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Pusher
John Varl ey

John Varley didn't send any biographical information with his manuscript; when | called him he
said he didn't believe in that sort of thing. Just make sonething up. Ch, the tenptation. For the
sake of the publisher's |egal department, though, | won't yield to it.

Varley is generally considered to have been one of the two or three nost inportant witers
to emerge in the 1970s. H s novella "The Persistence of Vision" won both Hugo and Nebul a awards,
and provides the title for his collection of short stories. Hi s |atest novel, Denon, conpletes the
trilogy started with Titan and Wzard. He lives in a land where the river runs backwards and he is
named after an herb

Thi ngs change. lan Hai se expected that. Yet there are certain constants, dictated by function and
use. lan | ooked for those and he sel dom went w ong.

The pl ayground was not nuch |ike the ones he had known as a child. But playgrounds are
built to entertain children. They will always have sonmething to swing on, sonething to slide down,
sonething to clinb. This one had all those things, and nore. Part of it was thickly wooded. There
was a swi mmng hole. The stationary apparatus was conbi ned with dazzling light scul ptures that
darted in and out of reality. There were aninmals too: pygny rhinoceros and el egant gazelles no
taller than your knee. They seened unnaturally gentle and unafraid.

But nost of all, the playground had children.
lan li ked children.

He sat on a wooden park bench at the edge of the trees, in the shadows, and watched them
They came in all colors and all sizes, in both sexes. There were black ones like animated |icorice
jellybeans and white ones |ike bunny rabbits, and brown ones with curly hair and nore brown ones
with slanted eyes and straight black hair and some who had been white but were now toasted browner
than sonme of the brown ones.

lan concentrated on the girls. He had tried with boys before, long ago, but it had not
wor ked out .

He wat ched one black child for a tine, trying to estinmate her age. He thought it was
around ei ght or nine. Too young. Another one was nore like thirteen, judging fromher shirt. A
possibility, but he'd prefer something younger. Sonebody | ess sophisticated, |ess suspicious.

Finally he found a girl he liked. She was brown, but with startling blond hair. Ten?
Possi bl y el even. Young enough, at any rate.

He concentrated on her and did the strange thing he did when he had sel ected the right
one. He didn't know what it was, but it usually worked. Mstly it was just a nmatter of |ooking at
her, keeping his eyes fixed on her no matter where she went or what she did, not allow ng hinself
to be distracted by anything. And sure enough, in a few m nutes she | ooked up, |ooked around, and
her eyes locked with his. She held his gaze for a nonent, then went back to her play.

He rel axed. Possibly what he did was nothing at all. He had noticed, with adult wonen,
that if one really caught his eye so he found hinself staring at her, she would usually | ook up
fromwhat she was doing and catch him It never seened to fail. Talking to other nen, he had found

it to be a commpn experience. It was alnost as if they could feel his gaze. Wnen had told himit
was nonsense, or if not, it was just reaction to things seen peripherally by people trained to
al ertness for sexual signal's. Merely an unconsci ous observation penetrating to the awareness;
not hing nmysterious, |ike ESP

Perhaps. Still, lan was very good at this sort of eye contact. Several tines he had
noticed the girls rubbing the backs of their necks while he observed them or hunching their
shoul ders. Maybe they' d devel oped sonme kind of ESP and just didn't recognize it as such

Now he nerely watched her. He was snmiling, so that every tinme she | ooked up to see him
whi ch she did with increasing frequency-she saw a friendly, slightly graying man with a broken
nose and powerful shoulders. H's hands were strong too. He kept themclasped in his |ap

Presently she began to wander in his direction.

No one wat chi ng her woul d have thought she was com ng toward him She probably didn't know
it herself. On her way, she found reasons to stop and tunble, junp on the soft rubber mats, or
chase a flock of noisy geese. But she was conming toward him and she would end up on the park
bench besi de him
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He gl anced around quickly. As before, there were few adults in this playground. It had
surprised himwhen he arrived. Apparently the new conditioning techni ques had reduced the nunbers
of the violent and twisted to the point that parents felt it safe to allowtheir children to run
wi t hout supervision. The adults present were involved with each other. No one had given hima
second gl ance when he arrived.

That was fine with lan. It nade what he planned to do

much easier. He had his excuses ready, of course, but it could be enbarrassing to be confronted
with the questions representatives of the | aw ask single, niddle-aged nen who hang around
pl aygr ounds.

For a nmonent he considered, with real concern, how the parents of these children could
feel so confident, even with nental conditioning. After all, no one was conditioned until he had
first done sonething. New nmaniacs were presumably bei ng produced every day. Typically, they |ooked
just like everyone else until they proved their difference by sone denented act.

Sonebody ought to give those parents a stern |lecture, he thought.

"Who are you?"

lan frowned. Not el even, surely, not seen up this close. Maybe not even ten. She night be
as young as eight.

Woul d eight be all right? He tasted the idea with his usual caution, |ooked around again
for curious eyes. He saw none.

"My nane is lan. \Wat's yours?"

"No. Not your name. Who are you?"

"You nmean what do | do?"

"Yes."

"I'"'ma pusher.”

She thought that over, then smled. She had her permanent teeth, crowded into a small jaw

"You give away pills?"

He | aughed. "Very good," he said. "You nust do a |lot of reading.'
her manner indicated she was pl eased.

"No," he said. "That's an old kind of pusher. I'mthe other kind. But you knew that,
didn't you?" Wien he smled, she broke into giggles. She was doing the pointless things with her
hands that little girls do. He thought she had a pretty good idea of how cute she was, but no
i nkling of her forbidden eroticism She was a ripe seed with sexuality ready to burst to
the surface. Her body was a bony sketch, a framework on which to build a woman.

"How ol d are you?" he asked.

"That's a secret. Wiat happened to your nose?"

"I broke it along time ago. |I'Il bet you're twelve."
She gi ggl ed, then nodded. El even, then. And just barely.

"Do you want some candy?" He reached into his pocket and pulled out the pink-and-white-
striped paper bag.

She shook her head solemmly. "My nother says not to take candy from strangers."

"But we're not strangers. |'mlan, the pusher."

She thought that over. Wile she hesitated, he reached into the bag and picked out a
chocol ate thing so thick and gooey it was al nost obscene. He bit into it, forcing hinself to chew.
He hated sweets.

"Ckay," she said, and reached toward the bag. He pulled it away. She | ooked at himin
i nnocent surprise.

"l just thought of sonething,"’
strangers.”

She caught on to the gane when she saw the twinkle in his eye. He'd practiced that. It was
a good twi nkle.

"My nane is Radiant. Radiant Shining star Smth."

"A very fancy nanme," he said, thinking how nanes had changed. "For a very pretty girl." He
paused, and cocked his head. "No. | don't think so. You're Radiant . . . Starr. Wth two r's.

Captain Radiant Starr, of the Star Patrol."

She was dubious for a monment. He wondered if he'd judged her wong. Perhaps she was really
Mz Radi ant Fainting heart Belle, or Ms. Radiant Mtherhood. But her fingernails were a bit dirty
for that.

She pointed a finger at himand made a Donal d Duck sound as her thunb worked back and
forth. He put his hand to his heart and fell over sideways, and she dissolved in | aughter. She was

She said not hi ng, but

he said. "I don't know your name. So | guess we are
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careful, however, to keep her weapon firmy trained on him
"And you'd better give me that candy or I'Il shoot you again."

The pl ayground was darker now, and not so crowded. She sat beside himon the bench, sw nging her
| egs. Her bare feet did not quite touch the dirt.

She was going to be quite beautiful. He could see it clearly in her face. As for the body

who could tell?

Not that he really gave a dam.

She was dressed in a little of this and a little of that, worn here and there w thout much
regard for his concepts of nodesty. Many of the children wore nothing. It had been sonething of a
shock when he arrived. Now he was al most used to it, but he still thought it incautious on the
part of her parents. Did they really think the world was that safe, to let an eleven year-old girl
go practically naked in a public place?

He sat there listening to her prattle about her friends-the ones she hated and the one or
two she sinply adored-with only part of his attention

He inserted um s and uh-huh's in the right places.

She was cute, there was no denying it. She seened as sweet as a child that age ever gets,
whi ch can be very sweet and as poisonous as a rattlesnake, alnpst at the same nonment. She had the
capacity to be warm but it was on the surface. Underneath, she cared nostly about herself. Her
loyalty would be a transitory thing, bestowed easily, just as easily forgotten

And why not? She was young. It was perfectly healthy for her to be that way.

But did he dare try to touch her?

It was crazy. It was as insane as they all told himit was. It wirked so sel dom Wy woul d
it work with her? He felt a weight of defeat.

"Are you okay?"

"Huh? Me? Ch, sure, I'mall right. Isn't your nother going to be worried about you?"

"l don't have to be in for hours, and hours yet." For a noment she | ooked so grown-up he
al nost believed the lie.

"Well, I'"'magetting tired of sitting here. And the candy's all gone." He | ooked at her
face. Most of the chocol ate had
ended up in a big circle around her mouth, except where she had wiped it daintily on her shoul der
or forearm "What's back there?"

She turned.
"That? That's the swiming hole.”
"Wy don't we go over there? I'Il tell you a story."

The prom se of a story was not enough to keep her out of the water. He didn't know if that was
good or bad. He knew she was snart, a reader, and she had an imagi nation. But she was al so active.
That pull was too strong for him He sat far fromthe water, under sone bushes, and watched her
swmwth the three other children still in the park this late in the evening.

Maybe she woul d cone back to him and maybe she wouldn't. It wouldn't change his life
either way, but it mght change hers.

She emerged dripping and infinitely cleaner fromthe nmurky water. She dressed again in her
random scraps, for whatever good it did her, and cane to him shivering.

"I'"'mcold," she said.

"Here." He took off his jacket. She | ooked at his hands as he wapped it around her, and
she reached out and touched the hardness of his shoul der

"You sure nust be strong," she conmmented.

"Pretty strong. | work hard, being a pusher."”
"Just what is a pusher?" she said, and stifled a yawn.
"Conme sit onny lap, and 1'll tell you."

He did tell her, and it was a very good story that no adventurous child could resist. He had
practiced that story, refined it, told it many tines into a recorder until he had the rhythns and
cadences just right, until he found just the right words not too difficult words, but words with
some fire and juice in them

And once nore he grew encouraged. She had been tired when he started, but he gradually
caught her attention. It was

possi bl e no one had ever told her a story in quite that way. She was used to sitting before the
screen and having a story shoved into her eyes and ears. It was sonething newto be able to
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interrupt with questions and get answers. Even reading was not like that. It was the ora
tradition of storytelling, and it could still mesnerize the nth generation of the electronic age.

"That sounds great," she said, when she was sure he was .through

"You liked it?"

"lreally truly did. 1 think | want to be a pusher when | grow up. That was a really neat
story."

"Well, that's not actually the story | was going to tell you. That's just what it's like
to be a pusher."

"You nmean you have another story?"

"Sure." He | ooked at his watch. "But I'mafraid it's getting late. It's al nbst dark, and
everybody's gone hone. You' d probably better go too."

She was in agony, torn between what she was supposed to do and what she wanted. It really
shoul d be no contest, if she was who he thought she was.

"Well . . . but-but I'll cone back here tonorrow and you-

He was shaki ng hi s head.

"My ship |l eaves in the norning," he said. "There's no tine."

"Then tell ne now | can stay out. Tell ne now. Please please please?"

He coyly resisted, harrunphed, protested, but in the end allowed hinmself to be seduced. He
felt very good. He had her like a five-pound trout on a twenty-pound line. It wasn't sporting.
But, then. he wasn't playing a gane.

So at last he got to his specialty.

He sonetinmes wi shed he could claimthe story for his own. but the fact was he coul d not
make up stories. He no longer tried to. Instead, he cribbed fromevery fairy tale and
fantasy story he could find. If he had a genius, it was in adapting sonme of the elenments to fit
the world she knew whil e keeping it strange enough to enthrall her-and in ad-libbing the end to
personalize it.

It was a wonderful tale he told. It had enchanted castles sitting on nountains of glass,
moi st caverns beneath the sea, fleets of starships, and shining riders astride horses that flew
the gal axy. There were evil alien creatures, and others with much good in them There were drugged
potions. Scal ed beasts roared out of hyperspace to devour planets.

Armid all the turnoil strode the Prince and Princess. They got into frightful jans and
hel ped each other out of them

The story was never quite the sane. He watched her eyes. Wen they wandered, he threw away
whol e chunks of story. Wien they w dened, he knew what parts to plug in later. He tailored it to
her reactions.

The child was sl eepy. Sooner or |ater she would surrender. He needed her in a trance
state, neither awake nor asleep. That was when the story would end

and t hough the heal ers |abored |l ong and hard, they could not save the Princess. She died

that night, far fromher Prince." ,

Her mouth was a little round o. Stories were not supposed to end that way.

"I's that all? She died and she never saw the Prince agai n?"

"Well, not quite all. But the rest of it probably isn't true, and | shouldn't tell it to
you." lan felt pleasantly tired. Hs throat was a little raw, making hi m hoarse. Radiant was a
warm wei ght on his | ap.

"You have to tell ne, you know,'
deep breath.

"All right. At the funeral, all the greatest people fromthat part of the galaxy were in

she said reasonably. He supposed she was right. He took a

attendance. Anong them was the greatest Sorcerer who ever lived. H's name . . . but |
really shouldn't tell you his name. |I'msure he'd be very cross if | did.

"This Sorcerer passed by the Princess's bier . . . that's a-"

"1 know, | know, lan. Go on!"

"Suddenly he frowned and | eaned over her pale form 'Wat is this? he thundered. 'Wy was
1 not told?" Everyone was very concerned. This Sorcerer was a dangerous man. One tinme when soneone
insulted himhe nade a spell that turned everyone's heads backwards so they had to wal k around
with rearview mirrors. No one knew what he would do if he got really angry.

"'This Princess is wearing the Star stone,' he said, and drew hinself up and frowned all
around as if he were surrounded by idiots. |I'msure he thought he was and naybe he was right.
Because he went on to tell themjust what the Star stone was, and what it did, something no one
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there had ever heard before. And this is the part I'mnot sure of. Because, though everyone new
the Sorcerer was a wi se and powerful nman, he was al so known as a great liar.

"He said that the Star stone was capabl e of capturing the essence of a person at the
moment of her death. Al her wisdom all her power, all her know edge and beauty and strength
woul d flow into the stone and be held there, tinelessly."

"I'n suspended ani mation," Radi ant breat hed.

"Precisely. Wien they heard this, the people were anazed. They buffeted the Sorcerer with
guestions, to which he gave few answers, and those only grudgingly. Finally he left in a huff.
When he was gone, everyone talked long into the night about the things he had said. Sone felt the
Sorcerer had held out hope that the Princess mght yet live on. That if her body was frozen, the
Prince, upon his return, mght sonehow i nfuse her essence back within her. Ohers thought the
Sorcerer had said that was inpossible, that the Princess was dooned to a half-life, locked in the
st one.

"But the opinion that prevailed was this:

"The Princess would probably never cone fully back to |ife. But her essence mght flow
fromthe Star stone and into another, if the right person could be found. Al agreed this person
must be a young nmi den. She nust be beautiful, very smart, swift of foot, loving, kind . . . oh,
my, the list was very long. Everyone doubted such a person could be found. Many did not even want
to try.

"But at last it was decided the Star stone should be given to a faithful friend of the
Prince. He woul d search the galaxy for this nmaiden. If she existed, he would find her

"So he departed with the bl essings of nany worlds behind him vowing to find the naiden
and give her the Star stone."

He stopped again, cleared his throat, and |l et the silence grow.

"I's that all?" she said at |ast, in a whisper

"Not quite all," he adnmitted. "I'mafraid | tricked you."

"Tricked ne?"

He opened the front of his coat, which was still draped around her shoul ders. He reached
in past her bony chest and down into an inner pocket of the coat. He canme up with the crystal. It

was oval, with one side flat. It pulsed ruby light as it sat in the pal mof his hand.

"I't shines," she said, |ooking at it wi de-eyed and opennout hed.

"Yes, it does. And that neans you're the one."

" NB 2"

"Yes. Take it." He handed it to her, and as he did so, he nicked it with his thunbnail.
Red light spilled into her hands, flowed between her fingers, seemed to soak into her skin. \Wen
it was over, the crystal still pulsed, but dimed. Her hands were trenbling.

"It felt very, very hot," she said.

"That was the essence of the Princess."”

"And the Prince? Is he still |ooking for her?"

"No one knows. | think he's still out there, and soneday he will conme back for her."

"And what then?"

He | ooked away fromher. "1 can't say. | think, even though you are |ovely, and even
though you have the Star stone, that he will just pine away. He |oved her very nuch."

"I'"d take care of him" she prom sed

"Maybe that would help. But | have a problemnow. | don't have the heart to tell the
Prince that she is dead. Yet | feel that the Star stone will draw himto it one day. If he cones
and finds you, | fear for him | think perhaps | should take the stone to a far part of the
gal axy, someplace he could never find it. Then at |east he would never know. It night be better
that way."

"But 1'd help him" she said earnestly. "I promise 1'd wait for him and when he came, |1'd
take her place. You'll see."

He studi ed her. Perhaps she would. He | ooked into her eyes for a long time, and at | ast
| et her see his satisfaction.

"Very well. You can keep it, then."

"I'l'l wait for him" she said. "You'll see."”

She was very tired, al nost asl eep
"You shoul d go hone now," he suggest ed.
"Maybe | could just Iie dowm for a nonment," she said.
"All right." He lifted her gently and placed her supine on the ground. He stood | ooking at
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her, then knelt besi de her and began to stroke her forehead gently. She opened her eyes with no
alarm then closed them again. He continued to stroke her
Twenty mnutes |ater he left the playground, alone.

He was al ways depressed afterwards. It was worse than usual this tine. She had been much nicer
than he had i magined at first. \Who coul d have guessed such a ronmantic heart beat beneath all that
dirt?

He found a phone booth several bl ocks away. Punching her name into information yielded a
fifteen-digit nunber, which he called. He held his hand over the canera eye.

A woman' s face appeared on his screen

"Your daughter is in the playground, at the south end by the pool, under the bushes," he
sai d. He gave the address of the playground.

"W were so worried! What . . . is she . . . who is-"

He hung up and hurried away.

Most of the other pushers thought he was sick. Not that it mattered. Pushers were a tol erant group
when it came to other pushers, and especially when it came to anything a pusher might care to do
to a puller. He wi shed he had never told anyone how he spent his |leave tine, but he had, and now
he had to live with it.

So, while they didn't care if he anused hinself by pulling the legs and arnms off infant
pul I er pups, they were all just back fromground | eave and couldn't pass up an opportunity to get
on each other's nerves. They ragged himnercilessly.

"How were the swing-sets this trip, lan?"

"Did you bring me those dirty knickers | asked for?"

"Was it good for you, honey? Did she pant and sl obber?"

"My ten-year-old baby, she's a-pullin' ne back hone.

lan bore it stoically. It was in extrenely bad taste, and. he was the brunt of it, but it
really didn't matter. It would end as soon as they lifted again. They woul d never understand what
he sought, but he felt he understood them They hated conming to Earth. There was nothing for them
there, and perhaps they w shed there were.

And he was a pusher hinself. He didn't care for pullers. He agreed with the sentinent
expressed by Marian, shortly after lift-off. Marian had just finished her first ground | eave after
her first voyage. So naturally she was the drunkest of themall.

"Gravity sucks,"” she said, and threw up

It was three nmonths to Amity, and three nonths back. He hadn't the foggiest idea howfar it was in
nmles; after the tenth or eleventh zero his mnd clicked off.

Amity. Shit City. He didn't even get off the ship. Wiy bother? The pl anet was peopled with
things that looked a little like ten-ton caterpillars and a little like sentient green curds.
Toilets were a revolutionary idea to the Amiti; so were ice cream bars, sherbets, sugar donuts,
and peppermint. Plunbing had never caught on, but sweets had, and fancy desserts from every nation
on Earth. In addition, there was a pouch of reassuring mail for the forlorn human enbassy. The
cargo for the return trip was sone grayi sh sludge that |an supposed someone on Earth found
trenmendously val uabl e, and a packet . of desperate mail for the fol ks back home. lan didn't need
to read the letters to know what was in them They could all be sumred up as "Get me out of here!"

He sat at the viewport and watched an Anmiti famly lunbering and farting its way down the
spaceport road. They paused every so often to do sonething that |ooked like an alien cluster-fuck
The road was brown. The land around it was brown, and in the distance were brown, unremarkable T
hills. There was a brown haze in the air, and the sun was yel |l ow br own.

He t hought of castles perched on nmountains of glass, of Princes and Princesses, of shining
white horses gal |l opi ng anong the stars.

He spent the return trip just as he had on the way out: sweating down in the gargantuan pipes of
the stardrive. Just beyond the netal walls, uninmaginable energies pulsed. And on the walls
t hensel ves, tiny plasnoids grew into bigger plasnpids. = The process was too slowto see, but if
| eft unchecked the encrustations would soon .inpair the engines. His job was to scrape them off.
Not everyone was cut out to be an astrogator

And what of it? It was honest work. He had nmade his choices |ong ago. You spent your life
either pulling gees or ': pushing c. And when you got tired, you grabbed some z's. If there was a
pushers' code, that was it.
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The plasnmoi ds were red and crystalline, teardrop-shaped. Wien he broke themfree of the
wal I's, they had one fiat side. They were full of a liquid light that felt as hot as the center of
t he sun.

It was always hard to get off the ship. A lot of pushers never did. One day, he wouldn't either.

He stood for a few monents | ooking at it all. It was necessary to soak it in passively at
first, get used to the changes. Big changes didn't bother him Buildings were just the world's
furniture, and he didn't care howit was arranged. Small changes worried the shit out of him
Ears, for instance. Very few of the people he saw had earl obes. Each time he returned, he felt a
little nore like an ape who has fallen fromhis tree. One day he'd return to find that everybody
had three eyes or six fingers, or that little girls no |onger cared to hear stories of adventure.

He stood there dithering, getting used to the way people were painting their faces,
listening to what sounded |ike Spani sh being spoken all around him QOccasional English or Arabic
words seasoned it. He grabbed a crewrate's arm and asked hi mwhere they were. The man didn't know.
So he asked the captain, and she said it was Argentina, or it had been when they left.

The phone booths were snmaller. He wondered why.

There were four nanes in his book. He sat there facing the phone, wondering which nane to
call first. His eyes were drawn to Radiant Shining star Smth, so he punched that nanme into the
phone. He got a nunber and an address in Novosi birsk

Checking the tinetable he had picked-putting off naking the call-he found the antipodean
shuttle left on the hour. Then he wi ped his hands on his pants and took a deep breath and | ooked
up to see her standing outside the phone booth. They regarded each other silently for a nonent.
She saw a

man nmuch shorter than she renenbered, but powerfully built, with big hands and shoul ders and a
pitted face that woul d have been forbidding but for the gentle eyes. He saw a tall wonan around
forty years old who was fully as beautiful as he had expected she woul d be. The hand of age had
just begun to touch her. He thought she was fighting that waistline and fretting about those
wrinkl es, but none of that nmattered to him Only one thing mattered, and he would know it soon
enough.

"You are lan Haise, aren't you?" she said at |ast.

"I't was sheer luck |I remenbered you again," she was saying. He noted the choice of words. She
coul d have said coinci dence

"It was two years ago. W were noving again and | was sorting through sone things and
came across that plasnmoid. | hadn't thought about you in . . . oh, it must have been fifteen
years."

He said sonething nonconmmittal. They were in a restaurant, away from npost of the other
patrons, at a booth near a glass wall beyond whi ch spaceships were being trundled to and fromthe
bl ast pits.

"I hope | didn't get you into trouble," he said.

She shrugged it away.

"You did, some, but that was so long ago. 1 certainly wouldn't bear a grudge that | ong.
And the fact is, | thought it was all worth it at the time."

She went on to tell himof the uproar he had caused in her famly, of the visits by the
police, the interrogation, puzzlenent, and final hel plessness. No one knew quite what to make of
her story. They had identified himquickly enough, only to find he had left Earth, not to return
for a long, long tine.

"I didn't break any | aws," he pointed out.

"That's what no one could understand. | told themyou had talked to me and told me a | ong
story, and then | went to
sl eep. None of them seemed interested in what the story was about. So | didn't tell them And

didn't tell themabout the . . . the Starstone."” She smiled. "Actually, | was relieved they hadn't
asked. | was determined not to tell them but | was a little afraid of holding it all back. I
t hought they were agents of the . . . who were the villains in your story? |I've forgotten."

"It's not inportant."
"1 guess not. But something is."
"Yes."
"Maybe you should tell me what it is. Maybe you can answer the question that's been in the
back of my mind for twenty-five years, ever since | found out that thing you gave me was just the
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scrapings froma starship engine."

"Was it?" he said, looking into her eyes. "Don't get ne wong. |'mnot saying it was nore
than that. I'masking you if it wasn't nore."

"Yes, | guess it was nore," she said at |ast.

"I'"'mglad."

"I believed in that story passionately for . . . oh, years and years. Then | stopped

believing it."
"Al'l at once?"
"No. Gradually. It didn't hurt nmuch. Part of growi ng up, | guess."
"And you renenbered ne."

"Well, that took sone work. | went to a hypnotist when | was twenty-five and recovered
your nanme and the nanme of your ship. Did you know"

"Yes. | nentioned them on purpose."”

She nodded, and they fell silent again. Wen she | ooked at hi mnow, he saw nore synpat hy,
| ess defensiveness. But there was still a question

"Why?" she said.

He nodded, then | ooked away fromher, out to the starships. He wi shed he was on one of
them pushing c. It wasn't working. He knew it wasn't. He was a weird problemto her, sonething to
get straightened out, a loose end in her life that would irritate until it was made to fit in,
then be forgotten.

To hell with it.

"Hoping to get laid," he said. Wien he | ooked up, she was slowy shaking her head back and
forth.

"Don't trifle with ne, Haise. You' re not as stupid as you |l ook. You knew |'d be married,
|l eading my own life. You knew | wouldn't drop it all because of some half-remenbered fairy tale
thirty years ago. Wy?"

And how coul d he explain the strangeness of it all to her?

"VWhat do you do?" He recalled sonething, and rephrased it. "Wo are you?"

She | ooked startled. "I'ma nysteliologist.”

He spread his hands. "I don't even know what that is."

"Come to think of it, there was no such thing when you left."

"That's it, in a way." he said. He felt hel pless again. "Qoviously, | had no way of
knowi ng what you'd do, what you'd becone, what woul d happen to you that you had no control over.
Al 1 was ganbling on was that you'd remenber me. Because that way . " He saw the planet Earth

| oom ng once nore out the view port. So many, nmany years and only six nonths later. A planet ful
of strangers. It didn't matter that Amity was full of strangers. But Earth was homne, if that word
still had any neaning for him

"l wanted sonebody ny own age | could talk to," he said. "That's all. Al | want is a
friend."

He coul d see her trying to understand what it was |ike. She wouldn't, but maybe she'd cone
cl ose enough to think she did.

"Maybe you' ve found one," she said, and smled. "At least I'mwilling to get to know you,
considering the effort you ve put into this."
"I't wasn't nuch effort. It seens so long-termto you, but it wasn't to ne. | held you on

my lap six nonths ago."

"How long is your |eave?" she asked.

"Two nmonths."

"Whul d you like to come stay with us for a while? W have roomin our house."

"Wl your husband m nd?"

"Nei ther ny husband nor ny wife. That's themsitting over there, pretending to ignore us."
lan | ooked, caught the eye of a woman in her late twenties. She was sitting across froma man
lan's age, who now turned and | ooked at lan with some suspicion but no active aninpsity. The woman
smled; the man reserved judgnent.

Radi ant had a wife. Wll, tines change.

"Those two in the red skirts are police," Radiant was saying. "So is that nman over by the
wal |, and the one at the end of the bar.”

"l spotted two of them" lan said. Wen she | ooked surprised, he said, "Cops always have a
| ook about them That's one of the things that don't change."
"You go back quite a ways, don't you? I'll bet you have some good stories.”

lan thought about it, and nodded. "Sonme, 1 suppose."”
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"1 should tell the police they can go hone. 1 hope you don't nmind that we brought them
in."

"Of course not."

"I''l'l do that, and then we can go. Oh, and | guess | should call the children and tell
themwe' || be hone soon." She | aughed, reached across the table, and touched his hand. "See what
can happen in six nonths? | have three children, and Gllian has two."

He | ooked up, interested.

"Are any of themgirls?"
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