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FOREWWORD

There's sonmet hing we have to get absolutely clear right at the outset, and if you think
you detect a dangerous gleamin my eye, you are perfectly right.

Odinarily | amrather a hard man to insult. This is partly because | amblessed with a
sel f-confidence so pervasive that it is frequently m staken for smugness by |ess fortunate soul s,
and partly because | amabnornally lazy even for a witer-if you're insulted, you' re supposed to
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do sonet hing about it, so | usually decline to take of fence even when offered sone.

|"mespecially hard to insult professionally, as | amw lling to shanelessly adnit, having
practi ced many of the mpbst disgusting and heinous vices in literature-1 freely confess here and
now that in the twelve years since | gave up honest work |I have conmitted editorship (twce!),
agentry (also twice), and book reviewing (rmultiple counts), and at |east one grand jury is stil
considering allegations of literary criticismwhich | have given up denying.

To ny own mld surprise, however, | discover that | do have sone snall shreds of literary
pride left, and | wish to preserve them . . so there's sonething we've got to get straight. No
ki ddi ng around, now, God damm it; |'m serious. Pay attention

Yes, this is a book of stories set in the tavern known as Call ahan's Pl ace.

Yes, it is the last such book

Yes, there were others.

kay, there were two such ot hers.

Al right, dammt, yes, Berkley is packaging all of themas a unit, wth coordinated
covers and so forth

Nevert hel ess and notw t hstandi ng, and we'd better be straight on this or there's gonna be
bl ood in the scuppers:
I have not witten a tril ogy.

Repeat: not. It just so happens, by chemically pure chance, that this series of stories
has reached its conclusion coincidental with the conpletion of the volune i mediately follow ng
the one that succeeded the first one. That does not nake it a tril ogy.

In the first place it is not booby-trapped like nost trilogies are. Neither of those first
two volunmes ended in the niddle of a story, leaving you in mdair in plot ternms (although the
first one, adnittedly, did leave Mke Callahan literally in midair). If you have never read a
Cal I ahan's Pl ace book before, you should find this as good a place to start as any since these
yarns were designed for nmagazi ne publication, each is self-contained, and you should feel no need
for any wordy Wat - Has- Gone-Before synopsis. |If you have the first book but nmissed the second, it
won't cripple your appreciation of this one. If you feel you want to own all three vol unes, whd am
| to tell you what to do with your noney?-but | didn't plan this whole thing to sucker you into

| aying out extra dollars, Iike Chico Marx with his "tootsie-frootsie ice-a creant routine.
In the second place, it was not my idea to end this series or cycle or saga or whatever
you want to call it (and | don't care what you call it as long as you don't call it a trilogy).

That was, done for me, by events beyond ny control, and believe ne, nobody is sadder about it than
I amno, not even ny publishers, ny editor, ny agent, the people who currently own the TV and ifim
options, or ny nore substantial creditors, all of whom have been heard to express di smay.

O course it's a financial disaster for me, but | don't care about that. (I also don't
nmuch mi nd havi ng red-hot bobbypins ramed up underneath ny fingernails.) It's a professiona
di saster as well, since nowl'Ill have to think up all ny own plots rather than sinply dranmatizi ng
the yarns that Jake tells ne-but after all, | have published seven books in which Callahan's Pl ace
is never nentioned, so the in. creased creative denmand shouldn't prove too arduous. (1'U sinply
give up eating on days ending in "y".),There's eves a vague feeling of sonething like relief in
| eavi ng the nest of Callahan's and going out into the world to nake ny own way; twelve years is a
long tinme to spend in any bar

And still a part of ne wishes fervently that it didn't have to end this way.

I"mgoing to mss Mke a |ot.

Associ ation with Callahan's Place has certainly nmade life interesting this past dozen
years-and usually pleasantly so. It got me out of the sewer, for one thing (see the Foreword to
CALLAHAN S CROSSTIME SALOON). It has made ne a great nmany friends | mght not otherw se have net,
and one or two enenies |I'd have acquired sooner or |ater anyway. And it has been responsible for
sonme menorabl e noments. (Catch me at a convention sonetime, and ask ne about the reader who
invited me aboard his nucl ear submarine-or the one who called at 5 AM threatening to conmt
suicide if | didn't tell himhowto get to Callahan's, right now)

But fate has taken a hand, as they say, and the Callahan's Pl ace saga/series/cycle (just
don't use that "T" word) seens to have reached its conclusion with this vol une.

Does that nmean, necessarily, that it has reached its conpletion? WIIl there never be
anot her story set in that splendid fiction?

Well, in a way, froma certain perspective, | hope so. | know |I've always been rather glad
that G ovanni Guareschi stopped witing about Don Cam ||l o when he did, and the recent expl osion of
touri smhas ruined the planet Arrakis for ne forever. You can work a good thing to death, and
beyond. It may be tinme for Callahan's Place to tunble ovei the Reichenbach Falls..
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On the other hand, I'mcertain that there are Callahan's Place stories Jake has never told
me, things that happened in the past that he hasn't gotten around to reporting-he hints at a
couple in the pages that follow Right now, however, for reasons that will probably becone clear
before you' ve finished this book, he doesn't much want to tal k about Callahan's-and besides, for
reasons that should al so shortly becone clear, he's too busy. But I'"'mat least intuitively certain
that there are still a few stories he could tell if he felt like it.

Just don't look to see themany tinme soon-if ever.

Last thoughts, before | go:
In the final chapter of this book, Jake reveals nore than one "Callahan's Secret." One of

themyou' Il know it when you get to it is, rather literally, I'mafraid, potential dynanite.
Consequently | must ask you to keep the secret, and above all to try and ensure that your copy of
this book does not fall into the hands of anyone above the rank of corporal in any mlitary

establishnment on Earth. Pethaps | should have suppressed the story altogether. But |'ve been
sl eeping a |l ot easier since Jake told me, and so I'mgoing to take a chance and trust you. W
shoul d be safe-if anyone in mlitary planning circles read science fiction, we probably woul dn't
all have gotten into this fix in the first place. But keep it to yourself, okay?

And renenber: no matter what anybody says, this is NOT a trilogy..

So long, Mchael. It's been a privilege to know you. Thanks for the |aughs. And, come to
think of it, for the tears, too. "Shared pain is dimnnished; shared joy is increased"-you taught
me that a long tinme ago.

"Il mss you, | will.

Hal i f ax,
April 8, 1985

CHAPTER 1

The Bl acksmth's Tal e

ONCE | BOUCHT a watch whose battery was rated for one year. The next tine | gave it a thought was
when it failed- four years later. Sonething familiar cannot be odd, until it stops.

Similarly. there is no set opening Ilinme at Callahan's Pl ace.
Once | cane by at three in the afternoon, to talk to Callahan about sonething, and found that the
pl ace had been open for ovér an hour; another tine | arrived at 7 P.M and M ke was just opening
the door. But sonehow, for the better part
of a decade, it never struck ne that the Place was al ways open when | arrived-until the night it
wasn't.

Nearly nine o'clock of a warmwet sumrer evening, and the door was shut tight. Only dim
Iight cane thnmugh the wi ndows, nothing Iike the warmcheery glow the Place has when it's open, and
the only thing in the parking |l ot besides nmy own carwas a big beat-up van | didn't recognize.

The rain conplicated things. | don't mind rain alot, and | like it when it's warmas it
was that night-but it had been com ng down hard for the last fifteen mnutes, and so the note
posted on the door was only partly legible, | could translate "enpor rily losed f r enovat tins,"

and "doo pens at," but the tine at which the doo' would open was three blurs, all rounded at the
top. Perhaps "900," perhaps "9:20" or "9:30." O perhaps it read "8:30," and the job, whatever it
was, was running overtine. Wrst, there was a big long blur after the time. It nmight have said
"9:00 sharp,"” but it could just as easily have been "3:00 Friday."

When that watch battery | nentioned earlier finally failed, | buried it in nmy backyard,
respectful of its magnificent
achi evenent. But that was after reflection. My first reaction was acute annoyance. | thought ny
wat ch had failed me.

So it was now. | could think of several ways to go kill some time-but how much tine?

Meanwhile | was getting soaked. So | did what | don't think I would have done under other
ci rcumnst ances

| opened the door and wal ked in.

| knew it wouldn't be | ocked, because there is no |ock on that door. In the dozen years
I've been coning to Callahan's, there' ve been four attenpted afterhours burglaries that | know of.
None of themused the front door; none bothered to try. (Callahan dealt with them situationally.
One is now a regul ar custoner, and never mind which one; another, a hard-guy type, got two broken
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el bows. )

But | shoul d have knocked first, and waited for Mke to open the door or holler "Come in,"
and gone away if he didn't.

Wi ch he woul dn't have-there was no sign of himwhen | had closed the door behind ne. But
| failed to notice; once I'd wiped ny glasses dry, | was too busy being thunderstruck

Do you renmenber that tinme | told you about once, when | walked into Callahan's to find a
nmirror behind the bar, where no nmirror had ever been before? And it disoriented me so nuch that |
m st ook nmy reflection for an approachi ng denon, with "horns" that were really the brimof ny
Stetson hat? This was like that. Sonething as famliar as Callahan's Place is not supposed to
change. The watch battery is supposed to last forever. | may have actually tw tched and squeaked,
| don't know.

The light was as bad as it had been that other tine, with the mirror, and so once again ny
brain, trying to resolve
unexpected data into a pattern, made a first approxi mati on that vaguely matched sonething inits
files and served nme up a trial hallucination. For a predator such as man, a wong guess can be
preferable to a sl ow one.

What | thought | saw, off to ny left, a few yards away, was a gi ant ebony snake, naybe
three feet in dianeter, coiled around a tree, scales shinmering in the sem darkness. Tree and
shake appeared to extend up through the ceiling without rupturing it.

| blinked and it wasn't a snake, it was an i nmense DNA double helix clinging to a bather
pole, pulsing dully with life. So | blinked again.

(First the predator brain searches the file of Dangerous Things. If that doesn't work, it
tri es Nondangerous Living Things. Only then does it cal mdown and search all the other files. Two
seconds, tops.)

It was a spiral staircase up to the roof.

"Cushla machree," | said soffly.

VWhat had nade it seemto be a double helix was the heavy railing which paralleled the
stairs. The "scal es" were the-spaces between the railing supports. The apparent shimering and/or
pul si ng was because one of the very fewlights in the room a snall flourescent behind the bar
was flickering rapidly.

| said (prophetically enough) that | would be dipped in shit, but | relaxed. | was
begi nni ng to under st and.

M ke Cal |l ahan lets his customers take their drinks up on the roof if the weather's
agreeable. There's a dunbwaiter to ferry cash down and drinks up. But until now the only access
for humans and nost other custoners had been a vertical |adder and hatch. Sone of the regulars had
trouble getting up the | adder due to age or infirmty. Certain others could get up just fine-but
found that the added ballast of four or five drinks seriously disrupted their balance on the way
down. Somet hi ng about the center of gravity shifting, Dcc Wbster said. Just a few days before,
Shorty Steinitz had broken an ankl e-and here was Cal |l ahan's response.

"Hey, Mke," | called out, and got no answer. The curtain behind the bar was closed. | had
gall enough to enter Callahan's bar uninvited, but not his living space. | called his name once
nmore and wandered over to inspect the new staircase.

It was a cast iron joy to behold. I'"'mtotally ignorant about such things,. but | could
tell that it was old, and beautiful, and very well designed. You could not fall down that
staircase,. You couldn't even bark your shin. It was so well installed that it |ooked like it'd

been there for years - except for the odd bits of welding spatter in the sawdust on the fl oor-and
indeed it fit right in with the atnosphere of Callahan's Place. Onanented rather than starkly
functional, subtly and ingeniously worked in ways | was not conpetent to appreciate even if the
Iight had been adequate, it would not have | ooked out of place in a cellar jazz joint or a

nmonast ery, might have done tinme in both. It invited one to clinmb it.

So | did.

The footing was secure, the risers precisely the right height, the treads precisely the
right depth. It had to be a nodul ar assenbly. A single giant staircase, even if it had happened to
fit through the front door, would have required trucks, cranes, dollies, rollers, block and tackle
and nuch tinme-whereas an assenbly job this size could conceivably have been installed in a single
day by two or three big skilled nen. But it was so cunningly assenbled that it was hard to be
sure. This had to have cost Callahan a bundl e.

I wound ny way around and up until | stood in a sort of hut with a door opening onto the
roof. | thought about rainwater spilling down into the bar bel ow, but when | experinentally opened
the door a crack, there was no flood. | pushed it open and the everpresent sound of rain went from

bass runble to treble hiss. It seened to be easing up
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The rain did not spill indoors because the floor of the hut. was slightly higher than the
roof. But you did not have to renenber to step down; there was a short ranp. | knowlittle nore
about carpentry than | do about iron work-but | know good design when | fail to trip over it. It
figured that-M ke Callahan would hire the best man available to do surgery on his Place.

The door cl osed quickly; some unseen danpi ng nechani smkept it fromslamring; in the rain
it made no sound at all. | wal ked around the hut once, admiring it.. .then walked around it again,
admiring the countryside.

" msure you know the strange, special nmagic of high places. Have you ever been on one at
night? In the warmrain?

To be sure, Callahan's roof is a wonderful place 'fromwhich to view the world in nearly
any' weather. The land falls sharply away to-the north and east, anmid incredibly for Long Island
(even for Suffolk County) it is largely undevel oped, raw trees as far as you can make out. To the
sout h and west, beyond the parking lot, runs Route 25A, sparsely lined with garishly Iit sucker
traps. (Fairly heavy traffic, but Callahan doesn't get a lot of transient trade. The parking | ot
is hid by tall hedges, the driveway is inconspicuous; the only sign is the one over the front
door.) Beyond the hi ghway you can -just nake out one of the nore expensive subdivisions, well
zoned, | andscaped and cared for; on Christmas Eve, with a couple of Irish coffees warm ng your
belly and all the lights blazing in the distance, it locks. . . well, Christnmasy.

Toni ght the roof was a warmflat rock on which many | arge somethi ngs were peeing, froma
great height. The hi ghway | ooked gl ori ous- peopl e who wear gl asses are |ucky, we have stars on
rainy nights-but my clothes were getting- wet. Wetter. | considered ducking back inside... but as
1 said, | like warmrain. | particularly like to be naked in warmrain, and don't get a | ot of
opportunities. Mke wouldn't m nd, and anyone else | would see drive up

So | stripped and | ooked about for the driest place to stash nmy cl ot hes.

The dunbwaiter seened like the best bet; | could wedge its door open with something to
keep it up here at roof level. | padded barefoot toward its tall housing-and discovered that it
was al ready ~so wedged, with a chisel. Inside was a pile of clothing. Big man's cl ot hes, faded

j eans, deni mshut, boots, sized to fit only one man I knew. That solved the nystery of Callahan's
wher eabouts. He nmust be a secret naked-in-the-rain nut, too. He was going to junp a foot in the
air when | came around the dunbwaiter. This would be good for |aughs-and it mght cost hima
couple of drinks to keep the story to nyself...

It was just possible that my fellow nudist was not Callahan-in which case | was properly
dressed to neet him Onward

| should have lifted up the jeans. The underwear m ght have warned nme. | piled ny clothes
on top of the others. wal ked around the dunmbwaiter, and became one nyself. Waiting, dunmb, one foot
in the air. She was very beautiful, and in the instant | saw her | wanted urgently to do this
right, to not nmake any m stakes. It was not going to be easy.

| amsorry to say that you woul d probably not have thought she was beautiful -unl ess you,

too, are a pervert. | nean, going naked in the rain is one, thing, but I'mtalking major |eague
perversion here. (Fromny point of view, | amthe only sane man in a perverted culture. Perverts
al ways feel that way.)

I will state the perversion: | |ike women who | ook |ike wonen. That is, ny ideal of

fem ni ne beauty adheres closely to that which has been the generally accepted consensus fromthe
dawn of tinme until quite recently and quite |ocally.

What you woul d probably have said if you' d seen her, naked or clothed, is, "Handsone
woran; she could be beautiful if she lost the weight." You would probably have gallantly tried to
avoi d | ooking at, let alone comenting on her body-you al nost certainly would not have drunk the
sight of it the way | did.

She did not, in other words, |ook the way North Anerica thinks wonen should | ook. She did
not look like a thirteenyear-old boy with plums in his shirt pockets. Those were her clothes in
the dunbwaiter. Amid | do not even nean that she was a Jayne Mansfiel d/Loni Anderson type, with
one of those big bodies that seem packed tight, conpressed snugly by invisible plastic, firmas a
weightlifter's shQul der. She had big glorious saggy tits, and what are sonetinmes affectionately
called "l ove handles," (that is, the people who use the termsonetines nean it affectionately) and
a round belly and thighs-that would jiggle when she wal ked.

She 1 ooked, in short, much |ike half the nmature wormen in this sorry culture, and she would
have opened the nose of npbst of the heterosexual nales who ever lived. Praxiteles, Titian, Rubens,
Rodi n, any of the great ones woul d have reached for their tools, if not their work utensils, at
the sight of her.

You know. a whale. A hippo. I'mtelling ya, Mrty, this broad was a hunnert' eighty,

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%203%20Callahan’'s%20Secret.txt (5 of 75) [8/28/03 12:04:13 AM]



file:///F|/rah/ Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%203%20Cal | ahan's%20Secret. txt

hun' ni nety pounds if she was a friggin' ounce, no shit. One of Anerica's nmllions of rejects,
forever barred from The Good Life, too sunk in sloth or genetic degeneracy to torture herself into
the senbl ance of an undernouri shed adol escent nale. A pig. No character, no w |l power, no self-

di scipline, no self-respect, certainly no sex appeal. Alifelong figure of fun, dooned to be

jolly, nenber of the only minority group that "conedians" |ike Joan Rivers can still get away with
vi ciously assaul ting.
| could tell | was beginning to get an erection

So | used the second | bad left to study her face. A socially difficult noment was
imrinent, and | wanted it to go well, so | needed to know as nuch about her as possible,
i mredi ately.

Big lush wonen and small slight men in our society go through life wapped around a
softbal | -si zed chunk of pain; it breaks sone of them and nmakes ot hers nmagnificent. She was
magni ficent. Clearly visible on her face, witten plain for any fool to see, were the character
will power, selfdiscipline, self-respeCt and warm sexi ness whi ch conmon wi sdom sai d she coul d not
possi bly have w t hout automatically becom ng skinny. She had | ots of |augher's winkles and a
"coupl e of thinker's winkles and no other kinds. She wore her hair in a big bush of curls that
made no futile attenpt to downplay her size; rain-sparkle made it a halo. The split-second gl ance
I got of her eyes, glistening in the light fromthe all-night deli across the road, focused on the
far distance, nade them seem serene, self-confident.

I went on conputer tinme. And a very good conputer it nust have been, too, because | was
able to run several very conplex subprograns in the second or so allotted to ne, One routine
sorted through the several hundred thousand Qpening Lines in storage for something suitable to
Unexpected Encounter Wth Nude Stranger, but since it expected to come up enpty, a nore anbitious
program attenpted to create sonething new, something witty and engagi ng and reassuring, out of the
materials of the situation. In hopes that one or the other would succeed, a sinple and well-used
program began selecting the tone and pitch of voice and the nanner of delivery-soft enough not to
startle, but not so soft as to seem w npy; hunorous but not clownish; urbane but not snug;
adm ring but not |echerous-prepared, in short, to begin lying through its/my teeth. Meanwhile, an
al nost unconsci ous al gorithm had ne keep ny hands firmy at my sides and stand up a little
straighter. And all of this together took up, at nmost, 20 pereent of the avail able bytes-the rest
was fully occupied in an urgent priority task.

Menori zi ng her. ..

Plenty of tinme! Conputational capacity to spare! | knew that she was begi nning to becone
aware of ne several hundred nanoseconds before she did, integrated all the subprograns, picked a
neutral Opening Line and pinned ny hopes on delivery, ran a hundred full dress rehearsals to
derive best-and worst-case results, nmade the go decision, and bad tinme to adnire her |ower left-
eyel ash and nyself before | heard nmy very own voice say, with all the warnth and tone and clarity
| could reasonably have hoped for, "It certainly is a very nice tits."

My central processing unit nelted down into slag.

It took her ten years to turn and | ook at ne, and no thought of any kind took place inside
my skull; horror fused every circuit. She | ooked ne square in the eye, absolutely
expressionl essly, for endl ess decades, while | marinated in failure and shame. Then her gaze left
my eyes, panned slowy downward. It rested on my nouth for many years, noved on down again, did
not pause until it reached ny feet, then cane back up again and paused where it was bound to
eventual ly-but | was centuries dead by then, only a cinder of consciousness remained in ny brain
to be snuffed by the realization that nmy erection was now up to at |east half nast, and so by the
time her gaze got back up to my eyes, | don't see how she coul d possibly have seen gl owi ng
therefromthe slightest light of intelligence.

The ani mal who sl eeps Under ny conputer woke up and tried its best. It tried for a smle
doubt | ess produced a horrible grimace. It essayed a nerry |augh, nanaged to generate a hi deous
gargling sound. It gestured vaguely, attenpting a Gallic shrug and failing to bring it off. To al
of this she displayed no visible reaction whatever. The old ani nal gave up

The first plan | formed was to junp off the roof, but the problemw th that was that it
could only be done once and m ght not hurt enough |ong enough, so | stepped closer to the
dunmbwai t er housi ng and began battering ny head against it to soften ny skull up for the grand
finale, and I liked the way it felt and began to get a rhythm going, and then and only then did
she burst out into a magnificent bellow of |aughter, a great tronbone hoot of shocked nerrinment,
and big as she was she was up out of tailor's seat and holding nme away fromthe dunbwaiter before
| could deliver it another blow, and then there was a great conplicated rocking struggling hugging
stunmbl i ng confusi on of |aughter and tears and rain that sonmehow | eft us sitting on our asses on

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%203%20Callahan’'s%20Secret.txt (6 of 75) [8/28/03 12:04:13 AM]



file:///F|/rah/ Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%203%20Cal | ahan's%20Secret. txt

that wet roof with our feet touching, both of us shuddering with mrth. W nearly got our breath
back a few mnutes later, but when she tried to speak all she got out was "snooth" before
dissolving into hysterics again, and a little after that | nanaged to get out, "My Freudian slip
is-" before | lost it, and when the earthquake had well and truly passed | was lying flat on ny
back with rain running up ny nostrils and the soles of ny feet pre~sed firnly agai nst hunan
warnmth. My hands hurt a little frombeating themon the roof.

| sat up.

So did she. 'l nust have | ooked forlorn. My erection was gone. "It's okay," she said,
pressing her toes gently against mne. "lI've heard worse."

"You don't understand," | npaned.

"Admittedly-but | think | got the nessage."

" But - "

"I't was, unquestionably, the nost menorable neeting of nmy life, and nothing will ever top
it." Ch, if only she'd been right.

| was beginning slowly to realize that this situation was sal vageabl e-t hat the di saster
was of such epic proportion as to be a kind of triunph. | had certainly nmade an i npression on her
Was this not Callahan's Place-al beit enpty~- beneath ny butt? Callahan's Place, focus of strange
and wonderful events, magical tavern in which nothing was inpossible and few things even unlikely?
Coul d there be any better, nore fitting place for a niracle to happen than here on Callahan's
r oof ?

But exactly where to go fromhere was hidden fromne. "I'm Jake."

"I"'mglad. | thought you mi ght have really hurt yourself there."

"I nmeant that nmy name is Jake."

"Gad to hear it. What is your nane?"

Better and better. | like them quick. "Dammed if | know What's yours? And pl ease don't
say, 'Thanks, |I'Il have a beer."

“I'"'m Mary, Jake."

Wth what feeble wits | had left, | attenpted a cunning investigation. "You nust know the
guys who put in that splendid staircase, right?"

She went two degrees cooler. "I put in the staircase."

"Excuse me," | said faintly, and got to ny feet. The dunmbwaiter housing felt just as good

as it had before; there was just enough give to it to cause an energetic rebound, but not so much
as to soften the inpact.
Unexpectedly nmy ears hurt, and the rhythmof ny head was halted. "Stop that," she said,

twisting ne by both ears to face her. "Dam it, | had nO business getting chilly at you that way.
I must be the first |ady blacksmth you' ve ever run into, how the hell could you know? You did
good:

you didn't | ook disbelieving, just surprised."”

| shook nmy head. It stayed on. "You' re the second woman snmith |I've net. That's why |'m mad
at nyself-1 should have guessed."”

She stepped back a pace and put her hands on her hips. "Jake," she said softly, "you're
trying too hard."

"I know. Is it flattering at |east?"

Her laugh was a good hearty bray. "Yes, by damm. And not entirely ineffective: | can't
wait to fnmd out what you're |like when you' re normal ."

| felt nmy breathing begin to slow and ny shoul ders begin to relax. "I've al ways wondered
mysel f. But at ny worst | should have known that you put in that staircase.”

"\ 2"

"Because you |l ook like the person who did it. Everything it takes to do a job that good,
you' ve got, | could see that before you knew | was here, so | should have figured it out."

She dinpled. "There, you see? You finally got a conplinent out straight-you' re getting
better.”

"Where did it cone fron®"

"It spent its early years in the library of a wealthy bishop. For the last thirty years it
was in the best whorehouse in Brooklyn, but the place closed down a few nonths back-"

| was stricken. "Lady Sally's is cl osed?"

She nodded sadly. "Too much cutrate conpetition. Changing fashions. Nowadays they seemto
want sl eaze, and a place like Sally's is out of style.”

"My God! | know that staircase! Do you nean to tell nme that Lady Sally MCee's staircase
is here in Callahan's bar?" | began to snmile through nmy sorrow. "Ah, CGod, Sally," | said to the
weepi ng heavens, "lI'msorry they closed you down, the world is a darker place-but at |east al
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your treasures haven't fallen anong heathens. Mary, where is the grand-old | ady, do you know?

"Enjoying her retirement. This is a good hone for-the staircase, then?"

"Only the very best. This is Callahan's Place, do you see? No, how could you see?

"The way you could see that | was a good smith, maybe. There is sonething about the place.
But I-"

"Be sure. If the staircase had legs, it would have wal ked here. Mracles happen here-a
little like the ones that happened at Lady Sally's, come to think. Is Mke planning to open
toni ght, do you know?"

"About half an hour from now, he said."

"Then you'll see. You'll like the gang-they're the best famly lever had. Did Mke tel
you about the house rul es?"

"House rul es?"

"Every drink in the house costs half a buck. M ke accepts nothing but singles. On your way
out you coll ect whatever change you have coning fromthe cigar-box full of quarters on the end of
the bar-unl ess you' ve been visiting the fireplace-"

"Hold it. The drinks are half a buck?"

"Yeah, why?'

"These days a beer in npbst bars costs nore than a dollar."

"Really? | don't go to any other bars."

"And nobody rips off the quarters? He nust watch the box |ike a hawk-"

"Nope. Nobody wat ches the box. That's sone of what | nean about Callahan's Place."

She shook her head gently. "Go on. Sonething about 'visiting the fireplace'-"

“I'f you feel the urge to, or the need to, you step up to the chalk line and face the
fireplace. You have to nake a toast aloud, and everyone shuts up while you do. Then you deep-six
your glass, into the fireplace. It costs you your change for that drink, but it can really take a
| oad of f your shoul ders sonetines."

"My," she said softly.

"People tend to come here when they're In need of help, not always but pretty often. They
get it, nost tines. W help each other. These days, it's getting hard to find a bar where the
bartender will even pretend to listen to your troubles anynore; At Callahan's Place everybody wl|l
listen to your problens. Respectfully. Carefully. You can't imagine the stories that get told
here, sonetines."

"Sounds |ike a depressing place to get drunk."

I grinned. "You'll see. Everyone el se nust have cone by earlier and seen that sign down on
the front door before it got rained on, they~l| be here soon. A nerry crew, one and all. | give
you fair warning: we are all parononasi acs."

Her eyes wi dened- in horror. "God, no! Not punsters!"™ "But it's all right-tonight isn't

Punday. "

"Punday. "

"The night on which the worst punster gets his or her tab refunded.”

She staggered. "Christ, that was close. Too close."

"No, tonight is Tall Tales Night-and I'Il tell you, it takes a lot to qualify as a tal
tale in Callahan's. W've had a real-tal king dog, for instance. And a whole slew of tine
travelers. Two aliens.. . Say, there's one of themnow " |I waved. "Hi, Finn!"

She turned and saw him and stood very still.

Well, how could | have prepared her? Callahan's Place is like that, you have to sink or

swm It was her turn.

M ckey Finn had been decel erating sharply when | first caught sight of him he came in the
| ast hundred yards like a seagull and | anded with nmuch nore grace. Rain declined to fall on him
one reason |'d spotted himin the darkness-and when he was standi ng beside us the rain ignored us
t oo.

"Hell o, Jake ny friend." He politely began to undress.

"Not necessary, M ckey. Real good to see you, nan- it's been too long! Allow nme to present
Mary. Mary, this is nmy friend M ckey Finn;"

Mary was transfixed. That surprised ne. This wonan had not been visibly fazed by
encountering a naked stranger of the opposite sex, while herself naked, in a renpte place; | had
expected her to take Finn nore or less in stride. | will admt that, considered di spassionately, a
naked man is less startling than a flying man, particularly a flying man who stands si x-el even-and-
a-hal f, has a magnificent craggy face and eyes |i ke oxyacetyl ene bl owtorches, and repels noisture.
But | was the naked man in question. | found nyself mildly irritated.

Still, if Mary was having difficulty rising to this social challenge, the gallant thing to
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do was to help. Finn was visibly wondering if he should offer his hand, so | offered himmne

After a genuinely warm handshake-1 1ike the big cyborg-1 gently tugged his hand in the direction
of the new stairwell. "Mary put in the staircase over there. You ought to check it out, it's
special." | winked with the eye Mary couldn't see. "Wiy don't you see if you can find Callahan

whil e you' re down there, see about getting this joint opened up for the night?"
Finn surprised nme, too, a little-by taking his cue snoothly and without hesitation. He
gets nore sophisticated in hunan ways (excuse nme, in Terran ways) every time | see him

"Certainly, Jake. W'll talk when you cone down. It was very nice neeting you, Mary." He left
qui ckly on those long | egs, and even after the stairwell door had closed behind him the rain kept
failing to land on us. | would have |oved to spend an hour trying to figure out how Finn d~d that-
bef ore asking himbut | was busy.

Mary was still standing exactly as she had been when Finn first |anded, pivoted slightly

to her left, looking even further left, smack through the spot where Finn had been. She hadn't
moved a nuscl e.

| cleared ny throat.

"Aliens, okay," she said in a clear, calmvoice, still not nmoving, "but | don't believe
you' ve had a tal ki ng dog."

| took it as a sign of recovery. "We didn't either, at first.. Fella cane in trying to
cadge drinks with the old talking dog routine. O course, we figured it was a ventriloqui smscam
and so it was. The guy was a nute, and the dog was a nutant-he was the ventriloquist. They
partnered up
because they were | onel y-nobody would talk to either of them alone. They hang out here a | ot,
now. "

She strai ghtened from her pivot, worked her shoul ders slightly, then relaxed. "He
certainly is."”

"Who certainly is what?"

"He certainly is a Mckey Finn."

She still wasn't entirely back in the world. But the part that was, was out of this world.
Now t hat she was rainproof, droplets hung all over her body like facets on a precious stone, sone
standing still, sone, like nmy gaze, trying to mgrate downward. | westled ny gaze up as high as

coul d manage, and thought of sonething that might reach her. "Those certainly are a very nice
ni ght."

It worked. It took her a second to get it, and then she | aughed, about Force Six. "Jake,"
she said, "you' ve got a nice-Ilooking evening yourself. | think I"'mgoing to like this bar. Do you
suppose this no-rain gimmck would work on our clothes if we took themout and put themon? O is
it necessary to dress before goi ng downstairs?"

"Not necessary, no, but clothes are customarily worn. But don't ask ne how Finn's
technol ogy works-the only way to find out is to try."

Sure enough, the rain avoided our clothing, too. "Of course,” | said, "they'|ll get wet
when we put them"™ and then stopped. | wasn't wet any nore. Neither was she. Qur hair was dry, and
I hadn't felt a breeze. My own cl othes, which had been danmp when! |left them were thy, and stayed
t hat way.

"Fascinating," she murmured, for all the world Iike M. Spock

| nodded. "Finn's great to have around in winter." | tossed her clothes to her, and she

caught the stack. | began dressing nyself. Do you think it silly that after having spent
consideralile time naked together, -we averted our eyes as we dressed? |I'm sure we both thought so-
but we did it. | liked her just as well, dressed. That is to say: dressed, she nade ne want to
see her undressed again, as soon as possible. | wished the light wa~ better. | could faintly hear
sounds from bel ow us, distant thuds and voices, one of them unmi stakably Callahan's. Doc
V*~pster's Studebaker pulled into the parking lot, followed by Long-Drink MGonnigle'struck, and
way off down 25A | coul d hear Fast Eddi e's H deousnobil e approaching. Callahan's Place was getting
ready for a | ate opening.

She gestured vaguely at the weepy heavens above (and | couldn't hel p wondering how t he

rai ndrops knew enough not to Yall in the path of her noving armj and said, "Finn's from . . well,
out there, isn't he?

"Yep. Way out."

"How | ong has he been here?"

"Alittle over ten years now, | make it."

"And he's spent the whole tine hanging out in bars? Wat the hell was his m ssion?"
"The -extermination of human life."
"Dammit, Jake, that's not funny."
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"Don't panic-he defected. Along tine ago, a couple of weeks after he arrived. His first
ni ght at Callahan's Pl ace."

She visibly relaxed, but her face had a funny expression. "| see. Say no nore, by al
means. | think you've certainly covered all the high points of the story."

So | told her all about Finn, about the night he cane to Callahan's and acquired his nane-
~just in the nick of time. | told her about the night he took on Adolph Hitler out in the parking
lot, and how big the resulting crater was, until be fixed it. | told her about his successive
careers as a farmer, a fishernman, a forest fire-watcher, and a |ighthousekeeper, and by then | got
the idea that | was talking entirely too nmuch about Finn and decided to try for a snmooth segue to
sonme nore rewardi ng topic.

"But enough about Finn. Let's talk about me. | am in no particular order, a singer, a
songwiter, a guitar player, a nice person, and in no particular order. | play here sone nights
with Fast Eddie the piano player, and we're very good. | have nmany of ny original teeth and no ex-
wives or children living and | find you the nost devastatingly attractive woman |'ve net in at
| east a decade: | would very nuch like to know you better."

"“Ai e your intentions honorable?

"Certainly. | want to sleep with you. Repeatedly if possible.” My intentions went nuch
further than that, actually-but sone instinct told me to keep nmy nouth shut.

"Wll, I"'mnot especially sleepy at the nonment-but would you like to fuck?

"Yes!" Sudden thought. "Unh, I'mfertile.”

"I mcovered. "

"You're certainly about to be."

VWhen M ckey Finn reprograns reality, he does so with thoughtful ness and subtlety. The heap
of clothes we nmade stayed dry, but now we could feel the warmrain on our bodi es-except that
nothing could nmake it run up our noses even when they were upturned. | didn't notice until after
| was preoccupied. She was warm and soft and |inber and skilled- and very enthusiastic; somewhere
inthere | started believing in God again just to have sonebody to thank.

The di stant sounds of ny friends' voices canme drifting up through the roof, and that
seened correct. One of the greatest pleasures in ny life is turning people | like on to Callahan's
Place; | get a big kick out of introducing a newfriend to my old friends. | had never yet turned
soneone | loved on to Callahan's, sinply because in the |ast dozen years | hadn't conme to |ove
anyone that | hadn't net in Callahan's, but | expected it to be at |least twice as nice- and
al ready knew that | loved Mary. | was beginning to be in love with her (if you get the
distinction), the first tine 1'd been in love since | killed ny fanmly, and the prospect of
introducing a lover to M ke and the gang sounded heavenly. Just a sliver of a thought, this, that
resonated every tine the faint sound of a famliar |augh reached ne, a warmcertainty that there

coul d have been no finer place to fall in love, and to nake love for the first time, than where
was.

God, she was a sweet pillowy arnful! I've had a few of the bony wonmen everyone el se cl ai ns
to like: nothing to squeeze, nothing to admire, | had to be careful with ny weight, | was afraid

to let go for fear | mnight bruise sonething, and even so ny pubic bone got sore. A woman |ike
Mary, now. you can roll around on a wonman like that. You can let yourself go, secure in the
awar eness that the systemis roony and cushi oned, and you can explore forever without running out
of things to see and appreciate, and you find, tinme after tinme, so often that I'mtenpted to say
al ways, that passion and conpassion and sensuality each double for every pound above so-called
"opti mum wei ght." Take your skinny wonen and stick themup the sane receptacle with hard beds and
cold showers and red-line exercise and "natural" food and all the other things everyone earnestly
pursues in the belief that pleasure and pain are nature's diabolical attenpts to trick us, that
the less you enjoy a thing the better it nmust be for you; take '"emand stick 'em and give ne
sonet hing a man can enj oy!

Qur | ovemaki ng was about as good as a first tine can be. It was not the tel epathic
experience it could become with practice and study, of course-pethaps even less so than a sinple

sporting event m ght have been. | spent nost of ny time in ny owmn head, startled by the unexpected
magni t ude of ny own need, and~t hen berused by the discovery that hers was even greater.
Phe~i i ~enéy vs. tenderness ratio definitely tilted to the left, and there seened to be sone

question as to who was raping whom It got pretty athletic in spots. (Doubtless noisy as well,
though I'msure the rain blanketed nost of it.) Mdst of the informati on that we passed back and
forth came directly fromthe spinal colum or just a little bit higher up

But tenderness was in there too, and caring, and sharing, and sonething oddly I|ike
nostalgia, and so all in all it was about as nice a last time as you could have asked for, -too.
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Qur afterglowdurations synched, which is always nice, and we picked little roofing-pebbles from
each other's backs, for all -the world like nonkeys hunting lice. In the process we nagically
dried out again. It turned out that we both snoked the same brand of cigarette, but when we took
two fromthe pack, Finn's magic selectively failed and they soaked t hrough. W wasted two nore
before giving up, then | cautiously experinented and | earned that a joint was i mmune. Opini onated
man, Finn-but maybe he knows something. We dressed while we toked, and when we were dressed we
started drifting over toward the stairwell.

| stopped. "Mary, let's not go down yet. Once we do it'll be wall-to-wall introductions
and sniles and drinks and toasts. | want you to neet ny friends-but | haven't-had a chance to get
to know you yet."

"As the old joke goes, it's been the equivalent of a formal introduction.”

“You know what | nean. | don't know where you |live or where you grew up or what you want
to do with your life or how nmany husbands you have-hell, | don't know your |ast name!"

"I don't know yours."

"My point exactly. The innmates downstairs, |ovable and extraordinary though they be, wll
keep-let's talk."

"Let's talk later: you know we will. Right now !l want to go where there are |ights on."

"Yes, but-"

"l want to check the staircase over one nore tine, too.

"-it's perfectly-"

"Al'l right, I want to hear people admring it."

"-you -don't-"

"I want a drink."

"-1 bow to superior intelligence."

Warm | i ght and happy noi se and the snell of good suds cane floodi ng out the opened door
as we descended the stairs the sour, oddly pleasant aronma of Callahan's everpresent El Ropo cigars
joined the mix.- Under the laughter and tal k, Fast Eddie Costigan was playi ng Mac Rebennac stuff,
and occasionally one patron or another would scat along with him Noah CGonzal ez was working on a
gag he'd picked up fromA Phee, juggling full shot glasses, and by God he finally had it down
cold. A small cheering section had gathered; while they clapped, Noah started sipping fromthe
shots as they passed his face. (Noah works for the Suffolk County Bomb Squad, is why one leg is
artificial, and a nerrier nman you'll never neet.) Mary and | joined the onl ookers; true artistry
is rare. Noah drained two tunblers, spilling no nore than a teaspoon or so on hinself, then
swal | owed, w ped his nouth without |osing rhythm and hollered out, "Open w de, Drink!"

Long-Dri nk McGonni gl e never blows a cue. "Hit nme," he cried, and opened his nouth wi de.

This is what | think I saw the shot glass still containing whiskey went up one |ast tinme,
tilting this time in stately slow notion so that the contents alnost spilled; then it cane down,
and Noah caught it,-stopped it cold with three fingers, the contents departed on a high
trajectory, Noah flung it back into the streamof traffic so that it made up the lost tine, we
hel d our collective breath-and the Drink whipped his head two inches to the left and the flying
booze inpacted squarely against the back of his throat. A roar went up, and Noah | aughed so hard
he lost all three gl asses, and-perhaps nost magnificent of all-Long-Drink did not |ose so nuch as
a drop of the | oad.

So rarely inlife are we privileged to be present at such a nonent. Wen | was ten, ny
fam |y spent a summer vacation puptenting around New Hanmpshire, and inevitably we took the cog
rai l way up Mount Washington, a journey itself worth remenbering, but what | will never forget as
long as | live is standing at the bookoff railing with the famly, adniring the view while trying
to keep from being bl own over the edge by the fierce nountaintop wind, and the truly beautifu
thing that happened then. Dad's hat blew off, before he could even try to save it, and sailed out
over an indescribable gulf, bound for the state of Maine with every chance of nmaking it. He'd been
alittle grunpy earlier that day, and had regai ned his good spirits by force of will only a short
time earlier, the rest of us nmade snmall cries of dismay as we watched his hat recede. So did
several bystanders. But Dad was heroically determ ned to keep his good nmood: he forced a snile
and even essayed a joke. "Don't worry," he called above the wind, "there'll be another one al ong
inamnute." He put up his hand as if to pluck a hat fromthe sky. And a hat flew into his hand

This, you may say, and | will agree, is a wonderful thing, a marvelous thing. But the
beautiful thing, the thing that canme back to nme again and again during ny storny adol escent
battles with Dad and kept me fromever really hating him is what he did then. He caught the hat,
snoot hly, and without the slightest hesitation placed it on his head, pokerfaced. Even -the fact
that it was a perfect fit did not faze him "You see?" he said, and held a deadpan all the way
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t hrough the ensuing ovation. |'ve always |oved and adnmired ny dad, but in that two or three
seconds he becane i mortal

Some nonents are golden, is what |I'm saying, and what Noah had just pulled off was.one of
t hose, sonebody pl ayi ng above hinself. It nade ne feel awed and happy and grateful. Callahan's
Pl ace had done ne proud, serving up sone nmagic for nejust as | brought Mary in the door to neet
it. After the inevitable stormof glasses bad shattered in the fireplace, | joined the throng of
peopl e who wanted to buy Noah and Long-Drink a drink. W were all disappointed, as Callahan had
caught the act and announced that the boys' tab was covered for the night-but I was mldly annoyed
to notice that -Mary too bad offered the pair a drink...froma flask. She had insisted on com ng
down here, putting off our getting to know each other (other than in the biblical sense, | nean),
because she wanted a drink-which she'd had with her. W could have sat up there on the roof and
killed the flask, talked for hours before com ng downstairs..

Hush, | told nyself sensibly. Sexual intercourse vests no property rights. And how coul d
resent any conbi nati on of crcunstances which had allowed ne to witness the triunph of Noah and the
McGonni gl e? All around the room people whose attention had been el sewhere were getting the tale
secondhand and ki cki ng thenselves. Let it go, Jake- "That was special," Mary told me, grinning and
taki ng my hand.

"Yes, indeed. Noah clainms he's working up a routine with Iive éhainsaws, and now | think
believe him Wat'll you have?"

She sniffed the air. "Do | snell coffee?"

"Jamai can Bl ue Mountain. M ke has Mends in Tokyo. And, anticipating your next question, he
also has AOd Bushnmll's, distilled in Ireland, and fresh whi pped cream and he knows how. Cone
on."

Cal | ahan was working up a sweat behind the bar when we got there, but he stopped short as
he came past us with twelve drafts in his big hands and said to Mary, gesturing in mny direction
“Mary, if your tastes are as sinple as this, you might be interested in dating ne sonetine."

"What can | do?" she said. "He's got the negatives. But thanks."

Cal | ahan wrinkl ed his big broken nose and gri naced.

"Damm. Jake, what'll you charge ne for a print?"

"Sorry. The rights are tied up. MKke, you sure picked a good staircase-putter-inner. You
do know where that thing came fronP"

"Sure do," Callahan said. "I nade a point of asking Sally for it when | heard she was
cl osing. Yeah, Mary does good work. What'll you fol ks have?

"God's Blessing on us both, Mke," |I told him He nodded and went off with his dozen
over due beers.

Mary was smiling broadly. "I like this place, Jake."

"l already knew you had good taste. Pun intended."

"Quch. You did warn ne."

"Around here we don't even wait for straightlines."”

"Well," she said, absolutely pokerfaced, "the shortest distance between two puns is a
straightline,"” and hel ped herself to sonme peanuts fromthe free |unch

| felt like | had the time | was coming on just a little to a stranger about what a hot
guitarist | was, and discovered too late that | was talking to M. Anps Garrett. (Renenber the
denonic guitar break in Maria Miuldaur's "M dnight At the Qasis"? That Amos Garrett.. -) "And the

success of any pun," | tried to riposte, "is in-"

"-the oy of the beholder,” she finished for ne.

Hmm . .

M ke returned wh a pair of Irish coffees. "Two God's Bl essings," he announced. "I could
swear | still hear rain- but you two are bone-dry, and | don't see a brolly."

"Finn's doing," | explained, and he nodded. "Say, M ke, where do you know Mary fronf? And

how come you never invited her around before?

"Long story. Excuse nme, will you? It's tine to get the evening started.”

He enptied a glass that Shorty Steinitz had foolishly left unattended and banged it on the
bartop. "All right, folks- Tall Tales Night is nowin session. Wo's first?

Ral ph Von Wau Wau was pushed forward by the crowd. "I do have a mildly interesting story
for you all," he said, and! glanced at Mary to see how she would take it. | mean, | suppose it's a
subjective thing, but I find a talking dog to be nmore intrinsically startling than - a seven-foot
flying cyborg. But she didn't blink. Well, | had warned her

In that charm ng Gernan accent of his (he is a Shepherd), Ralph told a fairly conpl ex
story about a denonically possessed | ady of his acquai ntance whom he had exorci sed after even a
bi shop had failed; the yarn built inexorably, to the line, "Possession is nine points of the paw "
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and produced sone very canine how s of agony fromthe innocent bystanders.

VWi ch of course only inspired Doe Webster. "Damed if |'Il be outpunned by a genui ne son
of a bitch,"” he booned, and fol ks made way grinning for himas he stepped forward. Physically the
Doc resenbles a Sunb westler gone to fat. He is the All-tinme Punday N ght Chanpion and probably
always will be; only Long-Drink and | still cherish a hope of supplanting hi manynore.

"As many of you know," the Doc began, "I just got back fromvisiting Juan Qtiz, an
obstetrician friend of mine in Los Angeles. He was nominally on vacation, but one day there was an
energency delivery he just had to attend, so he deputized his brother-in-law Cbie Stihl-honest to
God, that's his nanme, |I'd never make up a name |ike that-deputized Chie to show nme around town. W
went to Disneyland. Ohie turned out to be a dedicated Star Wars freak, with a sense of hunor even
nore depraved than ny own- we passed by three sailors on the way in, for instance, and when he
noticed they were all Chief Petty Oficers, he niade sure to point out the 'Three C.P.QOs'

(sounds of gaggi ng and dismay fromthe audience). "So he took me to Adventurel and, where you go on
a Jungl e Boat Ri de. Robot hi ppos cone up out of the water and spit at you and so forth." ("Maybe
they were relatives of yours," Long-Drink murmured, and Cal |l ahan shushed him) "But the worst part
was the dammed boat captain. Through the whol e voyage he kept up a running nonol ogue that had shin
splints: bad jokes, worse puns, nother-in-law jokes even. | was in severe pain; fella thought he
was a real hot dog. But the wurst was yet to cone." (Gasps.) "As we got back to the wharf, just as
I was stepping off the boat, bie | eaned over and whispered in ny ear, 'Now you're getting to see
the dock side of the farce.

A roar of collective anguish went up, and gl asses began to fly toward the hearth. "Rest of
us mght as well fold up,” Tomry Janssen said. "That's a w nner."

"Strictly speaking," Callahan said with sone reluctance, "lI'mafraid it ain't. That
story'd probably take the honors if this was Punday N ght-but | don't really see it as a Tal
Tale."

"He's right," Long-Drink said. "It's nice if the Tall Tale ends with a crine |like that,
but the Tale itself has to have fantastic elenments to it. Sorry, Doc: syntax error."

The Doc frowned, but what could he say? They were right. And then divine fire touched ne,
as it had Noah a while earlier.

| wanted to inpress ny new love, and | wanted to hel p Doe Wbster, and it just slipped out
before I knew | was going to speak: "I'msurprised at you boys. The fantastic elenent in that
story is staring you all right in the face."

Even the Doe | ooked puzzled. "How s that, Jake?" Call ahan asked.

"Well, how nmany of you have ever toured Disneyland, or anyplace else, with a fictiona
character?"

The Doe was the only one who saw it coming; his frown |eft.

"Doe told you who his guide was: O B. Juan's kin, Ohie."

A frozen silence. Group catatonic shock. And then Ral ph began to howl, and was joi ned by
the rest. Every glass in the room full or enpty, began a journey whose term nus was the
fireplace; Eddie tried to play the Star Wars thene but was | aughing so hard he couldn't get his
hands to agree on a key; Callahan reached threateningly for a seltzer bottle; Doc Wbster shook ny
hand respectfully.

| glanced aroUnd for Mary to see if she was suitably inpressed, and found her staring
across the room | followed her gaze, realized she was staring at Finn-and realized that Finn was
in sone kind of trouble.

He was sitting bolt upright in his chair, which he hardly ever does, being so tall, and he
was paying no attention to the proceedings around him and tears were running down his face. The
last tine |I'd seen tears on Finn's face, years before, the planet Earth had been in serious
j eopardy. ..

He got up and wal ked stiffly to the bar, and Mary and | noved wordl essly to where we could
see what Finn was doing.

He was offering M ke Callahan ten singles. He wanted ten of sonething. Callahan was
| ooki ng himover. "How rmuch effect will that have on hin?" Mary asked in a whisper

"About l|ike you or | gulping a double."

"Ch." She rel axed slightly.

"But it is extrenmely out of character for Finn. The last tine | saw himorder ten drinks
was the first night he cane here, years ago."

Many others at or near the bar knew the story; an audi ence was devel opi ng as Cal | ahan
reached his decision - "Wiat'll it be, M ckey?"
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"Rye, Mchael." Just |ike that night.

"You want to talk about it?" Callahan asked. -"First the toast."

Cal | ahan nodded at that, and set to work. He builds drinks the way Baryshni kov dances. Ten
shots of rye soon sat before Finn. One after another the tall alien dowed them That first night
he had thrown each individual enpty into the fireplace and made the sanme toast ten tines; this
time he didn't bother. When he was done, sonme of the enpties weren't even touchi ng-but he picked
the last one up and the rest cane with it. He wal ked to the chalk line, faced the hearth. By now
he had our attention

"To ny people,” he said clearly and tonelessly, and flung the cluster of glasses. | hadn't
known even Finn could throw that hard: there was a violent explosion in the fireplace. It is
designed |like a parabolic reflector, so that it is nearly inpossible to nake glass spray out of
it; nonetheless, that bursting should have littered the roomwith shards. It did not for the sane
reason that ny clothes were dry.

"Jesus, big fella," Long-Drink said. "Wat can we do?" There was a vigorous runble of
agreenment on all sides.

M ckey Finn canme back to Earth-an expression perhaps uniquely appropriate here-and | ooked
around at us gravely. His conposed features were at odds with the droplets running down them |
had the crazy thought that these were the raindrops that had failed to fall on him tinme-shifted

somehow to now. But of course it was just that Finn's still not used to hangi ng human expressions
on his pan, and tends to forget in tines of crisis: he truly was hurting.

"My Friends," he told us, "if | could think of anything you could do, | would surely tell
you. Would surely have told you before now. "

"Then tell us the problem" Tommy Janssen said. "Maybe we'll come up with sonething."

Finn tried a snle, a poor job. "I doubt it, Tonmy. | have been thinking about this

particular problemsince |I first cane here, years ago, and I do not think there is a solution.”

Cal l ahan cleared his throat, a sound |like a speeding truck being thrown suddenly into
reverse. "M ckey, as you know, | don't hold with pryin" innmy joint. If you don't feel like
telling us your troubles, I'lIl coldcock the first guy that asks a | eading question. But |I strongly
reconmend that you unload. Little thing you mght not know, having spent so many centuries al one-
out in deep space: sonetinmes, just nam ng your burden helps. But it's up to you, pal."

Finn thought it over. "You may be right, M chael. You al ways have been so far. In fact,
you have stated nmy problem | amalone. | have been alone for centuries. | shall always be al one,
until my death cones."

"The hell you say," Long-Drink burst out. "Wy, counting the regulars that ain't in

tonight, | make it about a hundred and fifty close friends you' ve got. You can stay at my crib
anytime, for as long as you like, and the same goes for the rest of us, ain't that right?"
There were universal shouts of agreenment. Finn smled a pained smle. "Thank you all," he

said. "You are true Mends. But your generous offer does not speak to nmy problem | did not say |
was lonely. | said | was alone."

"M ckey," Josie Bauer began silkily, "I told you once already-"

"Agai n, thanks," he said, sketching a gallant bow "But it would, forgive me, hurt nore
than it would help."

"Hurt how?" she asked, not in the |east offended.

"Physically, for one thing, it would hurt you. You recall the Niven story you lent ne
once, about Superman's sex |ife?"

“Man of Steel, Wran of Kl eenex', sure," she said.

"Yes," Finn said sadly. "Orgasminvol ves involuntary nuscle spasmand while | am not as
strong as Supernan, | am nmuch stronger than a Terran man. And you are slightly built."

There was sonet hi ng peculiar about Finn's face. The eyes, that was it. H's eyes hadn't
| ooked |ike that since the first night he' d come here. Hollow, btirnt out, enpty of all hope. Wy
hadn't they | ooked Iike that up on the roof? O had | just failed to notice in the dark
distracted by lust? "It would hurt me, too," he went on. "Not physically-.-spiritually. Human
fermal es often beconme angry when | fry to explain this, Josie, please do not be of fended, but would
it not be fair to say that what you were just about to offer me was a transient sexua
rel ati onshi p?"

"Now, hold on a goddam"”

"l said, 'Please', Josie."

"-uh. . . dammit, Finn, | didn't nean a purely sexual -"
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"Of course not; | do not believe nyself that there is any such thing. No doubt it would
have invol ved friendship and | aughter and ki ndness and several other wonderful qualities for which
you Terrans do not yet have words. But is not
the key word 'transient'?"

"Well, for crying out-"

"l amwong? You were proposing marriage?"

Josi e shut very quickly up.

"Per haps your subconscious intent was a liaison of days, or weeks, or even nonths. But |
am sure that you were not offering to become ny mate. No human ever woul d."

"Christ, Mckey, don't run yourself down. | don't happen to be the marrying kind, but I'm
sure that sone nice g-"

"Look at me," he roared suddenly, and everyone in the Place junped a foot in the air.
Deliberately, he pulled open his black sports coat, pulled open his shirt, pulled open his
chest. ..

| tried to | ook away, could not. | tried to fit words around what | was seeing, could not.
| tried not to be horrified, could not. A strange sound filled the room nany people sucking air
through their teeth. | can't describe it, even now take my word for it, whatever was inside

Finn's chest, human beings aren't supposed to see things like that. Ever

Finn cl osed up his chest.

A collective sigh went up

"I have shown you ny heart,’
whi nper .

"Josie, | amsorry,"'
He said a word then which
I've never heard before and hope never to hear again, something in his native tongue that hurt him
worse than it did us. Josie's a real nice lady, and Finn knew it.

Finn said softly. "WIIl you marry nme?" Josie began to

he said at once, but it was too |ate- she was out the door and gone

Cal | ahan cl eared his throat.

"M ckey," he runbled, "you're alone, we get it now It's a hard thing to be al one.
Everyone in here has been al one, sone of us are now"

"Not as | am" Finn stated. "Even the nost unfortunate of you is | ess alone. Now matter
how renpte the chance of your fnding a mate.. . there is always the chance. Al ways you have hope,
even as you despair. No human will ever pair-bond with ne-and | dare not |eave your planet. My
Masters believe ne dead; if they ever |earned otherw se-"

"-they'd kill you," Long-Drink finished.

"Wrse. "

"They' d puni sh you."

"Worse. "

"What's worse?" Shorty Steinitz asked.

"They woul d put me back to work, unpunished. They are not |ike hunmans, who sonetines kick
a machine that is not working. They would sinply restore the machine to service. And, as an
afterthought, they would extermi nate the organi sns which caused the machine to mal function."

"Us, you mean," Call ahan said.

"Yes."

Mary and Cal | ahan exchanged a | ook | didn't understand.

"There's no chance you coul d sneak back to your honme planet without these Master clowns
cat ching on?" she asked Finn

"None what soever," Finn said expressionlessly. "To begin with, ny hone planet no |onger
exists. It has not existed
for several centuries, and | amthe last of ny people.” Mary w nced. "Wat happened?”

"The Masters found us."

"Jesus-and killed everybody but you."

"They killed everybody including me. But the Masters are a prudent and tidy race; they
al ways keep file copies of what they destroy, each etched on a nolecule of its own. Like all..of
my people, | was slain, and reduced to a single encoded nol ecule. Sone tinme after ny death they
felt need of a new scout, fashioned this body, and caused to be decanted into it a large fraction
of ny fornmer awareness- wi thholding the parts that did not suit them of course.”

Mary gasped; she was horrified. "God, you nust hate them"

Finn's voice was bleak. "I wish greatly that | had the ability. That is one of the parts
that did not suit them™

| was as horrified as Mary. As a rule, Finn is disinclined to talk about his past, and of
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course none of us had ever tried to pry. I'd al ways wondered how he'd gotten into his forner
prof ession. Now | was sorry | knew
(Still, I was tenpted to ask himthe other thing that had always puzzled ne: why the body

he wore | ooked human. Was hunman stock ubiquitous through the Gal axy? Had his Masters designed him
specifically to cone here? O did he sonehow reformhis body for each new planet, each new
culture? | knew that at |east half his body was organic- but did that half have anything in -
common- with the body he had been born into?

Per haps the answer was equally horrifying. In any case, my Mend Finn was in pain: This was
no tine to be snoopy.)

"M ckey," Mary said softly, "if you are unable to hate your Masters. . . then you are
unable to | ove them Yes? That's why you were able to betray them™

"Yes. They do not wish to be |oved. They would find the idea disgusting. Love baffles and
repels them they stanp it out wherever they find it in the Galaxy. The Masters are notivated by
self-interest."

"So are nost hunans, " Mary said.

Finn actual ly | aughed. "Excuse nme, Mary ny new freind, but what you said is funny. Al
humans-wi t hout exception-want to | ove. No organic or enotional or psychol ogi cal danage can renove
that need. Humans can survive, albeit in pain, without being |oved-but lock a nan in a dungeon and
he will find an ant to love, or try. The sociopath, who feels no enotions, w shes he could, and is
driven mad by his inability. Love is the condition in which the happiness and wel fare of anot her
are essential to your own.

To any rational selfish mnd, this is insanity. To a Master it woul d be obscenity: perhaps
the corresponding horror for a human being woul d be ego-death.”

"Love is ego-death," Mary whi spered.

"The Masters have run across love fromtime to tinme in their expansion through the Gal axy.
They're not at all afraid that it might infect them nor do | believe that to be a possibility,

but they always extermnate it with a special pleasure, afrisson of horror, a small thrill of
disgust."” Finn closed his eyes briefly. "It was the flaw for which ny race
died. "

The Place was silent. Mary's fingers were digging painfully into ny arm and | coul dn't
protest because | was gripping her ann just as hard. Wiy was she glaring at Call ahan?

"When first we encountered the Masters, we considered the problemthey represented and
evol ved two possible solutions. One involved their conplete annihilation, root, stock, and branch
the other was nore risky. W loved Life, and especially Sentience, and they were sentient. W took
the risk and were destroyed. Perhaps it was the wong choice.

“In any case, | amnearly all that renains of ny race, and so | amdisinclined to die. |
can neither |love nor hate ny Masters, but | can fear themand do."

"I't nust have been hard for you to quit them" Mary said.

"Yes, but not because of the fear. That canme later. It was hard because | amonly partly

organic. | contain installations, which were progranmed by the Masters. Betrayal was al nbst a
physical inpossibility for ne: | was counterprogrammed. Wth an effort that burned out smaH
conmponents and nay have taken a century off nmy lifespan, | was barely able to hint at how ny

progranm ng m ght be circunvented-and these my Mends were able to interpret nmy hints and act on
them"

"Aren't your. . . Mck, I"'msorry, | just can't use that word~, Aren't the Cockroaches
likely to notice you' re gone and cone | ooking for you?"

"No, Mary. The Galaxy is a big dark place, and the... Cockroaches, being rational, are
cautious. if a scout fails to report in, the area he was exploring is left alone. My defensive
systens are mghty; it would take a pow& ul eneny to destroy nme without nmy consent."

Cal | ahan set up ,another five shots. "Finn," he asked, "tell me if it's none o' ny
busi ness, but is it possible for you to suicide?"

"No, Mchael. O | would have done so, before | ever caine to your tavern that first
night." He downed two of the shots. "But, as with ny loyalty to the Cockroaches. . . thank you for
that name, Mary. . .~ ny will to live can be tanpered with slightly. | could not suicide-but given
the right conditions and a strong enough notivation, | could cooperate in ny assassination." He
finished the remaining shots. "You will recall that on that first night here, | begged you all to
kill me."

"No, Mckey," Callahan said softly. "I don't recall that.” He trod his cigar underfoot and
lit a newone. "I don't ever plan to, either. One nore personal question?”

"Of course, Mchael."

It was a ten-cent cigar or worse, but MKke took his tine getting it lit. properly. "You

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%203%20Callahan’'s%20Secret.txt (16 of 75) [8/28/03 12:04:13 AM]



file:///F|/rah/ Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%203%20Cal | ahan's%20Secret. txt

said, 'strong enough motivation." Puff. "Tell ne, buddy. . ." Puff. ". . . is loneliness a strong
enough notivation?"

Not a chair creaked; not a sleeve rustled; not a glass clinked. The fire seened to quiet
in the hearth; the rain seened to have stopped. Sonmewhere in there Mary and | had | ost our grip on
each other's arny | wanted to get m ne
back, but sonething told ne to stay still.

Finn sighed finally, and put ten nore singles on the bartop. Callahan handed hima fresh
fifth, and while he was drinking off the top quarter of it, Callahan said quickly and quietly,

"M ckey, once upon a tine you had a problemyou couldn't solve, and dying | ooked |ike the only way
out. But you kept on looking for another way out, and in the proverbial nick of tinme you found
one."

Finn wiped his nouth with his long forearm "M chael, | have been | ooking for a solution
to this problemfor along tinme. All the time | have been on Earth. | think very quickly. In the
same amount of time | could have deduced this solar system from one of your cigar stubs.”

"M ckey," Mary began, and then caught herself .."Mckey Finn isn't your real nane, is it?"

"Yes, it is, but in the sense you mean you are correct: it is not the birthname ny father
gave ne."
"What is your birthnane?'

Finn smled sadly. "You couldn't pronounce it."

"Try me."
He started to argue but gave in and spoke his name. When |I'd heard it | agreed with him
The closest | can render it is "Txffu Mpwfs." Whatever Finn's people had been |like, | was sure

their nouths were constructed differently than ours.

Mary got it dead-bang perfect the first tinme. "Txffu," she said, "weren't you just as
I onely, or lonelier, when you worked for the Roaches? It must be a long tinme between star
systens. "

Finn blinked at hearing his nane on another's lips for the first time in-how |ong? -but
was distracted by her question. "For one thing, there was always the tiny but neasurable

possibility that the. . . the Roaches night have reactivated others of ny race to becone scouts,
that | might, if I lived | ong enough, chance to neet such a one eventually, that wem ght-" He
broke of f and did nore danage to his fifth. "There was hope. M croscopi c hope, perhaps, but hope
But now I rmust stay here, and no other of my race will ever conme, and there is no hope."

He | ooked at the bottle. It was al nost enpty. Perhaps he synpathized with it; he put it
down unfinished. "And when | worked for the Mas-for the Cockroaches, | had a job. A function. A
purpose. A less than totally desirable one, admttedly. But | was part of sonething greater than
myself, and | had a role to play. Wiat is nmy role here on Eaith? | have tiied to anchor nyself to

this planet, to 'put down roots'-! have pursued farning and fishing and hunting and several other
nost basic trades. | can inmitate a terrestrial organismin general and a human in particul ar
"But | amalien. | have no purpose here, no job which needs ne to do it. This makes ny

loneliness all the sharper. Perhaps | could stand loneliness if | were not usel ess; perhaps
could stand usel essness if | were not lonely." His voice was eerily calmand flat as he finished,
"The two together are nore than | can bear."

The silence that ensued then was a famliar one. Sonmeone nanmes a probleman act simlar in
many ways to giving birth-and then the rest of us sit around a while in respectful, synpathetic,
contenpl ative silence, admiring-the newborn little nonster and neditating ways to kill it.
Al'though it's difficult to read a man who has facial and vocal expressions and body | anguage only
when he remenbers to, | felt that Finn had conpleted his birthing, and | put nmy mnd on solutions
for his problens. This was going to be one of the |onger silences.

I"ve triad my hand at nmatchmeking a few tines, and | earned that you shoul d approach it
like walking into a chem stry lab and m xing two unidentified-beakers of chemicals: you nmight |uck
into a stabl e conpound, or you might blow your hands off. I'mwlling to take the risk for a good
~enough Mend, and Finn qualified-but where do you find a mate for sonmeone as uniquely alien as
hi n? Andin today's job market, how nuch demand was there for a fell ow whose principal prior job
experience involved locating and sterilizing planetary systems? | cane up with a few dozen tria
solutions, rejected theni all, realized howlittle chance | had of finding one that Finn had not
considered and rejected nonths or years ago.

But | was being prenmature. "Txffu," Mary said, "that isn't all of it, is it?"

He spun his head to | ook at her. Those eyes of his seened to snol der..

“Mary," Callahan said reproachfully, "That's all he chose to tell us. W don't pry in
here, you know that."
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"He's asking us to fix two legs of a three-legged stool, Mke. | don't do work like that."
"Then sit this one out. But no pryin' questions inny joint. It's up to himwhether to
show you his legs or not."

She turned back to Finn. "As a card-carrying Sophist, | will now proceed to nake sone
prying statenments, and if you choose to react to ~any of themit won't be ny place to stop you

"The third |l eg of your stool, you stool, is called fear. | don't mean your fear of the
Cockroaches, you've learned to live with that. Sonething el se has you scared, and for sone reason
you don't want to talk about it. Not because you're afraid to adnmit you're afraid, |like human
mael es; it's sonmething else. | for one would certainly like to hear about it."

Finn tilted his head slightly to one side. "I see further into the infrared than humans,

hear an extra octave on either side of human range. Do you see enotions others cannot perceive?"
She ignored the question. "You're stalling."
He closed his eyes briefly-1 welcomed the nonentary respite-and nmade his deci sion.

"Very well. | amafraid of the same thing that everyone in this roomis afraid of."

Long-Dri nk McGonni gl e nodded. " Deat h~"

"No, Drink my friend. | do not fear death. Neither do some others in this room | fear
Apocal ypse. Arnmageddon. Ragnarok and Finbulwi nter. | fear nuclear hol ocaust."

There was a nmurnur in Callahan's Place.
"Finn," Doc Wbster said, "do you have reason to believe that it's comi ng?"

"No nore reason than anyone el se here, Sam" Finn assured him "lIs that not sufficient?"
"What's it to you, M ckey?" Mary asked suddenly.
"Mary!" | said, scandalized-no, shocked and di smayed.

If was her tone of voice, you see, the way she was conming on strong with Finn. If Callahan
had said those words, in that tone, it would have been different. Lots of times |'ve seen him
appear to bully soneone into solving their own problem adopt a gruff, belligerent manner as a way
of getting through their self-involvenent.. The'rest of us are a nmite too synpathetic sonetines.
But when he does it, we all knowthat it's just Callahan, that he's sinply using rudeness, as a
way-an effective way of | oving.

But Mary was a stranger here. In a sense she had not yet earned the right to ta'k that way
in here, to a friend of ours. Perhaps if she herself had al ready opened up to us in some way,
aired some problem and been adopted by us, it would have been different. (But that sounded silly
even as | was thinking it: what, did people have to show a scab at the door to get admitted to
Cal l ahan's Place?) Al | knew was that it wasn't right for her to be using that harsh
chal l engi ng, al nbost cruel tone of voice with nmy Mend Finn

And that di smayed. ne, because it was ny first suggestion that maybe | did not know Mary
as well as | thought | did.

"I just want to get it straight," Mary insisted. "M ck, Jake told ne earlier you' ve
studied a few stars-frominside. If you can survive in the heart of a fusion furnace, what do you
care about a little thing |ike Armageddon?”

"I't would destroy you and all your kind!" Finn said.

"So? You told us just a few minutes ago that the Cockroaches |left you unable to hate or

| ove. "
"They left ne unable to hate or love them " he said forcefully. "I can love. | can |ove
humanki nd. | do."
"Uh- huh," she said nastily, and Finn's face twi sted and ny heart turned over w thin ne.
"Mary," | said quickly, "You don't know what you're talking about-7"
"Shut up, please, Jake," she said. "Mck, why-"
"No, you shut up," | snapped. "He betrayed his Masters for us, he exiled hinself here to

save us, he proved his |ove-and again when the Knmdai canme, he fought for us! You don't know, you
weren't here, you have no right, you don't know him"

"Mck is your Mend, and you told nme about himfor fifteen mnutes-if you forgot to tell me
the inmportant parts it's not nmy fault. Now | asked you to shut up, and | said 'please' . Look here,
Fi nn, you nobl e spaceman-"

| shut up and | et her browbeat ny friend. | was busy trying to fall out of I|ove.

(Arotten little voice in the back of ny head was asking, are you sure you want to | ose a
body like that just to keep your self-respect? and | had to admit it was a good, if sw nish
question.)

"-if you claimyou quit your job out of love for humanity, and you claimto be scared of
Apocal ypse on our account, ~then why the hell is it that you haven't done one goddam thing to
prevent it?"

Fi nn opened his nouth.
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"And if you give me the Star Trek Prine Directive," she cut himoff, "I'Il spit right in
your eye. Nobody who really cared about the ethics of interfering in the destinies of prinitive
cultures could ever have worked as an interstellar hit man-conditioning and counterprogranm ng be
damed! "

"It is not that | would not prevent nuclear catastrophe,”" Fm said. "I cannot."

"Bull shit."

"I can destroy nucl ear weapons easily. But | cannot destroy everyone, simultaneously, and
anything less would only trigger the calamty."

"Ch, for Christ's sake, M ck-you're not that dunb.

You coul d think your way around the problemin about thirty seconds flat. . . if you
weren't hanstrung by gquilt."

"auilt?"

"That's right. Resolve the conflict in your conscience, and everything else will fall into
pl ace, you wait and see."

"-tconflict? -"

"For years, now, ever since you first walked into this dunp, you've been taking credit for
saving the world out of |ove of humanity-and these chunps here bought it." She glared around at
all of us, ignored the glares she got in return, and turned back to Finn. "Wy don't you tell us
the read reason?"

And she got himl | was watching his face, and Finn may not have nuch human expression, but

I know a direct hit when | see one. She knew sonething, she'd seen sonething we hadn't. | tried to
do an enotional one-eighty, and got so disoriented | nearly mssed Finn's reply.
At first-it didn't look like there was going to be one. He froze up lilc¢ce a conputer

that's lost its cursor. People speak of soneone "turning to stone"-but | don't think any human
bei ng could have cone as close as Finn to doing that literally. Three or four seconds went by |ike

zeppelins in a desultory breeze. . . and then suddenly he was shouting:

"Al'l right, damm it: | amnot imortal !'"

The vol ume nmade the wi ndows ring and people wince. Mditorists may well have heard hi m out
on 25A, rain and all. As the echo of his shout died away, Mary said, quite soffly, "I figured it
was sonething like that. You're going to be needing mai ntenance pretty soon, aren't you?"

Fi nn sighed and spoke in his normal voice. "If | do not receive fairly extensive
mai nt enance within approximately two hundred and twenty years, | will experience critical systens
failures. I will die. It is atrick of the Masters, another way to prevent their scouts deserting
as |'ve done.

When | arrived on this planet, | estimated that humanity coul d possess the necessary
technol ogi cal sophistication within a century or two. . . if it survived that long. If you had

been | ess advanced, you woul d have been no use to nme; nore advanced, and you woul d have detected
my approach and perhaps fired upon ne. The 'wi ndow was open. Your political imuaturity nmade you a
nmost dangerous ganbl e-but you were the best chance | had seen in countless mllennia. | staked
everyt hing on you."

Cal I ahan poured hinself a shot of Bushmll's and tossed it back. "Wat kind of
mai nt enance, M ckey? Organic or cybernetic?"

"Both, M chael. And one other kind for which your-people do not yet have a nane."

"Way' n' cha just teach it to us?"

Fi nn shook his head. "Could you have taught Leonardo Da Vinci to build a railroad before
it was railroading tine?"

"So that first night you cane in here, all of that was a charade?"

"No, Mchael! Not at all. | nmeant it when | asked you to. . . well, you say you don't
remenber that. In any case, you refused to do it then. | was-in agony. | realized that | had a
chance to survive on this world-but | was programmed to transnit mny observations of humanity to
the Masters at a preset tinme, and! knew that when! had! would receive orders to sterilize your
pl anet. | could not countermand that programm ng. The irony -was crushing. It was only when you
asked me ny nane that the idea cane to nme: if | could give you enough hint, you could drug ne
unconsci ous and prevent ny transm ssion for ne. And | managed to do so, and you took the hint."

"But | nean, you didn't defect and save us for the reason you said, because you | earned
here that humans have | ove? You did it because we might get smart enough one day to keep your
motor tuned for you? Is that the size of it?"

Finn didn't hang his head; his people nmust not have had that custom "M/ decision was
predi cated solely on selfinterest, Mchael. | was pleased to find that you had | ove- because it
woul d nake it easier to get you to help ne, when one day you could."

Shorty Steinitz was wearing the sane | ook he'd had the day he broke Wasel Wetzel's face-
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bone-and Shorty knows that Finn could outpunch an F-ill. ~'Let me get this straight, Finn," he
said darkly. "You don't |ove the human race?"

"Ch hell, Shorty,"” Long-Drink said, "I don't |love the human race, conmes to that. There's
an ever-dwindlin' percentage | can tolerate."

"Al'l right," Shorty insisted, "this place, then, these peoplc. . -. Finn, are you sayin'

you got no love for Callahan's Place here? For us?"

Finn started to answer, and paused as Tommy Janssen shoul dered his way forward. The kid's
voi ce was | ow and soft and dangerous. "You cane in here the night these guys got me off smack," he
said, "and you watched them save ne, watched while they sewed ny balls back on, and then you got
up and did your little dance because you figured it was cheap nedical insurance? |I'mthe youngest
guy here, twenty-five, if I quit snoking | nmight Iive another fifty, sixty years-if the goddam
bonb doesn't go off tomorrow. Sone of the other people here.. . hell, Tom Flanneiy's died since
the night you came in here. And you're worried about Apocal ypse because it m ght cut you back to
another two or three centuries of sunrises? Now, where did | put ny. violin?"

God help ne, | spoke up. "Finn-all these years we've been knockin' our brains out trying
to make you feel at hone in a strange |and, hel ping you get papers and teaching you about basebal
and trying to teach you howto sing and all that. . . all that tine you were just using us?"

| shut up then, because Finn's feelings had beconme so violent as to reach the surface of
his face. One thing apparently all humanoid Ilife forns have in conmon: the grinace of extrene
angui sh.

"This is not fair,"” he roared, and flung his bottle of rye into the firepl ace.

SMASH Cracks appeared in sonme of the bricks.

There was a general nurnmur rising in the roomnow, but Mary's soft |aughter cut right
through it, deflating it. | turned, to look at her with new eyes. | resented her for being privy
to this intimate matter, for having provoked this hassle, for being cruel to nmy friend the rotten
son of a bitch. Pushy, and nasty, and castrating, and fat..

| transferred to her all ny conflict; as | had on the roof, | poured ny need into her

And this time she didn't accept it. | opened ny nouth to say sonething or other that would
end our affair, and
she ignored nme, spoke directly and only to Finn.

"Now you're gotting it," she said, smiling. "It isn't fair. Enjoying it, Mck? Have
gi ven you enough, now? Have you got a way to store it digitally and play it back later? Can you
put it on a loop and run it continuously or sonething?"

He blinked at her

"You marinate in guilt soup for enough years, you suck all the juice right out of it, have
to go get sone new vegetables to throwinto the pot, that's understandable. But eventually you'll
use up this bag. Wat'Il we do next- spread the news around, put you on the Phil Donahue Show?
Sooner or |ater, sonebody'd figure out a way to kill you, and you know it, too, you big dunb jerk
Can't you nake this last you for a while?"

These were hamrer bl ows she was | anding, froma distance of about a foot and a half. |
opened ny nouth to say sonething, and suddenly she whirled around to face us. Finn's got a nore
ef fici ent speaker than any human, but she certainly had an inpressive bellow onto her-we junped
further than we had when he | et go.

"WIl you clowns stop indul gi ng hi mnow?"

The dust settled, Callahan picked his cigar butt up off the floor and bl ew sawdust off it,
and she cut back to about Force Ei ght and went on:

"What is the matter with you norons? A nutt cones in here, a guy you claimis your friend,
with a sign on his forehead says, 'Masochist', and you people get out the whips and chains, is
that it? Txffu' s commtted the cardinal sin, eh? He doesn't |ove humanity: hang him And Handsore
over there, too, and half the people in this bar, probably

what the hell is so special about humanity that not loving it is a sin? Finn said his
peopl e |l oved sentient life: | respect that a lot nore, and |'mnot at all sure that humanity
qualifies, on average-"

(By "Handsome," she referred to Long-Drink, whose nane she didn't know, and | found tinme
to wonder if Mary was a pervert, too, queer for scrawny nen. Long-Drink is even taller and
ski nnier than nme-put himand ne and Finn side by side and we | ook |ike a pine nountainside...)

"-How about an analogy: will that strain your brains too nuch? Say you work for a South
Anerican real estate devel oper; he has you go out into the bush and extenninate tribes of nonkeys
where he wants to build new condominiunms. You don't like the work, you'd rather quit and jungle
up, bi~t the boss has thoughtfully planted a booby-trapped transceiver on you. To nake matters
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worse, you're a diabetic, and he only gives you a linmited supply of insulin for each trip. -

"One day you run across a tribe of nonkeys clever enough to disable the transceiver. It
may even be possible to train themto manufacture insulin. Is it necessary that you | ove them
before you can accept their aid? | could naybe, given tinme, learn to get attached to three or four
i ndi vi dual nonkeys, nmaybe as many as a dozen or so-be anused by them grow fond of them even
respect themin certain ways. | could see being concerned if | learned that their tribe was | ocked
into sone kind of suicidal behavior pattern-really concerned, not just on ny own account. But |ove
then? O their kind in general ?

"And should | be ashaned for wanting insulin so that | can |ive another forty or fifty

year s-when the nonks can only hope for ten or twenty? Oh, you jackasses, | can understand H M
bei ng that dunb, he's smarter than any of us- but how could you norons be so stupid?”

Many feet were shuffled. She had opened up our friend' s hidden wound. . . and we had al
picked at it. | was belatedly beginning to realize her technique. Sonetines a nocking voice

whi spers vile things in a man's ear, things he can't shut out because he hal f-believes they' re
true. But if you can personify that voice, and get himto fight it, to reject
it.

"He cones froma race so fatheaded noble and' ethical that-they couldn't bring thensel ves
to destroy their assassins-perhaps, he says, they nade the wrong choice. Naturally he'd fee
guilty about exploiting us by trying to keep
us alive, about his inability to | ove nonkeys. All the years he's been on this planet, none of you
noti ced any pattern in the kind of professions he's foll owed?"

I found that | was speaking. "I figured he picked basic, earthy trades as a way of
rootijig hinmself to this planet. Qur primal cultural basics: farnming, fishing, watching the
forest, contenplating the sea-"

"Solitary, lonely jobs, every one, the way he went about them Hermit jobs." She turned to
Finn. "You probably find nost of us actually repellent, don't you, Txffu?"

Hi s face was expressionless again. "Candidly, yes."

"Physical l y disgusting?”

"Well. . . deformed, on the average. Your nmales are all so short. . . and your fenales are
all so undernouri shed.

Her ears grew points. "Real |l y?"

"Yes. Anong ny people, you yourself would be considered-well, not emnaciated, but al npost
unf ashi onably slender. As it happens | have an unconventional taste for slender wonen. . . but
nmost human fenmal es your size hate thenselves so much it is unpleasant to be near them™

"Txffu?" she interrupted.

"Yes, Mary?"

"WII you marry ne?"

| screwed nmy eyes so tight | saw neon paisley. Somewhere behind their [ids was the switch
that would turn nmy breathing back on, and | had to find it pretty quickly.

Finn was utterly still for five |l ong seconds. "You are not serious."

"No, thank God, and that's going to be a break for you in the years to come-but ny
proposal is dead serious. Wiat's your answer?"

"But- you-"

"Finn, you've been unable to | ove because you haven't |oved yourself because you haven't
|l oved us-it's tine sonebody got you off the Ioop. You ninny, of course you didn't save us out of
Il ove! You did it out of conpassion. That's sonething that's, underrated, but I think it's just as
good as | ove-who knows, maybe better. You can | ove
only your equal s-with your superiors or inferiors, conpassion is the best you can do, and it's
pretty dammed good, at |least as high up on the ethical scale. Wth tinme, it can lead to | ove.
specul ate that-it could even be the basis of a pretty fair nmarriage. Do you think?"

"You saw what is in ny chest-"

"Yeah, |I'mfascinated. |Is there an owner's nmanual for it?"

"You cannot be s& ous. You do not even know if we are sexually conpatible-"

“"The hell | don't. | can see fingers and a tongue from here;- anything else is gravy. And
I've got sonething or other that appeals to you; | knew that back up on the roof when | net you."

That breathing switch had to be around here sonepl ace; just a question of finding it... -

"-we are not cross-fertile-," Finn tried.

"What of it? Maybe we'll adopt. Hell, we'll adopt this whol e goddam bar-they need sonmeone
to bring "emup. Quit stalling: yes or no?"

I think maybe I'd known it all along, sensed it up there on the roof when Finn first flew
out of the rainy night. | suppose there are worse ways to say goodbye..
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"Yes," Finn said fmally. "Yes, Mary, | would be honored to marry you. On one condition."
He turned to the rest of us. "All of you, male and femal e, nust agree to be ny Best Man."

A roonful of people |ooked guiltily to Mary.

She nodded serenely. "Deal."

A cheer went up that rung the rafters. | even got ny lungs going in time to joinit. Sure
it hurt.

But it felt good, too.

Finn's face remai ned bl ank for another few seconds- and then he renenbered to share his
joy with us, and hung that expression on hinself; | was pleased and proud that he took the
troubl e.

"Whul d you two," Callahan booned, "do ne the honor of gettin' married here in ny joint?
Say, over there on the staircase?"
"Where el se?" Mck and Mary said together, and another cheer went up, even |ouder

It came to ne that | might find sone use for a bucket of alcohol, so when Call ahan began
t he bucket brigade of free
drinks for the house | hogged three or four. It's anazing how fast you can throw down booze if you
work at it, and so before long I found nyself bellying up to the bar

"I nnkeeper,"” | said when he reached me, "give ne drink."

He understood ny situation-had probably understood fromthe nonent. Mary popped the
question. Not rmuch gets past M ke Call ahan, and nothing that pertains to the hunan heart. "Healthy
reaction," he said, nodding judiciously. "I
think you'll live, Jake."

"Have you ever hated your best friend' s guts, M ke?"

"Careful, pal: don't get into the same guilt-loop Finn did. Melodrama is for T.V. Finn's
not your best friend, just a

garden variety pal. And if you feel like hating himfor a while, go to it: it'll pass.”
“You haven't said nuch tonight, Mke. How do you feel about all this?"
"Well, the way | look at it, I'mnot so nuch |l osing a daughter as | amgaining an alien."

| stared at him and by the time all the tunblers had fmished clicking into place, he was
handi ng ne an oversi zed nug of Irish coffee.

"Mary is your-"

"Lady Sally and | have al ways been real proud of her," he said contentedly, puffing on
that m serabl e stogie.

"Whay the hell didn't she ever come around here before?" | asked. "Al these years-"

"Well, she couldn't, Jake. She lived too far away, and she used to work nights. Until Sal
retired.

You burn your tongue when you drink Irish coffee too fast, so | burned nmy tongue. So | had
anot her to keep ny
tongue nunb, and then another, and | started having so much fun that the idea sort of caught on
generally, and that's nore or | ess how M ke and | and about a dozen of our friends eventually
ended up naked in the rain on Callahan's roof, me for the second tine that night.

Do you know, fromthat day to this, rain won't [and on ne-or any of us that were there-
unl ess we ask it to?

CHAPTER 2
Pyotr's Story

TWO TOTAL DRUNKS in a single week is nmuch higher than average for anyone who goes to Callahan's
Pl ace-no pun intended.

Surely there is nothing odd about a man going to a bar in search of oblivion
Under st at emrent of the decade. But Callahan's Place is what cured nme of being a lush, and it's done
the sanelor others. Hell, it's hel ped keep Tormy Janssen off of heroin for years now. |'ve gotten
high there, and once or twice |'ve gotten tight, but it's been a good many years since |'ve been
flat-out, helpless drunk-or yeari~ed to be. A true drunk is a rare sight at Callahan's. M ke
Cal | ahan doesn't just pour his liquor, he serves it; to get pissed in his Place you nust convince
hi m you have a need to, persuade himto take responsibility for you. Most bars, people go to in
order to get blind. Mke's custoners go there to see better

But that night | had a need to conpletely dismantle ny higher faculties, -and he knew t hat
as | crossed the threshol d.
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Because | was carrying in ny arns the rui ned body of Lady Macbeth. Her head dangled crazily, her
proud neck broken clean through, and a hush fell upon Callahan's Place as the door closed behind
ne.

M ke recovered qui ckly; he always does. He nodded, a nod which neant both hello and
sormet hing el se, and gl anced up~and down the bar until he found an untenanted stretch. He pointed

toit, | nodded back, and by the tinme | reached it he had the free lunch and the beer nuts noved
out of the way. Not a word was said in the bar-everyone there understood ny feelings as well as
Cal l ahan did. Do you begin to see how one could stop being an al coholic there? Soneone, | think it
was Fast Eddie, made a subvocal sound of enmpathy as | laid the Lady on the bar-top

| don't know just how old she is. | could find out by witing the G bson people and aski ng
when serial nunber 427248 was sent out into the world, but sonehow | don't want to. Sonewhere in
the twenty-to-thirty range, |'d guess, and she can't be less than fifteen, for | net her in 1966
But she was a treasure even then, and the man | bought her from cheated hinself horribly. He was
getting married nuch too quickly and needed folding nmoney in a hurry. All | can say is, | hope he

got one hell of a wi fe-because | sure got one hell of a guitar

She's a J-45, red sunburst with a custom neck, and she clearly predates the Geat Cuitar
Boom of the Sixties. She is hand-nade, not machi ne-stanped, and she is some forgotten artisan's
mast er pi ece. The very best, top-of-the-line G bson nmade today could not touch her; there are very
few guitars you can buy that woul d. She has been ny other voice and the basic tool of ny trade for
a decade and a half. Now her neck, and ny heart, were broken cl ean through

Long-Dri nk McGonnigle was at nmy side, |ooking nournfully down past me at the pitiful thing
on the bar. He touched one of the spraw ed strings. It rattled. Death rattle. "Aw, " he nurmnured.

Callahan put a triple Bushmll's in my hand, closed ny fingers around it. | made it a
double, and then | turned and wal ked to the chalk line on the floor, faced the nmerrily crackling
fireplace froma distance of twenty feet. People waited respectfully. | drank again while
considered ny toast. Then | raised nmy glass, and everybody followed suit.

"To the Lady," | said, and drained ny glass and threwit at the back of the fireplace, and

then | said, "Sorry, folks," because it's very difficult to make Mke's fireplace enit shards of
glass-it's designed |like a parabolic reflector with a shallow focus-but | had thrown hard enough
to spatter four tables just the sane. | know better than to throw that hard.

Nobody paid the | east nind; as one they chorused, "To the Lady" and drank, and when the
barrage was finished, eight tables were littered with shards.

Then there was a pause, while everybody waited to see if | could talk about it yet. The
certain know edge that they were prepared to swallow their curiosity, go back to their drinking
and ignore nme if that were what | needed, made it possible to speak.

"I was conming offstage. The Purple Cat, over in Easthanpton. Tripped over a cable in the
dark. Knew | was going down, tried to get her out fromunder ne. The stage there is waist-high
her head just cleared it and wedged in under the nonitor speaker. Then ny wei ght canme down on her

." 1 was sobbing. " and she screamed, and |.

Long-Drink wapped nme in his great long arnms and hugged tight. | buried nmy face in his
shirt and wept. Soneone el se hugged us both from behind ne. Wien | was back under control, both
let go and | found a drink in my hand. | gulped it gratefully.

"I hate to ask, Jake," Callahan runmbled. "I'mafraid | already know. I|s there any chance
she coul d be fixed?"

“"Tell him Eddie." But Eddie wasn't there; his piano stool was enpty. "All right, |ook
M ke: There are probably ten shops right here on Long Island that'd accept the conmi ssion and ny
money, and maybe an equal nunber who'd be honest enough to turn nme away. There are maybe five rea
guitar-nakers in the whole New York area, and they'd all tell nme to forget it. There night be four
Master-class artisans still alive in all of North Arerica, and their bill would run to four
figures, naybe five, assumi ng they thought they could save her at all." Noah Gonzal ez had renpved
his hat, with a view toward passing it; he put it back on. "Look at her. You can't get wood |ike
that anynore. She's got a custom neck and fingerboard, skinnier'n usual, puts the strings closer
together-when | play a normal guitar it's like ny fingers shrunk. So a rebuilt neck woul d have
| ess strength, and the fingerboard d have to be hand- nade.

| stopped nyself. | finished ny drink. "Mke, she's dead." Long-Drink burst into tears.
Cal | ahan nodded and | ooked
sad, and passed nme another big drink. He pouied one for hinself, and he toasted the Lady, and when
t hat barrage was over he set 'emup for the house.

The folkn treated ne right; we had a proper Irish wake for the Lady, and it got pretty
drunk out. We |aughed and danced and rem ni sced and swapped |lies, created grand~ toasts; everyone
did it up nice. The only thing it |lacked was Eddie o,n the piano; he had di sappeared and none knew
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where. But a wake for Lady Macbeth nust include the voice of her long-tine colleague-so Call ahan
surprised us all by sitting down and turning out sone creditable barrei house. | hadn't known he
could play a note, and I'd have sworn his fingers were too big to hit only one key at a tine, but
he di d okay.

Anyhow, when the snoke cleared, Pyotr ended up driving better than half of us hone, in
groups of three-a task | wouldn't wish on ny senator

| guess | shoul d explain about Pyotr....

The thing about a joint |like Callahan's Place is that it could not possibly function
wi thout the cooperation of all its patrons. It takes a |ot of volunteer effort to nake the Pl ace
work the way it does.

Sone of this is obvious. Clearly, if a barkeep is going to allow his patrons'to smash
their enpties in the fireplace, they nmust all be responsible enough to exercise prudence in this
pursuit-and furthernore they nust have better than average aim. But perhaps it is not obvious,
and so | should mention, that there is a broom and-scoop set on either side of the hearth, and
whenever an occasional wild shard ncochets across the room one of those broom and-scoops just
naturally finds its way into the hands of whoever happens to be nearest, wi thout anything being
sai d.

Similarly, if you like a parking lot in which anarchy reigns, with cars parked every which
way |ike goats in a pen, you nust all be prepared to pile outside together six or ten tines a
ni ght, and back-and-fill in series until whoever is trying to | eave can get his car out. This
recurring scene | ooks rather |like a grand-scale Chinese Fire Drill, or perhaps |ike Bunper Cars
for G ownups; Doc Webster points out that to a Martian it would probably | ook |ike sone vast robot
orgy, and insists on referring to it as Auto-Eroticism

Then there's closing ritual. Al ong about fifteen minutes before closing, sonebody, usually
Fast Eddi e Costigan the piano player, conmes around to all the tables with a big plasticlined trash
barrel. Each table has one of those funnel-and-tincan ashtrays; soneone at each table unscrews it
and dunps the butts into the barrel. Then Eddie inserts two corners of the plastic tablecloth into
the barrel, the custonmer lifts the other two corners into the air, and Eddie sluices off the cloth
with a seltzer bottle. OQther cleanup jobs, nopping and straightening and the like, just seemto
get done by sonebody or other every night; all Mke Callahan ever had to do is polish the bartop,
turn out the lights and go honme. Consequently, although he is scrupul ous about ceasing. to sel
booze at legal curfew, Mke is in no hurry to chase his friends out, and indeed |I know of severa
occasi ons on which he kept the Place open round the clock, giving away nosepai nt until the hour

arrived at which it becanme legal to sell it again.
And finally, of course, there's old Pyotr. You see, no one tight drives honme from
Cal | ahan's bar. When M ke deci des that you've had enough-and they'll never nake a Breathal yzer as

accurate as his professional judgnment- the only way in the world you will get another drink from
himis to surrender your car keys and then let Pyotr, who drinks only distilled water, drive you
hone when you fold. The next nmorning you drive Pyotr back to his cottage, which is just up the
street fromCallahan's, and if this seens |like too nuch trouble, you can always go drink sonewhere
el se and see what that gets you

For the first couple of years after Pyotr started com ng around, sone of us used to wonder
what he got out of the arrangement. None of us ever managed to get himto accept so much as a free
breakfast the nmorning after, and how do you buy a drink for a man who drinks distilled water? On,
M ke gave himthe water for free, but a gallon or so of
water a night is pretty poor wages for all the hours of driving Pyotr put in, in the conpany of at
| east occasionally troubl esone drunks, not to nention the inconveni ence of spendi ng manyni ghts
sl eepi ng on a strange bed or couch or floor. (Sone of the boys, and especially the ones who want
to get pie-eyed once in a while, are married. Alnbst to a wonman, their w ves worship Pyotr; are
happy to put himup now and then.)

For that matter, none of us could ever figure out what old Pyotr did for a living. He
never had to be anywhere at any particular tinme next norning, and he was never late arriving at
Call ahan's. |If asked what he did he would say, "Ch, a little bit of everything, whenever | can get
it,", and drop the subject. Yet he ncver seened to be in need of noney, and in all the tinme | knew
him | never once saw himtake so nuch as a peanut fromthe Free Lunch

(I'n Callahan's Place there is a free |lunch-supported by donations. The val ue of the change
inthe jar is alnost always greater than the value of the Free Lunch next to it, but nobody
wat ches to make sure it stays that way. | mnd me of a bad two weeks when that Free Lunch was the
only protein | had, and nobody so nuch as frowned at ne.)

But while he is a bit on the pale side for a man of M ddl e European stock, Pyotr certainly
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never | ooks undernourished, and so there was never any need for us to pry into his persona
affairs. Me, | figured himfor some kind of a pensioner with a streak of pure altruism and let it
go.

He certainly | ooks old enough to be a pensioner. Ch, he's in very good shape for his age,
and not overly afflicted with winkles, but his conplexion has that ol d-|eather |ook. And when you
notice his habit of speaking into his cupped hand, and hear the slight lisp in his speech, and you
realize that his smles never seemto pry his |lips apart, you get the idea that he's nissing sone
bri dgework. And there's sonmething old about his eyes...

Anyway, Pyotr was busier than usual that night, ferrying home all the casualties of Lady
Macbet h's wake. It took
quite a while. He took three at a time, using the vehicle of whoever lived furthest away, and
taxi ed back for the next load. Two out of every three drunks would have to taxi back to Callahan's
the next day for their cars. | was proud of the honor being paid ny dead Lady. Pyotr and Cal | ahan
decided to save ne for last. Perhaps on the principle that the worst should cone |ast-1 was
pi ssed, and at the stage of being offensively cheerful and hearty. At last all the other wounded
had been choppered out, and Pyotr tapped ne on one weavi ng shoul der

"So they weld-well bell, hi, Pyotr, wait a half while I finish telling Mke this story-
they wel d manacles on this giant alien, and they haul himinto court for trial, and the first
thing he does, they go to swear himin and he swallows the bailiff whole."

M ke had told me this gag, but he is a very conpassiotiate man. He relit his cheroot and
gave nme the straight Iine, "What'd the bailiff do?

"His job, o' course-he swore, in the witness. Haw hew " Pyotr joined in the polite |aughter
and took ny arm "Tinme to bottle it up, Pyotr you old lovable Litvak? Time to scanper, is it? Wy

shoul d you have to haul ny old ashes, huh? G me ny keys, Mke, I'mnot nearly so drunk as you
think-1 nmean, so thunk as you drink. Shit, | said it right, | nust be drink. Al right, just let
me find nmy pants-"

It took both of themto get ne to the car. | noticed that every tine one of ny feet cane

unstuck fromthe ground, it seemed to take enornous effort to force it back down again. A car seat
| eaped up and hit ne in the ass, and a door slamred. "Make sure he takes two aspirins before he
passes out for good," Callahan's voice said froma mle away.

"Right," Pyotr said fromonly a few bl ocks distant, and nmy old Pontiac woke up grunbling
The worl d lurched suddenly, and we fell off a cliff, landing a mllion years later in white water
| felt nausea coming on, chattered nerrily to stave it off.

"Spl endi d busi ness, Pyotr old sock, absolutionally nmagnel ephant. You drive well, and this
car handles well on ice, but if you keep spinning like this we're going to deed up in the itch-
mean, we'll rote off the ride, right? Let's go to the Brooldyn Navy Yard and try to buy a drink
for every sailor on the U S.S. Mssouri-as a songwiter |I'malways hoping to find the Me juiced
Left her right there on the bartop, by all the gods! Jus' left her and-turn around, God dam it,
Heft ny Lady back there!"

"It is all right, Jake. M. Callahan will |eave her |ocked up. W will wake her for
several days, correct Irish custom yes? Even those not present tonight should have opportunity to
pay their respects."

"Hell, yeah, sure. Hey! Funeral. How? Bury or cremate?"

"Cremati on woul d seem appropriate.”

"Strings? Gearboxes? Heavy netal air pollution? Fuggolf. Bury her, dissolve in acid,’
heave her into the ocean off Mntauk Point and let the fish lay eggs in her sounding box. Know why
| called her Lady Macbeth?

"No, | never knew. "

"Used to sneak up and stab ne inna back when didn't expect it. Bust a string, go out of
tune, start to buzz on the high frets for no reason at all. Treacherous bitch. Onh, Lady!"

"You used each other well, Jake. Be glad. Not nany have ever touched so fine an
i nstrunment."

"CGoddamright. Stop the car, please. | want to review inputs."

"Open the wi ndow. "
"I"ll get it all over the-"
"It's raining. Go ahead."”

"Ch. Not sure | like Finn's nagic. Have to pay attention to notice it's raining. Right ho.
Ch. "

Eventual |y the car stopped conplaining and rain sprinkled everything but Pyotr and ne and
then nmy house opened up and swal |l owed ne. "Forget aspirins,” | rmunbled as ny bed rushed at ne.
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"Don' need 'em"

"You'll be sorry tonmorrow "

"I'"'msorry now. "

The bed and | went inertialess together, spun end over end across the nacrocosnic
Uni ver se.

I was awakened by the deafening thunder of ny pul se.

| knew that | was awake |l ong before I had the power to raise ny eyelids. | knew it because
I knew | |acked the imagination to dreama taste like that in nmy nouth. But | was quite prepared
to believe that the sleep had |asted at |east a century; | felt old. That made ne wonder if | had
snored right through the wake-the wake! Everything came back in a rush; | flung open nmy eyes, and
two large icicles were ranmmed into the apertures as far as they would go, the points inches deep
in my forebrain. | screaned. That is, | tried to scream and it sounded |like a scream but ny pul se
sounded like an enpty oil tank being hit with a maul, so nore likely what | did was bleat or
whi nper .

Sonet hi ng heavy and bristly lay across ne; it felt like horsehair, with the horse stil

attached. | strained at it, could not budge it. | wept.
The voi ce spoke in an earsplitting whisper. "Good norning, Jake."
"Fuck you too," | croaked savagely, wincing as the snell of ny breath went past my nose.

"I warned you," Pyotr said sadly.
"Fuck you tw ce. Jesus, ny eyelashes hurt. Wat is |lying on ne?"
"A cotton sheet."

"Gaah. "

"You shoul d have accepted the aspirins."

"You don't understand. | don't get hangovers."

Pyotr nade no reply.

"Damm it, | don't! Not even when | was a lush, not the first time | ever got smashed, not

ever. Trick netabolism Wrst that ever happens is | wake up not hungry-but no head, no nausea, no
weakness, never."
Pyotr was silent a long tine. Then, "You drank a good deal nore than usual |ast night."

"Hell, | been dninker'n that. Too many tinmes, nman."

"Never since | have known you."

"Well, that's true. Maybethat's. . . no, |I've fallen off the wagon before. | just don't
get hangovers."

He left the room was gone awhile. | passed the time working on a conprehensive catal og of
all the places that hurt, beginning with ny thunbnails. | got quite a |lot of work done before
Pyotr returned; | had gotten hal fway through the hairs on ny forearnms when he cane in the door
with a heavily laden tray in his hands. | opened ny nouth to scream "Get that ~food out of here!"-
and the snell reached ne. | sat up and began to salivate. He set the tray down on ny |lap and

i gnored the pain and anni hil ated bacon, sausage, eggs, cheese, onions, green peppers, hot peppers,
bread, butter, English muffns, jam orange juice, coffee, and assorted condinents so fast | think
| frightened hima little. Wien | sank back against the pillows the tray contained a plate |icked

cl ean, an enpty cup and glass, and a fork. | was exhausted, and still hurt in all the sanme pl aces-
that is, in all places-but I was beginning to believe that | wanted to live. "This is crazy,"
said. "If I am hung over, the concept of fo~d ought to be obscene. | never ate that nuch breakfast

innm life, not even the norning after ny wedding night."

| could see Pyotr now, and he | ooked enbarrassed, as though nmy appetite were his fault.

"What time is it?"

"Seven P.M"

"CGod's teeth.”

“I't was four in the norning when we arrived here. You have slept for thirteen hours. |
fell asleep at noon and have just awakbned. Do you feel better now that you have eaten?

"No, but | concede the trick is possible. Wuat's good for total bodily agony?"

"Well, there is no cure. But certain nmedications are said toalleviate the synptons."

"And Cal | ahan's has opened by now. Well, how do we get nme to the car?"

In due course we got to Callahan's where Lady Macheth~ lay in state on top of the bar. the
wake was already in full swing when we arrived and were greeted with tipsy cheers. | sawthat it

was Riddle Night: The big blackboard stood near the door, tonight's gane scrawed on it in the
handwiting of Dec Webster. On Riddle Ni ght the previous week's winner is R ddle Master; each
solved riddle is good for a drink on the Riddle Master's tab. The Dec | ooked fairly happy-every
unsol ved riddle is a free drink for him on the house.
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The board was headed "PUBLI C PERSONALi t| ES." Beneath that were inscribed the follow ng

runes:
l.

a) H ndu ascetic; masculine profession

b) tranp; crane

c) profligate; cheat

d) span; tavern, noney

e) fish; Jamai can or Scottish male, caviar
f) certainly; Irish street

a) handt ruck; forgiveness

.

a) pry; mnmanager

b) smart guy; Stout

C) chi cken coop; nore | oving

d) bandit; crinson car

e) coffin; baby boy

1) tote; subsidy

g) noani ng; achi eve

1.

a) irrigated; laser pistol

b) Nazi; cook lightly

c) British punk; know edge, current

d) chi cken coop; foreplay

e) weal thier; nuts to

I V.

a) Italian beauty; stead, depart, w tness
b) toilet; auto, senior menber

c) be dull; Carm na Burana

d) grass; apprentice, younger

e) val | ey; odd

f) buns; |eer at

Exanpl e: penis; truck = peter; lorry = Peter

Lorre. Extra drinks for identifying Categories I-1V

Peopl e were staring at the board, seemed to have been staring at it for sone tine, but

none of the riddles were checked off yet. | paid ny respects to the Lady, said hello to M ke,
accepted a large glass of dog-hair. Then, deliberately, | turned away fromthe Lady and toward the
boar d.

(Way don't you take a crack at it before reading further?)

"Cot one," | said at once, and allowed Long-Drink to help nme to the board. "First one in
line," | said, marking with chal k. "Hi ndu ascetic; nasculine profession. That's lain; Man's Field,
and Category One is Actresses.”

Doe Webster | ooked pained. "Say Film Wrnen
Jake on ne."

G ven the category Section | was fairly sinple. | got b) 'Bo; Derrick. Long-Drink
M;Gonni gl e got c¢) Rakehell; Welsh. Tommy Janssen figured out that d) and e) were Bridge It; Bar
Dough and Marlin; Mn Roe. Josie Bauer took f) Surely; Mck Lane and g) Dolly; Pardon. W
col l ected our drinks gleefully.

| suspected that the second category would be Male Actors (or Film Men), but kept ny nouth
shut, hoping | could figure themall out and do a sweep before anyone el se tw gged. This turned
out to be poor tactics; | got a), b), d) and f), but while! was puzzling over the rest, Shorty
Steinitz spoke up. "The category is Male Film Stars, and the first one is Jimy,; Steward!" | tried

he suggested. "Mre accurate. M ke, one for
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to junp in at once, but Long-Drink drowned nme out. "Cot b): Al ec; Cuinness! Hey, and f) has to be
Carry; Gant."

"And d)," | said initably, "is Robber; Red Ford. But what about th~ others?" W stared at
themin silence for awhile.
"A hint," Doe Webster said at last: "Wth reference to g), the first nanme is what 1'll be

doing if you do the second.”

"Cot it!" Long-Drink cried. "Keenin'; Wn." The Doe grinaced. Callahan was busy keeping
score and distributing the prizes, but he had attention left to spare. "That third one there, c):
That has to be Hennery; Fonder."

There was a pause, then. Nobody could figure out "coffin; baby boy." (Can you?) After
awhile we turned our attention to the remaining two categories, but the silence remained unbroken
The Doc | ooked snug. "No hurry, gents and ladies,” he said. "Cosing tinme isn't for several hours
yet." Wt all glared at himand thought hard.

Surprisingly, it was Pyotr who spoke up. "I have a sweep," he stated. "Category IVinits
entirety."

Fol ks regarded himw th respectful interest. He was conmitted now if he nissed one, he
woul d owe the Dec all six drinks. The Dec | ooked startled but gane-he seened to think he had an
ace up his sleeve. "Go ahead, Pyotr."

"The category is Fanpbus Monsters.” The Dec winced. "The first is Bella; Liei Go See."

Appl ause. "Then John; Car a Dean." More appl ause.

"Not bad," the Dcc admitted. "Keep going."

"The next two, of course, are anong the nost fanmous of all. Be dull; Carmina Burana has to
be Bore Us; Carl Off...." He paused to sip one of the three drinks Callahan had passed hi m
"Brilliant, Pyotr," | said, slapping himon the back. "But I"'mstill stunped for the |ast

three.”

"That is because they are tricky. The first is tortured, and the |ast two are obscure."

"Go ahead," Doe Webster said grimy

"The first is the famous Wl fman: Lawn; Trainee Junior."

Delighted | aughter and appl ause cane fromall sides. "The others are both Frankenstein's
Creature, but it would require an historian of horror filns to guess both. @ enn Strange pl ayed
the Monster in at |east three novies. " The Doc swore. and the last shall be first; the
man who played the Monster in the very first filmversion of Frankenstein."

"But we already had Karloff," | protested.

"No, Jake," Pyotr said patiently. "That was the first talkie version. The very first was
rel eased in 1910, and the Monster was played by a man with the unusual name of Charles Qgle.
Read, ' chars' for 'burns' and you cone cl ose enough.”

W gave hima standing ovation-in which the Doc joined.

Al of this had adnmrably occupied ny attention, fromal nost the nonent of ny arrival. But
before | turned to a study of Category ifi, | turned to the bar to begin the third of the four
drinks | had won-and ny gaze fell on the ruined Lady. She lay there in tragic splendor, mutely
reproachi ng me for enjoying nmyself so nuch while she was broken. Al at once | lost all interest
in the game, in everything but. the pressing business of |ocating and obtaining oblivion. I gul ped
the drink in nmy hand and reached for the next one, and a very elderly man cane in the door of
Call ahan's Place with his hands high in the air, an~expression of infinite weariness on his face
He was closely followed by Fast Eddi e Costigan, whose head just about cane up to the level of the
el derly man's shoul der bl ades. Conversations began to peter out.

| just had time to recall that Eddie had vani shed nysteriously the night before, and then
the two of them noved closer and | saw why everybody was getting quiet. And why the old gent had
his hands in the air. | didn't get a real good | ook, but what Eddie had in his right hand, nestled
up against the other man's fourth |unbar vertebra, |ooked an awful lot Iike a Charter Arns . 38.
The gun that got Johnny Lennon and George Wall ace.

| decided which way | would junp and put on ny bl andest expression. "Hi, Eddie."

"H, Jake," he said shortly, all his attention on his prisoner

"I tell you for the last tine, Edward-," the old gent began in a Spainish accent.

"Shaddap! -Nobody ast you nuttin'. Get over here by de bar an' get to it, see?"

"Eddi e," Callahan began gently.

"Shaddap, | said."

| was shocked. Eddi e worships Callahan. The runty little piano man prodded with his piece,
and the old Spaniard sighed in resignation and canme toward me.
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But as he canme past me, his expression changed suddenly and utterly. If aged Gdysseus had
conme round one |ast weary corner and found Penelope in a bower, |egs spread and a sweet snile on
her lips, his face m ght have gone through such a change. The old gent was staring past nme in
joyous disbelief at the Holy Grail, at the Golden Fl eece, at the Prom sed Land, at-

-at the maimed Lady Macbet h.

"Santa Maria," he breathed. "Madre de Dios."

Years lifted fromhis shoulders, bitter years, and years smoothed away fromhis face. H s
hands cai ne down slowy to his sides, and | saw those hands, really saw them for the first tine.
Al at once! knew who he was. My eyes w dened.

"Montoya," | said. "Dom ngo Montoya."

He nodded absently.

"But you're dead."

He nodded again, and noved forward. His eyes were dreany, but his step was firm Eddie
stood his ground. Mntoya stopped before the Lady, and he actually bowed to her. And then he
| ooked at her.

First he let his eyes travel up her length the way a man takes in a wonan, fromthe toes
up. | watched his face. He al nobst sm | ed when he reached the bridge. He al nbst frowned when he got
to the scars around the sounding hole that said | had once been foolish enough to clanp a pick-up
onto her. He did snile as his gaze reached the fingerboard and frets, and he narvel ed at the |ines
of the neck. Then his eyes reached the awful fracture, and they shut for an instant. H's face
becanme totally expressionless; his eyes opened again, studied the weck with dispassionate
t hor oughness,
and went on to study the head.

That first | ook took him perhaps eight seconds. He strai ghtened up, closed his eyes again
clearly fixing the nemory forever in his brain. Then he turned to me. "Thank you, sir," he said
with great formality. "You are a very fortunate man."

| thought about-it. "Yes, | believe | am"

He turned back and | ooked at her again, and now he | ooked. From several angles, fromup
close and far away.

The joining of neck to body. The joining of head to neckstub. "Light," he said, and held out his
hand. Callahan put a flashlight into it, and Montoya i nspected what he could of Lady Macbetlfs
interior bracings through her open nouth. | had the dammdest feeling that he was going to tell her
to stick out her tongue and say "Ah!" He tossed the flashlight over his shoul der-Eddi e caught it
with his free hand- and stooped to sight along the neck. "Towel," he said, straightening. Callahan
produced a clean one. He w ped his hands very carefully, finger by finger, and then with the
tenderness of a nother bathing her child he began to touch the Lady here and there.

"Jake," Long-Drink said in hushed tones. "Wat the hell is going on? Who is this guy?"

Mont oya gave no sign of hearing; he was absorbed.

"Remenber what | said |last night? That there are only naybe four Mster-class guitar
mekers left in the country?”

"Yeah. This guy's a Master?"

"No," | cried, scandalized.

"Well then?"

"There is one rank higher than Master. Wzard. There have been a dozen or so in all the
hi story of the world.

Donmi ngo Montoya is the only one now living." | gulped Irish whiskey.. "Except that he died five
years ago."

"The hell you say."

Fast Eddie stuffed the gun into his belt and sat down on his piano stool. "He didn't die,"
he said, signalling Callahan for a rum "He went underground."”

| nodded. "I think | understand."

Long-Dri nk shook his head: "I don't."

"Ckay, Drink, think about it a second. Put yourself in his shoes. You're Dom ngo Montoya,
the last living guitar
Wzard. And all they bring you to work on is shit. There are maybe fifty or a hundred guitars |eft
on the planet worthy of your skill, nost of which you nade yourself, and they're all being wel
cared for by careful and wealthy owners. Meanwhile, fools keep coning in the door with their
broken toys, their machine-stanped trash, asking Paul Dirac to do their physics homework for them
Damf ool Marqui ses who want a guitar with the nanme of their mistress spelled out in jewels on the
neck; idiot rock stars who want a guitar shaped like a Swiss Arny knife; stupid rich kids who want
their stupid Martins and stupid CGoyas outfitted with day-gl ow pi ckguards by the man everyone knows
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is the last living Wzard. Nobody wants to pay what honest materials cost nowadays, nobody wants

to wait as long as true Quality requires, everybody wants their goddam lily gilded, and still you
can't beat themoff with a club, because you' re Dom ngo Montoya. You triple your fee, and then
triple it again, and then square the result, and still they keep comng with their stupid broken
trash-or worse, they purchase one of your own handnade masterworks, and use it ignobly, fail to
respect it properly, treat it Iike some sort of common utensil." | glanced at Montoya. "No wonder
he retired."

Mont oya | ooked up: "I have not retired. If God is kind | never will. But | no |onger sel
my skill or its fruits, and
| use another nane. | did not believe it was possible to |ocate ne."

"Then how "

"Two years ago | accepted an apprentice." My brows went up; | would not have thought there

was anyone worthy to be the pupil of Dom ngo Montoya. "He is inpatient and | acks serenity, but
both of these are curable with age. He is not clunsy, and his attitude is good." He gl owered at
Eddi e. "Was good. He swore secrecy to ne."

"I went ta school wit' '"in," Eddie said. "P.S. Eighty-t'ree. He hadda tell sonebody."
“Yes," Mntoya said, nodding slowy. "I suppose -1 can see how t hat would be so."
"He cone back ta de ol d nei ghborhood ta see his Ma. | run into 'imon de street an' we go

toaginmll an' pretty soon he's tellin' nme de whole story, how he's never been so happy in his
life. He tells me ta come out to Chio an' neetcha sonetinme, an' he gimre yer address." Eddie
gl anced down at the gun in his belt and | ooked sheepish. "I guess he sh'unta done dat."

Mont oya | ooked at him and then at Lady Macbeth, and then at ne. He | ooked ne over very
carefully, and to ny great relief | passed nuster. "No harmdone," he said to Eddie, and for the
first time | noticed that Montoya was wearing a sweater, pajanas, and bedroom sli ppers.

| was bursting ~ith the need to ask, and | could not ask, | was afraid to ask, and it nust
have showed in ny. face, at least to a gaze as piercing as his, because all of a sudden his own
face got all renmorseful and conpassionate. My heart sank. It was beyond even his skill-

"Forgive ne, sir,"” he said nournfully. "I have kept you waiting for nmy prognosis. | am
old, my mind is full of fur. I will take you, howis it said, off the tender hooks."

I finished ny drink in a swallow, |obbed the enpty into the fireplace for |uck, and
gri pped both arns of ny chair. "Shoot."

"You do not want to know, can this guitar be mended. This is not at issue. You know that
any inbecile can butt the two ends together and brace and glue and tinker and give you back
sonmet hing which looks just like a guitar. What you want to know is, can this guitar ever be what
she was two days ago, and | tell you the answer is never in this world."

I closed ny eyes and inhal ed sharply; all the tiny various outposts of hangover throughout
my body rose up and throbbed all at once.

Mont oya was still speaking. "-trauma so great as this nust have subtle effects al
t hroughout the instrument, m
cnscopic ruptures, tiny weakenings. No man could trace themall, nor heal themif he did. But if
you ask nme can |, Domi ngo Montoya, neke this guitar so close to what it was that you yourself

cannot detect any difference, then | tel
you that | believe | can; also | can fix that buzz | see in the twelfth fret and replace your
pegs. "
My ears roared.
"l cannot guarantee success! But | believe | can do it. At worst | will have to redesign

the head. It will take nme two nmonths. For that period | will |oan you one of ny guitars. You nust
keep your hands in shape- for her, while she is healing for you. You have treated her with
ki ndness, | can see; she will not malinger."

| could not speak. It was Callahan who said, "Wat is your fee, Don Dom ngo?"
He shook his head. "There is no charge. My eyes and hands tell ne that this guitar was
made by an old pupil of mine, Goldman. He went to work for G bson, and then he saw the way the

i ndustry was going and got into another line. |I always thought that if he had kept working, kept
| earni ng, he nght have taught ne one day." He caressed the guitar. "It is good to see his
handi work. | want to nend her. How daring the neck! She rmust be a pleasure to play once you are

used to her, eh?"

"She is. Thank you, Don Dom ngo."

"Nobody here will reveal your secret," Callahan added. "Ch, and say, |'ve got a jug of
fine old Spanish wine in the back | been saving for a gentleman such as yourself-could | pour you
a glass on the house? Maybe a sandwich to go with it?"

Mont oya snmil ed.
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| swiveled nmy chair away fromhim "Eddie!" |I cried. The little piano nan read ny
expression, and his eyes wi dened in shock and horror. "Aw Jeez," he said, shaking his head, "aw,
naw," and | left ny chair like a stone |eaving a slingshot. Eddie bolted for cover, but strong
vol unteers grabbed himand prevented his escape. | was on himlike a stooping falcon, wapping him
up in my arns and kissing himon the nouth before he could turn his. face away. An expl osion of
| aught er and cheers shook the room and he turned bright red. "Aw Jeer!" he said again.

"Eddie," | cried, "there is no way | will ever be able to repay you."
"Sure dare is," he yelled. "Leggo o' ne." Mre laughter and cheers. Then Doe Webster spoke up
"Eddi ¢, that was a good thing you did, and I love you for it. And I know you tend to use

direct nethods, and
can't argue with results. But frankly I'ma little disappointed to |learn that you owmn a handgun."

"I bought it on de way to Chio," Eddie said, struggling free of ny enbrace. "I figger
maybe de Wzard don' wanna get up at seven inna nornin' an' drive five hunnert mles to | ook at no
busted axe. Sure enough, he don't."

"But danmit, Eddie, those things are dangerous. Over the course of a five-hundred-mle
drive. . suppose he tried to get that gun away fromyou, and it went off?"

Eddi e pulled the gun, ained it at the ceiling, and pulled the trigger. There was no
explosion. Only a small clacking sound as the hamrer fell and then an inexplicable |oud hiss.
Eddie rotated the cylinder slightly. In a loud voice with too much treble, the gun offered to
clear up ny pinples overnight wthout nmessy creans or oily pads.

It actually had time to fmsh its pitch, give the time and call-letters, and begi n Number
Three on the Hot Line of Hits before the tidal wave of |aughter and appl ause drowned it out.

Mont oya | eft off soothing the wounded Lady to join in, and when he coul d nake hi nself heard, he
called, "You could have threatened me with nothing nore fearsone, ny friend, than forced exposure
to ~i radio," at which Eddie broke up and flung the "gun" into the fireplace.

Eventually it got worked out that Eddie and Montoya woul d bring Lady Macbeth back to
Eddi e' s pl ace together, get sone sleep, and set out the next norning for Montoya's hone, where he
could begin work. Eddie would bring nme back the prom sed | oaner, would be back with it by the
night after next, and on his return we would jamtogether. Montoya made ne promise to tape that
jam and send him M upe. Wiat with one thing and another, | finished up that evening just about as
pickled as |1'd been the night before. But it was happy drunk rather than sad drunk, an altogether
different experience, in kind if not in degree. Popular nyth, to the contrary, drink -is not
really a good drug for pain.

That is, it can nunb physical pain, but will not blunt the edge of sorrow, it can help
that latter only by naking it easier for a man to curse or weep. But alcohol is great for
happi ness: it can actually intensify joy. It was perfect for the occasion, then; it anesthetized
me agai nst the unaccustoned aches of ny first hangover, and enhanced my euphoria. My Lady was

saved, she would sing again. My friends, who had shared nmy |oss, shared ny joy. | danced with
Josi e and Eddi e and Rachel and Leslie; | solved Category iii of Doc's riddle and swept it wthout
a mstake; | jollied Tomy out of being worried about sonme old friend of his, and made hi m | augh

with Eddi e on piano and everybody else in the joint as the Raelettes | sang "What'd | Say" for
sevent een choruses; for at |least half an hour | studied the grain on the bartop and | earned
therefrom a great deal about the structure and purpose of the Universe; | |eaped up on the sane
bartop and perfonned a hornpi pe-on ny hands. After that it all got a bit vague and hal | uci natory-
at least, | don't think there were any real horses present.

A short while later it seened to be. unusually quiet. The only sound was the steady
cursing of nmy Pontiac and the hissing of the air that it sliced through. | opened ny eyes and
wat ched white |ines come at ne.

"Pyoir. Stout fellow. No-water fellow- won't drink stout. Wiy don't you drink, Pyotr?
S nice."

"Weak stomach. Rest, Jake. Soon we are hone."

"Hope I'm not hung over again tonorrow. That was awful. Cripes, ny neck still hurts..
." 1 started to rub it; Pyotr took nmy hand away.

"Leave it al one, Jake. Rest. Tonight | will nmake sure you take two aspirins.”

"Yeah. You're the lily of the valley, nman."

A short while |ater wetness occurred within ny nouth in alarmng proportions, and when |
swal lowed | felt the aspirins going down. "Good old Pyolr." Then the ship's engines shut down and
we went into free fall

Next norning | decided that hangovers are |like sex- the second tine isn't quite as painful. If the
anal ogy held, by tonmorrow I'd be enjoying it.
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Oh, | hurt, all right. No mistake about that. But | hurt like a nman with a nmedi um bad case
of the flu, whereas the day before | had hurt like a man systematically tortured for information
over a period of weeks. This tine sensory stinmuli were only about twice the intensity | could
handl e, and a consi derably younger and smaller nouse had died in ny nouth, and ny skull was no
nmore than a half size too snall. The only-thing that hurt as nmuch as it had the previ ous norning
was my neck, as | learned when | made an illadvised attenpt to consult the clock beside nme on the
night table. For a horrified noment | actually believed that | had unscrewed ny skull and now it
was falling off. I put it back on with ny hands, and it felt like |I nearly stripped the threads
until 1 got it right. I must have emtted sound. The door opened and Pyotr |ooked in. "Are you all
right, Jake?"

"Of course not-half of me is left. Saved the for |ast again, eh?"

“You insisted. In fact you could not be persuaded to leave at all, until you | ost
cOnsci ousness al t oget her. "

"Well, I-OH My guitar. Ch, Pyotr, | think I'mgoing to do something that will hurt ne
very much.”

"What ?"

"I amgoing to snile."

It did hurt. If you don't happen to be hung over, relax your face and put a finger just
behi nd and beneath each ear, and concentrate. Now snile. The back of ny neck was a knot of pain
and those two rnuscles you just felt nove were the ends of the knot. Smiling tightened it. But |
had to smle, and didn't mnd the pain. Lady Macbeth was alive! Life was good.

That didn't last; nmy netabolismjust wasn't up to supporting good cheer. The Lady was not
alive. Back fromthe dead, perhaps-but still in deep coma in Intensive Care. Attended, to be sure,
by the world's best surgeon. But she did not have youth going for her-and neither did the surgeon

Pyotr must have seen the snile fade and guessed why, because he said exactly the right
t hi ng.

"There is hope, ny friend." | took ny first real good |ook at him

"Thanks, Pyotr. Gawd, you | ook worse than | do. | mnust have woken you up, what tine is it,
| don't dare turn nmy head and | ook."

“"Much like yesterday. You have slept the clock 'round, and | have just finished ny
customary six hours. | adnmit | do not feel very rested.”

"“You nmust be com ng down with sonething. Truly, man, you look like | feel."

"How do 'you feel ?"

"Ub-oddly enough, not as bad as | expected to. Those aspirins rmust have hel ped. Thanks,
br ot her. "

Ho ducked his head in what | took to be nodesty or shyness.

"You should take a couple yourself."

He shook his head. "I am one of those people who can't take asp-"

"No problem 1've got the other kind, good for all stonachs."

"Thank you, no."

"You sure? What tine did you say it was?"

“"Normal people are eating their dinners.”

"Their-dinner!" | sat up, ignoring all agony, got to ny feet and staggered headl ong out of
the nom down the hall to the kitchen. | wept with joy at the sight of so rmuch food in one place
That, same eerie, voracious hunger of the
nmor ni ng' before, except that today I was not going to nake Pyotr do the cooking. | was ashaned

enough to note that
he had cl eaned up the previous night's breakner (a conpound word fonned al ong the sanme |ines as
"brunch"), apparently before he had gone to sleep

| designed a megaonel et and began amassing construction materials. | designed for twin
occupants. "Pyotr, you old Slo~ak Samaritan, | know you have this thing about not letting people
stand you to a neal the next day, and | can dig that, makes the generosity nore pure, but |'ve
been with you now close to forty hours and you've had bugger all to eat, so what you're gonna do
is sit dowmn and shut up and eat this onelet or |I'mgonna shove it up your nose, right?"

He stared in horror at the growing pile on the cutting board. "Jake, no, thank you! No."

"Well, God damm it, Pyotr, | ain't asking for a structural analysis of your digestion
Just tell me what ingredients to |l eave out and I'Il double up on the rest.”

"No, truly-"

"Damm it, anybody can eat eggs."

"Jake, thank you, | truly amnot at all hungry."

| gave up. By that tine all eight eggs had already been cracked, so | cut enough other
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things to fill an eight-egg onelet anyhow, figuring |I'd give the other half to the cats. But to ny
surprise, when | paused to wipe ny nouth, there was nothing left before me that | could
legitimately eat except for a piece of hamgristle | had rejected once already. So | ate it, and
fm shed the pot of coffee, and | ooked up

"Cripes, maybe you really are sick. |I'mgonna call Doc Wbster-"

"Thank you, no, Jake, | would appreciate only a ride hone, if you please, and to |lie down
and rest. 'If you are uptoit...."

"Hell, | feel practically vertebrate. Only thing still sore is the back of my neck. Just
Il et me shower and change and we'll hit the road."”

| pulled up in front of Pyotr's place, a snall dark cottage all by itself about a half a
bl ock from Callahan's Place. | got out with him "I'Il just cone in with you for a second, Pyotr,

get you squared away."
"You are kind to offer, but I amfne now | will sleep tonight, and see you tonmorrow. Goodbye,
Jake-1 am gl ad your guitar is not lost."

So | got back into the car and drove the half block to Callahan's.

"Evenin', Jake. What'll it be?"

"Cof fee, please, light and sweet." Callahan nodded approvingly. "Coming up."

Long-Drink snorted next to ne. "Can't take the gaff, huh, youngster?"

"I guess not, -Drink. These last two nornings |I've had the first two hangovers of ny life.
| guess I'mgetting old." "Hah!" The Drink | ooked suddenly puzzled. "You know, now | come to
think of it.. . huh. | never thought." "And no one' ever accused you of it, either.” "No, | nean |
just now conme to realize what a blessed long tine it's been snce | been hung over nyself."
"Real | y? You?" The Drink is one of Pyotr's steadiest (or unsteadiest) custonmers. "You nust have

the' same funny netabolism| have-ouch!” | rubbed the back of ny neck. "Used to have."

"No," he said thoughtfully. "No, I've had hangovers. Lots of '"em Only | just realized
can't renmenber when was the last time | had one." Slippery Joe Maser had overheard. "I can
Renmenber my | ast hangover, | nean. About four years ago. Just before | started com n' here. Boy,

it was a honey-"

"Ain't that funny?" Noah Gonzalez put in. "Damed if | can remenber a hangover since
started drinking here nyself. Used to get "emall the tine. | sort of figured it had sonething to
do with the vibes in this joint."

Joe nodded. "That's what | thought. This Place is kinda magic, everybody knows that. Boy,
| always wake up hungry after a toot, though. Hell of a stiff neck, too."

“Magic, hell," Long-Drink said. "Callahan, you thievin
spal peen, we've got you red-handed! WAterin' your drinks., by God, not an honest hangover in a
hogshead. Admit it." "I'll admt you got a hog's head, all right," Callahan grow ed back
returning with ny coffee. He stuck his seven 'o0'clock shadow an inch from Long-Drink's and exhal ed
rancorous cigar snoke. "If ny booze is watered down, how the hell cone it gets you so damm pi e-

faced?"
"Power of suggestion," the Drink roared. "Placebo effect. Contact high fromthese other rummes.
Ibll him Doc."~

Doc Webster, who had been sitting quietly hunched over his drink, chose this nonment to
t hrow back his head and shout, "We is ne!"

"Hey, Doc, what's wrong?" two or three of us asked at once.

“1'"'mruined."

"How so?"

He turned his i mense bulk to face us. "I've been nmoonlighting on the side, as a
theatrical agent."

"No foolin'?"

"Yeah, and ny nost promising client, Dum Dum the Human Cannonbal |, just decided to
retire."

Long-Drink | ooked puzzled. "Hey, what the hell, unenpl oynent and everything, you shouldn't
have any trouble Iining up a replacenent. Hell, if the noney's right, I'll do it." The Doc shook
his head. "DumDumis a m dget. They cast the cannon special for him" He sipped bourbon and
sighed. "I'mafraid we'll never see an artist of his caliber again."

Cal | ahan howl ed, and the rest of us accorded the Doe the penultimate conplinent: we held
our noses and wept.
He sat there in his special-built oversize chair and he | ooked grave, but you coul d see he was
| aughi ng, because he shook like jello. "Now |'ve got my own back for last night," he said. "Guess
my riddles, will you?" He finished his bourbon
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"Well, I"'moff. Filling in tonight over at Smithtown Ceneral."
the fireplace, and he
strode out am d a thunderous sil ence.

We all crept back to our original seats and placed fresh orders. Callahan had barely
fini shed nedicating the wounded when the door banged open again. W turned,' figuring that the Doe
had t hought of a topper, and were surprised.

Because young Tommy Janssen stood in 'the doorway, and tears were running down his face,
and he was stinking drunk.

| got to himfirst. "Jesus, pal, what is it? Hare, let nme help you."

"Ri cky's been kicking the gong-" he sang, quoting that old Janes Taylor song, "Junkie's
Lanment," and ny blood ran cold. Could Tommy possi bly have been stupid enough to. . . but no, that
was booze on his breath, all right, and his sleeves were rolled up. | got himto a chair, and
Cal l ahan drew hima beer. He inhaled half of it, and cried some nore. "Ricky," he sobbed. "OCh,

Ri cky, you stupid shit. He taught me how to smoke cigarettes, you know that?"

His glass hit the exact center of

"Ri cky who?"
"Ri cky Maresca. We grew up together. We. . . we were junkies together once." He giggled
though tears. "I turned himon, can you dig it? He turned ne on to tobacco, | gave himhis first

taste of smack." His face broke. "Ch, Christ!"
"What's the matter with Ri cky?" Call ahan asked him
"Not hi ng," he cried. "Nothing on Earth, baby. Ricky's got no problens at all."

"Jesus, " | breathed.
"Ch, man. | tried to get himto come down here, do you know how hard 1 tried? | figured
you guys could do it for himthe way you did for ne. Shit, | did everything but drag himhere.

shoukl a dragged him" He broke down, and Josie hugged him

After a while Callahan said, "Overdose?"

Tommy reached for his beer and knocked it spinning. "Shit, no. He tried to take off a gas
station last night, for the nmonkey, and the punp jock had a piece in the desk. Ricky's down, man
he's down. Al gone. Callahan, gime a fucking whi skey!"

"Tommy, " Callahan said gently, "let's talk anwhile first, have a little java, then we'll
drink, 'OK?" Tommy lurched to his feet and grabbed the bar for support. "Don't goddanmmit ever try
to con a junkie! You think |I've had enough, and you are seriously mstaken. G nme a fuckin'
whi skey or I'Il come over there an' get it."

"Take it easy, son." | tried to put my arm around Thmy. "Hey, pal-"

He shoved ne away. "Don't patronize ne, |ake! You got wasted two nights running, why can't
| 2"

“I'"I'l keep serving 'emas |long as you can order 'em" Callahan said. "But son, you're
close to the line now Wy don't you talk it out first? Wiole idea of getting drunk is to talk it
out before you pass out."

"Screw this,” Tommy cried. "What the hell did | come here for, anyway? | can drink at

He lurched in the general direction of the door

"Tommy," | called, "wait up-"

"No," he roared. "Dam it, |leave ne alone, all of you! You hear ne? | wanna be by nyself,
I-1"mnot ready to talk about it yet. Just leave ne the hell alone!" And he was gone, slanming the
door behind him "M ke?" | asked.

hone.

"Hmm " Cal |l ahan seened of two minds. "Well, | guess you can't help a man who don't want to be
hel ped. Let himgo; he'll be in tomorrow.” He nopped the bartop and | ooked troubl ed.

"You don't think he'll-"

"Go back to smack hinself? | don't think so. Tonmy hates that shit now I'mjust a little
worried he might go | ook up Ricky's connection and try to kill him" "Sounds |like a good plan to
me," Long-Drink nuttered. "But he's too drunk to function. Mre likely he'll go down. O do a
clumsy job and get busted for it." "Be his second fall," | said. "Damm it," the Drink burst out,
"I"'mgoin' after him" But when he was halfway to the door we all heard the sound of a vehicle
door slamming out in the parking lot, and he pulled up short. "It's okay," he said. "That's ny
pi ckup, 1'd know that noi se anywhere. Tomy knOas | keep a couple bottles under the seat in case
of snakebite. He'll be okay-after a while I'lIl go fnd himand put himin the truckbed and take him
hore. "

"Good man, Drink," | said. "Pyotr's out with the bug, we've got to cover for him"
Cal | ahan nodded slowy. "Yeah, | guess that'll do it."

The Pl ace began to buzz again. | wanted a drink, and ordered nore coffee instead, ny

seventh cup of the day so far. As it arrived, one of those accidental lulls in the conversation
occurred, and we all plainly heard the sound of glass breaking out in the parking |lots Callahan
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wi nced, but spilled no coffee.

"How do you figure a thing Iike heroin, Mke? It seenms to weed out the very stupid and the
very talented. Bird, Lady Day, Tim Hardin, Janis, a dozen others we both know and a half a
m | 1ion anonynous |osers, dead in alleys and pay toilets and gas stations and ot her people's
bedroons. Once in. every few thousand of 'emcomes a Ray O ries or a Janmes Taylor, able to put it
down and keep on workir.g." "Tells you sonething about the world we're making. '1 he very stupid
and the yery sensitive can't seemto live init.

Bot h ki nds need dangerous doses of anesthetic just to get through a day. Be a lot |ess
bother -for all concerned if they could get it legal, | figure. If that R cky wanted to die, okay-
but 'he shouldn't have had to nake sonme poor gas jockey have to shoot him"

Anot her sound of shattering glass fromoutside, as |loud as the first.

"Hey Drink," Callahan said suddenly, "how rmuch juice you say you keep in that truck?"

Long-Drink broke off a conversation with Margie Shorter

"Well, how! figure is, | got two hands-and besides, | might end up sharing the cab with
sonmebody fastidious."

"Two full bottles?"

Al of us got it at once, but the Drink was the first to nove, and those long | egs of his
can really eat distance
when they start swi nging. He was out the door before the rest of us were in gear, and by the tine
we got outside he was just visible in the darkness, kneeling up on the tailgate of his pickup
shaki ng his head. Everybody started for the truck, but | waved them back and they heeded ne. Wen
I got to the truck there was just enough light to |ocate the two heaps of glass that had been ful
quarts of Jack Daniels once. The question was, how recently? | got down on ny hands nd knees,
swept nmy fingers gingerly through the shards, accepting a few snmall cuts in exchange for the
answer to the question, is the ground at all danp here abouts?

It was not.

"Jesus, Drink, he's sucked down two quarts of high test! Get himinside!"

"Can a man die fromthat?"

"Get himinside." Tormy has One of those funny stonmachs, that won't puke even when it
ought to; | was already running.

"Where are you-oh, right." | could hear himhauling Tomry off the truck. Callahan's phone
was out of service that week, so the-Drink knew where | had to be headed. He was only half right.

I left the parking lot in a spray of gravel, slipped in dogshit just off the cuib, nearly got
creanmed by a Friday-night cowboy in a Camaro, went up over the hood of a parked Caddy and burst in
the door of the allnight deli across the street from Call ahan's. The counternman spun around,

startl ed.

"Bernie," | roared, "call the Doc at Sm thtown. Al cohol overdose across the street, stat,”
and then | was out the door again and sprinting up the dark street, heading for nmy second and nost
i mportant destination.

Because | knew. Don't ask nme how, | just knew. They say a hunch is an integration of data
you did not know you possessed. Maybe |'d subconsciously begun to suspect just before the Doc had
distracted ne with his rotten pun-1'd had a lot of coffee, and they say coffee increases the 1.Q
sone. Maybe not-maybe |'d never have figured it out if | hadn't needed to just then, if figuring
it all out hadn't been the only thing th~t could save ny silly-ass friend Tomy.

I had no evidence that would stand up.in any kind of court---only hints and guesswork. Al
I can tell you is that when | first cleared the doorway of Callahan's Place, | knew where | would
end up goi ng-hi pping Bernie was only for backup, and because it took so little tine and was on the
way.

Half a block is a short distance. Practically nO distance at all. But to a man dreadfully
hung over, afraid that his friend is dying, and above all' absolutely, preternaturally certain of
sonet hi ng that he cannot believe, a half block can take forever to run. By the tine | got there,
bel i eved.

And then for the second tinme that day | was |looking at a small, dark cottage with carven-
Swi ss drolleries around the wi ndows and doors. This time | didn't care if | was wel cone.

| didn't waste tine on the door bell or the door. There was a big wooden | awn chair, maybe
sixty or seventy pounds
| learned later, but right then it felt like balsa as | heaved it up over ny head and flung it
through the big living roomw ndow. It took out the bulk of the wi ndow and the drapes behind; |
followed it |ike Dum Dumthe Human Cannonball, at a slight angle, and God was kind: | |anded on
not hing but rug. | heard a distant shout in a |anguage | did not know but was prepared to bet was
Rumani an, and followed it through unfamliar darkness, banging nyself several tines on hard

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%203%20Callahan’'s%20Secret.txt (35 of 75) [8/28/03 12:04:13 AM]



file:///F|/rah/ Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%203%20Cal | ahan's%20Secret. txt

obj ects, destroying an end table. Total dark, no nmoon or starlight, no tine for matches, a door
was before me and | kicked it open and there he was, just turning on a bedside |anp.

"I know," | said. "There's no nore tine for lying."

Pyotr tried to | ook unconprehending, and failed, and there just wasn't any tine for it.

"You don't drink blood. You filter it." He went white with shock. "I can even see how it
must have happened, your trip at Callahan's, | nmean. Wen you first got over here to the States,

you must have | anded in New York and got a job as a technician in a blood bank, right? Leach a
little bit of nourishnent out of a |ot of whole blood you can feed w thout giving serious anem a
to the transfusion patients. An ethical vanpire-with a digestion that has trouble with beef broth.
I"lIl bet you've even got big canines like the novie vanpires-not because size nmakes them any nore
efficient at letting blood, but because there're sone damed unusual glands in 'em You interface
with foreign blood ai~d filter out the nourishment it carries in solution

Only you couldn't have known how they got blood in New York City, who the typical donor
is, and before you knew
it it was too late, you were a stone alcoholic.” |I was talking a mile a mnute, but | could see
every single shot strike home. | had no tinme tosp~ for his anguish; | grabbed himand haul ed him
off the bed, threw clothes at him "Wll, | don't give a shit about that now You know young Tomry
Janssen, well he's down the bl ock with about three quarts of hooch in him and the |ast two went
down in a gulp apiece, so you nmove your skinny Transylvanian ass or I'll kick it off your spine,
you got me? Junp, goddanimt!"

He caught on at once, and without a word he pulled his clothes on, fast enough to suit ne.
An instant |later we were sprinting out the door together.

The hal f-bl ock run gave nme enough time to work out how | could do this w thout blow ng
Pyotr's cover. It was the total blackness of the night that gave nme the idea. Wen we reached
Cal | ahan's | kept on running around to the back, yelling at himto follow As we burst in the door
to the back room| located the nmain breaker and killed it, yanking a few fuses for insurance. The
lights went out and the icebox stopped sighing. Fortunately |I don't need light to find ny way
around Cal | ahan's Pl ace, and good ni ght-sight nust have been a favorable adaptation for anyone
with Pyotr's basic mutation; we were out in the main roomin seconds and in silence.

At | east conpared with the hubbub there; everybody was shouting at once. | cannoned into
Cal | ahan in the darkness-
| saw the gl owi ng cheroot-tip go past ny cheek-and 1 hugged himclose and said in his ear, "M ke,
trust ne. Do nor find the candl es you' ve got behind the bar. And open the w ndows."

"Ckay, Jake," he said calmy at once, and noved away in the blackness. Wth the w ndows
open, matches blew out as fast as they could be |it. The shouting intensified. In the gl ow of one
attenpted match-lighting, | saw Ibmry laid out on the bar in the sane place Lady Macbeth had | ain
the night before, and | saw Pyotr reach him | sprang across the roomto the fireplace-thank God-
it was a Varmnight; no fire-and cupped nmy hands around ny nout h.

"ALL RI GHT, PECPLE," | roared as loud as | could, and silence fell.

Dammed if | can renmenber what | said. | guess | told themthat the Doc was on the way, and
made up sone story about the power failure, and told a few lies about guys |'d known who drank
twi ce as nuch booze and survived, and stuff like that. Al | knowis that | held them by sheer

force of vocal personality, kept their attention focused on ne there in the dark for perhaps four
or five mnutes of inpassioned nonol ogue. Wile behind them Pyotr worked at the bar. Wen | heard

himclear his throat | began winding it down. | heard the distant sound of a door closing, the
door that leads fromthe back roomto the world outside. "So the inportant thing," | finished

| ocating one of those artificial logs in the dark and laying it on the hearth, "is not to panic
and to wait for the anbulance,” and | |it the giant crayon and stacked real naple and birch on top
of it. The fire got going at once, and that sorted out nost of the confusion. Callahan was bending
over Tonmy, rubbing at the base of his neck with a bar-rag, and he | ooked up and nodded. "I think

he's okay, Jake. His breathing is a lot better."
A ragged cheer went up

By the tine we had the |ights back on, the wagon arrived, Doe Webster bursting in the door
like a crazed hippo with
three attendants following him | stuck around-just |ong enough to hear himconfirmthat Tommy
woul d pull through, prom sed Callahan I'd give himthe yarn |ater, and slipped
out the baék.

WAl ki ng the half bl ock was nuch nore enjoyable than running it. | found Pyotr in his
bedroom Roaring drunk, of course, reeling around the room and swearing i n Rumani an

"Hi, Pyotr. Sorry | bust your w ndow. "
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" Sodoni ze the wi ndow. Jake, is he-"

"Fine. You saved his life."

He frowned ferociously and sat down on the floor. "It is no good, Jake. | thank you for
trying to keep ny secret,
but it will not work."

"No, it won't."

"I cannot continue. My conscience forbids. | have hel ped young Janssen. But it nust end.
amripping you all up."

"Of, Pyotr. Ripping us off. But don't kick yourself too hard. Wat choice did you have?
And you saved a |l ot of the boys a | ot of hangovers, |aundering their blood the way you did. Just
happens |'ve got a trick nmetabolism so instead of skimmng off ny hangover, you gave ne one. And
doubl ed your own: the blood | gave you the last two nights nust have been no prize."

"I stole it."

"Well, maybe. You didn't rob ne of the booze-we both got drunk on it. You did rob ne of a
little nourishnment-but | gather you al so 'robbed" neof a considerable anpbunt of poi sonous
byproducts of fatigue, poor diet, and prol onged despair. So naybe we cone out even."

He "winced and rolled his eyes. "These glands in ny teeth-that was a very perceptive
guess, Jake-are unfortunately not very selective. Al coholismwas not the only unpleasant thing
pi cked up working at the bl oo4 bank- another splendid guess-although it is the only one that has
persisted. But it nust end. Tonorrow night when | amcapable | will go to M. Callahan's Pl ace and
confess what | have been doing-and then | will nove sonewhere else to dry out, sonewhere where
they do not buy bl ood fromw nos. Perhaps back to the A d Country.” He began to sob softly. "In
many ways it will be a relief. It haa been hard, has nade nme ashaned to see all of you thinking
was sone kind of altruist, when all the time | was-" He wept.

"Pyotr, listen to me." | sat on the floO with him "Do you know what the fol ks are going
to do tonorrow ni ght when you tell then?"

Headshake.

"Well, | do, sure as God nade little green thingies to seal plastic bags with, and so do
you if you think about it. I'mso certain, |'mprepared to bet you a hundred bucks in gold right
now. "

Puzzl ed stare; |eaking tears.

"They'll take up a collection for you, asshole!™

Gape.

"You' ve been hangi ng out there for years, now, you know I'mright. Every eligible man and
wonan there is a bl ood donor already, the Doe sees to that-do you nmean to tell nme they'd begrudge
another half liter or so for a man who'd | eave a warmbed in the niddle of the night to risk his
cover and save a boy's |ife?"

He began to giggle drunkenly. "You know hee, hee- | believe you are right." The giggle
showed his fangs. Suddenly it vanished. "Onh," he cried, "I do not deserve such friends. Do you
know what first attracted ne about Callahan's Place? There is no mirror. No, no, not that silly
superstition-mrrors reflect people like ne as well as anyone. That's just it. | was ashanmed to
| ook at ny reflection in amrror."

I made himlook at ne. "Pyotr, listen to nme. You worked hard for your cakes and ale, these
| ast few years. You kept a lot of silly bastards fromturning into highway statistics. Ckay, you
may have had anot her notive that we didn't know but underneath it all, you're just |ike everybody
el se at Callahan's Pl ace.”

" Eh?"

"A sucker for your friends."
And it broke himup, thank God, and everything worked out just fine.

And a couple of weeks later, Pyotr played us all a couple of fabul ous Rumaman fol k songs-
on Lady Macbhet h.

AUTHOR S NOTE

| should have known better

When, in the first appearance of "Pyotr's Story" (Analog Cct. 12, 1981), | left six
riddl es unsol ved, and published ny address at the end of the story, offering a chit good for a
free drink at Callahan's to any reader who correctly deduced the answer and the category-.-well,
let's face it, | did anticipate that | mght notice a slight bulge in nmy mail for a while. | nean,
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I was asking for it, there's no argunent there.
Be careful what you ask for; you might receive it.
| used to publish my mailing address regularly in bookreview colums for Gal axy nagazi ne,

and each appearance was good for fromfive to twenty letters a week over the ensuing nonth. | knew
that Analog had a significantly |arger readership than Gal axy, and adjusted ny expectations
accordi ngly-1 thought. | projected perhaps a hundred responses, a hundred and fifty tops.

| did not keep a fully accurate accounting, but | would estimate that as of February 9,
1982 | had received sonewhere between 800 and 1,000 pieces of nmail as a result of that fool riddle
cont est .

As soon as the first sack arrived (that's not hyperbole: | nmean a full sack of mail, the
first of several), | took in the situation, grasped the full extent of nmy folly (don't let on
grasping your folly in public is illegal in Nova Scotia), and, with the cool aplonb and courage-

under-fire which has nade ny nane a sellword on Wall Street, instantly formed a dynanmic plan: |
ki cked the sack into a corner and fled the country. My wife Jeanne (founder and Artistic Director
of Nova Dance Theatre, the finest Mydern dance conpany in Canada) had received a providenti al
invitation to performw th Beverly Brown Dancensenbl e: Theatre for Bodi es And Voi ces, at the
Ri versi de Dance Festival in what David Letterman refers to as "one of the nore interesting cities
in the tn-state area,” New York-so | threw ny suitcase, nmy typewiter, ny child and my Ray Charl es
tapes into the trunk of the car and went with her. And sacks of nail grew in her dance studio
behind us in Halifax (for it was that address | put in Analog, in a feeble attenpt to divert
process-servers).
And then sone hel pful soul at DancExchange forwarded all those sacks to us in New York.
Since | had expected to be answering those letters from Canada, where U. S. stanps are

worthl ess, | had carefully requested that respondents endose an Inteniational Reply Coupon
(supposed, by law, to be obtainable at any post office in the U S. or Canada). Sone 25 percent of
respondents failed to follow this injunction, enclosed U S. stanps or nothing at all, but forget

that a monment: here | amon Manhattan |sland in August w th about 400 to 500 IRCs in nmy hands, and
Iwait in line for an hour and aquarter in the post office (a structure to which the Black Hol e of
Calcutta is frequently favorably conpared for sumertine cotiulort), and when fmally | stagger up
to the window, a surly homunculus with a genuinely incredible goiter inforns nme, with i mense
satisfaction, that regulations forbid himto accept nore than 10 IRCs at a tinme. | whip out ny
calculator: 500 IRCs at 10 per transaction at 1.25 hours per transaction = 62.5 hours on line, or
roughly ei ght days..

So | burned petrol and wasted cargo space to haul those sacks back honme to Halifax. Where
I united themw th their |ess-travel ed cousins, which had arrived in our absence, and settled down
to answeri ng the goddamred things...

Tabul ati ons:

Qddly, the ratio of right to wong answers remai ned rockconstant: every time | stopped and

ran subtotals, it ran alnost precisely two right answers for every wong. Call it a 67 percent
success rate for the Anal og audi ence as a group. (Some of the wrong answers were absolutely
brilliant!)

The only correlation | noted of any significance was that responses which cane on
university departnental |etterhead were usually wong-and several of the exceptions turned out to
be grad students or TAs using their professor's stationery. In other words, holders of tenure at
institutes of higher education averaged dunber than the general popul ace or any other discernible
group in the sanple.

Mot her thing | found instructive about all this was the performance of Anal og readers
(certainly not an undereducated group) in following the sinplest of explicit ~witten
instructions. | had asked that each respondent encl ose a sel faddressed envel ope or SAE along with
t he above-nentioned | RC. Now, sone few readers clainmed ignorance of IRCs, on said that their |oca
post master clai med i gnorance, and the expedients they-tried instead were many and vari ous.

Three or four sent cash, and of those only one was bright enough to send Canadi an cash. (In those
pal ny days of yesteryear, the Canadi an/ Anerican exchange rate hovered around par, which neant |
took a conversion-fee bath on the noney.) But at |east 10 percent of the responses | received
contained no return postage-and the rate-to-States doubled the nonth | got hone to Halifax. (The
royalty I will eventually receive for this particular book you hold in your hands cones to | ess
than the present cost of a Canadi an stanp-considerably less if you live in the States. And they're
tal ki ng about raising the rates again.) Postageless letters that were not particularly anusing or
endearing were used to insulate the attic. And 25 percent of respondents enclosed no return-
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address envel ope: sane doctrine appli ed.

It wasn't a total |oss, even when you figure in the cost of Xeroxing formletters (one for
ri ght answers, one for wong) and the postage and envel opes | got burned for, and the hours of
work-time |l ost, and the wear and tear on ny tongue (did you ever lick a thousand envel opes and

several hundred stanps?). For one thing, | took the opportunity to make ap a third formletter-a
press release listing all the books | had in print and where to get them and such-and fol ded one
into every envel ope. For another, | was able to insulate nmy entire attic and nake a start on the

root cellar.
For another, the~vast nmjority of the letters | got were delightful

Sone were hilarious. Some were heart-warm ng. Some were ingenious. Sone were touching.
Sone were enlightening. Remarkably few "faded into the woodwork," becane just one-noi e-goddam
| etter-to-be-processed--in any event, | didn't get any conplaints from M ke Cal | ahan regardi ng the
peopl e who cane to cash- in their chits. (O course, | just provided the chit-finding the Place
was their problem) Taken all together, the response pleased ne, cheered and encouraged nein mny
wor k.

On the other hand~ a substantial nunber of respondents enclosed riddles of their own-
enough to nake a life-size fully detail ed papier nmache replica of the Space Shuttle.

I'"'msure they were all disappointed that | didn't try to answer their no-doubt ingenious
riddles, but honest to God, there are thousands!

And that's not the worst. The worst is that the dammed responses are still coming into
thi s day!

Anal og is published all around the planet, with a translation |ag that apparently ranges
up to a couple of years.

Furt hernore, people keep coning across back issues in libraries and second-hand bookst ores,
stunbling over the riddle-contest, and uttering small cries of delight.

| arbitrarily established a cut-off date, and stopped sending chits sonme tine in md-1982
(For one thing~ ny tab at Callahan's started reaching the proportions of the American Nationa
Debt.) | have kept to that-indeed, as you will shortly learn, it is no |longer possible for me to
supply any chits-but | still feel a faint twinge of guilt every tinme | get another letter that
begi ns, "Dear M. Robinson, | think |'ve solved Doc Wbster's riddles-"

And the last thing | want is to conpound the problem here.

Sono, |'mnot going to publish nmy mailing address here, and no, I will not issue any nore
drink-chits, and yes, lamgoing to put the answers to the unsolved riddles below If you want to
solve them for yourself first, skip them If you solve them successfully, don't tell nme about it.
And no, frankly, I'mnot overwhelmngly interested in trying to deci pher your riddles, however
clever and funny they may be. In the inmortal words of disc jockey Don Inus, "Keep those cards and
letters!™”

No, that's not true. | love getting mail, and | need. audi ence feedback to continue
growing in nmy work. By all means drop me a line in care of Berkley Books-especially if you can fmnd
it in your head to encl ose SAE and | RC
Just don't nention riddles.

O use the word "trilogy."

The Answers to Doc Webster's Riddles:
The category is "Male Anerican Politicians," or any variant thereof. The individual answers are:

a) irrigated; laser pistol =runneled; ray gun =
Ronal d Reagan

b) Nazi; cook lightly = Jerry; brown = Jerry

Br own

c) British punk; know edge, current = Teddy; ken, eddy = Teddy Kennedy
d) chi cken coop; foreplay = hennery; Kissing

her = Henry Ki ssinger

e) weal thier; nuts to = richer; nix on = Richard
Ni xon

An enbarassi ng thing happened. Astute readers will have noted that | also left riddle He)
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unsol ved. Wen. the responses started coming in, | discovered that this riddl e had proved the
hardest: everybody wanted to know who "coffm

baby boy" was. The problemwas that | had, by this point, mslaid my first draft of "Pyotr's

Story"-and | had forgotten the solution. To nmy horror, | found that | could not figure it out
nmysel f!

After nonths of shane, | sat bolt upright in bed one norning and realized | had the
solution again-so | incorporated it into the story you are about to read, "Involuntary Man's
Laughter."

One last word about "Pyotr's Story," though. If by any chance you missed its severa
respectful salutes to WIlliam Goldman, | hope you will seize the next opportunity to run out and
purchase his inmmortal classic, The Princess Bride.

CHAPTER 3

I nvol untary Man's Laughter

Sone people who hang out at Callahan's Place aren't all there-this is widely known. But a few of
themaren't there at all.

Well, obviously they are there, at |least ma sense. G herwise |'d be offering you a
paradox, and Sam Webster is the only Doc we have here at Callahan's bar. But if a custoner cannot
be seen, heard, felt, snelt, or dealt a hand of cards, if he casts no shadow, enpties no gl ass,
and never visits the men's roomcan he really be said to be there? Even if you're having a
conversation with himat the tinme?

We have two or three regulars at Callahan's who fit that nondescription: old and dear
friends of ours who have -never set foot in the place. One of them for instance, is a ghost, and
I"I'l tell you about himanother tine, when we've both had a couple nore drinks. But the one I'd
like to tell you about right now is a human being-and while | have seen himonce, | don't think I
ever will again.

It was a Punday Night |ast year when the Cheerful Charlies showed up |Iooking glum This
was quite unusual, enough so to engage ny attention when | caught sight of them both-for the
Cheerful Charlies have, quite literally, earned their nane.

Doe Webster had al ready won the Punday conpetition- sonething he does with about the sane
consistency with which M. T wins argunents. The only way the Doe can possibly lose is if al
possi bl e puns on a given topic have been exhausted before it's his turn-and far nore often, when
everyone el se has come up enpty, the Doc still has four or five up his sleeve. You mi ght say that
our chronic asteisnus is iatrogenic. . . but of course you probably wouldn't.

Li ke now, for instance: the evening's topic had been one of those so broad as to seem
i nexhausti bl e-"ani mal s"- and owl give ewe the gnus: nost of us cats and chicks were fal con hoarse
as we toad the lion and shrew our glasses into the fire in sheepish cabitchul ation. But Dog
Webst eer was still game, cheerfoal as venison the springtine, a weaselly grin on his puss that got
ny goat.

"-always puzzled ne," he was saying, "that females of all species except the hunman seem
at best, utterly disinterested in mating. Most will actively resist it until tonpelled by
gl andul ar pressure, and even then seemto derive little enjoynment fromthe business. Wy,
wonder ed, shoul d human femal es al one be blessed with the capacity to enjoy the inevitable?"

A good question. I'd always wondered that nyself.

"The answer turns out to be sinple. Man is a bald ape.”

"Ch, God," Shorty Steinitz groaned. "Even for you, Doe, that's an awfid pun.”

The Doe blinked and then grinned. "You msunderstand ne, sir-for once the pun was
unintentional. No, | nean that man is relatively hairl ess-whereas, through sone sadistic quirk of
nature, nost other nmale aninals are endowed with hairy penises. A cat's penis, for instance, is
covered with short, spiky hairs-whichface in the wong direction."

Murmurs of surprise and synpathy ran around the tavern; a few | adi es w nced.

"Smal | wonder, then,"” the Doe went on, folding his hands across his expansive belly, "that
a fenale cat doesn't nmuch feel like putting out-for any tomdickin' hairy." The horrified silence
stretched out for nearly five seconds and then we awarded hi mthe Supreme Accol ade: as one we |eft
our drinks where they stood, held our noses, and fled screaming into the night.

It was a nice night out there (not that that matters to any friend of M ckey Finn these
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days); | found that | was in no hurry to follow the rest of the gang back inside. My drink was
perfectly safe where it was, and | wanted a few minutes alone with nyself. | was feeling.. . well,
"troubl ed" would be too strong a word, but | don't know a word for the shadi ng between there and
"content." Just one of those nmld itches of the soul that a man doesn't particularly feel I|ike
sharing with all his Mends, a passing inpulse to toot for a few bars on the old self-pity horn

It was, perhaps inevitably, just as | was finishing a contenplative cigarette and sayi ng
"Sonetine again,"” to the full moon that the Cheerful Charlies drove up in their '54 Thunderbird
and wedged it into the confusion. (By honored custom the parking lot at Callahan's al ways | ooks
as though a platoon of psychopaths had turned a gane of Bunper Cars into an unresol vable snarl and
wandered off. A half-dozen tines a night we all have to pile outside to | et sonebody out, and it
doesn't inconvenience us in the least.) Just the sight of their splendid old heap cheered ne up
sone.

Neit her of themis named Charlie; that's their professional designation and job
description. They cheer people up for a living. You may have seen their ad in the paper:

DEPRESSED? Ganble a little time on The Cheerfu

Charlies. $25 if we cheer you up, nothing at all if we don't: you decide! 24-hr. emergency service
avail able (rates double from10 RM to 8 AM Call CHE-ERUP for an appointnment: Wat have you got
to | ose?

And, of course, their business card suns it up even nore succinctly: HAVE FUN, WLL
TRAVEL.

They did not found the business. That was done by Tom Fl annery a few years back. Tom was one of
the nost infectiously cheerful nmen | ever net, and he had a certain natural advantage in cheering
peopl e up: at the tinme he founded his enterprise, Tom had about eight nmonths to go on the nine-
mont h sentence his doctors had given him(and did in fact eventually die on schedule alnost to the
day) .

He didn't talk about it much, but it made a terrific holecard for dealing with cases of
intractable self-pity. How nany people have the gall to be depressed around a smling fell ow who
says he'll be dead before your tax-return comes back? Tom hadn't expected to nake noney at his job-
but to his surprise he left a sizable estate.

The present Cheerful Charlies began as clients of Tonis. Each was depressed by the sane
two things: both were chronically unenpl oyed, and both bore names of the sort that parents ought
to be prevented by law or by vigilante violence fromgiving to their children. The More fan~ily
pronounced their nane "Mre," and saw fit to name their son Les; while the G uehans, with a
mal i gnant case of the cutes, naned their daughter Merry.

The coi nci dence of names was just too nuch for Tom Flannery to resist, | guess. He
convinced them both that one of the best ways to cheer yourself up is to try and cheer other
people up (it worked for him after all), and took themboth .on as apprentices, thus solving
their unenpl oynent problem As he nust have hoped., they fell in |ove-and when they nmarned, they
sol ved the question of does-she-take-his-Iast-nane by swapping even-steven. Wth irresistible
appropri at eness, she becane Merry More and he becane Les d ueham They carried on Tom s busi ness
after he died, and the story of their nanes itself is sonetinmes sufficient to get a client
smling.

Les and Merry have no set routine, but rather a whole spectrum of techniques which they
tailor to fit the individual case. They are wi se and warm people, with professionally tuned
enpathic faculties, and they seemto have made a renarkably confortable marriage. One of their
early cases, for instance, was a lonely old wi dower who had lost all his joy in living: after all
their best efforts had failed, Merry and Les talked it over, decided that it mght help and that
in this specific case it probably couldn't hurt-and then Merry took the old gentlenman to bed. It
did the trick, and since then they have (very infrequently) had occasions to use |ovenaki ng as
cheer-up therapy, singly or together. It has always worked so far, and they always refuse their
fee in such cases. This is both to avoid breaking | aws, and to notivate thenselves to exhaust all
other possibilities before resorting to Od Reliable-But-Risky; it inhibits the human tendency to
rationalize oneself into the sack. But sone cases of depression will yield to no other nedicine.

And if even that doesn't work, Merry and Les bring '"emto Callahan's Pl ace.

But they didn't appear to have a client with themtonight. They got out of the T-Bird, a
little slowy | thought, and cane my way. Merry was carrying sonething that |ooked |like a big
pi ece of stereo gear, and Les seened to have a hardcover book with him "Hey, Jake-what's the
matter?" Merry called to ne.
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"Cod's teeth," | said under ny breath. Then aloud: "Fromtwenty feet across a parking | ot
by moonlight you can tell |'ve got sonething on ny mind. Fromwhat? The echo of an expression
was wearing before you pulled up? You people are incorrigibly good at what you do, you know that?"

"Quch," Les said softly.

They had al nost reached nme by now, and the third thing | saw was that Les's hardcover was
a boxed vi deotape, and the second thing | saw was that Merry's stereo was a VCR, and the first
thing I saw was that Les and Merry were- astonishingly, nost uncharacteristically-mserably
depressed. Their expressions, their stride, their body |anguage, all said that they wei~e so far
down that up was for astrononmers; they had, to quote a song, of mne, the Industrial Strength
Bl ues.

"Jesus Christ on a Moped, what's the matter with you two?" An unpl easant thought began to
form "Onh hell, you didn't |ose one, did you?" That happened a year ago, a sleeping-pill job, and
it took us all about a week to put the Cheerful Charlies back together again. It is the
occupational risk, and a failure rate as |low as one a year neans that the Cheerfuls are
supernaturally good at what they do.

(They have to be; there is no nal practice insurance for their racket.)

"No," Merry inswered, "not yet anyway."

"Well, tell ne about it."

“"You tell us yours first."

"M ne? Hey, on a scale of ten I'ma point tw five and you guys are up in the eights-and-
think it's a log scale, like the Richter."

"Cone on, give. If it's a sinple one, great: we could use the confidence right now"

| shrugged. "Okay. | was just going a few rounds with envy."
"OfF whon?" Merry asked, setting the VCR down on the Datsun | was using for a bench
"The Doc."

"I like to nmake people laugh. So | troll for the best jokes | can find, nmake up the best
ones | can devise, work on nmy tinmng, try to work the audience into it and use their feedback-and

it works pretty well, nost tinmes they |augh, or groan, or whatever | was |ooking for. The Doe
could recite his Social Security Nunber, deadpan, and lay 'emon the floor. Damut, | tell better
j okes than he does, | even think | tell 'embetter-and he gets nore | aughs. Wth his incredibly

tortuous set-ups and his corny voice and - his Pal eozoic punchlines, we all fall down | aughing.
Even ne! He's just an intrinsically funny man-and I'mjust a guy who tries to be funny."

"And the worst of it," Les said, "is that be's such a totally nice guy, you can't even
dislike himfor it."

"Bul | seye."

Merry grinned, a ghost of her usual grin. "This is ironic."” She and Lea shared a gl ance.

I shook ny head ruefully. "For you guys, no doubt. So okay: in the words of M. Ri badhee
to the Hp Ghand, 'Straighten nme, 'cause |'mready."

"Jake," Les said, "a few years ago you lent us a novel called Lord of Light, by Roger
Zel azny.. Renenber it?"

"Sure. An SF novel about a world patterned after H ndu nythol ogy."

"Ri ght-and then al ong cane Buddha to kick over the applecart. Now, renmenber how the people
who had becone 'gods' were each able, at will, to take on an Aspect and raise up an Attri bute?"

"Yama coul d becone Death, and drink your life with his eyes, Mara's Aspect was illusion
and his Attribute was to cloud your mnd with a gesture. And so forth."

“You've got it. Well, it's like that with the Doc. His Aspect is Hunor. In a figurative,
but very real sense, Doe
Webster is Hunor-at |east when he chooses to take on his Aspect. And his Attribute is the ability
to make you piss yourself |aughing. Envying himis like envying a flower because it never needs
deodorant . "

"Huh," | said. "I think | get you. It's silly to envy the gods."

"Especially when you are one."

"Jake," Merry said, "when was the last. tinme soneone interrupted you while you were
si ngi ng?"

"Well. . ." | couldn't bring such an instance to mnd. People do tend to quiet down when
take my guitar out of her case.

Les did his uncanny Martin Miull inmitation. "Remenber the Great Fol k Miusic Scare of the
Fifties?" he quoted. "That shit al most caught on.' Jake, haven't you noticed that you' re about the
only fol ksinger left on Long Island who can still fnd regular work? Don't you know why you don't
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need el ectronics and a thousand watts and a rhythm section to get gigs? Man, when you pick up Lady
Macbet h and put her across your |lap and open your nouth, you take on your Aspect-and when you
wring her neck and coax sound out of her soundi ng-box and sing along with her, you're raising up
your Attribute. You take people out of thenselves, for as |ong as you choose to go on singing. Doe
Webster is Hunor, Jake, and you are Music. Don't you know that?"

| thought it over-and suddenly grinned. "How did you guys ever get the name Cheerfu
Charlies?"

"Maybe because we own the conplete works of Walt Kelly,'
i nside.”

"Wai t -what about your probl en? Cheering-up ought to be Iike breastfeeding, you know,
mutual |y satisfactory"

"Tit for tot?" Merry asked innocently.

Les nock-glared at her. "I think our problem should be taken inside,
group head on this one.”" So we went in and took chairs at the bar

Les hazarded. "Cone on, let's go

he said. "W need a

M ke Cal | ahan cane anbling over, wi ping his big hands on his apron, smling broadly when he saw
the Cheerfuls. He took out one of the non-safety stick matches he inports from Canada, struck it
on his stubbly chin, and put a fresh light on one of the stunted nal odorous cigars he inports from
HelI. "Well, if it ain't the Beerful Barleys! Wiat'll it be, fol ks?"

I finished the beer | had left on the counter and answered for all three -of us. "Bless us
father, for we have thirst." Callahan nodded and nade up three portions of God's Blessing. It is
called Irish Coffee by the vulgar, and |'mtold there are actually places where they don't sugar
the rimof the glass before naking it-but we who drink at Callahan's Place have a proper respect
for the finer things in life. "Here you go, folks." | could tell fromhis expression that Mke had
pi cked up on the Cheerfuls' state of mind, and wanted to know what they were down about. But..
| ook, 1've been hanging out at Callahan's for a good many years now. But if | wal ked in tonorrow
night with a toilet bow tattooed on ny forehead, Mke Callahan would fail to notice it unless and
until | brought the matter up. Mke |ikes that people should open up and tal k about their troubles
in his bar-and so he has given standing orders to Fast Eddi e the piano player that anyone caught
aski ng snoopy questions is to be discouraged with a bl ackj ack.

Cccasional ly, though, he will allow hinself to lead a witness. "So bow s life been
treating you?" he asked as he Bl essed us.

Merryanswer ed obliquely. "Mke, is that babble box in the back roomstill operational ?"

The big Irishman blinked. "Well, yeah. | use it for a nonitor on nmy nicroprocessor."

Cal l ahan's Pl ace has been fully wired for cable television-but the only tinmes in ny nenory
that the tube has ever been hooked up for viewi ng and- swi tched on were coronations,
assassi nations, space shots, and the frmal episode of "MA*S*H " Its operation requires either the
unani nous vote of all custoners present, or-even nore rarely- whimof Mke Callahan

Merry lifted the VCR fromher lap and set iton the bar.

"Wwuld you whip it out, Mke? W want to call a neeting." The red-headed barkeep was as
nystified and curious as | was-1 could tell-but he just nodded.

Well, of course, by the time the boob tube was hot and the VCR connected, the Cheerfuls
had the undivided attention of everyone in the room Callahan passed around fresh drinks for those
who needed them and we sat back to see what the Cheerfuls had for us.

"Fol ks," Merry said, popping the tape into the deck and laying her finger on the PLAY
button, "we've got a client we don't know what to do with, and we'd |ike to ask your help."

There was a ragged chorus of reply. "Sure," "OF course," "You got it," and-, from Long-
Drink McCGonnigle in the corner, "Wiyn't you just bring himor her around?

Merry | ooked pained. "Ordinarily we would. But this case is a little unique, and we
thought it mght be advisable if we prepared you first. You may not be able to help us, and if you
can't it'll hurt worse than not trying."

"I amoffended," the Drink said, only half-kidding. "This here is Callahan's Place. Did you need
to prepare us before you brought around that guy with no jaw?"

“"No, "- Merry conceded, "and you were all splendid. But this is different."

"W just have to be sure," Las said. "This guy is right on the edge. So here's the deal
the tape Merry is about to run |lasts about two minutes. If you can all watch it all the way

through in dead silence-without a -single sound- we'll bring himaround tonorrow night. Deal ?"
"This tape is of your client? Callahan asked.
"That's right."

"Pi ece of cake," Long-Drink stated. "Fire it up."
Merry nQdded, and pushed down the play button-
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-and we all fell down | aughing.

She stopped the tape, and the | aughter chopped off raggedly, |eaving a stunned silence.

She reached to start it again, and we redoubl ed our deternination not to |augh.. . and
within five seconds the last of us had coll apsed again in helpless, horrified | aughter.

She stopped and started it once nore, and this tinme | bit my tongue hard enough to draw
bl ood, and again | could not prevent nyself from whooping with [aughter. Nor could any of us-
Cal | ahan i ncl uded.

"You see why your problem outside seened so ironic to us, Jake," Merry nurmnured, stopping
the tape for the last tinme and popping it up out of the nachine. | nodded, thunderstruck

Did you ever find yourself in a situation where it is hideously inappropriate to |Iaugh-and
you just can't help yourself? It is a horrid sensation, nuch like shifting your pants. Now | began
to understand why the Cheerfuls weren't. Inmagine if Doc Webster literally couldn't help being
funny. ..

"What de fuck was dat?" Fast Eddi e breathed.

"That," Dcc Webster said grimy, "was the worst case of Tourette's Syndrone | ever saw in

ny life.

"Doc," Long-Drink said indignantly, "are you trying to tell ne that that was sone kind of
di sease? What kind of guy do you think God is, anyway?

So the Doc told us all about Turette's Syndrone. Nobody knows what causes it. You may have
seen Dick Cavett doing a public-service comercial about it, late at night when the network has
run out of paying custoners. | had-and recogni zed the synptons al nost as quickly as the Doe had-
but it was hard to inmagine that there could be an unhappier victimanywhere in the world than the
Cheerfuls' client; he was afflicted with an extrenely exaggerated version of the syndrone.

The synptonms of Tourette's include involuntary tw tching, grunting and barking. No
sufferer is happy with it- but this young fellow just happened to have a recurring twitch that
| ooked exactly |ike what m ght be produced by the greatest conedian in the world going flat out
for a laugh, and his grunts sounded precisely like a gorilla naking |ove, and his constant barking
was not only uncannily canine, but issued froma face which | ooked nore |ike a cocker spaniel's
than even early-period Ringo Starr did. The overall effect was devastatingly-diabolically-
hil arious; the three synptons, funny enough separately, heterodyned together.

"Hs nane is Billy Wal ker, and he's eighteen years old,"” Las said. "The di sease canme on at
age fifteen-it usually hits the young-and the usual palliatives, Haldol and so forth, don't help
himin the slightest. Unlike nost sufferers, he can't suppress or control his synptons, even for a
short tinme. This tape was nade by a couple of specialists fromJohns Hopkins, and they had to
| eave the roomwhile the canera was rolling or they would have spoiled the audio track. For the
last two years Billy has lived shut up in alittle cottage in Rocky Point, supported by his
parents. The only friend he's had since the onset was a blind and deaf guy he nmet at Hopki ns. They
lived together for a year. The guy died two weeks ago, and Billy saw our ad and got in touch with

us.

"And now | don't know what we're going to do for him" Merry finished sadly.

"How d he get in touch with you?" | asked.

Merry | ooked even sadder. "I hate to adnmit this. He called us three tinmes on the phone,
and each tine we just assunmed that it was agag call. The third tine, Les got nad and told himoff-

so he sent us a letter."

"How coul d he hold a pen steady enough with a twitch |ike that?"

"He couldn't. He typed the letter, timng the twitches."

"Jesus. "

"As if things weren't bad enough, of course, he happens to be extrenely intelligent and
sensitive, with the remmants of what was once a terrific sense of hunor."

"You' ve spent tinme with hinP" Call ahan asked.

"Wth great difficulty, about half an houx," Meny said. "The | ongest | could go w thout
giggling was about ten or twenty seconds, and eventually | gave up, assured himthat | had
sonmething terrific up nmy sleeve, and got out of there.

My ribs still hurt. There's sonething about that bark that you just can't get used to. Look, does
anyone here have any idea what we could do for this poor son of a bitch? He's so damed | onely
that the tears pour down your face while you' re | aughing, honest to God."

There was a general runble of sad negation. "Beats the hell out of ne." "Help the poor guy
do hinself in as painlessly as possible." "Maybe it'll go away. . . in tine." "Find a whole | ot of
blind and deaf guys. . . nab, that's no good."

Las and Merry | ooked nmore and nore downcast.
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"I think I got it," Callahan said, and they both | ooked around sharply, hope beginning to
form "Hey, Drink! Lend me your copper-topper a nminute, will you?"

The McGonnigle, puzzled but willing,, tossed Mke the night-watchman's cap that he wears
of f-duty (because it | ooks so nuch Iike a policenan's hat that he is never ever passed, cut off,
or tailgated on the highway). M ke caught it, opened the cash register and took out a fistful of
bills, dropped theminto the hat.

"Ladi es and gentlenmen,"” he boonmed, "I'm |l ooking for about three hundred bucks." And he
passed the hat to ne.
| | ooked around, saw there were about fifty or sixty of us present, and tossed in a fin. Then |
renenbered how many of the regulars had |ost jobs lately, and added another five, and passed the
hat on.

When it got back to Callahan it was overflowing with cash. He totaled it up, and it cane
to four and a quarter. He beamed around at us all. "Thanks, folks. The cash register just closed
for the night." And he began a bucket -
bri gade of fresh drinks for everyone present.

"Whaddya gonna do wit do cabbage, Boss?" Fast Eddi e asked.

"You'll see tonorrow night, Eddie. O -nmaybe the night after, it mght take a while to set

up.
"Set up what?" Las and Merry chorused.
"Meet me here tonmorrow at noon and 1'll show -you,’

Cal I ahan prom sed.

The next evening was Fireside Fill-Mre N ght, on which Fast Eddie and | traditionally jam
together. There were four people missing that | had expected to see: the Cheerfuls, Eddie and
Cal I ahan hinsel f. Tom Hauptinann, the secondstring ba?tender, could tell us nothing except that
M ke had called himlate in. the day and asked himto fill in. Soldid a solo, and it went well
enough. . . but halfway through | got an idea, and invited Doe Webster up to do a bunch of conedy
songs-and we brought the house down toget her

| pulled in the next night at about a quarter to eight.

Cal | ahan was there in his usual place behind the bar, and Tom Hauptmann was with him That
was a little odd: Mke usually only needs hel p on weekends, when the crowd is thickest, and there
weren't enough custoners tonight to justify two barkeeps. The TV (no, not Bill CGerrity; | mean the
tel evision) was hack on the bartop, but the station it was tuned to didn't seemto be on the air
hori zontal stripes chased each other up its face. Callahan saw ne cone in, sized me up with a
gl ance and had a shot of Bushnill's and a beer ready by the tine | reached him As usual, it was
just what |I'd have ordered if he'd given ne a chance. "Evening, Jake."

"H, MKke. How d you nake out on that Billy Wl ker thing?"

He drew on his cheroot. "We'll find out together at nine o'clock."

"Ckay, be nysterious.” | sipped and chased a few tines, enjoying the contrast of tastes
and textures. "Hey, where's the blackboard? This is Riddle Night, isn't it?"

On Riddle Night, one of us nakes up riddles and the rest of us try and unscranble them
Each solved riddle costs the R ddl ernaster/Riddl enistress a drink; each unresolved riddle is a
free drink for him her. Mst often we use the classic

"Invisible Idiot" or -mangl ed-translation format. You nust have heard the ol d dodge about the
transl at or who rendered
"out of sight, out of mnd" literally as "invisible idiot." Like that. For exanple, "festive,
meat hooks; finish second" would be correctly deci phered as "gal a, hands; place" or "Callahan's
Pl ace." Sem colons mark the end of a word, commas separate parts of a single word. They can get
quite tricky- it once took me nmonths to translate "coffin; baby boy" as Paul Newman. O dinarily
the Riddl emaster (last week's chanp) woul d have had at |east half a dozen riddles already chal ked
up on a big blackboard by the door for study-but |ast week's chanp was Cal |l ahan hinsel f, and he
hadn't even trotted out the board yet. "W'll get to themlater, too," he said, and wandered off
to replenish the free |unch

So | washed down ny curiosity with the world's ol dest whiskey (they got their charter to

distill in 1608) and listened to Fast Eddie stitch his way through a nmedl ey of Eubie Blake, Wllie
the Lion, Pinetop Smith, and Menphis Slim Eddie had to get special hammers for his piano; the
t hunbt acks used to keep falling out. | was mldly sorry 1'd left my guitar at hone; 1'd mssed ny

weekly jamwi th him

The joint filled up while he played, and our spirits danced to his nerry tune. Wen
Eddie's on a roll like that, people tend to shut up and dig it. Once a | oud newconer distracted
the runty little piano man in the niddle of "Tricky Fingers." Eddie got the sap fromhis boot and
pegged it across the room laid the fellow out, and dammed if the sap didn't bounce back right to
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hi s hand-and not a note did he fluff during the procedure. They raise 'emtough in Red Hook. About
the tine ny hands were getting sore fromclapping tine with him Eddie went into a classic bar-
room wal kout and nailed it shut behind him to thunderous appl ause. A storm of enpty gl asses
converged on the fireplace and shattered together in tribute, and the two bartenders were busy for
a tine. And then Callahan called for order. | glanced at ny watch; it was nearly nine.

"Ladi es and gentlenen and regul ar custoners," he announced, "tonight is R ddle N ght. By
our custons, | am Ri ddl enaster, on account of | w ped the floor with you nugs |ast week. But I'm
yielding the floor-or at |east part of the counter-to a guest Riddl emaster."” He reached under the
bar, ahd took out a flat object patchcorded to the back of the television. H's nmicroprocessor
keyboard. He did sonething to it, and the stripes stopped chasing each other up the screen
Ckay, |'mslow. "The conputer is going to make riddles?" | asked.

"Not exactly."

"What's that thing wired to the back of the terminal?" Long-Drink asked. -

"A nodem " Callahan said, and just then there were two sounds. My digital watch chirped,
and the phone rang.
The bi g redhdaded bar keep picked up the handset and put it down on the nodem cradle. At once
| etters began to appear on the screen

H, FOLKS. |I'M YOUR RI DDLEMASTER FOR THE NI GHT. MY NAME | S BILLY WALKER

| could feel a big grin growing on the front of ny face.

"M ke, you Hi bernian ham you're a genius. Lemme at that keyboard."

He showed me how to use it, and | typed in H BILLY. MY NAME S JAKE

ITS JAKEWTH ME IF IT's JAKE WTH YOQU, cane the reply.

| noticed that there was a pause about every tenth character, and realized that each pause
represented a twitch.

COKAY, LET'S HAVE SOVE RI DDLES. The whol e gang was cl ustered around the nonitor now,
chattering and | aughi ng; those who hadn't been around the night before | ast were being filled in.

YQU FOLKS READ SCl ENCE Fi CTI ON, | UNDERSTAND?

Noah Gonzal ez and | always did; as for the rest of the crowd, well, sonewhere between the
second tinme-traveler and the third alien we got in Callahan's, nost of them picked up on it too.
YEAH.

HERE YOU GO, THEN, he replied, and the next |ines appeared so rapidly he nmust have had
them stored and ready.

SCOTTI SH MT.: FI DDLESTI CK, ASSERT
HYDROPHOBI C; Y' KNOW? ( CAN.); DRUNK AND MENDACI OUS
ORBS, FEH ; S. AMER PALM (COLOR OF I TS FRU T)
MARVEL COM CS; (QUIET!), GLOVE

WASHROOM CLONE YOURSELF; ECCENTRI C WHEEL, NONSENSE.

VWHAT' S THE TOPIC? | asked him

YOU TELL ME
NOW | KNOW WHY ThEY CALL I T A CURSOR
Well, we all took turns chatting with Billy while we worked on his riddles, and it took us

several hours to work out that the topic was "SF Witers" and that the answers were, in order
"Ben; bow, aver" = Ben Bova
"Rabid; eh?; high 'n" lyin" = Robert A Heinlein

"Eyes, ech!; ass (nauve)" = |saac Asi nov
"Stan Lee; (shh!), mitt" = Stanley Schni dt
"John; double you; cam bull" = John W Canpbell, and by that tine Doc Webster had conme up with

the idea of Billy applying for a grant to start up a computer network for shut-ins, and we were

all on the way to becomnming good friends. On, once in a while |I'd get a mental picture of the man
on the other end of the hookup and giggle in spite of nyself. But he never knewit. |'ve always

hated that hairy ol d nonsense about high technol ogy being inherently dehunmani zi ng. -

And as Doe Webster said, Billy's barks were much worse than his bytes.

CHAPTER 4

The Mck of line

NEW Year's Eve at Callahan's Place, and | was feeling about as nuch contentnent as an unnarried
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man can know, thinking of how nmany New Year's Eves |'d spent in this warm well-lit, cozy room
with the best friends I'd ever known, thinking happily of how many nore there would be to cone.
You'd think that woul d have warned ne.

Sonehow or ot her the conversation had turned to Conundra-the kind of questions that are
good for keeping you entertained on an insommiac night, and not a whole |ot else. They're sort of
like test prograns for the mind, and | guess New Year's Eve is a natural time for such things.

It was early on, not gone eight o' clock and only a handful of the regulars in attendance
yet. Tommy Janssen had asked Long-Drink McGonnigle sonething, | forget what, and the Drink replied
something along the lines of, -"Son, that's one of those great Questions That WII Never Be
Answer ed. "

Doe Webster snorted. "Flapdoodl e. Any neani ngful question can be answered-and will be,
sooner or |ater.

Questions just never go away until they are."

Cal I ahan finished rel oading the cof feepot and cane over to join us. "Doe," he mbled, "if
any question can be answered, maybe you can help ne with one that's been occupyin' ny mnd-for a
long time now How nmany angels can dance on the head of a beer?" There was a general giggle.

"I said, 'neaningful questions,'" the Doe replied. "Your question has no neani ng because

one of its cnicial ternms is undefined. Tell me-specifically-what you nmean by an 'angel,' and I'l]l
answer your question. O rather, you'll have answered it yourself."
"Aw hell, Doc," Long-Drink said, "you know what an angel is." "If | did, | wouldn't je

paying alinony. My point is, it's easy to nmake up questions that don't have answers because they
don't really ask anything. Can God nake a rock so big he can't |ift it? Wiere was Mses when the
Iights went out?"

"We're certainly into a theological vein here," said Torn Hauptmann, the forner ninister.
"There's one that's always puzzled nme, Doe, and | think it has neaning. Water is a clear
colorless fluid. So how cone when you splash it on a towel, the towel gets darker?"

The Doc was silent for a nmoment, chew ng on that, and Tommy and Long-Drink began to

chuckl e. "There's. an answer," the Doc insisted. "I never-said | knew all the answers-but if the
questi on has neani ng, the answer is knowable."

| thought of one that's kept my own nmind harm essly occupied for hours at a tinme. "Hey, Doe, |'ve
got one. A thought-experinment, and a hundinger: It's one of those that causes a systemcrash in
the brain. The beauty of it is that one day soon it will be possible to try it out in the rea
worl d and see what the answer is-but right now, even though all the components of the question are
meani ngful and known, 1'1l bet a case of Anchor Steam Beer nobody here can cone up with an answer

and peove it."

"Hey," Susie Maser (Slippery Joe's senior wife) said, "for a case of all-barley beer, "Il
take on Zeno's Paradox with -one hand tied hal fway behind ny back. Wiip it out, Jake." Severa
others | eaned forward attentively.

"I've put this question to about thirty scientists in ten different disciplines,” | said,
"and to educators, and science fiction witers and editors | net at conventions, and the funny
thing is that they all reacted the exact sane way. |'d lay out the question, and they'd all start
to answer right away. . . and then they'd catch thenselves, and fall silent,
andgetafarl ook. . .and a nminute or so later, they'd change the subject."

"Come on, come on," the Drink said. "Lay it on us."

"You're tight," | said mournfully. "lI'mtaking too long to get to it. A man'll do that

soneti mes, when he's dehydrated-"

Long-Drink sighed and reached into his pants pocket.

"G ve the bastard a beer, Mke."

"Ckay," | said when I'd blown the foam off and taken a sip, "this experinent could
actually be done in sloppy formright nowbut it purifies it a great deal if we inmagine it taking
pl ace in space, in a mcrogravity environnent. Lot's say that sonmewhere up in orbit, there's a
perfectly spherical object whose inner surface is mirrored: a spherical mrror, all right?
Naturally, it's dark in there. Floating with his eyes at dead center is an astronaut-never m nd
how he got there," | said hastily as Susie began to object. "Maybe the nmirror was bl own around
him anyway, he's there. He's scared of the dark, so he takes a flashlight out of his pocket and
turns it on. What does he see?"

Everyone in the roOnstarted to answer at once- "Well, he-"

"The back of-"

"All of himat-"

"Not hi ng but pure white-"

-.--and then they all caught thenselves. And fell silent. And got a far | ook
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After about ten seconds, Susie started to open her nmouth. "Does it nmake any difference,"
asked, "which way he polnts the flashlight? How woul d what he see change if he pointed the thing
at hinself? O if he put it in his nouth and nade Monster- Cheeks?" and Susie closed her nouth
agai n.

When the silence had lasted for nearly a minute, Doe Wbster said, "Another classic
guestion |'ve al ways wanted to know the answer to is how and why evol uti on desi gned the hunman
taste buds to | ove a poison |ike sugar."”

| 1 ooked questioningly at Callahan, and he nodded. " Sub-
ject change," he agreed. "Appears to tue that these birds owe you a case of Anchor Steam Jake."
He counted heads. "I make it a beer apiece; ante up, folks."

Grunbling, everybody did reach into their pockets, but they brightened considerably when
M ke handed across ny case and | started passing out the beers.

About that time Mck and Mary Finn came in, by the wought'iron staircase fromthe roof.
(Fmm coul d just have easily landed on the ground, of course; the parking lot was still enpty
enough to make an excellent 12-but he's had a sentinental attachnment to that roof ever since the
night he met his wife up there~ and to the staircase since he married her on it, and he al ways
conmes in that way now.) There was a tinme when if Mckey canme in, in the mddle of a conversation
it had to sort of pause for a few mnutes while we all hel ped himwork his way into it. But
marri age has, anmong the nany other ways it'~s been good for the big alien, tended to humani ze him
alittle, to make it easier for himto plug into things snoothly.

"Wells what do you know, it's a sawbuck!" | called out, and did not have to patiently
explain to Finn that a sawbuck is two fins; he either got it or let it go. "Howdy, folks. Wl cone
to the feast of reason. The topic is Ponderabl e Questions-and the fine |line between them and the
i mponder abl es. You two got any good ones?" | gave hima beer, and then | gave his wife a beer, and
| don't even know why | bother nentioning that Mary sniled when | gave it to her, because the
smle didn't do anything nore than flay the skin off ny body, sandbl ast every nerve and |iganent,
Osterize a few najor organs and fry ny eyeballs in their own grease; | made no visible sign that
coul d possi bly have been detected by anyone except the people preinnt in the room |'mover her
conpl etely.

"Certainly," Mckey said. "The nore | live with humans,. the nore questions | have, and
the nore inponderable they becone. Mary -is better than any human | have ever known at expl ai ning
them even better than you, Mchael," he said to Callahan, "-but even she has no nore than a sixty
percent success rate."

"An, now we've hit pay-dirt," Doe Webster said. "Wat does an intelligent nonhunman think
of the human race? We're such vain creatures it's one of the- nobst fascinating qué~tions we can
i magi ne- spawned t housands of nyths and books and novies."

"Well, naturally," Long-Drink agreed. "Man al one cannot know hinsel f. The container can't
contain itself."
M ckey Finn | ooked politely puzzled. "I do not understand what you nmean. Do not al

contai ners contain thenselves? If not, what does contain then"
The Drink got another far look. Finally the Doe said, "Wat puzzles you the nobst about
humans, M ck? Politics? Sexual custonms?: Art? Phil osophy?"

"Bat hroons, " the big alien said at once

"Junp back," Long-Drink said incredul ously.

"I amserious, Drink, my friend,” Fom told him "1 don't understand why humans are not
puzzl ed by their bathroons. | have wondered about this since before I quit working for ny forner
Masters. | understand the concept of a blindspot, but it is hard to conprehend one of this size."

"There's usual ly somet hi ng substantial kinds blocking the viewin that direction, M ckey,"
Cal l ahan said dryly. "Wat exactly is it that puzzles you about bat hroons?"

"Everything, Mchael. The first itemone finds in a typical bathroomis the sink. | have
made tests: half of the time and energy spent at a sink are used in adjusting water tenperature.
Your technol ogy makes cheaply avail abl e thernmocouples which will reliably deliver water of any
specified tenperature-yet in every single bathroomin the world the job is done by hand, with
every use. Unbelievable waste of time and water and heated water. -

"Next the medicine cabinet: | have never seen one dcsigned with the intelligence of the
average spice rack. You have to spill everything into the sink to access the aspirins.

"The human bat htub coul d only have been invented to hel p weed out the elderly, careless
and unlucky; it could be argued that this is |audable, but why nust even the survivors be made so
unconfortabl e duri ng what ought to be a delightful chore? Wiy are confortable head supports not
standard; why nust tubs always be too short,~ too narrow, too hard and too difficult to keep
cl ean; why build them of such preposterous nmaterials; and above all, why is the single
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shOner ~~head al npbst invariably |ocated where it cannot be brought to bear on the specific areas
where it would be nmpbst useful and nost pl easant?

"As for the cormode.. . it would take a volunme to sinply list its gross deficiencies.
Forget the insanity of throwi ng precious fecal nmatter into the ocean, along with gallonsper-bol us
of drinking water-how couki- humans possi bly have designed for daily use and accepted as a
uni versal standard an artifact which is acutely physically painful to use, enforces an unnatura
and inefficient posture, and has no facilities whatsoever for cleansing either its user or itself?
And why do you persist in using themfor male urinals though they are manifestly unsuitable for
that purpose?

"To be fair, | nust admt that given your level of technology there is not nuch to
criticize in the towel rack- but nmy friends, froman engineering point of viewit is the only
pardonabl e object in a human bat hroom "

Well, a few of us said a few things, but there's no sense kidding; Finn had us cold. It
seenmed strange that these things had never occurred to any of us before. O course, we took
bat hroons for granted, we'd grown up with them but still...

About that time the door opened and a crisp breeze blew two men into the room there was a
gl ad shout as we recogni zed- them

"By all the Saints in Leslie Charteris's bookshel f," boormed Callahan, "if it ain't the
MacDonal d Brot hers! About tinme you two bunms showed up here. It's been too damm many years.™

After a short nerry interval of backsl aps and handshakes and | et-ne-get-your-coats we got
Jm and Paul seated at the bar-with God's Blessings in front of them "God, it's good to be back
here," they chorused, and then Jimtook over the vocalizing for both of them "I make it three
years," he said to Callahan, and, "Yes, Jake, two years ago, and yes,
it is,”" tome, and "Upstate in Plattsburgh-and it's getting pretty sane- there," to Long-Drink,
and "Perfect, thanks; we're |learning sone things about repairing ourselves,"” to Doe Wbster, and,
"No, Eddie-we don't need one," to Fast Eddie, and, "No, Reverend, and don't think we haven't
tried," to Tom Haupt mann, and then, to all of us: "W're sorry, we ought to |l et you vocalize the
guestions so you can all share the answers-but there were so many in the first round that we
wanted to save a little tine."

Jimand Paul are tel epaths, you see.* Wat |1'd been wondering was if they'd finished
getting certified as psychiatrists yet, and if so whether it was working out the way they'd hoped.
Sone of the others' questions | could puzzle out. Callahan had been wondering how long it's. been
since their last visit; the Drink was going to ask where they were practicing; the Doe was going
to ask after their health. Eddie's and i bm s questions el uded ne.

"Hello, Mary," Jimwent on, "it's good to nmeet you, too. God, what a lovely narriage you
two have! No, really? But that's wonderful! Don't worry, we wouldn't dreamof it. Thanks. Finn,
that's really fascinating stuff about the human bathroom Do you see a pattern? Do the rest of
you?' 1'd been thinking of filling Jimand Paul in on the conversation that'd been in progress
when they arrived, but of course they were a step ahead of nme. "Consider: the sane inherent
stupidity Finn points out can be found in the typical kitchen

Fridges that spill noney on the floor when you access them stoves and ovens that spil
money on the ceiling; a heatmaker and a heat-waster side by side, unconnected; sinks with the
"sane probl ens he nmentioned and ot hers; wastenmanagenent techni ques that belong in the Stone Age.
"In the typical bedroomyou'll find just as nmuch inexplicable thoughtlessness. It's only in the
| ast year or two that anyone even thought of adapting hospital-bed technology to hone beds. The
three roons all people nust spend

*~ "Two Heads Are Better Than One," in CALLAHAN S CROSSTI ME SALOON ( Berkl ey).

time in every day, none of themrationally designed. Yet in the den you'll probably find a
conputer that's a nasterpi ece of skull sweat and m cromachi ning, -and overhead there are satellites
beeping in high orbit and footprints on the Mon. R ght now Paul and I are planning to spend over
a thousand dollars on a hard-di sk drive for our Macintosh, because it drives us crazy having to
wait nmore than seven seconds to boot in, ai2d it never occurred to either of us to spend fifty
dollars on a thernmocouple to save us hours a week of adjusting hot and cold water taps. Humans
seemto have the idea that it's okay to devote thought and noney and energy to our jobs, but not
to our selves."

He paused courteously to |l et Doe Wbster say aloud, "I don't know, we indul ge ourselves
pretty good in sone ways. They nmake sone pretty fancy entertai nnent gear, stereo and video and
conput er ganes and so forth."
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"Not hi ng near as fancy as the stuff people use for work. Ii! our Mac Buyer' ~Cui de,
busi ness applications prograns out nwnber software ganes ten or twenty to one. Al the stuff you
mention was used for work for years before they nmade hone consuner versions. And you can't sit in
anything near as confortable as a dentist's c~iair to enjoy themall. Hol dover of the Puritan
ethic: work can be noble, but the self is not worth attention. Considering that useful work is
getting harder to cone by, it's an attitude we're going to have to change eventually."

"I dunno," Dcc Webster said. "I think we put in plenty of tine on enjoyin' ourselves;
maybe too nuch.”

"Maybe. But | think we enjoy ourselves- in inappropriate ways, at inappropriate tinmes, to
i nappropri ate degrees, just because we're so unused to doing it, so unconfortable with wanting to,
so reluctant to put thought into it. Paul and | find that nost of our patients don't |ove
t hensel ves enough, so they treat thenselves so badly it's hard for themto | ove thensel ves enough-
it can be a literally vicious circle.”

Finn gl anced at Mary on that one, and she smiled fondly. "See, kid? It's not just a human
problem is it?" He smled shgepishly back. "Don't worry, you're making progress.”

She turned back to the MacDonald brothers. "I'mglad to neet you fellows, and you' ve got a
m ghty insight going there, which come to think of it is no surprise, but. . . can we tell it now?
You know |'m dying to."

Jimand Paul both snmiled, and this tine it was Paul who did their talking. "OF course,
dear. | don't know how you've held it in this |long. Go ahead.”

She turned to the rest of us. "You fol ks know what's been keeping M ck awake ni ghts since
he got to this planet, right-2?"

"Sure," ibmmy Janssen said. "Sane thing that keeps a | ot of us human type bei ngs awake
ni ghts too."

"And | don't know about the rest of you,
awful tired of it."

Mary ignored himmagnificently. "That's right: nuclear holocaust. It wouldn't bother him
any, physically, of course- and by the way, it wouldn't bother nme or any of you physically either
You know how rai ndrops ignore friends of Mck's? Well, ionizing radiation and bl ast forces behave
the sane way, now. " She reached over the bar, took out Callahan's riot-baton, and brought it down
on nmy head as hard as she could. A nmicroinstant after it struck, the top of ny head turned hard as
titani um all oy.

"That's fantastic,” | said as soon as | could get ny breath. "I felt alittle sting, as
t hough you sl apped nme with your open palm?"”

"That's the nobst pain you'd feel even if | shot you with Pop's 12-gauge," she said,
grinning broadly. "However you die, Jake, it won't be by violence-. But that's beside the point.
Nucl ear devastation would be a sad thing even for us who survived. We'd miss the rest of the human
race-"

the Dcc insisted on saying, "but Arrmageddon

"Speak for yourself," the Doe interjected.

"-and as for Mck, without "a high-tech civilization, he'd die in a few hundred years for
| ack of maintenance. So he and 1 have been working on the problemever since we got married, kind
of putting our heads together, and the reason we cane here tonight is-"

"To kick around sone ideas, sure,” Tomy said. "Geat. As long as we're all brainstormng
t he Unanswer abl e Ques
dons, we might as well tackle the Big One."

"Well, no, actually,” Mary said. "I mean, we'd be glad to kick around i deas on sone ot her
topics with you later, if you likg. But this one we've sort of... uh. . . solved."
" WHAT?"

| et go of ny drink; Long-Drink started so sharply his watchman's cap flew from his head,
Tommy spit a cigarette across the room Fast Eddie the piano player had what rnusicians call a
"train weck"; the Doe was caught wi thout a w secrack of any kind; and Cal |l ahan-i nperturbable
Cal | ahan- poured coffee on his hand and let out a bellow, It is worth nentioning that ny drink
didn't go anywhere, the Drink's cap returned to its perch, Tormy's cigarette |landed in wet sawdust
and extinguished itself, the Dcc's flabby old heart did not stop, and the coffee failed to bum
Cal l ahan's wrist. The MacDonal d Brothers were grinning a mle a nminute, and even Finn had a happy
expression pasted on his long gaunt face. Mary | ooked nore enbarrassed than anything else, |ike
sonmeone who's solved the whole crossword in two mnutes and spoil ed everyone's fun. fake, 1
thought to nyself, taking hold of ny glass again, you sure can pick '"em It seemed astonishing
that | had ever thought nyself this wonan's equal, inmagined us living together... (It's stupid to
be jeal ous of soneone with M ckey Finn's unique advantages, especially when he's such a good
friend. But | had learned lately that |'measily that stupid.)
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None of us doubted her for a nonment, of course. In the first place this was Callahan's
Bar, where anything can happen-and frequently does; in the second place, she was M ke Cal |l ahan's
daughter, and therefore capable of anything she put her mnd to; in the |last place, she was Finn's
wife. Me, | gave up using the word "inpossible" after the tine | watched Fast Eddie win a | arge
bet by successfully skiing through a revolving door. If Mary Callahan Finn said nuclear war wasn't
a problem anynore, then it was tinme to start converting ny fallout shelter back into a root cellar
again, that was all..

The tone of Callahan's voice, now there was sonething genuinely startling. "Darlin',~" he
said darkly, "I would like to know, if you wouldn't mnd telling ne. exactly how you and M ck
solved this little problem™

"No, Mke, no," Jimor Paul hastened to assure him "Nothing like that."

Mary apparently knew her old man well enough to read himas well as two professiona
tel epaths. "You ought to know me better than that, Pop. No---to answer your question out |oud for
everyone e se's benefit - we did not solve the problem of nuclear war by making any changes in
human nature. |I'mnot saying Mck couldn't pull it off if he tried.
with enough lead tinme, but he wouldn't. Besides, | wouldn't let him The very aggressiveness that
makes the human race dangerous to itself is what's going to take us to the stars one of these days-
you couldn't filter it out w thout changing humanity for the worse, maybe destroying it."

"My own race | acked tha~. sort of aggressiveness," Finn put in. "I amits last |iving
menber, and it has not escaped nme that there may be a connection. | am nore advanced, nore
know edgeabl e than any of you ---- and even | am not conpetent to alter a psyche. individual or

col l ective, Mchael."

Cal l ahan rel axed. "Well, that's okay then. | msgive ny msgivings. Irish Coffee,
anybody?"

Long- Dri nk expl oded. "How did you fucking do it?"

"Well," Mary said, "you all have to promise not to tell a soul-anybody that isn't a
regul ar, | nean.

She was cut off by the sound of the blender as Call ahan whi pped creamfor the Irish
coffee. The big red-headed son of a bitch made us wait on el eventerhooks until he was done, had
Mary hold off until he had Bl essed everyone in the room then waved her to go ahead. Ji mand Paul

were smling their faces off. | took a deep gulp of ny own bl ack magi c healing potion, and deci ded
that Callahan had good instincts and a nte judgnent.
"You all know," she said. "that Mck and | have been spendi ng our honeynoon traveling. I'd

al ways wanted to

see the world, and what with one thing and another |'d never managed to find the tinme to visit
nmore than a dozen countries or so. So Mck indul ged ne. You know, it's funny how fast you can use
up the tourist attractions of this planet when none of your tinme is wasted in the fiddle-faddle of
getting there, and hauling and storing your stuff, and eating and drinking, and all of that chaff.
On top of that, | hardly ever sleep since | took up with Mck-I don't need to anynore, and it
makes nme feel a little silly and selfish to go off and | eave himfor eight hours at a time |ike
that. So in an astonishingly short time | discovered | was bored and there was nothing left to
see.

"Well, you all know how polite this big cyborg is, but eventually he broke down and
managed to diffidently suggest that Terra is not the only or even the nost beautiful tourist
attraction in this solar system

"You want to know the truth, people? It's not even in the Top Ten..

"So lately we've been doing sone real traveling, having a wonderful time. One day we were
hangi ng out in The Ri ngs-"

"Saturn?" | burst out.

"I saidit with a capital T, Jake. Hanging out in The Rings, just sort of digging, you
know, and chewi ng the fat now and then. W tal ked about the Cockroaches" (the nanme Mary cane up
with for Finn's fornmer enployers when she could not bring herself to call them The Masters) "and
sonme of the other planets and civilizations he's seen, and so forth.

And of course Topic A kept coming up-you just can't look at a sterile planet for [ong wthout
t hi nki ng about it- and all of a sudden Finn asked ne a question.”

Just like a human husband, Finn interpreted her pause and took up the tale. She's had a
consi derable effect on him "The news had been full of the Disarmanent Tal ks when we left; you
will recall that the Russians refused to even discuss the subject unless Reagan prom sed to abort
his plans for a defensive satellite network-"

"Ch," said Long-Drink, "you nmean the Star W" Callahan hefted the big fifteen-cup coffee
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pot in one hand |like a set of brass knuckles. "-the Strategic Defense Initiative, sure," the Drink
fini shed.

"Yes," Finn agreed. "I asked Mary: why does not Reagan say to CGorbachev, 'Let us nutually
agree to found together, in a neutral country such as Switzerland or New Zeal and, a single factory
whi ch manufactures defensive satellites; divide the inventory at randonm and |aunch themtwo by
two until each side feels safe. Until that tine is reached, each of us shall have a button which
will destroy the factory if he suspects the other is cheating in any way. In that way-."

"I'f the Russians could build themthings on their own, they'd be doing it," Long-Drink
said argunentatively. "The U S."d contribute a ot nore to the party than the Russians.”

"So what?" Finn said sinply.

The Drink opened his nouth. After a nmonent he reached up and closed it with his fingers.

"So what'd you answer, darlin'?" Callahan asked his daughter.

“I told himthat it wouldn't work, but | couldn't explain why not. He said that was his
t hi nki ng, too; just checking.

But it gave ne a honey of an idea-"

"-1 am ashaned that | never thought of it nyself," Finn said. "It is so obvious-"

"My love," she told him "froma hunan's perspective there are only two deficiencies in
your character: aggressiveness, as we discussed before, and audacity."And a sense of hunor, |
t hought jeal ously, and suppressed the thought.

Funny how you start censoring yourself when there's a couple of telepaths in the room "But not

i magi nation. Once | laid it down, you picked it up and ran with it." She turned back to the rest
of us. "Mck's thoughts had been along the Iines of figuring out sone way to destroy nucl ear

war heads, and of course the problemwas that even he couldn't get all of them simltaneously-and
anything | ess woul d probably trigger a nuclear exchange. Even if he nanaged it, he might have just
ki cked of f a conventional war that'd be damm near as bad. Well, it occurred to me that a satellite
unbrella system woul d make the nut just fine, except that neither side wants the other to have one
firs:, and they're too damm paranoid to coordinate or synchroni ze with each ot her

"So Mck and | decided to do it for them™

After a frozen second or two, people began to grin along with Jimand Paul

"W ducked over to the Asteroid Belt for raw materials, Finn drew up the blueprints and
set up a snmithy, and we started turning out defensive satellites, free-lance. Alittle nore
sophi sticated than the ones Reagan's advisors have in nind. They're in place now, we just hung the
| ast one an hour or two ago."

Cal | ahan frowned. "You sure nobody caught you at it?"

"Rel ax, Mke," she told him "Nobody sees Mck, on any wavel engt h what soever, unl ess he
wants themto. As for the hardware, the | argest conponents, the four iystembrains, are the size
of ghetto blasters-and as transparent as glass. You could tell NASA roughly where they are, and
give themtwenty years, and they'd never find 'em

"But for gosh sakes, don't tell anybody," Mary went on. "A general tends to freak out when
he finds out his dick won't shoot. O course, if they' re dunb enough to let the situation, uh
come up, then the hell with their feelings- but for now, let's |eave themw th the conforting
illusion that they hold the fate of mammalian life in their hands- it'll keep 'emout of serious
m schi ef . "

A rebel yell went up fromsoneone, and like the first firecracker in a string it kicked
of f the | oudest, and happi est, and nost sincere cheer | had ever participated in or het~d of in mny
life. It started loud, and built to a crescendo, and then squared itself, and then sustai ned, and
eventually, there being a limt to the capacity of human |ungs, dw ndl ed, dopplered down,
attenuated and frmally was reduced to a single voice. And, astonishingly, the voice was very soft,

very quiet, very flat, alnost totally devoid of any enption at all. It was an oddly chilling
effect. Onh, for heaven's sake, | told nyself, it's just that it's Finn, and he forgets to put
expression into his voice sonmetines, and as my blood started to unchill it froze solid because

heard what he was murnuring so gently, over and over

"l have nade a terrible mstake."

What made it even nore horrible was that Jimand Paul MacDonal d, dunbstruck, were nodding
along with him

Mary's face paled; | think if both her parents had been Caucasi an she woul d have been
white as a sheet. "What is it, Mck? Wiat's wong, for Christ's sake? | thought about it for
weeks, you thought about it for hours, what did we niss?"

I f anyone could have reached Finn it was Mary, but he didn't seemto hear her. She shook him
kicked himin the shin, and beat a tattoo on his face with her fists, without attracting his
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attention; he was a tall thin juke-box with a stuck record, repeating over and over again. "I have
made a terrible nistake."

"Jim" Callahan said sharply, "what's wong with hin®"

But it was ol der brother Paul who answered. "The sane thing that was wong with ne the
first night ny brother cane in here, Mke. He's m ndbl own."

"Damm straight," Tommy Janssen said. "But what by?" "We'Ill get to that," Callahan said.
"First of all, how do we get himout of it before he wears a groove into his brain?" "It won't be
easy," Paul said. "Wen sonething scares you shitless, you just go back up inside your head and
hi de. But when the thing that scares you cones frominside your head, you. . . well, you go to a
pl ace that isn't a place, erasing your footsteps behind you. It'll be hard to find him
even he doesn't know where he is right now "

"I can get himback," Mary said positively.

I hal fway expected her to borrow Cal |l ahan's scattergun and shoot Mnk in the head-it
seenmed |ike a reasonable idea; it couldn't hurt himor anything-but what she did was, if you think
about it, even nore dramatic.

She | eaned close to himand said, quietly but clearly over the sound of his litany, "Mck, | need
you. "

"Yes, Mary." Hi s eyeballs powered up, tracked her, and | ocked on

"Standby node, sweetheart. 1'll reboot you when it's tine."

"Yes, dear." Hi s face snpbothed over and he turned to stone.

"Ni ce job, Mary," Paul said.

"Ch, ,shit,” she said, "the job hasn't started yet. Before | start himup again, |'ve got
to have his universe rebuilt for him or he'll just split again. So start talking: what's his

pr obl en?"
"Ch, it's ours, too," he assured her, "and it's a beaut. Finn's Masters just entered the
fringes of the conetary zone. They're headed this way."

"The fucki ng Cockroaches,"” Mary whi spered, and literally pissed her pants. She gl anced
down at the widening stain on her jeans, sniled, and Paul and Ji m caught her as she started to
fall. She's so bigit's a good thing there were two of them but they got her down gently. She was
out cold. Neither Mke nor | had even started to nove to hel p her

"Ch, spiffing!" Jimsaid. "Two down, one dozen to go."

He was paraphrasing a nordantly funny Fawily Towers epi sode known to every one of us in
the room in a very good imtation of John C eese's voice, and it nmay sound horrible but it was
the nost per(ect way | can inmagine to reach all of us, keep us from goi ng bugfuck, too. Nobody
cracked up, but nobody cracked up either, if you follow

"But it's inmpossible!" | burst out. "He said they wouldn't-they're cowards-he said they'd
wite himoff when he failed to report-"

"W shful thinking, maybe," Callahan said softly.

Paul and Ji m shook their heads. "No, Mke," Jimsaid. "To the best of Finn's know edge,
what's happening is unlikely to the point of inmpossibility. He can't account for it. There's got
to be something he doesn't know about the situation. My own suspicion is that he's not as
expendabl e as the Cockroaches told himhe was, for sone reason, but that's just a hunch. In any
case, they're on the way."

"Do they know that M ckey's here?" Callahan asked.

Jesus-if they did, they were on their way to this room "Not yet," Jimreplied. "But they
will, soon. Finn's expecting to hear the call any nminute: 'Report!' Wen it conmes, he'll answer
it. Nothing in the world he can do about it:"

"Not even in that condition?" Callahan asked, gesturing toward the catatonic Finn

"He's not capable of ignoring a direct conmand froma Master: he's counterprogramed.
That's why he needed you folks to help him that first night he wal ked in here."

"No sweat, then," Callahan said, and reached under the bar for the chloral hydrate. "We']|
just slip himanother shot of his nanmesake." It happens that chioral hydrate is one of the very
few things that affect Finn exactly the sane way they do a human: it is about the only thing that
can render himtruly unconscious.

"It's not that sinple. Mary put himon standby-"

"So we pry his nouth open and pour the stuff down his throat-"

"M ke, in this node, his stomach won't uptake."

"Ch. Well, can you power himback up agai n?"

"W'l | have to wake Mary up: she's the only Authorized User inside, the orbit of Neptune
G ve us sone silence, people. She's had a shock; it's going to be hard to do this w thout damagi ng
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her .

We shut up and let themwork. After maybe five long silent seconds, Mary opened her eyes
and sat up. "We'll have to hurry,"” she said, "the Roaches could jerk his chain any second now. "
She got to her feet quickly enough to surprise even ne, who have reason to know how |inber she is.
Qbviously Jimand Paul had brought her up to date in the process of waking her. "It's tinme
to get up, darling."

The statue of Finn cane to life. The eyes started to snol der

"Don't worry, now," she said quickly. "Open your nouth and drink what | give you."

"Yes, Mary."

Wt hout taking her eyes from himshe held up her hand, and the little bottle of chlora
hydrate that Callahan tossed | anded squarely in it. (I thought of ny own father, and Munt
Washi ngton, and a hat.) "About thirty cc's," he called, and she beheaded the bottle and poured the
dosage past her husband's teeth. Fast Eddie and Long-Drink and | were alert; we readied Finn in
time to help Mary and the MacDonal ds break his fall. Finn's nore than six-eleven, but thinner than
me; he | ooks and noves |i ke he weighs less than his wife. But this was the second tinme |I'd hel ped
carry him and I'd guess himat six hundred pounds or better. Lead in the alloy? A grain of
neutroniun? |'d al ways~neant to ask. We laid himout near where Mary had been a nonent ago,
strai ghtened up and rubbed our ki dneys.

"Well," Long-Drink runbled, "everything's fine, now Finn's the nost powerful critter that
ever wal ked the earth, and the people who scare the crap out of himare on the way to extermnate
us, and we've successfully put out the lights of the only guy who m ght have any ideas. Anybody
feel like playing darts?”

"We've still got Finn, in a sense," | said. "JimPaul, you took a reading on him"

"Al'l we've got is data," Paul answered for them "Not the metaprogramrer part, the part
that generates ideas and thinks ten times faster than a human." He | ooked hel pl ess. "And not nuch
of the data, either. W' ve never been able to read nore than about fifty percent of Finn's mnd,
and we only got maybe the surface five percent of that-a human brain just doesn't have the storage
capacity, Jake. Not even two hunman brains."

"M ke," Long-Drink McGonnigle said hollowy, "drinks for the house, on ne."

Do you know, | had roomleft in nmy brain to be startled by that? O course, | realized at
once, he was going to put it on his tab

"Did you get a reading on how soon the Cockroaches will get here?" Mary asked as Call ahan
began passing out fresh booze. "And what'l| happen when they do?"

"They'll check Mars first, then come here; they should reach high orbit in an hour or so
Not having heard any response fromFinn, the first thing they'll do is to scan the planet for
clues to his fate. If they don't find any, they' |l sterilize Earth and go on to check out Venus-
then when they don't find himthere either, | guess they'Il-"

Fast Eddi e spoke up fromhis place on the piano bunch. "I don't t'ink | give a shit what
dey do after dey sterilize de Oyth, Paulie.™

He sighed. "I don't suppose | do either, Ed."

"What happens if they do fnd Finn?" Callahan asked.

"I'f he wakes up between now and then, you nean? Wiy, | guess they'd conme here and | ook him

over, find out what caused himto mal function and see if he could be restored to service. Then
they'd sterilize Earth-probably have Mckey do it for them to nake sure he ~as working properly
agai n.

"How nany of 'em do you figure there are?”

Bot h MacDonal ds shrugged. "Inpossible to say, Mke. Finn couldn't cone up with a reason
why any of them would cone here."

"Are they vul nerable to anything?" -

"Ch, yes. If they were as strong as Finn, they wouldn't need scouts |like Finn. That's why
he can't inmagine what would bring themhere; he's certain there are no.other scouts along with
them Anyway, all you'd have to do is detonate a small tactical nuke in their imediate vicinity
and you'd
have Cockroach Soup."

"Well, hell," Doc Webster said, "NORAD can handle that! With Finn to spot for 'em maybe
He trailed off as it dawned on him "Aw, shit."

"NORAD doesn't have any H bonbs anynore,” Callahan runbled. "M ck said he nade a terrible
m st ake. "

Mary buried her face in her hands. "Ch, Pop! 1 nade it, too!" She began to sob

| wanted to rush to her and confort her, take her in ny arns and tell her everything was
going to be all right. |I never noved a nmuscle and | never said a nunbling word.
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Her father cane around the bar and put an arm around
her. "So did I, darlin', so did I. Not your fault. W guessed wong, that's all."

"Pop, what'll we do now?"

"I"'mnot exactly certain, hon. but the first step is to blow our cover."

Her head cane up fast. "Are you sure?"

The big barkeep grinned at her, waggled his cigar. "Hell, no! Got a jetter idea?"

She frowned. "I guess not. Your privilege; they're your famly."

Call ahan turned to the rest of us. "Folks, I"'mafraid it's time for Mary and Ito face the
music, and tell you people who we really are.

And having said that nuch, the big red-headed soirof a bitch stood there and | ooked at us
for a while. He's always had a pretty expressive face, but 1'd never seen so many expressions
chase thenselves around it before. And while |I've always known that M chael Callahan was a subtle
and thoughtful man, 1'd known it by his actions nore than his face; his expressions had al ways
been sort of carved out in broad strokes before. This was a change so sharp as to be perceptible.
Sonehow | knew that | was looking at a different nan. No: at a different side of a man | knew. It
was sonething like watching a brilliant actor step out of character after the Iights have gone
out .

It was exactly like that. | began to add up a nunmber of things that | have al ways known
but somehow had~never felt inclined to think about for very long. Not, say, for |ong enough to
reach the inevitabl e conclusions.

| glanced toward the MacDonal ds. Jims eyes were waiting for mne, and he was noddi ng. |
opened ny nouth... then shut up and let Callahan say it.

"Friends," he said slowy, "this isn't going to be easy. Alot of words | need, | don't
have. Not that they don't exist, but none of you know 'emand | don't have tine for a | anguage
lesson. Uh. . . Mary and | aren't from around here-"

"W know that, Mke," Long-Drink said. "Brooklyn, right?"

"Dat's where ne and M ke hooked up," agreed Eddi e, the ol dest denizen of Callahan's Pl ace.
"At Sally's joint."

Cal | ahan shook his head. "That ain't where I'mfrom boys."

Eddi e shrugged. "Well, you never said it was."

"Thanks, Eddie." Callahan smled at the nonkey-faced little piano man. "I1'm pl eased you
noticed that."

"Al'l right," Doc Wbster said. "I'lIl play. Were are you fron®"

"A place that calls itself Harnony."

"I'sn't that in New Zeal and?" sonebody asked.

"Nope. It's about twenty billion mles further away, and quite a few years from now "

There was silence for a tine. Mary sat down at the nearest table and commandeered
soneone's negl ected drink. She
wat ched Finn snore while she sipped it. -

"Well," Dcc Wbster said finally in a conversational tone, "that explains a |ot. Al ways
said there was something weird about you, Callahan. Anyone who would pernit puns like nmine in his
establishnment is just not nornmal."

"Time travel er, huh?" Tommy Janssen mused. "You must be fromfurther up the line than The
Meddl er or Al Phee."

"Or Josie Bauer and her Tinme~Police,*" Callahan agreed. "To ny tine, yours and theirs are
pretty nuch indistingui shable."

"How far is that, Mke?" | asked.

"Well," he said, "where | conme from the human race has got it together. Nobody's hungry;
nobody's angry."
That far!

"And we're startin' to learn a fewthings. Ch, we'll be a long tine |earning-but at |east
we're finally on the case.”

"Jesus Christ," | said faintly, "I wish | had time to ask you about five hundred
guestions. "

"Me too, Jake," he said. "But I'Il tell you right now, better'n half of themI|'d never be

able to answer, in any words that'd have neaning for you. Like, right now, nost of you are
probably wonderi ng about tine paradoxes and so forth, and the answers sinply won't nean much to
you. "

"Let's try anyway," Dcc Webster said. "Did you know this showdown with Finn's Masters was
gonna happen? |s that why you've been running this bar all these years?"

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%203%20Callahan’'s%20Secret.txt (55 of 75) [8/28/03 12:04:14 AM]



file:///F|/rah/ Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%203%20Cal | ahan's%20Secret. txt

"Yes and no," Callahan said pronptly. "See what | nean?"
"Dammit," the Doc growled, "I started out this night saying that all questions have

answers.
"I'f they're nmeaningful," Callahan agreed. "Dcc, you just plain can't franme a neani ngfu
question about tinme-travel in English. The | anguage itself hasn't got the room it's based on the
assunption that time-travel is not possible."

The Dcc frowned. "So it is. Can you do any better than 'yes and no' ?"

"It is known in ny tine that some event takes place at this locus in space/time. Something
so nmajor, so crucial to the history that produced ny tine, that it nakes Pearl Harbor seem no nore
i mportant than yesterday's hockey scores. Wiat that event is, - is hidden fromus. So is the
certainty of its outcone. Sonme things in. our past we can't affect. Sone things we have to affect.
We don't al ways know the difference. And no, that's not the only reason | set up this bar
al though it woul d have been enough. | know all that doesn't make sense, in English, but if you
Want me to do even a little better than that, we'll still be tal king when the Cockroaches get
here. ™"

Good point. "All right," | said, "let's cut to the chase. You' ve got to have sone kind of
futuristic wonder-gizno you can zap the Cockroaches with, right?"

| don't know when |'ve ever been sorrier to see a man shake his head. "It doesn't work
that way, Jake. You have to work with available materials. Whatever's already in place in that
space/time."

"Mke-," | hesitated. "If it was anybody but you, 1'd say that was preposterous. How do
you get your own time nmachi ne through?”

"We don't use machines for tine-travel."

"Ch." | would think about this another time. if there ever was one. "But in any case we
can relax, no? At least a little? The fact that you're here, fromour future, neans that the hunman
race is no: going to be extermnated in the next hour, nicht wahr? But we could suffer heavy
casual ties or sonethi ng?"

That was when |'ve been sorrier to see a nman shake his head. "Again, Jake, what you're
sayi ng sounds | ogical - because you're saying it in English. Take ny word for it: ny hone
space/tinme is just as likely as yours to stop existing in the next hour or so. Wrse, to stop ever
having existed in this continuum if the Cockroaches steamclean this planet, there'll be no way
for my hone to ever cone to pass."” He frowned. "This whole era is a tinder-box; we've got agents
spotted all through here/now, doing what we can to cool things out. But we always knew that there
was going to be at | east one really major sonething around about now. Wat we thought was that the
crucial event in question would be a nuclear firestorm The shape of history seened to point that
way. We thought we had it covered, thanks to Finn." He | ooked sadly at his catatonic friend. "But
it was us nmade the awful m stake, not him"

Long-Drink McGonnigle summed it up very succinctly, | thought: "Aw, shit."

"Don't feel bad, Mke," | said. "You bet with the odds- nobody can fault you for using
Cccam s Razor."

He shook his head ruefully. "Thanks, |ake-but you'd be surprised how nmany chins WIIliam
can't shave. Wth the stakes this high, we should never have bet the farm"

"WIIiamwho?" Fast Eddie wanted to know. "And what's dis about razors?"

That al nost made nme snile. Eddie nust use an electric razor with an offset shim at al
times, he has exactly three days' growth of beard. "WIliamof Occam Eddie. Stated the principle
of Least Hypot hesis-"

"I's dat, like, cheaper than a rented hypot'esis?"

Bless the runty little piano man, that did nake ne Snile, and sinplify my explanation even
further than | had pl anned.

"Occaml s Razor is a principle that says, if there's nore than one explanation for sonething, the
sinmplest one is nmost likely to be true."

"Not certain,” Callahan anplified. "Mst likely.""

Eddi e | ooked thoughtful-not an easy trick with that face-and shook his head. "I dunno.
Most o' ny life, de conplicated explanation was de one to bet on. |I don't buy din WIlliam o'
What ever - "

"Cccam " | said.

"-an' de horse he rode in on," Eddie agreed. "He sure got it wong dis tine." He frowned
slightly at our grins. "Well, what's our next nove, boss?"

The grins went away.

"Mke!" | said as an urgent thought struck ne. "It's New Year's Eve! The rest of the gang

are going to start showi ng up any second-all of 'em not just the regulars. Shouldn't we try to
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head 'em off? Go set up roadbl ocks? Sonething?'
He took One-of those foul cigars of his froma shirt pocket and sniffed it meditatively.

VWhat nore proof did | need that he wasn't a normal human being? "I don't think so, lake. In the
imortal words of Percy Myfield-"

"' The Danger Zone is everywhere,' yeah, | understand that. They're no safer at hone than
they woul d be here. But do we want 'emall around underfoot; conplicating the fight?" | felt ny

voi ce get hoarser. "There's going to be a fight here, isn't there?"

He Iit his cigar. "Dam straight there is," he runbled. He dropped the dead match on the
floor, trod it underfoot, and took Mary's hand. "Damm straight." Suddenly he grinned. "But who
ever said a fight was conplicated by reinforcenents? Let 'emcone, by Christ. Let "emall cone! if
we have to, we can all go to Hell together-nmaybe there's a group rate."

"Call ahan's right, Jake," Long-Drink said. "There ain't a one of the gang woul dn't rather
be here on Judgnent Day, and you know it."

Dcc Webster nodded vi gorous agreenent, jow s flapping. "Damm well told, if the world is
about to end, we can at
| east have a drink on it together before we go!" There was a general chorus of agreenent.

"Al'l right," Callahan booned, "let's get to it. There's two phone lines in this joint, and
the one for the computer is mked. |I'Il boot the directory disk and get a printout by |ast namne-
I'"lI'l take A through M Doc, you take N through

"M ke," Jimand Paul MacDonal d sai d sinultaneously.

He broke off and tried to | ook at both at once. "Yeah?"

"I't's not necessary to use the phone," they chorused.

He | ooked startled-then broke into a big grin. "Wy, no, it ain't at that. Wat's your
range these days?'

"Wth fam ly? Call ahan's People? W could find one of you on the Moon if we had to."

"Go to it then, sons."

Jimand Paul found a vacant table, sat down on opposite sides. They took each other's
hands and smiled at one another. Then their eyes rolled up and their nmouths went slack and they
seened to slunmp slightly.

Can you renenber the very first time you used stereo headphones, and heard a voice
speaki ng or singing inside your head? Or were you too young at the tine to find that renarkabl e?
This was a little like that: perceiving "sound" where sound had never been before.

(Further: You know that with stereo headphones an aural inage can seemto nove, fromleft
to right or the other way around. In the Decca, Georg Solti recording of Wagner's Der Ring des
Ni ebel ungen there's a passage in which Fafnir roars-and on headphones the sound seens to nove up
fromyour throat to the crown of your head. An illusion, of course, and |I've al ways wondered how
Decca's engineers nanaged it. Simlarly-and just as inpossibly-the conbined "voice" of Jimand
Paul MacDonal d, which | heard now in ny head, seened to nove from back to front, as though two
tiny Paul Reveres entered the back of my skull, transited ny brain at high speed, and | eft through
my forehead.)

The doubl e-tracked voice was quiet, cal mbut so enphatically urgent that | was certain it
woul d have waked ne out of the soundest sleep

"M ke Call ahan needs you," it said. "Hurry!"

The cold winter wind was choppy at this height, and the | edge was slippery; Walter
clutched at the brick facade with slowly nunbing fingers and at the pretty brunette's gaze with
tearing eyes. She was nice to |l ook at, |eaning out the window, the last pretty girl he ever
expected to see-but he knew all the things she was likely to say, and knew that none of them would
work. "You're wasting your tinme," he told her and her husband, whose head was visi bl e beside hers.
"I know all the cliches, and | just don't want to talk about it."

“You' ve got to conme in soon, Walter," she called fromthe window "If you stay there much
| onger you'll get W ndow Washer's VD."

"What ?' To be surprised astoni shed him

"It's a terrible thing," her husband said earnestly. "You get a watery bl ue discharge,
with a funny snell .’

"What the hell are you tal king about ?"

"Her pes w ndex," she said.

He | aughed [ ong and hard, to a point just short of hysteria. "You two really are good at
what you do, you know that? | was in a iousy nbod. This is a better mobod to die in."

"That's something, at least,” the husband called over the sound of the wind. "But-"
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"I still don't want to talk about it," Walter yelled. "Why |'m doing this is none of your
busi ness. "

"Nobody asked you,"” the wife said. "Wiat Les and | want to know is why you're doing it so
badl y. "

He blinked at them

“"Merry's right. Sone janitor has to nmop up you and his breakfast; a bunch of cops and
ambul ance attendants ~get brought down; a whole street-full of passersby have a great dark
denoralizing onmen literally drop into their lives-see that little girl across the street down
there? Her nother is the one who's going to need to explain this, not us."

"And what about usr Merry asked. "We're professionals, with a reputation to protect. You
hired us to cone over here and try to cheer you up. You say we succeeded, and now you want to skip
out without paying. Are we supposed to-" She broke off short.

“You don't understand!" Walter shouted to the night sky. He closed his eyes, and sighed
deeply. If he told themhow it was, they would see that he really had no choice. "All right: 1"l
explain ,it to you. You deserve that nuch." He turned his face back to them to see the enpathy he
knew he would find in Merry's eyes, and she and Les were both gone fromthe wi ndow. "Hey! Do you
want to hear this or not?" There was no reply. "Hey!"

The Cheerful Charlies were gone.

Wal ter stood there on the | edge, confused, unready to junp, too stiff and cold to risk
clinmbing back in the wi ndow unassi sted, his scenario thrown conpletely off the rails. Anger cane
to him bringing warnth to his fingers and strength to his linbs. He made it safely inside, and
reached the street in tinme to see the Charlies driving away; furious, he flagged a cab and
foll owed them

Patrol man Jimy Wzniak trailed the Sergeant through the enpty corridors of Suffolk County
Pol i ce Headquarters; the only sounds were their footsteps and the occasional ringing of phones
that no one was going to answer. Jimmy was young, and just barely experienced enough at his job to
have sone appreciation of the magnitude of his ignorance, but he had no fear: his Sergeant was
with him and the Sarge was the best there was. It had been bravery and not bad judgnment that | ost
hima | eg.

"Peopl e are sure funny, you know?' Jimy said plaintively. "I nean, Captain Wiitfield is
taking this like it was personal-like they put it here just for him Never seen himso mad."

The Sarge spoke over his shoulder. "You notice he didn't try to do the dammed thing
hinself first. He called for the experts." His linp was barely perceptible.

Jimy shifted~ his trunk-shield Iike an unpire | ooking for a fresh plug of tobacco and
grinned. "Well, that just proves he's smarter than we are.”

Hi s mentor snorted. "Son, everyone is smarter than we are. Here we go: Storage d oset 5.
The phone tip said it was in here.”

"Who clainmed credit for this one?

"Who cares?"

"Boobi es on the door, you figure?"

"Never can tell-so we assume there are.

Jimy set down the heavy backpack of equi pnent,

and they spent a few nminutes assuring thenmselves that the door was not boobytrapjed. "I hope
they're professionals,” the Sarge grunted. "Pros are tricky sonetines-but at |east they use good
equi pnent. An anateur job, who knows what the hell it's gonna do?" Then, rank having its

"privileges," the Sarge sent Jimy thirty feet down the hall and around a corner. The young
patrol man waited anxi ously, heard the sound of the sarge trying the knob

"Zoroaster in lingerie," he heard the Sarge say.

He ran back and | ooked through the door of Closet 5. "What the hell is it?" he asked.
"That doesn't look |ike anything we covered in training."

"I saw one once," the Sarge said very softly. "Wien | was in the Arny. 1'd guess it's not
especially powerful- nothing Iike the one that did that slum clearance on downtown Nagasaki. By
today's mlitary standards it's not even a cherry bonb."

Ji my regarded the object. "You' re saying that's a nuke," he said in a calm
conversational tone, as though confirm ng the tine-then, big: "It |ooks |ike afucking mniature
vacuum cl eaner!"

"Sure does-probably doesn't weigh nore than thirty pounds all told. Now, the mlitary
could make one that size with sone real bang onto it-but |ooky there at the airline bag they
carried it in. Amateur job."

It was not nachisnp that kept Jimy's cool for him this was beyond even the nmachi snb of a
denol i tions man.
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But if the Sarge wasn't worried, Jimy wasn't worried. Hell, the Sarge could probably di sarm an
ICBMin flight if he had to! "So it won't do nmore than annihilate Riverhead if it goes off, huh?"

The Sarge shook his held. "Not even that bad, is nmy guess. This building, for sure. The
bl ock, possibly. This thing is just a pony nuke."

A guess for Sarge was Gospel for Jimy. "So what's our first nove?"

"Well, that tinme-fuse says it's got alnobst two hours left. That should be plenty of tine.
| suppose we-" The Sarge broke off, stood as though listening to sonething. Jinmy smled: The
Sarge had done this several tinmes before, with conventional but difficUt bonbs-explaining
afterwaid that he was "trying to outthink the guy that built it"-so everything really was okay
after all. Any minute now, the Sarge woul d-

-start running |like a bastard, back the way they had cone- "Sarge!" Jimry cried, but his instincts
wer e good: he

was already in notion. His | egs were good too, and he had two of them he was neck and neck with
the Sarge within ten strides. Suddenly the Sarge put on the brakes and doubl ed back; Jinmmy did
not. As he cleared the door to the outside Jinmy could hear the Sarge's uneven footsteps coning up
fast behind himagain. Captain Wiitfield and the other cops waiting outside scattered in al
directions when they saw both runni ng nen

The Sarge made a beeline' for the Bomb Squad truck, |eaped behind, the wheel. He was
carrying an airline bag.

"Sarge! Goddamm it-hey, Sarge!"

Sergeant Noah CGonzal ez ignored him started the truck and sped off.

Ral ph spotted a |ikely-1ooking bitch, got close enough to snmell her and grow ed deep in
his throat. He had little difficulty in cutting her out of the pack she was with. He knew, as they
did not, that in a matter of hours she would
be panting for it. Confusing an5l mesnerizing her with his deep, softly accented voice, he | ed her
away fromher friends and into the darkness.

Sound Beach is a seasonally schi zophrenic area of Long Island. For Ralph it was a wal k on
the wild side-literally. In the summrer the vacation cottages are, filled with the nearly-wealthy.
In winter the region is sparsely popul ated by h~df-frozen coll ege students fromthe nearby State
Uni versity-and by packs offers! dogs. They are the watchdogs routinely abandoned by the nearly-
weal thy at season's end. Dobernmans, Shepherds. They pack-up, and raid garbage cans, and kill and
eat the pets of the college students, and it is usually February or March before the county cops
have shot the last of them As a general nile, by the time they are hungry enough to attack a
human, they are too weak to pull it off-though there are occasi onal exceptions.

Ral ph Von WAu Wau neither snelled nor- behaved donesticated, and he sounded |ike Arnold
Schwar zenegger in pitch, tone, accent, and confidence; he could nove anong his savage cousins in
relative safety. He had only been forced to fight twice in the five years he had been w ntering on
Long Island, and had won both fights handily. The fend dogs were cunning, 'but Ral ph was
intelligent, and it nade all the difference.

Though he was a nutant, Ralph had all the normal urges of any red-bl ooded son of a bitch
and house pets just didn't do it for him Too tame, too boring. Hs true preference was for wonen,
and he was currently on intimate ternms with half a dozen-but three were vacationing to the south
with their husbands, two were preparing frmal exans for their students, and one was preparing to
run for reelection. Ralph had not gotten laid in several weeks, and his opinion was that the next
best thing to an adventurous and sophisticated lady was a wild outlaw bitch. They were |ess
inventive, but nore instinctively satisfying-and cross-fertile besides.

He had certain noral rules of his own devising, which nmght seemexotic to a human. He
al ways fed a bitch, before
and after. If necessary, he protected her to the best of ability. If she got pregnant, he behaved
as honorably as a other dog woul d-and scrutinized the offspring for in cations that his nutation
m ght have bred true-which far it had not. If a hyperintelligent pup had resulted, woul d have bent
every effort to get it the sane laryn nodification surgery he hinself had once had, then tau~ it
to talk. But by now he had al nost given up hope

He'd tried noving a fewmates in with him but it nev worked out: they never really had
enough in common relate to one another, and it always upset them when typed for hours at a tinmne.

This particular bitch excited hima great deal, for reaso too subtle and subconsci ous for
himto anal yze. (Regr~ tably, the Freud of canine psychol ogy has not yet energed Sonethi ng about
the fur at the back of her neck, sonethir about her wal k, something about her snell. . . there
wast defining it. She was new to him puzzled by the contradi tion between what her eyes and nose
told her, and what h ears told her, and he found her innocence charning. SI was cooperative, but
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not slavishly obedient. Her eyes flashe Her scent was. . . piquant.

So they gave the rest of the pack the slip, and he to her to a warm and sheltered pl ace he
knew. There he opem a can of deviled hama rather extravagant wooi ng-gil but one of the annoyingly
few nmeats available in pop-u can format-and waited politely while she wolfed it dow Then they
ronped a bit, and nuzzled a bit, and present he taught her some things about "foreplay that
astoni shi her. (The Masters & Johnson of cani ne physiology have y to energe as well-but when they
do, Ral ph Von Wu Wwill be massively represented in their footnotes.) Short after that, she
taught hi m sonme things about hindpl ay.
menti oned, Ral ph was a |ove 'em andi eave 'emsort fellow, but the sumobns from Ji mand Pau
MacDoria cane at an extrenely unfortunate, uh, juncture, and he w conpelled to bring her hal fway
to Callahan's with him

Joe and Susan Maser had sent their wife Susie on ahead to Callahan's because they wanted
to put the finishing touches on the chili they intended to bring fot the New Year's cel ebration
the sunmons cane as Joe was stirring up the coals
in the firebox of his woodstove. He dropped the poker and sprinted with Susan for the car, |eaving
the flie-door open
on the stove. Pulling out of the driveway, he realized what woul d probably happen, but he didn't
have tinme to do anything about it. Behind him the draft whipped the fire to its hottest and
sucked all the heat 'up the chimey.. . which had not been cleaned recently enough. Since Joe and
Susan had also left the front door of the house open, nuch the sane thing eventually happened to
the building; by dawn all the Masers would own was the clothes on their backs and the contents of
their pockets.

Simlarly, Shorty Steinitz left his lovingly restored '57 Thunderbird jacked up with one
wheel off by. the side of Route 25A and ran the last quarter-nile; he never saw it again. Lady
Salty McGee was entertaining a very old and dear friend when the call came; he had never been
intended to remain in that position for nore than fifteen mnutes, but the silken cords were
strong, and he could not reach the slipknots. Pyolr left his bottle of breakfast sitting on his
kitchen table, and few foods go bad faster or uglier than blood. And Bill Gerrity was caught in
"the niddle of getting dressed: this would have been enbarrassing for anyone, but for Bill "half-
dressed" for a party neant dark nylons, purple garter belt, black panties and an hour's worth of
makeup (high heels, too, but he ditched themwithin the first half block); in the three and a half
mles he had to jog ~o Callahan's, he was forced to hospitalize four young toughs who mni stook him
for a honosexual, two policenen who correctly identified himas an attractive nui sance, and a
persistent politician who sinply would not get out of the way.

It was not, in short, without cost that the nen and wonen of Callahan's Place answered the
Call, even though nearly all of themwere getting ready to go there at the time. But it is a
matter of proud record that every single one of them
paid the cost, unhesitatingly. Wthin an hour, the Place was packed to capacity with all the
regul ars past and present, with all the people to whomthis tavern had ever been home for a tinme,
and nobody had any conplaints to nake. The MacDonal d Brothers had followed up their initial Cal
with a synopsis of the situation;, everyone arrived with a fair grasp of what was goi ng on.

Josi e Bauer was the first to arrive, of course, since it took her literally no tine at

all; she materialized before the bar, took the shot glass of Irish whiskey that Callahan was
hol di ng out for her and set it down on the bartop, plucked the cigar fromhis |ips and kissed him
firmy. "You sneaky bastard,"” she nurnured. "l never guessed. | shoul d have guessed. You nust be

frommuch further up the line than ny outfit."”

"Not as much as you might think, hon'," he told her

She turned to Mary and ki ssed her, too. "Hang in there, sugar. He'll be okay."

The next arrival was Shorty, and he did just what Josie had done. |1'd be willing to bet
Shorty had never kissed another male in 'his life before, but he did so with no hesitation or sign
of enbarrassnent. That set the pattern. Every new arrival, and those already present, collected a
shot and a kiss from Call ahan and his daughter. No one drank; we waited for Mke to propose the
toast. Al of us were smling, and all of us were crying, and all of us were touching, and none of
us said a word, save for occasional briefly nmurnmured greetings to old friends too sel dom seen. No,
one had anything pertinent to say, and no one felt the need to nouth off w thout saying anything;
it was enough to be together, to share whatever would cone., | saw friends | hadn't seen in years-
Ben, Stan, Don, Mary and Stephen, both Jins, Big Tom Susan, Betsy, Mrk, Chris, Robert and G nny,
Herb and Ricia, D ana, Joe and Gay, Jack, Viny, Railroad CGeorge, Ted, Cordy, Dee for Chrissakes,
Tony and Susan, \Wendy, Bob, Kirby, Eleanor, Charlie and Evelyn, and of course David- and it cane
to ne as the crowmd grew and the Place filled up that |I could not have asked for a better tinme or
place to die. There was noplace on Earth or off it that | |oved as nuch, nor any people | had ever
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| oved better-no, not even the wife and daughter |I'd killed a decade ago by doing my own brake-job
with a self-hel p book-and New Year's Eve seemed an appropriately backassward date for Judgment
Day.

After a, little nore than a half hour of nmurnured greetings, nmultiple enbraces and genera
war m happi ness, Paul MacDonal d spoke to Callahan. "Okay, M ke. Everybody who's going to arrive in
time is here now "

The room became totally quiet, filled with a nbod of exuberant desperation. The | ocker
room before the big game
Backstage waiting for the house lights to go down. The hold of the Huey as the LZ appears in the
di st ance.

W were as ready as we were going to be.

Cal | ahan nodded slowy. "It's about tine," he runmbled. He trod his cigar underfoot and lit
a new one. "It's all about tine." He poured a shot of Bushniill's for hinself, walked slowy
around the bar. "Isn't it?" The sawdust squeal ed under his boots. Fast Eddie left the piano and
tossed a couple of sticks of dry birch onto the fire; there was a crackle as the bark began to
catch, and that fine sharp-sweet snell of burning birch joined the synphony of pleasant snells in
the room Callahan toed the chalk line, faced the rattling hearth. |I didn't nind the tears; they
fell too quickly to obscure ny vision. He raised his glass, and we all raised ours. The bright
lights shattered on all that glass and the room sparkled |ike a vast crystal

"To the human race,"” MKke Callahan said clearly in that gravelly baritone. "God hel p us,
every one." He drank off the Bushmll's in one long, slow draught, smacked his |ips and whi pped
the glass underhand into the firepl ace.

"To the hunan race," we chorused, and the |argest barrage of glasses in the history of
Cal | ahan's Pl ace began

And when the great shout and cheer had subsided and the | ast shard of glass skittered to
its final resting place, we began to build sonething.

| perceived it in nusical terms, of course: to me what we built was sonething |like a vast
synphony orchestra, save that in addition to the usual ordnance of a full orchestra it
i ncor por at ed saxophones, electric guitani, tin flutes, tablas, trap drunms, Yanaha synthesizers,
steel druns, vocoders, kazoos, baby rattles, Zal Yanovsky's Electric' Gorgle and the Bi g Jukebox
in Cose Encounters, included every neans the race has ever devised for making nusic and sone that
haven't been invented yet, the whole thing integrated into a vast tapestry of sonic and tona
textures that was indescribable and probably uni magi nabl e-certainly | had never imagi ned anything
like it before that night-and primevally satisfying to what a Buddhist night call ny "third ear."

| magi ne that you assenbl ed such a superorchestra in a room First there is cacophony, as
each musician sounds his or her instrument and linbers it up, no individual or group predoni nating
for nore than a few seconds. Then one |oud true voice takes up and holds a 440 cps A and
gradual | y everyone tunes to it; for several seconds everyone is playing the sane note and it's
like a giant "OM' chant. Then it diverges again, as each player goes into scales or warnup
exerci ses. |Imagine then that, seemingly by pure random chance, the vast assenbl age of instrunents
happens to stumble onto a single, stupendous chord, an accidental aural architecture of terrifying
beauty, a chord so conplex that the nmost know edgabl e nusician there cannot name it, yet so
el enental that each feels he has always known it in his heart. It holds, swells, falters
nmonentarily as percussive notes fade and | ungs enpty of breath and bows reach the limt of their
traverse, then returns and steadies and fills the roomto bursting, each nusician thinking, keep
pl ayi ng- yes, try to notice and renenber what note you're playing, but for God's sake keep
playing, ~f we lose this thing we may never find it again and if that happens | believe | may need
to die- The thing we built was |ike that. There was no sound to it, any nore than there was
substance to it, but it hung
invisibly in the air around us, annihilating the space between us, and to ne that's nusic. The 440
A that we all tuned to was the voice, the essence,- the nature of Mke Callahan, echoed and
anmplified by the MacDonal ds. But neither he nor they led us to' that "chord"-we found that
our sel ves.

Shortly it changed from sonething as static as the word "chord" inplies to something
dynam ¢, as though individual rmnusici~ns, confident now that the chord would not be | ost, began to
jamaround it, to dress it with trills and arpeggi os and scraps of nelody and rhythm c accents; it
changed froma pretty sound to true nusic, although no hunan ear could have resolved nusic |ike
that. It was tineless, like raga, and frantic, |ike bebop; it swung like Carl Perkins, and it
purred like Betty Carter; it was sinple |like Bach and conplex like Ray Charles; it was hot and
cool and hip and square and |l ush and spare-1 know no nusic can be all those things together, but
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this was. In the back of nmy mind | could hear Lord Buckley, rest his ticker, talkin' 'bout, "M
lords and ny ladies, I'"'mgon' hip you: you may have heard a | ot of jam sessions blowin' off, you
may o' heard o' New Oleans flips, you may have heard it Chicago style, you may have heard al
kinds o' jazz junpin' the wildest an' the nobst insane, you may have heard o' many nusical insane
flips, but you studs an' stallions an' cats an' kitties never dug any session-like these cats
BLEW .

To others present it did not suggest nusic at all. Shorty Steinitz was a sculptor, to him
it was as though all of us struck together simultaneously at a nmagnificent block of Carrera
marble, reducing it in an instant to a perfect and conpl ete statue, which began in that nonment of
its creation to wal k and tal k. Susie Maser was a Mddern dance choreographer; she felt that we were
i nventing zero-gravity dance together. |ndeed, Long-Drink MGonnigle, who had cherished a perverse
interest in entonol ogy ever since Febrmary 7, 1964, felt that whatever it was resenbl ed pictures
he'd seen of webs woven by spiders in free fall, in Skylab. Doc Wbster saw us all as neurons
|l earning to work together, to form"... well, not a brain, not even a snall one-but a ganglion, by
God!" Toni Hauptmann, the fornmer mnister, perceived what we built as a perfect prayer, pleasing
to God, who is a tough critic of prayers.

I do not know all this from having conpared notes afterward. | knew it then, and everyone
t here knew and understood the anal ogy-node that worked for me just as well as | knew theirs. Just
because | perceived it as nusic didn't nmake it nusic for Fast Eddie: the little piano. man felt
that we were setting up and executing a hundred-cushion billiard shot in ultraslow notion and
cascadi ng instant-replay. O course, he appreciated my appreciation of it as mnusic-but no nore
than did Tom Hauptmann, who is totally tone deaf (or rather, had been until then). Perhaps the
nost insightful anal ogy we conceived was that of Joe and Susan and Susie Maser, who saw us all as
building a group nmarriage akin to their own triad.

O perhaps it canme from Noah Gonzal ez, who pictured us constructing, entirely by
intuition, a cobalt bonb.

Al'l this happened at the top of our mnds, in the forefront of our conbi ned consci ousness.
Along with that, we were simultaneously, but not separately, growi ng closer to one another
getting to know each other in even greater depth than we already did, sharing and cherishing. Tom
for instance, was discovering nusic for the first time in his life, and finding it both nore and
| ess than he had imagined it nust be. Long-Drink and the Doe and | were di scerning sone
interesting things at the root of our long-standing rivalry at punning. Tonmy Janssen was
understanding for the first tinme why heterosexual Bill Gerrity enjoyed wearing drag. Tom Haupt mann
was | earni ng things about eroticismfromJosie Bauer that woul d have shocked hi m cockeyed an hour
before, and she was |l earning equally unsettling things about chastity fromhim Al of us were
| earning things fromthe Callahans~ husband, w fe and daughter, that | can't put down here. It's
not that you don't have the words. You don't have the concepts to put words on

At Call ahan's Place we were used to sharing, to letting down barriers, to opening up to
and for one another. Cal -
| ahan's frequently proclainmed policy of violently discouragi ng snoopy questions had al ways been a
sham a custom honored nore in the breach than in the observance, a prohibition which we now
percei ved was designed to teach us to learn howto circutuvent it-hell, the Cheerful Charlies had
it down pat. Not to mention the MacDonalds. O Callahan hinself, who sucked secrets out of you
with his tw nkling eyes. We thought that we already knew what it nmeant to be one together; we had
been students of sharing here for many years together

This was nore, deeper, stronger, better. A sizable fraction of the people there were fol ks
I didn't know well or at all, ex-regulars frombefore ny time who had still been alive and around
to hear The Call, and Walter the failed suicide: while devoting the bul k of our individual and
collective attention to the thing that we were building, we becane bl ood brothers and sisters
wi t hout wasting tine or words.

Wrds. It is interesting that none of us perceived the thing we built in ternms of a
structure o words. It was sheer pattern-recognition-inages, gestalts, sensory inpressions and
enotional thythns, a nonstop cascade of data that reached even the subvocalized level only in
scattered, fragnentary form |ike verbal buckshot:

- (warm /and so when she died |/Heavenly Father .. . | nmerry, by God!/roll 'em baby! you're
beauti ful /thank you/ you're beautiful too/thank you/lt's beautiful/always wanted to tell you that
I/do that again/ain't it?/ never thought it could be |ike/pulsing/steady now ere do |I renmenber
thisfr/ fast//would have done the sane thing my/take it/strong!! remenber re-nmenber reMenber ream
enber/nmore treble, we're losing the highs/hi!/hielhai!/never |ose the/high!l/eyel/l aye! |LOVE/ U
ewe! hue/yew YOU' too /U2/ to / two / whoo!/ who?/ hew Hugh/yoo hoo!/YQOU)

It went on forever, for whole seconds, repeating and changing and building |ike a series
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of choruses in jazz without any of us ever form ng a coherent sentence in words. And yet when the
time came to speak, we found that we coul d-although we were one, we retained our individual voices
and the personalities they represented.

No, put quotes around "speak" and "voices." If theec been a stranger in the room he would
not have heard
seen or felt a thing. To himwe woul d have been a roonful of strange and tw sted people, standing

around a snoring basketball player, snmling denentedly at nothing at all, silence..

"Al'l right, ladies and gents," Callahan said, his voi clear and strong in ny skull, "Let's
get this show on t
road. W need a plan. The floor is open."

"There ain't but the one plan," |I said. "W get the Roach on the phone and invite 'em over

for a beer.”

"Here?" two or three m nds yel ped.

"Sure. W badly lack data, and short of waking up Fii the only source is the Cockroaches
t hemsel ves. "

(A funny little thing happened then, entirely below ti surface, that was over in an
instant. |'mrather ashaned it-but it's illustrative of something that was happeni ng around the
room so I'Il tell it. Aprimtive ape who din, to ny brainstormstill wanted Mary Cal |l ahan, stil
perceiv~ Finn as a rival-wrse, a successful rival-wrst, a s perior rival. That ape heard ne
calmy trying to cope w a problemthat had Finn catatonic with fear.. . and smle displaying the
kind of teeth that apes only have on Frazel covers for Tarzan books. For an instant, it felt smug-
I fi smug. For a picosecond or two, the ape fantasized outcomin which all of us survived except
Finn, in which-just f once, oh, Lord!-lI ended up with the girl | wanted.

And then | saw Mary looking at Finn, and | beat th ape to death with a club. Mybe Finn
was paral yzed 1 fear, not because he was nore of a coward than I, b because he knew nore about the
situation. O faced no stringent penalties than | did. My snugness rested on eg nmy courage on
i gnor ance.

Wiy | nmention it is this: There were no unburied hatche in Callahan's Bar-there never had
been for very' long. B
now even the buried hatchets were starting to deconpose underground, to rust away to nothing. |
woul d al ways want Mary-but the best | could ever hope for would be to hel p her get what she
wanted. | guess | was learning to live with that. Simlar mni-epi phani es were happeni ng al
around the room)

"But why should they give us any data?" Mary asked. "What's qur |everage?"

"We've got data they want."

"We do?"

"Locked up between Finn's ears, I'msure of it. | don't know what it is he knows;
apparently he doesn't know either.

But the bugs cane one Jesus long way to learn it. They're a cowardly race; they don't go in person
to any place that a scout has failed to report back fromw thout sone powerful notivation; that's

why Finn is so baffled. Wl l, they can't be that curious about us because they don't know us from
pond scum so it has to be Finn. Sonething in his menory tapes is worth the risk. Maybe we can cut
a deal . "

"I wouldn't bet on it," the Drink said.

"McGonni gle, you are going to have to. R ght now "

"Jake's right," Callahan said. "Unl ess anybody here knows how to di sable a bunch of
invisible satellites and convince NORM to go to DEFCON ONE within the next half hour, we haven't
got nmuch choice." He frowned. A telepathic frown itches. "Another thing. 'W have to call the
Cockroaches right away, and get themto conme directly here from Mars, as quietly as possible. If
they just cone | ook over the whole planet, NORAD is going to spot themand find out that its ABMs
don't work anynore."

"So what ?" several people asked.

"Suppose we resolve this Cockroach situati on somehow but neanwhile the Joint Chiefs find
out that all their warheads are worthless. So do the Soviets. Unstable situation. And it | eaves
t he USSR domi nating Europe. Finn was right: his scheme only works if the players don't know about
it. It's too late to undo the scheme, so we've got to go with it. That neans the defense of Earth
has to be handled in this room"

That brought a buzz of voices so sharp that it spille over into the thing that we were
building with the othe ninety percent of our minds, sending a snall ripple of dis cord through the
sonic tapestry, as though there was a print er's error in the sheet nusic. And then was felt the
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presenc~ of Lady Sally MCGee, a warm conpetent, reassuringl~ strong and cal mvoice in our heads.

"Lighten up, darlings! This is a party-we're here t usher in the new year! It turns out
we'll have to actuall)
do sonething to acconplish that for a change, but there'~ no reason we can't enjoy ourselves, is
there? This could Ix fun! Now, | think it would be a good idea if all those w thoui concrete
useful suggestions were to shut the hell up."

Fast Eddi e spoke up in the silence. "Dc foist t'ing w- gotta do is hide Finn."

Even Cal | ahan blinked. "H de Finn?"

"He's de only card we got-so we slip it up our sleeve. Den we dumy up."

In ny head | saw (and therefore everybody saw) a littk cartoon, with word bal | oons and
borders and crosshat chin~ and everything, in which a comc caricature of a cockroach in a pressure
suit spoke to Callahan: "Were is Tffu M-~?"

"Never heard of him" "An extrenely powerful and dangerous scout; he woul d have fought
valiantly." "Sorry, haven't seen him" "Then howis it that you seemto know who | an?" "Ch, |'ve
made a study of lower lifc forms-"

It did seemlike a ganbit with sone distinct possibilities.

"Eddie, you're a genius," | sai~l. "There's one hitch. Jim Paul-can you lie
t el epat hi cal | y?"

They | ooked troubled. "W could lie to you; we've gol years nore experience. To a mind as
trai ned and experienced as ours-possibly. It would be like playing forty-two chess ganes at once
there's so nmuch to keep track of in a telepathic lie. To an alien critter that's never touched a

human m nd before-," their eyes nmet briefly, "-no sweat."
"Maybe, " Tommy Janssen said, "we should tell the Roaches we spotted Finn before he got
near us, and annihilated hi mnmake us | ook nore powerful, |ike."

Cal I ahan shook his head. "Just wong, son. That woul d nake us the equals of a Cockroach
We' re superior-we never even noticed Finn. Sone little automatic system swept himup and we paid
no mnd, interstellar invasion didn't even nake the papers.” He grinned. "Yeah, | think maybe we
could pull this off-for a few m nutes, anyway. W m ght just put them enough off-balance to find
out what we need to know. "

Doc Webster spoke for all of us. "You're our spokesman, M ke."

He kept grinning and quoted Lord Buckley again. "Well if | ain't, I"'ma great big fat
groovy pole on a rough hill on the way there.' Okay, while |I'm planning the con, you boys hide
Fi pp somewheres.”

Cee, that sounds easy, doesn't it? | nean, conpared to trying to nap out a strategy for
outsnmarting ahi ~n nonsters, hiding a guy doesn't sound like a big deal

A guy who stands damm near seven feet tall and wei ghs about the sane as a Harl ey-

Davi dson. .

The best thought we had was to lay himdown on the floor behind the bar, but the
Cockroaches might very well burn their way in from above-and besides,’ Finn snored. In three
st ages.

Then | happened to think of what Finn's physique had always reninded nme of. It was a
chilly January night; we had plenty of coats. Wat cinched it was that his shirt had two breast
pockets that snapped closed: coats hung fromthat | ow reached to the floor. Wen we were done, you
could hardly hear the nuffled snore; it sounded like a failing fridge conpressor sonmewhere in the
next room-

"How do we know the Roaches will hear a telepathic call?" Doc Wbster asked worriedly.

"They will," Jimand Paul assured him "They're not telepaths any nore than you folks are
but they'll hear just as you did. W got their 'address-code' from Finn before he went bye-bye."
"Are you sure you can reach then? Last | heard your range was still pretty limted-"

"That was years ago, Doc. And this time we have twice as many minds around to help drive
the signal. We're within

uh. . . Roach's Limt."

The Doe glared at them "Cbviously you don't understand the gravity of the situation."

Tel epathy has its drawbacks. Ordmarily nost of us would have mi ssed puns that esoteric.

"Al'l right," Mary said, "by now they've finished checking out Mars and they're shaping
orbit for Earth. How do we do this?"

"It breaks down into three parts,” her father told her. "Message, target |ocation, and
delivery. Me and JinlPaul'll do the talking. Mary, you and Josie and Joe and Ben and Stan savvy
pl anetary ballistics: you folks aimthe beam you're in charge, darlin', you're the only one of us
that's actually been off Earth. Jake, you and the rest of the gang push the nessage where it's
poi nted-the way we did back when we first net Jim get it? Any questions?"
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There were none.
"Ckay, let's doit."

Qur nusic grew, built, swelled, gathered energy from nanel ess places and expanded in al
directions, churned itself to a mighty crescendo, began to throb and pul se and crackle with
contai ned power. As it did so, vision faded. Reality faded. Physically inpossible though it was,
suddenly we were all touching each other at the sanme tima. | had been to an orgy once, and found
it disappointing; this was what | had wanted it to be. It felt Iike what the Sixties had tried,
and failed, to be. Like nmy chil dhood conception of the Catholic Heaven. Like nmaking |ove with God.

The 'last tine |1'd been on this plane, hel ping JimMacDonald to find and reach his |ost,
tornented, terrified brother Paul, it had been ~pl easurable, but not nearly this ecstatic. On that
occasi on, we had all perceived ourselves as standi ng behind an imaginary truck, stuck in an
i magi nary ditch, and had put our shoul ders and backs into hel ping get it unstuck. There was no
truck now, and whatever was in its place was not stuck-but in sone fashion we strained now as we
had strained then, put all our strength behind a nassive, convul sive conmon effort.

We tried to hide that. Have you ever lifted a very heavy object in front of a stranger you
wanted to inpress, and, tried not nerely to lift the crushing weight, but to make it | ook easy? In
just that fashion, we drew figurative breath, fashioned a mghty Shout-and then tried to couch it
in quiet, conversational tones, as though we could shout nuch | ouder than that if we wanted to.

This tinme period (*) Is a second, we bellowed calmy. You have thirty of themlIn which to
bargain for your life.

In the instant that contact was established, we knew just how flinmsy our bluff was.

There was only one Master. W didn't even know then just what a break that was. The
tel epathic aspect of the creature was largely untranslatable, but you mght think of it
mani festing as a kind of giant space-going shark, a noving appetite, a vast, fast, terrible eating-
machi ne which saw its purpose to be turning everything edible in the universe into shark shit.
Li ke a shark it was inplacable, renorseless, unreachable. Wat nmade it much nore terrible than any
shark was that it was highly intelligent and very | earned.

This doesn't begin to convey it. The thing was alien, and nothing on Terra is as old or

cold or deadly as it was.' If |1'd been alone, | think I'd have snapped like a twig and begged it
to kill me quickly. But Mke Callahan was with nme, |legs planted w de, thunbs hooked over his
apron, jaw outthrust challengingly.. . | could see himthrough my eyelids..

It nust have known tel epathic races in the past; nental contact did not startle it. Its
answering "voice" was no "louder" than ours, but it really was sending at the low end of its
strength-it was rmuch nore powerful than we conbined were. But it didn't know that-we bluffed it!

"WHO ARE YOU THAT A MASTER SHOULD BARGAIN WTH YOU FOR I TS LI FE?"

"-twenty-nine-" Callahan said for all of us.

~TATE YOUR ASKI NG PRI CE. "

"One: full and candid disclosure of your purpose and intentions here. Two: your promni se
not to disturb any sentient in this system Three: your inmedi ate departure. Four: your promn se
never to return unsumoned. "

None of this was in English. That is, it left Callahan's mnd as English but passed
through the nminds of Jimand Paul, who knew as nuch of the Masters' |anguage as Finn did, and by
hearing it through their "ears," we understood it independent of any grammar or vocabul ary. The
English of it doesn't begin to convey the nonstrous arrogance of the bluff Mke was running.

"No MASTER HAS EVER BEEN ' SUMMONED.' | GO WHERE | LI ST, AND DI STURB ALL WHO PERCEI VE ME
WHAT- "

"Count down resunes. Twenty-eight--,"
ruder than any other kind, | think

| tried to imagine the situation fromthe creature's perspective. Humans were sufficiently
advanced as a race to be able to hang out a telepathic No Trespassing sign for it, seened
conpletely unawed by its own najestic power- yet they restricted thenselves to a single planet, of
a single star system and the only technol ogy visible thereon seened prinmitive. They were either
suicidally brave-or they had sonething up their sleeves. The Masters were, as Finn had told us,
renorselessly logical: its safest nove was to play along until such tinme as it determ ned
positively that we were bluffing, and then inpl ode our planet, leaving no witnesses to its
hum |i ati on.

But it hated acknow edgi ng any non-Master life formas an equal, even as a bargaining
ploy. Mke got all the way down to twenty-five------ and ny heart got about three-quarters of the
way up my esophagus-when it said:

M ke interrupted -and a telepathic interruption is
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"IT SUTS ME TO Dl VULGE MY PURPCSE HERE. SUBSEQUENTLY, WE MAY DETERM NE TOGETHER WHETHER
I TS FULFI LLMENT WLL DI STURB LOCAL SENTI ENTS, AND THE PROBABLE T1ME OF MY DEPARTURE. "

"Speak. And rmake it snappy."

"1 SEEK A M SSI NG SLAVE. SENT TO SCOUT THI S SYSTEM | T FAILED TO REPORT BACK. | SEEK IT,
OR I TS REMAINS. ONCE | HAVE I T, | HAVE NO FURTHER | NTEREST | N REMAI NI NG CR RETURNI NG HERE. "

"CGoodbye, then. Neither your slave nor its remains are here."

You might reasonably translate the Master's reply as "SHARKSHI T." It had raised its
"voice" slightly: it was getting angry.

W kept our tone level. "-Twenty-four-"

Wen | was a kid in school, | always sat in the back of the classroom I|f things got too
boring, 1'd do a Sl ow Fade. You nove your desk back and to the right inmperceptibly slowy, about
six inches per mnute, toward the back door and out into the hall. If you do it slowy enough, the

t eacher never notices you leave. In a sinilar manner, Paul MacDonal d began now to w t hdraw from
the thing we had all built in Callahan's Place, w thout advertising his departure. It hel ped that
his brother's tel epathic aspect was so nearly identical to his owmn. | don't think anyone el se

noti ced- maybe they never played Sl ow Fade-and | kept ny own realization fromthe comon

awar eness, did ny best not to think about it even to nyself. Wiile we were talking to the front of
the alien's mind, Paul was sneaking around the back..

"THE SLAVE WAS WELL-DEFENDED, " it was saying. "I CAN BELI EVE YOU OVERCAME | T~ BUT IF SO I T
WOULD HAVE BEEN A MEMORABLE EVENT."

"Perhaps for one such as you,
do not require our attention."

"THEN WHY YOU SPEAKI NG TO Me?"

"Anused curiosity. Your nmind is singularly ugly."

Qddly, it did not take offense. Every entity it had ever net in its centuries of existence
had feared it; it did not know howto react to a direct insult. But it did get angrier because we
were wasting its time. "EVEN I F YOU HAD
ANNI HI LATED THE SLAVE, THERE WOULD HAVE BEEN A COVPONENT LEFT, | NDESTRUCTI BLE BY ANY KNOAN FORCE. .
I T WOULD HAVE BEEN LOCATED HERE-" It sent a sort of three-dinensional X-ray picture of Finn's
head, and clearly visible beneath and behind his right ear, between skull and brain; was a little
nodul e that | ooked |ike a nmarble.

"I T 1S A DATAPI LE CONTAI Nl NG EVERYTHI NG PERCEI VED BY THE SLAVE SINCE | TS LAST M LKING |
REQUI RE | T | MVEDI ATELY. "

"You grow boring," Callahan said. "Countdown resunes-"

"I WLL TEAR APART YOUR STAR "

Cal l ahan made no reply. He made a throat-cutting gesture to us, and we broke the
connecti on.

" Call ahan agreed. "Qur automatic defenses are capable, and

There was no chatter. Less than half a minute on the countdown, on our bluff.

"What did you get, Paul ?" Callahan snapped, and | becane aware for the first tine that
Paul MacDonal d was back anobng us telepathically as well as physically. He tended to "blend in"
with Jims aspect, like an echo, which was why it had been possible for himto get away with a
Sl ow Fade.

He made a convul sive nmental effort, and did sonething like a file nmenory dunp, sending
information in a block rather than bit by bit, to all of us at once. In a matter of a second, we
knew everything he had |l earned. Grasping it took ne a few seconds nore.

| have to put it in figurative terms. A lot of this stuff doesn't go into words; worse,
the menories turn insubstantial as | try to translate them Paul had sneaked in an unguarded back
wi ndow of the creature's mind, while we occupied it at the front door. He had strolled around in
some of the nustier back files of an i mense storehouse of nenories for a matter of whol e seconds,
teaching hinself how to understand the operating | anguage, the file-finder system the retrieva
commands-reconnoi tering while keeping a low profile. He didn't get al! he'd hoped for, he ran out
of seconds, but Paul was a seasoned professional at tiptoeing through human nminds, and he cane
away wWith nmore fromthis alien nind than | would have believed possible.

The majority of what he | earned was inconprehensible or il Tel evant or otherw se usel ess.
The creature's nane, to pick a basic exanple, was utterly untransl atable. W could no | onger think

of it as a. Cockroach, and like Mary we refused to call it a Master. W reached an instant group
consensus on what to call it: The Beast. (And hoped that we had its nunber.)

The Beast was a pervert. Don't ask me to describe what kind of pervert it was, or what
constituted "normal" for its race. | don't want to think about either one. Please just take ny

word for it that it was, by its own lights, disgusting. It was no: ashamed of itself. Shane is a
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kind of self-hatred,, and no Master is capable of hating-or loving-itself. But' it did wsh
strongly that it could be other than it was, and that is as close as such a being can conme to
shane. (Not close enough, in ny opinion.)

Its perversion had recently becone known to its kind. Social faux pas on a cosnic scale:
it was now and forever an outcast, a renegade, to be slain on sight. Its slaves had been
reprogranmed to others. It was alone. To one of its race this fate was sinply intol erable. Msters
cannot live in Coventry. This is weird, since they are not a gregarious race under the best of
ci rcunmst ances. They don't need each other's attention, the way humans do, but they positively
requi re each other's respect. The Beast had exactly two psychologically feasible alternatives; to
suicide, or declare war on its entire race.

In the billion or so years of Master-recorded history, only a very few of the very few
outcasts had ever chosen the. latter alternative, and their-names were netaphoric synbols for evi
itself. But The Beast was a real pervert.

It was also a |logical pervert. No force or conbination of forces it knew could seriously
threaten its race. But it wasn't (The Beast was prepared, being a pervert, to admt to itself)
strictly true that everything was known to the Masters. For instance, once in -a very long tine
(even by Master standards), a scout slave failed to report back. Scouts were s
heavily arnmed and defended that it was difficult to inmagirn anything capabl e of destroying one

before it could get of a report. (No Master iii the Universe was permtted to bu as heavily arned
as a typical scout, since a Master, unlike a slave, could bring hinmself to turn a weapon on
anot hei Master. | know that doesn't make sense-in human terns Very little about the Masters does.)

An AWOL scout nean either that someone had destroyed it, someone who couk perhaps be used, or that
the scout had-incindibly---mal. functioned in sone way, in which case its own weaponry m ght be
sal vageabl e.

The risk was horrible. A Master is not defended as well as a scout either

It was a nad ganbl e, and The Beast knew it, but it was a pervert and dooned. Desperate and
raging, it had followed the trail of Txffu Mpwfs across the big enpty spaces to the place where he
was known as M ckey Finn, hoping to find some terror weapon it could use to avenge itself, and
found a bunch of barflies, a fewtine traveling Mcks, two telepathic psychiatrists and a tal king
dog. Callahan's Bar on New Year's Eve.

"Al'l right," Callahan said in our heads as we finished assimlating the burst of largely
usel ess data that included this, "we've got it right where we want it. At T mnus ten seconds, we

tell it we've changed our mnds: we're not going to kill it after all. It's too disgusting to
kill. We're going to ignore it-and call the other Masters and demand that they cone renove their
garbage fromour systemat once. That shoul d-"

He screaned then, with his mnd and with his throat. | don't suppose |I'd ever thought to

hear M ke Cal |l ahan scream | didn't hear the physical scream of course, because sounds drown each
other out and | and everyone else in the roomwere screanming, too, but nmental screans don't drown
each other out, each one registered with individual clarity Amazing that | had tine to register
such trivia, with The Beast |loose in ny brain..

" ENTROPY! "

The beast was very angry; that was the strongest curse it knew.

"JUST AS | FEARED! | T- WAS NOT A WEAPON W HCH DI SABLED Tx~u M~w~s, BUT A DI SEASE. THAT
'LOVE' FUNGUS. USELESS TO ME!'"

Paul badn't been as careful as he thought. W shoul d have renenbered: Finn thought faster
than a human bei ng; so would his Masters. Probably they thought even faster than him

In the instant of opening conmunication we had told The Beast the rate at which we
processed informati on-by establishing a second as a significant interval for us-and it had been
outthinking us ever since. It had had plenty of time to spot Paul stunbling around in the back of
its brain, without alerting him ~k had |learned a great deal about telepathy fromhim and then
had hidden in his pocket, as it were, and been brought back hone by him Hi s databroadcast had
opened us all up, allowed The Beast to access our files and study us. Qur cover was bl own sky-
hi gh. Jimand Paul MacDonald were effectively dead, their mnds torn out, their personalities
anni hilated, their bodies and brains kept alive to serve The Beast as a tel epathic transceiver

| was caught. Swall owed by The Beast. Damm it, it was just |ike being swallowed by a
Beast, the size of the one that got Pinocchio. My surroundi ngs went away, ny telepathic conpanions
went away, ny eyes and ny nind found black nothingness in all directions-1 tried to cast around
with my arns and di scovered that | could not find ny body anynore. The audi bl e screans, including
my own, were now i naudi ble; so were the nmental ones. There was just the Master and nme. Al ny
strings were cut.

"OR PERHAPS NOT ENTI RELY USELESS AFTER ALL," it went on thoughtfully. "I SEE
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POSSIBILITIES. .."

| snapped, shrieked at him "Motheifucker!" It seened to echo.

“I'T 1S A MNOR COWPONENT OF MY PERVERSI ON THAT | AM NOT. YOU OQUGHT TO TRY TO ENJOY YCQUR
CONSCI QUSNESS. THE ONE YOU CALL FINN WLL WAKE, AND THEN | WLL OM IT AGAIN, AND THEN YOUR
CONSCI QUSNESS W LL CEASE. SOON, AS YOU RECKON TI ME
YOU HAVE NO TI ME TO WASTE. "

"When M ck wakes up you're gonna be the -first Shark that ever got killed by his own
Finn!'" | only half-believed it, but | badly needed that half. My sanity hung fromit.

"1 CONCEDE THAT I T HAS DI SOBEYED PROGRAMM NG AN UNPRECEDENTED NUMBER OF TI MES - ONCE, FOR
AN | NTERVAL MEASURABLE I N YOUR GREAT LONG SECONDS." Dimy | knew sonehow t hat the Beast was not
talking only to me, but talking privately to each of us, by tinme-sharing at a horrendous rate, the

way a TV tube redraws each line of pixels so quickly that you never see them disappear. "IT WLL
NOT DO SO AGAI N. "
"Finn loves us!" | cried, while thinking, Finn |loves one of us. "Even if he didn't, he'd

fight you-because you're evil!"

"HOW AM | EVI L?"

"You're a nurderer!"”

"1 NCORRECT. | HAVE NEVER KI LLED ANY SENTI ENT ENTI TY."

"You and your kind killed Finn's entire race!"

"1 NCORRECT. WE HAVE NEVER KI LLED ANY RACE."

"Fuck you. Mck told us the truth."

"CORRECT. You M SUNDERSTOOD i T. | TS RACE | S NOT DEAD, MERELY IN STORAGE. I T TOLD YOU THAT
EACH OF I TS PEOPLE HAS BEEN RECORDED ON A MOLECULE OF I TS O, DOAN TO THE LAST MEMORY. ALL WE
KI LLED WERE CELLS, AS YOU DO WHEN YOU PARE YOUR OWN
FI NGERNAI LS. THE ESSENCE OF FI NN' S PECPLE, THEI R CONSCI QUSNESS AND MEMORI ES AND GENETI C PATTERNS,
ARE NOT ENDED. THEY COULD BE RECREATED AT ANY | NSTANT, A TRIVI AL MATTER OF SYNTHESI ZI NG ENOQUGH
PROTEIN. THEY ARE NOT DEAD, MERELY DI SPLACED I N
TIME. LI KR M CHAEL CALLAHAN. "

Oof .

"ITIS A SHAME THAT THE METHOD HE USES TO TRAVEL IN TIME I S UNSU TABLE FOR MASTERS- - THAT
WOULD BE A M GHTY WEAPON | NDEED. | MJST G VE THOUGHT TO ADAPTING I T-"

"You're worse than a nurderer," | yelled. "You're a slaver, and an arrogant pervert!"
DmMy it occurred to me that a iideotape recording of the interior of Callahan's Place at this
monment nust | ook pretty strange: a roonful of people apparently hollering abuse at each other. O
was | actually yelling, with my throat? | tried to figure out howto ~regain control of ny senses,
groping around in the dark for the controls.

"DCES YOUR RACE NOT ENSLAVE CHI MPANZEES AND DOLPHI NS, THOUGH THEY ARE CLEARLY SENTI ENT?
AND WORSE, DO NOT MEMBERS OF YOUR SPECI ES ROUTI NELY ENSLAVE EACH OTHER? THI' S | S PERVERTED ENOUGH
TO REVOLT EVEN ME: IN ALL OF TIME, NO MASTER HAS EVER
DONE SUCH A THI NG "

Dam him he was getting to me, he kept poking little holes in all ny postul ates,
undennirnng ny noral position and turning ny righteous anger into nothing nore than the hel pl ess
rage of the victim | tried to ignore himas | struggled to invest ny body again.

"CAN YQU, | NCIPIENT ALCOHCOLI C WHO ARE ATTRACTED ONLY TO FAT WOVEN AND ARE COMFORTABLE ONLY
HERE IN THI S ROOM W TH PSYCHOLOG CAL CRI PPLES LI KE YOURSELF, CALL ME A PERVERT? AS FOR ARROGANCE,
CAN YOQU, WHO KI LLED YOUR FAM LY TO SAVE A FEW DOLLARS AND SHOW OFF | MAG NARY MECHANI CAL
COVWPETENCE, CALL ME ARROGANT?"

My uni verse of bl ackness began spinning around ne. Don't ask me how bl ackness can spin. |
had to make it stop or | would go yamrering i nsane, and the only way to do that was to get ny eyes
open. Damm it, | had lived in this goddam skull all my life, navigated nmy way around it blind
drunk, done a cold-restart of all systems after thousands of interludes of natural or unnatural
unconsci ousness-why the hell couldn't | tell where anything was?

Let's see. The ears should be the sinplest; fewer bits of data to integrate than eyes.
First get hearing back, then go for the big stuff. Sound off, ears, | can't see you.

"I HAVE NEARLY REACHED YOU NOW SOON | WLL BE PHYSI CALLY PRESENT, AND ABLE TO RESTART THE
SLAVE FI NN. "

"He'll find a way to beat you. He won't let his wife down!"
There was a sort of far-off runbling. Mles away up its alinentary canal, The Beast was
grinning. "I WLL PROM SE HM THAT | F HE HELPS ME TO . .RECORD YOQU ALL, AND FI GHTS MY WAR FOR ME,

| WLL REVIVE H'S PECPLE, AND G VE THEM A PLANET TO USE AS THEY WSH. THI S ONE WLL DO ADM RABLY.
HE W LL COOPERATE."
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No, damm it, it was not a faraway, netaphorical runbling. It was close by, and real. My
heari ng was coni ng back-
-and The Beast was burning his way through the roof of Callahan's Pl ace.

"1 WLL GVE YOU A RIDDLE," it went on conversationally. "THERE | S A RACE OF CREATURES ON
THI S PLANET WHICH | S CLOSELY RELATED TO My OAN, THOUGH MJCH DEGENERATED FROM THE PURE STOCK. A
SMALL GROUP OF THESE CREATURES COULD EASILY KILL ONE OF YQU, YET NONE HAVE EVER DONE SO THEIR
WORST ' CRIME |S THAT, LIKE EVERYTHI NG ELSE I N YOUR ECOSYSTEM THEY COWMPETE W TH YOU FOR FOOD- AND
LOSE | N THE COWPETI TI ON, EVERY Tl ME. THESE CREATURES ARE CLEARLY AND UNM STAKABLY SENTI ENT. YET
YOU SLAUGHTER THEM EVERY Tl ME YOU ENCOUNTER THEM BY THE VI LEST MEANS KNOAN TO YOU. CAN YOU NAME
THESE ENTI TI ES? AND CAN YOU, I N LIGHT OF TH S | NFORVATI ON, STILL CONSI DER ME EVI L?"

| heard scattered crashes, felt distant pain, understood that one of ny friends had been
hurt by- a falling piece of burning ceiling.

"l AM HERE," The Beast said. "AH You ARE EVEN UGLI ER | N PERSON THAN YOU ARE I N YOUR M NDS.
STRANGE THAT ONES SO AVKWARDLY AND PRECARi QUSLY CONSTRUCTED COULD BE SO COURAGEQUS. YOUR ATI EMPTED
BLUFF WAS SPLENDID; | T M GHT HAVE WORKED AGAI NST ONE AS SLOMW TFED AS YOURSELVES. | SHALL
TREASURE YOUR RECORDI NGS. "

Dear God-how many mnutes or seconds could there be |left before the mickey finn wore off

M ckey Finn and it was all. over? Before the whole human race was stopped, recorded, frozen |ike
six billion flies in anber for whatever portion of eternity pleased The Beast? Wuld we ever be

revived? If so, would Terra still hold the resources to support technol ogy, the food to support

life? Wuld Sol still burn?

"NOW THAT | AM HERE, THERE IS NO NEED TO WAI T FOR THE SLAVE Fi NN TO REVI VE NATURALLY. |
SHALL DO A SYSTEM FLUSH AND REBOOT | T MANUALLY....'

DimMy | heard several voices whinpering, realized that one of themwas nmy own and
therefore that ny voi ce was
wor ki ng again. -

"M ke!" | screaned. "Mary! Sally! Help ne!"

And t hi ngs happened very suddenly then

O rather, things had been happeni ng very suddenly, and cane to fruition all at once.

The Beast thought very fast, nmuch faster than any of us could hope to, and it had that
ti me-sharing thing down cold.
But no one present in the room including The Beast, knew as nuch about tine as M ke Call ahan
Cal I ahan, who carried hinself and his wi fe and daughter through tinme, w thout the support of any
ext ernal hardware. .

The Beast was carrying on over a hundred conversations at once, |like a chess Master
pl ayi ng a hundred opponents at once. Every few dozen picoseconds it got back to Mke's "table,"
and the big Irishman was always there. But in between, he was el sewhen, in a quiet, safe space-and-
ti me where he could think things over and plan at his |eisure. Leisure enough to work a |ot of
things out, and to come up with the swiftest and nost el egant sol ution

He restoted our vision

| saw ny friends, and rejoiced. Seeing them | could hear again in ny head the vast

thrumm ng nusic that we nade, feel their support. | sawthe far wall of Callahan's Place, the
gl ass-strewn fireplace, flames dancing crazily, whipped by chilly winds that how ed in through the
space where the ceiling used to be. | knew | was | ooking at The Beast, we were all triangulating

on its signal, but | could not see it anywhere. WAs the damed thing invisible?

I blinked, and now | sawit. It had been there all along. Standing proud and arrogant
before the fireplace, The Beast, the shark, the Master, the terrible entity that Mary Finn called
a Cockroach. It was a cockroach. In a little cockroach pressure suit...

The room expl oded in laughter, the |oudest, merriest belly-laugh that had ever ning the
rafters of Callahan's Place, back when the Place had still had rafters...

It was about twice the size of the biggest cockroach you've ever seen in your |ife-unless
you live in New York; it would have aroused no comment at all on the Lower East Side. Now |
understood the puzzle it had nentioned, and now | understood for the first tinme humanity's
i nstinctive, unreasoned | oathing of periplanetq Amrericana, one of the oldest life forns on Earth.
Cockroaches were distant, |onglost cousins of a galactic obscenity..

W had to laugh at the true visage of the thing which had so terrified us, terrifying
though it genuinely was, and our |aughter nonentarily undid the creature. For a subjective
duration equivalent to that of a trillion-year-old human, it had ruled suprene over all the life
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forns it had ever encountered. W | ooked upon its awful nmjesty and roared and how ed and hoot ed
with uncontrollable mirth, and it stood rooted in place for an interval |ong enough to be
percepti ble by a human, paralyzed by nortified rage. (Through ny head canme a line fromC. S.
Lewis's Screwt ape Letters: "The devil cannot abide to be nocked.") Its nental control over us
snhapped and was gone.

In the instant that we saw it, we laughed, and in the instant that we | aughed, we stopped
fearing it so nuch, and in the instant that our fear abated, our mnds began working again,
generating the obvious, |ogical question
Wy is it talking so much?

Why had the dammed bug bothered to devote the attention and energy necessary for its tinme-
sharing tour de force, nerely to argue with us about the noral nerits and deficiencies of our
respective positions, insult us, and pose riddles?

It was trying to distract us from sonething

Sonewhere in our collective awareness were the tools we needed to defeat it. And realizing
that much, we now knew what they were

The solution was drastic, but it was the only one we had. Nothing good, they say, cones
wi t hout sacrifice.

It was Noah Gonzal ez who had been struck by a falling piece of ceiling;, while that had not
hurt him the burning beam bad knocked hi m si deways and then set his armafire; it was on the rare
side of mediumrare and quite usel ess. That made nme the nearest effective, and | knew what |
needed to do. So did everyone el se; as one they noved together and formed a screen between ne and
The Beast. Except Mary, who grabbed the coat rack and held on, and Call ahan, who did the same with
his Lady Sally. Qur song rose to a fmal, indescribable hundred-note chord that rang in ny skul
and filled nmy heart with joy. We all closed our eyes.

And | reached into Noah's open airline bag and rolled the fuse-tinmer back to quadrupl e-
zero.

I nvi si bl e hands sl apped ne, as hard as |'ve ever been sl apped, over every inch of nmy body
at once-including ny eardrunms, which went dead. At the sane tine sonmeone kicked the world
violently away from me and spun ne end over end. My body was rigid as stone, petrified in the act
of reaching into the airline bag. Even with my eyes cl osed
| sawbright while light strobe as | rotated. Then | was sl apped hard again, principally on the
ass, and after a tinme~. less interval | could see and hear and nobve agai n.

| sat up and | ooked around.

I was in deep woods, in the dark, surrounded by shattered branches. The bright white Iight
nmust still be going on, but it was somewhere else, and the only illumnmination was feeble noonlight
t hrough the branches overhead. -

I felt nunmb. Shell-shocked.

Branches rustled nearby. | got to ny feet like a very old nan made of cornfl akes and
roofing glue, and foll owed the sounds. Even before | reached himl knew who it was. | snelled the
ci gar.

"M ke!"

Hi s deep merry chudcl e cane through the darkness. "Howdy, |ake. Nice work."

"Uh. . . thanks. Were's Sally?"

"Looki ng around for Mary and M ck. Listen: there's sonebody el se. Hey-over here!”

The newconer was Noah. "Hey there, Mke. Good thing you had nme go back for the bag. H,
Jake-you did that great!"

"Thanks, Noah. Uh, how s the arn?" Even in ny nunbness | could grasp just how horrid it
must be for a man who has lost a leg to watch his arm burn.

"I'd rather not think about it if you don't mind."

"C nere," Callahan said. He exami ned Noah's broiled wing in the darkness sonehow, then

touched Noah on the shoulder in a conplicated way. "It's fixable."
"Jesus," Noah exclainmed. "You fixed it, Mke."
"Hell, no-that's just a nerve block. But don't worry- Sal'll fix it up for you as soon as

things quiet down a little. Cnon, let's go find her."

"M ke," Noah asked, "how come a nuclear explosion didn't hurt us, but I got ny arm
bur ned?”

"Finn specifically protected you fol ks agai nst blast forces and hard radi ati on. He never
thought to include fire."

"Then why didn't the nuke burn us?"

"For the same reason straws got bl own through brick walls at Hiroshima instead of burning
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up: they outran the heat."

Jesus Christ. And-here I'd been thinking that | was invulnerable. | pictured mnmyself
trapped in a wecked car- unharmed, conscious, and broiling slowy.

The way ny wife and child had been..

We | et Callahan |l ead us through the woods. Dimly | worked it out that this was the forest
to the north of Callahan's Place. "Hey, Noah," | said as we wal ked, "aren't you going to get in
trouble for borrow ng that nuke?"

He chuckled in the dark. "Are you kidding? | saved 'em

-Police Headquarters, and cost 'em a roadside tavern-they'll probably give nme a fucking nedal."
At the edge of the forest we cane upon Lady Sally M:Gee and her daughter and son-in-Iaw.
M ckey Finn was awake now, surrounded by a large pile of coats. Mary, | recalled, had | earned from

The Beast how to nanually revive M ck, sonething about an override bl oodstreamfl ush-or perhaps
he'd sinply conme out of it naturally. You just can't get a better alarmclock than an -atom bonb,
| thought dizzily. The monent they saw us, Mary cane at a gallop, caught me up in her strong
bl acksmith's arns, and purely kissed the hell out of ne. It was at |east as disorienting as being
at ground-zero had been, but this tinme only a portion of ny body went rigid..

"Ch, Jake, you did it! You were beautiful! My hem"

| was banj axed, out for |uncheon, voiceless and nmindless, for -the first tine inny life
caught wi thout a w secrack behind which to take refuge.

She turned to her husband, now the nobst powerful being within several hundred light years.
"M ck?"

"Of course, darling."

"Thanks, hon. Meantinme, why don't you and Mom and Pop gather up the rest of the fanmly?
W'l | neet you over
there by the big power-tower."

"Yes, dear. |ake? Thank you. You have done something | could not have done. You have saved

me, and Mary, and all our famly. No, do not speak. | know it was nere chance that you were
cl osest, that others here, perhaps all, would have done the sane. But it was you who did it. |I owe
you everyt hing."

He and the others took off vertically, like helicopters, and di sappeared into the night.

Along with themwent all
of the coats except for nmine and Mary's. And Mary began to undress rme...

| amin a position to state categorically that a nuclear explosion at armis |length can be
a conparatively trivial event.

* Mary?"

"Yes, Jake?"

"That was just |like the last tine."

She sighed contentedly and snuggl ed cl oser under ny coat. "Yeah."

“"No, | nean. . . that was a kind of good-bye."

"Yes, darling Jake. So was this. Qur work is done here. Momand Pop and | will be Ieaving
soon. W' re needed el sewhen. And M ck needs mai ntenance he can't get in this era.”

To ny surprise, 1 was unsurprised, and undi smayed. "l thought so. It was a great good-bye.
They both wore. You're never com ng back?"

"Never is a long tine."

“I"1l mss you."

"Thank you. I'Il miss you, too, Jake. You really are a hem you know. Triggering a nucl ear
expl osion, on the unsubstantiated word of a tine-traveling fat lady that it was safe-that took
guts. W only had a second-if you'd frozen up, | would have had to self-destruct Mck. . . and
none of us could have survived that. Let's join the others, nowit's tine."

"Yeah." | found ny clothes and put them back on. Perhaps it had been her husband's brand
of magic or sonething fromher own tine, but it was only when | was fully dressed again that |
renenbered it was January, and noticed how cold it was out here.

As we approached the LILCO power-tower around which all my friends were clustered, ny
attention was seized by the distant fading gl ow, and the heavy cloud that hung just above it.
Contrary to nmy expectation, it was not nushroom
shaped-t he bonb hadn't been big enough-but suddenly | was stopped in ny tracks by the realization
of what it represented. |I'd known all along, of course, but |I'd been too disoriented for it to
sink in.

"Ch ny God, no. Please-no!"

Cal l ahan's Pl ace was gone. Not a particle of it was left, not the fireplace or the cigar
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box or Fast Eddie's piano or Mary's beautiful spiral staircase. God' s gol den gonads, Lady Macbeth
had been in there!

Mary's hand was clutching mne. "lake, Jake! It's all right-truly it is!"

"Ch, Mary, you don't understand! | could stand |l osing you. | can survive-sonmehow wi t hout
Lady Macbeth. |
could even stand a world without Mke Callahan in it. But a world that doesn't have Callahan's
Place init is a world

| don't.want to live in. I can't."

"Yes, you can."

“"No, | can't!"

"Jake, listen to nme now- Stop crying and listen! | knowit's dark, but try to watch ny
lips."

| tried to stop crying, and watched her lips. "lake, dear |ake, you don't need Callahan's
Pl ace anynmore. And I'Il tell you why. | couldn't tell you before, or you m ght have stopped com ng
to the Place and Mom and Pop assured nme you were going to be necessary. Jake, a lot of things
about the past can't be changed, even by us timetravelers. | can't explain why in any terns you'd
understand, so you'll just have tar take ny word for it. But nmany things we can at |east see-see
t hem happeni ng, see them have happened, call it what you like.-" She paused and bit her lip.

"So what are you telling me?"

She hesitated, and blurted it out. "lake, |'ve seen Barbara and Jessica die!"

"What ?"

"I thought there was just-1 wanted to see if | couldn't find sone way to save themfor
you. | knew there wasn't any way, but | just had to try-"

Innmy mind's eye | sawit all again, the little piece of filmthat |I've rerun in ny head a
mllion times, the way it nust have | ooked to an outside observer on the scene. The |last minutes
before the crash are gone fromny nmenory, forever if God is kind, but | have read the police
reconstruction and | have a very good i magi nation

The car approaches the intersection at slightly higher than | egal speed. The light is just
going yellow, and the driver decides to beat it. Barely in tinme, he sees the sixteenwheeler
approaching the intersection fromthe left, realizes the trucker has decided to ganble too, and
slans on his brakes. He has an instant to congratulate hinself on his
-excel l ent peripheral vision and superb reflexes, before -he realizes that the rear brakes he
installed hinself the day before are failing and he will nor stop in time after all. Then the
vehicles collide, and the engine block enters the passenger conpartneiu at an angle, trapping the
worman and child whosit beside the driver, drenching themin gasoline. The car spins crazily, trips
itself and rolls end over end, comes to rest upright. Al three occupants are unconscious, and two
of themare on fire..

Mary was shaking me by the shoul ders, hard enough to crack my neck, shouting sonething
that ended with, "-by the crash, you skinny stupid son of a bitch!"

"Huh' ~"

"I said, the springs the accident report says were found hanging | oose in the rear brakes
wer e snapped | oose by the crash. It was the front brakes that failed-I1 sawit with ny own eyes!
Did you hear nme that tinme?"

| was baffled. "But | didn't put in front brakes, Mary," | said nildly.

"Ah, you did hear ne. That's right, dopey, you didn't!

The front brakes were done by the dealer who sold you the car.”

I snorted. "Cone on, Mary-the insurance investigator could never have m ssed sonething
like that-"

"He missed it for two reasons. One, you were so dammed insistent on hogging any guilt
there was to be had. And two, he is related by marriage to the car dealer. That's sonethingyou can
check on, if you don't believe nme."

Enough is enough. Even a certified hero such as nmyself has linmtations. | did the only
sensible thing: | fainted.

When | woke, all ny friends were gathered around ne, and | was snug and warm beneath a
scavenged tarp. It was still dark, but I made out Doc Wbster, and Long-Drink MGConnigle, and
Tommy Janssen and Tom Haupt mann and the three Masers and Fast Eddie and the Cheerful Charlies and
Ral ph Von WAu Wau and all the rest of ny famly. For a nonment there | swear | thought | saw Tom
Fl annery's ghost.
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| felt nmore peaceful than | ever had in ny life.

"It's time, |lake," Fast Eddie said. "Dey're leavin'."

"Sure thing, Eddie," | said. "Help ne up."

Call ahan and Sally and Mary and Finn were standi ng by the base of the tower. Josie Bauer
was with them

"Hi, Josie," | said. "You going too?"

"Hell yes," she said. "Us tinme-travelers have to stick together. | can't wait to find out
how M ke's people do it w thout hardware."

Call ahan cleared his throat. "Tinme to go," he runbled. "If we get started on hugs and good-
byes we'll all still be here when the universe winds down. There's no way, even in ny tine, to
thank you all for all the good tinmes. You know | |ove you, so let's just-"

"Just a second, Mke," | said.

"Sure, Jake. What is it?"

"Am | correct in guessing that Mchael Callahan is not your real nanme?"

"OfF course it is."

"Well, in this space-time, sure-but | nean, it isn't the name you were born with, is it?"

"Naw. My fol ks naned ne after a renpte ancestor they admred-except that we don't use |ast
names when | come from sol only got half his name. But what's the difference, |ake? You told ne
once you never | ook at the corpse during a wake, because you prefer renenbering fol ks the way they
were when they were alive. This is like that~ why would you want to renenber nme as anythi ng but
"M ke Cal |l ahan' ?"

"You're right. I guess |I was just being nosy."

Suddenly he grinned. "Well, | shouldn't indulge you- but | believe | will. Leave you
jokers with one last pun, as bad as any you ever laid in ny bar. Now | think about it, it's too
good to pass up."

He spat his cigar onto the frozen ground, squared his big broad shoul ders and | ooked
slowy round at all of us. H's twinkling gaze rested | ongest on me and the Doc and the Drink.

"When | was born," he said, "I was known as Justin.”

| blinked. "You nean,"! said, "you were-?" and then | was |aughing too hard to speak

“You-," Doc \Webster began, and then he lost it, too.

Long-Dri nk McGonni gl e never even got out the first syllable; his braying |augh
reverberated in the chilly night air like the cackling of a lunatic.

And so it was left to Fast Eddie Costigan to say it.

"Jeez. You wuz Justin, de Mck o Time."

And as the night rocked with laughter and cheers M ke Callahan and his famly and Josie
vani shed. Gone to Harnony, somewhere up the line..

Even the greatest rocking, hooting, sidesplitting hundredperson goodbye-and-godspeed | augh
has to end sonetine, and when it did there was a silence that lasted nearly a full mnute. W just
stood there in the darkness, not ready to go yet, nothing to say, trying together to integrate the
events of the evening. So nuch to enconpass-too nuch.

Finally Doc Wbster cleared his throat. "Ladies and
gentlemen,"” he said in a nore subdued voice than usual, "in the instant before the balloon went
up, | did the best | could.” He held up sonething that gurgled. "I clutched this here quart of
Bushmll's to ny belly, around on the side away fromthe blast, and held on. Fortunately, it seens
| landed on ny back." People started to work up a cheer, but the Doc silenced themw th a raised
hand and went on. "I estimate that we could clear a sip apiece, and so | am proposing a toast. |
drink to Paul and Janmes MacDonal d." He took a small sip and passed the bottle to ne. "Their bodies
di ed when The Beast did. | saw Mck cremate '"em"”

| felt a pang. W all did, | guess. | had nourned the MacDonal ds in the nonent of their
dyi ng and had not thought of themsince. | had come to know theminpossibly well in an inpossibly
short tinme, and know | knew all there would ever be to know of them They had been good nen, had
never once yielded to the tenptation to exploit their freak gift for personal gain, had devoted
their lives to healing hurt mnds, and had fought valiantly on behalf of a race that would
probably have torn themto pieces if it had known their secret. Now they were dead, and it had
taken us the better part of half an hour to renmenber them

"To Paul and Jim" | said, drank and gave the bottle to Eddie.

It went around the gathering, and every nman and wonan present toasted and drank, and by
the tine it reached the last man, Long-Drink MeGonnigle, we pretty nuch all had tears frozen to
our faces.

"To the MacDonal ds," he said. Then he | ooked up past the drifting cloud of fallout to the
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stars and he said, solemmly and nost respectfully, "Lord, they deserve a break today."

Those of us who were religious all chorused, "Amen," and those of us who weren't w shed,
for that nonment, that we were.

A few nonents of silence. Then a few nore. Most of us were poorly dressed for the cold,
but no one conpl ai ned. No one even shivered.

W were all, | knew, thinking back to-Jesus, less than an hour ago!-to long ago and far
away i n another universe, when we had all, for a tineless -but all too short interval, been one.
It didn't seemfair, somehow. We'd been on the trenbling verge, at the threshold of sonmething for
which all the hunmans who ever |ived have yearned in vain all their lives-it would have taken
Annageddon to distract us, and sure enough that was what we had gotten

So we had staved of f Armageddon. Now the shining nonent was past. The MacDonal ds who had
married us were dead. The Cal |l ahans who had rai sed us and given us away were gone. The nest, the -
brightly Iit cave that had contained us, entertained us, and sustained us, was a radioactive hole
in the ground.

W were still married. The thing we had forged while in telepathic rapport could not be
undone-we knew each other too well, we had to be nmarried. But |ike many newl yweds, we woke feeling
oddly like strangers. Like many narried people, we had gotten so close to one another that we had
| earned just how far apart we woul d al ways be.

| could no longer hear clearly in ny head the nmusic we had nade. .

"There' |l never be another night like that," Tommy Janssen said wistfully.

Deep inside me somewhere, sonething that had been under strain for many years suddenly
snapped cl ean t hrough.

"The hell you say!"

"Jake," the Doc began, "all the boy neans is-"

"I know what he neans, Sam | know what you mean. Do you know what | nean?"

I whirled and addressed the group, in a voice that may have been unnecessarily | oud.

"Al'l right. W're all |ocked back in our personal skulls again. W haven't got a pair of
trained telepaths to make it easy for us this tine. None of us has whatever genetic nutation rmade
Jimand Paul's telepathic ability so powerful, nade it so easy for themto access it-so easy that
it nearly killed them before they got it under control, you nay recall

"But we know that we have telepathic potential too

"W were one, damm it! Even after the MacDonal ds died, right up until the instant the bomnb
went up, wewere one. That- wasn't the roach doing that,. or the inside of ny head would fee
slinmy. Jimand Paul led us to that place, but we were able to stay there without them for a tine
at | east.

Maybe Cal | ahan hel ped us, nmaybe Sally and Mary hel ped us, but we were doing sone of it ourselves.
The dammed roach wasq't a telepath when it got here, but it sure-god learned the trick in |l ess
than twenty seconds. | know twenty seconds to it was |like twenty years to us-but |'ve got twenty
years |'mnot using. What about you peopl e?"

'~How do you learn to be a telepath, Jake?' Marty Matthias asked.

"Hell, Marty, Callahan's been training us for years! Now we've got to start figuring it
out for ourselves, that's all. To approach tel epathy, you start with enpathy and crank that up as
hi gh as you can. You care about eachother. You feel each other's joy and pain. You nmake each other
| augh, and hel p each other cry. You work hard at trusting each other, so that it's safe to
dismantl e the fortress around your ego. You forgive each other anything that stands between you,
and try to bring out each other's best, you work very hard at hosing all the bullshit out of your
head so that it's clean enough for guests, silencing all the denons in your subconscious so that
it's quiet enough to hear sonebody thinking at you, and nost of all you frnd ways to nmake that work
so much fun that you keep on working. You stick together and | ove each other and keep grow ng."

"How do we do that, Jake?" |sham Latinmer asked.

"Everybody here makes enough noney to get boozed regul ar, and sonme of us are flush. | say
we pass the hat. Tonmorrow night at my place-no, the night after, the banks won't be open tonorrow.
Then we take what's in the hat, and we hunt us up a building, a big one back off the road
somewhere where you have to look hard to fnd it, with a good fireplace and an upright piano, and
we find out who you bribe to get a liquor |icense around here, and-"

I''m happy to report that at this point |I was drowned out
by cheers. A happy pandenoni um took place under the stars, people shouting 'suggestions about
bui | di ngs they knew, about
how to apprai se a building, about how the place should be furnished and how to get it done npbst
cheaply. Finally Tom Haupt nann shout ed everybody down.

"Hold it, hold it! Brothers and sisters, we're going to need a place big enough to hold at
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| east a hundred-I have the feeling we're going to have a full house pretty regularly from now on.
Now, before we get to the logistical problens of all that, there's sonething I have to get

straight. My feet hurt. Forty or fifty runmies a night, two or three nights a week, | could
handle. But | amnot going to take over fulltine barkeeping. Wwo is?" -
There was no hesitation at all. To ny absolute astonishnent, at |east thirty voices

chorused, in perfect synch, "Jake, of course."

| turned bright red and stanmered. "Wy-why ne? Wiy not-"

And paused. Who? The Doc had a practice to maintain. Long-Drink was a bit too sl aphappy.
Tommy was too young yet. Noah had responsibilities. Ral ph couldn't reach the flicking bottles.
Eddi e was needed at the piano, and Bill Gerrity could never get around fast enough in heels..

And while | was riffling the cards and coming up enpty, Long-Drink answered the question
I'd forgotten |I'd asked.

"Because even in the times you were down, you were always the nerriest of us, Jake."

And by God, there was a chorus of agreenent.

| took a very deep breath, held it until nmy chest ached, then let it out all at once. "Al

right," | said. "I ain't a guitar player no nore, |'ve got to do sonmething with nmy hands. I'min."
Cheers. "We'll call it 'Jake's Place'!" Tony Tel asco yell ed.
"Hell no," | yelled back. "We'Il call it '"Mary's Place." Mre cheers-then suddenly

silence, as we all heard sirens approaching fromboth ends of Route 25A in the distance.
"What do we tell thenP" Doc Wbster asked.

"We' || discuss that together on the way-to the highway," | said. "If this crom can't come
up with a suitable Tall Tale, no -one can."
The Doc chuckled. "I believe you're right." W all began picking our way across the rough

terrain between us and the road.
"Hey, everybody?" Fast Eddie called out soffly.
"Yes, Eddie7" | said.
"I know dere's a couple hours ta go yet-but Happy New Year."

Hal i f ax,
Easter 1985

AUTHOR S FI NAL NOTE

Thanks to the generous support of the Canada Council for the Arts and Appl e Canada, and
the sagacity of nmy friend Bob Atkinson, this book wis witten on an Apple 512K Maci nt osh comput er
naned Anne (after Jubal Harsbaw s secrétary), using MacWite 2.2 and 4.2 software by Randy
W ggi nton, Ed Ruder, and Don Breuner of Encore Systens.

I"d like to thank editors Ben Bova, Don Pfeil and Stanley Schm dt, who bought the Callahan
stories for nmagazines; editors JimFrenkel, R dley Enslow, Jim Baen and Susan Allison, who bought
themin book form agents Kirby MCaul ey, Eleanor Wod, and Ral ph Vicinanza, who sold themin book
form Alfred Bester, who supplied the titles for all three books; and all of you who bought the
books.
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