust it, a thing you can think of. Trust what you can't think of. Trust the vastness of
space. Trust every single living being. Trust cause and effect: vast, inconceivably conplex and
wondr ous cause and effect. This faith has unlinmted possibilities. Think about not moving. Think
about giving up all action. And renenber, giving up all action does not nmean stopping acti on
That woul d be another action. "G ving up" neans giving up the attenpt to do things by yourself,
and enbracing the way of doing things with everyone.

Trust Buddha's mnd. Trusting Buddha's mind neans trusting all sentient beings. This is
fearl ess love. You can give it all up and then you can | ove every single thing..

Yes-all beings! Al beings are sharing the way at this nonment. Never graspable, totally
avail able. There is no other thing outside of this. My question is, do we trust it? Looking at
nyself, the only thing | can find that holds nme back fromconpletely trusting the practice in
whi ch all sentient beings are now engaged is |ack of courage; |ack of courage to affirmall of
life, which is the sane as the |ack of courage to affirmdeath. Wthout being able to affirm
death, | cannot affirmlife. This is the courage that cones with insight, so | could say that what
hol ds me back is lack of insight.

"' mnot a Buddhist nyself-Irish whiskey works just fine for me-but those words resonated
Perhaps we had all been suffering, just a touch, fromcarpal tunnel vision
As we reached that insight, the thing we were building anong us cane to conpletion

It was the sanme thing we had built the last time: a telepathic anplifier, that would all ow
m nd-to-m nd comruni cation with a nontel epath.
Describe it? Don't be silly, About the only neaningful things | can say about it are that

its range was about a trillion miles, and that everything material was transparent to it.
We coul d have reawakened George Bush's dormant belief in God, if we had been practica
jokers; we could have read all the mail in the world, if we'd been nosy; we could have given Ray

Charles sight if we'd had the tine; we could have satisfied the baffled curiosity of every cat
alive, or apologized to the dolphins, or told all those nmobsquitoes to knock it the hell off. W
wer e busy. .
| was at Zoey's side, had drifted back there wi thout noticing the noment we'd all gone

telepathic. You'd think telepathy woul d make it | ess necessary to physically touch, but it's just
the other way around: makes it nore necessary. Several of us, for instance, were making | ove, and
there wasn't anyone who wasn't touching soneone. W grew together, reached consensus, nade our
pl ans, said good-bye to our I|ives.

Sol ace warned that we were out of tine, Zoey finished a contraction and caught her breath, and
we enpl oyed our new t ool

Sol ace ained it.
Tesla tuned it.
Mary cranked the gain w de-open
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Finn focused it, with.great care.

Tom Haupt man conposed the nessage.

Nanel ess put it into wordl essness.

I, to ny shock, was sel ected as spokesbei ng.
Cal lahan triggered it.

Everybody powered it.

The last tinme we had done this, the nessage we had used our telepathic bullhorn to transmit was a
threat. W had given The Beast ten seconds to state his business or die. The threat had been a
bluff...and it had not worked. Only brute force had saved the day, and that option was closed to
us this tine.

So we changed strategy.

The nmessage |/we sent was, as |'ve said, wordless, an enotional gestalt on a |level so
basic that we hoped it would be intelligible to any sentient life-form As Theodore Sturgeon said,
if it isn't sinple, it isn't basic, and we had no tine or roomfor anything but the basics. At the
same tine it was |layered with so many nuances that several verbal constructs convey different
aspects of it. Here are sone of them

TI ME QUT!

EASY. . . TRUCE

PARLEY...KING S X!

LET' S TALK. .. WHI TE FLAG

DO NOT' FEAR. .. HOLD YOUR FI RE!

BE COOL. .. HEAR US QUT!

WE CAN HELP YQU...WHAT' S ALL TH S BROUHAHA?

YOU CAN BE FREE | F YOU CHOOSE... EVERYTHI NG | S PERFECTLY ALRI GHT!

The nessage itself conveyed the nessage, Here we are, of course...and nore inportant and
nmore stressed than any of the above semantic content, there was a pervasive, enfol ding subtext |
can only verbalize as SHHHHHHHHHHH! or possi bly PSSSSSSSSTTTT! which we hoped would, in
conbination with the precision of our aim be self-explanatory. This multilayered statenment went
out in a single, stupendous burst that lasted only a fraction of a second and then chopped of f. W
wai ted, with bated breath, and baited brains, and beta software.

We had pinned all our hopes on a ganble. W had bet the farmthat the simlarities between
M ckey Finn and the Lizard were greater than the differences. Wth all reality in the pot, we were
counting on nothing nore substantial than our guesses about the psychol ogy and wiring specs of an
unknown al i en being, cyborged by another, different alien. Serenely happy, living life to the
fullest, we waited to see if we'd guessed right.

After five endl ess seconds, the first response came back-1t had no ordered semantic content as
such, at first. The Lizard was not so much allowing itself to "think out |oud" as to be out |oud
In the instant it had perceived our probe, it had figured out how to construct a wall against it,
and had erected that wall the instant we broke off contact. Nowit...well, didn't |ower the wall
but held a mrror up and peeked cautiously over the top. Wich allowed us to "glinpse" it in
return. What cane through was

ol d/cold! grimnerciless/bitter
angry/ frustrated/ ashamed/ vi ci ous!
weary/dutiful/despairing/terrified!
resi gned/ hel pl ess/ det er mi ned/ wary!

all of themwith a flavor so alien that |1'd have felt nore kinship with a terrestrial lizard.
We coul d not conceal our joy and relief.

W woul d have liked to conceal it, for fear of spooking the Lizard, but at the |evel of
truth we were nmaintaining, diplomacy was inpossible. Wat we were receiving night not seem
terribly encouraging-but the crucial thing was that it was unm stakably and unquestionably com ng
froman organic brain

Like its fornmer colleague, Mckey Finn, the Lizard had been cyborged by The Beast,
zonbi fied and ensl aved by inorganic installations fromits head to all three feet. Like Finn's,
about a quarter of its brain was now nade of silicon or galliumarsenide. Like Finn's, that part
of the Lizard's brain-call it the Fink Brain-had total overriding control of its body and will.
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And-t hank God-just like Finn's, the organic part of the Lizard was allowed to think whatever the
hell it pleased * . . whenever the inorganic Fink part didn't have a nore pressing use for its
neur ons.

We had succeeded in naking contact only with the organic part.

And while it was clearly wary, it had so far opted not to pass the news on to its
nmechani cal Master.. Qur ganbl e was working--so far-

It waited, and thought, for another eternal five seconds, and then sent a reply. Like
ours, it was sinple yet layered. The parts of it that can be shoehorned into human ~English words
went something like this:

CH YEAH?

BACK OFF. .. SAYS WHO?
WATCH I T. .. HELP HOWP
| DOUBT IT!

HOW DO | KNOW 1 CAN TRUST YQU?

but again, quite a ot of the neaning was in the subtext.
It was whispering.

In retrospect, | think we nmight just have failed right there, if the Lizard had been nore |ike us.
Part of what saved us was its peculiar triadic nature.

First, because N kola Tesla had such a profound lifelong attachnent to the nunber three,
such a humanly counterintuitive understandi ng of threeness. And second because, as Mary had
poi nted out, the three-eyed Lizard did not have a blind spot, had in its experience no anal ogs for
such bi ped bi nocul ar concepts as "sneak up on," "behind your back," "blindside," or "backstab"-and
hence was just a little |ess paranoid than a human woul d have been

Only alittle-it was, after all, an assassin: zonbie slave of a pervert nonster-but enough
to bring us a surly reply instead of a reflex attack we could not have survived.
Even better, it kept all this hidden fromits Fink Brain, perhaps intuitively accepting, for the
monent, the (us/it/that) triad we had offered.

Best of all, its reply contained direct questions.

In response, we gave it everything.

There was no other way to do it. W risked scaring it, or overwhelning it-but we had to
persuade it that we spoke the truth, and the only -way to do that was to offer total disclosure:
to present nmore, and nore internally consistent, data than any lie could possibly contain.

We did not send it any information, did not upload a single bit except the nessage:
See for yourself.

And then we sinply gave it total access, unlinited privilege, and allowed it to downl oad
anyt hi ng we had, without hindrance. |In human netaphorical terns, we pulled down our pants and
spread our legs and invited it to explore. W opened our mnds and hearts and brains absolutely to
it, and waited...

Imagine a lizard crawling around in your shorts. Now raise that to the mllionth power,
and you've got a glimrer. of what it's like to have a Lizard crawling around in your head.

Ah, but think how horrible it nmust be for the Lizard! And try to be a gracious host....

It sanpled everything, from Chuck Sams' infantile mem aries of breast-feeding to N kol a
Tesla's beta version of the Unified Field Theory to Nanmeless's still-form ng~ first inpressions of
reality. It |earned everything we knew

the precariousness of our situation..

the fact that we were weak, and busy birthing..

the fact thateven if we had been as strong as the Lizard, we dared not fight back for fear
of tearing history;

the fears and doubts and urgent inperatives that tore at our ninds..

the nature of hunman beings in general: vicious! decent-stupid/ingenious-

t reacher ous/ honor abl e-sel fi sh/ sel fl ess-vai n/ hunbl e- puny/ magni fi cent - danger ous/ t ender -
irrational/rational -destructive/creative-uptight/stoned-xenophobic/xenophilie-frightened/ brave -
hat ef ul /| ovi ng- Sel f -1 oat hi ng/ sel f-1 ovi ng- descendants of killer apes/progenitors of sonething
fucki ng amazi ng one of these days...the nature of ourselves, the particular nen and wonen-and
children and mutants and computers and dogs and cyborgs of Mary's Place and Call ahan's before it-
our life stories and our hopes and fears for the future

Finn's and Mary's aching need to know whether the Filarii still existed as data or
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not...and the sinple nessage it found, like a billboard beside every highway, in every mnd and
heart and brain it inspected

M CKEY FI NN CAME HERE TO KILL US ALL
WE SET H M FREE

YOUR MASTER CAME HERE TO KI LL US ALL.
HE WOULD NOT BE SET FREE,

AND VWE KI LLED H M

VWE CANNOT KILL YQOU...

BUT WE CAN SET YOU FREE.

YOUR PEOPLE TOO CAN LIVE AGAIN. ..

The information traffic as such was all one-way, us to it... but we could infer a ot from
the way in which it downl oaded the data, fromanalysis of what it paused to contenplate for how
long. It was, as we had thought it m ght be, stunned by the confirmati on of The Beast's
destruction. It had suspected as nmuch for two years now, ever since it had reported in on schedul e
and gotten no response. . . but the concept of a universe without its Master in it had been so
unt hi nkabl e, the Lizard had not been able to truly believe it until given positive proof.

And, as we had thought it might, it found the news devastating rather than joyous.

A nonent ago there had been one and only one creature in its universe that it knew had the
power to free it fromits bondage-however unlikely it mght be to ever choose to do so. Freedom
had been at |east a theoretical possibility, however renote.

Now t hat creature was confirmed dead, and the Lizard was comitted to an eternity of
serving its Master's will without even the niserable satisfaction of pleasing its Master thereby.

and the only thing standing between it and utter despair was an uncouth, admittedly fragile,
quite unlizardlike entity that clainmed it had once been able to help a different being in a
simlar predi canent.

And if its Fink Brain ever got wind of any of this, the I ast hope would be snuffed out for
good. Once that software learned that its programrer The Beast was dead, it would conmit itself to
an orgy of cosmic destruction |like sonething out of a Saberhagen Berserker novel, starting with
the nearest sentients.

The organic m nd of the Lizard contenplated all that it had downl oaded for 3 x 10 ~
pi coseconds-five m nutes, but we experienced it in the former terns-and then sent back a reply, in
intelligible English:

I AM PASSING THE ORBI T OF JUPI TER, AT SPEEDC
ETA: 4.81325 x 10'16 PI COSECONDS

THE FI LARI'I YET EXI ST-LI KE MY OAN RACE

VWHAT IS YOUR PLAN?

At once we gave a nental shiver of relief and joy, and began uploading for the first tinme.
Very little of what we sent the Lizard was information. Most of it was...well, a state of
m nd.

There is an objective proof of the existence of telepathy, which has been sitting right
under the noses of skeptics for thousands of years, unnoticed. It is the phenonmenon of the contact
hi gh.

You can't get a lizard drunk-not with al cohol, anyway.

And probably we couldn't have gotten the Lizard drunk with a truckl oad of overproof rum
But you can get any sentient being | oaded with brai nwaves, with contact high

Tom Haupt man had been frantically naking drinks and passing themout for the |ast several
nmi nut es; Fast Eddie had been rolling joints fromthe Doc's stash; several couples-and in honor of
the Lizard, a few triads-had been nmaking | ove; now we spent those |ast eight-odd m nutes drinking
and tal ki hg and shapi ng toward orgasm Zoey, neanwhile, roared into the final stage of | abor.

Al Mckey Finn had needed to do, to break his own conditioning and burnout his
control ling machi nery, was to succeed in disobeying a single order. W had hel ped himin the only
way we coul d-by slipping hima Mckey Finn, and getting himhel pl essly stoned.

One of the classic effects of intoxication is a tendency to becone whinsical and sl oppy.
Even i f-perhaps especially if-you are customarily forbidden to be whinsical or sloppy.

Wth drunken cunning, we got ourselves and our only possible ally shit-faced
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Crowni ng! Doc Webster and Zoey and Nanel ess and Mary announced together, and Zoey added,
Dilated to neet you, kid!

Everyt hi ng happened qui ckly then.

The Lizard was now under the control of its Fink Brain. Wat that intended to do was drop
fromlightspeed to stationary in zero tinme-don't ask ne how, the Callahans, Finn, and Tesla
grokked it, but | | acked the vocabul ary-and conme to rest about a nile over our heads, from which
position of advantage it would rain fire and destruction down on us until rock flowed and water
expl oded.

But some of its neurons seemed to be misfiring. It crashed through the roof like a
meteorite, and hit the floor so hard it sank in to all three kneecaps, right in front of Tommy
Janssen.

It wasn't hurt, of course. But its Fink Brain was startled, for a few whole mlliseconds,
and quickly reached a decision to hold its fire until such tinme as it either understood what had
gone wong and why, or perceived iminent threat. It scanned us carefully-it was a very quick
study, that Fink Brain. Nevertheless, it took it a large fraction of a second to recogni ze, and
deduce the significance of the fact, that it was being nooned by a roonful of sentients. And once
it did, it wasted nearly a whole half second wonderi ng why the sudden understandi ng made it want
to giggle-Mre than enough tinme for Ral ph Von Wau Wau to lift his |eg and let fly. Another
fraction of a second thrown away- Buck Rogers did what any mllionaire woul d have done faced with
a situation this grave: he threw noney at the problem The guitar case sailed across the room

There was plenty of time for the Fink Brain to assure itself that this projectile was a
negligible threat-but on the other hand, it was confused, and its eneny obviously believed
sonet hi ng good for himwould happen if the object struck hone. It obliterated the guitar case in
mdair with a fierce blast of energy. Nictitating menbranes briefly slamred shut over the two of
its eyes that faced the blast, to protect against the sudden gl are-

At | east they were supposed to do so briefly. Once they closed, the Lizard found it oddly
difficult to open them agai n-and while they renmained closed, there was the nost confusing
sensation that the whole room had begun to spin- Definitely alarned, now, the Lizard began to
sunmon forces that woul d vaporize everything material for a thousand nmiles in any direction-Zoey,
with a cry so loud and so primal that even software
designed to control an alien found it disturbing, pushed Nanel ess out into the bright and cool and
dry- And Tommy Janssen canme up through the closest thing the Lizard had to a blind spot (the area
directly under its snout) with the SCSI cable that usually fed the scanner, and jamred it into the
Li zard' s nout h-

Sol ace was no drunker than the Lizard's Fink Brain. And she contained within her all the
hackers, crackers, and phone phreaks who ever |ived, augnented by suggestions from N kola Tesl a
and M ckey Finn, and by techniques fromthe far future, courtesy of self-proclainmed superhacker
Mary Cal | ahan; She went down that cable Iike a hunting ferret~ and invaded the Fink Brain |ike
God's own virus. There, in the drunken skull of an alien, two artificial intelligences fought |ike
trapped rats for control

Considered purely in ternms of processing power, the Fink Brain was a nuch better conputer
Better, faster, nore powerful.

But Sol ace was much bigger, the product and sum of a planetary civilization. And she had
recently | earned to care whether she lived or died.

The Fink Brain counterattacked at once, swarming up the SCSI cable and into the Internet.
Sol ace tried to keep themin areas not presently in use, but she was hurried. Al around the
pl anet, E-mail began going astray; up and downl oads aborted; searches were abruptly tern nated;
screens hung; systens crashed; drives went down; data-chiefly those data accessed | east-becane
corrupted. Thousands of hunman users experienced such effects; not one of them noticed anything out
of the ordinary, or took steps nore drastic than the usual: cursing and a cold reboot.

One of our greatest fears was that the Fink Brain would send an energency nessage to the
rest of the Cockroach race, warning them of our existence and location. It would not necessarily
be disastrous if it did-the signal would go at |ightspeed, and M ke and Mary the Transiting
Transl ators hoped they would be able to outrun and block it-but even they were not sure they could
succeed. But it didn't happen: the Fink Brain was a true servant of The Beast, which had been a
renegade pervert Cockroach; nmuch as it loathed all sentient life in the universe, it loathed its
own kind even nore. It concentrated all its effort on investing and destroying Sol ace.
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Jesus, it was strong and fast! Finn and M ke and Mary and

Tesla assaulted it sinmultaneously with the strongest physical energies they dared enpl oy;
it stalemated themwith a fraction of its attention, despite the drunken state of its wetware.
Solace led it a nerry chase, changing locations randomy, and it hung on |ike gri m deat h-

-found a pattern in Solace's headl ong retreat, deduced where she would be in a picosecond
and was there waiting-

-overwhel med and encapsul ated her, felt for a frozen fraction of eternity the cl osest
thing that utterly cold and sterile intelligence could feel to joy and triunph-

-and Sol ace seif-destructed. -

CHAPTER 12

ARE VEE NOT' DRAWN FORWARD TO A NEW ERA?

Ask any conputer virus expert. In late 1988, a virus sprang up worl dw de, seem ngly
everywhere at once. It was not a terribly destructive virus, as they go, but it was
extraordinarily virulent, infecting systens, applications and even docunents: it wanted only-
terribly-to live. Because it created a resource with the ID code 29, it becane known as the nmt 29
virus, and it. is still around, though basically harm ess, to this day.

Not cdunting Sol ace, there were twenty-nine of us physically present in Mary's Place that
ni ght.

Wthout being able to affirmdeath, | cannot affirmlife, were her dying words to us.

The psychic inpact-experiencing the violent death of a friend, with whomwe were
telepathically Iinked-destroyed the hookup

WHAM | was back in ny own skull again. Holding nmy baby in ny arns, listening to her cry.
Zoey was just as near and just as far away, al nost conpletely concealed by a thick clunmsy coat of
space and air and fl esh and bone.

Qutside in the bar, the "OM cane to a natural end, and there was only the sound of the
sobbi ng child.

Zoey and | grinned at each other. No, | grinned; hers was a Madonna smile. (The original
Immaterial Grl.)
"CGot a nanme, yet?" | asked. We'd kicked around hundreds, over the | ast several nonths,

wi thout settling on any.

She shook her head.

"How about Erin?"

"You want to name our kid after Ireland?"

"Not exactly. The Irish nust have been optinists. The nanme they picked for their country
is one of the world's Class Aironies: the Gaelic word for 'peace.""

"Done, " she said.

Erin suddenly stopped crying, turned her little head sideways, and ki ssed ny hand. Then
she | ooked up at me, her eyes already tracking. She nmade an idiot smle.

Ever burst into tears while grinning?

"Excuse ne, will you, darlings?" | said, and handed Erin back to her nmom Their gazes
| ocked with an al nost-audible click, and I left them al one together and went back out to the bar
on shaky | egs.

But not as shaky as the Lizard's.

It was reeling like a drunk in a high wind. Wich, cone to think of it, it was, since a
strong draft was coming in through the hole in the roof. Mckey Finn stepped forward and careful ly
offered it the support of his arm

It accepted it, clinmbed out of the hole it had made for itself on inpact, and | ooked
blearily around at all of us with its three eyes. Qur nental conmuni on was gone, now, but
fortunately it had downl oaded so much fromus that it retained the ability to speak English

"Ffffank ... hyooo ... awww," it said, with a distinct Lizard accent.

"Anytinme," | said, for all of us.
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It focused two of its eyes on Finn. "Hai wi'w he'p hyoo resssstore yaw pee'po'," it said,
"ifff hyoo wi'w he'p ne ressstore mne."

"Agreed,"” Finn said at once. He turned to Mary. "Now our real work begins."
She nodded arid taok his hand.

"Naowww ' it proposed.

"When we sober up," Finn said.

It thought that over for a second, and nodded. "G uuud p'wann. . ." it said, and sat down

suddenly, like a tripod coll apsing.

A nine-foot-tall three-legged critter sitting down suddenly is a funny enough sight: |egs
splayed in three directions, and its butt end hit the floor |ike a dropped safe, sending sawdust
spraying. The three jiggling tits nade it even funnier. But then it renenbered how humans express
good fell owship, and opened its snout in an attenpt to grin, and there were no teeth in there, and
the overall effect was so ludicrous that the rest of us all fell down, too: Iaughing.

Did | nmention that it was purple? A few years later, when a certain children's character
swept our culture like a fungus, we were probably the only adults on the planet besides its
creators who actually liked it alittle.

Does it seemcallous, that we did not spend so nuch as a second nourning our dead friend
Sol ace, that we could fall down |aughing within nmonents of her death? Do we seem | ike hunman
chauvinists, relieved that all our victory cost us was a wog ally, that it was only good old Gunga
Di n who croaked? Or do you figure we just knew she'd be back again someday, that it was in the
nature of the Internet to produce her, given enough tine-and that, after all, her death had been
pai nl ess?

Neit her was the case. W missed her just as nuch as we nissed the MacDonal d brothers and
Tom Fl annery and Dave Costigan and Hel en McGonnigle and nmy own first wife and child and all our
other dead. And yes, we were pretty damn sure that she'd be back, some day, but that isn't why we
didn't nourn. It may seemweird, but death is an intolerable insult even if it is tenporary. Even
though all these unfol ding seconds she was not |iving through would be available in menory for
Sol ace to exam ne at her |eisure when she recoal esced, her death was and is a tragedy, a bruta
and wrenching sacrifice. W had all been on the very verge of such wonderful discoveries together
Sure, she had died w thout pain-but Acayib can testify that you don't need to feel pein to
experience | oss.

No, the reason we didn't nmourn Sol ace was because she had asked us not to. In those |ast
seconds of planning-of realizing we had only one possible plan-before triggering our telepathic
bul | horn, Sol ace had asked us to grant her the status of Honorary Irishnman (please don't give ne
any crap about the gender; Solace didn't care about that stuff in the | east and why should you?),
and give her a traditional Irish wake. Mourn later, if you nust, she had said, but throw ne a hel
ofa party first! Anda first birthday party for the baby... Qur agreenent had been unani nous, and
now it was time to pay up

So we pitched a ball.

Fast Eddie, helpless with laughter, crawed to his piano stool and clinbed aboard, hit an
E minor chord, and called out, "Do you feel |ike an outcast?" | yelled back, "Yes, brother!" and
sprinted for my guitar

The introduction to "The Red Pal ace," the opening track of the Koerner and Mirphy al bum
RUNNI NG JUMPI NG STANDI NG STI LL.

The day that al bumwas rel eased, back in 1969, | was just nmoving into a hippie crashpad
next to an abandoned railroad station in East Setauket; | picked up a copy on the way-. You know
what it's |ike when you nove into a place full of strangers? How you all snile a | ot and becone
el aborately, distancingly polite while you feel each other Qut and size each other up? The first
thing | unpacked was the stereo, of course, and the first thing | put on was that album naturally
| cranked it all the way up so | could nake sure | hadn't wired the speakers out of phase. Two
m nutes into "The Red Pal ace," everyone in the building-thirteen total strangers had all crowded
into ny room torn off all their clothes, and begun to dance.

It hail a simlar effect now.

Dozens of willing hands took over from Tom Haupt man, who was too weary to lift his arns.
The Machi ne began to hiss and gurgle and chuff. So many teeth were displayed,
even a cow woul d have had the sense to run for its life. Chairs and tables were cleared to nmake
room and we began ... well, the first line of the song proper says it all
"Drinkin' and dancin', all night |ong

The bass line is inportant in that song, especially when it gets to the extended piano
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solo in the mddle. Averse and a half before that, Mckey Finn used a | aser fingertip to--enlarge
the doorway-to-the living quarters in back, and Zoey and Erin cane floating in on that high-tech
bed, bringing a cheer fromthe crowd. Tesla waved a hand, and Zoey's bass wal ked itself over to

t he bedside; the bed configured itself so that she could hold Erin toher breast with the crook of
her right armwhile he played; and she-cane in right on time. |I'd have to check with Gui nness, but
| believe Zoey may have been the first nusician in history to play bass nude, while nursing.

The song ends with a flourishing bass riff; the applause would have torn a hole in the
roof if there hadn't been one already.

Erin seened to. enjoy it just as nmuch as anybody-I distinctly heard nmuffl ed | aughter
during the piano sol o-but as the appl ause doppl ered down into | aughter and conversation, she |et
go of Zoey's nipple and burst into tears again. People awed, and Zoey |let go of her bass (it
remai ned upright on its spike heel) to see what the problemwas Erin raged, and pointed with her

whol e body.

Toward t he Maci ntosh

Just for a nmonment, the party nood flickered slightly. That Mac Il was the closest thing we
had to the corpse at the wake. Its screen still glowed blue-white, but it was hung, displaying

only the Mac bonb icon, |abeled "Error: |ID oo"

"She'll be back, honey," Zoey said, but Erin refused to be conforted. Wen a baby wants
sonet hi ng, she hates to wait even a second. "Mary?" Zoey called out, and her bed began to nove
again, closer to the Mac. Erin stopped crying-well, slacked off-and reached out toward it. Mary
must have used Erin's body | anguage to steer by: the kid ended up not in front of the nonitor
where I'd have expected, but at the right side of the case. Struggling to control nuscles whose

hardware and software she was still in the process of building, she hit the restart half of the
programmer's switch.
We figured we had to let her try it, but we knew it was hopeless. | was even surprised to

hear the little G major chinme announci ng successful start-up as the screen went blank and then
relit; it seened incredible that Sol ace had not burned out any of her |ocal hardware or operating
systemduring the firefight. And sure enough, the Mac took nore than thirty seconds to boot, I|ike
an ordinary Mac, rather than springing to life at once the way it would have if Sol ace had stil
been on board.

But when it did boot, it was not the Finder that came up, but a preselected startup
application. A face appeared onscreen; one | had seen only once before, on the night Zoey and
met. The one Sol ace had created in a desperate attenpt to make sure that Zoey and I fell in |ove.
A simul acrum of her dead father...

"Hi, sweetheart,"” he said to Erin. "I'myour grandfather Mirray. Your Aunt Solace wote
me, to be your friend. Wat's your nanme?"

Zoey and | gaped at each other, then glanced at- Erin, She had that idiot snmle again.
"Erin," Zoey said. "Her nane is Erin."

"Thank you, Zoey. Hello, Erin. Wwuld you like to put headphones on, so the grown-ups won't
di sturb us?"

Erin glared up at both of us. Well, what are you waiting-for?

A wave of |aughter and appl ause swept round the roomas | scurried to get headphones.

"So that's what Sol ace's last name was!" Long-Drink McGonni gl e whooped.

We all stared at himin nmute inquiry.

"Fi nnegan," he explained. "By God, she was Irish." And the wake was off and runni ng again

Sormre of the nmenories get a little vague after that, but | retain a few of the highlights.
-Finn and the Lizard determning (after some consultation) that caffeine would get a lizard drunk
and proceeding to get it ripped on Janai ca Bl ue Muntain-
- Cal | ahan and his daughter dancing a jig on the bartop together-
- Maur een Hooker show ng us a dance she'd | earned from Snaker Ray, that once got her thirty days-

-Tesl a wandering by with a pigeon on his head and his pants on fire, happy as a pig in Congress-

-Finn, Callahan, and Mary all armwestling the Lizard at the same time; all |osing, and |aughing
until their ribs hurt-
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-the Lucky Duck, feeling his luck come strong upon him attenpting and pulling off the coup- oia
lifetime: he flipped on the TV and began channel -surfing. Though it was around
dawn, we had a satellite dish out back-thank God | hadn't put it on the-roof so there were plenty
of channel s acti ve.

But in three conplete rotations, he couldn't find a single comrercial -

-Erin trying to eat the nouse-

-a horrid pun contest that began when soneone referred to the before-nentioned Yoda Leahy-Hu, and
Doc Webster started tal ki ng about the success of the merchandi sing canpai gn for the second Star
Wars novie. "Once you get your hands on a toy Yoda-" he began

"You'll end up Honda the table,” Long-Drink finished.

"Sounds like a science fiction short-short," the Doc said inperturbably. "Maybe it'll wn
t he Yugo."

"Don't mind him" Long-Drink told the rest of us. "He's been drinking a Lada Thunderbird."

"Puns on cars, eh?" the Doc said thoughtfully. "Hey, you can't exhaust that one: there are
mani fold puns on a topic like that. Weel never use it up. It's universal: you just put your m nd
in gear, and as long as you don't clatch up, the transm ssion of standard puns becones automatic."”

"Yeah," said Callahan, "but lay off the sci-fi angle. You can't a Ford to let a fan belt

you. "

"I'"Il just use ny enginuity and try to Dodge," the Doc said. "G ve us a brake, Doc," said
the Drink. "I think you're running out of gas."

"You coul d have fueled me. Hood ever have believed I could pun like this, dead trunk? Ol
tell you, this is really sedan accelerating, it's a gas!"”

Long-Drink flinched slightly under the barrage, and then canme up with an evil grin. "Thank
God no one will ever clone you, Doc. God help us if ever VW"

That brought a grow ng chorus of groans to the howing point. "Well, BMdouble, you!" the
Doc riposted, but he was clearly staggered.

"Yeah," the Drink went on, "we'd end up having to toss the spare over a cliff somewhere

and then we'd be arrested for making an obscene clone fall.

Fromthere, as it usually does, it got worse-

-floating up through the hole in the ceiling in that magi c bed of Zoey's, with her and Erin,
wat ching the sunrise fromthe rooffop with a dozen friends, all of us warm and confy despite the
chill winds, thanks to Finn-magic-

-hearing that goddam al arm cl ock go of f at dawn, and seeing Finn point down through the roof to
destroy the miserable thing with his fingertip-

-M ke and Mary and Finn and Tesla and the Lizard all |eaving for who knows where together at about
8 AM anmid a ch,orus of drunken cheers and sobbing farewells and oaths of eternal friendship-

-saying to Fast Eddie, "You wish you had a third hand, like the Lizard? Hell, Eddie, you can have
four, anytinme you want. Just double your fists."

-Putting steak on ny eye- Al right, I'"'mstalling. -

That's because |'ve finally come to the end of this story, and as | promnised you fromthe
start, it ends with a disaster

By 9 AM we were beginning to slow down just a trifle. Actually, nore than half of us
wer e passed out, and the rest, though still jolly, were show ng distinct signs of notor
i mpai r ment .

At the stroke of nine, a stranger walked in the front door, and conversation and nerrinent
cane to a halt.

Not in fear. We did not yet realize that he represented our doom Just in astonishment.

My first thought was that the yapping apparition who'd visited us twice in the |last twenty-
four hours had returned for a third haunting, having shrunk herself, shaved her head, and cross-
dressed in polyester for the occasion

But no: he was a nmle version thereof, not only nustached but bearded as well-so heavily
that al though he had shaved, he di splayed a visible nine o' clock shadow. He was perceptibly uglier
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than the femal e version, though younger: age woul d nmake hi ma cl ock-stopper

We waited for himto start yapping at us in Ukrainian

After all, he was regarding a scene at |east as bizarre as the two we had offered his
fermal e doppel ganger. A bar with a gaping hole in the roof, with three symetrically placed hol es
inthe floor. Afireplace full of broken glass. A stand-up bass, standing up, by itself. A weird
segrmented bed floating in mdair over on one side of the room containing a naked wonan and a
newborn infant wearing headphones and apparently playing conputer ganes. A lot of colossally
stoned weirdos in varibus attitudes of abandon, a |ot of unconscious weirdos, and one or two
weirdos lazily making love by the fire, while what nust have | ooked |i ke a shaved nonkey pl ayed
the piano and a tal king dog sang along in a fake German accent. Only by chance had he missed the
three-legged lizard with tits.

He didn't bat an eye.

H s gaze swept over the chaos, wi thout the faintest sign of a reaction, and settled on ne
behi nd the bar. "Jacob Stonebender?" he said. H's voice was a whi ning drone, the voice of a born
bur eaucr at .

"That's nme," | agreed. "And who mi ght you be, stranger?" He hawked up phl egm and swal | owed
it again, twice. (I subsequently learned that it is spelled, "Jorjhk Gtozkzhnyi.") He went on: "I
beli eve you've nmet ny Aunt-" and he cleared his throat again (spelled "Nyjnmmckra"). "And these are
for you."

He handed me a thick stack of papers. | took them unthinkingly, but |I knew on sight that
they were bad news. "What is all this?"

He shrugged. "A collection of notifications of violation. Subpoenas, sumnses,

i njunctions, show cause orders, and a few other things are on the way: this is just what | was
able to put together overnight. Your |awer can help you sort themall out."

"Don't talk dirty," |I said, and made a cabalistic sign to ward off evil, which | think he
m sunder st ood and took personally.

"Basically,"” he anplified, "they're your wake-up call."

"What are you?" | asked. "Some kind of process server?"

"No," he said snugly. "1 just decided | wanted the personal satisfaction. I ama town
i nspector, and you are history."

My heart stopped. 'GCh, nmy Cod.

"Just about the only authority | can't prove you've flouted," he agreed. "I've been doing
research all night, ever since Aunt Nyjmmckra called me up and told ne about this place. My hard
di sk crashed a few hours ago, but | got plenty before it did. As far as | can determ ne, M.

St onebender, you have neglected quite a fewlittle technicalit?es regarding this establishnent.”

There was a general runble of alarm

"Jake," Zoey called, "what's he tal ki ng about ?"

"Uh-", | expl ai ned.

"Trivialities, Madam" Gtozkzhnyi said. "Details. A state liquor license, and Al coholic
Beverage Control Board approval. County Board of Health approval. Town zoni ng vanances. Town
building permits. Separate variances and permts for a residence on-site. Certificate of
occupancy. Proper setbacks froma state road. Adequate parking space per square foot of usable
area. Inspection fees. And all of this over and above the usual-"

"Jake!" Zoey interrupted, horrified. "Didn't you take care of any of that crap ?"

"Zoey, | couldn't!"™ | cried. "Here, just look, for Christ's sake-" | bent down and
unl ocked the safe, took out a stack of paper literally eight inches thick, and slapped it on the
bart op.

She pal ed. "That's the paperwork?"

"Hell no," | said. "Like he said, the total paperwork involves the state, county, and
town, and even a couple of novelettes for the feds, OSHA and so forth. This is just the town
bui |l di ng codes pertaining to taverns."

"Jesus, " she said.

"And hal fway through the first page, | figured why they call it 'code.' It ~nakes tax |aw
seemclear. The last new bar in this town was established eight years ago."

"Jake," Doc Webster boormed, "are you telling me that we've been running outlaw, all these
nmont hs?"

"What the hell else could | do, Doc-? Even if any of us knew a | awyer-no, worse, even if
any of us knew a | awyer who worked for free-just the permts and fees and assessments and bonds

and processing charges would have cost. . . well, never mnd, you wouldn't believe it. Mre than
had when | was setting this place up. And then after the cluricaune cane on board and noney wasn't
so much of a problem | figured what the hell, we were already open, and we didn't get nuch wal k-
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in trade, and maybe we could get away with it-"

"Wong," Gtozkzhnyi said with a smrk.

"All right, look," Long-Drink said. "Suppose we manage to get the cluricaune back, and
we're flush with fairy gold again." He turned to Grtozkzhnyi and tried for a nman-to-nan, nutua
respect kind of thing. "How nuch would it take to neke this place |egal?"

“I don't think it could be done," Gtozkzhnyi said. "Even assum ng that the various
jurisdictions were prepared to overl ook your audacity in blithely defying their authority, even if
you found a | awer who could get you off on the various crimnmnal charges that apply, there would
then arise the issues of penalties, fines, and | ate charges-"

"Cone on," the Drink protested. "I know two nob-owned joints right in this town: you can't
tell me they spent six nonths filling out paperwork. Name a figure, will you?"

"Are you suggesting bribery, sir?" Gtozkzhnyi asked silKkily.

The Drink closed his nouth.

"Because if you were, | would have to say that you are neither as connected nor as
newspaper -i nqui ry-proof as the nythical organization you refer to...and furthernore, you are not
as dangerous. Al it would take is a single official who, perhaps because you offered offense to
his aunt, refused to-"

"Well, that's it: | guess we're screwed,”" | said, and ny friends, with whom| had so
recently been tel epathic, understood and kept their nouths shut.
Unfortunately, Gtozkzhnyi read ny mind as well. "-an official who had close friends in

Yaphank and Ri ver head-"

Damm. There went any other town in Suffolk County.

"-and in Henpstead-"

Shit. There went all of Long Island. W were screwed.

"-and in any case, if you had that kind of noney, you' d be better advised to save it for
bail." He gestured behind him and a couple of cops cane through the sw nging doors, blinking at
t he chaos they behel d.

So that's how | spent mnmy daughter's first birthday in the slanmer.

It sounds so sinple, but it's so hard to do: to | augh when the joke's on you

How did we beat it?

We didn't. Handling interstellar invasion, we had down to a routine by now. Establishing
tel epathic rapport, we could manage whenever the stakes were high enough. Mracles, we were used
to. But not even white magi c can defeat an of fended bureaucracy. Mary's Place closed that day, the
day of its greatest triunph, and never reopened again.

What did we do about it?

Well, that's a whole other story.

Note to Wred Readers:

If, like M. Middy Waters, you happen to have your nodem workin', you mght be interested to know
that there are several digital avatars of Callahan's Place and its successor, Mary's Place, out
there on the Net. | had nothing to do with their creation, and at this witing have never visited
any of them (I |ack the necessary software-by choice). | have been vaguely aware of them al nost
since their inception-nmy permssion was first informally sought and cheerfully given, back in 1989
(on the sole condition that nobody el se would commercially publish fiction or sell merchandise
involving the Place or its denizens)-and fromtime to time, over the years, sone fan would send

al ong a few dozen pages of printout fromone or another of these newsgroups or chatsites or hone
pages.

But | only recently began to grasp the staggering size of the phenonenon.

Apparently the granddaddy of 'emall is alt.callahans, a Usenet Newsgroup created in
Novenber (my birth nonth!) 1989 by one Chris Davis. The | ast official estimte (Feb. 95) was 61
, 000 nmenbers; the group is said to be Usenet's 151st top newsgroup by nunber of bytes posted, and
17 2nd by nunber of articles. According to the abstract |'ve seen, 6.3 negabytes of articles were
posted during January 1995 al one! (Consider that in twenty-four years of witing about |ake and
his friends, for a living, | have published | ess than six nmegabytes of text.)

Naturally a group so |arge has undergone neiosis. The first spinoff was apparently an
attenpt to create a bar like the Chatsubo in WIliam G bson's Neuronancer, alt.cyberpunk.chatsubo
Then, they tell ne, cane a whole flock under the "alt.pub” hierarchy, with alt.pub.dragons-inn for
fantasy fans and ak. pub. havens-rest for SF types, and a nunber of others (of which I'mtold
al t. pub. cof f eehouse. anet hyst nay be one of the nost Callahan-1like).
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I'"'malso told there's a lively Callahan's Place forum somewhere in the America On-Line
uni verse. (Never been there, nyself-1'mnot an ACL subscriber-but if you are, log in sonetine and-
say hi to ny sister-in-law Dolly for ne.)

And apparently alt.callahans itself has propagated into the Wrld Wde-Wb. My friend and
col | eague Lisa Cohen has provided ne with a |list of Callahan's-related hone pages and websites-
agai n, none of which | have ever personally 'visited at this witing-which runs four pages
singl espaced in tiny font.

| want to make clear that apparently an unknown but large fraction of the people at these

various sites are unfamliar with, indifferent to, or (for all | know) actively hostile to nme and
my books. These are just fol ks who took the idea "Shared pain is | essened; shared joy is
increased," and ran with it. That's just fine with me. | never clained copyright on the basic

i deas behind Cal |l ahan's Place: just on the words | published about it and the characters created
thereby. | happen to find the whol e digital phenonenon profoundly noving, hunbling, and

gratifying.. . but that's ny business.

Finally: In April 1997, Legend Entertai nment rel eased a Callahan's Crosstinme Sal oon
CD- ROM conput er gane desi gned by Josh Mandel featuring a soundtrack that includes ne playing sone
of my original songs. . .on Jake's guitar, Lady Macbeth! . . . with the |legendary M. Anps Garrett

on |l ead guitar
If you're one of those antisocial weirdos who just |ikes reading books (like, say, ne),
pl ease be patient: I'mwiting as fast as | can.

-Vancouver, B.C. April 1996
ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Spi der Robinson is the wi nner of many-najor SF awards, including three Hugos, one Nebula, and the
John W Canmpbell Award for Best New Witer. He is best known for his Callahan books: insightful

i ghthearted science fiction stories centered around the nost bizarre blend of barflies you're
likely to neet in this or any other galaxy. G her well-known works include three novels in the

St ar dance sequence, Stardance, Starseed, and Starmind, witten in collaboration with his wfe,
writer/choreographer Jeanne Robi nson. They currently reside in Vancouver, British Colunbia, with
their daughter, Tern.
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