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He saw the girl waiting in line outside a big Los Angel es novie house, on a mldly foggy
Tuesday norning. She was slimand pale, barely five-three, with stringy flaxen hair, and she was
al one. He remenbered her, of course.

He knew it would be a nistake, but he crossed the street anyway and wal ked up al ong the
theatre line to where she stood.

"Hello,' he said.

She turned, stared at himblankly, flicked the tip of her tongue out for an instant over
her lips. 'l don't believe I -- '

"Tom Nil es,' he said. 'Pasadena, New Year's Day, 1955. You sat next to ne. Chio State 20,
Southern Cal 7. You don't remenber?

"A football ganme? But | hardly ever -- | nean -- I'msorry, mster. | -- "'

Soneone else in the line nmoved forward towards himwith a tight hard scowm on his face.
Ni | es knew when he was beaten. He smiled apologetically and said, 'I'msorry, mss. | guess | nade
a mstake. | took you for soneone | knew -- a Mss Bette Torrance. Excuse ne.'

And he strode rapidly away. He had not gone nore than ten feet when he heard the little
surprised gasp and the 'But | _am Bette Torrance!' -- but he kept going.

| should know better after twenty-eight years, he thought bitterly. But | forget the npst
basic fact -- that even though | renenber people, they don't necessarily remenber ne --

He wal ked wearily to the corner, turned right, and started down a new street, one whose
shops were totally unfamliar to himand which, therefore, he had never seen before, H's nind
stimulated to its normal pitch of activity by the incident outside the theatre, spewed up a host
of tangential nmenories |ike the good machine it was: _1 Jan. 1955. Rose Bow Pasadena California
Seat G126; warm day, high hunmidity, arrived in stadium 12:03 P.M, PST. Cane alone. Grl in next
seat wearing blue cotton dress, while oxfords, carrying Southern Cal pennant. Tal ked to her. Name
Bette Torrance, senior at Southern Cal, government mgjor. Had a date for the ganme but he cane down
with flu synptonms ni ght before, insisted she see gane anyway. Seat on other side of her enpty.
Bought her a hot dog, $.20 (no nustard) --

There was nore, much nore. Niles forced it back down. There was the virtually stenographic
report of their conversation all that day:

("... | hope we win. | saw the | ast Bow gane we won, two years ago...'

... Yes, that was 1953. Southern Cal 7, Wsconsin O ... and two straight wins in 1944-45
over Washi ngton and Tennessee ...'

'... Gosh, you know a | ot about foothball! Wiat did you do, nmenorize the record book?')

And the old nmenories. The jeering yell of freckled Joe Merritt that warm April day in 1937 -
- _who are you, Einstein?_ And Buddy Call saying acidly on 8 Novenber 1939, _Here cones Tonmy
Ni I es, the human addi ng machine. Get himl _ And then the bright stinging pain of a snowball [ anding
just below his left clavicle, the pain that he could sunmmon up as easily as any of the other pain-
menories he carried with him He wi nced and cl osed his eyes suddenly, as if struck by the icy
pell et here on a Los Angel es street on a foggy Tuesday norning.

They didn't call himthe human addi ng machi ne any nore. Now it was the hunan tape recorder
the derisive ternms had to keep pace with the passing decades. Only Niles hinself remained
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unchangi ng, The Boy Wth The Brain Like A Sponge grown up into The Man Wth The Brain Like A
Sponge, still cursed with the sane terrible gift.

H s data-cluttered m nd ached. He saw a dimnutive yell ow sports car parked on the far side
of the street, recognized it by its make and nodel and col our and |icence nunber as the car
belonging to Leslie F. Marshall, twenty-six, blond hair, blue eyes, television actor with the
following credits --

Wncing, Niles applied the cutoff circuit and blotted out the upwelling data. He had net
Marshal | once, six nonths ago, at a party given by a nmutual friend -- an erstwhile nutual friend;
Niles found it difficult to keep friends for long. He had spoken with the actor for perhaps ten
m nutes and had added that nuch nore baggage to his nind.

It was tine to nove on, Niles decided. He had been in Los Angel es ten nonths. The burden of
accunul ated nenories was getting too heavy; he was greeting too many people who had | ong since
forgotten him _(curse ny John Q Average build, 5 feet 9, 163 pounds, brownish hair, brownish
eyes, no unduly prom nent physical features, no distinguishing scars except those inside,_ he
thought). He contenplated returning to San Franci sco, and decided against it. He had been there
only a year ago; Pasadena, two years ago; the tine had cone, he realized, for another eastward
j aunt .

_Back and forth across the face of America goes Thomas Richard Niles, Der fliegende
Hol | ander, the Wandering Jew, the Chost of Christmas Past, the Hunman Tape Recorder_. He sniled at
a newsboy who had sold hima copy of the Examiner on 13 May past, got the usual blank stare in
return, and headed for the nearest bus terminal

For Niles the long journey had begun on 11 Cctober 1929, in the small GChio town of Lowy
Bridge. He was third of three children, born of seenmngly nornmal parents, Henry Niles (b. 1896),
Mary Niles (b. 1899). H s ol der brother and sister had shown no extraordi nary nanifestations. Tom
had.

It began as soon as he was old enough to formwords; a nei ghbour wonman on the front porch
peered into the house where he was playing, and remarked to his nother, 'Look how _big_he's
getting, Mary!'

He was |l ess than a year old. He had replied, in virtually the same tone of voice, _'Look
how big he's getting, Mary!' It caused a sensation, even though it was only mmcry, not even
speech.

He spent his first twelve years in Lowy Bridge, Chio. In later years, he often wondered
how he had been able to |ast there so |ong.

He began school at the age of four, because there was no keeping himback; his classnates
were five and six, vastly superior to himin physical coordination, vastly inferior in everything
el se. He could read. He could even wite, after a fashion, though his babyish nmuscles tired easily
from hol ding a pen. And he could renenber.

He renenbered everything. He remenbered his parents' quarrels and repeated the exact words
of themto anyone who cared to listen, until his father whipped himand threatened to kill himif
he ever did _that_ again. He renenbered that too. He renenbered the lies his brother and sister
told, and took great pains to set the record straight. He | earned eventually not to do that,
ei ther. He renmenbered things people had said, and corrected them when they |ater deviated from
their earlier statenents.

He renmenbered everyt hi ng.

He read a textbook once and it stayed with him Wen the teacher asked a question based on
the day's assignnent, Tonmmy Niles' skinny armwas in the air |Iong before the others had even
really assimlated the question. After a while, his teacher nade it clear to himthat he could
_not_ answer every question, whether he had the answer first or not; there were twenty other
pupils in the class. The other pupils in the class nmade that abundantly clear to him after
school .

He won the verse-learning contest in Sunday school. Barry Harman had studied for weeks in
hopes of winning the catcher's mtt his father had promsed himif he finished first -- but when
it was Tormy Niles' turn to recite, he began with _In the beginning God created the heaven and the
earth_, continued through Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of
them _ headed on into _Now the serpent was nore subtle than any beast of the field which the Lord
God had made, _ and presunably woul d have continued clear through Genesis, Exodus, and on to Joshua
if the dazed proctor hadn't shut himup and declared himthe winner. Barry Harman didn't get his
gl ove; Tonmmy Niles got a black eye instead.

He began to realize he was different. It took tinme to make the di scovery that other people
were always forgetting things, and that instead of admiring himfor what he could do they hated
himfor it. It was difficult for a boy of eight, even Tormy Niles, to understand why they hated
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him but eventually he did find out, and then he started | earning how to hide his gift.

Through his ninth and tenth years he practi sed being nornal, and al nbst succeeded; the
af ter-school beatings stopped, and he managed to get a few Bs on his report cards at |ast, instead
of straight rows of A He was growi ng up; he was |l earning to pretend. Nei ghbours heaved si ghs of
relief, nowthat that terrible N |les boy was no | onger doing all those crazy things.

But inwardly he was the sane as ever. And he realized he'd have to | eave Lowy Bridge soon

He knew everyone too well. He would catch themin lies ten tines a week, even M Law ence,
the mnister, who once turned down an invitation to pay a social call to the N |eses one night,
saying, 'l really have to get down to work and wite ny sernon for Sunday,' when only three days

before Tormy had heard himsay to Mss Enery, the church secretary, that he had had a sudden burst
of inspiration and had witten three sernons all at one sitting, and now he'd have sone free tine
for the rest of the nonth.

Even M. Lawence lied, then. And he was the best of them As for the others --

Tomy waited until he was twelve; he was big for his age by then and figured he could take
care of hinmself. He borrowed twenty dollars fromthe supposedly secret cashbox in the back of the
ki tchen cupboard (his nother had mentioned its existence five years before, in Tormy's hearing)
and tiptoed out of the house at three in the norning. He caught the night freight for Chillicothe,
and was on his way.

There were thirty people on the bus out of Los Angeles. Niles sat alone in the back, by the seat
just over the rear wheel. He knew four of the people in the bus by name -- but he was confident
they had forgotten who he was by now, and so he kept to hinself.

It was an awkward business. If you said hello to sonmeone who had forgotten you, they
t hought you were a troubl enaker or a panhandler. And if you passed soneone by, thinking he had
forgotten you, and he hadn't -- well, then you were a snob. Ni|les swng between both those poles
five times a day. He'd see soneone, such as that girl Bette Torrance, and get a cold,
unrecogni zing stare; or he'd go by soneone el se, believing the other person did not remenber him
but wal king rapidly just in case he did, and there would be the angry, 'Wll! Wo the blazes do
you think _you are!' floating after himas he retreated.

Now he sat al one, bouncing up and down with each revolution of the wheel, with the one
sui tcase containing his property thunping constantly agai nst the baggage rack over his head. That
was one advantage of his talent: he could travel light. He didn't need to keep books, once he had
read them and there wasn't mnuch point in amassing bel ongi ngs of any other sort either; they
becane overfamliar and dull too soon

He eyed the road signs. They were well into Nevada by now, The old, wearisonme retreat was
on.

He coul d never stay in the same city too long. He had to nove on to newterritory, to sone
new pl ace where he had no old nenories, where no one knew him where he knew no one. In the
si xteen years since he had left hone, he'd covered a | ot of ground.

He renenbered the jobs he had hel d.

He had been a proofreader for a Chicago publishing firm once. He did the jobs of two nen.
The way proofreadi ng usually worked, one nan read the copy fromthe manuscript, the other checked
it against the galleys. Niles had a sinpler method: he would scan the manuscript once, thereby
menorizing it, and then nmerely check the galley for discrepancies. It brought himfifty dollars a
week for a while, before the tine cane to nove al ong.

He once held a job as a sideshow freak in a travelling carnie that made a regul ar Al abama-
M ssi ssippi-Georgia circuit. Niles had really been | ow on cash, then. He renenbered how he had
gotten the job: by buttonholing the carnie boss and denmanding a tryout. 'Read nme anything --
anything at all! | can renmenber it!' The boss had been sceptical, and didn't see any use for such
an act anyway, but finally gave in when Niles practically fainted of malnutrition in his office.
The boss read himan editorial froma M ssissippi county weekly, and when he was through N les
recited it back, word perfect. He got the job, at fifteen dollars a week plus neals, and sat in a
little booth under a sign that said The Human Tape Recorder. People read or said things to him
and he repeated them It was dull work; sonmetines the things they said to himwere filthy, and
nmost of the time they couldn't even renenber what they had said to hima mnute |ater. He stayed
with the show four weeks, and when he left no one nissed himnuch.

The bus rolled on into the fogbound night.

There had been other jobs: good jobs, bad jobs. None of themhad | asted very long. There
had been sonme girls too, but none of them had lasted too long. They had all, even those he had
tried to conceal it from found out about his special ability, and soon after that they had left.
No one could stay with a nan who never forgot, who could al ways dredge yesterday's foibles out of
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the reservoir that was his nmind and hurl them unanswerably into the open. And the man with the
perfect menory could never live |ong anong inperfect human bei ngs.

_To forgive is to forget, he thought. The nenory of old insults and quarrels fades, and a
relationship starts anew. But for himthere could be no forgetting, and hence little forgiving.

He closed his eyes after a little while and | eaned back agai nst the hard | eather cushi on of
his seat. The steady rhythmof the bus lulled himto sleep. In sleep, his nind could rest; he
found ease fromnmenory. He never dreaned.

* *x * %
In Salt Lake City he paid his fare, left the bus, suitcase in hand, and set out in the first
direction he faced. He had not wanted to go any farther east on that bus. H's cash reserve was
only sixty-three dollars now, and he had to nmake it last. He found a job as a di shwasher in a
downt own restaurant, held it |ong enough to accunul ate a hundred dollars, and noved out again,
this time hitchhiking to Cheyenne. He stayed there a nonth and took a night bus to Denver, and
when he left Denver it was to go to Wchita.

Wchita to Des Mines to Mnneapolis, Mnneapolis to MIwaukee, then down through Illinois,
careful ly avoi ding Chicago, and on to Indianapolis. It was an old story for him this travelling
G oomily he celebrated his twenty-ninth birthday alone in an | ndianapolis room ng house on a
drizzly Cctober day, and for the purpose of brightening the occasion, sumoned up his old nenories
of his fourth birthday party in 1933 ... one of the few unalloyedly happy days of his life.

They were all there, all his playmates, and his parents, and his brother Hank, | ooking
gravely inportant at the age of eight, and his sister Marian, and there were candl es and favours
and punch and cake. Ms Hei nsohn from next door stopped in and said, 'He |ooks |ike a regular
little man,' and his parents beaned at him and everyone sang and had a good tine. And afterwards,
when the | ast gane had been played, the | ast present opened, when the boys and girls had waved
good- bye and di sappeared up the street, the grownups sat around and tal ked of the new president
and the many strange things that were happening in the country, and little Tormy sat in the mddle
of the floor, listening and recordi ng everything and gl owi ng warm y, because sonehow during the
whol e afternoon no one had said or done anything cruel to him He was happy that day, and he went
to bed still happy.

Niles ran through the party twice, like an old novie he |loved well; the print never grew
frayed, the registration always renmained as clear and sharp as ever. He could taste the sweet tang
of the punch, he could relive the warnth of that day when through sone accident the others had
allowed hima little happiness.

Finally he let the brightness of the party fade, and once again he was in Indianapolis on a
grey, bleak afternoon, alone in an eight-dollar-a-week furnished room

_Happy birthday to ne, he thought bitterly. Happy birthday.

He stared at the blotchy green wall with the cheap Corot print hung slightly askew. | could
have been sonething special, he brooded, one of the wonders of the world. Instead |I'm a skul ki ng
freak who lives in dingy third-fl oor back roons, and | don't dare let the world know what | can
do.

He scooped into his nmenory and cane up with the Toscani ni performance of Beethoven's N nth
he had heard in Carnegie Hall once while he was in New York. It was infinitely better than the
| ater performance Toscanini had approved for recording, yet no nicrophones had taken it down; the
bl azi ng performance was as far beyond recapture as a flanme five mnutes snuffed, except in one
man's mind. Niles had it all: the majestic downcrash of the tynpani, the resonant, perspiring
basso bringing forth the great nelody of the finale, even the french-horn bobble that nust have
enraged the maestro so, the infuriating cough fromthe dress circle at the gentlest nonent of the
adagi o, the sharp pinching of Niles' shoes as he | eaned forward in his seat --

He had it all, in highest fidelity.

* x * %
He arrived in the snmall town on a moonl ess night three nonths later, a cold, crisp January
eveni ng, when the wintry wind swept in fromthe north, cutting through his thin clothing and
maki ng the suitcase an al nost inpossible burden for his nunb, glovel ess hand. He had not neant to
conme to this place, but he had run short of cash in Kentucky, and there had been no helping it. He
was on his way to New York, where he could live in anonynity for nonths unbot hered, and where he
knew hi s rudeness would go unnoticed if he happened to snub someone on the street or if he greeted
sonmeone who had forgotten him

But New York was still hundreds of mles away, and it might have been nmillions on this
January night. He saw a sign: BAR He forced hinself forward towards the sputtering neon; he
wasn't ordinarily a drinker, but he needed the warnth of al cohol inside himnow and perhaps the
bar keep woul d need a nan to help out, or could at least rent hima roomfor what little he had in
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hi s pockets.

There were five men in the bar when he reached it. They | ooked like truck drivers. N les
dropped his valise to the left of the door, rubbed his stiff hands together, exhaled a white
cloud. The bartender grinned jovially at him

' Col d enough for you out there?

Ni |l es managed a grin. 'l wasn't sweating nuch. Let ne have sonething warm ng. Doubl e shot
of bourbon, maybe.'’

That would be ninety cents. He had $7. 34.

He nursed the drink when it canme, sipped it slowy, let it roll down his gullet. He thought
of the summer he had been stranded for a week in Washington, a solid week of 97-degree tenperature
and 97-per cent hunmidity, and the vivid nenory hel ped to ease away sone of the psychol ogi ca
ef fects of the col dness.

He rel axed; he warned. Behind himcame the penetrating sound of argument.

' -- 1 tell you Joe Louis beat Schreling to a pulp the second tinme! Kayoed himin the first

round!"’
"You're nuts! Louis just barely got himdown in a fifteen-round decision, the second bout.
'Seens to ne --
"I'I'l put nmoney on it. Ten bucks says it was a decision in fifteen, nac.'
Sounds of confident chuckles. "I wouldn't want to take your noney so easy, pal. Everyone
knows it was a knockout in one.'

" Ten bucks, | said.

Niles turned to see what was happening. Two of the truck drivers, burly men in dark pea
j ackets, stood nose to nose. Automatically the thought cane: _Louis knocked Max Schneling out in
the first round at Yankee Stadium New York, 22 June 1938. N |les had never been nuch of a sports
fan, and particularly disliked boxing -- but he had once glanced at an al manac page cat al ogui ng
Joe Louis' title fights, and the data had, of course remained.

He watched detachedly as the bigger of the two truck drivers angrily slapped a ten-dollar
bill down on the bar; the other matched it. Then the first glanced up at the barkeep and said.

' Okay, bud. You're a shrewd guy. Who's right about the second Louis-Schneling fight?

The barkeep was a bl ank-faced ci pher of a nman, mddle-aged, balding, with nmld, enpty eyes.
He chewed at his Iip a nonent, shrugged, fidgeted, finally said, 'Kinda hard for me to renmenber
That rmusta been twenty-five years ago.

_Twenty, _ Niles thought.

'Lessee now,' the bartender went on. 'Seens to ne | renmenber -- yeah, sure. It went the
full fifteen, and the judges gave it to Louis. | seemto renenber a big stink being nade over it;
the papers said Joe should' ve killed hima lot faster'n that.

A triunphant grin appeared on the bigger driver's face. He deftly pocketed both bills.

The ot her man grimaced and how ed, 'Hey! You two fixed this thing up beforehand! | know
damm wel | that Louis kayoed the German in one.'

"You heard what the man said. The noney's mne.'

"No,'" Niles said suddenly, in a quiet voice that seenmed to carry hal fway across the bar
_Keep your nouth shut, he told hinmself frantically. This is none of your business. Stay out of
it!

But it was too |ate.

"What you say?' asked the one who'd dropped the ten-spot.

'l say you're being rooked. Louis won the fight in one round, |like you say. 22 June 1938,
Yankee Stadium The barkeep's thinking of the Arturo Godoy fight. That went the full fifteen in
1940. February 9.'

'There -- told you! G nme back nmy noney!'

But the other driver ignored the cry and turned to face Niles. He was a col d-faced, heavy-
set man, and his fists were starting to clench. 'Smart man, eh? Boxi ng expert?

"I just didn't want to see anybody get cheated,' N l|es said stubbornly. He knew what was
com ng now. The truck driver was weaving drunkenly towards him the barkeep was yelling, the other
pat rons backi ng away.

The first punch caught Niles in the ribs; he grunted and staggered back, only to be grabbed
by the throat and slapped three tines. Dimly he heard a voice saying, 'Hey, let go the guy! He
didn't nean anything! You want to kill hin®

A vol l ey of blows doubled himup; a knuckle swelled his right eyelid, a fist crashed
stunningly into his |l eft shoulder. He spun, wobbled uncertainly, knowing that his m nd woul d
permanently record every nonent of this agony.

Thr ough hal f-cl osed eyes he saw them pulling the enraged driver off hiny the man withed in
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the grip of three others, ained a | ast desperate kick at Niles' stomach and grazed a rib, and
finally was subdued.

Ni | es stood alone in the mddle of the floor, forcing hinself to stay upright, trying to
shake off the sudden pain that drilled through himin a dozen pl aces.

"You all right?" a solicitous voice asked. 'Hell, those guys play rough. You oughtn't mx
up with them'

"I"'mall right," Niles said hollowly. "Just ... let me ... catch ny breath.’

'"Here. Sit down. Have a drink. It'Il fix you up.'

"No," Niles said. I can't stay here. | have to get noving. _'I'Il be all right,' he

nmutt ered unconvincingly. He picked up his suitcase, wapped his coat tight about him and |left the
bar, step by step by step.

He got fifteen feet before the pain became unbearable. He crunpled suddenly and fel
forward on his face in the dark, feeling the cold iron-hard frozen turf against his cheek, and
struggl ed unsuccessfully to get up. He lay there, renmenbering all the various pains of his life,
the beatings, the cruelty, and when the wei ght of nenory becane too nuch to bear he bl anked out.
The bed was warm the sheets clean and fresh and soft. Niles woke slowy, feeling a tenporary
sensation of disorientation, and then his infallible menory supplied the data on his blackout in
the snow and he realized he was in a hospital

He tried to open his eyes; one was swollen shut, but he nmanaged to get the other's lids
apart. He was in a small hospital room-- no shining nmetropolitan hospital pavilion, but a snal
country clinic with gingerbread nmoul ding on the walls and honey |ace curtains, through which
af t ernoon sunlight was entering.

So he had been found and brought to a hospital. That was good. He could have easily died
out there in the snow, but soneone had stunbled over him and brought himin. That was a novelty,
that someone had bothered to help him the treatnment he had received in the bar |ast night -- was
it last night? -- was nore typical of the world's attitude towards him In twenty-nine years he
had sonmehow failed to | earn adequate conceal ment, canoufl age and every day he suffered the
consequences. It was so hard for himto renmenber, he who renenbered everything else, that the
other people were not like him and hated himfor what he was.

G ngerly he felt his side. There didn't seemto be any broken ribs -- just bruises. A day
or so of rest and they woul d probably di scharge himand |l et himnove on.

A cheerful voice said, 'Ch, you' re awake, M N les. Feeling better now? I1'll brew sonme tea
for you.'

He | ooked up and felt a sudden sharp pang. She was a nurse -- twenty-two, twenty-three, new
at the job perhaps, with a flowing tunble of curling blonde hair and w de, clear blue eyes. She
was smiling, and it seened to Niles it was not nerely a professional snile. '"I'mMss Carroll,

your day nurse. Everything okay?
"Fine." Niles said hesitantly. 'Were aml?

"Central County Ceneral Hospital. You were brought in late last night -- apparently you'd
been beaten up and left by the road out on Route 32. It's a lucky thing Mark MKenzi e was wal ki ng
his dog, M Niles.' She |ooked at himgravely. 'You renenber |last night, don't you? | nean -- the
shock -- ammesia -- '

Ni | es chuckled. 'That's the last ailnent in the world |I'd be afraid of,' he said. '"I'm

Thomas Richard Niles, and | remenber pretty well what happened. How badly am | damaged?
"Superficial bruises, mld shock and exposure, slight case of frostbite,' she sumed up
"You'll live. Dr Hanmond'|I|l give you a full checkup a little later, after you' ve eaten. Let ne
bring you sone tea.'
Ni | es watched the trimfigure vanish into the hallway.

She was certainly an attractive girl, he thought, fresh-eyed, alert ... _alive._

~QAd cliche: patient falling for his nurse. But she's not for me, |I'mafraid._

Abruptly the door opened and the nurse reentered, bearing a little enanelled tea tray.
"You'll never guess! | have a surprise for you, M Niles. Avisitor. Your nother.'

"My moth -- '

She saw the little notice about you in the county paper. She's waiting outside, and she
told me she hasn't seen you in seventeen years. Wuld you like me to send her in now?

"l guess so,' Niles said, in a dry, feathery voice.

A second tinme the nurse departed. _My God_, Niles thought! _If | had known |I was this close
to home -- _

| should have stayed out of Chio altogether. _

The | ast person he wanted to see was his nother. He began to trenble under the covers. The
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ol dest and nost terrible of his nenories came bursting up fromthe dark conpartment of his mind
where he thought he had inprisoned it forever. The sudden energence fromwarnth into cool ness,
fromdarkness to light, the jarring slap of a heavy hand on his buttocks, the searing pain of
knowi ng that his security was ended, that fromnow on he would be alive, and therefore miserable --

The nenory of the agonized birth-shriek sounded in his nmind. He could never forget being
born. And his nother was, he thought, the one person of all he could never forgive, since she had
given himforth into the Iife he hated. He dreaded the nonent when --

"Hello, Tom It's been a long tine.'

Sevent een years had faded her, had carved lines in her face and made t he cheeks nore baggy,
the blue eyes less bright, the brown hair a nmousy grey. She was snmiling. And to his own
astoni shment N les was able to smile back.

' Mot her.'

"l read about it in the paper. It said a man of about thirty was found just outside town
with papers bearing the name Thomas R N les, and he was taken to Central County General Hospital
So | cane over, just to make sure -- and it _was_ you.'

Alie drifted to the surface of his mnd, but it was a kind lie, and he said it: 'I was on
my way back home to see you. Hitchhiking. But | ran into a little trouble en route.'

"I"mglad you decided to conme back, Tom It's been so lonely, ever since your father died,
and of course Hank was married, and Marian too -- it's good to see you again. | thought | never
woul d. '

He | ay back, perplexed, wondering why the upwelling flood of hatred did not come. He felt
only warmh towards her. He was glad to see her.

'"How has it been -- all these years, Ton? You haven't had it easy. | can see. | see it al
over your face.'

"It hasn't been easy,' he said. 'You know why | ran away?'

She nodded. 'Because of the way you are. That thing about your mnd -- never forgetting. |
knew. Your grandfather had it too, you know.'

"My grandfather -- but --

"You got it fromhim | never did tell you, | guess. He didn't get along too well wth any
of us. He left ny nother when | was a little girl, and | never knew where he went. So | al ways
knew you'd go away the way he did. Only you cane back. Are you narried?

He shook his head.

"Time you got started, then, Tom You're near thirty.

The door opened, and an efficient-1|ooking doctor appeared. 'Afraid your tine's up, Ms

Niles. You'll be able to see himagain later. | have to check himover, now that he's awake.'
"OfF course, doctor.' She smiled at him then at Niles. '"I'll see you later, Tom'
'Sure, nother.'
Nl es lay back, frowning, as the doctor poked at himhere and there. _I didn't hate her._ A

growi ng wondernent rose in him and he realized he should have cone hone | ong ago. He had changed,
i nside, without even knowing it.

Running away was the first stage in growing up, and a necessary one. But com ng back cane
later, and that was the mark of maturity. He was back. And suddenly he saw he had been terribly
foolish all his bitter adult life.

He had a gift, a great gift, an awesone gift. It had been too big for himuntil now Self-
pitying, self-tormented, he had refused to allow for the shortcomnmi ngs of the forgetful people
about him and had paid the price of their hatred. But he couldn't keep running away forever. The
tinme would have to cone for himto grow big enough to contain his gift, tolearnto live with it
i nstead of mpaning in dramatic, self-inflicted anguish

And now was the tinme. It was | ong overdue.

H s grandfather had had the gift; they had never told himthat. So it was genetically
transm ssible. He could marry, have children, and they, too, would never forget.

It was his duty not to let his gift die with him Qhers of his kind, |ess sensitive, |ess
t hi n-ski nned, would cone after and they, too, would know how to recall a Beethoven synphony or a
decade-ol d wi sp of conversation. For the first time since that fourth birthday party he felt a

hesitant flicker of happiness. The days of running were ended; he was hone again. _If | learn to
live with others, maybe they' |l be able to live with nme._

He saw the things he yet needed: a wife, a honme, children --

' -- a couple of days' rest, plenty of hot liquids, and you'll be as good as new, M
Niles,' the doctor was saying. 'is there anything you'd like ne to bring you now?'

"Yes,' Niles said. 'Just send in the nurse, will you? Mss Carroll, | nean.'

The doctor grinned and left. Niles waited expectantly, exulting in his new self. He
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switched on Act Three of _Die Meistersinger_ as a kind of jubilant backdrop nusic in his nind, and
let the warnmth sweep up over him Wen she entered the room he was sniling and wondering how to
begi n sayi ng what he wanted to say.
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