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PRAISE FOR THE WRITING OF PAMELA SARGENT
“Sargent is a sensitive writer of characterization rather than cosmic gimmickry.”
—Publishers Weekly
“One of the genre’s greatest writers.”
—The Washington Post Book World
“Pamela Sargent is an explorer, an innovator. She’s always a few years ahead of the pack.”
—David Brin, award-winning author of the Uplift Saga
“Over the years, I’ve come to expect a great deal from Pamela Sargent. Her worlds are deeply and thoroughly imagined.”
—Orson Scott Card, author of Ender’s Game
“Pamela Sargent’s cool, incisive eye is as sharp at long range, visionary tales as it is when inspecting our foreground future. She’s one of our best.”
—Gregory Benford, astrophysicist and author of Foundation’s Fear
“If you have not read Pamela Sargent, then you should make it your business to do so at once. She is in many ways a pioneer, both as a novelist and as a short story writer. … She is one of the best.”
—Michael Moorcock, author of Elric of Melniboné
“[Sargent is] a consummate professional [who] exhibits an unswerving consistency of craft.”
—The Washington Post Book World
Alien Child
“An excellent piece of work—the development of the mystery … is well done. Ms. Sargent’s work … is always of interest and this book adds to her stature as a writer.”
—Andre Norton, author of the Solar Queen series
“Count on Pamela Sargent to write a science fiction novel that is both entertaining and true to human emotion. I wish I had had this book when I was a teen because all the loneliness, all the alienation, all the apartness I felt from my family would have made more sense.”
—Jane Yolen, author of The Devil’s Arithmetic and Cards of Grief
“This story of Nita, a girl growing up in an insulated environment where she gradually comes to realize that she might be the last person left on Earth, has conflict and suspense from the beginning. … Vividly depicted.”
—School Library Journal
“This finely crafted work never falters with false resolution. … An honest and compelling examination of ‘What if …?’”
—Publishers Weekly
“An engaging narrative in Sargent’s capable hands. An essence of otherworldliness is present in the gentle guardians, and since Sven and Nita are raised solely by the two aliens, there is a freshness in their perceptions of their own species. … Clearly and simply presented—thoughtful—a worthy addition to any SF collection.”
—Voice of Youth Advocates (VOYA)
“Sargent does not lower her standards when she writes young adult fiction. Like the best of young adult writers, her artistic standards remain as high as ever, while her standards of clarity and concision actually rise. … The intelligence and resourcefulness she showed in The Shore of Women are undiminished in Alien Child.”
—Orson Scott Card, author of Ender’s Game
“Thoughtful, serious, and written without condescension, the novel contains all of the qualities we have come to expect from this author.”
—Science Fiction Chronicle
The Golden Space
“Pamela Sargent deals with big themes—genetic engineering, immortality, the ultimate fate of humanity—but she deals with them in the context of individual human lives. The Golden Space reminds me of Olaf Stapledon in the breadth of its vision, and of Kate Wilhelm in its ability to make characters, even humans in the strangest forms, seem like real people.”
—James Gunn, writer and director of the film Guardians of the Galaxy
“Clearly, The Golden Space is a major intellectual achievement of SF literature. It will not be possible for any honest story of immortality hereafter to ignore it; it is a landmark.”
—The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction
“Brilliantly handled—all of us have got to hand an accolade to the author.”
—A. E. van Vogt, author of The World of Null-A
“Sargent writes well, the many ideas are fresh, and their handling is intelligent to the extreme.”
—Asimov’s Science Fiction
“What next, after universal immortality becomes a fact of life? Pamela Sargent’s brilliant book, The Golden Space, shatters the imaginative barrier that has held stories about immortality to a simplistic pasticcio of boredom, degeneration, and suicide.”
—The Seattle Times
The Mountain Cage
“[Sargent] is one of our field’s true virtuosos, and in The Mountain Cage: and Other Stories she gives us thirteen stunning performances, a valuable addition to a repertoire that I hope will keep on growing.”
—James Morrow, author of Only Begotten Daughter
The Shore of Women
“That rare creature, a perfect book.”
—Orson Scott Card, author of Ender’s Game
“A cautionary tale, well-written, with excellent characterization, a fine love story, as well as much food for thought … An elegant science fiction novel.”
—Anne McCaffrey, author of the Pern series
“Pamela Sargent gives meticulous attention to a believable scenario. … A captivating tale both from the aspect of the lessons that the author tries to impart and from the skills she has used to tell it.”
—Rocky Mountain News
“How many perfect science fiction novels have I read? Not many. There are at most three or four such works in a decade. Pamela Sargent’s The Shore of Women is one of the few perfect novels of the 1980s. … Her story of a woman exiled from a safe high-tech city of women, the man ordered by the gods to kill her, and their search for a place of safety, is powerful, beautiful, and true.”
—The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction
“A compelling and emotionally involving novel.”
—Publishers Weekly
“I applaud Ms. Sargent’s ambition and admire the way she has unflinchingly pursued the logic of her vision.”
—The New York Times
Ruler of the Sky
“This formidably researched and exquisitely written novel is surely destined to be known hereafter as the definitive history of the life and times and conquests of Genghis, mightiest of Khans.”
—Gary Jennings, bestselling author of Aztec
“Scholarly without ever seeming pedantic, the book is fascinating from cover to cover and does admirable justice to a man who might very well be called history’s single most important character.”
—Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, anthropologist and author of Reindeer Moon
Child of Venus
“Masterful … as in previous books, Sargent brings her world to life with sympathetic characters and crisp concise language.”
—Publishers Weekly
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Introduction:
 
THE OTHER PERCEIVER
by
Barry N. Malzberg
 
“The Summer’s Dust” is a remarkable achievement, a novelette of stunning implication, probably the only turn on A.J. Budrys’s “The End of Summer” and the theme of medically induced immortality itself which significantly advances the theme. This is really something, I thought, reading it and when I was done turned to the copyright page: was this original to the volume? Published in the late 1990s? Surely a work this impressive could only be very recent. If it were not recent, it would have been embedded in the canon of the genre and I, self-appointed expert and custodian would have known it well.
But no, it’s neither that recent nor is it embedded in the canon. “The Summer’s Dust,” a story of tragic dimension whose tragedy could only have been realized in terms of science fiction (take out the science and it all topples) was published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction in July, 1981. This story is over two decades old.
Shocking. Truly troubling. Okay, we cannot read everything our friends publish (and Pamela Sargent, a great writer, is, more importantly to me, my friend) and it is increasingly difficult as we age, as time contracts and the undone expands to keep constant the way that was possible when all the world was fresh and alive and to be an aspirant writer was the very heaven. But a story this fine, this central to everything to which science fiction aspires? Why was this unknown to me? A mortification, to be sure, but this goes beyond mortification. For more than three decades, Pamela Sargent has been putting work like this into the public forum, and too little has been made of much. Yes, “Danny Goes to Mars” in this volume won a Nebula Award in 1993, no small accomplishment and no small recognition either. But there is something anomalous to the presence of that award on the vita sheet; Pamela Sargent’s record: one Nebula final ballot, one win. One Hugo final ballot (for the same story): second place. Notable: this is an efficient writer. But the paucity of awards nominations, the relative lack of critical recognition in her own country, this is unreasonable. Sargent’s is another of those careers whose relative visibility functions as reproof of modern publishing, readership, critical apparatus.
Well, if we don’t like the public, then “We have to get a whole new electorate” as some politician is reputed to have said to H.L. Mencken. I say “in her own country” because Sargent was a celebrity in Spain when her Spanish publisher brought her to the country some years ago for a series of lectures and appearances. She was pursued on the streets for her autograph, lionized; she is regarded in Spain as one of the great American writers. Why she has not obtained that kind of honor in her own country is not clear. Remember that remark about “reproof.”
“The Novella Race,” I am happy to say, I do know. It appeared in one of the latter Orbit volumes in the mid-1970s, a devastating, deadpan portrait of fiction writing as event and dead end. It sets up—and is nonetheless superior to—my own collaboration with Bill Pron2ini on the subject, “Prose Bowl.” A nifty, devastating story in which your faithful undersigned, imperfectly masked, can be sensed making dilatory progress through the competition, one of the more disaffected of the contestants.
Through all of these thirty years, Pamela Sargent has kept working. This is a signal and remarkable achievement: it is better to be a good person than to be a good writer (one would like to be both, of course) and Pamela Sargent, that great writer, is a person of even greater quality. Through insults and publisher derangements, through malfeasance, pomp and the swagger of fools, she has stayed on, she has done her work, she has been more than dutiful. Indomitable! This, the third of her collections—and I do not minimize the others—is signatory, an accomplishment.
I really should have read “The Summer’s Dust” twenty years ago. Rectify my stupidity or languor: read at once and prayerfully. Her work itself is intense, a rigorous, an embracing prayer.
 
New Jersey:
April 2001
 
 
 



 
THE SLEEPING SERPENT
 
1
 
Yesuntai Noyan arrived in Yeke Geren in early winter, stumbling from his ship with the unsteady gait and the pallor of a man who had recently crossed the ocean. Because Yesuntai was a son of our Khan, our commander Michel Bahadur welcomed the young prince with speeches and feasts. Words of gratitude for our hospitality fell from Yesuntai’s lips during these ceremonies, but his restless gaze betrayed his impatience. Yesuntai’s mother, I had heard, was Frankish, and he had a Frank’s height, but his sharp-boned face, dark slits of eyes, and sturdy frame were a Mongol’s.
At the last of the feasts, Michel Bahadur seated me next to the Khan’s son, an honor I had not expected. The commander, I supposed, had told Yesuntai a little about me, and would expect me to divert the young man with tales of my earlier life in the northern woods. As the men around us sang and shouted to servants for more wine, Yesuntai leaned toward me.
“I hear,” he murmured, “that I can learn much from you, Jirandai Bahadur. Michel tells me that no man knows this land better than you.”
“I am flattered by such praise.” I made the sign of the cross over my wine, as I had grown used to doing in Yeke Geren. Yesuntai dipped his fingers into his cup, then sprinkled a blessing to the spirits. Apparently he followed our old faith, and not the cross; I found myself thinking a little more highly of him.
“I am also told,” Yesuntai went on, “that you can tell many tales of a northern people called the Hiroquois.”
“That is only the name our Franks use for all the nations of the Long House.” I gulped down more wine. “Once, I saw my knowledge of that people as something that might guide us in our dealings with them. Now it is only fodder on which men seeking a night’s entertainment feed.”
The Noyan lifted his brows. “I will not ask you to share your stories with me here.”
I nodded, relieved. “Perhaps we might hunt together sometime, Noyan. Two peregrines I have trained need testing, and you might enjoy a day with them.”
He smiled. “Tomorrow,” he said, “and preferably by ourselves, Bahadur. There is much I wish to ask you.”
Yesuntai was soon speaking more freely with the other men, and even joined them in their songs. Michel would be pleased that I had lifted the Noyan’s spirits, but by then I cared little for what that Bahadur thought. I drank and thought of other feasts shared inside long houses with my brothers in the northern forests.
 
 
Yesuntai came to my dwelling before dawn. I had expected an entourage, despite his words about hunting by ourselves, but the Khan’s son was alone. He gulped down the broth my wife Elgigetei offered, clearly impatient to ride out from the settlement.
We saddled our horses quickly. The sky was almost as gray as the slate-colored wings of the falcons we carried on our wrists, but the clouds told me that snow would not fall before dusk. I could forget Yeke Geren and the life I had chosen for one day, until the shadows of evening fell.
We rode east, skirting the horses grazing in the land our settlers had cleared, then moved north. A small bird was flying toward a grove of trees; Yesuntai loosed his falcon. The peregrine soared, a streak against the gray sky, her dark wings scimitars, then suddenly plummeted toward her prey. The Noyan laughed as her yellow talons caught the bird.
Yesuntai galloped after the peregrine. I spied a rabbit darting across the frost-covered ground, and slipped the tether from my falcon; he streaked toward his game. I followed, pondering what I knew about Yesuntai. He had grown up in the ordus and great cities of our Prankish Khanate, been tutored by the learned men of Paris, and would have passed the rest of his time in drinking, dicing, card-playing, and claiming those women who struck his fancy. His father, Sukegei Khan, numbered two grandsons of Genghis Khan among his ancestors, but I did not expect Yesuntai to show the vigor of those great forefathers. He was the Khan’s son by one of his minor wives, and I had seen such men before in Yeke Geren, minor sons of Ejens or generals who came to this new land for loot and glory, but who settled for hunting along the great river to the north, trading with the nearer tribes, and occasionally raiding an Inglistani farm. Yesuntai would be no different; so I thought then.
He was intent on his sport that day. By afternoon, the carcasses of several birds and rabbits hung from our saddles. He had said little to me, and was silent as we tethered our birds, but I had felt him watching me. Perhaps he would ask me to guide him and some of his men on a hunt beyond this small island, before the worst of the winter weather came. The people living in the regions nearby would not trouble hunters. Our treaty with the Ganeagaono, the Eastern Gatekeepers of the Long House, protected us, and they had long since subdued the tribes to the south of their lands.
We trotted south. Some of the men watching the horse herds were squatting around fires near their shelters of tree branches and hides. They greeted us as we passed, and congratulated us on our game. In the distance, the rounded bark houses of Yeke Geren were visible in the evening light, wooden bowls crowned by plumes of smoke rising from their roofs.
The Great Camp—the first of our people who had come to this land had given Yeke Geren its name. “We will build a great camp,” Cheren Noyan had said when he stepped from his ship, and now circles of round wooden houses covered the southern part of the island the Long House people called Ganono, while our horses had pasturage in the north. Our dwellings were much like those of the Manhatan people who had lived here, who had greeted our ships, fed us, sheltered us, and then lost their island to us.
Yesuntai reined in his horse as we neared Yeke Geren; he seemed reluctant to return to the Great Camp. “This has been the most pleasant day I have passed here,” he said.
“I have also enjoyed myself, Noyan.” My horse halted at his side. “You would of course find better hunting away from this island. Perhaps—”
“I did not come here only to hunt, Bahadur. I have another purpose in mind. When I told Michel Bahadur of what I wish to do, he said that you were the man to advise me.” He paused. “My father the Khan grows ever more displeased with his enemies the Inglistanis. He fears that, weak as they are, they may grow stronger here. His spies in Inglistan tell him that more of them intend to cross the water and settle here.”
I glanced at him. All of the Inglistani settlements, except for the port they called Plymouth, sat along the coast north of the long island that lay to the east of Yeke Geren. A few small towns, and some outlying farms—I could not see why our Khan would be so concerned with them. It was unfortunate that they were there, but our raids on their westernmost farms had kept them from encroaching on our territory, and if they tried to settle farther north, they would have to contend with the native peoples there.
“If more come,” I said, “then more of the wretches will die during the winter. They would not have survived this long without the aid of the tribes around them.” Some of those people had paid dearly for aiding the settlers, succumbing to the pestilences the Inglistanis had brought with them.
“They will come with more soldiers and muskets. They will pollute this land with their presence. The Khan my father will conquer their wretched island, and the people of Eire will aid us to rid themselves of the Inglistani yoke. My father’s victory will be tarnished if too many of the island dogs find refuge here. They must be rooted out.”
“So you wish to be rid of the Inglistani settlements.” I fingered the tether hanging from my falcon. “We do not have the men for such a task.”
“We do not,” he admitted, “but the peoples of these lands do.”
He interested me. Perhaps there was some iron in his soul after all. “Only the Hodenosaunee, the Long House nations, can help you,” I said, “and I do not know if they will. The Inglistanis pose no threat to the power of the Long House.”
“Michel told me we have a treaty with that people.”
“We have an agreement with the Ganeagaono, who are one of their five nations. Once the Long House People fought among themselves, until their great chiefs Deganawida and Hayawatha united them. They are powerful enough now to ignore the Inglistanis.”
Yesuntai gazed at the bird that clutched his gauntleted wrist. “What if they believed the Inglistanis might move against them?”
“They might act,” I replied. “The Hodenosaunee have no treaties with that people. But they might think they have something to gain from the Inglistani presence. We have never given firearms to the people here, but the Inglistanis do so when they think it’s to their advantage. By making war on the Inglistani settlements, you might only drive them into an alliance with the Long House and its subject tribes, one that might threaten us.”
“We must strike hard and exterminate the lot,” Yesuntai muttered. “Then we must make certain that no more of the wretches ever set foot on these shores.”
“You will need the Long House People to do it.”
“I must do it, one way or another. The Khan my father has made his will known. I have his orders, marked with his seal. He will take Inglistan, and we will destroy its outposts here. There can be no peace with those who have not submitted to us—the Yasa commands it. Inglistan has not submitted, so it will be forced to bow.”
I was thinking that Sukegei Khan worried too much over that pack of island-dwellers. Surely Hispania, even with a brother Khan ruling there, was more of a threat to him than Inglistan. I had heard many tales of the splendor of Suleiman Khan’s court, of slaves and gold that streamed to Granada and Cordoba from the continent to our south, of lands taken by the Hispanic Khan’s conquistadors. The Hispanians were as fervent in spreading their faith as in seizing loot. In little more than sixty years, it was said that as many mosques stood in the Aztec capital of Tenochtftian as in Cordoba itself. Suleiman Khan, with African kings as vassals and conquests in this new world, dreamed of being the greatest of the European Khans. How easy it had been for him to allow us settlements in the north while he claimed the richer lands to the south.
But I was a Bahadur of Yeke Geren, who knew only what others told me of Europe. My Khanate was a land I barely remembered, and our ancient Mongol homeland no more than a setting for legends and tales told by travelers. The Ejens of the Altan Uruk, the descendants of Genghis Khan, still sent their tribute to Karakorum, but the bonds of our Yasa, the laws the greatest of men had given us, rested more lightly on their shoulders. They might bow to the Kha-Khan of our homeland, but many of the Khans ruled lands greater than his. A time might come when the Khans of the west would break their remaining ties to the east.
“Europe!” I cleared my throat. “Sometimes I wonder what our Khans will do when all their enemies are vanquished.”
Yesuntai shook his head. “I will say this—my ancestor Genghis Khan would have wondered at what we are now. I have known Noyans who go no farther to hunt than the parks around their dwellings, and others who prefer brocades and perfumed lace to a sheepskin coat and felt boots. Europe has weakened us. Some think as I do, that we should become what we were, but there is little chance of that there.”
Snow was sifting from the sky. I urged my horse on; Yesuntai kept near me.
 
 
By the time we reached my circle of houses, the falling snow had become a curtain veiling all but the nearest dwellings from our sight. Courtesy required that I offer Yesuntai a meal, and a place to sleep if the snow continued to fall. He accepted my hospitality readily; I suspected there was more he wanted to ask me.
We halted at the dwelling next to mine. Except for a horse-drawn wagon carrying a wine merchant’s barrels, the winding roads were empty. I shouted to my servants; two boys hurried outside to take the peregrines and our game from us. A shadowy form stirred near the dwelling. I squinted, then recognized one of my Manhatan servants. He lay in the snow, his hands around a bottle.
Anger welled inside me. I told one of the boys to get the Manhatan to his house, then went after the wagon. The driver slowed to a stop as I reached him. I seized his collar and dragged him from his seat.
He cursed as he sprawled in the snow. “I warned you before,” I said. “You are not to bring your wine here.”
He struggled to his feet, clutching his hat. “To your Manhatans, Bahadur—that’s what you said. I was passing by, and thought others among your households might have need of some refreshment. Is it my fault if your natives entreat me for—”
I raised my whip. “You had one warning,” I said. “This is the last I shall give you.”
“You have no reason—”
“Come back to my circle, Gerard, and I will take this whip to you. If you are fortunate enough to survive that beating—”
“You cannot stop their cravings, Bahadur.” He glared up at me with his pale eyes. “You cannot keep them from seeking me out elsewhere.”
“I will not make it easier for them to poison themselves.” I flourished the whip; he backed away from me. “Leave.”
He waded through the snow to his wagon. I rode back to my dwelling. Yesuntai had tied his horse to a post; he was silent as I unsaddled my mount.
I led him inside. Elgigetei greeted us; she was alone, and my wife’s glazed eyes and slurred speech told me that she had been drinking. Yesuntai and I sat on a bench in the back of the house, just beyond the hearth fire. Elgigetei brought us wine and fish soup. I waited for her to take food for herself and to join us, but she settled on the floor near our son’s cradle to work at a hide. Her mother had been a Manhatan woman, and Elgigetei’s brown face and thick black braids had reminded me of Dasiyu, the wife I had left among the Ganeagaono. I had thought her beautiful once, but Elgigetei had the weaknesses of the Manhatan people, the laziness, the craving for drink that had wasted so many of them. She scraped at her hide listlessly, then leaned over Ajiragha’s cradle to murmur to our son in the Manhatan tongue. I had never bothered to learn the language. It was useless to master the speech of a people who would soon not exist.
“You are welcome to stay here tonight,” I said to the Noyan.
“I am grateful for this snowstorm,” he murmured. “It will give us more time to talk. I have much to ask you still about the Hiroquois.” He leaned back against the wall. “In Khanbalik, there are scholars in the Khitan Khan’s court who believe that the forefathers of the people in these lands came here long ago from the regions north of Khitai, perhaps even from our ancestral grounds. These scholars claim that once a land bridge far to the north linked this land to Sibir. So I was told by travelers who spoke to those learned men in Khitai.”
“It is an intriguing notion, Noyan.”
“If such people carry the seed of our ancestors, there may be greatness in them.”
I sipped my wine. “But of course there can be no people as great as we Mongols.”
“Greatness may slip from our grasp. Koko Mongke Tengri meant for us to rule the world, yet we may lose the strength to hold it.”
I made a sign as he invoked the name of our ancient God, then bowed my head. Yesuntai lifted his brows. “I thought you were a Christian.”
“I was baptized,” I said. “I have prayed in other ways since then. The Long House People call God Hawenneyu, the Great Spirit, but He is Tengri by another name. It matters not how a man prays.”
“That is true, but many who follow the cross or the crescent believe otherwise.” Yesuntai sighed. “Long ago, my ancestor Genghis Khan thought of making the world our pasturage, but then learned that he could not rule it without mastering the ways of the lands he had won. Now those ways are mastering us.” He gazed at me with his restless dark eyes. “When we have slaughtered the Inglistanis here, more of our people will come to settle these lands. In time, we may have to subdue those we call our friends. More will be claimed here for our Khanate and, if all goes well, my father’s sons and grandsons will have more of the wealth this land offers. Our priests will come, itching to spread the word of Christ among the natives, and traders will bargain for what we do not take outright. Do you find this a pleasing prospect?”
“I must serve my Khan,” I replied. His eyes narrowed, and I sensed that he saw my true thoughts. There were still times when I dreamed of abandoning what I had here and vanishing into the northern forests.
He said, “An ocean lies between us and Europe. It may become easier for those who are here to forget the Khanate.”
“Perhaps.”
“I am told,” Yesuntai said then, “that you lived for some time among the Long House People.”
My throat tightened. “I dwelled with the Ganeagaono, the Owners of the Flint. Perhaps Michel Bahadur told you the story.”
“Only that you lived among them.”
“It is a long tale, but I will try to make it shorter. My father and I came to these shores soon after we found this island—we were in one of the ships that followed the first expedition. Cheren Noyan had secured Yeke Geren by then. I was nine when we arrived, my father’s youngest son. We came alone, without my mother or his second wife—he was hoping to return to Calais a richer man.” I recalled little of that journey, only that the sight of the vast white-capped sea terrified me whenever I was well enough to go up on deck to help the men watch for Inglistani pirates. Perhaps Yesuntai had also trembled at being adrift on that watery plain, but I did not wish to speak of my fear to him.
“A year after we got here,” I went on, “Cheren Noyan sent an expedition upriver. Hendrick, one of our Dutch sailors, captained the ship. He was to map the river and see how far it ran, whether it might offer us a passageway west. My father was ordered to join the expedition, and brought me along. I was grateful for the chance to be with the men.”
Yesuntai nodded. “As any boy would be.”
“We went north until we came to the region the Ganeagaono call Skanechtade—‘Beyond the Openings’—and anchored there. We knew that the Flint People were fierce warriors. The people to the south of their lands lived in terror of them, and have given them the name of Mohawk, the Eaters of Men’s Flesh, but we had been told the Owners of the Flint would welcome strangers who came to them in peace. Hendrick thought it wise to secure a treaty with them before going farther, and having an agreement with the Ganeagaono would also give us a bond with the other four nations of the Long House.”
I swallowed more wine. Yesuntai was still, but his eyes kept searching me. He would want to know what sort of man I was before entrusting himself to me, but I still knew little about him. I felt somehow that he wanted more than allies in a campaign against the Inglistanis, but pushed that notion aside.
“Some of us,” I said, “rowed to shore in our longboats. A few Ganeagaono warriors had spied us, and we made ourselves understood with hand gestures. They took us to their village. Everyone there greeted us warmly, and opened their houses to us. All might have gone well, but after we ate their food, our men offered them wine. We should have known better, after seeing what strong drink could do to the Manhatan. The Flint People have no head for wine, and our men would have done well to stay sober.”
I stared at the earthen floor and was silent for a time. “I am not certain how it happened,” I continued at last, “but our meeting ended in violence. A few of our men died with tomahawks in their heads. Most of the others fled to the boats. You may call them cowards for that, but to see a man of the Flint People in the throes of drunkenness would terrify the bravest of soldiers. They were wild—the wine is poison to them. They were not like the Manhatan, who grow sleepy and calmly trade even their own children for strong drink.”
“Go on,” Yesuntai said.
“My father and I were among those who did not escape. The Ganeagaono had lost men during the brawl, and now saw us as enemies. They began their tortures. They assailed my father and his comrades with fire and whips—they cut pieces of flesh from them, dining on them while their captives still lived, and tore the nails from their hands with hot pincers. My father bore his torment bravely, but the others did not behave as Mongols should, and their deaths were not glorious.” I closed my eyes for a moment, remembering the sound of their shrieks when the children had thrown burning coals on their staked bodies. I had not known then whom I hated more, the men for losing their courage or the children for their cruelty.
“I am sorry to hear it,” Yesuntai said.
“Only my father and I were left alive. They forced us to run through the village while rows of people struck at us with whips and heavy sticks. The men went at us first, then the women, and after them the children. I did not understand then that they were honoring us by doing this. My father’s wounds robbed him of life, but I survived the beatings, and it was then that the Ganeagaono made me one of them. I was taken to a house, given to a woman who admired the courage my father had shown during the torture, and was made a member of their Deer Clan. My foster mother gave me the name of Senadondo.”
“And after that?” he asked.
“Another ship came upriver not long after. We expected a war party, but Cheren Noyan was wise enough to send envoys out from the ship to seek peace. Because I knew the Ganeagaono tongue by then, I was useful as an interpreter. The envoys begged forgiveness, saying that their men were to blame for violating the hospitality of the Flint People, so all went well. In the years to follow, I often dealt with the traders who came to us offering cloth and iron for furs and beaver pelts—they did not make the mistake of bringing wine again. After a time, I saw that I might be of more use to both my own people and my adoptive brothers if I returned to Yeke Geren. The Ganeagaono said farewell to me and sent me back with many gifts.”
Speaking of the past made me long for the northern woods, for the spirits that sang in the mountain pines, for the sight of long houses and fields of corn, for Dasiyu, who had refused to come with me or to let our son depart with me. The boy belonged to her Wolf Clan, not to mine; his destiny was linked to hers. It had always been that way among the Long House People. I had promised to return, and she had called my promise a lie. Her last words to me were a curse.
“I might almost think,” Yesuntai said, “that you wish you were among those people now.”
“Is that so strange, Noyan?”
“They killed your father, and brought you much suffering.”
“We brought that fate upon ourselves. If my father’s spirit had not flown from him, they would have let him live, and honored him as one of their own. I lost everything I knew, but from the time the Ganeagaono adopted me, they treated me only with kindness and respect. Do you understand?”
“I think I do. The children of many who fought against us now serve us. Yet you chose to return here, Jirandai.”
“We had a treaty. The Flint People do not forget their treaties—they are marked with the strings of beads they call wampum, which their wise men always have in their keeping.” Even as I spoke, I wondered if, in the end, my exile would prove useless.
How full of pride and hope I had been, thinking that my efforts would preserve the peace between this outpost of the Khanate and the people I had come to love. I would be, so I believed, the voice of the Ganeagaono in the Mongol councils. But my voice was often ignored, and I had finally seen what lay behind Cheren Noyan’s offer of peace. A treaty would give his men time to learn more about the Long House and any weaknesses that could later be exploited. Eventually, more soldiers would come to wrest more of these lands from the natives. Our Khan’s minions might eventually settle the lands to the north, and make the Long House People as wretched as the Manhatans.
“I came back,” I continued, “so that our Noyans and Bahadurs would remember the promises recorded on the belts we exchanged with the Owners of the Flint. We swore peace, and I am the pledge of that peace, for the Ganeagaono promised that they would be bound to us in friendship for as long as I remained both their brother and the Khan’s servant. That promise lives here.” I struck my chest. “But some of our people are not so mindful of our promises.”
Yesuntai nodded. “It is the European influence, Bahadur. Our ancestors kept the oaths they swore, and despised liars, but the Europeans twist words and often call lies the truth.” He took a breath. “I will speak freely to you, Jirandai Bahadur. I have not come here only to rid this land of Inglistanis. Europe is filled with people who bow to the Khans and yet dream of escaping our yoke. I would hate to see them slip from their bonds on these shores. Destroying the Inglistani settlements will show others that they will find no refuge here.”
“I can agree with such a mission,” I said.
“And your forest brothers will be rid of a potential enemy.”
“Yes.”
“Will you lead me to them? Will you speak my words to them and ask them to join us in this war?”
“You may command me to do so, Noyan,” I said.
He shifted his weight on the bench. “I would rather have your assent. I have always found that those who freely offer me their oaths serve me better than those pressed into service, and I imagine you have your own reasons for wishing to go north.”
“I shall go with you, and willingly. You will need other men, Noyan. Some in Yeke Geren have lost their discipline and might not do well in the northern forests. They wallow in the few pleasures this place offers, and mutter that their Khan has forgotten them.”
“Then I will leave it to you to find good men who lust for battle. I can trust those whom I brought with me.”
I took out my pipe, tapped tobacco into it from my pouch, lit it, and held it out to Yesuntai. “Will you smoke a pipe with me? We should mark our coming expedition with some ceremony.”
He accepted the pipe, drew in some smoke, then choked and gasped for air before composing himself. Outside, I heard a man, a sailor perhaps, and drunk from the sound of him, call out to another man in Frankish. What purpose could a man find here, waiting for yet another ship to arrive with news from the Khanate and baubles to trade with the natives for the pelts, birds, animals, and plants the Khan’s court craved? I was not the only man who thought of deserting Yeke Geren.
“I look forward to our journey,” Yesuntai said, “and to seeing what lies beyond this encampment.” He smiled as he passed the pipe to me.
That spring, with forty of Yesuntai’s soldiers and twenty more men I had chosen, we sailed upriver.
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The Ganeagaono of Skanechtade welcomed us with food. They crowded around us as we went from house to house, never leaving us alone even when we went to relieve ourselves. Several men of my Deer Clan came to meet me, urging more of the game and dried fish their women had prepared upon me and my comrades. By the time we finished our feast, more people had arrived from the outlying houses of the village to listen to our words.
Yesuntai left it to me to urge the war we wanted. After I was empty of eloquence, we waited in the long house set aside for our men. If the men of Skanechtade chose the warpath, they would gather war parties and send runners to the other villages of the Ganeagaono to persuade more warriors to join us.
I had spoken the truth to the people of Skanechtade. Deceit was not possible with the Ganeagaono, and especially not for me. I was still their brother, even after all the years I thought of as my exile. The Ganeagaono would know I could not lie to them; this war would serve them as well as us. Whoever was not at peace with them was their enemy. In that, they were much like us. A people who might threaten their domain as well as ours would be banished from the shores of this land.
Yet my doubts had grown, not about our mission, but about what might come afterward. More of our people would cross the ocean, and the Bahadurs who followed us to Yeke Geren might dream of subduing the nations we now called our friends. There could be no peace with those who did not submit to us in the end, and I did not believe the Ganeagaono and the other nations of the Long House would ever swear an oath to our Khan.
I had dwelled on such thoughts as we sailed north, following the great river that led to Skanechtade. By the time we rowed away from the ship in our longboats, I had made my decision. I would do what I could to aid Yesuntai, but whatever the outcome of our mission, I would not return to Yeke Geren. My place was with the Ganeagaono who had granted me my life.
“Jirandai,” Yesuntai Noyan said sofdy. He sat in the back of the long house, his back against the wall, his face hidden in shadows; I had thought he was asleep. “What do you think they will do?”
“A few of the young chiefs want to join us. That I saw when I finished my speech.” Some of our men glanced toward me; most were sleeping on the benches that lined the walls. “We will have a few bands, at least.”
“A few bands are useless to me,” Yesuntai muttered. “A raid would only provoke our enemies. I must have enough men to destroy them.”
“I have done what I can,” I replied. “We can only hope my words have moved them.”
Among the Ganeagaono, those who wanted war had to convince others to follow them. The sachems who ruled their councils had no power to lead in war; I had explained that to Yesuntai. It was up to the chiefs and other warriors seeking glory to assemble war parties, but a sign that a sachem favored our enterprise might persuade many to join us. I had watched the sachems during my speech; my son was among them. His dark eyes had not betrayed any of his thoughts.
“I saw how you spoke, Jirandai,” Yesuntai said, “and felt the power in your words, even if I did not understand them. I do not believe we will fail.”
“May it be so, Noyan.” I thought then of the time I had traveled west with my adoptive father along the great trail that runs to the lands of the Nundawaono. There, among the Western Gatekeepers of the Long House nations, I had first heard the tale of the great serpent brought down by the thunderbolts of Heno, spirit of storms and rain. In his death throes, the serpent had torn the land asunder and created the mighty falls into which the rapids of the Neahga River flowed. My foster father had doubts about the story’s ending, although he did not say so to our hosts. He had stood on a cliff near the falls and seen a rainbow arching above the tumultuous waters; he had heard the steady sound of the torrent and felt the force of the wind that never died. He believed that the serpent was not dead, but only sleeping, and might rise to ravage the land again.
Something in Yesuntai made me think of that serpent. When he was still, his eyes darted restlessly, and when he slept, his body was tense, ready to rouse itself at the slightest disturbance. Something was coiled inside him, sleeping but ready to wake.
Voices murmured beyond the doorway to my right. Some of the Ganeagaono were still outside. A young man in a deerskin kilt and beaded belt entered, then gestured at me.
“You,” he said, “he who is called Senadondo.” I lifted my head at the sound of the name his people had given to me. “I ask you to come with me,” he continued in his own tongue.
I got to my feet and turned to Yesuntai. “It seems someone wishes to speak to me.”
He waved a hand. “Then you must go.”
“Perhaps some of the men want to hear more of our plans.”
“Or perhaps a family you left behind wishes to welcome you home.”
I narrowed my eyes as I left. The Noyan had heard nothing from me about my wife and son, but he knew I had returned to Yeke Geren as a man. He might have guessed I had left a woman here.
 
 
The man who had come for me led me past clusters of houses. Although it was nearly midnight, with only a sliver of moon to light our way, people were still awake; I heard them murmuring beyond the open doors. A band of children trailed us. Whenever I slowed, they crowded around me to touch my long coat or to pull at my silk tunic.
We halted in front of a long house large enough for three families. The sign of the Wolf Clan was painted on the door. The man motioned to me to go inside, then led the children away.
At first, I thought the house was empty, then heard a whisper near the back. Three banked fires glowed in the central space between the house’s bark partitions. I called out a greeting; as I passed the last partition, I turned to my right and saw who was waiting for me.
My son wore his headdress, a woven cap from which a single large eagle feather jutted from a cluster of smaller feathers. Braided bands with beads adorned his bare arms; rattles hung from his belt. My wife wore a deerskin cloak over a dress decorated with beads. Even in the shadows beyond the fire, I saw the strands of silver in her dark hair.
“Dasiyu,” I whispered, then turned to my son. “Teyendanaga.”
He shook his head slightly. “You forget—I am the sachem Sohaewahah now.” He gestured at one of the blankets that covered the floor; I sat down.
“I hoped you would come back,” Dasiyu said. “I wished for it, yet prayed that you would not.”
“Mother,” our son murmured. She pushed a bowl of hommony toward me, then sat back on her heels.
“I wanted to come to you right away,” I said. “I did not know if you were here. When the men of my own clan greeted me, I feared what they might say if I asked about you, so kept silent. I searched the crowd for you when I was speaking.”
“I was there,” Dasiyu said, “sitting behind the sachems among the women. Your eyes are failing you.”
I suspected that she had concealed herself behind others. “I thought you might have another husband by now.”
“I have never divorced you.” Her face was much the same, only lightly marked with lines. I thought of how I must look to her, leather-faced and broader in the belly, softened by the years in Yeke Geren. “I have never placed the few belongings you left with me outside my door. You are still my husband, Senadondo, but it is Sohaewahah who asked you to come to this house, not I.”
My son held up his hand. “I knew you would return to us, my father. I saw it in my vision. It is of that vision that I wish to speak now.”
That a vision might have come to him, I did not doubt. Many spirits lived in these lands, and the Ganeagaono, as do all wise men, trust their dreams. But evil spirits can deceive men, and even the wise can fail to understand what the spirits tell them.
“I would hear of your vision,” I said.
“Two summers past, not long after I became Sohaewahah, I fell ill with a fever. My body fought it, but even after it passed, I could not rise from my bed. It was then, after the fever was gone, that I had my vision and knew it to be truth.” He gazed directly at me, his eyes steady. “Beyond my doorway, I saw a great light, and then three men entered my dwelling. One carried a branch, another a red tomahawk, and the third bore the shorter bow and the firestick that are your people’s weapons. The man holding the branch spoke, and I knew that Hawenneyu was speaking to me through him. He told me of a storm gathering in the east, over the Ojikhadagega, the great ocean your people crossed, and said that it threatened all the nations of the Long House. He told me that some of those who might offer us peace would bring only the peace of death. Yet his words did not frighten me, for he went on to say that my father would return to me, and bring a brother to my side.”
He glanced at his mother, then looked back at me. “My father and the brother he brought to me,” he continued, “would help us stand against the coming storm—this was the Great Spirit’s promise. When my vision passed, I was able to rise. I left my house and went through the village, telling everyone of what I had been shown. Now you are here, and the people remember what my vision foretold, and yet I see no brother.”
“You have a brother,” I said, thinking of Ajiragha. “I left him in Yeke Geren.”
“But he is not here at my side, as my vision promised.”
“He is only an infant, and the Inglistanis are the storm that threatens you. More of them will cross the Great Salt Water.”
“A war against them would cost us many men. We might trade with them, as we do with you. Peace is what we have always desired—war is only our way to prove our courage and to bring that peace about. You should know that, having been one of us.”
“The Inglistanis will make false promises, and when more of them come, even the Long House may fall before their soldiers. You have no treaties with the Inglistanis, so you are in a state of war with them now. Two of the spirits who came to you bore weapons—the Great Spirit means for you to make war.”
“But against whom?” Dasiyu asked. She leaned forward and shook her fist. “Perhaps those who are on your island of Ganono are the storm that will come upon us, after we are weakened by battle with the pale-faced people you hate.”
“Foolish woman,” I muttered, “I am one of you. Would I come here to betray you?” Despite my words, she reminded me of my own doubts.
“You should not have come back,” she said. “Whenever I dreamed of your return, I saw you alone, not with others seeking to use us for their own purposes. Look at you—there is nothing of the Ganeagaono left in you. You speak our words, but your garments and your companions show where your true loyalty lies.”
“You are wrong.” I stared at her; she did not look away. “I have never forgotten my brothers here.”
“You come to spy on us. When you have fought with our warriors in this battle, you will see our weaknesses more clearly, the ways in which we might be defeated, and we will not be able to use your pale-faced enemies against you.”
“Is this what you have been saying to the other women? Have you gone before the men to speak against this war?”
Dasiyu drew in her breath; our son clutched her wrist. “You have said enough, Mother,” he whispered. “I believe what he says. My vision told me he would come, and the spirits held the weapons of war. Perhaps my brother is meant to join me later.” He got to his feet. “I go now to add my voice to the councils. It may be that I can persuade those who waver. If we are to follow the warpath now, I will set aside my office to fight with you.”
He left us before I could speak. “You will have your war,” Dasiyu said. “The other sachems will listen to my son, and ask him to speak for them to the people. The wise old women will heed his words, because they chose him for his position.”
“This war will serve you.”
She scowled, then pushed the bowl of hommony toward me. “You insult me by leaving my food untouched.”
I ate some of the dried corn, then set the bowl down. “Dasiyu, I did not come here only to speak of war. I swore an oath to myself that, when this campaign ends, I will live among you again.”
“And am I to rejoice over that?”
“Cursed woman, anything I do would stoke your rage. I went back to speak for the Long House in our councils. I asked you to come with me, and you refused.”
“I would have had to abandon my clan. My son would never have been chosen as a sachem then. You would not be promising to stay with us unless you believed you have failed as our voice.”
Even after the years apart, she saw what lay inside me. “Whatever comes,” I said, “my place is here.”
She said nothing for a long time. The warmth inside the long house was growing oppressive. I opened my coat, then took off my headband to mop my brow.
“Look at you,” she said, leaning toward me to touch the braids coiled behind my ears. Her hand brushed the top of my shaven head lightly. “You had such a fine scalplock—how could you have given it up?” She poked at my mustache. “I do not understand why a man would want hair over his lip.” She fingered the fabric of my tunic. “And this—a woman might wear such a garment. I used to admire you so when I watched you dance. You were the shortest of the men, but no man here had such strong arms and broad shoulders, and now you hide them under these clothes.”
I drew her to me. She was not as she had been, nor was I; once, every moment in her arms had only fed the flames inside me. Our fires were banked now, the fever gone, but her welcoming warmth remained.
“You have changed in another way, Senadondo,” she said afterward. “You are not so hasty as you were.”
“I am no longer a young man, Dasiyu. I must make the most of what moments I am given.”
She pulled a blanket over us. I held her until she was asleep; she nestled against me as she once had, her cheek against my shoulder, a leg looped around mine. I did not know how to keep my promise to stay with her. Yesuntai might want a spy among the Flint People when this campaign was concluded; he might believe I was his man for the task.
I slept uneasily. A war whoop awakened me at dawn. I slipped away from my wife, pulled on my trousers, and went to the door.
A young chief was running through the village. Rattles were bound to his knees with leather bands, and he held a red tomahawk; beads of black wampum dangled from his weapon. He halted in front of the war post, lifted his arm, and embedded the tomahawk in the painted wood. He began to dance, and other men raced toward him, until it seemed most of the village’s warriors had enlisted in the war.
They danced, bodies bent from the waist, arms lifting as if to strike enemies, hands out to ward off attack. Their feet beat against the ground as drums throbbed. I saw Yesuntai then; he walked toward them, his head thrown back, a bow in one hand. I stepped from the doorway, felt my heels drumming against the earth, and joined the dancers.
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Yesuntai, a Khan’s son, was used to absolute obedience. The Ganeagaono, following the custom of all the Long House people, would obey any war chiefs in whom they had confidence. I had warned Yesuntai that no chief could command the Flint People to join in this war, and that even the women were free to offer their opinions of the venture.
“So be it,” the young Noyan had said to that. “Our own women were fierce and brave before they were softened by other ways, and my ancestor Bortai Khatun often advised her husband Genghis Khan, although even that great lady would not have dared to address a war kuriltai. If these women are as formidable as you say, then they must have bred brave sons.” I was grateful for his tolerance.
But the people of Skanechtade had agreed to join us, and soon their messengers returned from other villages with word that chiefs in every Ganeagaono settlement had agreed to go on the warpath. My son had advised us to follow the custom of the Hodenosaunee when all of their nations fought in a common war, and to choose two supreme commanders so that there would be unanimity in all decisions. Yesuntai, it was agreed, would command, since he had proposed this war, and Aroniateka, a cousin of my son’s, would be Yesuntai’s equal. Aroniateka, happily, was a man avid to learn a new way of warfare.
This was essential to our purpose, since to have any chance against the Inglistanis, the Ganeagaono could not fight in their usual fashion. The Long House people were still new to organized campaigns with many warriors, and most of their battles had been little more than raids by small parties. Their men were used to war, which, along with the hunt, was their favorite pursuit, but this war would be more than a ritual test of valor.
The Flint People had acquired horses from us in trade, but had never used them in warfare. Their warriors moved so rapidly on foot through the forests that mounts would only slow their progress. We would have to travel on foot, and take any horses we might need later from the Inglistanis. The men I had chosen in Yeke Geren had hunted and traded with the Hodenosaunee, and were used to their ways. Those Yesuntai had brought were veterans of European campaigns, but willing to adapt.
The whoops of Skanechtade’s warriors echoed through the village as they danced. The women busied themselves making moccasins and preparing provisions for their men. Runners moved between villages with the orders of our two commanders and returned with promises that the other war parties would follow them. Yesuntai would have preferred more time for planning, to send out more scouts before we left Ganeagaono territory, but we had little time. War had been declared, and our allies were impatient to fight. We needed a swift victory over our enemy. If we did not defeat the Inglistanis by late autumn, the Ganeagaono, their honor satisfied by whatever they had won by then, might abandon us.
A chill remained in the early spring air, but most of the Ganeagaono men had shed the cloaks and blankets that covered their upper bodies in winter. Our Mongols followed their example and stripped to the waist, and I advised Yesuntai’s men to trade their felt boots for moccasins. Dasiyu gave me a kilt and a pair of deerskin moccasins; I easily gave up my Mongol tunic and trousers for the garb I had once worn.
Eight days after we had come to Skanechtade, the warriors performed their last war dance. Men streamed from the village toward the river; Dasiyu followed me to the high wall that surrounded the long houses and handed me dried meat and a pouch of corn flour mixed with maple sugar.
“I will come back,” I said, “when this war is over.”
“If you have victory, I shall welcome you.” She gripped my arms for a moment, then let go. “If you suffer defeat, if you and your chief lead our men only to ruin, your belongings will be outside my door.”
“We will win,” I said.
The lines around her lids deepened as she narrowed her eyes. “See that you do, Senadondo.”
 
 
We crossed to the eastern side of the great river, then moved south. Some of our scouts had explored these oak-covered hills, and Yesuntai had planned his campaign with the aid of Inglistani maps our soldiers had taken during a raid the year before. We would travel south, then move east through the Mahican lands, keeping to the north of the enemy settlements. Our forces would remain divided during the journey, so as not to alert the Inglistanis. Plymouth, the easternmost enemy settlement, overlooked an ocean bay. When Plymouth was taken, we would move south toward another great bay and the town called Newport. This settlement lay on an island at the mouth of the bay, and we would advance on it from the east. Any who escaped us would be forced to flee west toward Charlestown.
A wise commander always allows his enemy a retreat, since desperate defenders can cost a general many men, while a sweep by one wing of his force can pick off retreating soldiers. We would drive the Inglistanis west. When Charlestown fell, the survivors would have to run to the settlement they called New Haven. When New Haven was crushed, only New London, their westernmost town, would remain, and from there the Inglistanis could flee only to territory controlled by us.
At some point, the enemy was likely to sue for peace, but there could be no peace with the Inglistanis. Our allies and we were agreed; this would be a war of extermination.
These were our plans, but obstacles lay ahead. The Mahicans would present no problem; as payers of tribute to the Long House, they would allow us safe passage through their lands. But the Wampanoag people dwelled in the east, and the Pequots controlled the trails that would lead us south to Newport. Both groups feared the Flint People and had treaties with the Inglistanis. Our men would be more than a match for theirs if the Wampanoags and Pequots fought in defense of their pale-faced friends. But such a battle would cost us warriors, and a prolonged battle for Plymouth would endanger our entire strategy.
Our forces remained divided as we moved. Speed is one of a soldier’s greatest allies, so we satisfied our hunger with our meager provisions and did not stop to hunt. At night, when we rested, Ganeagaono warriors marked the trees with a record of our numbers and movements, and we halted along the way to read the markings others had left for us. Yesuntai kept me at his side. I was teaching him the Ganeagaono tongue, but he still needed me to speak his words to his fellow commander Aroniateka.
In three days, we came to a Mahican settlement, and alerted the people there with war cries. Their chiefs welcomed us outside their stockade, met with us, and complained bitterly about the Inglistanis, who they believed had designs on their lands. They had refrained from raids, not wanting to provoke the settlers, but younger Mahicans had chided the chiefs for their caution. After we spoke of our intentions, several of their men offered to join us. We had expected safe passage, but to have warriors from among them lifted our spirits even higher.
We turned east, and markings on tree trunks told us of other Mahicans that had joined our forces. Yesuntai, with his bowcase, quiver, and sword hanging from his belt, and his musket over his shoulder, moved as easily through the woods as my son in his kilt and moccasins. A bond was forming between them, and often they communicated silently with looks and gestures, not needing my words. Wampanoag territory lay ahead, yet Yesuntai’s confidence was not dampened, nor was my son’s. The Great Spirit our Ganeagaono brethren called Hawenneyu, and that Yesuntai knew under the name of Tengri, would guide them; I saw their faith in their dark eyes when they lifted their heads to gaze through the arching tree limbs at the sky. God would give them victory.
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God was with us. Our scouts went out, and returned with a Wampanoag boy, a wretched creature with a pinched face and tattered kilt. A Mahican with us knew the boy’s tongue, and we soon heard of the grief that had come to his village. Inglistani soldiers had attacked without warning only a few days ago, striking in the night while his people slept. The boy guessed that nearly two hundred of his Wampanoag people had died, cut down by swords and firesticks. He did not know how many others had managed to escape.
We mourned with him. Inwardly, I rejoiced. Perhaps the Inglistanis would not have raided their allies if they had known we were coming against them, but their rash act served our purpose. The deed was proof of their evil intentions; they would slaughter even their friends to claim what they wanted. Wampanoags who might have fought against us now welcomed us as their deliverers. Yesuntai consulted with Aroniateka, then gave his orders. The left wing of our force would strike at Plymouth, using the Wampanoags as a shield as they advanced.
The Wampanoags had acquired muskets from the Inglistanis, and now turned those weapons against their false friends. By the time my companions and I heard the cries of gulls above Plymouth’s rocky shore, the flames of the dying town lighted our way. Charred hulls and blackened masts were sinking beneath the gray waters; warriors had struck at the harbor first, approaching it during the night in canoes to burn the ships and cut off any escape to the sea. Women leaped from rocks and were swallowed by waves; other Inglistanis fled from the town’s burning walls, only to be cut down by our forces. There was no need to issue a command to take no prisoners, for the betrayed Wampanoags were in no mood to show mercy. They drove their captives into houses, and set the dwellings ablaze; children became targets for their arrows.
The Flint People do not leave the spirits of their dead to wander. We painted the bodies of our dead comrades, then buried them with their weapons and the food they would need for the long journey ahead. Above the burial mound, the Ganeagaono freed birds they had captured to help bear the spirits of the fallen to Heaven, and set a fire to light their way.
From the ruins of Plymouth, we salvaged provisions, bolts of cloth, and cannons. Much of the booty was given to the Wampanoags, since they had suffered most of the casualties. Having achieved the swift victory we needed, we loaded the cannons onto ox-drawn wagons, then moved south.
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The center and left wings of our forces came together as we entered Pequot territory. The right wing would move toward Charlestown while we struck at Newport.
Parties of warriors fanned out to strike at the farms that lay in our path. We met little resistance from the Pequots, and they soon understood that our battle was with the Inglistanis, not with them. After hearing of how Inglistani soldiers had massacred helpless Wampanoags, many of their warriors joined us, and led us to the farms of those they had once called friends. The night was brightened by the fires of burning houses and crops, and the silence shattered by the screams of the dying. We took what we needed and burned the rest.
A few farmers escaped us. The tracks of their horses ran south; Newport would be warned. The enemy was likely to think that only enraged Wampanoags and Pequots were moving against them but would surely send a force to meet us. We were still four days’ distance from the lowlands that surrounded Newport’s great bay when we caught sight of Inglistani soldiers.
They were massed together along the trail that led through the forest, marching stiffly in rows, their muskets ready. The Wampanoags fired upon them from the trees, then swept toward them as the air was filled with the sharp cracks of muskets and the whistling of arrows. Volleys of our metal-tipped arrows and the flint-headed arrows of the Ganeagaono flew toward the Inglistanis; enemy soldiers fell, opening up breaks in their line. Men knelt to load their weapons as others fired at us from behind them, and soon the ground was covered with the bodies of Wampanoag and Pequot warriors.
The people of these lands had never faced such carnage in battle, but their courage did not fail them. They climbed over the bodies of dead and wounded comrades to fight the enemy hand-to-hand. The soldiers, unable to fire at such close range, used their muskets as clubs and slashed at our allies with swords; men drenched in blood shrieked as they swung their tomahawks. I expected the Inglistanis to retreat, but they held their ground until the last of their men had fallen.
We mourned our dead. The Wampanoags and the Pequots, who had lost so many men, might have withdrawn and let us fight on alone. Aroniateka consulted with their war chiefs, then gave us their answer. They would march with us against Newport, and share in that victory.
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Swift, early successes hearten any warrior for the efforts that lie ahead. We advanced on Newport fueled by the victories we had already won. Summer was upon us as we approached the southeast end of the great bay. The island on which Newport stood lay to the west, across a narrow channel; the enemy had retreated behind the wooden walls of the town’s stockade.
By day, we concealed ourselves amid the trees bordering the shore’s wedands. At night, the Ganeagaono cut down trees and collected rope we had gathered from Inglistani farms. Several of Yesuntai’s older officers had experience in siege warfare; under their guidance, our allies quickly erected five catapults. In the early days of our greatness, we had possessed as little knowledge of sieges as the Flint People, but they seemed more than willing to master this new art. We did not want a long siege, but would be prepared for one if necessary. If Newport held out, we would leave a force behind and move on to our next objective.
When the moon showed her dark side to the earth, we brought out our catapults under cover of darkness and launched cannonballs at the five ships anchored in Newport’s harbor, following them with missiles of rock packed with burning dried grass. The sails of the ships became torches, and more missiles caught enemy sailors as they leaped from the decks. The ships were sinking by the time we turned the catapults against the town’s walls. The Inglistanis would have no escape by sea and had lost the ships they might have used to bombard us.
We assaulted Newport for three days, until the Inglistani cannons fell silent. From the western side of the island, Inglistanis were soon fleeing in longboats toward Charlestown. There were many breaches in the stockade’s walls and few defenders left in the doomed town when we began to cross the channel in our canoes, but those who remained fought to the last man. Even after our men were inside the walls, Inglistanis shot at us from windows and roofs, and for every enemy we took there, two or three of our warriors were lost. We stripped enemy bodies, looted the buildings, then burned the town. Those hiding on the western side of the bay in Charlestown would see the great bonfire that would warn them of their fate.
The Wampanoags returned to their lands in the north. We left the Pequots to guard the bay and to see that no more Inglistani ships landed there. Our right wing would be advancing on Charlestown. We returned to the bay’s eastern shore and went north, then turned west. A party of men bearing the weapons of war met us along one woodland trail, and led us to their chiefs. By then, the Narragansett people of the region had decided to throw in their lot with us.
 
7
 
Terror has always been a powerful weapon against enemies. Put enough fear into an enemy’s heart, and victories can be won even before one meets him in the field. Thus it was during that summer of war. Charlestown fell, ten days after Newport. In spite of the surrender, we expected some of the survivors to hide in their houses and take their revenge when we entered the town. Instead, they gave up their weapons and waited passively for execution. Those I beheaded whispered prayers as they knelt and stretched their necks, unable to rouse themselves even to curse me. A few gathered enough courage to beg for their children’s lives.
Yesuntai was merciful. He spared some women and children, those who looked most fearful, led them and a few old men to a longboat, and gave them a message in Frankish to deliver to those in New Haven. The message was much like the traditional one sent by Mongol Khans to their enemies: God has annihilated many of you for daring to stand against us. Submit to us, and serve us. When you see us massed against you, surrender and open your gates to us, for if you do not, God alone knows what will happen to you.
It was easy to imagine the effect this message would have on New Haven’s defenders, if the Inglistanis we had spared survived their journey along the coast to deliver it. I did not believe that the Inglistanis would surrender immediately, but some among them would want to submit, and dissention would sap their spirit.
Most of our forces moved west, toward New Haven, followed by Inglistanis we had spared to carry canoes and haul cannons. Yesuntai had mastered enough of the Flint People’s language to speak with Aroniateka, and left me with the rear guard. We would travel to the north of the main force, paralleling its path, and take the outlying farms.
 
 
Most of the farms we found were abandoned. We salvaged what we could and burned the rest. Days of searching empty farmhouses gave me time to reflect on how this campaign would affect my Ganeagaono brothers.
Their past battles had been for glory, to show their courage, to bring enemies to submission and to capture prisoners who might, in the end, become brothers of the Long House. They had seen that unity among their Five Nations would make them stronger. Now we were teaching them that a victory over certain enemies was not enough, that sometimes only the extermination of that enemy would end the conflict, that total war might be necessary. Perhaps they would have learned that lesson without us, but their knowledge of this new art would change them, as surely as the serpent who beguiled the first man and woman changed man’s nature. They might turn what they had learned against us.
Victories can hearten any soldier, but a respite from battle can also cause him to let down his guard. With a small party led by my son, I followed a rutted road toward one farm. From the trees beyond the field, where the corn was still only tall enough to reach to a man’s waist, we spied a log dwelling, with smoke rising from its chimney. A white flag attached to a stick stood outside the door.
“They wish to surrender,” I murmured to my son.
He shook his head. “The corn will hide us. We can get close enough to—”
“They are willing to give themselves up. Your men will have captives when they return to their homes. The Inglistanis have lost. Yesuntai will not object if we spare people willing to surrender without a fight.”
My son said, “You are only weary of killing. My people say that a man weary of war is also weary of life.”
“The people whose seed I carry have the same saying.” He had spoken the truth. I was tiring of the war I had helped to bring about, thinking of what might follow it. “I shall speak to them.”
“And we will guard your back,” my son replied.
I left the trees and circled the field as the others crept through the corn. When I was several paces from the door, I held out my hands, palms up. “Come outside,” I shouted in Frankish, hoping my words would be understood. “Show yourselves.” I tensed, ready to fling myself to the ground if my son and his men suddenly attacked.
The door opened. A man with a graying beard left the house, followed by a young girl. A white cap hid her hair, but bright golden strands curled over her forehead. She gazed at me steadily with her blue eyes; I saw sorrow in her look, but no fear. A brave spirit, I thought, and felt a heaviness over my heart that might have been pity.
The man’s Frankish was broken, but I was able to grasp his words. Whatever his people had done, he had always dealt fairly with the natives. He asked only to be left on his farm, to have his life and his family’s spared.
“It cannot be,” I told him. “You must leave this place. My brothers will decide your fate. That is all I can offer you, a chance for life away from here.”
The man threw up an arm. The girl was darting toward the doorway when I saw a glint of metal beyond a window. A blow knocked the wind from me and threw me onto my back. I clutched at my ribs and felt blood seep from me as the air was filled with the sound of war whoops.
They had been lying in wait for us. Perhaps they would not have fired at me if I had granted the man his request; perhaps they had intended an ambush all along. I cursed myself for my weakness and pity. I would have another scar to remind me of Inglistani treachery and the cost of a moment’s lack of vigilance, if I lived.
When I came to myself, the cabin was burning. A man knelt beside me, tending my wounds. Pain stabbed at me along my right side as I struggled to breathe. Two bodies in the gray clothes of Inglistani farmers lay outside the door. The Ganeagaono warriors danced as the flames leaped before them.
My son strode toward me, a scalp of long, golden hair dangling from his belt. “You cost me two men,” he said. I moved my head from side to side, unable to speak. “I am sorry, Father. I think this war will be your last.”
“I will live,” I said.
“Yes, you will live, but I do not think you will fight again.” He sighed. “Yet I must forgive you, for leading us to what your people call greatness.” He lifted his head and cried out, echoing the war whoops of his men.
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I was carried west on a wagon, my ribs covered with healing herbs and bound tightly with Inglistani cloth. A few men remained with me while the rest moved on toward New Haven. Every morning, I woke expecting to find that they had abandoned me, only to find them seated around the fire.
A man’s pride can be good medicine, and the disdain of others a goad. I was able to walk when Yesuntai sent a Bahadur to me with news of New Haven’s surrender. Few soldiers were left in New Haven; most had fled to make a stand in New London. The young Noyan expected a fierce battle there, where the valor of the Inglistanis would be fired by desperation. He wanted me at his side as soon as possible.
The Bahadur had brought a spare horse for me. As we rode, he muttered of the difficulties Yesuntai now faced. Our Narragansett allies had remained behind in their territory, as we had expected, but the Mahicans, sated by glory, were already talking of returning to their lands. They thought they could wait until spring to continue the war; they did not understand. I wondered if the Ganeagaono had the stomach for a siege that might last the winter. They would be thinking of the coming Green Corn festival, of the need to lay in game for the colder weather and of the families that waited for them.
The oaks and maples gave way to more fields the Inglistanis had cleared and then abandoned. I smelled the salt of the ocean when we caught sight of Mongol and Mahican sentries outside a makeshift stockade. Yesuntai was camped to the east of New London, amid rows of Ganeagaono bark shelters. In the distance, behind a fog rolling in from the sea, I glimpsed the walls of the town.
Yesuntai and Aroniateka were outside one shelter, sitting at a fire with four other men. I heaved myself from my horse and walked toward them.
“Greetings, Jirandai,” Yesuntai said in Mongol. “I am pleased to see you have recovered enough to take part in our final triumph.”
I squatted by the fire and stretched out my hands. My ribs still pained me; I suspected they always would. “This is likely to be our hardest battle,” I said.
“Then our glory will be all the greater when we win it.” Yesuntai accepted a pipe from Aroniateka and drew in the smoke. “We will take New London before the leaves begin to turn.”
“You plan to take it by storm?” I asked. “That will cost us.”
“I must have it, whatever it costs. My fellow commander Aroniateka is equally impatient for this campaign to end, as I suspect you are, Bahadur.” His eyes held the same look I had seen in my son’s outside the burning farmhouse, that expression of pity mingled with contempt for an old man tired of war.
I slept uneasily that night, plagued by aching muscles strained by my ride and the pain of my wounds. The sound of intermittent thunder over the ocean woke me before dawn. I crept from my shelter to find other men outside, shadows in the mists, and then knew what we were hearing. The sound was that of cannons being fired from ships. The Inglistanis would turn the weapons of their ships against us, whatever the risk to the town. They would drive us back from the shore and force us to withdraw.
Yesuntai had left his shelter. He paced, his arms swinging as if he longed to sweep the fog away. I went to him, knowing how difficult it would be to persuade him to give up now. A man shouted in the distance, and another answered him with a whoop. Yesuntai would have to order a retreat, or see men slaughtered to no purpose. I could still hear the sound of cannons over the water, and wondered why the Inglistanis had sailed no closer to us.
A Mongol and a Ganeagaono warrior were pushing their way through knots of men. “Noyan!” the Mongol called out to Yesuntai. “From the shore, I saw three ships—they fly the blue and white banners of your father! They have turned their weapons against the Inglistanis!”
The men near us cheered. Yesuntai’s face was taut, his eyes slits. He turned to me; his hands trembled as he clasped my shoulders.
“It seems,” he said softly, “that we will have to share our triumph.”
 
 
The ships had sailed to New London from Yeke Geren. They bombarded the town as we advanced from the north and east, driving our remaining Inglistani captives before us against the outer stockade. The sight of these wretches, crying out in Inglistani to their comrades and dying under the assault of their own people’s weapons, soon brought New London’s commander to send up white flags.
Michel Bahadur left his ship to accept the surrender. We learned from him that our Khan had at last begun his war against Inglistan that spring; a ship had brought Michel the news only recently. By now, he was certain, the Khanate’s armies would be marching on London itself. Michel had quickly seen that his duty lay in aiding us, now that we were openly at war with the Inglistanis.
Michel Bahadur praised Yesuntai lavishly as they embraced in the square of the defeated town. He spoke of our courage, but in words that made it seem that only Michel could have given us this final triumph. I listened in silence, my mind filled with harsh thoughts about men who claimed the victories of others for their own.
 
 
We celebrated the fall of New London with a feast in the town hall. Several Inglistani women who had survived the ravages of Michel’s men stood behind them to fill their cups. There were few beauties among those wan and narrow-faced creatures, but Michel had claimed a pretty dark-haired girl for himself.
He sat among his men, Yesuntai at his side, drinking to our victory. He offered only a grudging tribute to the Ganeagaono and the Mahicans, and said that they would be given their share of captives with the air of a man granting a great favor. I had chosen to sit with the Ganeagaono chiefs, as did most of the Mongols who had fought with us. Michel’s men laughed when three of the Mahican chiefs slid under tables, overcome by the wine and whiskey. My son, watching them, refused to drink from his cup.
“Comrades!” Michel bellowed in Frankish. I brooded over my wine, wondering what sort of speech he would make now. “Our enemies have been crushed! I say now that in this place, where we defeated the last of the Inglistani settlers, we will make a new outpost of our Khanate! New London will become another great camp!”
I stiffened in shock. The men around Michel fell silent as they watched us. Yesuntai glanced in my direction; his fingers tightened around his cup.
“New London was to burn,” Yesuntai said at last. “It was to suffer the fate of the other settlements.”
“It will stand,” Michel said, “to serve your father our Khan. Surely you cannot object to that, Noyan.”
Yesuntai seemed about to speak, then sank back in his seat. Our Narragansett and Wampanoag allies would feel betrayed when they learned of Michel’s intentions. The Bahadur’s round, crafty face reminded me of everything I despised in Europeans: their greed, their treachery, their lies.
My son motioned to me, obviously expecting me to translate Michel’s words. I leaned toward him. “Listen to me,” I said softly in the tongue of the Flint People, “and do nothing rash when you hear what I must say now. The war chief who sailed here to aid us means to camp in this place. His people will live in this town we have won.”
His hand darted toward his tomahawk, then fell. “So this is why we fought. I should have listened to Mother when she first spoke against you.”
“I did not know what Michel Bahadur meant to do, but what happens here will not trouble the Long House.”
“Until your people choose to forget another promise.”
“I am one of you,” I said.
“You are only an old man who allowed himself to be deceived.” He looked away from me. “I know where honor lies, even if your people do not. I will not shame you before your chief by showing what I think of him. I will not break our treaty in this place.” He turned to Aroniateka and whispered to him. The chiefs near them were still; only their eyes revealed their rage.
I had fulfilled my duty to my Khan. All that remained was to keep my promise to myself, and to Dasiyu.
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I walked along New London’s main street, searching for Yesuntai. Warriors stumbled along the cobblestones, intoxicated by drink, blind to the contemptuous stares of our Frankish and Dutch sailors. The whiskey Michel’s men had given them from the looted stores had made them forget their villages and the tasks that awaited them there.
I found Yesuntai with a party of Ganeagaono warriors and a few Inglistani captives. “These comrades are leaving us,” Yesuntai said. “You must say an eloquent farewell for me—I still lack the words to do it properly.”
One of the men pulled at his scalplock. “It is time for us to go,” he said in his language. Five Mahicans clutching bottles of whiskey staggered past us. “To see brave men in such a state sickens me.”
I nodded in agreement. “My chief Yesuntai will forever remember your valor. May Grandfather Heno water your fields, the Three Sisters give you a great harvest, and the winter be filled with tales of your victories.”
The warriors led their captives away; two of the smaller children wept as they clung to their mothers’ hands. They would forget their tears and learn to love the People of the Long House, as I had.
“The rest should go home as well,” I said to Yesuntai. “There is nothing for them here now.”
“Perhaps not.”
“They will have stories to tell of this war for many generations. Perhaps the tales of their exploits can make them forget how they were treated here. I wish to speak to you, Noyan.”
“Good. I have been hoping for a chance to speak to you.”
I led him along a side street to the house where Aroniateka and my son were quartered with some of their men. All of them were inside, sitting on blankets near the fireplace. At least these men had resisted the lure of drink, and had refused the bright baubles Michel’s men had thrown to our warriors while claiming the greater share of the booty for themselves. They greeted us with restraint, and did not ask us to join them.
We seated ourselves at a table in the back of the room. “I swore an oath to you, Yesuntai Noyan,” I said, “and ask you to free me from it now.” I rested my elbows on the table. “I wish to return to Skanechtade, to my Ganeagaono brothers.”
He leaned forward. “I expected you to ask for that.”
“As for my wife Elgigetei and my son Ajiragha, I ask only that you accept them into your household. My wife will not miss me greatly, and perhaps you can see that Ajiragha does not forget his father. You were my comrade in arms, and I will not sneak away from your side in the night. You do not need me now. Even my son will tell you that I am a man who has outlived his taste for battle. You will lose nothing by letting me go.”
“And what will you do,” he said, “if my people forsake their treaties?”
“I think you know the answer to that.”
“You told me of the treaty’s words, that we and the Flint People would be at peace for as long as you were both their brother and the Khan’s servant. You will no longer be our servant if you go back to Skanechtade.”
“So you are ready to seize on that. If the men of Yeke Geren fail to renew their promises, that will show their true intentions. I had hoped that you—”
“Listen to me.” Yesuntai’s fingers closed around my wrist. “I have found my brothers in your son and Aroniateka, and among the brave men who fought with us. They are my brothers, not the rabble who came here under Michel’s command.”
“Those men serve your father the Khan.”
“They serve themselves,” he whispered, “and forget what we once were.”
I shook my arm free of his grasp. He was silent for a while, then said, “Koko Mongke Tengri, the Eternal Blue Sky that covers all the world, promised us dominion over Etugen, the Earth. I told you of the wise men in Khitai who believe that the ancestors of the peoples in these lands once roamed our ancient homeland. I know now that what those scholars say is true. The people here are our long-lost brothers—they are more truly Mongol than men whose blood has been thinned by the ways of Europe. For them to rule here is in keeping with our destiny. They could make an ulus here, a nation as great as any we have known, one that might someday be a match for our Khanates.”
I said, “You are speaking treason.”
“I am speaking the truth. I have had a vision, Jirandai. The spirits have spoken to me and shown me two arcs closing in a great circle, joining those who have been so long separated. When the peoples of this land are one ulus, when they achieve the unity our ancestors found under Genghis Khan, then perhaps they will be the ones to bring the rest of the world under their sway. If the Khans in our domains cannot accept them as brothers, they may be forced to bow to them as conquerors.” Yesuntai paused. “Are we to sweep the Inglistanis from these lands only so that more of those we rule can flood these shores? They will forget the Khanate, as our people are forgetting their old homeland. They will use the peoples of this land against one another in their own disputes, when they have forgotten their Khan and fall to fighting among themselves. I see what must be done to prevent that. You see it, too. We have one more battle to fight before you go back to Skanechtade.”
I knew what he wanted. “How do you plan to take Yeke Geren?” I asked.
“We must have Michel’s ships. My Mongols can man them. We also need the Ganeagaono.” He gazed past me at the men seated by the fire. “You will speak my words to your son and Aroniateka, and then we will act—and soon. Your brothers will be free of all their enemies.”
 
 
Yesuntai spoke of warring tribes on the other side of the world, tribes that had wasted themselves in battles with one another until the greatest of men had united them under his standard. He talked of a time long before that, when other tribes had left the mountains, forests, and steppes of their ancient homeland to seek new herds and territories, and of the northern land bridge they had followed to a new world. He spoke of a great people’s destiny, of how God meant them to rule the world, and of those who, in the aftermath of their glory, were forgetting their purpose. In the lands they had conquered, they would eventually fall out among themselves; the great ulus of the Mongols would fracture into warring states. God would forsake them. Their brothers in this new world could reach for the realm that rightly belonged to them.
Aroniateka was the first to speak after I translated the Noyan’s speech. “We have a treaty with your people,” he said. “Do you ask us to break it?”
“We ask that you serve the son of our Khan, who is our rightful leader here,” I replied. “Those who came here to claim our victory will take the lands we freed for themselves, and their greed will drive them north to yours. Michel Bahadur and the men of Yeke Geren have already broken the treaty in their hearts.”
“I am a sachem,” my son said, “and will take up my duties again when I am home. I know what is recorded on the belts of wampum our wise men have in their keeping. Our treaty binds us as long as my father Senadondo is our brother and the servant of his former people, as long as he is our voice among them.”
“I found that many grew deaf to my voice,” I said. “I will not go back to live in Yeke Geren. I have told my chief Yesuntai that I will live among the Owners of the Flint until the end of my days.”
My son met Yesuntai’s gaze. How alike their eyes were, as cold and dark as those of a serpent. “My dream told me that my father would bring me a brother,” my son said. “I see my brother now, sitting before me.” I knew then that he would bring the other chiefs to agree to our plans.
 
 
We secured the ships easily. Yesuntai’s soldiers rowed out to the vessels; the few sailors left on board, suspecting nothing, were quickly overcome. Most of Michel’s men were quartered in the Inglistani commander’s house and the three nearest it; they were sleepy with drink when we struck. Michel and his officers were given an honorable death by strangulation, and some of the Dutch and Frankish sailors hastily offered their oaths to Yesuntai. The others were given to the Ganeagaono, to be tortured and then burned at the stake as we set New London ablaze.
I sailed with Yesuntai and his men. The Ganeagaono and the Mahicans who had remained with us went west on foot with their Inglistani captives. When we reached the narrow strait that separated Yeke Geren from the long island of Gawanasegeh, people gathered along the cliffs and the shore to watch us sail south toward the harbor. The ships anchored there had no chance to mount a resistance, and we lost only one of our vessels in the battle. By then, the Ganeagaono and Mahicans had crossed to the northern end of Yeke Geren in canoes, under cover of night, and secured the pastures there.
They might have withstood our assault. They might have waited us out, until our allies tired of the siege and the icy winds of winter forced us to withdraw to provision our ships. But too many in Yeke Geren had lost their fighting spirit, and others thought it better to throw in their lot with Yesuntai.
They surrendered fourteen days later.
 
 
About half of the Mongol officers offered their oaths to Yesuntai; the rest were beheaded. Some of the Mahicans would remain in what was left of Yeke Geren, secure treaties with the tribes of Gawanasegeh and the smaller island to our southwest, and see that no more ships landed there. The people of the settlement were herded into roped enclosures. They would be distributed among the Ganeagaono and taken north, where the Flint People would decide which of them were worthy of adoption.
I searched among the captives for Elgigetei and Ajiragha. At last an old man told me that they had been taken by a fever only a few days before we attacked the harbor. I mourned for them, but perhaps it was just as well. My son might not have survived the journey north, and Dasiyu would never have accepted a second wife. I had the consolation of knowing that my deeds had not carried their deaths to them.
 
 
Clouds of migrating birds were darkening the skies when I went with Yesuntai to our two remaining ships. A mound of heads, those of the officers we had executed, sat on the slope leading down to the harbor, a monument to our victory and a warning to any who tried to land there.
The Noyan’s men were waiting by the shore with the surviving Frankish and Dutch sailors. The ships were provisioned with what we could spare, the sailors ready to board. Men of the sea would be useless in the northern forests, and men of uncertain loyalties who scorned the ways of the Flint People would not be welcome there.
Yesuntai beckoned to a gray-haired captain. “This is my decree,” he said. “You will sail east, and carry this message to my father.” He gestured with a scroll. “I shall recite the message for you now. I will make a Khanate of this land, but it will not be sullied by those who would bring the sins of Europe to its shores. When an ulus has risen here, it will be the mighty nation of our long-lost brothers. Only then will the circle close, and all our brothers be joined, and only if all the Khans accept the men of this land as their equals. It is then that we will truly rule the world, and if my brother Khans do not join this ulus of the world to come willingly, only God knows what will befall them.”
“We cannot go back with such a message,” the captain said. “Those words will cost us our heads.”
“You dishonor my father by saying that. You are my emissaries, and no Khan would stain his hands with the blood of ambassadors.” Yesuntai handed the scroll to the old man. “These are my words, marked with my seal. My father the Khan will know that I have carried out his orders, that the people of Inglistan will not set foot here again. He will also know that there is no need for his men to come here, since it is I who will secure this new Khanate.” He narrowed his eyes. “If you do not wish to claim the Khan’s reward for this message, then sail where you will and find what refuge you can. The Khan my father, and those who follow him to his throne, will learn of my destiny in time.”
We watched as the sailors boarded the longboats and rowed toward the ships. Yesuntai threw an arm over my shoulders as we turned away from the sea and climbed toward Yeke Geren. “Jirandai,” he murmured, “or perhaps I should call you Senadondo now, as your Long House brothers do. You must guide me in my new life. You will show me what I must do to become a Khan among these people.”
He would not be my Khan. I had served him for the sake of the Flint People, not to make him a Khan, but would allow him his dream for a little while. Part of his vision would come to pass; the Long House People would have a great realm, and Yesuntai might inspire them to even greater valor. But I did not believe that the Hodenosaunee, a people who allowed all to raise their voices in their councils, would ever bow to a Khan and offer him total obedience. My son would honor Yesuntai as a brother, but would never kneel to him. Yesuntai’s sons would be Ganeagaono warriors, bound to their mother’s clan, not a Mongol prince’s heirs.
I did not say this to Yesuntai. He would learn it in time, or be forced to surrender his dream to other leaders who would make it their own. The serpent that had wakened to disturb the lands of the Long House would grow, and slip westward to meet his tail.
 
 



 
Afterword to “The Sleeping Serpent”:
 
I spent much of the late 1980s immersing myself in the history and culture of Mongolia, in order to write a historic novel about Genghis Khan. As have many students of Mongol history, I found myself wondering what might have happened if the Mongol armies, on the verge of even more victories over their enemies, had not suddenly withdrawn from Europe in late 1241. Had they continued to move west, their empire, already the largest land empire ever won by conquest, might have reached as far as the Atlantic Ocean, but political necessities in the Mongol homeland forced them to abandon Europe. Ogedei Khan, the son of and successor to his father, Genghis Khan, died suddenly in 1241 (reportedly after a prolonged bout of drinking), and the commanders of the Mongol forces, by tradition, had to return to Mongolia to elect a new Khan. Ogedei’s death probably prevented the Mongol conquest of all Europe.
What might have happened if the Mongols had continued with their string of European victories? What the Mongols could not use, they destroyed, and many of the lands they conquered bear the scars of their depredation to this day; Central Asia, once irrigated by a network of canals and waterways, reverted to desert when Mongol invaders destroyed this irrigation system. The history of conquered Russia, with its exploitative aristocracy (some of whom claimed descent from Genghis Khan) and oppressed peasantry, offers a glimpse of what all of European history might have been like if Ogedei had not died when he did. For one thing, there might have been no Renaissance in either the arts or the sciences. In a letter to me, writer and physicist Gregory Benford wondered whether Western scientific inquiry, in the form that we know it, would ever have developed if all of Europe had been overrun by the Mongol armies.
It was Greg Benford who asked me to contribute a story to an alternate history anthology he was editing with Martin H. Greenberg, What Might Have Been: Alternate Americas, and immediately I thought of the Mongol conquest that Western Europe had so narrowly avoided. Surely the Mongols, sooner or later, would have begun looking for new conquests, and perhaps the sailing ships and nautical skills of the people they conquered would eventually have brought them to our shores. It was an inspiration, which had the additional pleasure of allowing me to bring the Mongols to the island of Manhattan and then up the Hudson River to meet the Mohawks who once inhabited my own home town of Albany, New York.
Which points up one of the particular joys of the alternate history story: being able to bring people together who could not possibly have met in our “real” world.
 
 



 
THE MOUNTAIN CAGE
 
Mewleen had found a broken mirror along the road. The shards glittered as she swiped at one with her paw, gazing intently at the glass. She meowed and hunched forward.
Hrurr licked one pale paw, wondering if Mewleen would manage to shatter the barrier, though he doubted that she could crawl through even if she did; the mirror fragments were too small. He shook himself, then padded over to her side.
Another cat, thick-furred, stared out at him from a jagged piece of glass. Hrurr tilted his head; the other cat did the same. He meowed; the other cat opened his mouth, but the barrier blocked the sound. A second cat, black and white, appeared near the pale stranger as Mewleen moved closer to Hrurr.
“She looks like you,” Hrurr said to his companion. “She even has a white patch on her head.”
“Of course. She is the Mewleen of that world.”
Hrurr narrowed his eyes. He had seen such cats before, always behind barriers, always out of reach. They remained in their own world, while he was in this one; he wondered if theirs was better.
Mewleen sat on her haunches. “Do you know what I think, Hrurr? There are moments when we are all between worlds, when the sights before us vanish and we stand in the formless void of possibility. Take one path, and a fat mouse might be yours. Take another, and a two-legs gives you milk and a dark place to sleep. Take a third, and you spend a cold and hungry night. At the moment before choosing, all these possibilities have the same reality, but when you take one path—”
“When you take one path, that’s that.” Hrurr stepped to one side, then pounced on his piece of glass, thinking that he might catch his other self unaware, but the cat behind the barrier leaped up at him at the same instant. “It means that you weren’t going to take the other paths at all, so they weren’t really possibilities.”
“But they were for that moment.” Mewleen’s tail curled. “I see a branching. I see other worlds in which all possibilities exist. I’ll go back home today, but that cat there may make another choice.”
Hrurr put a paw on the shard holding his twin. That cat might still have a home.
“Come with me,” Mewleen said as she rolled in the road, showing her white belly. “My two-legged ones will feed you, and when they see that I want you with me, they’ll honor you and let you stay. They must serve me, after all.”
His tail twitched. He had grown restless even before losing his own two-legged creatures, before that night when others of their kind had come for them, dragging them from his house and throwing them inside the gaping mouth of a large, square metal beast. He had stayed away after that, lingering on the outskirts of town, pondering what might happen in a world where two-legged ones turned on one another and forgot their obligations to cats. He had gone back to his house only once; a banner with a black swastika in its center had been hung from one of the upper windows. He had seen such symbols often, on the upper limbs of two-legged ones or fluttering over the streets; the wind had twisted the banner on his house, turning the swastika first into a soaring bird, then a malformed claw. A strange two-legs had chased him away.
“I want to roam,” he replied as he gazed up the road, wondering if it might lead him to the top of the mountain. “I want to see far places. It’s no use fighting it when I’m compelled to wander.”
Mewleen bounded toward him. “Don’t you know what this means?” She gestured at the broken mirror with her nose. “When a window to the other world is shattered, it’s a sign. This place is a nexus of possibilities, a place where you might move from one world to the next and never realize that you are lost to your own world.”
“Perhaps I’m meant to perform some task. That might be why I was drawn here.”
“Come with me. I offer you a refuge.”
“I can’t accept, Mewleen.” His ears twitched as he heard a distant purr, which rapidly grew into a roar.
Leaping from the road, Hrurr plunged into the grass; Mewleen bounded to the other side as a line of metal beasts passed them, creating a wind as they rolled by. Tiny flags bearing swastikas fluttered over the eyes of a few beasts; pale faces peered out from the shields covering the creatures’ entrails.
As the herd moved on up the road, he saw that Mewleen had disappeared among the trees.
 
 
Hrurr followed the road, slinking up the slope until he caught sight of the metal beasts again. They had stopped in the middle of the road; a gate blocked their progress.
Several two-legged ones in gray skins stood by the gate; two of them walked over to the first metal beast and peered inside its openings, then stepped back, raising their right arms as others opened the gate and let the first beast pass. The two moved on to the next beast, looking in at the ones inside, then raised their arms again. The flapping arms reminded Hrurr of birds; he imagined the men lifting from the ground, arms flapping as they drifted up in lopsided flight.
He scurried away from the road. The gray pine needles, dappled by light, cushioned his feet; ahead of him, winding among the trees, he saw a barbed-wire fence. His whiskers twitched in amusement; such a barrier could hardly restrain him. He squeezed under the lowest wire, carefully avoiding the barbs.
The light shifted; patches of white appeared among the black and gray shadows. The trees overhead sighed as the wind sang. “Cat! Cat!” The birds above were calling out their warnings as Hrurr sidled along below. “Watch your nests! Guard your young! Cat! Cat!”
“Oh, be quiet,” he muttered.
A blackbird alighted on a limb, out of reach. Hrurr clawed at the tree trunk, longing to taste blood. “Foolish cat,” the bird cawed, “I’ve seen your kind in the cities, crawling through rubble, scratching for crumbs and cowering as the storms rage and buildings crumble. The two-legged ones gather, and the world grows darker as the shining eagles shriek and the metal turtles crawl over the land. You think you’ll escape, but you won’t. The soil is ready to receive the dead.”
Hrurr clung to the trunk as the bird fluttered up to a higher limb. He had heard such chatter from other birds, but had paid it no mind. “That doesn’t concern me,” he snarled. “There’s nothing like that here.” But he was thinking of the shattered mirror, and of what Mewleen had said.
“Foolish cat. Do you know where you are? The two-legged ones have scarred the mountain to build themselves a cage, and you are now inside it.”
“No cage can hold me,” Hrurr cried as the bird flew away. He jumped to the ground, clawing at the earth. I live, he thought, I live. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with piney air.
The light was beginning to fade; it would soon be night. He hunkered down in the shadows; he would have to prowl for some food. Below ground, burrowing creatures mumbled sluggishly to one another as they prepared for sleep.
 
 
In the morning, a quick, darting movement caught Hrurr’s attention. A small, grayish bird carelessly landed in front of him and began to peck at the ground.
He readied himself, then lunged, trapping the bird under his paws. She stared back at him, eyes wide with terror. He bared his teeth.
“Cruel creature,” the bird said.
“Not cruel. I have to eat, you know.” He had injured her; she fluttered helplessly. He swatted her gently with a paw.
“At least be quick about it. My poor heart will burst with despair. Why must you toy with me?”
“I’m giving you a chance to prepare yourself for death.”
“Alas,” the bird sang mournfully. “My mate will see me no more, and the winds will not sing to me again or lift me to the clouds.”
“You will dwell in the realm of spirits,” Hrurr replied, “where there are no predators or prey. Prepare yourself.” He bit down; as the bird died, he thought he heard the flutter of ghostly wings. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I have no choice in these matters. As I prey upon you, another will prey upon me. The world maintains its balance.” He could not hear her soul’s reply.
When he had eaten, he continued up the slope until he came to a clearing. Above him, a path wound up the mountainside, leading from a round, stone tower with a pointed roof to a distant chalet. The chalet sprawled; he imagined that the two-legs inside it was either a large creature or one who needed a lot of space. Creeping up to the nearer stone structure, he turned and looked down the slope.
In the valley, the homes of the two-legged ones were now no bigger than his paw; the river running down the mountainside was a ribbon. This, he thought, was how birds saw the world. To them, a two-legs was only a tiny creature rooted to the ground; a town was an anthill, and even the gray, misty mountains before him were only mounds. He suddenly felt as if he were gazing into an abyss, about to be separated from the world that surrounded him.
He crouched, resting his head on his paws. Two-legged ones had built the edifices on this mountain; such creatures were already apart from the world, unable even to hear what animals said to one another, incapable of a last, regretful communion with their prey, eating only what was stone dead. He had always believed that the two-legged ones were simply soulless beings whose instincts drove them into strange, incomprehensible behavior; they built, tore down, and built again, moving through the world as if in a dream. But now, as he gazed at the valley below, he began to wonder if the two-legged ones had deliberately separated themselves from the world by an act of will. Those so apart from others might come to think that they ruled the world, and their constructions, instead of being instinctive, might be a deliberate attempt to mold what was around them. They might view all the world as he viewed the tiny town below.
This thought was so disturbing that he bounded up, racing along the path and glorying in his speed until he drew closer to the chalet. His tail twitched nervously as he stared at the wide, glassy expanse on this side of the house. Above the wide window was a veranda; from there, he would look no bigger than a mouse—if he could be seen at all. Farther up the slope, still other buildings were nestled among the trees.
His fur prickled; he longed for Mewleen. Her sharp hearing often provoked her to fancies, causing her to read omens in the simplest and most commonplace of sounds, but it also made her aware of approaching danger. He wanted her counsel; she might have been able to perceive something here to which he was deaf and blind.
Something moved in the grass. Hrurr stiffened. A small, gray cat was watching him. For an instant, he thought that his musings about Mewleen had caused the creature to appear. In the next instant, he leaped at the cat, snarling as he raised his hair.
“Ha!” the smaller cat cried, nipping his ear. Hrurr swatted him, narrowly missing his eyes. They rolled on the ground, claws digging into each other’s fur. Hrurr meowed, longing for a fight.
The other cat suddenly released him, rolling out of reach, then hissing as he nursed his scratches. Hrurr licked his paw, hissing back. “You’re no match for me, Kitten.” He waited for a gesture of submission.
“You think not? I may be smaller, but you’re older.”
“True enough. You’re only a kitten.”
“Don’t call me a kitten. My name is Ylawl. Kindly address me properly.”
“You’re a kitten.”
The other cat raised his head haughtily. “What are you doing here?”
“I might ask the same question of you.”
“I go where I please.”
“So do I.”
The younger cat sidled toward him, but kept his distance. “Did a two-legs bring you here?” he asked at last.
“No,” Hrurr replied. “I came alone.”
Ylawl tilted his head; Hrurr thought he saw a gleam of respect in his eyes. “Then you are one like me.”
Ylawl was still. Hrurr, eyes unmoving for a moment, was trapped in timelessness; the world became a gray field, as it always did when he did not pay attention to it directly. Mewleen had said such visions came to all cats. He flicked his eyes from side to side, and the world returned.
“There is something of importance here,” he said to Ylawl. “A friend of mine has told me that this might be a place where one can cross from one world into another.” He was about to tell the other cat of the vision that had come to him while he was gazing at the valley, but checked himself.
“It is a cage,” Ylawl responded, glancing up at the chalet. “Every day, the metal beasts crawl up there and disgorge the two-legged ones from their bellies, allowing them to gather around those inside, and then they crawl away, only to return. These two-legged ones are so prized that most of this mountain is their enclosure.”
Hrurr stretched. “I would not want to be so prized that I was imprisoned.”
“It’s different for a two-legs. They live as the ants do, or the bees. Only those not prized are free to roam.”
Hrurr thought of his two-legged creatures who had been taken from him; they might be roaming even now. He was suddenly irritated with Ylawl, who in spite of his youth was speaking as though he had acquired great wisdom. Hrurr raised his fur, trying to look fierce. “You are a foolish cat,” he said, crouching, ready to pounce. Ylawl’s tail thrust angrily from side to side.
A short, sharp sound broke the silence. Hrurr flattened his ears; Ylawl’s tail curled against his body. The bark rang out once more.
Ylawl scrambled up and darted toward a group of trees, concealing himself in the shadows; Hrurr followed him, crouching low when he reached the other cat’s side. “So there are dogs here,” he muttered. “And you must hide, along with me.”
“These dogs don’t scare me,” Ylawl said, but his fur was stiff and his ears were flat against his head.
A female two-legs was walking down the path, trailed by two others of her kind. A black terrier was connected to her by a leash; a second terrier was leashed to one of her companions. Hrurr’s whiskers twitched with contempt at those badges of slavery.
As the group came nearer, one of the dogs yipped, “I smell a cat, I smell a cat.” He tugged at his leash as the female two-legs held on, crooning softly.
“So do I,” the second dog said as his female struggled to restrain him.
“Negus!” the two-legs in the lead cried out as she knelt, drawing the dog to her. She began to murmur to him, moving her lips in the manner such creatures used for speaking. “Is that dog loose again?”
“I am sure she isn’t,” one female replied.
“How she hates my darlings. I wish Bormann had never given her to Adolf.” The two-legged one’s mouth twisted.
“There’s a cat nearby,” the dog said. The two-legs, unable to hear his words, stood up again; she was taller than her companions, with fair head fur and a smiling face.
“He must listen to the generals today, Eva,” one of the other females said. Hrurr narrowed his eyes. He had never been able to grasp their talk entirely, mastering only the sounds his two-legged ones had used to address him or to call him inside for food.
“Why talk of that here?” the fair-furred one replied. “I have nothing to say about it. I have no influence, as you well know.”
Her terrier had wandered to the limit of his leash, farther down the path toward the hidden cats. Lifting a leg, he urinated on one of the wooden fence posts lining the walkway. “I know you’re there,” the dog said, sniffing.
“Ah, Negus,” Ylawl answered. “I see you and Stasi are still imprisoned. Don’t you ever want to be free?”
“Free to starve? Free to wander without a master’s gentle hand? I think not.” He sniffed again. “There is another with you, Ylawl.”
“Another free soul.”
Negus barked, straining at his leash, but his two-legs was already urging him back toward the chalet. Ylawl stretched out on his side. “Slavish beast.” The gray cat closed his eyes. “He has even forgotten his true name, and knows only the one that the two-legs calls him.” He yawned. “And the other one is even worse.”
“His companion there?”
“No, a much larger dog who also lives in that enclosure.” Ylawl rolled onto his stomach, looking up at the chalet. “That one is so besotted by her two-legs that she has begun to lose her ability to hear our speech.”
“Is such a thing possible?”
“The two-legged ones have lost it, or never had it to begin with,” Ylawl said. “They cannot even hear our true names, much as we shout them, and in their ignorance must call us by other sounds. Those who draw too close to such beings may lose such a skill as well.”
Hrurr dug his claws into the ground. He had never cared for dogs, clumsy creatures who would suffer almost any indignity, but the thought that a dog might lose powers of speech and hearing drew his pity. Mewleen was right, he thought. He had crossed into a world where such evil things could happen. A growl rose in his throat as he curled his tail.
“What’s the matter with you?” Ylawl asked.
“I cannot believe it. A dog who cannot speak.”
“You can’t have seen much of the world, then. You’re lucky you didn’t run into a guard dog. Try to talk to one of them, and he’ll go for your throat without so much as a how-de-do. All you’ll hear are barks and grunts.”
The worldly young cat was beginning to annoy him. Hrurr swatted him with a paw, Ylawl struck back, and they were soon tussling under the trees, meowing fiercely. He tried to sink his teeth into Ylawl’s fur, only to be repulsed by a claw.
Hrurr withdrew. Ylawl glared at him with gleaming eyes. “Now I understand,” Hrurr said sofdy. “I know why I was drawn here.”
“And why is that?” the young cat said, flicking his tail.
“I must speak to this dog you mentioned. If she realizes what is happening to her, she’ll want to escape. Not that I care for dogs, you understand, but there is more at stake here. The two-legged ones may draw more creatures into their ways, separating us one from another, and then the world will be for us as it is for them. Where there were voices, there will be only silence. The world will end for us.”
“It is already ending,” Ylawl said pensively. “I have heard the birds speak of burning cities and the broken bodies of two-legged ones amidst the stones. But it is ending for the two-legged ones, not for us. They’ll sweep themselves away and the world will be ours again, as it was long ago.”
“They will sweep us away with them,” Hrurr cried, recalling the blackbird’s words.
“Look around. Do you see anything to worry about here? There are the dogs, of course, but one can hardly avoid such animals no matter where one travels. Clearly the creatures who dwell here are valued and carefully caged. If we stay here, we ought to be safe enough.”
“I won’t live in a cage,” Hrurr responded. “Even a dog deserves better. I must speak to her. If she heeds me, she will escape and may be better able to rouse her fellows to freedom than I would be.”
Ylawl arched his back. “I see that you must do this thing before you discover how futile it is.” He lay down in the shadows again, shielding himself from the bright summer sun.
Hrurr kept his eyes still, and the world vanished once more. Where did it go, he asked himself, and why did it fade away? When he moved his eyes, he found that Ylawl was still with him; the chalet remained on the hill. How many times had he crossed from one world to another without realizing he had done so? Was each world so like every other that no movement could lead him to a truly different place, or was he forever trapped in this one, able only to glimpse the others through windows of shiny glass?
“When will I see this dog?” he asked.
“Soon enough,” Ylawl said. “You must wait for her two-legs to lead her outside.”
 
 
More metal beasts had come to the chalet, leaving their gray-clothed two-legged ones near the door, where the house had swallowed them. The last to arrive had been a man in black; he entered the chalet while two companions, also in black, lingered near his beast, ignoring the group of two-legged ones in gray who were pacing restlessly.
Hrurr, settling on the grass nearby, waited, grooming himself with his tongue while Ylawl scampered about and inspected the beasts. Occasionally, he could discern the shapes of men behind the wide window above.
At last the other two-legged ones came back out of the house, shaking their heads as they walked toward their metal beasts. The waiting men stiffened and flapped their right arms before opening the beasts’ bellies. One of the black-clothed creatures stared directly at Hrurr; the man reminded him of something, but the memory was just out of reach. He waited to hear a gentle croon or to receive a pat on the head, but the two-legs turned away, watching as the other beasts roared toward the road.
Someone had appeared on the veranda above the window; Hrurr widened his eyes. Two men were perching on the stone barrier surrounding the balcony; one turned and gazed out over the land. Hrurr continued to stare. Suddenly a head appeared next to the two-legs; it had the long muzzle of a large Alsatian dog.
“There she is,” Ylawl said as he strutted over to Hrurr, tail held high. The two-legs had put his hand on the dog’s head and was stroking her affectionately; she opened her mouth, showing her tongue.
“I must speak to you,” Hrurr called out.
The dog rose, paws on the balustrade, and barked.
“I must speak to you,” Hrurr repeated. “Can’t you hear me?”
The Alsatian’s ears twitched as she barked again. Her two-legs rubbed her back as she gazed at him happily. Hrurr, turning his attention to this creature, saw that his dark head fur hung over part of his forehead; a bit of dark fur over his lip marked his otherwise hairless lower face.
“What is she called?” Hrurr asked Ylawl.
“Blondi,” the younger cat answered, tripping a bit over the odd sound. “It is what her two-legs calls her. She, too, has forgotten her name.”
“Blondi!” Hrurr cried. The dog barked again. “Are you so lost to others that you can’t even hear me?” Instead of replying, Blondi disappeared behind the balustrade. “She doesn’t hear.”
“I think she did,” Ylawl said. “Either she doesn’t want to talk to you, or she’s afraid to speak in front of her two-legs.”
“But he can’t hear what she would say.” Hrurr, disappointed, trotted down the hill toward the path leading away from the house. When he looked back, the two-legged creatures had vanished.
He groomed himself for a while, wondering what to do next when a band of two-legged ones rounded the corner of the house, marching toward the path. Blondi, unleashed, was among them. She lifted her nose, sniffing.
“Cats!” she cried as she began to bark. Ylawl was already running toward a tree. The dog raced after him, a blur of light and movement, still barking. Hrurr bounded after Ylawl, following him up the tree trunk toward a limb.
The two cats, trapped, hissed as Blondi danced beneath them. She reared up, putting her paws on the trunk. “Go away,” she said. “Leave master alone. Nothing here for you.”
Her words chilled Hrurr; they were slurred and ill-formed, the sounds of a creature who had hardly learned how to communicate, yet she seemed unaware of that.
“Blondi,” Hrurr said, clinging to the limb, “can you understand what I am saying?”
The dog paused; her forelimbs dropped to the ground. “Too fast,” she replied. “More slow.”
His fur prickled. Ylawl, fur standing on end, showed his teeth, snarling. “You are losing your power of speech,” Hrurr said slowly. “Don’t you know what that means?”
The dog barked.
“You have lived among the two-legged ones for too long, and have given up part of your soul. You’ve drawn too close to them. Listen to me! You must save yourself before it’s too late.”
“I serve master.”
“No, he’s supposed to serve you. Let him feed you and keep you at his side if he must, but when you lose your power of speech, he asks too much. The world will become as silent for you as it is for him. Don’t you understand?”
“Blondi!” The moustached two-legs had stepped away from his group and was calling to her. She hesitated, clearly wanting to harass the cats, then bounded back to him, rolling in the grass as she groveled at his feet. He barked at her and she stood on her hind legs. Picking up a stick, he held it at arm’s length and barked again. The dog leaped over it, then sat on her haunches, tongue out as she panted.
Hrurr, sickened by the slavish display, could hardly bear to watch. Hope had risen in him when he saw the dog without a leash; now he knew that she did not need one, that her master enslaved her without it.
Blondi accepted a pat from her two-legs, then bounded ahead of the group as they began to descend the path, walking in two rows. Blondi’s two-legs, walking next to the fair-furred female Hrurr had seen earlier, was in the lead. Behind him, the man in black offered his arm to another female; the others trailed behind, reminding the cat of a flock of geese.
“Blondi!” Hrurr called out once more, but the dog kept near her two-legs, leaping up whenever he gestured to her.
Ylawl hunkered down on the tree limb. “You just had to speak to her. You wouldn’t listen to me. Now we’re trapped. I don’t know how we’re going to get down.”
Hrurr was already backing away toward the trunk. He clung to the bark with his claws, moving backward down the tree. His paws slipped. He tumbled, arching his body, and managed to land on his feet. “Come on down.”
“I can’t.”
“Don’t be such a kitten.”
“I can’t.” The younger cat began to meow piteously as Hrurr fidgeted below.
They had drawn the attention of the two black-clothed creatures near the house, who were now approaching. Hrurr hissed as one of the strangers clucked at him, and retreated a bit, feeling threatened.
One two-legs held out his hands as he boosted his companion, who reached up, grabbed Ylawl by the scruff of the neck, then jumped down. The small cat suddenly dug his claws into his rescuer’s arm; the man dropped him, kicking at him with one leather-clad leg. Ylawl dodged him, then ran, disappearing around the side of the house.
One two-legs knelt, holding out a hand to Hrurr as his lips moved. The cat tensed, transfixed by the man’s pale eyes and the tiny, gleaming skull on his head covering. His memory stirred. Another man in such a head covering had towered over him as his black-clothed companions had dragged Hrurr’s two-legged creatures from their house. He shivered.
“Where are my people?” he asked, forgetting that they could not hear him. The kneeling man bared his teeth; the other began to circle around the cat.
Hrurr leaped up and ran down the hill, the two creatures in pursuit. As he came to a tree, he turned and noticed that the pair had halted. One waved his arms. Giving up the chase, the two climbed back toward the chalet.
Hrurr settled himself under the tree. Had his people been taken to this place? If so, the black-clad men might only have wanted to return him to them. He licked his fur while pondering that possibility. One of his female two-legged ones had screamed, nearly deafening Hrurr as the black-clothed ones dragged her outside; another of his people had been kicked as he lay on the ground. Wherever they were now, he was sure that they would not have wanted him with them; they had not even called out the name they used for him. They must have known that he would be better off on his own.
He should never have come to this place, this cage. He now knew what the broken mirror in the road had meant; his world was shattering, and the black-clad men would rule it along with other creatures who could not hear or speak. He was lost unless he could find his way out of this world.
 
 
The two-legged ones were walking up the path, Blondi bounding ahead of them. Hrurr stretched. He had one last chance to speak. Summoning his courage, he sprang out into the dusky light and stood above the approaching people.
Blondi growled, about to leap up the slope toward the cat when her two-legs seized her by the collar, trying to restrain her. Hrurr struggled with himself, wanting to flee.
“Foolish dog,” Hrurr said, raising his fur and arching his back. “Strike at me if you can. At least then I’ll be free of this world, and become one of the spirits who stalk the night.”
The dog hesitated at his words.
“Free yourself,” Hrurr went on. “Leave your two-legs before it’s too late. Go into the forest and restore yourself before you can no longer hear our words.”
“Free?” Blondi replied. “Free now.”
“You’re a prisoner, like the one who holds you. You are both imprisoned on this mountain.”
Blondi bounced on her front paws, then crouched. Her two-legs knelt next to her, still holding her while his companions murmured and gestured at the cat. “Brave, isn’t it?” one man said. “What more could you ask of a German cat?”
The two-legs lifted his head, staring at Hrurr with pale eyes. The cat’s tail dropped, pressing against his side. He suddenly felt as though the man had heard his words, could indeed see into his soul and rob him of it, as he had robbed Blondi of hers. Hrurr’s ears flattened. The man’s gaze seemed to turn inward then, almost as if he contained the world inside himself.
“Blondi!” Hrurr’s heart thumped against his chest. “I see death. I see death in the pale face of your master. Save yourself. I see wild dreams in his eyes.”
“Have food,” the dog said. “Have shelter. No prisoner. Go where he goes, not stay here always. Black-clad ones and gray-clad ones serve him, as I do, as all do. I follow him all my life. Free. What is free?”
The two-legs reached inside his jacket, pulled out a leash, and attached it to Blondi’s collar. The dog licked his hand.
The procession continued toward the house. Hrurr leaped out of their way, then trailed them at a distance, hearing Blondi’s intermittent, senseless barks. Her two-legs turned around to glance down the mountain, waving a hand limply at the vista below.
“There is the mountain where Charlemagne is said to lie,” the two-legs said, indicating another peak. “It is said he will rise again when he is needed. It is no accident that I have my residence opposite it.”
“What does it mean?” Hrurr cried out, imagining that Blondi might know.
“That he rule everything,” Blondi replied, “and that I serve, wherever he goes.”
“We shall win this war,” the two-legs said. Behind him, two other creatures were shaking their heads. The fair-furred woman touched his arm.
“Let us go inside, my Fuehrer,” one man said.
 
 
The chalet’s picture window was bright with light. Hrurr sat below, watching silhouetted shapes flutter across the panes. Earlier in the night, the fair-furred woman had appeared on the balcony above; she had kindly dropped a few bits of food, glancing around nervously as if afraid someone might see her. “Well?”
Hrurr turned his head. Ylawl was slinking toward him, eyes gleaming in the dark. “I see that Blondi’s still there.” The dog, a shadow outlined by the light, was now gazing out the window.
“Her master still holds her,” Hrurr said. “I think she would even die for him.” He paused. “Come with me, Ylawl.”
“Where will you go?”
“Down to the valley, I suppose.” He thought of returning to Mewleen, wondering if he would ever find her again.
“It’s a long way.”
“I wish I could go to a place where there are no two-legged ones.”
“They are everywhere. You’ll never escape them. They’ll swallow the world, at least for a time. Best to take what they offer and ignore them otherwise.”
“They serve no one except themselves, Ylawl. They don’t even realize how blind and deaf they are.” Hrurr stretched. “I must leave.”
The smaller cat lingered for a moment, then slipped away. “Goodbye, then,” Ylawl whispered.
 
 
Hrurr made his way down the slope, keeping away from the roads, feeling his way through the night with his whiskers. The mindless bark of a guard dog in the distance occasionally echoed through the wood; the creature did not even bother to sound warnings in the animals’ tongue. He thought of Blondi, who seemed to know her two-legs’s language better than her own.
By morning, he had come to the barbed-wire fence; slipping under it, he left the enclosure. The birds were singing, gossiping of the sights they had seen and the grubs they had caught and chirping warnings to intruders on their territory.
“Birds!” Hrurr called out. “You’ve flown far. You must know where I would be safe. Where should I go?”
“Cat! Cat!” the birds replied mockingly. No one answered his question.
 
 
He came to the road where he had left Mewleen and paced along it, seeking. At last he understood that the broken mirror was gone; the omen had vanished. He sat down, wondering what it meant.
Something purred in the distance. He started up as the procession of metal beasts passed him, moving in the direction of the distant town. For a moment, he was sure he had seen Blondi inside one beast’s belly, her nose pressed against a transparent shield, death in her eyes.
When the herd had rolled past, he saw Mewleen gazing at him from across the road, bright eyes flickering. He ran to her, bounding over the road, legs stretching as he displayed his speed and grace. Rolling onto his back, he nipped at her fur as she held him with her paws; her purring and his became one sound.
“The fragments are gone,” he said.
“I know.”
“I’m in my own world again, and the dog has been taken from the cage.”
“Whatever do you mean?” Mewleen asked.
He rolled away. “It’s nothing,” he replied, scrambling to his feet. He could not tell Mewleen what he had seen; better not to burden her with his dark vision.
“Look at you,” she chided. “So ungroomed—I imagine you’re hungry as well.” She nuzzled at his fur. “Do you want to come home with me now? They may shoo you away at first, but when they understand that you have no place to go, they’ll let you stay.”
He thought of food and dark, warm places, of laps and soft voices. Reluctantly, he was beginning to understand how Blondi felt.
“For a while,” he said, clinging to his freedom. “Just for a while.” As they left the road, several birds flew overhead, screaming of the distant war.
 
 



 
Afterword to “The Mountain Cage”:
 
Not long ago, a friend of mine mentioned a writer he knew who had begun researching a novel set during World War II about the Nazi high command. This writer soon gave up on this project, largely because having to live in that world imaginatively over a long period of time was driving him crazy. There are those who argue that the Nazis, the Holocaust, and the events surrounding them may not be fit subjects for fiction, at least not until more time has passed and the last of the survivors have had their say. Others have claimed that to write fiction about such horrors risks trivializing them, since the evil reality so far exceeds anything imagination and artistic transformation might yield.
All of which may help to explain why I approached this subject warily and chose to glimpse it obliquely, through the eyes of cats.
 
 
 



 
COMMON MIND
 
Miller Oretskin had installed the satellite dish himself, mounting the large wok-sized object on the side of his house, next to one of the windows. Doing the job himself had saved money, and he had always liked to use his hands anyway. For five years, he had been living a largely solitary life in this small house thirty miles outside the city of Hannaford. After Emily’s death, and then having to take early retirement when the company was laying people off, Miller hadn’t much wanted to be around a lot of other people.
But there was such a thing as too much solitude, and with the dish, he could pick up CNN and ESPN and some of those old movies he and Emily had seen together on that Turner channel and for less money than the cable company would have charged him. Now, with the dish and an antenna for local programming, he would be able to see just about anything he cared to watch.
Signals, Miller thought as he set down his remote and leaned back in his recliner. Everything on his TV screen—the green of the Astroturf, the players lining up in formation on the field, the voice of Boomer Whats-his-name speculating about what the Broncos might do next—all of it was signals aimed his way from a satellite and picked up by his dish, signals translated into images he and other viewers could watch. All over the country, millions of guys were probably watching this same game, sharing the same experience, most likely having many of the same thoughts.
All of which, Miller told himself, was some kind of miracle.
 
 
Kyle Gorman was fooling around with the amplifier in the back, showing off for a shopper who had wandered into the store. Jessamyn Richter watched as Kyle looped the guitar strap around his neck, grasped the instrument, then struck a note. An electronic screech sliced through her eardrums. Jessamyn covered her ears with her hands.
“Now that’s what I call feedback,” Kyle said.
“Whoa,” the shopper sighed. He was a young bearded man in a worn leather jacket, and Kyle had clearly impressed him. Jessamyn rested her elbows on the counter, listening absently as Kyle went on about amplitude and vibrations and feedback as if he were Mr. Science or somebody. Maybe he impressed a lot of the customers, but he didn’t impress her. By her estimation, Kyle had to be at least thirty-five, maybe close to forty, and here he was still working in a Radio Cabin store in the mall. He was the sales manager here, and got to handle the customers who wanted to spend serious dollars, like the guy in pinstripes who had bought the two computers for cash that morning or the geezer who finally decided to get the satellite dish and a big screen TV to go with it; but Kyle was still kind of pathetic.
“Jeez,” Jessamyn muttered under her breath, ignoring the bewildered-looking woman standing near the cellular phone display, wishing that it was nine-thirty already so that she and Kyle could start closing up the place. If she was still working in a Radio Cabin store when she was pushing forty, she hoped somebody would just take her out and shoot her.
Kyle pulled the strap over his head, then set the guitar down. “I wish it was nine-thirty,” he said. “If I’m still working for Radio Cabin in the mall when I’m forty, I hope somebody takes me out and shoots me.”
He’s reading my mind, Jessamyn thought, and heard herself say, “Hey, dude, at least you’re not slinging burgers at Mickey Dee’s.” Those weren’t her words. Jessamyn didn’t know where they had come from. She looked at the man in the leather jacket and saw him gaping at her. “I can’t even get my own place,” she continued, feeling adrift and lost and defeated.
Kyle looked at the woman who was lingering near the shelves of cellular phones. “He won’t speak to me,” Kyle said. “My own son, and he won’t speak to me, he’s a thousand miles away and wants nothing to do with me. What the hell do I even need a phone for?”
Kyle, she knew, had no kids. Man, this is bizarre, Jessamyn thought, and then flashed on the fact that she wasn’t totally weirded out by what was happening, that she did not feel afraid. “Man, this is bizarre,” the guy in the leather jacket said, “but I know what’s going on, and I’m not scared. We’re turning telepathic—that’s what it is.” He turned toward Jessamyn, but she was already walking slowly toward Kyle.
“It’s not my life,” she said, knowing that it was Kyle’s words reverberating inside her now. “Working in Radio Cabin—that isn’t my real life. My apartment might not be much, but it’s mine. Got my books, my computer, no ties—you know, sometimes the secret of life is not needing a whole lot of stuff and being happy with what you have.”
A wave of sympathy for the middle-aged woman flowed into her. “Edie,” Jessamyn said, knowing that this was the other woman’s name.
“Jess,” Edie replied, using Jessamyn’s nickname.
Jessamyn was filled with pity for the leather-jacketed dude stuck on the fast-food career track and also with a sudden compassion for Kyle. “It isn’t easy,” she said, “being in the closet.”
Kyle nodded. “You can bank on that,” he said, but Edie and the other guy were saying the words along with him. “But it’s easier for me now. It was worse when I was younger. At least now I can …”
“… come out to my friends and family,” Jessamyn finished, “even if I wouldn’t want other people to know I’m gay.”
They stood in a circle, in the middle of the Radio Cabin, hands clasped, in silent communion, and then she looked up to see more people entering the store. First were two punk-looking kids who had just boosted a couple of CDs from the Music Master outlet and who were feeling bad about it, followed by a tired-looking woman who had been shopping for new shoes she needed but could not afford and a heavy-set man who was worrying about his cholesterol and his heart.
“Shouldn’t have stolen those CDs,” Kyle said to the punks.
“You know something?” the weary-looking woman said to Edie. “I think your boy be calling you any day now.”
More people were coming into the Radio Cabin. For some reason, Jessamyn was hearing a lot of voices, and they seemed to be getting louder, even though nobody was saying anything, 
“… can’t go home to that bastard …” 
“… maybe I ought to take it back …” 
“… he’s never going to notice me …” 
“… put it off too long, got to tell her I want a divorce …” 
“… why am I so much happier here than I ever am when I’m home?”
Jessamyn moved toward the newcomers, welcoming them.
 
 
Rich Bracco sat at the bar in the Montana Steakhouse, waiting for his wife Anna to show up. He’d had one Wild Turkey on the rocks already and was working on his second. Anna should have been here half an hour ago, but she always lost track of time in the mall.
Probably trying on shoes, Rich thought, or checking out knick-knacks at Lucy Goosy’s or whatever the name of that store was, and it wouldn’t be his fault if he was half in the bag by the time she got here. She should have gotten here right after he finished the Coke he had ordered, and then he wouldn’t be sitting here preparing to order a third drink.
Maybe getting drunk would make it easier for him to get through taking her out to dinner and trying to make conversation. Anna didn’t talk to him much any more; sometimes days passed without anything more passing between them than “See you later” and “I’m going to bed.” They had been married for five years now, and living together a couple of years longer than that, yet he felt that he knew less about her than he had seven years ago. Something had gone wrong, and he didn’t know what it was. Maybe he was putting in too many late hours at the insurance office; maybe Anna should ask the manager at the bank to give her Saturdays off more often so that they could have more time together.
He finished his Wild Turkey and signaled to the bartender for another drink. We’ve turned into windowless monads, Rich thought, thinking of a philosophy course he had taken in college. A philosopher called Leibnitz had thought that the universe was made up of monads that were completely independent of one another but operated according to a pre-established harmony. All of which meant, Rich mused hazily, that he wasn’t really seeing or hearing anything outside himself at all, and neither was anyone else; they were all just a bunch of wind-up toys who had been synchronized or whatever a long time ago. It was predetermined that the bartender would be setting his third drink on a napkin in front of him at this moment, and that Rich’s hand would be reaching out to take it. Now something had screwed up the pre-established harmony between him and Anna; they were completely locked up inside themselves.
“That’s what we are, all right,” the man on the stool next to him muttered, “just a bunch of windowless monads,” and then Rich turned to see Anna coming toward him, followed by two boys wearing baseball caps turned backwards, an old woman in a plaid coat, a young couple in jeans, and what looked like a crowd of people behind them.
“I love you,” Anna said as she came up to him, and Rich heard himself say the words with her. Somebody near him began to laugh, and soon everyone in the bar was laughing. Life isn’t so bad, Rich thought as he hugged Anna and grinned at the two boys in the baseball caps.
“You can say that again,” a red-haired woman said as she hoisted herself onto a stool. “Guess we aren’t windowless monads any more. Our windows are wide open.”
Warmth and sympathy for his fellow monads flooded into Rich. “Drinks on the house,” someone called out just before Rich was about to say the same thing.
“I love you, too,” another man was saying to Anna.
“What do I care?” said the bartender and three other men in unison. “It isn’t my booze.”
The bartender started pouring drinks and setting them out as more people bellied up to the bar. A young woman in a blue blazer stood next to him with a shaker of margaritas. “It isn’t my booze,” she repeated. “It belongs to some goddamn corporation in Cincinnati that makes all us waitresses wear Stetsons that keep falling off our heads and cowboy boots that leave blisters on our feet.”
Rich leaned toward the woman. She could not be a waitress here; she wasn’t wearing the requisite Stetson. But one of the waitresses was standing just behind her, dropping ice into glasses. Rich suddenly knew that the waitress had been watching him while he was drinking, thinking he was cute, and wondering if it was worth her while to flirt with him. The woman in the blue blazer was here to celebrate her first job with a local law firm. She smiled at him; she smiled back.
“Congratulations,” Rich said, lifting his glass.
“I love you, too,” Anna was saying to a bearded guy in a sweatshirt.
 
 
Jessamyn followed the crowd out of the store. Outside the Gap, two of the sales clerks were throwing coats and sweaters to the people milling around in the entrance. “Take them!” several voices shouted out at once. “You need them more than the store does!” Jessamyn felt the gratitude of the women catching the clothing and the warmth of the clerks giving the garments away.
A knot of people had collected around the pretzel stand. She suddenly felt hungry, saw that almost all of the pretzels were gone, then let the people pressing around her propel her toward the Great American Cookie outlet. Somebody handed her a bag of chocolate chip cookies. She turned her head slightly, saw that Kyle was still next to her, sensed immediately that he wanted a cookie, and held out the bag.
“Thanks,” he said, and a feeling of ecstacy flooded into her; she wanted nothing more than to roam around the mall handing out cookies and accepting whatever merchandise anybody wanted to hand to her. She spotted a mall security officer over by Liberty Shoes; the uniformed man was grinning as he tossed boxes of shoes to passers-by. She didn’t have to worry about him.
It occurred to Jessamyn then that, with all her thoughts flowing into the others in the mall and theirs into hers, she did not have to worry about anything. She understood them all and was part of all of them. And wasn’t that kind of overwhelming understanding and sympathy just what the world needed?
 
 
Chris Szekely got out of the van. Her cameraman had parked just inside the west entrance to the Hannaford Center Mall, because it was clear that they would not be able to get any closer to the mall than that. Five police cars sat outside the main entrance, and Chris supposed that they had already blocked off all the possible exits.
Bob Unger grabbed his camera and closed the door on the driver’s side. “WHND’s already here,” he said. Chris looked around, then saw a WHND car parked over by the entrance. Probably Lou Collado, she thought. She didn’t see him among the cops near the entrance, so maybe he had beaten the police here and made it inside. Given that WHND had the lowest ratings of the three local TV news programs, and there was a rumor that Lou might be canned, he would take any kind of risk just to save his ass.
The first report had come in less than an hour ago, at around seven-thirty. People were roaming through the mall, taking whatever they wanted, completely out of control. That was all she had been able to find out before driving out here.
Chris strode toward the knot of policemen outside the main entrance, with Bob trailing her. She recognized a detective she had interviewed just last week. “Hey, Andy,” she called out. The detective glanced toward her. “What’s happening?”
Before he could give her an answer, the doors of the entrance opened. People were coming out of the mall. A few carried boxes, but others were empty-handed. Several small children were among them, clutching toys. All of them looked surprisingly calm.
“I see a security guard with them,” Andy the detective said.
Chris moved closer to her cameraman, who was already taping footage. “We’d better go live with this one,” she murmured to Bob. “I’ll call and ask for—” She paused, seeing a familiar face among the crowd at the mall entrance. Lou Collado of WHND was with them, wearing the same placid, goofy-looking smile as the rest of them.
“Remain where you are,” an amplified man’s voice bellowed. Chris wondered how many people were inside the mall. Probably a lot, maybe thousands. They might have to call out a National Guard unit to handle them if it got ugly. What could have made so many people start acting so weird?
She thought then of the Holder Building, just a mile up the road from the Hannaford Center Mall. Twenty people, all of whom had moved to the suburbs of Hannaford a year ago, worked in the small office building for something called MindData Associates, and nobody seemed to know exactly what they did. Chris had sniffed around for a while, and had found out only that MindData had something to do with communications technology and that they were rumored to be part of a government project. MindData had recently installed a big dish on the roof of the Holder Building. Chris had supposed that they needed the dish for uplinks to satellites. She had soon turned her attention to stories that were likely to get her more spots on WKLY’s Action News.
Why was she thinking of MindData Associates now? It couldn’t mean anything, but her newswoman’s guts—which had warned her earlier that year that Councilman Roland was taking bribes and obstructing justice just before it was announced that he had been indicted—were signaling to her again.
More people came out of the mall entrance. “Stay where you are,” the amplified voice said, but the ones in the front kept moving, slowly but deliberately, toward the police, all of them with those eerie grins on their faces.
“Jesus,” Bob said as he aimed his camera toward them. “They look like zombies.”
“Not quite,” Chris said. “Zombies don’t smile.” She wondered if the police could bring themselves to shoot unarmed people. They wouldn’t shoot; they would try tear gas or something else first. Maybe they would close off the mall and wait. The siege of the Hannaford Center Mall—that might be the kind of human interest story that could run for days and maybe even get her noticed by station managers in cities with bigger markets than raggedy-assed old Hannaford.
Lou Collado was moving in her direction, in the middle of a knot of smiling people. Chris suddenly felt an overwhelming sympathy for the other TV news reporter. She could still hope to escape Hannaford, but Lou was over forty even if he claimed to be thirty-five and he had been at WHND for almost ten years now. He would have to make his peace with …
“… being a local fixture on News 12,” Lou said. “That’s all right, Chris. It isn’t so bad. WHND gave me a big raise in my new contract. I won’t have to uproot my kids. I’m actually starting …”
“… to enjoy it,” a woman next to Lou finished. “I’d rather be where I am than where you are, pushing yourself and dreaming of turning yourself into Christa Kelly the network anchor.”
She had never told anyone about imagining herself as Christa Kelly the network anchor, but then again Lou and his station had not announced his new contract and raise, either. What do you know? she thought. I know what you’re thinking. A wave of warmth swept toward her, making her feel a contentment she had not felt in years, and then uneasiness suddenly gripped her.
“What is it?” Bob said.
“Andy,” Chris said, turning toward the police detective, “you’ve got nothing to worry about.”
“I’ve got nothing to worry about,” Andy replied.
“I’ve been wanting to get inside your pants ever since we began working together,” Chris said. Those weren’t her words; they belonged to Bob Unger.
The police were milling around with the crowd. Suddenly a group of people surged toward Chris and swept her and Bob away from the police cars.
 
 
“Holy cow,” Miller Oretskin muttered as he looked at the images on his TV screen. Joe Allard and his wife Lois had driven over to look at Miller’s big screen TV and watch a movie on one of the satellite channels. Now they were watching WKLY’s Action News, which had apparently dumped its usual format in favor of live coverage of some very strange events at the Hannaford Center Mall.
“The mob has moved out of the mall itself,” a man’s voice said, “and taken over the parking lot.” On the TV, Miller saw a helicopter shot of what looked like thousands of people fanning out among parked cars and other motor vehicles. If this was a mob, Miller thought, it was definitely an orderly one; the crowds were moving through the parking lot in rows, reminding him of schoolchildren filing out for a fire drill. The camera zoomed in on part of the crowd. Many of the people seemed to be holding hands or linking arms with those next to them.
“I’ll be darned,” Joe Allard muttered.
The view on the screen changed, showing the face of a young dark-haired man. Behind him, Miller saw a square edifice with the word “Sears,” which meant that the reporter had to be on the hillside that overlooked the mall’s north side. A caption saying “WKLY Action News—Live” was in the right hand corner of the screen. Miller wondered why the pretty blonde, that Chris Szekely, wasn’t doing this particular story.
“Several members of the Hannaford police force have been spotted among the rioters, as has our own Chris Szekely,” the reporter said. Guess that answers my question, Miller thought. “We still have no word on what exactly happened inside the mall, since no one has been able to get inside.”
The scene changed again, showing the two WKLY anchors, Ed Stapleton and Elisa Nguyen, behind the blue desk of the Action News set. Stapleton leaned forward and rested his elbows on the desktop. “Bruno,” the anchorman said, “we’ve just had a report from the mayor’s office confirming that local units of the Army National Guard are being dispatched to the mall, with orders to disperse the mob.”
“Holy mackerel,” Joe said. “We have to drive over the Dunn Bridge and past the mall to get home.”
“Unless we take a detour on Route Five,” Lois added.
“Maybe you better stay overnight, then,” Miller said. “Doesn’t look like Hannaford’s the safest place to be right now.”
The reporter’s face was back on the tube now, with a legend reading “Bruno Flick—Reporting Live” running across his chest. “It’s eerily quiet here now,” the young man said. “Every once in a while, you hear these sounds, almost like a kind of hum, coming out from the mob, and then it’s silent again.” Flick held out his microphone, as if trying to pick up some sounds; Miller heard a wailing that might have been the wind. “Now it looks like they’re coming this way, toward the bridge.”
“Maybe you better get out of there, Bruno,” the voice of Ed Stapleton said.
The image changed. Now Miller was looking at a helicopter shot of three long lines of people converging on the ramp that led up the hill to the Dunn Bridge. A yellow satellite truck with a dish on its roof was parked by the ramp; Flick and his cameraman stood next to the vehicle. There was no traffic in sight, so presumably the roads around the mall had been closed off. He would have to put Joe and Lois up in the spare room tonight.
“They’re at the ramp,” Flick said in a voiceover. The cameraman with him turned and aimed the camera on his shoulder at the people nearing the ramp as he began to back toward the van. The image changed again to reveal a row of men and women holding hands. They’re smiling, Miller thought as the camera zoomed in for a closeup. Odder still was the fact that their expressions were all the same mysterious Mona Lisa-like smile.
Flick was talking again. “Guess we should … never liked … it was wonderful, feeling so free, not being all closed in on myself. I was always so alone before and now I’ll never have to be alone again.” The people coming at at the camera seemed to be whispering, and then suddenly the screen went blank.
The Action News set reappeared on the screen. “Bruno,” Ed Stapleton shouted. “Bruno!”
Miller looked over at Lois and Joe. “I wonder what the hell that was all about,” he said.
 
 
Everyone’s thoughts were flowing through Chris now, so many and so rapidly that she could no longer tell where she ended and someone else began. She mourned with the woman whose son would no longer speak to her, rejoiced with the boy who had just won his varsity letter in basketball, sympathized with the insurance executive who had skirted the legal and ethical edges for his company and had come to despise himself for it. Up ahead, under one of the ramp lights, she saw her rival Bruno Flick standing near a yellow WKLY van.
I never liked all that competition between us, Chris thought.
“I never liked it at all,” several people in her row murmured.
It’s wonderful, Chris thought, feeling so free, not being so closed in on myself. I’ll never be alone again.
Bruno smiled at her as she and the others came up the ramp. Then she noticed headlights behind him and saw that several cars were coming toward them. No, not cars, she thought as the motorcade whined to a halt. Jeeps, and trucks, and helmeted men in uniform who jumped out of the vehicles and lined up in the road.
She wanted to turn and run. She was trapped inside herself, standing on a ramp in the middle of a mob with the National Guard preparing to shoot them all. A moan rose from the people around her, and for a moment she feared that the link binding her to them had broken, but then her thoughts were joined to theirs once more.
I love you all, she thought, but it wasn’t the same. The fear was still inside her, and now it was also growing, leaping from one mind to another, a fear that was becoming part of the All.
 
 
Jessamyn’s left hand was in Kyle’s; her right hand clutched the arm of the man named Rich. He had a wife named Anna; she had picked that up from his thoughts, too. They were following the lines of people in front of them. It came to her that they were all moving north, toward the bridge that spanned the river. I’m cool with that, Jessamyn thought. It didn’t much matter where they went, as long as they were together.
“Feedback,” Kyle was saying, or maybe he was only thinking it. She was at the point now where she was picking up so much that she could not tell if the others were saying their thoughts aloud or only thinking them.
“Not feedback,” someone else said—or thought. “Not quite, although that’s not a bad way of putting it. Something went wrong.”
“Something went wrong,” Jessamyn repeated.
“Somebody screwed up big time.”
“Somebody screwed up big time,” Jessamyn said. More was coming to her, and she sensed that others among her companions were also picking it up. “We were supposed to test it out in an isolated spot, aim the signal at some small community, see how they reacted, then shut the sucker down with no one being the wiser.”
“I guess,” Kyle said, “the system worked.” Jessamyn found herself mouthing the words along with him. “We wanted crowd control, and we’ve got crowd control. We’ve got this whole damned crowd under control. The only problems are that we don’t know what the transponder’s range might be, how long the dish will keep sending, and how long these mental reverberations will persist even when it …”
“… does shut down,” Rich finished.
“Sabotage,” someone behind Jessamyn said, “that’s what it is, or else some asshole jumping the gun on testing. They’ll trace the whole mess back to MindData Associates when this is all over and then it’s going to be lawsuit city.”
Another emotion was flowing into her, a despair that was almost numbing. “I can’t bear it,” a voice whispered. “Nothing will ever be any better. I just want the pain to stop.”
Jessamyn did not know this voice, this mind. “That’s one of the problems with this project,” Kyle said. “You can’t tell whose thoughts are going to resonate more than others. You don’t know who’s going to set the tone. You don’t know if you’re going to have a happy controlled crowd or a very unhappy one. It all depends …”
I’m afraid, Jessamyn thought, I am really afraid now.
 
 
Lois finally went to bed just after midnight. Miller, knowing he would not be able to sleep until he knew what was going on in Hannaford, stayed up with Joe, watching the helicopter shots of the mall mob and listening to the commentary of Ed Stapleton and Elisa Nguyen.
People were lined up on the bridge and along the ramp. The parking lot, except for the vehicles parked there, was empty. Calling out the National Guard units, Miller thought, had accomplished exactly nothing. The uniformed guards were now scattered among the crowd, standing on the bridge with them, waiting for—what?
“I have General Thorne on the phone now,” the voice of Elisa Nguyen said. “General, are there any plans to send in more soldiers?”
“Not much point in that,” a raspy male voice replied, “if they’re just going to end up becoming part of the problem instead of part of the solution.”
“What could be causing all of these people to behave that way?” Elisa Nguyen asked.
General Thorne let out a sigh. “Well, if I knew that—” He fell silent.
The scene changed to show the two anchors at the Action News desk, both still looking meticulously groomed but a tad wearier around the eyes. “In case you’ve just tuned in,” Ed Stapleton said, “we’re in the middle of live coverage of what has to be one of the strangest incidents in Hannaford city history. We’re still not clear on many of the details, but at about seven o’clock this evening, both the employees and the customers at the Hannaford Center Mall apparently looted many of the stores and then came out of the mall into the parking lots at approximately eight-thirty, where most of the Hannaford police force was waiting for them. The police, instead of restraining them, joined the crowd. National Guard units were on their way to the Dunn Bridge near the mall by ten-thirty, but it appears that they have joined the mob as well. At the moment, an estimated four thousand people are standing on the bridge—for what purpose, I can’t begin to guess. So far, there are no reports of injuries or violence.”
The anchorman shook his head. “As I said, this has to be one of the oddest news stories I’ve ever covered.”
“You can say that again,” Joe muttered to Miller.
“We go now to Alexa Browne, reporting from a boat on the Leakansa River.” Ed Stapleton’s talking head disappeared, to be replaced by a young woman in a windbreaker.
“Alexa Browne, reporting from Hannaford police boat number two.” The reporter’s usual helmet of dark hair looked windblown and ungroomed. “We’re about a quarter of a mile downriver from the Dunn Bridge. Given what has happened so far, with members of the police force and National Guard now part of the mob, Chief of Police Gibson is waiting before deciding on further action.”
“Isn’t there a chance that the mob will simply get tired and disperse?” the voice of Ed Stapleton asked.
“We can hope for that,” Alexa Browne replied. The camera swept away from her to a shot of the bridge in the distance. Under the lights lining the bridge, the crowd was clearly visible; people stood along the walkways and against the railings. The Dunn Bridge was old, Miller recalled; the structure had been around nearly as long as he had. Even with its recent refurbishing, he wondered how much weight it could hold.
“I’ll be darned,” Joe said. “Good thing we decided to sleep over. I’ll bet this story starts getting network coverage if this goes on much longer.”
“If it goes on much longer,” Miller said, “you may be my house guests for a while.” He watched the people on the bridge, all so quiet and orderly, all standing there as if they were waiting for something. They’d have to get tuckered out eventually, he thought. He wondered what the police would do later. If they pressed charges, they would have to lock up a lot of people, including some of their own men. There were children among the mob; he had seen them earlier, when the crowd was still in the mall parking lot. How could people drag little kids into something like this?
This whole weird business was reminding him of why he had bought this house, why he had decided to leave Hannaford and live out in the country away from other people. Being by himself, Miller could hear his own thoughts, become more like himself. If a man was around other people all the time, with little or no solitude, pretty soon he wouldn’t know what thoughts were his own and what was only received wisdom. If others kept interrupting him all the time, intruding on his thoughts, it was only natural that, after a while, he wouldn’t know what he really thought. He would not know if the voice he was hearing inside himself was his own or that of some other guy who had impressed his thoughts upon him.
And, he told himself, all the media and phones and brand names and national franchises had done their share to make people more like one another, even inside themselves, as if they were all only part of one great big common mind. The more alike they were, the easier it would be for the politiians and the CEOs and the other high muckety-mucks of the world to control them. They should all go and read that old Robert Frost poem, he thought. “Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,” it began, but ended with “Good fences make good neighbors.”
“Damned if I know what they’re gonna do,” Joe said.
Miller sighed. “There’s one thing they’d probably better do, and soon, and that’s figure out how to get all those folks off that old bridge.”
 
 
Thoughts about resonance and amplitude were flowing to Chris from the rest of the mind. That was how she perceived her companions now, her other selves, the other parts of her own intelligence.
“Not quite.” Another thought was coming to her now. “Not yet. The distinctions among us still remain, and it seems that some are stronger than others, have more forceful thoughts, ones that respond more readily to the transponder and then come to dominate the rest.”
“What the hell do you mean?” Chris and several others recited in unison.
The answer came. “We wanted crowd control. The question is: who’s going to control the crowd?”
“Some doofus screwed this project up big time,” several voices murmured. “Hope somebody can turn off that transponder, or at least had the sense to set it to shut down automatically.”
Chris noticed dimly that she and all of the people standing to either side of her were all resting their arms against the railing. She gazed at the river below, watching the reflections of the bridge lights dancing on the dark water. She thought of how easy it would be to climb up over the railing and leap into the river, sink under the water and move with the current that was like the thoughts flowing into all of them.
“… came to the mall to get ready for what I have to do.” Chris straightened, attentive to this new, darker, more despairing thought. “There’s no more reason to go on. My business is gone, my wife is gone, my investors are going to sue and the IRS is sure to come after me. I can’t dig myself out of this hole. Funny—once I made up my mind that I’d have to cash in my chips, just drive out to the bridge and jump off and finally do myself in, I felt a whole lot better. Felt better than I have in a long time.”
“Felt a lot better,” a group of children near Chris said softly as she mouthed the words silently.
“No reason for that, brothers and sisters.” Another more forceful mind and voice were speaking to her. “Ain’t no reason to give up hoping. A better day’s coming. The good Lord doesn’t give a body more than a body can bear.”
Someone began to sing. Voices rose in song all around her. Chris reached for the hands of the people standing to her right and left as she sang. She could not remember if she had ever heard this song before, yet she knew it, and everything in her warmed to the sound.
 
 
“Rejoice and sing!” Everyone around Jessamyn was shouting out the words. Still clutching the hands of Kyle and the guy called Rich, she swayed to the sound of the hymn. She hadn’t been inside a church since leaving high school, but she knew this hymn.
“Make a joyful noise,” she sang aloud, hearing Rich and Kyle repeat the words. The unhappy, despairing thoughts that had troubled her so much only a few moments ago were easing. Hope flowered inside her again; the ruin that was all that left of the business and the failing marriage were things that they could all put behind them now.
“The good Lord doesn’t give a body more than a body can bear,” Jessamyn said with Kyle and Rich and the group of uniformed men over by the railing and all of the people on the bridge.
“And death is the end of all suffering,” more voices responded.
They sang and stamped their feet. The pavement under her feet shook to the sound of the music. She lifted her left foot and then her right, part of the All, part of the mind making a joyful noise on the bridge, and it almost seemed that the railing and the girders and the sidewalks of the bridge were humming and wailing and singing along with her.
 
 
Chris was still singing and stamping her feet in unison with the others when the surface under her suddenly heaved, throwing her forward. She caught a glimpse of others in the long line at the railing grabbing at one another, still singing.
Abruptly the voices inside her fell silent. She was so closed in on herself that for a moment, she was afraid that she had gone deaf. Then she heard a sharp tearing metallic sound; the pavement around her seemed to be rippling. Everything under her heaved again, nearly tossing her into the air.
People around her were screaming. Grabbing at the railing, Chris pulled herself to her feet and was thrown forward again. She caught herself and hung on to the railing. She knew then that the bridge was collapsing under them. She hung there, watching as people dropped from the bridge, falling toward the river in rows, almost as if someone had choreographed and synchronized their movements, and then lost her grip and fell into the darkness.
 
 
“Kyle!” the girl next to Rich screamed. “Kyle!”
Rich scrambled to his feet, trying to remember how he had gotten here. He had been with the others over at the mall and had followed them to the bridge. They had all been together, in perfect communion, monads with windows open wide enough to catch a hurricane, and now everything around him was rippling and cracking and shaking like an earthquake had hit.
“Anna!” he cried. He did not know why he could no longer hear the others. “Anna!” The pavement suddenly ripped open in front of him. He had a moment of realizing that the bridge was coming apart before he dropped into the abyss.
 
 
Chris felt a hard surface against her back and gradually became aware that a blanket covered her. As she drew in some air, a sharp pain stabbed at her left side. She opened her eyes and saw a dark shape looming over her.
“Better stay still,” the shadowy form said in a tenor voice. “You’ve got a broken rib. You were one of the lucky ones, lady.”
Chris closed her eyes, waited for a few moments, then opened them again. The sky above her was blue with daylight, the air warm against her face. She carefully took a breath and realized that someone had taped her around the midriff. Fighting through the pain, she forced herself up and leaned on her right elbow.
She looked in the direction of the bridge. All that remained of the structure were the pylons and some of the metal framework and girders. She was lying on a stretcher along the bank; other stretchers with people on them were being carried toward the ambulances and other vehicles parked on the road above them. Then she looked out at the river and saw the bodies. There had to be over a hundred just floating there, amid the small boats moving among them. Men on the boats were thrusting long poles into the water to pull the bodies out.
“Oh, my God,” Chris murmured.
“I know you.” A black-haired young woman in green scrubs squatted next to her. “You’re on the eleven o’clock news—Chris something.”
“Chris Szekely.”
“I’m Dr. Rahman.”
Satellite trucks and a few buses were parked on either side of the river. Chris saw two vans with network logos on them and another from CNN. “How many?” Chris asked.
“How many what?”
“How many died?”
Dr. Rahman cleared her throat before answering. “At least a thousand that we know of so far, and I don’t think a lot of the others are going to survive.” She paused. “As soon as we get the seriously injured on their way, we’ll move you and the ones who aren’t so badly hurt. They had to send in teams from as far away as Windsor to handle this.”
Chris was silent.
“How did it happen?” the physician asked. “I mean, what made all those people act like that?”
Chris frowned. She could not remember much of anything except driving to the mall with Bob Unger and then being on the bridge in the middle of a mob. “I don’t know,” she said.
“Hey,” Dr. Rahman said, “you’d better rest. I shouldn’t be bothering you now.”
Chris lay down again and stared up at the sky. There was a kind of hole in her mind, in her memory, almost as if something had overloaded her mental circuits and burned them out somehow. She grasped at that notion, thinking for a moment that her memories were returning to her, then closed her eyes once more.
 
 
Miller drove into Westview and parked in front of the Dairy Queen. He could pretty much get whatever he needed in Westview or out at the Wal-Mart; there had been no need for him to drive to Hannaford.
He had been avoiding Hannaford for months now, ever since the night the Dunn Bridge had collapsed and all those people had been killed. Seeing it all on TV had been enough, and for a while it had been one of the biggest news stories in the country. All the talking heads had gone on about mass psychoses and mob psychology and a lot of other speculation, and the news crews had taped miles of footage of the Hannaford Center Mall and the ruined bridge and interviews with just about anyone who had been part of the mob and survived and also with family members of the dead.
Not, Miller thought, that any of them had been able to shed any light on the incident. Of the fewer than four hundred survivors, no one seemed able to remember a blamed thing. That Chris Szekely of WKLY had done a five-minute interview with another survivor, some girl named Jess Richter, and even though they had both been part of the mob, neither of them could recall very much of what had happened.
Miller walked up to the Dairy Queen take-out window, ordered a small vanilla cone with chocolate dip, then wandered over to one of the outdoor tables. Joe Allard had called him up that morning, to tell him that somebody on the Hannaford City Council had promised that construction of the new bridge would be completed by next year and that it would be a lot safer than the old one. He and Lois would be able to come out and see Miller more often without taking that darned Route Five detour.
Miller sat down and bit into the ice cream and chocolate coating. The main street of Westview, which a year ago had consisted of little except the Dairy Queen, a gas station and convenience store, a post office, a bank, and a couple of shops selling antiques and used books, was going through a bit of revitalization lately. A young couple had renovated one of the old Victorian houses on the street and turned it into the Westview Bed and Breakfast, and another Victorian had been turned into offices for a small business. Somebody had told him that the business used to have its offices near the Hannaford Center Mall, but had decided to move a couple of months ago. Well, he could understand wanting to do that, after the bridge collapse and all.
As he was finishing his cone, a Honda pulled up in front of the Dairy Queen. A young blonde woman got out of the car and went to the take-out window. By the time she was walking toward him with her ice cream cone, he knew who she was. He might have recognized her sooner, but then he had never expected to see Chris Szekely wandering around in Westview.
Miller got to his feet as she approached. “Miz Szekely,” he said. She lifted her perfectly arched brows. “Name’s Miller Oretskin. I used to see you on the news.”
“Used to.” The newswoman’s mouth twisted. “Those are the operative words.”
“You been … on vacation?” Miller asked, tentative.
“I was canned. Once I’d done my stories about the mob on the bridge, WKLY didn’t need me any more. Management was beginning to worry about my future mental stability, too.” She sat down across from him and just kept talking, surprising Miller with her frankness. “Most of the Dunn Bridge survivors have had trouble hanging on to their jobs, and at least half of them are in therapy. I lost two colleagues there, Bruno Flick and my cameraman, Joe Unger.” She gazed past him. “You know, if the news director had sent Alexa Browne out to the mall that night instead of me, I might have been the one with the network gig in New York now.”
“Well, you were always one of my favorites on the Action News,” Miller said as he sat down again.
She smiled at him. She was an awfully pretty woman, even if she did look a lot thinner and somewhat older than she had on the news. “It’s nice of you to say so. Thanks, Mr …” She paused.
“Oretskin, but you can call me Miller.”
Chris Szekely nibbled at her ice cream. “At least I don’t have to worry about watching my weight at the moment.”
“Wouldn’t think you’d have to worry at all about that.” He tried to think of what else to say. “Hope things work out for you. I thought you did great on the Action News.”
“Oh, something’ll turn up. I have a couple of applications in with old friends. A station in my old home town is interested.” She shook her head. “Next to my home town, even Hannaford is a swarming metropolis.”
Miller, unused to keeping up many conversations, let her finish her cone in silence, then said, “What brings you to Westview? If you don’t mind my asking.”
“Curiosity.” She was staring across the street at the remodeled white Victorian that had been turned into offices. The business had installed one of those dishes on the roof of the building near a gable, a dish much like his satellite dish but considerably larger. MindData Associates, they called themselves. According to Dan Howell, who owned the Dairy Queen, they had something to do with designing communications equipment, had some sort of government contract, and bought a lot of hot dogs and ice cream from him.
“Curiosity?” Miller asked. “What about?”
“MindData Associates.” Chris Szekely gestured at the sign and logo in front of the white Victorian. “I spent a lot of time going through the list, the people who died, those of us who survived, finding out whatever I could about everybody. I guess I was looking for some sort of pattern, something that might explain what happened to us.”
“And did you find anything?”
The reporter frowned. “We were people of all ages, all kinds—there wasn’t any pattern that I could see. But there was a man on the list of the dead who worked for MindData Associates, and I found out later that another one of their employees, an electronics engineer, committed suicide about a week after the … after the incident. I was getting kind of obsessed with looking for a pattern by then. I kept wondering what it meant.”
“Maybe not much,” Miller said.
“Except that every time I think of MindData Associates, I keep thinking that it does mean something and I’ve just forgotten.” She lifted her head and he saw the distress in her blue eyes. “I keep thinking that I should know. When I found out that they’d moved out to Westview, I …” Her voice trailed off.
Miller supposed that he should excuse himself and go on about his business, but he had nothing much else to do except get some groceries at the convenience store, and it wasn’t every day that he got to converse with a TV personality. Besides, he felt sorry for the young woman. It couldn’t be easy for her, having to live with what had happened and not knowing how it had come about.
“What made you decide to live in Westview?” Chris Szekely asked.
“Actually, I live outside of town. I’m way out in the country. Guess I just wanted to be away from too many people.”
“Maybe you’ve got the right idea. Sometimes people do tend to get too close.”
There was no traffic along the street, but that wasn’t unusual for the middle of the afternoon. Across the way, at MindData Associates, Miller noticed that a man was leaning out of one of the third floor gables to fiddle with the big dish.
“You never get over it, you know,” he heard himself say, and felt the people on the bridge pressing around him, screaming as the surface under their feet gave way. He felt a hand grasp his own. “Oh, God,” he said, and heard Chris repeat the words inside him, “I can remember now,” and he was on the bridge, resonating with the others again, part of the All.
Abruptly he was inside himself again. Miller sat still, breathing hard, afraid to move. He steadied himself. Probably been watching too much television, he thought, too much of the news. Maybe he shouldn’t have watched that retrospective on the bridge disaster the other night.
He let go of the reporter’s hand. The fellow across the way had finished whatever he was doing to the dish and had closed the window again. “Oh, God,” Chris Szekely said, “I think it was coming back to me, what happened.”
“A flashback,” Miller said. “Guess that’s normal.” He stood up and looked down at her. “Sure you’re going to be all right, young lady?”
She gave him a half-smile. “I’ll be fine. When I get out of this area—I’ll be fine.”
“Hope so. Always liked you on the news.” He made his way to his pick-up truck, then glanced across the street. Something seemed to flutter at the edges of his mind as he gazed at the white Victorian. He was getting suggestible in his old age. If he didn’t watch it, he might turn into one of those people who started imagining all kinds of strange plots and who thought weird forces of some kind were sending signals to them.
He got into the truck, fumbled in his pocket for his keys, and saw Chris Szekely pull out in her Honda. As she drove out of town, he was momentarily tempted to follow her, then turned east toward the route that would take him to his house. Sometimes people do tend to get too close to each other, he thought.
 
 



 
Afterword to “Common Mind”:
 
I first had the idea for this story—just a glimpse of a scene, which is often how my stories begin—in the early 1990s. After making notes and writing a few paragraphs, the story died on me, largely because I didn’t know where it was going and also had not yet figured out why the characters were behaving as they did.
Sometimes a story can be forced, even if you don’t know where it’s going, since there’s a chance you might find out where it’s headed during the process of writing, but forcing a story can also be a wasteful enterprise. Scenes get written, fail, and have to be thrown out; false starts and abrupt halts are common. Occasionally the unconscious will kick in and help you discover the story as you go along, but usually a story that refuses to be written is telling the writer that it isn’t yet ready to be written. In the case of “Common Mind,” my problem turned out to be a lack of underlying assumptions, a rationale for the situation the characters faced. The writer doesn’t have to explain everything in a story, but does have to know much more than is ever revealed to the reader for the story to live.
My conscious mind had lost track of “Common Mind,” but apparently my unconscious had not yet given up on this tale. When editor Kim Mohan asked me for a story in the late 1990s, “Common Mind” sprang from my head immediately, this time fully formed. A more methodical writer might have consulted her notes and past drafts, but I ignored mine, started writing from scratch, and finished “Common Mind” in a few days.
So to say that I dashed “Common Mind” off may be accurate enough, as far as it goes. But the actual writing of any piece of work is often the least of the writer’s efforts, the last stage in a very long process. The story’s actual development took years, which is almost always the case with me.
 
 



 
ALL RIGHTS
 
Darcy Langton dreaded her daily journey to the post office. She knew only too well what her mailbox would yield—bills she could not pay, along with more rejections.
Lately, no one wanted to buy her stories; she wondered why editors kept encouraging her to submit them. Maybe they just wanted to keep her on tap in case the hot new writers they were buying now either priced themselves out of the market or self-destructed. Maybe they just wanted to pretend they were good guys after all, sensitive caretakers of writing talent instead of stripminers and exploiters of it. Maybe it was part of a vast conspiracy, in which editors regularly got together and cackled about all the suckers to whom they were giving false encouragement. Maybe—
Going to the post office often provoked such musings. Darcy’s agent would have told her that it was simply a matter of too many stories chasing too few markets. Agents were supposed to think that way, and Leonard McDermott Lowell was more hardheaded than most, which was one of the reasons she had asked him to represent her work ten years ago. Still, he hadn’t been doing much for her lately. Maybe he was too busy hyping his hot new clients to publishers to tend to her paltry business affairs.
Her post office box was empty, except for a suspiciously thin envelope from Leonard McDermott Lowell & Associates. Darcy clenched her teeth, suspecting it was a letter telling her that Canyon Books had rejected her proposal for a new novel. She locked her box, crossed the room, and leaned against a table as she prepared to read of her doom. Disaster it would be, after six months of waiting to hear from an editor who had encouraged the submission only to lapse into a lengthy silence. Darcy would have to go back to her old job at Burns and Royal to make ends meet, assuming the bookstore still had an opening. Leonard might at least have called to tell her about the rejection, and to commiserate with her, instead of heartlessly notifying her in a letter.
She tore open the envelope. A statement from her agent fell out, along with a check. She stared at the check for a long time, not daring to believe it. Twenty thousand dollars for a new edition of her first novel, The Silent Shriek, and this was apparently only the first part of the advance. Leonard’s statement revealed that more would be forthcoming on publication, six months from now.
Ecstasy and an overpowering feeling of relief flooded through her. She had been reprieved from the torment of having to go back to working in a bookstore where her own books were conspicuously absent from the shelves and always had to be special-ordered by the one or two customers who wanted to buy them during their brief duration in print.
Then she looked more closely at her agent’s statement.
“Alt. Rights3,” the statement said cryptically; the same notation was on the check. What the hell were alt. rights? She knew about foreign rights, book club rights, reprint rights of various kinds, but she had never heard of anything called alt. rights. And what was that 3 doing in there, anyway?
Not that she really cared where this unforeseen but welcome wad had come from—Leonard was supposed to worry about that—but it was probably in her interest to find out.
 
 
Darcy placed a call to Leonard McDermott Lowell and Associates as soon as she got home; his assistant said that he would call her later. Darcy suspected that her agent was occupied with negotiations involving one of his hot young writers, probably Desirée Thorne, that Danielle Steel clone who had just had her latest piece of banal and basic prose picked up by the Literary Guild as a Main Selection. Leonard would be too busy with Desirée’s business to call her any time soon.
To her surprise, Leonard got back to her in less than five minutes.
“How about that check?” he said jovially. “What about them apples? Hope that cheers you up. Anyway, now I can tell you that Canyon turned down your Terror Is My Middle Name proposal two days ago.”
“Uh, Leonard,” Darcy murmured, “where did that check come from? Why didn’t you tell me it was on the way sooner? You could have saved me a lot of worry.”
“I would have told you,” he said, “if I was sure I’d get the money. Frankly, I wasn’t. It’s for alternate rights, you see, and that’s a whole new ball game.”
Alternate rights? What the hell were alternate rights? But then that was one reason she had an agent, so she wouldn’t have to know things like that. A clause covering alternate rights and granting them to her agent was probably in her original book contract somewhere among the twenty-five pages of tiny type. She had stopped reading her contracts, whose prose was either indecipherable or ominous, a while ago. All the clauses and riders seemed to boil down to one assertion: Anything bad that happens to you as a result of signing this contract is your fault and not our responsibility, even if we screw up.
“What are alternate rights?” Darcy asked.
“I’ll give you the short version of the story,” Leonard replied, “but keep it under your hat, at least until it breaks in Publishers Weekly and the Times, which should be any day now.” He lowered his voice. “See, a couple of months ago, this query came in on my e-mail. Never heard of this editor, or the publisher, but she wanted to publish The Silent Shriek. Well, I checked around with some other agents, and they were getting the same kinds of queries. Couldn’t track down any of these publishers and editors, even though they all had New York addresses. So, on a lark, I finally e-mailed back to this mysterious editor and told her to make me an offer. She did, along with a contract that I printed out. One page, that’s how long the contract was.”
“One page?” Darcy said. “Why didn’t she mail it to you?”
“I asked her that myself. She insisted it was valid, that if I e-mailed back my approval, money would be on the way. I figured it had to be a joke, somebody fooling around online. I mean, who’s going to offer forty-four thousand, including my percentage, to do a hardcover of a novel that took a bath as a paperback original? Not that your book wasn’t wonderful, but this deal just didn’t make sense. And who’s going to send the best goddamned contract I’ve ever seen? At least it’s good in terms of the writer’s interests. As far as the publisher goes, they’re practically giving everything away.”
“I still don’t see—” Darcy began.
“Well, I let her know we had a deal,” her agent interrupted. “My reply was pretty sarcastic, just so this joker would know I wasn’t fooled. And then, last week, a week after I said okay, the money came—twenty-two thousand for the first part of the advance.”
“A week?” Darcy could hardly believe her ears. “A publisher sent you a check in a week?” That seemed as unbelievable as the size of the advance.
“They didn’t actually send it,” Leonard said. “The money showed up in my account electronically. My bank checked and double-checked, and there’s no question the money was drawn on an account in another New York bank and deposited in mine, so my bank will honor it. They’re just not sure exactly how it got into the other bank. Anyway, by then a few other agents had some idea of what this was all about. Alternate rights—that’s what we’d sold. These editors in some parallel universe had somehow managed to contact this one to buy books published here. Maybe I should say parallel universes, because it looks like there’s more than one. I compared the contract I got with one Scott Fontaney received for a client of his, and then we both talked to Mary Thalberg. It was a popular-science writer client of hers who figured out that we had to be dealing with parallel worlds.”
Leonard sighed and fell silent. Darcy had to believe him; Leonard’s skepticism about most matters was deeply rooted in cynicism and pessimism, essential qualities for any literary agent. He was not a man to fall prey to wild delusions.
“Parallel worlds?” she said at last. “But how?”
“It’s the goddamn electronic highway, or whatever you want to call it. That’s this science writer’s explanation, and a few physicists are backing him up. The computer networks and everything connected to them are so complicated now that messages between different universes are leaking into the system. At least some messages are. Right now, it just seems to be e-mail from editors wanting to buy books, their contracts, and their dough coming through electronic transfers into banks here. Don’t ask me why we haven’t heard from anybody else.”
“My God,” Darcy murmured.
“And that number 3 on your check and statement is a way of keeping things straight. Half the agents in New York got together for a powwow a couple of days ago, and decided that none of us was going to question a good thing. Mary Thalberg and her client worked out a rough system for us to use, based on differences in the language of each contract, names of publishing firms, and what little we’ve learned from editors about their particular parallel worlds so we can keep it straight which contract came from which universe. I mean, we wouldn’t want to sell alternate rights in Continuum 5 to a book that’s already contracted for there.”
“No, you certainly wouldn’t,” Darcy said.
Leonard went on to discuss what an inside source had told him about a meeting several New York banking executives had held with some prominent physicists hastily called in as consultants. The bankers had talked about prohibiting deposits from alternate worlds, but with the economy the way it was, they had a need for new cash flow. A physicist named Sterling Blake had apparently given the bankers the rationalization they needed by assuring them, with appropriate equations, that all alternate universes were only aspects of one reality. When the bankers looked at it that way, a deposit from a publisher in Parallel World 2 was just as sound as one from a European publisher. Actually, deposits from alternate worlds were even easier to handle, since they involved no currency conversions; everyone, so far, was dealing in dollars. The physicist’s explanation might seem drawn as much from theology as from physics, but the banks would take the leap of faith. They could not ignore the situation, and might as well use it; profit was profit, whatever the source. If enough business started coming in from other universes—really important business, not just book deals—a lot of deficits could be redeemed.
“Who knows?” Leonard finished. “Get enough alternate moola rolling in, and the government might collect enough in taxes to make a dent in the national debt. Doesn’t look like the IRS is going to make a stink—in fact, I heard that this physicist Blake was called down to Washington last night, right after the meeting with the bankers.”
“Wait a minute.” Darcy frowned. “I can sort of understand how money can go back and forth, but how do these alternate worlds or whatever get copies of our books?”
“You’ve got a modem, right? You’re involved in that online workshop and bitch session or whatever the hell it is, aren’t you? Mary’s client has a theory that the texts must be leaking into these parallel worlds that way.”
“Makes sense, I guess,” Darcy said.
“As for your Terror Is My Middle Name proposal, we could try Diadem Books. They’re starting a new horror line.”
“I’ll think about it,” Darcy said. “Alternate rights. Well, if I’m getting forty grand, Desiree Thorne ought to be worth a fortune in alternate rights.”
“Probably,” Leonard said cheerfully. “I expect to get an offer for her novels before long.”
As it happened, Darcy’s agent was wrong about that.
 
 
“You’ll never believe it,” Jane Rubell said over the phone. “Sixty thousand smackers for Plumbing the Depths. And my agent thinks he’ll get an offer for Flushing Out Death, too.”
“I can believe it,” Darcy said. Jane Rubell, another freelance writer who lived in an adjoining town, was her closest friend. They often drove into New York together to see editors, pooling their meager resources by sharing a room in a run-down hotel and splitting other expenses. At other times, they got together with their colleague Arlen Williams to complain and exchange horror stories about publishers. Jane had written a series of paperback mysteries featuring a plumber who was also a sleuth, but her books had not done well, either because most plumbers didn’t read or because most mystery readers weren’t enthralled by plumbing. Darcy was a trifle annoyed that Jane had landed a larger advance for hardcover alternate fights to her first mystery than Darcy had for The Silent Shriek, but was still happy for her friend.
“I was talking to Arlen the other day,” Jane went on, “and he told me he got fifty grand for a hardcover of Warlords of Mimistapol.”
Fifty thousand for a book Arlen called one of his worst? Darcy could believe even that. She had been reading Publishers Weekly before Jane called, where a new article about alternate rights had appeared. Generous sums for insignificant books by unknown writers—that seemed to be the pattern. According to this article, Danielle Steel, Judith Krantz, and John Grisham had not yet received offers for alternate rights to their novels.
Perhaps that was why the trade publications weren’t devoting as much space to alternate rights deals as Darcy had expected. Newspapers and television, after saturating front pages and newscasts with stories about this new development, now mentioned the subject only in passing. As Carl Sagan had so tellingly put it on Nightline, these other continua were really only one world with variants, one world in different states. In which case, Ted Koppel had added, it made sense to accept that fact and then go about one’s business. Stranger things had happened; people had seen the Berlin Wall come down, the Soviet Union collapse, the resorts of Yugoslavia become killing grounds, and the leaders of Israel and the PLO shake hands. “Absorb the impossible and move on,” Koppel’s colleague Jeff Greenfield had blurted out then. “It’s what we always do.”
In addition to that, most Americans didn’t much care if a writer was wildly successful in another country in this world, let alone in another universe, if he didn’t make a big noise in the U.S. of A. A story about editors buying rights to obscure books wasn’t the kind of news to dominate the media for long, even if the editors buying the books were in other continua. The only publishing stories that really counted to the public at large were tales of mega-advances, surprise bestsellers by former nonentities, book deals involving celebrities, accounts of lurid crimes scheduled to appear in book form before becoming television docudramas, and news of movie rights being sold to Steven Spielberg.
In spite of that, Darcy was convinced that someone like Dean Koontz would eventually nail down an alternate rights deal that would dwarf any past deal in any universe. Then CNN might again devote more than fifteen seconds to the story. In the meantime, she and Jane might as well enjoy their good fortune.
“What’s the number for your rights?” Darcy asked.
“My agent’s statement says ‘Alt. Rights6’,” Jane replied. “Obviously a publisher in a different continuum is buying rights to my stuff.”
“That seems to be the pattern,” Darcy said. “PW claims that about fifty different universes are involved so far, and there’s no overlap—they all seem to be buying different authors. Must be a pain for all our agents to keep things straight.”
“Where lots of money is concerned, they always manage. Hey, I think we should celebrate. How about—”
The phone was clicking in Darcy’s ear. “Hold on a second. Another call’s coming in.” She put Jane on hold and heard her agent shout a greeting.
“Yo, Leonard,” Darcy replied.
“Ready for some more good news?” he said jovially.
“Sure.”
“I heard from Elysium House today.” It took a few moments for Darcy to recognize the name of her publisher in Parallel World 3. “I hope you’re sitting down,” Leonard went on. “They sold paperback rights to The Silent Shriek. Four hundred thousand dollars.”
“Four hundred thousand dollars?” Darcy squeaked.
“And that isn’t all. They want rights to In Terms of Terror. They’re offering us two hundred thousand for that.”
Darcy sucked in her breath.
“But I think I can get them up to three hundred.”
 
 
“I promised myself I’d take a long cruise,” Jane said, “if I ever made major money. Now I’m worth over a million, and I’m afraid to go out the door. I mean, a meteor might fall on me or something. That’s about on the same order of probability as my becoming a millionaire.”
“I know what you mean,” Arlen Williams muttered. “I’ve got all this money coming in, and all I’ve done so far is tell my son he can go to Harvard and take his junior year abroad besides. Thing is, I never expected to have much dough, so I don’t know what to do with it all.”
“You’re afraid the money’ll dry up,” Darcy said. “We’re all just too damned used to being poor.”
“That’s part of it,” Arlen said as he dipped a small silver spoon into the caviar. “Kind of ridiculous, actually. All I need is some good financial advice, to set things up so I can be secure for a while. Trouble is, I don’t know anything about handling finances. I don’t even know who to get advice from.”
Darcy had the same problem. Her past fiscal affairs had been operated on one basic principle: Make sure you can always borrow enough to pay off what you’ve already borrowed, and sooner or later things will either sort themselves out or you’ll be dead before you have to settle. She had no debts now, having paid all her creditors, and no idea of how to handle her assets.
Jane sipped some more champagne, then leaned forward. “I heard,” she said softly, “that Desirée Thorne still hasn’t sold any alternate rights. Has your agent said anything to you about that?”
“Leonard doesn’t discuss clients with other clients,” Darcy said, but she wondered about that herself. Leonard had to be disappointed. Still, even Stephen King had not managed to sell any alternate rights. A theory about the reason for that was forming in her mind. Maybe Stephen King wasn’t getting any offers for alternate rights because, in every possible universe, there already was a Stephen King, a literary juggernaut so overwhelming that no continuum could possibly be without one of him. There were probably also countless versions of Michael Crichton, Jean M. Auel, Anne Rice, Tom Clancy, and other mainstays of the bestseller list in other parallel worlds; their editors there would have no need to buy the work of their counterparts in this universe. It was only insignificant writers such as Darcy that they would buy, writers so unimportant that they probably existed in only one continuum.
These speculations were making her feel depressed, and there was no excuse for depression now. She was falling into old habits acquired when she was poor and struggling. Leonard would tell her, as he had after selling Melanesian rights to her novel Terror Takes No Time Out, that even such a limited edition might increase her readership. He would tell her to be glad that she was such a big deal in at least one continuum.
And she was a big deal in Parallel Universe 3. Elysium Books was now selling foreign rights in that world to The Silent Shriek and In Terms of Terror, and their version of the Book-of- the-Month Club had bought both novels. Surely that proved that she had underestimated herself and her work, and had too readily assumed that her writing was unexceptional because publishers treated it so indifferently. She had accepted and even internalized their valuation of her work. The treatment her books were getting in another continuum only proved that her publishers in this world were wrong.
The same was true of her friends and their writing. It wasn’t Jane’s fault that the ingenuity and wit of her mysteries were wasted on an audience unable to appreciate the details of the plumbing trade. Arlen might have committed Warlords of Mimistapol to paper, but he had also won a Golden Tome Award for his ornate and sensual Prince of Ithlakkan trilogy.
After all, hadn’t she always told herself that it was the writing itself that counted, and not what others thought of it?
Her good fortune proved that she had been right to persevere.
 
 
It was almost midnight when Darcy pulled up in front of her house; it had taken her a while to sober up after overindulging at Jane’s. She locked her Mercedes, wondering if she should arrange for a chauffeur and limo the next time she visited her friend; that way, it wouldn’t matter how much she drank.
Of course, it wouldn’t be wise to let such vices get the better of her, now that she had so much to live for. Perhaps she should contact the Lucky Scribes, an informal network several newly affluent writers had formed to exchange ideas on how to handle the sudden wealth parallel worlds were showering upon them. The Lucky Scribes, from what she had heard, spent most of their time complaining about writer’s block, which was apparently proliferating among them now that they could afford more leisure and self-indulgence, but some of them might be able to advise her on other matters.
Darcy climbed the stairs to her second-floor apartment and unlocked her door. Her lease would be up soon. She would have to decide whether to move into a luxury apartment downtown or buy a house in the country. Even if she wanted to stay here, her landlord was likely to raise her rent as much as possible to take advantage of her recent prosperity, while the jokes her neighbors made about hitting her up for loans were beginning to sound both more insistent and more resentful.
The light on her phone’s answering machine was blinking. Darcy hit the message button and sat down to listen.
“Darcy, this is Leonard,” the machine said. “It’s about four o’clock. I just got off the phone with Gertrude Banner, your Elysium House editor. Yeah, you heard that right. She called me up, I actually heard her voice. Looks like communications from other universes are leaking into the phone lines now. Anyway, she wants to talk to you. Call me tomorrow, soon as you can.”
 
 
“She wants to talk to me?” Darcy said to her agent the next morning. “About what?”
“About your next book. I managed to drop a few hints about your Terror Is My Middle Name proposal, and she thinks it sounds great, but she wants to talk to you. She’s really insistent—called back just a few minutes ago to ask if I’d heard from you yet.”
Leonard had talked to her Elysium House editor twice! Amazing, Darcy thought. If telephone conversations were possible now, what next? Faxes from other worlds? Maybe a book tour, if someone could figure out how to move bodies, and not just information, from one continuum to another. Anything might be possible. She might actually decide to settle down in Parallel World 3 permanently; writers, after all, had often been expatriates.
“I guess I should talk to her,” Darcy murmured. “How did she sound?”
“Like she grew up in Brooklyn and didn’t quite manage to get rid of her accent. Anyway, I was sure you’d appreciate a chance to schmooze, so I told her you’d be looking forward to her call. She said she’d call sometime this afternoon, probably around three.”
“My God.”
“And she was making a few noises about doing a short story collection of yours.”
A short story collection! Would wonders never cease? At this rate, Gertrude Banner would soon be expressing interest in her memoirs. Darcy had begun an autobiography some months back, abandoning the project after realizing that people uninterested in her fiction probably wouldn’t be any more interested in her life.
“Anyway, let me know how it goes,” Leonard continued. “Frankly, I think the sky’s the limit at this point.”
 
 
Toward three, Darcy was growing increasingly more agitated. She had spoken to plenty of editors in her life, but they had usually been people who regarded her novels largely as a relatively inexpensive way to fill slots on their lists. The only times they called were to ask her when her next novel would be finished. “You have to keep up your shelf presence! Don’t leave me with empty rack space to fill!” She had always sensed such unspoken thoughts behind any offhand praise the editors might offer for her books. She had never spoken to anyone who wanted to invest big bucks in her work, or who treated her as much more than a temp who would eventually be replaced, or as a migrant worker who could be run off the farm.
Maybe, she thought as she fluttered around the phone, Gertrude Banner wouldn’t call today. Darcy had known more than a few editors who seemed to assume that two months was an appropriate waiting period before returning one of her calls.
But the phone rang promptly at three. Editors in alternate worlds apparently called when they said they would.
“Hello?” Darcy said, realizing too late that her nervousness made her sound like Rocky the Squirrel.
“Darcy Langton?” a woman’s voice with a touch of Brooklyn said. That had to be Gertrude Banner, and she did sound a little like the female New Yorker Mike Myers played in drag in his “Coffee Talk” routine on Saturday Night Live.
“Speaking,” Darcy said, dropping her voice into the Mary Tyler Moore range.
“I’m delighted to hear you at last,” the woman said enthusiastically. “This is Gertrude Banner, your editor at Elysium House. I just finished reading your wonderful Terror Takes No Time Out—I simply can’t remember when I’ve had such a good time. What a terrific read—I couldn’t put it down.” Darcy did not have the heart to interrupt as Gertrude went on about how suspenseful and brilliantly written her novel was. “I want to buy it, of course,” Gertrude finished.
“Uh, you’ll have to talk to my agent about the contract.”
“Well, of course. But the main reason I called is that I hear you’re working on a new book. I think Leonard mentioned the title—”
“Terror Is My Middle Name,” Darcy said.
“That’s the one.”
“Leonard can e-mail the proposal to you,” Darcy said. “That’s probably the easiest …”
“Oh, Darcy. I don’t need to see a proposal from you. Just tell me you’ll do Terror Is My Middle Name for me, and I’ll start discussing the advance and contract with your agent right away.”
Darcy could not bring herself to speak. “Um,” she said at last.
“I’m so pleased. I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to working with you on that. This is really going to be exciting. I know you’ll need more for this one than we gave you for In
Terms of Terror, but I just know Leonard and I can come to an agreement that will make us all happy.”
“Um,” Darcy said again.
“Wonderful! I’m just so excited!” Gertrude went on to mention another pending book club deal and the prospect of interviews now that The Silent Shriek looked like a sure bet for the bestseller lists. It was a pity Darcy couldn’t be there in person, but at least now she could be interviewed over the phone. Too bad also that there was no way to send author’s copies from one continuum to another. But Gertrude could upload some material from a CD-ROM that would give Darcy an idea of how the book would look, and she could rest assured that one of the best designers in the business had done her dust jacket.
“And I insisted on full cloth for the book,” Gertrude went on, “a nice red shade, with Gothic gold lettering on the spine— and acid-free paper, of course. But we’ll also be doing a special collectors’ edition of one thousand copies in leather.”
“Um,” Darcy said. There wasn’t much more to say. All in all, even though the conversation was basically one-sided, it was by far the best discussion with an editor she had ever experienced.
 
 
“I ran into Edwina Maris this morning,” Jane murmured to Darcy as she sat down. They were sitting in Phil Donahue’s green room, waiting to go on his show. Three other writers were already out in the studio fielding questions from the audience about their alternate rights deals, but Darcy had been told she and Jane would be going on after the break.
“What about Edwina?” Darcy asked.
“Oh, she was being really bitchy. I think her new book just got remaindered.”
“But it only came out five months ago.”
“Well, you know how it is,” Jane said. “Anyway, that’s not the point. She just saw a really shitty review of The Wrench Tightens in Kirkus, and made a point of telling me all about it. She looked absolutely delighted.”
“What do you care?” Darcy said. “You only got about a million dollars so far for The Wrench
Tightens in Alternate World 6.”
“Yeah, I know. I shouldn’t care, but I do. I’m stuck in this universe, Darcy, and here I’m just a midlist paperback mystery writer. Maybe I’m even flattering myself by saying I’m midlist. I mean, I have to live here. I’m only on the bestseller lists in a world I can’t even get to.”
Jane sounded totally bummed. Darcy hated to admit it even to herself, but she was feeling the same way lately. She had thought it might be her usual depression after finishing a book, but there was more to her low spirits than that. She had completed Terror Is My Middle Name a week ago, in record time, buoyed by Gertrude Banner’s encouragement and praise and Elysium House’s million-dollar advance. Terror Is My Middle Name was her best novel so far, but Leonard had not yet found a publisher for the book here. The Silent Shriek was still number 1 on Alternate World 3’s bestseller lists, but it remained out of print in this world. Darcy might have finally made it to Phil Donahue’s show, but only as part of a program about this alternate rights business. To most people, she and her colleagues were probably even less interesting than a random selection of lottery winners; a glance at the green room’s monitor told her that Phil’s audience was already getting bored. David Letterman had booked a few alternate rights millionaires as guests on his show, but only to poke fun at them. Oprah Winfrey hadn’t invited any such writers at all.
And now she, her friend Jane, and others like them had to suffer the scorn of writers such as Edwina Maris. Edwina was one of those critically acclaimed but commercially unsuccessful writers, with a small but vociferous cult following that was waiting for her to “break out.” Along with many such writers, Edwina shared a biting wit, a gift for sarcasm and irony, and scorn for writers who appealed to the lowest common denominator. Once Edwina had directed her barbs at the denizens of bestseller lists. Now, she and her underappreciated colleagues had new targets—the merely adequate wordsmiths who appealed to mass audiences only in other universes.
Darcy knew how Edwina felt. From Edwina’s point of view, her own failure to sell alternate rights was simply further proof of her work’s worth, since those writers signing such contracts were, to Edwina, only hacks unable to achieve success in their own world. Darcy sighed. In Edwina’s shoes, she might have felt exactly the same way.
“Better crank up my hair.” Jane poked at her permed, highlighted, and stylishly cut blonde locks with a gold pick.
“We have to go on after this ad.”
 
 
After their appearance, Jane went off to comfort herself with some shopping. Darcy took her limo back to the Royalton, where she had promised to meet her agent for drinks. She and Jane hadn’t exactly lighted a fire under Phil Donahue’s audience. Phil himself had grown increasingly manic in his efforts to work the crowd, and had spent the last five minutes of the program delivering a monologue about his own failure to sell alternate rights to his autobiography.
Leonard was pacing in the hotel lobby. He came toward her as soon as she was through the door. “Come on,” he said, “we’re going to Mary Thalberg’s.”
“What for?”
“Don’t ask.” He herded her back outside. “This is disaster. This is absolute, total disaster.”
“Let me guess,” Darcy said. “Money from Elysium House isn’t legal tender any more. The IRS just reversed its ruling, right? That’s why you’re here. You came to tell me I’m broke. I always knew it was too good to be true.”
“No, no. You’re still loaded. But there’s some heavy duty shit coming down the pike anyway.” He pushed her toward the limo.
 
 
Leonard was silent all the way to Mary Thalberg’s offices on the East Side. Mary’s partner and assistants had gone home by the time they arrived, but the agent was still in her office. A computer was in one corner; a widescreen TV, complete with speakers and VCR, sat against one wall. Mary’s high heels sank into her pile carpeting as she paced soundlessly and took deep drags on a cigarette.
“I thought you quit smoking,” Leonard said to the other agent.
“I relapsed. I should die of lung cancer anyway now that so many of my clients got screwed.” Mary waved Leonard and Darcy to her sofa. “Leonard’s already seen this, but he wanted you to see it, too.”
“See what?” Darcy asked.
“Didn’t he tell you? My clients already know, the ones that have alternate rights deals. I informed them all immediately. Actually, they’ve been taking the news very well. Anyway, Leonard asked—”
“Just show her,” Leonard said glumly.
“I was on the phone,” Mary said, “talking to an editor in Parallel World 7. Had the TV on to tape Days of Our Lives, so I have something to watch when people put me on hold, you know? While I was talking, I lost the picture, and—well, this is what my VCR taped instead.”
Mary pointed a remote at the TV. An image came on, slightly blurred and without sound, but Darcy could make out the tiny form of a young man sitting behind a large mahogany desk, apparently talking to someone on the phone. The room dwarfed him; the place was the size of Madison Square Garden, and the walls were lined with paintings that looked to her untrained eye like Botticellis. An older man was walking toward the desk, bearing a china teapot and cups on a silver tray. Darcy couldn’t be certain, but thought she glimpsed a swimming pool through the glass doors behind the young man.
“That’s the guy I was talking to today,” Mary said. “Lorne Efferman, an editor at Cotter and Crowe—that’s a publisher in Parallel World 7.” She paused. “We were in the middle of our conversation when I saw that on the TV. I immediately guessed it was Lorne, and he reluctantly confirmed it. Seems some signals from other universes are leaking in over the cable.” The image flickered out; Mary turned off the TV. “Let me be more specific. Lorne Efferman is an assistant editor at Cotter and Crowe.”
“An assistant editor,” Leonard mumbled. “Not an executive editor, or a senior editor, or even just a plain editor. An assistant editor. Makes you wonder what the goddamn publisher’s office looks like—probably Versailles.”
“My God,” Darcy whispered.
“I was seeing if Lorne might be interested in some novels by one of my clients,” Mary said. “I’d already sold alternate rights to them in Parallel World 8, but I thought I’d feel Lorne out. We’ve been waiting for alternate publishers to come to us, but I figured it was time to be a little more aggressive.”
“And?” Darcy asked.
“Lorne explained—very nicely, not that it helped—that I didn’t have those rights to offer him. ‘Look at your contracts,’ he told me, so I did. I never signed those contracts, I’m positive of that, but my name was on them, and every contract had the same damned clause. I know it wasn’t in any of my alternate rights contracts before—I’d never have approved any of them if it were. But it’s there now, and I have no way to prove that I didn’t let that clause go through!”
Mary put out her cigarette and lit another. “What clause?” Darcy asked.
“The clause that says we haven’t been selling to just one universe when we sign those contracts. We’ve been giving one publisher in that particular universe rights to sell any book we give them to every other universe. And we don’t get one extra fucking cent!”
“Let me put it this way,” Leonard muttered from the other end of the sofa. “Seems the contracts go into uncertainty and then don’t match the worlds they were written in. They drift. You end up with a different contract than the one you started with.” He chuckled mirthlessly. “A lot of you writers would say that’s nothing new.”
“But I get royalties,” Darcy said, “don’t I?”
“That’s just on sales in Parallel World 3,” Leonard replied. “I checked your contracts. You get your share of book club money and foreign sales and everything else, but only from sales in that universe. They get to keep everything else. That’s probably how they can pay such nice advances to everybody.” He glared at the blank TV screen. “That’s how some dipshit little assistant editor can have an office big enough to hold the goddamn Frankfurt Book Fair in.”
“But—” Darcy began.
“I put in a call to that physicist Sterling Blake,” Mary said. “Our agents’ association put him on retainer a while back. He said something about uncertainty creeping into our continuum, about the wave functions of perception shifting or whatever. I think it means we’re in a different universe from the one we were in a few days ago.” She let out her breath. “Blake has some new equations to play with now, so of course he’s just thrilled to death.”
They were all silent for a long time. At last Darcy said, “Does it really matter? Elysium House paid me some serious money. They did beautiful editions, even if I can’t get any author’s copies. I could retire and never have to worry about money again, and you and the other agents are raking in plenty from the deals anyway.”
“That isn’t the point,” Leonard said.
Darcy had known that even as she spoke. The agents would never forgive themselves for letting all those alternate rights slip away, however inadvertently. And she, along with her now-wealthy colleagues, would have to live with the knowledge that, even in other continua, publishers could still rip you off and not pay you what your work was really worth.
Not that this newly acquired wisdom should have come as much of a surprise to any writer.
 
 
Mary and Leonard were feeling a little better by the time Darcy left them to go back to her hotel. The two agents had to be philosophical about matters. Anyway, according to the grapevine, it looked as though this alternate rights business was heading toward a downturn of sorts. Mary hadn’t heard of any new alternate rights contracts being signed for nearly a month, and a couple of agents she knew had reported that their calls were no longer going through to a couple of continua. Time to collect as much as they could for their clients just in case things got even more uncertain and they ended up cut off from other parallel worlds altogether. They probably wouldn’t be able to sue for any uncollected payments later on unless attorneys in this universe got even more ingenious than they already were.
Darcy was set. She had to look at it that way. If Donahue’s audience had been more interested in whether she knew Stephen King or in how she was going to spend her money than in her books, she could live with that. Edwina Maris might get better reviews, but raves on the front page of the New York Times Book Review hadn’t noticeably fattened Edwina’s bank account. If Elysium House was ripping Darcy off, then at least there would still be all those millions of readers in Gertrude Banner’s world reading In Terms of Terror and Terror Takes No Time Out.
She had to think of it that way. It was the work that mattered. Her true reward was the writing itself, wasn’t it? No one could deprive her of the vivid moments she spent in worlds of her own creation, or of the sense of accomplishment she felt after finishing a final draft.
But then the image of a publisher somewhere, sitting in the midst of splendor greater than that of the Hearst estate at San Simeon, came to her. The bastards of this world, and every other world, always won in the end; they didn’t care about the writers they exploited. Darcy ground her teeth. She would have to get hold of the Lucky Scribes and ask them for some advice. She could feel a writer’s block coming on.
 
 



 
Afterword to “All Rights”:
 
“All Rights” may be seen as a companion piece to a story that appears later in this volume, “The Novella Race.” Both are about writing, but “All Rights” is more about the business of writing, which seems appropriate for a tale that features writers. Dedicated and devoted readers, and also younger and more naive writers, can sometimes feel dismay and disillusionment upon discovering that the most popular topics of discussion among gatherings of writers are not aethestics, favorite classics of literature, the artistic demands of the craft, or even the nuts and bolts of putting a story together; but instead money, contracts, and publishers.
I wrote this story during a time when being a writer at all seemed an utterly futile endeavor. A deepening depression, along with life’s more pressing practicalities, were increasingly propelling me toward a decision to give up writing as a profession. In the end, I didn’t, but maybe that’s because while writing “All Rights,” I was still able to find some humor in the fate of the vast majority of American writers, from the best to the worst—namely, to be invisible, ignored, and forgotten, at least in this continuum. All the more reason, I suppose, for writing to be its own reward, since that is likely to be the only enduring reward most of us ever receive.
 
 
 



 
DANNY GOES TO MARS
 
“Mars is essentially in the same orbit [as Earth]. Mars is somewhat the same distance from the sun, which is very important. We have seen pictures where there are canals, we believe, and water. If there is water, that means there is oxygen. If oxygen, that means we can breathe.”
 
—J. Danforth Quayle, Vice-President of the United States, as quoted in Mother Jones, January 1990
 
The Vice-President had known that this White House lunch would be different. For one thing, the President’s voice kept shifting from his Mr. Rogers pitch to his John Wayne tone, and that always made Dan nervous. For another, the former Chief of Staff was there as a guest, and that bothered him.
John Sununu might have mouthed off in public about how much Dan had learned on the job, but away from the cameras, his big M.I.T. brain couldn’t be bothered with even saying hello to the Vice-President. Not that it really mattered, since Nunu, as most of the White House staff called him behind his back, had pretty much treated everybody that way, except when he was having a temper tantrum. Almost everyone had been relieved when the former Chief of Staff had been eased out of that position.
Now, here he was in the White House again, sitting around at this intimate lunch as if he still had the President’s full confidence. Maybe the President needed Big John’s help on some scientific deal or other; Dan hoped it was that, and not something political. He squinted slightly, thinking of Robert Stack. That was the ticket, putting on that Robert Stack I’m-a-nice- guy-but-don’t-mess-with-me kind of expression.
“A squeaker,” the President said, “a real squeaker. Almost didn’t pull it out. The Democrats—bad. Attack from the right—even worse. Got something up our sleeve, though—they’ll say, Never saw that coming.”
The Vice-President tried to look attentive. Sometimes he couldn’t figure out what the President was talking about. Once he had worried about that, before discovering that many members of the White House staff had the same problem.
“Council on Competitiveness, and, uh, the space thing, too—you’re our man there,” the President was saying now. Marilyn had guessed that the President might be toying with the idea of a space spectacular, and Big John, whatever his lacks in the political arena, was one of the few advisors who could understand the scientific ins and outs. It made sense, what with that big breakthrough in developing an engine for space travel. Dan didn’t know exactly how it worked, but it could get a ship to the Moon almost overnight—if there was an “overnight” in space.
“Mars,” the President said. “About time.”
“Mars?” Dan sat up. That was an even better idea than going to the Moon.
“We’re sending out feelers.” The former Chief of Staff adjusted his glasses, looking as if this project was his idea. Maybe it was; maybe that was how he had gotten back into the President’s good graces. “The Japanese have hinted they might foot most of the bill if one of their people is among the astronauts. The Saudis’ll pick up the rest if we get one of their men on board. The Russians would do almost anything to take their people’s minds off the mess over there, and we can use one of those long-term habitat modules they’ve developed for the crew’s quarters. Putting a cosmonaut on the crew in return for that would be a hell of a lot cheaper than sending more aid down that rathole.”
“Impressive,” the President said. “Won’t cost us.”
“We can get this going before the mid-term elections,” Big John muttered. “America’s reaching for the stars again—that should play pretty goddamned well, and you can use the brotherhood angle, too.” He shifted his stocky body in his chair. “A crash program for building the ship will create jobs. The crew can be trained, and the ship ready to go, by the summer of ninty-five. Two weeks or less to Mars, depending on where it is in relation to Earth’s orbit, and back in plenty of time for the Presidential primaries.”
“With the new nuclear fission-to-fusion pulse engine,” Dan said, “that’s possible.” He’d picked up a few things during his meetings with the Space Council. He was a little annoyed that no one had even hinted at the possibility of a Mars trip, but then he was usually the last guy to find anything out. “With that kind of engine, we could cross from, say, Mercury to Jupiter in less than a hundred days.” He had heard one of the NASA boys say that. Or had it been less than thirty days? Not that it made that much difference, at least to him.
The former Chief of Staff lifted his brows in surprise. Sununu had a habit of looking at him like that sometimes, the way Dan’s high-school teachers and college professors had looked at him when he actually managed to come up with a correct answer.
“But you know,” the Vice-President continued, “you could take longer to train the crew, and have this whole Mars deal going on during the primary season. That might actually help me more, having it happen right while I’m running.”
“Two terms,” the President said, sounding a lot more like John Wayne than Mr. Rogers this time. “Straight line from nineteen-eighty. I want a Republican in the White House in two-thousand-and-one. Maybe the Navy band could play that music at the inauguration, you know, the piece in that movie—”
“Also Sprach Zarathustra,” the former Chief of Staff said, then turned toward the Vice-President. “The theme from 2001” He had that funny smile on his face, the one that made his eyes seem even colder.
“What I was thinking, though,” Dan said, “is that people have short memories.” That was a piece of political wisdom he had picked up, partly because his own memory wasn’t so great. “So it might make more sense to have a ship on Mars right in the middle of the primaries. It’d sure be a help to be able to make speeches about that, and—”
“Unless something goes wrong. That could really fuck up the campaign, a big space disaster.” Big John folded his arms over his broad chest. “But we’ll just have to see that doesn’t happen. Besides, that sucker has to be back before the primaries.” His smile faded. “See, the thing is—”
“On the crew, Dan,” the President interrupted. “Still young, and you’re in good shape—think it’ll work.”
The Vice-President set down his fork. “What would work?”
The former Chief of Staff unfolded his arms. “The President is saying that he’d like you to go to Mars.”
Dan was too stunned to speak.
“If you’ll volunteer, that is,” the President said.
The Vice-President steadied himself, hoping his eyes had not widened into his Bambi-caught-in-the-headlights look. Big John might be willing to shove him aboard a ship heading for Mars just to get back in the good graces of the White House, but the President, for a guy without a whole lot of principles, was a gentleman. A man who never forgot to write thank-you notes wasn’t the kind of person to force his Veep on a risky space mission.
“Well.” Dan frowned. “Do I really have to do this?”
Big John said, “It may be the only way we can get you elected. It sure as hell would give you an edge, and you’re going to need one. The President was getting it from the right, but you’re going to be getting it from the moderate Republicans.” He sneered. “We’re only talking a two or three week trip, hardly more than a space shuttle flight. Come back from Mars, and you wouldn’t just be the Vice-President—you’d be a hero.” He said the words as if he didn’t quite believe them.
“Hard to run against a hero,” the President said. He pressed his hands together, then flung them out to his sides. “Moderates—trouble. But it’s up to you, Dan. Think you can handle this Mars thing—make sure there’s good people on the crew with you—but you gotta decide.”
The Vice-President swallowed, trying for his Robert Stack look once more. He was about to say he would have to talk it over with Marilyn, but Big John would give him one of his funny looks if he said that.
“I’ll consider it very seriously,” he said. If Marilyn thought this was a good idea, he might have to go along with it.
“You do that,” the former Chief of Staff said quietly.
 
 
He explained it all to his wife after dinner. There would be the months of training, but a house would be provided for him, and the family could visit him in Houston. They could even move there temporarily, but Dan wasn’t about to insist on that. His son Tucker was in college, so it wouldn’t much matter to him where they lived, but the move might be disruptive for Corinne and Ben.
“I can see it, in a way,” he said. “If I do this, I might be unbeatable. On the other hand, it didn’t work for John Glenn.”
“But this is Mars, honey,” Marilyn said. “John Glenn didn’t go to Mars.” She brushed back a lock of brown hair, then frowned. Dan had the sinking feeling that this whole business had already been decided. Whatever his fears about the journey, he was more afraid of facing the President and telling him he had decided not to volunteer. Besides, this space stuff might finally put an end to all the mockery. Maybe there wouldn’t be any more jokes about his lousy grades and his golf trips and being on beer duty during his stint in the National Guard. Maybe that bastard Garry Trudeau would finally stop depicting him as a feather in his Doonesbury comic strip.
“I’d miss you a lot,” Marilyn said.
“I’d miss you, too.” He slipped an arm over her shoulders. “But it isn’t like it’s going to be one of those three-year-round-trip deals. If that’s what it was, I would have said no right on the spot. They said it would be safe.”
She rested her head against his chest. “Nobody could top this, you know. I doubt you’d have any challengers in the primaries afterwards, and the Democrats won’t have the easy time they expected against you. Even then—”
He owed it to Marilyn. He wouldn’t have gotten this far without her; in a way, it was too bad she couldn’t go to Mars with him. She’d had to give up her law practice in Indiana when he was first elected to Congress, and later, her hopes of finding a job when he was running for Vice-President. She had wised him up after his election to the Senate, after the story about his colleague Tom Evans and that Parkinson babe broke; if he had listened to Marilyn in the first place, he wouldn’t have been in Palm Beach with them that weekend. She had given him good advice and sacrificed plenty for him. The least he could do was make her First Lady.
“What should I do?” he asked.
Marilyn drew away from him and sat up. “There’s only one thing to do,” she murmured. “This is too big for us to decide by ourselves, so we have to put it in God’s hands. He’ll show us what’s right.”
He folded his hands, bowed his head, and tried to summon up a prayer. He definitely needed the Lord’s help on this one, but had the feeling that God was likely to agree with the President.
 
 
When Dan agreed to become an astronaut, it seemed that a great weight was lifted from his shoulders. The announcement brought the expected press and television coverage, along with varying reactions from stunned commentators, but the conventional wisdom was that he could probably handle his Vice-Presidential duties as well in Houston or on Mars as he could anywhere else.
There was a press conference to endure with his four fellow crew members, and the interviews, but he got through them all without any major gaffes, except for calling the moons of Mars Photos and Zenith. That snotty nerd George Will had tried to get him on some old remarks he had made about the Red Planet having canals, but Dan had muddied the waters with a bunch of memorized statistics he had mastered in the years since, along with a comment about having been under the spell of some Ray Bradbury stories. It was smart of his staff to feed him that stuff about Bradbury’s Martian Chronicles along with the other information. Dan had not only made Will look like a bully, but had also given viewers the impression that the Vice-President actually read books.
In Houston, at least, he would not have to do many interviews, on the grounds that they might interfere with his training. This did not keep some reporters from trying to get leaked information about his progress.
There was little for them to discover. Surprisingly, the training was not nearly as rigorous as he had expected. The other American on the crew, Ashana Washington, was both a physicist and an experienced pilot; she would technically be in command of the expedition. Prince Ahmed was also a pilot, although the ship itself would be piloted automatically during the voyage. Sergei Vavilov and Kiichi Taranaga each had a string of degrees in various subjects requiring big brains, and since they, like Prince Ahmed, spoke fluent English, the Vice-President, to his great relief, would not have to try to learn a foreign language.
Basically, Dan knew, he would be little more than a passenger. Learning about the Mars vessel and its capacities was more interesting than Cabinet meetings, and messing around with the NASA computers was a little like those video games he had sometimes played with Tucker and Ben. The crew had to be in good shape, but he had always jogged and played a fair amount of tennis. He often missed Marilyn and the kids, but they had been apart for extended periods during political campaigns in the past, and their weekends together more than made up for it. He didn’t have to talk to reporters, although occasionally he didn’t mind posing for photographers in his NASA garb with a Robert Redford grin on his face. Once a week, some of his staffers and the President’s would fly down to brief him on various matters, but Washington often seemed far away.
He had wondered if his fellow astronauts would take to him, since they would have to spend at least a couple of weeks in isolation with him—longer if NASA decided they should remain in a Martian base camp for a while, which they might have to do if they found anything really interesting. Within three weeks after his arrival in Houston, however, he was golfing twice a week with Kiichi, jogging in the mornings with Prince Ahmed after the Saudi’s morning prayers, and playing tennis with Sergei, who, despite his small size, had one hell of a backhand.
Only Ashana had intimidated him just a little. The tall, good-looking black woman was too damned brainy and formal for him to regard her as a real babe—not that he, as a married man and a future Presidential candidate, was inclined to dwell on her apparent babe qualities anyway. Maybe Ashana thought that she was commanding this expedition for the same reason Clarence Thomas was on the Supreme Court. That was another reason to keep his distance. It wouldn’t help his chances for the White House if Ashana turned into another Anita Hill.
He might have gone on being distantly polite to her if, a month and a half into his training, he hadn’t been drawn into a pick-up basketball game with a few of the NASA staffers. Ashana came by, and before he knew it, she was giving him some good advice on how to improve his jump shots.
Basketball was the glue that sealed their friendship, but Dan had nearly blown it when Ashana had come to his house one weekend to meet his family and watch a game. “I should have known,” he said as he settled into his chair, “that you’d be a hoop fan.”
Ashana’s face suddenly got very stiff. Next to her on the sofa, Marilyn was rolling her eyes and giving him her I-don’t-believe-you-just-said-that look.
“Exactly why should you have known?” Ashana asked in a small but kind of scary voice.
“In your official biography—I mean, you grew up in Indiana, didn’t you? Everybody’s a fan there.”
Ashana relaxed, but he didn’t quite understand why she had laughed so hard afterwards.
 
 
He admitted it to himself; if he had to be a hero to win the election, this was the way to do it. His crewmates were the real experts, so he could leave all the major decisions to them. He would, of course, do his best to be helpful. Sergei would use him as a subject in some medical experiments, and he could also help Kiichi sort his soil samples. That would be great, if they actually found life on Mars, even if it was only something like the mildew that sometimes showed up in the Vice-Presidential mansion.
People were really getting psyched about this mission. After all the economic bad news of recent years, putting people to work on the ship, now called the Edgar Rice Burroughs, and its systems, as well as expanding the size of the Russian and American space stations to house those who had to work on the Burroughs in orbit, had given the economy a boost. Part of that was the new jobs, but most of it was simply that the country was regaining its confidence. This Mars thing would propel him into the White House on a wave of good feeling, and he would lead the country into the next century during his second term. By then, the economy would be booming along under the impetus of a revived space program. Dan wasn’t exactly sure how this would happen, but would let his advisors figure that out when it was time for them to write his speeches.
It was, when he thought about it, amazing that the Mars mission had won such widespread support. There were, of course, some people who had to bitch, like those protestors who showed up at the Johnson Space Center or Cape Canaveral to protest the ship’s technology, but they were the kind who panicked whenever they saw the word “fission,” especially if “fusion” was sitting right next to it. A comedian on David Letterman’s show had said something about how a dopehead must have thought of putting the Vice-President aboard, and so maybe they should have called the ship the William S. Burroughs. Dan didn’t see what was so funny about that, but it didn’t really matter. Most of the clippings Marilyn brought to him on her visits had optimistic words about the mission and comments from various people about his bravery and increasing maturity.
Almost before he knew it, he and his fellow astronauts were being flown to Florida, where they would spend their final days before liftoff; a space shuttle would carry them to the Burroughs. The President would be there, along with several ambassadors and any other dignitaries who had managed to wangle an invitation. A whole contingent of family and friends were coming in from Indiana to view the launch, which would be covered by camera teams and reporters from just about everywhere. Everything had gone basically without a hitch so far, although they were going to be late taking off for the Burroughs; the shuttle launch had been postponed until October, what with a few small delays on construction and testing. Still, the Mars ship and its systems had passed every test with flying colors, and this had inspired a number of articles contending, basically, that American workers had finally gotten their shit together again. More kids were deciding to take science and math courses in school. There was a rumor that Time magazine had decided early that Dan would have to be their Man of the Year.
Only one dark spot marred his impending triumph. That creep Garry Trudeau was now depicting him as a feather floating inside a space helmet and referring to him as “the candidate from Mars.”
 
 
The Burroughs wasn’t exactly the kind of sleek ship Dan had seen in movies about space. Its frame held two heavily-shielded habitat modules, the lander, and the Mars base assembly. The large metallic bowl that housed the pulse engine was attached to the end of the frame. The whole thing reminded him a little of a giant Tootsie Roll with a big dish at one end, but he felt confident as he floated into the crew’s quarters through an open lock. The President and Barbara had wished him well, and Marilyn and the kids had looked so proud of him. If he had known that being courageous was this simple, maybe he would have tried it sooner.
Inside the large barrel of this habitat, five seats near wall screens had been bolted to what would be the floor during acceleration. He propelled himself toward a seat and strapped himself in without a qualm. The Burroughs circled the Earth, then took off like a dream; Dan, pressed against his seat, watched in awe as the globe on the screen shrank to the size of a marble.
The ship would take a little while to reach one g, at which point the crew could get up and move around. The Burroughs would continue to accelerate until they were halfway to Mars, at which point it would begin to decelerate. The faster the ship boosted, the more gravity it would have; at least that was how Dan understood the matter. Even though it might have been kind of fun to float around the Burroughs, he had been a bit queasy during the shuttle flight, and was just as happy that they wouldn’t have to endure weightlessness during the voyage. He had heard too many stories about space sickness and the effects of weightlessness on gas; he didn’t want to puke and fart all the way to Mars.
Dan had little time to glance at the viewscreens when he finally rose from his seat. The others were already messing around with the computers and setting up experiments and generally doing whatever they were supposed to do; his job now was to monitor any transmissions from Earth.
He sent back greetings, having rehearsed the words during the last few days. He didn’t have anything really eloquent to say about actually being out in space at last, but a lot of astronauts weren’t great talkers. When he was about to sign off, the NASA CapCom patched him through to Marilyn.
She had cut out James J. Kilpatrick’s latest column to read to him. The columnist had written: “Lloyd Bentsen once said of the Vice-President, ‘You’re no Jack Kennedy.’ This has been verified in a way Senator Bentsen could never have predicted. This man is no Jack Kennedy. Instead, he has donned the mantle of Columbus and the other great explorers of the past.”
That was the kind of thing that could really make a guy feel great.
 
 
There was little privacy on the Burroughs. What with the shielding, the engine, the Mars lander they would use when they reached their destination, and the base camp assembly that would be sent to the Martian surface if NASA deemed a longer stay worthwhile, there wasn’t exactly an abundance of space for the crew in the habitat modules. The next ship, which was already being built, would have the additional luxuries of a recreational module, along with separate sleeping compartments, but NASA had cut a few corners on this one.
The bathroom, toilet and shower included, was the size of a small closet; their beds, which had to be pulled out from the walls, were in the adjoining module, with no partitions. The whole place smelled like a locker room, maybe because the modules had been part of the Russian space station before being recycled for use in this mission. The food tasted even worse than some of the stuff Dan had eaten in the Deke house at DePauw.
But their comfort was not entirely overlooked; the Burroughs had a small library of CDs, videodiscs, and books stored on microdot. Within twenty-four hours, Dan and his companions had worked out a schedule so that each of them would have some time alone in the bed compartment to read, listen to music, or take a nap. There was no sense getting on one another’s nerves during the voyage, and some solitude would ease any tensions.
Dan went to the sleeping quarters during his scheduled time on the third day out, meaning to watch one of his favorite movies, Ferris Bueller’s Day Off. He could stretch out on one of the beds and still see the screen on the wall in the back. He nodded off just as Ferris Bueller, played by Matthew Broderick, was calling up his friend Cameron on the phone; he woke up to the sounds of “Twist and Shout.” Matthew Broderick was gyrating on a float in the middle of a Chicago parade.
Dan had missed most of the movie. He must have been more tired than he realized, even though he didn’t have as much to do as the rest of the crew. Sergei had said something about doing some medical tests on him. He looked at his watch, set on Eastern Standard Time, which they were keeping aboard ship, and noticed that it was past 8:00 P.M. He stared at the screen, not understanding why the movie was still on until he realized that the player had gone back to the beginning of the disc and started running the film again. It was Ahmed’s time to use the compartment now, so why wasn’t the Prince here bugging him about it? On top of that, nobody had come to get him for dinner.
He sat up slowly. A weird feeling came over him, a little like the nervousness he had felt before calling his father about trying to get into the Guard. He got to his feet and climbed the ladder through the passageway that connected this module to the next.
The hatch at the end of the short passage was open as he came up. His shipmates were slumped over the table where they usually ate, their faces in their trays. Dan crept toward them, wondering if this was some kind of joke. “Okay, guys,” he said, “you can cut it out now.” They were awfully still, and Sergei had written something on the table in Cyrillic letters with his fingers and some gravy. “Okay, you faked me out. Come on.” Dan stopped behind Kiichi and nudged him, then saw that the Japanese had stopped breathing. Very slowly, he moved around the table, taking each person’s pulse in turn. The arms were flaccid, the bodies cold.
“Oh, my God,” he said. “Oh, my God.” He sank to the floor, covered his face with his hands, and sat there for a long time until a voice called out to him from the com.
“Houston to Burroughs. Houston to Burroughs.” He got up and stumbled toward the com. “Come in, Burroughs.” He sat down and turned on the com screen.
Sallie Werfel, the CapCom, stared out at him from the screen.
“They’re dead,” he blurted out. “They’re all dead.” Not until after he had said it did he remember that NASA had planned a live broadcast for that evening. “Oh, my God.”
Sallie gazed back at him with a big smile on her face; it would take a while for his words to reach her, since signals had to work harder to get through all that space. Then her smile disappeared, and she was suddenly shouting to somebody else before turning to the screen once more.
“We’re off the air,” she said. “All right, what the hell do you mean about—”
“They’re all dead,” he replied. “At the table. Turn on the cameras and take a look. Sergei wrote something next to his tray, but it’s in Russian.”
Sallie was whispering to a man near her. Some more time passed. “All right, Dan,” she said very quietly. “I want you to stay right where you are for the moment. We’ve got the cameras on the others now. You’re absolutely sure they’re, uh, gone.”
“Yeah.”
A few more minutes passed. “We’re looking at Sergei’s message. A couple of our people here know Russian, so we should have a translation in just a little bit. While we’re waiting, I want to know exactly what you were doing during the last few hours.”
“Not much,” he said. “I mean, it was my turn for some private time—we had, like, a schedule for times to be alone, you know? So I went to the other module thinking I’d catch a movie.” He was about to say he had been watching Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, but thought better of it. “What I remember is that Ashana was on the treadmill working out, and Sergei and Ahmed were checking some numbers or something. Kiichi was in the can—er, bathroom. I fell asleep, and when I woke up and looked at the time, it was past dinner. Then I came out and—” He swallowed hard. “Oh, my God.” He waited.
“Take it easy, Dan,” she said finally. “We’re opening up a line to the White House right now.”
An alien, he thought. Some creepy blob thing, the kind of creature they showed in old sci-fi movies, had somehow found its way aboard the ship. He imagined it oozing out to kill his companions during dinner, then concealing itself somewhere aboard the Burroughs to wait for him. Except that it wouldn’t find too many places it could hide in the crew’s quarters. Maybe the alien was concealed in the Mars lander by now, waiting for him. He shuddered. It couldn’t be an alien. There wasn’t any way for one to get aboard.
“We’ve got a translation,” Sallie was saying. Dan forced his attention back to the screen. “We know what Sergei wrote.” Her eyes glistened; he held his breath. “Not the food. Fever. Feels like flu.”
“What?” He waited.
“Flu. Influenza.” She lifted a hand to her temples. “He’s telling us it wasn’t anything in the food, that it felt as if they were coming down with something.”
 
 
Everything had happened awfully fast. The whole business might be some sort of weird assassination attempt; maybe someone had figured out a way to poison the main module’s air system. It was pure chance that he had not been sitting there with the others. But why would anyone want to assassinate him? Only the Democrats had anything to gain from that, and they had so many loose cannons that somebody would have leaked such a plot by now.
He didn’t know whether to be relieved or not when Sallie contacted him an hour later and gave him NASA’s hypothesis. They suspected that his comrades had been the victims of an extremely virulent but short-lived virus—virulent because the others had died so quickly, and short-lived because Dan, in the same module breathing the same air, was still alive. They had come up with this explanation after consulting with the Russians, who had admitted that milder viruses had occasionally afflicted their cosmonauts. The closed ecologies of their modules had never been perfect. What that meant was that things could get kind of scuzzy in there.
The next order of business was to dispose of the bodies. Dan put on his spacesuit and tried not to look at the food- stained faces of his dead comrades as he dragged them one by one into the airlock.
They deserved a prayer. The only ones he knew were Christian prayers, but maybe Kiichi and Ahmed wouldn’t mind, and he suspected Sergei was more religious than he let on. He whispered the Lord’s Prayer, and then another he had often used at prayer breakfasts. Too late, he realized that a prayer said at meals might not be the most appropriate thing, given that his companions had died over their chow.
He looked up from the bodies as the outside door slid slowly open to reveal the blackness of space. His comrades deserved a few more words before he consigned them to the darkness.
“You guys,” he whispered, “you were some of the best friends I ever had. You were definitely the smartest.”
It took a while to get the bodies outside. As he watched them drift away from the ship, tears rose to his eyes. He was really going to miss them.
 
 
Sallie contacted Dan an hour before the President was to address the nation and the world. The most important thing now was for Dan to seem in control of himself when it was time for his own broadcast. The NASA scientists were fairly certain that Dan wouldn’t suffer the fate of the others; there was only a slight chance that the mysterious virus would reappear to infect him. He didn’t find this very consoling, since there had been only a slight chance of such a thing happening in the first place.
“Do me a favor, Sallie,” Dan said. “If I do kick off, don’t let the media have tapes of it or anything. I mean, I don’t want Marilyn and my kids watching that stuff on CNN or something.” He waited. The time for round-trip signals was growing longer.
“You got it, Dan-o.”
The President made his announcement, and Dan went on an hour later to show that he was still able to function. He had no prepared speech, but the most important thing was to look calm and not hysterical. He succeeded in that, mostly because he felt too stunned and empty to crack up in front of the hundreds of millions who would be viewing him from Earth.
Sallie spoke to him after his appearance. Ashana Washington’s parents and brother had already retained counsel, and there was talk of massive lawsuits. He might have known that the lawyers would get in on this immediately.
“The most important thing now,” Sallie said, “is to bring you home as fast as possible. You’ll reach your destination four days from now.” She narrowed her eyes. “The Burroughs is already programmed to orbit Mars automatically, so all we have to do is let it swing around and head back to Earth. You can get back in—”
“I’m not going to land?” he asked, and waited even longer.
Sallie sat up. “Land?”
“I want to land, Sallie. Don’t you understand? I have to now. The others would have expected me to—I’ve got to do it for them.” He searched for another phrase. “It means they won’t have died in vain. I can do it—you can program the lander, and I can go down to the surface. Maybe I can’t do the experiments and stuff they were going to, but I can set up the cameras and bring back soil samples. It wouldn’t be right not to try. And if I’m going to die, I might as well die doing something.”
He waited for his words to reach her. “Dan,” she said at last, “you surprise me.”
It would probably surprise the hell out of the President, too. “I’ve got to do it, Sallie.” He frowned, struggling with the effort of all this thinking. “Look, if I land, it’ll inspire the world to bigger and better space triumphs. We’ll get that bigger space station built and the more advanced ships, too. But if you just bring me back, all the nuts will start whining again about what a waste all this was and how four people died for nothing.” He waited.
“I’ll do what I can, Dan.” She shook her head. “I don’t have much to say about this, but I can speak up for you. In the end, though, it’s probably going to be up to the President.”
“Then put me through to him now.”
He hashed it out with the President in the slow motion of radio delay, listened to the objections, and replied by invoking the memory of his dead comrades. When the President, looking tense and even more hyper than usual, signed off by saying he would have to consult with his advisors, Dan was certain he had won. He felt no surprise when word came twelve hours later that he would be allowed to undertake the landing.
After all, if the President didn’t let him go ahead, it was like admitting publicly that he had put an incompetent without adequate training aboard the Burroughs. The President, having finally salvaged his place in history, wasn’t about to go down in the record books as a doofus.
 
 
David Bowie was singing about Major Tom and Ground Control. Kiichi had been a David Bowie fan, so a lot of Bowie’s music, everything from his Ziggy Stardust phase up through Tin Machine, was in the Burroughs’s music collection. Dan had never been into David Bowie, who struck him as being kind of fruity, but now he felt as if he understood this particular song.
Sometimes, during his work with the President’s Council on Space, Dan had wondered why some early astronauts had gotten kind of flaky after returning to Earth. These were macho test pilot guys, not the kind of men anyone would expect to get mystical or weirded out. But as he moved around the ship, which was usually silent except for the low throbbing hum of the engine and an occasional beep from the consoles, he was beginning to feel a bit odd himself, as if his mind had somehow moved outside of his body.
He had never thought all that much about God. He had, of course, never doubted that God was out there going about His business; he had simply never thought about the Lord that much, except when he was in church or saying a prayer. When he was a boy, he had imagined a God something like his grandfather Pulliam, an angry old man ready to smite all those liberal Democrats, Communists, and other forces of darkness. Later on, when he was older and more mature, God had seemed more like a sort of basketball coach or golf pro.
Now, when he gazed at the image of Mars on his screen, a rust-red dot surrounded by blackness, he had the strangest feeling that he had never really understood the Lord at all. God had created all this, the planets and the space between them and the stars that were so far away he could not even comprehend the distance. God, in some ways, was a lot like the NASA computers, but there was even more to Him than that. Dan wasn’t quite sure how to put it; things like that were hard to explain. He supposed that was what it meant to be mystical—having weird feelings you couldn’t quite put into words. And faith was believing what no one in his right mind would believe even though it was true.
NASA kept him busy during his waking hours programming the Mars lander and checking out its systems. After supper, he usually worked on his speech, with some suggestions NASA was passing along from his speechwriters. They had given him another speech earlier, but he couldn’t use that one now. With what had happened, this one would have to be really inspiring.
Yet he still had his moments of solitude, the times when he felt, for the first time in his life, what it was like to be utterly alone. He couldn’t actually be alone, he supposed, since God had to be somewhere in the vicinity, but there were times when it seemed that the emptiness of space had seeped into him.
 
 
Mars swelled until it filled the screen, and then his ship was falling around the planet. There was no way to avoid weightlessness now; the Burroughs had begun to decelerate after the halfway point of the journey, and its engine had finally shut down. Dan put on his spacesuit and floated through the tunnel that connected the crew’s quarters with the module holding the base assembly. He wouldn’t be setting up a Mars base, though, since NASA didn’t want him fooling around down there for very long. He entered the last module, which held the lander.
He pressed his hand against the lander’s door; it slid open. The lander had food, a small lavatory, and equipment for experiments. There was even a Mars rover on board so that he could ride around on the surface. He wouldn’t be doing much, though, except for shooting a bunch of stuff with the cameras and gathering soil samples. The important thing was to land, make his speech, mess around for a little while, catch some shut-eye, and then get back to the Burroughs.
He strapped himself into one of the chairs. The four empty seats made him feel as if the ghosts of the others were with him. NASA had allowed each of the astronauts to bring along a small personal possession to take down to the Martian surface, and Dan had his companions’ choices with him in the lander. Ahmed had brought a Koran, Kiichi a vintage Louisville Slugger with Joe DiMaggio’s signature engraved on it, Sergei a set of Russian dolls, and Ashana a pair of Nikes personally autographed by Michael Jordan. A lump rose in his throat.
The doors to the outside were opening; he tensed. The President had spoken to him just a couple of hours ago, telling him that everyone in the world would be waiting for his first transmission from the surface. In spite of the tragedy, Dan’s determination to carry out the landing had inspired everybody in the country. Having come so far, humankind would not be discouraged by this setback; the Vice-President had shown the way. Construction of the next ship was moving along; it would probably be spaceworthy by spring, and a follow-up Mars mission would give an even bigger boost to Dan’s candidacy. At this point, he would probably carry all the states, and even D.C., in the general election.
“Asteroids,” the President had said. “Lotta resources there. Just get one of those things in Earth orbit, where we can go into, uh, a mining mode, and supply-side economics can work.” It was nice for Dan to think that, when he finally became President, things might be moving along so well that he’d have plenty of time for golf, the way Eisenhower had.
The lander glided forward toward the new world below.
 
 
Mars filled his screen. Dan, pressed against his seat, braced himself. He had known what to expect; his training had included maneuvers with a model of the Mars rover in areas much like the Martian surface. Yet actually seeing it this close up still awed him. It looked, he thought, like the biggest sand trap in the universe.
His chair trembled under him as he landed. Dan waited, wanting to make sure everything was all right before he got up. Time to contact Earth, but in the excitement of actually being on Mars, he had forgotten what he was supposed to say.
He cleared his throat. “Guys,” he said, “I’m down.” That ought to do the job.
Over four minutes passed before he heard what sounded like cheers at the other end. Sallie was saying something, but he couldn’t make out the words. By then, he was rummaging through the compartments of his spacesuit looking for the cards that held his speech.
“—all ecstatic,” Sallie’s voice said. “Congratulations, and God bless you—you don’t know how much—”
He sighed, realizing at last that he had forgotten the cards. He might have known that, during the most important moment of his life, he would have to ad lib.
 
 
Dan waited in the small airlock until the door slid open. Above him was the pinkish-red sky of an alien world. A rust-colored barren landscape stretched to the horizon, which, he noticed, seemed closer than it should be, then remembered that Mars was smaller than Earth. He felt a lot lighter, too, since Mars, being a smaller place, didn’t have as much gravity.
He made his way down the ladder to the surface, then inhaled slowly. “Whoa,” he said aloud, overcome with awe at the immensity of this accomplishment and sorrow that his dead comrades could not share the moment with him. “Jeez.” He pressed his lips together, suddenly realizing that history would record man’s first words on the surface of Mars as “Whoa” and “Jeez.”
“Well, here I am,” he said, knowing he would have to wing it. “I almost can’t believe I’m here. Man, if anybody had told me when I was a kid that I’d go to Mars, I would have thought—” He paused. “Anyway, the thing is, I wish the others were here with me, because they’re the ones who really deserved to make this trip. What I mean is, I’m really going to miss them, but I can tell you all I’m not ever going to forget them. It’s why I’m here, because of them. In other words, I figured I had to come down and stand here for them.” He remembered that he was supposed to plant the United Nations flag about now, and took the pole out from under his arm. “Now we’ll go forward.” The words he had planned to say at this point were something like that. “And someday, other people will come here and turn into Martians.” Dan cleared his throat. “Guess I’ll show you around a little now.” He scanned the landscape with a camera, then went back to the lander. By then, the President had given him his congratulations, and Marilyn had gotten on to talk to him after that. He was happy to hear his wife’s voice, even though, what with having to wait a few minutes until she heard him and could reply, it wasn’t actually possible to have what he would call a real conversation. This far from Earth, the signals had to work even harder to reach him.
The rover had been lowered from another side of the lander on a platform. Since about all he could do was take pictures and gather soil samples, NASA wanted him to drive around and take them in different places. They didn’t want him to go too far or take any unnecessary risks, and maybe, now that he’d given a speech of sorts, he could let the images of the Martian surface speak for themselves.
He rode around, careful not to drive too fast since there were some nasty-looking rocks and rims of small craters nearby, until the orange sky grew darker. By the time he got back to the lander with his samples, the sky was nearly black and the sun a bright swirl on the horizon.
I actually got here, he thought, then remembered the others with a pang.
 
 
He slept well, then got up to say his farewells to the Red Planet—although Rusty Planet might be a better name for it. Another ride, some more pictures and samples, and he was ready to go. He hoped the NASA scientists weren’t too unhappy with his answers to their questions about what unusual things he might have observed. Hell, everything seemed pretty unusual here, when he stopped to think about it.
He went inside, then strapped in. “Ready to go,” he said. There were just a couple of buttons to push, and he had practiced a lot during the last days aboard the Burroughs to be sure he didn’t make a mistake. He pressed one, waited for it to light up, then hit the next. For a few moments, he wondered why he couldn’t feel the lander taking off, then realized that it wasn’t moving.
“Uh, Mars to Houston,” he said, then waited until he heard Sallie’s voice respond. “I hate to say this, but I’m not going anywhere. Should I hit those whosits again, or what?”
Nearly ten minutes later, he heard Sallie’s reply. Her first word was, “Shit.”
 
 
No matter how many times he activated the controls, nothing happened. Mission Control had various theories about what might be wrong, none of which were doing him any good. Gradually it dawned on him that he might be stranded. Twenty-four hours after he reached that conclusion, Sallie confirmed it. They could not pinpoint the problem at that distance. They did not want to take any risks with the lander. He was reminded of which buttons to push in order to bring down the Mars base assembly.
It could have been worse, he told himself. There were enough provisions in the lander alone to last him more than a month, since his companions weren’t there to share them. With the supplies the base assembly had, he could survive until a rescue mission arrived.
There would be such a mission. The President assured him of that, as did Sallie. Another ship would be on its way to him within a few months. The wonderful thing was that his mission, despite the tragedy, was in its own way a success, even if he wasn’t in the best position to appreciate that fact. A man had made it to Mars and was now on its surface, and the fate of his fellow astronauts had only temporarily stemmed the rising tide of optimism and hope. Humankind would return to the Moon and reach out to the other planets. Dan, who had insisted on landing instead of turning back, would be remembered by future generations of space explorers.
How his present predicament might affect the elections was not discussed. The President had said something vague about getting him back there in time for the convention. Now that Dan was a true hero, it didn’t look as though there would be any opposition in the Republican primaries anyway.
Dan tried to feel comforted by this, but the campaign, and everything else, seemed awfully far away.
 
 
A distant object shaped like a shuttlecock dropped toward the cratered plain. Its engines fired; the object landed two kilometers away.
Dan sighed with relief at the sight of the base assembly. He had been worrying that something might go wrong at this point; one disadvantage of being a hero was that sometimes it required you to be dead. Now he would be safe, and could keep busy making observations, watching movies, working out, and in general keeping himself together until the rescue mission arrived. It was sort of depressing to know he’d miss Thanksgiving and Christmas, although fortunately there were some turkey dinners among the provisions, and Mission Control had promised to sing carols for him.
He climbed into the rover and started toward the barrels of the base assembly; he’d check it out first, then come back another time to load up on whatever he might need from the lander. His staff had promised to transmit the text for the official announcement of his candidacy in a few days, and he supposed they would want him to make some speeches from Mars later, during the primaries. Maybe being on Mars, whatever the disadvantages, was better than having to trudge through New Hampshire.
 
 
He had to admit it; life in the somewhat more spacious quarters of the Mars base wasn’t too bad in some ways. He was getting used to the desolate orange landscape and the way the sun set so suddenly. There were movies and records enough to keep him occupied, although he was beginning to see that there were limits to how many times he could watch some movies, even ones as great as Ferris Bueller’s Day Off.
But there were times when the solitude, even with all the messages NASA was relaying from Earth, really got to him. There wasn’t a whole lot a guy could do all alone, except for stuff it was better not to think about too much. He had spoken to Marilyn and the kids a couple of times, but having to speak and then wait long minutes for the response made him realize how far he was from everything he knew.
Maybe things would pick up when he really got into his campaign. There was plenty he could do, even out here. His staff was already trying to set him up for a Nightline appearance, which would probably have to be taped so that the delay between Ted Koppel’s questions and his answers could be deleted. His staff should be transmitting the text for the official announcement of his candidacy any day now.
Dan had finished struggling into his spacesuit and was about to put on his helmet when the com started beeping at him. Maybe his speechwriters had finally gotten their act together. He sat down and turned on the screen.
The President’s face stared out at him. “Uh, hello, Mr. President,” Dan said. “I was just about to take a drive over to the lander—there’s some stuff I want to move here.”
“I don’t know how to tell you this, Dan,” the President said. “Something’s gone, well, a bit awry. Might have known the Democrats would think of some devious—see, we’re going to have to postpone your announcement for a while.”
“But why?”
He waited a long time for the President’s answer. “The Democrats—they’re saying you have to be on Earth to make your announcement. Somebody found some loophole or other in the law, and they’re arguing that you can’t declare and run for President while you’re on Mars. Got our guys working on it—think they can beat those bastards in court—but by the time they do, it may be too late to file and get you on primary ballots. Could try to get write-ins, but the rules are, uh, different in every state.”
Dan tried to recall if there was something in the law the Democrats could use to pull a stunt like this. He couldn’t think of anything, but then he hadn’t been exactly the biggest brain in law school. Maybe the Democrats would drag out John Glenn, however old he was, to run this time. They’d probably use Ashana’s family in the campaign, too; they had plenty of reason to be pissed off at the Administration.
“You said I could get back by the convention,” Dan murmured. “I mean, aren’t the delegates free to switch their votes if they want?”
The minutes passed. “Well, you’re right on the money there, and no question they’d turn to you, but—see, NASA’s got sort of a little problem with the new ship. Nothing for you to worry about, just some bitty technical thing they can definitely iron out, but they’re certain they can have you back here next fall.”
Dan was beginning to see more problems. The Democrats might use his predicament against the Republicans. They would say he wouldn’t be stranded there if the Administration had thought more about real science and space exploration and less about politics and publicity stunts, if they hadn’t been rushing to put him on another planet. He wouldn’t be on the campaign trail to inspire people and to invoke the names of his comrades; he would be only a distant voice and grainy image from Mars. The whole business might turn into as big a bummer as the end of the Gulf War.
“What are we going to do?” Dan asked.
When the President replied, he said, “Well, there’s a lotta sentiment here to make Marilyn our candidate.”
That figured. The idea was so perfect that Dan was surprised he hadn’t thought of it himself. The Democrats would look mean-spirited slinging mud at a hero’s wife, one waiting and praying for her husband to return safely.
“All I can say,” Dan said quietly, “is that she has my full support.”
 
 
Dan finished loading the rover, climbed in and drove slowly toward the scattered Tootsie Rolls of his base. He had not had to talk to Marilyn very long to convince her to run; in fact, he had expected her to object a lot more to the idea. She would make a pretty good president, though—maybe a better one than he would have been.
He had packed up the personal items of his comrades—Ashana’s Nikes, Ahmed’s Koran, Kiichi’s bat, and Sergei’s dolls—feeling that he wanted his dead friends’ things with him. He had also brought his golf balls and his favorite wood. The club, which had a persimmon head, had cost him a pretty penny, but he liked a driver with a solid hardwood head.
An inspiration came to him. He stopped the rover, climbed down, then took out one of his balls and the wood. Stepping over a small crater, he set down the ball, then gripped his club. Getting in a smooth swing was going to be rough with his spacesuit on, but he thought he could manage it. Alan Shepard might be the first guy to tee off on the Moon, but Dan would be the first to do so on another planet.
He swung his club and knew the head’s sweet spot had met the ball. The small white orb arched above the orange cratered landscape and soared toward the distant pink sky.
 
 



 
Afterword to “Danny Goes to Mars”:
 
In the spring of 2000, PBS televised a history of the U.S. Presidential debates. Among those interviewed was former Vice-President Dan Quayle, who to my surprise came across as dignified, mature, and articulate. By then, I was already wondering if I might have done Mr. Quayle an injustice in “Danny Goes to Mars.” It is of course easier to think kindly of those who would rule us when they are safely (or at least temporarily) out of power, but the touches of gray in Quayle’s hair and the lines aging had brought to his face made him look almost distinguished, in contrast to his earlier more callow appearance. Whatever his mental lacks, one could see him at least struggling to think things through and come to some understanding, in contrast to the incurious tabula rasa currently occupying the White House. Compared to George W Bush, a man whom events have now placed on the steepest of learning curves, Dan Quayle counts as an intellectual.
In the spring of 1995, I was invited to give a reading of “Danny Goes to Mars” at a poetry slam in a local bar. While performing, I quickly became aware that some of my punch lines weren’t going over that well, that some of the references puzzled the audience; it’s possible that at least a few of them had only a vague idea of who Dan Quayle was. Alternate history stories, and especially satirical ones set in the present or near past featuring current figures, are probably destined to accumulate annotations in any future published editions, to remind those who once knew of what they have forgotten, and to fill in everyone else—the vast majority, probably—on details they were never aware of in the first place.
For the benefit of those who lack my own obsessive and often nitpicky interest in American political minutiae, I offer the following annotations to this story:
John Sununu, chief of staff for President George H. W Bush, was notable for his abrasive personality, and widely criticized for using government limousines and military aircraft to run personal errands, lapses that led to his resignation. He was a former Governor of New Hampshire and a graduate of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
Marilyn Tucker Quayle, whose parents were both physicians, came from a family even more fervently right-wing than her husband’s. The Quayles met in law school at Indiana University, and Marilyn practiced law during the early years of their marriage. They are the parents of three children: Corinne, Tucker, and Ben.
Tom Evans and Paula Parkinson were principal players in a political scandal that might have nipped Dan Quayle’s political career in the bud. Just after his election to the Senate (he had been in the House of Representatives before that), Quayle, against his wife’s advice, went off to Florida with Congressman Tom Evans and a few other Congressional buddies for what was reputed to be a weekend of golf. Paula Parkinson, an attractive blond lobbyist, turned up at the Palm Beach cottage the men had rented and remained there for the duration. When the story of this sojourn broke in 1981, it turned out that Tom Evans had been sleeping with Ms. Parkinson. He apologized for his conduct publicly, but his political career was destroyed, along with that of Tom Railsback, another Congressman at the cottage that weekend who had reputedly dallied with Paula Parkinson. Dan Quayle, however, escaped serious damage, basically by playing dumb and letting the storm blow over. Marilyn Quayle stoutly defended her husband, saying, “Anyone who knows Dan Quayle knows that he would rather play golf than have sex any day.” Paula Parkinson later made use of her babe qualities by posing nude for Playboy Magazine.
The “Deke house at DePauw” is the Delta Kappa Epsilon fraternity house at DePauw University, where Dan Quayle went to college, and this fraternity had the reputation of being something of an animal house. Dan Quayle’s grandfather, father, mother, and uncle had all attended DePauw, a university that, even during the 1960s, was almost untouched by the anti-Vietnam War movement and the radical politics of other universities. In later years, when then-Congressman Dan Quayle was invited to speak at a DePauw commencement, the faculty revolted when asked to approve granting him an honorary doctorate, on the grounds that Quayle was a total mediocrity. The degree was given to him anyway, presumably because there would have been no commencement speaker otherwise.
“Ferris Bueller’s Day Off,” a 1986 movie (directed by John Hughes and starring Matthew Broderick) about a smartass high school student who has truancy down to a science, was cited by Quayle as a favorite film; something in this story of a creatively subversive kid clearly spoke to him. Another movie that made a powerful impression on Quayle, who saw it while he was in law school, was “The Candidate” (1972), in which Robert Redford plays an up-and-coming politician running for the Senate. Gradually this idealistic character, with the help of his advisors, realizes that nothing he says or believes matters, that the skillful use of television and visual symbols is what will elect him. He wins the election, but at the cost of giving up nearly all of his principles. What did the young Quayle learn from this motion picture? According to a law school classmate who saw “The Candidate” with him, Quayle was mightily impressed by the technical expertise of the political packagers and advisors depicted in the somewhat satirical movie, and spent hours analyzing their techniques.
Marilyn and Dan Quayle now live in Arizona, where she practices law and he practices his golf.
 
 
 



 
HILLARY ORBITS VENUS
 
“In 1963 … fifteen-year-old Hillary [Rodham] wrote to NASA, asking what subjects to study to prepare for becoming an astronaut. NASA wrote back that no females need apply.”
—Shana Alexander, “The Difficulties of Being Hillary,”
Playboy, January 1994
 
As the ship’s engines reached peak acceleration and settled into a steady background drone, mission specialist Hillary Rodham sat back in her chair and thought about how her life might have been different. It was a common human tendency, she thought, to reflect on one’s life aboard trains, planes, buses, and even during an interplanetary voyage aboard the Sacajawea, now bound for Venus.
The turning point for her, Hillary supposed, had been the letter she had received from a minor NASA functionary during her sophomore year at Maine East High School. She had written to ask how a hopeful high school student should go about preparing to become an astronaut. The response to her earnest inquiry had fired her imagination and given her a mission—to travel into space, to set foot on the Moon, maybe even explore Mars. The technology that had built the Sacajawea and the fission-to-fusion engine that powered her, one of the more recent of the technological breakthroughs that had come along in such rapid succession after the first Moon landing, had finally put those early ambitions within her reach.
For now, she could take great pride in being among the first crew of astronauts to travel to Venus. They would not, of course, actually land on that hellish planet with its atmosphere of carbon dioxide and a surface temperature hot enough to melt lead. She and the other three members of the crew would have to settle for orbiting the veiled planet, doing radar mapping of the surface, and sending down two probes. The probes and detailed radar maps would contribute to their knowledge of Earth’s sister planet, but the primary purpose of the mission was to test the Sacajawea on an interplanetary voyage.
If not for L. Bruce Thomerson, an assistant to a deputy director of public relations for the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, Hillary might not have been aboard this spacecraft. Another career might have claimed her—medicine, perhaps, or even law. Or, despite the urgings of a mother who had always encouraged her daughter not to limit her ambitions, she might have settled for the more conventional life of a suburban housewife in a place much like Park Ridge, Illinois, the Chicago suburb where she and her brothers had grown up.
But L. Bruce Thomerson—seized either by sympathy for her dream or perhaps merely tired of having to discourage yet another idealistic young girl—had deflected her from such possibilities with his typed postscript to the form letter that had told her NASA was not interested in any female astronauts. “No females need apply to the astronaut training program now,” Thomerson had added to the letter, “but that could change in years to come, and there are some signs within the Agency that it may. My advice is to work hard at your high school math and science courses and prepare yourself for college work in those subjects. Keep yourself physically fit. Consider graduate school or a career in one of the military services. Make yourself a credit to your family and community, and you might become just the kind of young woman NASA would proudly accept as one of our astronauts someday.”
There had been detours along the road that had taken her to Houston and the Johnson Space Center and to Cape Canaveral, but Hillary had kept her goal in sight, determined to be among the corps of men and women who would reach for the stars. Her marriage had been one such detour—or so it had seemed for a while. She had promised herself never to completely surrender her own name and identity, to lose her life to her husband’s career, yet she had come perilously close to doing that.
There had been all the usual justifications. Marriage, after all, meant compromising, even when it often seemed that it was the woman who had to make most of the compromises. Nurturing her husband, advancing his interests, and encouraging him in his work were worth a few sacrifices. Even at the worst times, she had always, partly for their daughter’s sake, rejected the option of divorce. And the most important reason for staying with him, for sometimes looking the other way even when his lapses had hurt her—she loved him. Throughout all the arguments, the demands of his work and hers, the flings with other women that he had not entirely given up even after they were married, she had continued to love him. She had stuck it out, stayed the course, and again Hillary was grateful that she had, even though it had meant postponing her own dream for a while. The time had come when he had needed her, badly.
Now, aboard the Sacajawea, she wondered if, despite her own accomplishments, her husband’s reflected glory might have tipped the scales of NASA in her favor. Hillary thought of the last press conference she and her crewmates had endured before the flight; at least a third of the questions directed to her had been about her husband. Even knowing that her qualifications were the equal of any astronaut’s, and superior to many, she still feared that she might always remain in his shadow.
Foolish, she thought, to think that way. She had never been one for self-pity, even during the worst times. She would certainly not indulge in self-doubt while on the most important journey of her life.
 
 
That the Sacajawea was going to Venus, rather than to Mars, was the reason all four of the astronauts aboard her were women. The exigencies of politics and public relations had given Hillary and her crewmates this mission, since it had seemed appropriate that the first human beings to travel to Venus—to orbit Venus, at any rate—be female. They would not be the first crew to test the fission-fusion pulse engine that powered the Sacajawea; an earlier version of this ship, the Selene, had gone to the Moon and back in two days almost a year ago, in 1997. But NASA’s first all-female space crew had guaranteed even more media coverage of this mission than of the pulse engine’s first test.
“Peak acceleration achieved,” Lieutenant Colonel Evelyn Holder, pilot, Air Force Academy alumna, and commander of this mission, murmured at Hillary’s left. Evelyn ran a hand through her short brown hair and leaned back in her chair. “This baby’s going to pretty much run herself from now on.”
“Never thought I’d see the day,” Judith Resnik said from behind Evelyn, “when we could get to Venus in less than three weeks.” Judy, an electrical engineer by training, was a slender woman near Hillary’s age with a cloud of thick dark hair.
“Never thought I’d see the day,” Victoria Cho muttered, “when I’d be on Oprah and get a photo shoot in Vanity Fair.” Victoria was a geologist—or maybe “aphroditologist” was the more appropriate term for her profession during the course of this mission.
“Letterman,” Judy said. “That had to be the worst, doing Letterman.”
Hillary wasn’t so sure about that. Exchanging sarcastic ripostes with David Letterman, schmoozing with Jay Leno, Rosie O’Donnell and Barbara Walters, fielding questions from Ted Koppel and Sam Donaldson on “This Week with Diane Sawyer”—none of that had especially bothered her. It was the intrusiveness of many in the media, their refusal to acknowledge that she and her crewmates had any rights to privacy. During the weeks before the mission, when interest in the Sacajawea and her crew was building to a fever pitch, camera crews and reporters had been camping in front of her house in Houston at all hours. Worse still were the newspaper and magazine articles that, to Hillary’s mind anyway, bordered on tabloid journalism. The journalists had ferreted out every personal gossipy detail about her life they could find—how she had met her husband, women who claimed to have had affairs with him during the Seventies, her spiritual beliefs—nothing seemed to be off limits. Even Hillary’s daughter, who had done nothing to deserve such intrusiveness other than to have the parents she did, was not spared garbled reports about her love life and parties she had attended on campus and fellow students she had allegedly dated.
Some of the questions asked of Hillary were, she felt strongly, questions no one should have to answer. She had fielded most of them, evaded the most intrusive inquiries, and consoled herself with the thought that she had fulfilled her responsibilities to NASA’s public relations staff.
“Could be worse,” Jerrie Cobb had told her. Jerrie, the first American woman in space and the first woman to go to the Moon, was old enough to remember when things had been worse. “Could be a lot worse if nobody cared about the space program. We’d have all the privacy we wanted then.”
Hillary could not imagine people being bored by or indifferent to the space program. Her dream might have begun as a teenaged girl’s fantasy, but it had grown into something much larger than herself, humankind’s greatest venture, something that would help make the world a better place. “We are not interested in social reconstruction,” she had said in 1969, as the first student to speak at a Wellesley College commencement, “it’s human reconstruction … If the experiment in human living doesn’t work in this country, in this age, it’s not going to work anywhere.”
That experiment had been working in recent years, not least because of the space program. That, along with ending the war in Vietnam, had been part of President Hubert Humphrey’s legacy; being out from under Lyndon Johnson’s shadow had imbued the former vice-president with a boldness few had believed he possessed. By the time Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, and Michael Collins were on their way to the Moon in July of 1969, the summer after Hillary’s graduation from Wellesley, the safe withdrawal of American troops from Vietnam was proceeding rapidly, Secretary of State Eugene McCarthy was issuing optimistic announcements about the progress of peace talks several times a week, Senator Edward M. Kennedy had cut short his Massachusetts vacation to migrate between Palm Beach, Florida and the Kennedy Space Center making political hay by reminding people of his brother John F. Kennedy’s promise to send men to the Moon, and NASA had announced successful experiments on an ion drive and plans for building reusable shuttlecraft and a permanent space station in Earth orbit.
Hillary’s young life, marred by assassinations, violence, an unpopular war, and the increasing animosity between her generation and that of her parents, had suddenly looked brighter. In the wave of good feeling induced by Secretary McCarthy’s diplomatic successes and the Apollo 11 Moon landing, people again looked ahead. There was even talk that NASA was at long last seriously considering the recruitment of female astronauts. The summer of 1969 had evoked in Hillary the strange and eerie feeling that a bleak future had somehow been averted, that she and her fellow citizens were at last moving away from the darkness that had threatened to overwhelm them toward the light at the end of the tunnel.
 
 
A year on Venus, the time it took the veiled planet to make one revolution around the sun, was 224.7 Earth days. The time it took Venus to rotate once on its axis was 243 Earth days, meaning that the period of its rotation was longer than a Venusian year.
“A seriously weird cycle, if you ask me,” Victoria Cho said. “Let’s face it, the whole damned planet has a major case of PMS.” The geologist had apparendy heard most of the one-liners about Venus. That much of the humor was sexist didn’t surprise Hillary; NASA had remained a male bastion well into the Seventies. Jerrie Cobb and the first group of women to train as astronauts had not been recruited until early 1977, after President John Glenn’s inauguration, when even the most misogynistic guys in NASA had finally concluded that long sojourns on the planned space stations and lunar outposts almost required the presence of women.
Victoria set down her cup of coffee and gazed at the image of Venus on her laptop. “Leave it to a female,” she went on, “to get the simplest things ass-backwards.” This was a reference to Venus’s retrograde motion, to the fact that it turned on its axis from east to west. That Uranus also rotated in a retrograde direction was ignored in that particular joke. Once Venus, the brilliant morning and evening star, had been seen as a celestial embodiment of female beauty. Now she seemed to represent, for some, female peculiarities, eccentricities, and just plain orneriness.
“I think I’ve heard them all by now,” Hillary said. She and Victoria sat at the small table where the astronauts ate their meals. The constant thrust of the Sacajawas’s engines provided the one-g gravitational effect that kept their coffee in their cups and their butts in their chairs; they would not have to deal with the weightlessness of free fall until they were in orbit around Venus.
Victoria looked up from her computer. “Look, after this trip, we’ll probably each get a Venusian crater named after us.”
A crater called Rodham, Hillary thought. That was something to look forward to, as long as her crater didn’t become yet another joke.
 
 
To pursue her goal of becoming an astronaut had meant standing up to her father. Hugh Rodham had not been an easy man to defy. He had died almost six years ago, and Hillary still felt that loss deeply, but her father had also been a hard and unbending man.
“So,” Hugh Rodham had said to her at Wellesley, “you’ve made up your mind about what school you’re going to next fall.”
“Yes,” Hillary said. They were in her dormitory room, packing up her things. Her father had driven the long distance from Chicago to Wellesley to see her graduate, leaving her mother with her brothers Tony and Hugh, Jr. in Park Ridge.
“Heard you’re going to some conference in Washington soon. Young leaders of the future, they called it, whatever that means.” Her solidly Republican father sounded suspicious, as if she had been invited to join some sort of leftist cabal.
“It’s sponsored by the League of Women Voters, Dad.” One of the reporters who had interviewed her after her speech must have told him before she could. She had decided to go, even though the event seemed designed largely for young people who aspired to political careers. She might meet some people who could one day help her at NASA. Politics had its uses.
“More money in being a doctor,” he said, “than in what you plan to do.” She thought of the game they had played when she was a child, when her father had tutored her in the statistical mysteries of the Chicago Tribune’s stock quotations and had drilled her in how to choose good investments. “Going to medical school, or even law school, would make more practical sense if you have to have a career. You were talking about being a doctor all last year.”
It was true. Hillary had temporarily lost sight of her goal during the tumult of 1968, with its shocking assassinations of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy and the rioting in Chicago during the Democratic convention, when she had gone into the city by train only to witness kids her age being beaten by police. The wounds inflicted on society by such tragedy and disorder, especially on the poor and disenfranchised who had so few to fight for their interests, were intolerable to her. She would go to medical school, perhaps at Harvard or Yale, and specialize in pediatrics. She would set up a clinic in the inner city, perhaps in one of the Chicago neighborhoods she had visited with the Reverend Donald Jones and the youth group of Park Ridge’s United Methodist Church. Her patients would be the impoverished urban blacks and migrant workers for whom she and her more fortunate friends had organized baby-sitting pools and food drives.
But such musings had been only a brief detour from her long-held aim. Doing medical and biochemical research was also a way to help people, and if she became an astronaut someday, she would have a public forum—a bully pulpit of sorts—from which she could inspire others to do the good works that could change society.
“More money in being a doctor,” her father repeated as he sat down on one of the beds.
“Maybe so, but I’ve been offered a real opportunity—I have to grab it. Things are changing, Dad.”
“Things are changing, all right, and not always for the better. Dick Nixon would have had an honorable peace with victory, not this namby-pamby time-to-reach-out-and-rebuild crapola. You wouldn’t have seen Nixon and Agnew acting like Humphrey and Muskie, running around the country apologizing to a lot of long-haired kids for—”
“Dad,” Hillary said, keeping her temper in check, “I don’t want to talk about politics.” Politics by itself, she had finally concluded, would not solve anything. President Humphrey, with all his talk of reconciliation, would be getting nowhere without the promise of technological feats that would mark the beginning of a new age. Businesses with new technologies would create new wealth; people would lift their gaze from this small planet to what lay beyond it.
Only such a dream could rouse what was best in her species. Only the prospect of great technological advances, and the wealth they would produce for everyone, could keep her country from tearing itself apart. At last the rich and powerful might be able to reach out to the less fortunate without having to fear the loss of what they had. The wretched of the world would have a true hope of improving their lot.
“You’re stubborn, Hillary,” her father said. “You won’t change your mind, I can see that.” He had said the same thing when his once Republican daughter had come home from college and declared herself a Democrat.
Hillary sat down next to him and put her hand on his arm. “You’ll be proud of me. Where I’m going—it’s a great school. I’ll be one of the first women to get a degree there.”
“Must not be much of a school, then. Maybe they lowered their standards.”
Hugh Rodham had always belittled her and her brothers that way. “Must be an easy school you go to,” he had muttere d while perusing her report card of straight A’s. “Must not be much of a college,” he had said when she was accepted at Wellesley. His words had spurred her on instead of discouraging her; she had understood what he really meant: It’s hard out there. The world is a tough place, and it’s my job to make you tough enough to deal with it. Being second-best isn’t good enough; you’d better aim high.
“Dad,” she said softly, “you’re talking about Caltech. I couldn’t have done any better. And Caltech doesn’t lower standards for anybody.”
 
 
Venus was a world of volcanoes. They ranged from small shield volcanoes built up slowly by repeated flows of lava to huge shield volcanoes that were hundreds of miles across. Some were flat-topped pancake domes with steep sides, while still others, unique to Venus, were circular coronae surrounded by rings of fractures and ridges.
“Here’s the deal,” Victoria Cho had explained to the reporters at the first press conference for the Sacajawea’s crew. “Like, some ninety per cent of the surface of Venus is volcanoes. You’ve got a bigger variety of volcanic forms there than anywhere else in the solar system. You’ve got these big Hawaiian-style jobs like Sapas Mons, and then you’ve got these features we call coronae that aren’t like anything on Earth— the coronae are those big circular forms you see on the screen behind me. Some of them have lava flows spreading out, some have shield volcanoes inside them. Most of these coronae aren’t so big, but there’s a few like Artemis Corona that are way humongous—about fifteen hundred miles across. And in addition to all this serious weirdness, you’ve got these big impact craters that look as if somebody just plopped them down there at the last minute—the last minute, in geological terms, meaning less than a billion years ago.”
Victoria folded her arms. “Now about ten per cent of the Venusian surface is this weird terrain we call tesserae, those bizarre, rugged deformed-looking expanses of really wrinkled land, and they’re the oldest places on the surface of Venus. It’s like the rest of the planet got flooded by lava from volcanoes, and the tesserae are islands. So here’s what I want to know. Did the whole surface look like that once, all deformed by tectonic activity, or is it just that the tesserae are so old that they’re, like, all cracked and wrinkled from age?”
As wrinkled as some old hag who’s spent too much time at the beach, Hillary thought, remembering another crack she had overheard among the geologists. Volcanoes erupting from time to time, atmospheric pressure so intense on the Venusian surface that the lower atmosphere of carbon dioxide was suspected to be as much a liquid as a gas, the extreme heat, the poisonous sulfuric acid in the clouds—all of it made her think that giving Venus’s topographic features female names was appropriate. The planet seemed as angry as women ought to be after centuries of male oppression that had often been as oppressive as the Venusian atmosphere. Venus could almost be seen as the planetary manifestation of a just female rage.
 
 
Hillary finished testing the crew’s latest blood samples in the Sacajawea’s small laboratory, then left the lab. She was in effect the ship’s doctor, given her degrees in biochemistry and the paramedical training she had acquired during her years of training with NASA. Along with some biological experiments, she took blood tests, checked blood pressure, analyzed urine samples, monitored cardiac function, and made other medical tests and observations. She did not expect to see any signs of calcium loss or muscle atrophy until they were in orbit around Venus and again weightless, but they were not likely to be in free fall long enough for any such loss to become significant.
Hillary’s cubicle was a small chamber aft that was about the size of a large closet. Inside were a narrow bed, a flat wall screen on which she could call up movies, television programs, and other visual material from the Sacajawea’s databases, and a sound system on which she could listen to selections from the ship’s music library. She let the door slide shut behind her and stretched out on the bed, then impulsively reached inside her pocket for her devotional.
The crew of the Sacajawea had been allowed to bring along a few personal items. Among the few possessions Hillary had aboard were a Chicago Cubs baseball cap, some favorite photos of her daughter Chelsea Michelle, and her pocket Methodist devotional of Scriptural passages.
Hillary had been carrying a devotional with her ever since her teen years, when Donald Jones, her church’s youth minister, had opened the eyes of his privileged white charges to the unfairness and cruelty of the world. He had believed that a true Christian had to be involved with the world. Overcoming alienation, searching for and giving meaning to modern life—that was the way to redemption; doing good works and ministering to the troubled and less fortunate was her duty.
She had done what she could, venturing out of the citadels of Wellesley and Caltech to tutor children in Boston’s Roxbury and Los Angeles’s Watts, helping to organize a medical clinic and child care program for some of Houston’s working poor. Always she had felt that she could have done more, that she had compromised, that she had often placed too much importance on worldly things. Still, if she had not taken some trouble to make what had turned out to be lucrative investments, her husband, always oblivious to petty economic concerns, would have done little to provide them with more security. The dream of space had drawn her, but also the knowledge that, as an astronaut, she would be able to touch more lives and have a greater public forum. She had drifted away from her childhood faith, but it had helped in forming her, in making her feel her obligation to others.
Her husband had never understood her spiritual beliefs, such as they were. To him, science and religion were adversaries. “I can live with doubt and uncertainty and not knowing,” he had often said. “It’s better to live not knowing than to have an answer that might be wrong. I don’t know how you can think this whole universe is just some stage where some God’s watching people struggle with good and evil. Doubting, admitting our ignorance—those are our tools as scientists.”
They had argued about a lot of things. She had almost always lost the arguments, but went down fighting. Now she would give anything to be able to argue with him again. Hillary closed her eyes for a moment and felt the pain of his loss once more.
 
 
Unedited interview with Rita Bedosky by Jane Pauley for “The Voyage of the Sacajawea,” report to be aired February 11, 1998 on “Dateline NBC.”
RITA BEDOSKY: You are going to edit this?
JANE PAULEY: Yes, of course.
RB: You’ll have to—my friends say I’m kind of a motormouth.
JP (clears throat): We’re speaking to Dr. Rita Bedosky, who was one of astronaut Hillary Rodham’s closest friends when they were both graduate students at the California Institute of Technology. Dr. Bedosky is now a professor of physics at American University in Washington, D.C.
RB: Which is kind of weird, when you consider it. I always thought that if one of us was going to end up in Washington, it’d be Hillary. She was always more political than most of us.
JP: She organized the first Caltech women’s group, didn’t she?
RB: Sure did, and we sure as hell needed one. There were so few of us back then—we really relied on those once-a-week meetings for moral support. First it was just the grad students, but when they started admitting women as undergraduates, we were there to look out for them. And it was Hillary who saw that we could have some valuable allies if we brought in the secretaries and office workers and the cafeteria staff and the cleaning women. With all those Caltech guys, we women had to stick together.
JP: So it was rough for you.
RB: Imagine the Pope and the Catholic Church having to deal with the first women in the College of Cardinals. We were intruding on the all-male priesthood of science. We didn’t belong there, the way some saw it, or else we were freaks. It’s a lot different at Caltech now, but with us, about the best you could hope for was to be treated as a kind of honorary man.
JP: Did Hillary Rodham, coming into that extremely male environment from a women’s college, ever get discouraged?
BEDOSKY: If she did, she never let on. Hillary was about the most together person I’d ever met, even back then. She was kind of driven, if you want to know the truth, and she knew exactly what she wanted to do. She was going to get her doctorate in biochemistry, and then she was going to teach and do medical research on calcium deficiencies and bone loss and osteoporosis, because she guessed that would give her a better shot at being an astronaut someday. And she was right, given the physiological problems the early astronauts developed on Skylab One, before the Doughnut—excuse me, Skylab-Mir Two—was built. And even with a revolving space station—(pause)
JP: She told you back then that she wanted to be an astronaut?
RB: Yeah. It was something she basically kept to herself, but I could tell she really meant it. She’d drive up to JPL—the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena—every time she had a free moment, to see what the latest unmanned probes were sending back. Sometimes she was with her husband, when he was doing some consulting there, but other times she went by herself. Met some important people there, too—like I said, she was always more political than the rest of us.
JP: You were with Hillary when she met her husband, weren’t you?
RB: Oh, yeah. That was in the spring of 1970. Hillary and I were sitting in the Greasy—in the cafeteria, having some coffee. He was sitting at a table near us with some other students, talking and occasionally beating out a rhythm on the tabletop with his hands—he played the bongo drums, you know—and he kept staring at Hillary. This wasn’t the first time, either. About a week before, in the library, he was staring at her, too. I remember wondering why, because Hillary wasn’t really his type—he was more into California blondes, your basic babe type. Hillary had started lightening her hair some, but about all she ever wore were sweatshirts and jeans or loose dresses with Peter Pan collars, and she was still wearing thick Coke-bottle glasses, but obviously he must have noticed something that interested him. So he’s staring at her, and she’s staring right back.
JP: And then what happened?
RB: Hillary said, “I’m going to go over and speak to him,” and before I could say anything, she got up and walked over and said to him, “Look, if you’re going to keep staring at me and I’m going to keep staring back, I think we should at least know each other. I’m Hillary Rodham.” And then she put out her hand.
JP: Her daughter told me that her father used to tell that story to their friends.
RB: I think that’s what got to him, that Hillary had that much chutzpah and just came right up and introduced herself. So he said, “Well, I’m Dick Feynman.” But of course she already knew that.
 
 
“That’s Chelsea with her aunt Joan, Dick’s sister,” Hillary said to Judy Resnik as the other woman sat down on Hillary’s bunk. “And this photo was taken during her freshman year at M.I.T.” Chelsea Michelle Feynman strongly resembled her father, with the same lean body, unruly hair, and slightly goofy smile. There was so little of Hillary in her daughter that it was almost as though she had been no more than a receptacle and incubator for her husband’s seed, as medieval physicians had believed women were.
“And she’s going into physics,” Judy said, “just like her father and her aunt Joan. It must run in the family.”
“Dick was a great father,” Hillary said. “He liked being a father so much that he wanted another child right away. We kept trying, and we were thinking of adopting when—” She paused. Even after all the years that had passed, she found it painful to remember that time. “He’d be so proud of Chelsea now,” she finished. Her daughter, she knew, had saved her marriage.
 
 
Edited portion of interview with Daria Derrick by Deborah Norville for “Inside Edition,” to be aired February 12, 1998.
DARIA DERRICK: It was after Hillary moved into Dick’s house. Supposedly she was still sharing an apartment with her friend Rita, but that was just for cover—everybody knew she was living with Richard Feynman.
DEBORAH NORVILLE: He’d broken up with you by then?
DD: Oh, yeah. Not that we were ever really going together. Dick was a real Lothario. I always knew he wasn’t serious about me, but—(pauses). 
DN: Yes?
DD: When I was with him, when he was focusing all his attention—all that high-powered genius—on me, it was like I was the only woman in the world. He might have been this Nobel Prize-winning physicist, but he was also a very sexy guy.
DN: So you went over to his house to get something you’d left there.
DD: Yeah, and Hillary answered the door. She’d only been living with him for a couple of months, but she already looked different—her hair was a lot blonder, for one thing, and she was wearing contact lenses. She was definitely looking more like a California girl—probably thought that was the way to keep him interested.
DN: Richard Feynman had a lot of unhappiness in his personal life, didn’t he?
DD: You can say that again. I still remember the night he pulled out this old battered suitcase with all these old letters and photographs from his first wife—Arline, the one who died in the Forties from tuberculosis. I realized then that I could never be what she was to him, or what his third wife had been to him, either. He never talked much about his second wife.
DN: The one who divorced him during the Fifties on the grounds of mental cruelty?
DD: The one who claimed he drove her crazy with his bongo drums and with doing calculus problems in bed. I think he knew that marriage was a mistake, but Arline—Arline was always going to be perfect in his mind, because she passed away so young. And Gweneth, his third wife—if she hadn’t died in that car accident, I think he would have stayed happily married to her. She was really good for him. That’s what one of his old friends told me, anyway—she loved him, but she was sort of independent-minded, too. Maybe that’s what attracted him to Hillary. I think maybe he married her to keep her from moving out. She wanted a serious relationship, and I guess he was ready for marriage again by then.
DN: Did Hillary tell you that herself?
DD: Oh, no. She didn’t talk about personal stuff with anybody, and I wasn’t exactly her bosom buddy. I mean, she had to have known Dick had a roving eye, but she must have forgiven him for it. After all, she was married to one of the most brilliant men in the world, and that’s worth more than monogamy, isn’t it?
 
 
“I’m getting married,” Hillary said to her parents over the phone.
“Who’s the lucky young man?” her mother asked.
Barely pausing for breath between sentences, Hillary explained that she was going to marry a man who was almost thirty years older than she was and that this would be his fourth marriage, quickly adding that he was the world-renowned physicist Richard Feynman, that he had worked on the Manhattan Project to develop the first atomic bomb during World War II, and that he had won the Nobel Prize in physics for his work in quantum electrodynamics in 1965.
A long silence ensued. “He’s a Jew, isn’t he?” her father said at last.
“Well, yes. He’s from a Jewish family. Dick’s not very religious, though. If you must know, he’s basically an atheist.” Hillary heard her mother sigh. “We want to get married before the fall semester starts, and I hope you’ll both come out here for the wedding. Dick’s mother and sister will be there, too, but we’re not making a big fuss.”
“A physicist,” her father said, still sounding too bewildered to get really angry. “Probably an absent-minded professor.”
“He won the Nobel Prize, Dad.”
“There’s money in that, isn’t there? Did he put it into some good investments?”
“He used some of it to buy a beach house in Mexico.”
“Well, Hillary, if you’d told me you were marrying some hillbilly from the Ozarks, I couldn’t be more surprised.” Hugh Rodham heaved a sigh. “You’re of age. I can’t stop you. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”
“You will finish your doctorate, won’t you?” her mother asked. “You won’t drop out.”
“Of course I’ll finish it,” Hillary replied. Her marriage, unlike that of her parents, would be a true partnership, a relationship of equals, a meeting of minds. It occurred to her only later that being the wife of Richard Feynman would automatically give her a status it might otherwise have taken her years to attain.
 
 
“Shit,” Victoria Cho said, not for the first time.
Hillary floated up from her chair as the Sacajawea fell around Venus. They had been in free fall for almost thirty-six hours now, and had launched the two probes, one toward the area of Maxwell Montes, the other toward an unusual volcano near Artemis Chasma. Both probes had failed less than an hour after entering the atmosphere.
Over by the viewscreen above the pilot’s station, Evelyn Holder was listening to Sally Ride, the capcom for this mission. “The imaging team isn’t happy about the probes, either,” Sally was saying, “but we’ll still have the radar mapping, and the most important thing is … everything else is nominal, everything else is a-okay.”
The Sacajawea had begun to decelerate on schedule, gradually slowing during the second leg of their journey to Venus. They had been orbiting Venus for less than an hour before congratulatory messages were coming in from the president and the two surviving former presidents, John Glenn and Robert Dole.
“Everything’s a-okay,” Victoria muttered, “except for the fucking probes. I was really looking forward to what those babies might tell us.”
Hillary drifted over to the disappointed geologist. “Look at it this way,” she said. “At least you weren’t the poor bastard who had to go to the Kremlin and give Commander Lebed the bad news.” The Russians had designed and built the two probes. “And there’s bound to be another Venus mission before too long, with everything going this well.”
Victoria smiled, then propelled herself toward the small screen showing the radar imaging of the Venusian surface. Hillary’s stomach lurched, then grew calmer. Evelyn was apparently over the worst of her spacesickness. Victoria, also trained as a pilot, would not have to bring them home.
They were all falling inside the Sacajawea as the ship fell around Venus. Hillary found herself thinking of how Dick had explained gravity to the five-year old Chelsea with a long stick and two lead balls dangling from a slowly twisting fiber.
Dick had not been the kind of father that Hugh Rodham had been to her; she could not imagine her own father crawling around on the floor with her or telling her detailed stories about an imaginary world of people so small that they could live in the cracks of wooden planks. “Remember, kiddo,” Dick had said to his daughter in what Hillary always thought of as his Brooklyn cabdriver’s voice, “there’s always plenty of room at the bottom of things. You’d be amazed how much room there is, as long as something’s tiny enough.” Hugh Rodham, with his reverence for authority, would never have told her what Dick had told Chelsea about her arithmetic. “I don’t care what the teacher told you,” he had said. “There isn’t just one right way to figure out the answer, there’s a lot of ways. You want to solve the problem, you gotta try to do it different ways and see what works. If it isn’t the teacher’s way, so what?” Sometimes, after delivering yet another criticism of accepted wisdom, he would stare at Hillary, as if daring her to object.
She knew he considered her stodgy and conservative. He could indulge his curiosity by skinny-dipping in Esalen’s hot tubs, attending an est conference on quantum-field theory, or floating around in a sensory deprivation tank, but somebody had to deal with practical matters. Someone had to study what investments to make, make certain Dick got paid what he deserved for his lectures, consulting jobs, and books, and placate the Caltech administrators and faculty he annoyed with his refusal to tend to the mundane and distracting business of writing grant proposals and attending faculty meetings. Someone had to take care of all that if he was to be free to ponder the nature of the universe. She had been, to use a metaphor drawn from her Methodist youth, the Martha to his Mary.
He was a child, still free to question and wonder, a child who was a genius, who outshone even the brilliant minds of his Caltech colleagues. As she swam weightlessly toward the Sacajawea’s starboard side, Hillary remembered how her husband had floated above the constraints that bound others. A partnership, a bond between equals—that was the kind of marriage she had sought, but it was clear from the start that Richard Feynman had few mental equals.
It was a privilege, an honor, to be married to such a genius. Sometimes she had believed that. At other times, she had seen it as the kind of rationalization women had always grasped at for consolation.
After acquiring her Ph.D., Hillary had accepted a position in the biology department of U.C.L.A., content to be removed from the more competitive, high-powered, and intellectually demanding atmosphere of Caltech. It was easier to use her political skills to manage the practical side of Dick’s career while being on the faculty of another university, if only to avoid conflict of interest. She was free to teach her classes and do her research without having to feel that those she worked with might be comparing her more conventional mind with the brilliance of her husband’s.
 
 
“It’s still experimental eye surgery,” Hillary had told Dick one summer evening in 1977, as they sat on a Mexican beach with Chelsea, “but I’ve read all the medical studies. With photorefractive keratectomy, there is a risk—I could end up with even worse vision—but there’s about a two-thirds chance of ending up with twenty-twenty vision, and even twenty-forty would be good enough.”
He was listening to her with his characteristic mixed expression of curiosity and amusement. “Is it worth it?” he asked.
“Well, it isn’t cheap.”
“I wasn’t asking about the cost, I was asking about the risk. Is it worth taking the chance and spending all that dough just so you won’t have to wear contacts?”
Hillary watched as their three-year-old daughter patted down another section of a sand structure that was beginning to look like a cyclotron. “That isn’t why I want the surgery,” she murmured. “NASA wouldn’t accept anybody as nearsighted as I am for astronaut training. If the operations are successful, I’ll have a chance.”
That was the first time she had confessed her long-held ambition to him. President John Glenn’s recent speech, in which he had recanted the testimony he had given before a Congressional committee in 1962, had made her old dream flower inside her once more. “I argued back then,” the president had said, “that women shouldn’t go into space, that it was the job of men to take risks exploring the unknown. As my wife and daughter recently reminded me, I can be mighty short-sighted for a guy who used to be a pilot. It’s time for women to join men in exploring the frontier of space.”
“We’d have to move to Houston if they accepted me,” Hillary went on, “but any university in Texas would jump at the chance to have you on the faculty. They’d probably pay you a lot more than Caltech.”
Her husband said, “Let’s see how your eye surgery goes first.”
That night, he ran for the bathroom in their beach house and vomited. That autumn, still recovering from the first operation on her left eye, she finally persuaded him to consult his doctor, who found nothing. In the spring of 1978, with twenty-twenty vision in her left eye and her right eye healing rapidly, Hillary finally got him to a specialist recommended by her colleagues at U.C.L.A.
Dick had a tumor of the abdomen. The surgeon who operated on him told her it was myxoid liposarcoma, a rare form of cancer that had already destroyed his spleen and one of his kidneys. He had an 11 to 41 per cent chance of surviving five years, depending on which study she looked at. It was highly unlikely that he would live another ten years.
Hillary forced herself to ignore two possibilities, neither of which she would ever mention to him. The first was that his work at Los Alamos on the atomic bomb might have been responsible for his disease. The second was that, had she not been so preoccupied with her eye surgery and her applications and interviews with NASA, she might have noticed the slight bulge at his waist earlier, might have pushed him into seeing the physicians and specialists soon enough for them to have saved him.
 
 
Hillary had not dreamed of her husband for some time, but now, drifting between sleep and wakefulness as the Sacajawea orbited Venus, she found herself standing on a sunlit beach, watching him as he waded in the surf. She had dreamed of him almost every night after his death, and the dreams had convinced her that he was still alive, that the recurring tumors and the second rare type of cancer that had struck at his bone marrow and the failure of his remaining kidney had never happened, had been mistaken diagnoses, until she woke up and once again remembered.
Everything she knew, all the research she had done, was powerless to help him. That he had lived for another ten years after his diagnosis had been beating the odds. What had kept him going was his work, his feeling that there was still so much to teach and to learn, so many more ways to find and use the language of mathematics to convey the simple and beautiful laws of physical reality.
She had withdrawn her application to NASA, devoting herself to making his remaining time as carefree as possible. The thought that NASA might be unlikely to welcome as an astronaut a woman who would disrupt the life of a stricken man, especially a man who was one of the world’s greatest physicists, crossed her mind for only a moment, and made her despise herself for thinking it.
“You know,” he had told her a few years before his death, “I don’t think we’d still be married if we didn’t have Chelsea. There wouldn’t have been enough to hold us together.” Cruel as the statement seemed, she knew it to be the truth. Rooted in conventionality, toiling at her own work and taking care of all the practical matters he saw as distractions, she knew that they had begun to drift apart even in the earliest days of their marriage. Having their daughter had linked his quicksilver brilliance to her stolidity; he had loved Chelsea enough to again feel some love for Hillary. She could look at their child and see what she herself might have become growing up in a different world, a world of sun and sand and a father who could reveal the wonder and beauty of that world.
After his death, she gave him the simple burial he had wanted, with no ritual and only herself, their daughter, and Dick’s sister and one of his cousins to mourn him at the graveside. A month after that, his friends and colleagues at Caltech held a memorial gathering in his honor. Hillary found herself in a large auditorium packed with fellow physicists, graduate students, former students, engineers from the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, old girlfriends, and eccentrics Dick had met on the beach or in bars and cafes while playing his bongo drums. The written eulogy she had prepared suddenly seemed inadequate; it was conventional, sentimental, stodgy—all the things her husband was not.
She was to be the first to speak. She left her written remembrance on her chair; she would speak from her heart.
Chelsea watched her with Dick’s eyes as Hillary walked to the podium, looked into the sea of faces, and said, “Toward the end of Dick’s life, my dear husband and I used to talk about—pardon the cliché—the meaning of life. I can think of nothing more appropriate now than to offer some of his own remarks on that topic.” He had expressed such sentiments often enough, and the outlook they expressed was so central to his life, that she could easily recall his words. “He would say, ‘I have approximate answers and different degrees of certainty about things, but I’m not totally sure of anything and there’s a lot I don’t know, such as whether it means anything at all to ask why we’re here. But I can live with that, and die with it, too. I’m not scared by not knowing, by being in a universe without any purpose, and as far as I can tell, that’s how it is. It doesn’t frighten me. I’d rather admit I don’t know than grab at some answer that might be wrong.’“
Hillary paused, afraid for a moment that she might cry again. “That was how he lived his life, and that’s what he believed right up to the end.” The certainties of her Methodist youth were of little use now; Dick would have been furious at her and disappointed in her if she had invoked them. Over the years, some of his doubt and uncertainty had crept into her view of the universe. Her occasional prayers and Scriptural readings were more a nostalgic reminder of a comfort her spiritual beliefs had once provided than an affirmation of faith. She wondered if she ever would have come to that kind of agnosticism without her husband’s influence. Against everything she had been taught in childhood, she could even believe that her doubts might have made her a better person. There had always existed in her a tendency to self-righteousness; doubt made her more conscious of her failings.
Hillary bowed her head. She would honor her husband’s memory by not praying for him.
 
 
Hillary strapped herself into her seat. “I don’t know about you,” Evelyn said from her pilot’s seat, “but I’m a little scared.” It was an admission none of them would have made had any male astronauts been present. The ship’s drive might fail, stranding them in orbit around Venus. The Sacajawea might accelerate until the midpoint of their return journey and never decelerate. If the mission failed, it would almost make certain that they would all have Venusian geological features named after themselves, which wasn’t exactly consoling.
“Maybe someday, people will settle Venus,” Chelsea had told Hillary in a phone call from MIT a couple of months ago.
“No way,” Hillary had said. “You’d need a completely different planet.”
“That’s what I meant, Mom.” Chelsea had gone on to speak of terraforming—engineering algae to seed the sulfuric clouds, finding a way to shield Venus from the sun so that it could cool, maybe even using the nanotechnology Richard Feynman had envisioned, twenty years before there was even a name for that field, to build microscopic machines capable of altering the planetary environment on a molecular level. Hillary had suddenly wished that Chelsea’s father could have seen what his daughter had become, how much of him there still was in her.
She was suddenly overwhelmed by a vision of Venus as a future home for humankind. A terraformed Venus would not isolate colonists and their descendants from Earth, as a colonized Mars would through the necessary adaptation to a much lower gravity. People would come and go freely. She remembered all the stories of Venus she had read as a girl, from the swampy planet of the earliest tales to the vision of hell transformed into a new garden.
“All systems go,” Evelyn murmured. “Girls, we’re ready to roll.” For a moment, Hillary had the sensation of being outside herself, as though everything around her were no more than a dimly imagined possibility that had never come to pass, and then the thrust of the Sacajawea’s engines pressed her against her seat.
They were on their way home—but with the success of this mission, Hillary was sure that Earth would not remain humankind’s only home for long. The Moon’s research outposts would soon welcome settlers, and there would be Mars to explore. As Venus shrank on the rear view-screen, Hillary recalled the fifteen-year-old girl in Park Ridge who had dreamed of becoming an astronaut, and knew that in spite of the setbacks and delays, the years of postponing her dream and finally winning a place as an astronaut and then of waiting for a chance at a mission, that all of the hard work and the sacrifices and the disappointments had been worth it.
She had kept faith with her younger self.
 
 
Evelyn Holder had brought her husband to the White House reception and dinner in honor of the four astronauts. Judith Resnik was accompanied by Senator Bob Kerrey, who was rumored to be getting more serious about her; if he did decide to run for President, having an astronaut as a wife could only help. Victoria Cho had her good friend Ellison Onizuka, fellow astronaut and space station veteran, in tow.
Hillary stood with her daughter, smiling and nodding as she shook hands and exchanged pleasantries with the other guests. Chelsea Feynman, who had given up her usual uniform of jeans and sweatshirts for a long blue silk dress, was holding the medal that the President had presented to Hillary. She proudly opened the small box to show the medal to the Vice-President, as she had earlier when former President Glenn had asked to see it.
“You know,” the Vice-President was saying, “I truly envy your mother. I would have loved to have been an astronaut myself. You should be very proud of your mother.”
“I am,” Chelsea said.
Hillary smiled as the Vice-President turned over her medal to read the inscription on the back; he was both a space policy wonk and a big supporter of NASA, so she had resolved to be as pleasant to him as possible, despite his reputation as something of an opportunist and a hatchet man for the President. At any rate, Vice-President Newt Gingrich seemed on his best behavior tonight.
“To Hillary Rodham Feynman,” Vice-President Gingrich read from the medal, “for the courage she has shown in the exploration of space.” He beamed at her and her daughter. Hillary remembered how, a year after Dick’s death, she had impulsively added his last name to her own on her application to NASA. In public, she was still known by her own name, the name she had kept throughout her marriage, but in NASA’s records and any awards she received for her service as an astronaut, she would always be listed as Hillary Rodham Feynman. Her feminist soul was at peace with that; her husband, perhaps in more ways than even she realized, had helped to make a better space program possible. His consultations with the NASA scientists and engineers at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, she was sure, had saved the space agency many mistakes, perhaps even disasters.
The First Lady, taller in person than she seemed on TV and with a mass of attractive curly brown hair, bore down on them, apparently about to rescue Hillary and Chelsea from the Vice-President. Mary Steenburgen Clinton might give the appearance of a soft-spoken Southern lady, but it was widely believed that her husband might never have risen to become president without her. Not long after marrying the up-and-coming young Arkansan politician William Jefferson Clinton in the early Eighties, Mary Clinton had given up a promising career as an actress to become her husband’s closest advisor and unofficial campaign manager. A charming but disorganized, undisciplined, skirt-chasing, and only intermittently successful politician had gone on to win election as his state’s governor, as a senator, and finally as president in 1992. Mary Clinton’s gentle demeanor, it was said, was only part of a public performance that concealed a sharp political intelligence and the well-honed instincts of a female Machiavelli.
“That Bill Clinton was always a right smart young feller,” one of the President’s old mentors from Arkansas had said in a television interview, after President Clinton had won a second term by a landslide, “but it was Mary who done whipped him into shape.” Hillary could well believe that. President Bill Clinton, despite his many accomplishments in office, struck her—in his public persona, anyway—as the kind of charming rogue, weak at the center, who might never have won over the American public had he not been preceded in his office by the upright John Glenn and the dour Bob Dole. He could be grateful that people had grown tired of such rectitude and now wanted to enjoy the fruits of prosperity with a more congenial and lax chief executive.
“Ms. Rodham,” Mary Steenburgen Clinton murmured as she shook Hillary’s hand, “I am so glad you and your daughter could both be with us. I must tell you that of all the dinners we’ve had in the White House so far, I have looked forward to this one the most.”
Hillary very much doubted that, but the sincerity and warmth in the First Lady’s voice was enough to win her over. “You gave a wonderful performance in Time After Time,” she responded. “It’s one of my favorite films.”
“That British dude who played H.G. Wells in it wasn’t bad, either,” Chelsea added.
Hillary glanced at her daughter, who probably didn’t know that it was widely rumored that Mary Steenburgen Clinton had been romantically involved with her leading man in that movie, which had been made before her marriage to Bill Clinton, but the First Lady was still smiling.
“Malcolm McDowell, you mean,” Mary Clinton said. “No, he wasn’t bad at all.”
This President and his wife had a reputation for informality, and people were already moving toward the entrance to the dining room in no discernible order. Hillary lingered near her daughter, who was answering Ms. Clinton’s queries about her postgraduate work and her life in Boston, uncertain of what to do now, when she felt a hand gently touch her elbow.
“Ms. Rodham?”
Hillary turned and found herself looking up into the eyes of the President of the United States. He had shaken her hand impersonally at the earlier ceremony, when the members of the Venus mission had been presented with their medals, but now his gaze was definitely focused on her. With that broad grin and that twinkle in his eye, she could almost believe that he was flirting with her, unlikely as that was with his wife standing nearby.
“Mr. President,” Hillary said.
Bill Clinton took her right hand and pressed it between both of his. “You and your sister astronauts have accomplished a wonderful thing,” he said, “traveling to Venus and back. I’ve always had great admiration for brave and brilliant women, and it’s a privilege to have you all as our guests.”
He was a charmer, all right.
Their eyes locked … and then the moment passed.
The President moved away and gracefully took the First Lady’s arm.
Chelsea glanced at Hillary and smiled.
Hillary followed her daughter toward the White House dining room, where the tables waited beneath the glittering chandeliers.
 
 



 
Afterword to “Hillary Orbits Venus”:
 
This story seemed a natural after writing “Danny Goes to Mars,” and in fact I had the idea for a Hillary story not long after “Danny” was published, yet this story balked at being written and didn’t reach fruition for some years. I just couldn’t get a handle on Hillary as a character, a difficulty I seem to have shared with a great many Americans. Are we talking about Lady Macbeth here, a grasping materialist, a sincere do-gooder, or simply a woman greedy for power? Maybe we’re simply talking about a politician, a species of being whose primary modus operandi is not to give away the game one is playing and one’s deep longing for that game’s ultimate overriding goal, namely power, to the citizenry at large. When these masters of game-playing, deception, sincere-sounding insincerity, and hypocrisy are complex enough in their personalities, depicting them convincingly, rather than only caricaturing them, poses a formidable task.
Hillary Clinton is, to her credit, endlessly interesting. In the age of reality TV and a public appetite for gossip that seems to increase by the day, the least we can expect of our rulers is that they provide us with plenty of entertainment.
A number of characters in “Hillary Orbits Venus” are obviously based on real people. Here is what happened in our world, prejudicially known as “the real world,” to some of them:
Judith Resnik and Ellison Onizuka were mission specialists who died aboard the space
shuttle Challenger when it exploded seventy-three seconds after takeoff from Cape Canaveral, Florida on January 28, 1986.
Jerrie Cobb was one of thirteen women pilots who passed all of NASA’s rigorous tests for astronauts in 1960, before NASA made the decision to accept only men with experience as military test pilots into the astronaut corps. Cobb testified at Congressional hearings in 1962 in favor of accepting women into the astronaut program, but sixteen years passed before women became astronauts in the U.S.; in 1983, Sally Ride became the first American woman in space. Jerrie Cobb has spent nearly four decades as a pilot flying seeds and medical supplies to people living in remote areas of the Amazon rain forest, and has been nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize.
Senator Edward M. Kennedy was not in Florida during the flight of Apollo 11, but in Massachusetts, where he was involved in a car accident near Chappaquiddick that resulted in the death of a former Kennedy campaign worker, Mary Jo Kopechne.
Richard Feynman’s last public service was as a member of the presidential commission appointed to investigate the causes of the Challenger disaster. His testimony at a hearing on February 10, 1986, in which he demonstrated the lack of resiliency in the Challenger’s O-rings at low temperatures by dropping a piece of the material used to manufacture them into ice water, dominated that day’s news reports of the commission’s findings. He died on February 15, 1988, with his wife, Gweneth Howarth Feynman, at his side; they were the parents of two children, Carl and Michelle. “Infinity” (1996), a motion picture about Feynman’s early years and his marriage to his first wife, Arline Greenbaum, featured Matthew Broderick in the role of the young Richard Feynman.
Mary Steenburgen was born and grew up in Arkansas. In 1980, she won an Academy Award as Best Supporting Actress in “Melvin and Howard” and married Malcolm McDowell, her costar in “Time After Time;” they were divorced ten years later. Active in politics, she campaigned for Bill Clinton in 1992. She married actor Ted Danson in the late 1990s; President Clinton and Hillary Rodham Clinton were guests at the Steenburgen-Danson wedding.
In 2000, Hillary Rodham Clinton won election to the United States Senate from New York State.
 
 



 
FEARS
 
I was on my way back to Sam’s when a couple of boys tried to run me off the road, banging my fender a little before they sped on, looking for another target. My throat tightened and my chest heaved as I wiped my face with a handkerchief. The boys had clearly stripped their car to the minimum, ditching all their safety equipment, knowing that the highway patrol was unlikely to stop them; the police had other things to worry about.
The car’s harness held me; its dashboard lights flickered. As I waited for it to steer me back onto the road, the engine hummed, choked, and died. I switched over to manual; the engine was silent.
I felt numb. I had prepared myself for my rare journeys into the world outside my refuge, working to perfect my disguise. My angular, coarse-featured face stared back at me from the mirror overhead as I wondered if I could still pass. I had cut my hair recently, my chest was still as flat as a boy’s, and the slightly padded shoulders of my suit imparted a bit of extra bulk. I had always been taken for a man before, but I had never done more than visit a few out-of-the-way, dimly lighted stores where the proprietors looked closely only at cards or cash.
I couldn’t wait there risking a meeting with the highway patrol. The police might look a bit too carefully at my papers and administer a body search on general principles. Stray women had been picked up before, and the rewards for such a discovery were great; I imagined uniformed men groping at my groin, and shuddered. My disguise would get a real test. I took a deep breath, released the harness, then got out of the car.
 
 
The garage was half a mile away. I made it there without enduring more than a few honks from passing cars.
The mechanic listened to my husky voice as I described my problem, glanced at my card, took my keys, then left in his tow truck, accompanied by a younger mechanic. I sat in his office, out of sight of the other men, trying not to let my fear push me into panic. The car might have to remain here for some time; I would have to find a place to stay. The mechanic might even offer me a lift home, and I didn’t want to risk that. Sam might be a bit too talkative in the man’s presence; the mechanic might wonder about someone who lived in such an inaccessible spot. My hands were shaking; I thrust them into my pockets.
I started when the mechanic returned to his office, then smiled nervously as he assured me that the car would be ready in a few hours; a component had failed, he had another like it in the shop, no problem. He named a price that seemed excessive; I was about to object, worried that argument might only provoke him, then worried still more that I would look odd if I didn’t dicker with him. I settled for frowning as he slipped my card into his terminal, then handed it back to me.
“No sense hanging around here.” He waved one beefy hand at the door. “You can pick up a shuttle to town out there, comes by every fifteen minutes or so.”
I thanked him and went outside, trying to decide what to do. I had been successful so far; the other mechanics didn’t even look at me as I walked toward the road. An entrance to the town’s underground garage was just across the highway; a small, glassy building with a sign saying “Marcello’s” stood next to the entrance. I knew what service Marcello sold; I had driven by the place before. I would be safer with one of his employees, and less conspicuous if I kept moving; curiosity overcame my fear for a moment. I had made my decision.
 
 
I walked into Marcello’s. One man was at a desk; three big men sat on a sofa near one of the windows, staring at the small holo screen in front of them. I went to the desk and said, “I want to hire a bodyguard.”
The man behind the desk looked up; his mustache twitched. “An escort. You want an escort.”
“Call it whatever you like.”
“For how long?”
“About three or four hours.”
“For what purpose?”
“Just a walk through town, maybe a stop for a drink. I haven’t been to town for a while, thought I might need some company.”
His brown eyes narrowed. I had said too much; I didn’t have to explain myself to him. “Card.”
I got out my card. He slipped it into his outlet and peered at the screen while I tried to keep from fidgeting, expecting the machine to spit out the card even after all this time. He returned the card. “You’ll get your receipt when you come back.” He waved a hand at the men on the sofa. “I got three available. Take your pick.”
The man on my right had a lean, mean face; the one on the left was sleepy-eyed. “The middle guy.”
“Ellis.”
The middle man stood up and walked over to us. He was a tall black man dressed in a brown suit; he looked me over, and I forced myself to gaze directly at him while the man at the desk rummaged in a drawer and took out a weapon and holster, handing them to my escort.
“Ellis Gerard,” the black man said, thrusting out a hand.
“Joe Segor.” I took his hand; he gripped mine just long enough to show his strength, then let go. The two men on the sofa watched us as we left, as if resenting my choice, then turned back to the screen.
 
 
We caught a shuttle into town. A few old men sat near the front of the bus under the watchful eyes of the guard; five boys got on behind us, laughing, but a look from the guard quieted them. I told myself again that I would be safe with Ellis.
“Where to?” Ellis said as we sat down. “A visit to a pretty boy? Guys sometimes want escorts for that.”
“No, just around. It’s a nice day—we could sit in the park for a while.”
“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea, Mr. Segor.”
“Joe.”
“Those crossdressers hang out a lot there now. I don’t like it. They go there with their friends and it just causes trouble—it’s a bad element. You look at them wrong, and then you’ve got a fight. It ought to be against the law.”
“What?”
“Dressing like a woman. Looking like what you’re not.” He glanced at me. I looked away, my jaw tightening.
We were in town now, moving toward the shuttle’s first stop. “Hey!” one of the boys behind us shouted. “Look!” Feet shuffled along the aisle; the boys had rushed to the right side of the bus and were kneeling on the seats, hands pressed against the window; even the guard had turned. Ellis and I got up and changed seats, looking out at what had drawn the boys’ attention.
A car was pulling into a spot in front of a store. Our driver put down his magazine and slowed the bus manually; he obviously knew his passengers wanted a look. Cars were not allowed in town unless a woman was riding in one; even I knew that. We waited. The bus stopped; a group of young men standing outside the store watched the car.
“Come on, get out,” a boy behind me said. “Get out of the car.”
Two men got out first. One of them yelled at the loiterers, who moved down the street before gathering under a lamppost. Another man opened the back door, then held out his hand.
She seemed to float out of the car; her long pink robe swirled around her ankles as she stood. Her hair was covered by a long, white scarf. My face grew warm with embarrassment and shame. I caught a glimpse of black eyebrows and white skin before her bodyguards surrounded her and led her into the store.
The driver pushed a button and picked up his magazine again; the bus moved on. “Think she was real?” one of the boys asked.
“I don’t know,” another replied.
“Bet she wasn’t. Nobody would let a real woman go into a store like that. If I had a girl, I’d never let her go anywhere.”
“If I had a trans, I’d never let her go anywhere.”
“Those trans guys—they got it made.” The boys scrambled toward the back of the bus.
“Definitely a trans,” Ellis said to me. “I can tell. She’s got a mannish kind of face.”
I said, “You could hardly see her face.”
“I saw enough. And she was too tall.” He sighed. “That’s the life. A little bit of cutting and trimming and some implants, and there you are—you don’t have to lift a finger. You’re legally female.”
“It isn’t just a little bit of cutting—it’s major surgery.”
“Yeah. Well, I couldn’t have been a transsexual anyway, not with my body.” Ellis glanced at me. “You could have been, though.”
“Never wanted it.”
“It’s not a bad life in some ways.”
“I like my freedom.” My voice caught on the words.
“That’s why I don’t like crossdressers. They’ll dress like a woman, but they won’t turn into one. It just causes trouble—you get the wrong cues.”
The conversation was making me uneasy; sitting so close to Ellis, hemmed in by his body and the bus’s window, made me feel trapped. The man was too observant. I gritted my teeth and turned toward the window. More stores had been boarded up; we passed a brick school building with shattered windows and an empty playground. The town was declining.
 
 
We got off in the business district, where there was still a semblance of normal life. Men in suits came and went from their offices, hopped on buses, strolled toward bars for an early drink.
“It’s pretty safe around here,” Ellis said as we sat on a bench. The bench had been welded to the ground; it was covered with graffiti and one leg had been warped. Old newspapers lay on the sidewalk and in the gutter with other refuse. One bore a headline about the African war; another, more recent, the latest news about Bethesda’s artificial womb program. The news was good; two more healthy children had been born to the project, a boy and a girl. I thought of endangered species and extinction.
A police car drove by, followed by another car with opaque windows. Ellis gazed after the car and sighed longingly, as if imagining the woman inside. “Wish I was gay,” he said sadly, “but I’m not. I’ve tried the pretty boys, but that’s not for me. I should have been a Catholic, and then I could have been a priest. I live like one anyway.”
“Too many priests already. The Church can’t afford any more. Anyway, you’d really be frustrated then. They can’t even hear a woman’s confession unless her husband or a bodyguard is with her. It’s just like being a doctor. You could go nuts that way.”
“I’ll never make enough to afford a woman, even a trans.”
“There might be more women someday,” I said. “That project at Bethesda’s working out.”
“Maybe I should have gone on one of those expeditions. There’s one they let into the Philippines, and another one’s in Alaska now.”
I thought of a team of searchers coming for me. If they were not dead before they reached my door, I would be; I had made sure of that. “That’s a shady business, Ellis.”
“That group in the Amazon actually found a tribe—killed all the men. No one’ll let them keep the women for themselves, but at least they have enough money to try for one at home.” Ellis frowned. “I don’t know. Trouble is, a lot of guys don’t miss women. They say they do, but they really don’t. Ever talk to a real old-timer, one that can remember what it was like?”
“Can’t say I have.”
Ellis leaned back. “A lot of those guys didn’t really like girls all that much. They had places they’d go to get away from them, things they’d do together. Women didn’t think the same way, didn’t act the same—they never did as much as men did.” He shaded his eyes for a moment. “I don’t know—sometimes one of those old men’ll tell you the world was gentler then, or prettier, but I don’t know if that’s true. Anyway, a lot of those women must have agreed with the men. Look what happened—as soon as you had that pill that could make you sure you had a boy if you wanted, or a girl, most of them started having boys, so they must have thought, deep down, that boys were better.”
Another police car drove past; one of the officers inside looked us over before driving on. “Take a trans,” Ellis said. “Oh, you might envy her a little, but no one really has any respect for her. And the only real reason for having any women around now is for insurance—somebody’s got to have the kids, and we can’t. But once that Bethesda project really gets going and spreads, we won’t need them anymore.”
“I suppose you’re right.”
Four young men, dressed in work shirts and pants, approached us and stared down at us silently. I thought of the boys I had once played with before what I was had made a difference, before I had been locked away. One young man glanced quickly down the street; another took a step forward. I stared back and made a fist, trying to keep my hand from shaking; Ellis sat up slowly and let his right hand fall to his waist, near his holster. We kept staring until the group turned from us and walked away.
“Anyway, you’ve got to analyze it.” Ellis crossed his legs. “There’s practical reasons for not having a lot of women around. We need more soldiers—everybody does now, with all the trouble in the world. And police, too, with crime the way it is. And women can’t handle those jobs.”
“Once people thought they could.” My shoulder muscles were tight; I had almost said we.
“But they can’t. Put a woman up against a man, and the man’ll always win.” Ellis draped an arm over the back of the bench. “And there’s other reasons, too. Those guys in Washington like keeping women scarce, having their pick of the choice ones for themselves—it makes their women more valuable. And a lot of the kids’ll be theirs, too, from now on. Oh, they might loan a woman out to a friend once in a while, and I suppose the womb project’ll change things some, but it’ll be their world eventually.”
“And their genes,” I said. I knew that I should change the subject, but Ellis had clearly accepted my pose. In his conversation, the ordinary talk of one man to another, the longest conversation I had had with a man for many years, I was looking for a sign, something to keep me from despairing.
“How long can it go on?” I continued. “The population keeps shrinking every year—there won’t be enough people soon.”
“You’re wrong, Joe. Machines do a lot of the work now anyway, and there used to be too many people. The only way we’ll ever have more women is if someone finds out the Russians are having more, and that won’t happen—they need soldiers, too. Besides, look at it this way—maybe we’re doing women a favor if there aren’t as many of them. Would you want to be a woman, having to be married by sixteen, not being able to go anywhere, no job until she’s at least sixty-five?”
And no divorce without a husband’s permission, no contraception, no higher education—all the special privileges and protections could not make up for that. “No,” I said to Ellis. “I wouldn’t want to be one.” Yet I knew that many women had made their peace with the world as it was, extorting gifts and tokens from their men, glorying in their beauty and their pregnancies, lavishing their attention on their children and their homes, tormenting and manipulating their men with the sure knowledge that any woman could find another man—for if a woman could not get a divorce by herself, a man more powerful than her husband could force him to give her up if he wanted her himself.
I had dreamed of guerrillas, of fighting women too proud to give in, breeding strong daughters by a captive male to carry on the battle. But if there were such women, they, like me, had gone to ground. The world had been more merciful when it had drowned or strangled us at birth.
Once, when I was younger, someone had said it had been a conspiracy—develop a foolproof way to give a couple a child of the sex they wanted, and most of them would naturally choose boys. The population problem would be solved in time without having to resort to harsher methods, and a blow would be leveled at those old feminists who had demanded too much, trying to emasculate men in the process. But I didn’t think it had been a conspiracy. It had simply happened, as it was bound to eventually, and the values of society had controlled behavior. After all, why shouldn’t a species decide to become one sex, especially if reproduction could be severed from sexuality? People had believed men were better, and had acted on that belief. Perhaps women, given the power, would have done the same.
 
 
We retreated to a bar when the sunny weather grew cooler. Ellis steered me away from two taverns with “bad elements,” and we found ourselves in the doorway of a darkened bar in which several old and middle-aged men had gathered and two pretty boys dressed in leather and silk were plying their trade.
I glanced at the newscreen as I entered; the pale letters flickered, telling me that Bob Arnoldi’s last appeal had failed and that he would be executed at the end of the month. This was no surprise; Arnoldi had, after all, killed a woman, and was always under heavy guard. The letters danced on; the President’s wife had given birth to her thirteenth child, a boy. The President’s best friend, a California millionaire, had been at his side when the announcement was made; the millionaire’s power could be gauged by the fact that he had been married three times, and that the prolific First Lady had been one of the former wives.
Ellis and I got drinks at the bar. I kept my distance from one of the pretty boys, who scowled at my short, wavy hair and nestled closer to his patron. We retreated to the shadows and sat down at one of the side tables. The tabletop was sticky; old cigar butts had been planted on a gray mound in the ashtray. I sipped my bourbon; Ellis, while on the job, was only allowed beer.
The men at the bar were watching the remaining minutes of a football game. Sports of some kind were always on holo screens in bars, according to Sam; he preferred the old pornographic films that were sometimes shown amid war coverage and an occasional boys’ choir performance for the pederasts and the more culturally inclined. Ellis looked at the screen and noted that his team was losing; I commented on the team’s weaknesses, as I knew I was expected to do.
Ellis rested his elbows on the table. “This all you came for? Just to walk around and then have a drink?”
“That’s it. I’m just waiting for my car.” I tried to sound nonchalant. “It should be fixed soon.”
“Doesn’t seem like enough reason to hire an escort.”
“Come on, Ellis. Guys like me would have trouble without escorts, especially if we don’t know the territory that well.”
“True. You don’t look that strong.” He peered at me a little too intently. “Still, unless you were looking for action, or going to places with a bad element, or waiting for the gangs to come out at night, you could get along. It’s in your attitude—you have to look like you can take care of yourself. I’ve seen guys smaller than you I wouldn’t want to fight.”
“I like to be safe.”
He watched me, as if expecting me to say more.
“Actually, I don’t need an escort as much as I like to have a companion—somebody to talk to. I don’t see that many people.”
“It’s your money.”
The game had ended and was being subjected to loud analysis by the men at the bar; their voices suddenly died. A man behind me sucked in his breath as the clear voice of a woman filled the room.
I looked at the holo. Rena Swanson was reciting the news, leading with the Arnoldi story, following that with the announcement of the President’s new son. Her aged, wrinkled face hovered over us; her kind brown eyes promised us comfort. Her motherly presence had made her program one of the most popular on the holo. The men around me sat silently, faces upturned, worshipping her—the Woman, the Other, someone for whom part of them still yearned.
 
 
We got back to Marcello’s just before dark. As we approached the door, Ellis suddenly clutched my shoulder. “Wait a minute, Joe.”
I didn’t move at first; then I reached out and carefully pushed his arm away. My shoulders hurt and a tension headache, building all day, had finally taken hold, its claws gripping my temples. “Don’t touch me.” I had been about to plead, but caught myself in time; attitude, as Ellis had told me himself, was important.
“There’s something about you. I can’t figure you out.”
“Don’t try.” I kept my voice steady. “You wouldn’t want me to complain to your boss, would you? He might not hire you again. Escorts have to be trusted.”
He was very quiet. I couldn’t see his dark face clearly in the fading light, but I could sense that he was weighing the worth of a confrontation with me against the chance of losing his job. My face was hot, my mouth dry. I had spent too much time with him, given him too many chances to notice subtly wrong gestures. I continued to stare directly at him, wondering if his greed would win out over practicality.
“Okay,” he said at last, and opened the door.
I was charged more than I had expected to pay, but did not argue about the fee. I pressed a few coins on Ellis; he took them while refusing to look at me. He knows, I thought then; he knows and he’s letting me go. But I might have imagined that, seeing kindness where there was none.
 
 
I took a roundabout route back to Sam’s, checking to make sure no one had followed me, then pulled off the road to change the car’s license plate, concealing my own under my shirt.
Sam’s store stood at the end of the road, near the foot of my mountain. Near the store, a small log cabin had been built. I had staked my claim to most of the mountain, buying up the land to make sure it remained undeveloped, but the outside world was already moving closer.
Sam was sitting behind the counter, drumming his fingers as music blared. I cleared my throat and said hello.
“Joe?” His watery blue eyes squinted. “You’re late, boy.”
“Had to get your car fixed. Don’t worry—I paid for it already. Thanks for letting me rent it again.” I counted out my coins and pressed them into his dry, leathery hand.
“Any time, son.” The old man held up the coins, peering at each one with his weak eyes. “Don’t look like you’ll get home tonight. You can use the sofa there—I’ll get you a nightshirt.”
“I’ll sleep in my clothes.” I gave him an extra coin.
He locked up, hobbled toward his bedroom door, then turned. “Get into town at all?”
“No.” I paused. “Tell me something, Sam. You’re old enough to remember. What was it really like before?” I had never asked him in all the years I had known him, avoiding intimacy of any kind, but suddenly I wanted to know.
“I’ll tell you, Joe.” He leaned against the doorway. “It wasn’t all that different. A little softer around the edges, maybe, quieter, not as mean, but it wasn’t all that different. Men always ran everything. Some say they didn’t, but they had all the real power—sometimes they’d dole a little of it out to the girls, that’s all. Now we don’t have to anymore.”
 
 
I had been climbing up the mountain for most of the morning, and had left the trail, arriving at my decoy house before noon. Even Sam believed that the cabin in the clearing was my dwelling. I tried the door, saw that it was still locked, then continued on my way.
My home was farther up the slope, just out of sight of the cabin. I approached my front door, which was almost invisible near the ground; the rest of the house was concealed under slabs of rock and piles of deadwood. I stood still, letting a hidden camera lens get a good look at me. The door swung open.
“Thank God you’re back,” Julia said as she pulled me inside and closed the door. “I was so worried. I thought you’d been caught and they were coming for me.”
“It’s all right. I had some trouble with Sam’s car, that’s all.”
She looked up at me; the lines around her mouth deepened. “I wish you wouldn’t go.” I took off the pack loaded with the tools and supplies unavailable at Sam’s store. Julia glanced at the pack resentfully. “It isn’t worth it.”
“You’re probably right.” I was about to tell her of my own trip into town, but decided to wait until later.
We went into the kitchen. Her hips were wide under her pants; her large breasts bounced as she walked. Her face was still pretty, even after all the years of hiding, her lashes thick and curly, her mouth delicate. Julia could not travel in the world as it was; no clothing, no disguise, could hide her.
I took off my jacket and sat down, taking out my card, and my papers. My father had given them to me—the false name, the misleading address, the identification of a male—after I had pleaded for my own life. He had built my hideaway; he had risked everything for me. “Give the world a choice,” he had said, “and women will be the minority, maybe even die out completely; perhaps we can only love those like ourselves.” He had looked hard as he said it, and then he had patted me on the head, sighing as though he regretted the choice. Maybe he had. He had chosen to have a daughter, after all.
I remembered his words. “Who knows?” he had asked. “What is it that made us two kinds who have to work together to get the next batch going? Oh, I know about evolution, but it didn’t have to be that way, or any way. It’s curious.”
“It can’t last,” Julia said, and I did not know if she meant the world, or our escape from the world.
There would be no Eves in their Eden, I thought. The visit to town had brought it all home to me. We all die, but we go with a conviction about the future; my extinction would not be merely personal. Only traces of the feminine would linger—an occasional expression, a posture, a feeling—in the flat-breasted male form. Love would express itself in fruitless unions, divorced from reproduction; human affections are flexible.
I sat in my home, in my prison, treasuring the small freedom I had, the gift of a man, as it seemed such freedom had always been for those like me, and wondered again if it could have been otherwise.
 
 



 
Afterword to “Fears”:
 
“Fears” is a story that, as I’ve discovered over the years, seems to lend itself to being read aloud. This may be partly because it isn’t a long story; in an age when attention spans are growing ever shorter, doing a long story at a reading risks putting what audience still remains at the reading’s conclusion to sleep. But I think its modest success at readings is largely because the story is written in first person, which means that the author has only to impersonate the narrator. Writers with great dramatic gifts can get away with reading a story that requires many voices, but for those of us with less skill and less confidence in our abilities, first-person narratives are safer.
Some writers are uncomfortable doing readings, or refuse to do them at all. Others like to read work in progress, which seems to me a dangerous undertaking, but then I’m one of those writers who doesn’t like to show my work to anyone until I have a final draft, or close to it, and even then I pick my target readers carefully. Showing a story or part of a novel to the editor you’re working with, or to another writer whose judgment you trust, makes much more sense to me than seeing how an audience of people you don’t know might react to a piece of writing that is still in the fragile state of being in progress and unfinished. The feedback can throw you off; you have to be able to hear your own voice clearly before you can expect others to hear it.
“Fears” may also go over well in readings because the world it depicts is not an unfamiliar one. Something like it is certainly a possibility, given the increasing control we are acquiring over human reproduction. In fact, I’ve often had the feeling that we’re already living in this world to some degree. Some years ago, after a reading, someone asked me what especially had inspired this particular story. “Super Bowl Sunday,” I told her, “because during that weekend, we might as well be living in an all-male society,” and I think she believed me.
 
 



 
THE NOVELLA RACE
 
Anyone who wants to be a contender has to start training at an early age. Because competitions are always in Standard, my parents insisted that I speak Standard instead of our local dialect. I couldn’t use an autocompositor. We never owned a dictator either. “You’ll only have a typewriter during the race,” my mother would say. “You’d better get used to it now.”
I had few friends as a child. You can’t have friends while training in writing, or any other sport for that matter. The other kids plugged in, swallowed RNA doses, or were hypnotized in order to learn the skills they would need as adults. I had to master the difficult arts of reading and writing. At times I hated my typewriter, the endless sentence-long exercises, and the juvenile competitions. I envied other kids and wished that I too could romp carelessly through life.
Some people think being an athlete keeps you in shape. Everyone should take a few minutes each day to sit down and think. But competitive sports usually damage the body and torment the mind. A champion is almost always distorted in some way.
As I grew older, I noticed that others simply marked time. They were good spectators, consumers, and socializers, but they went to their graves without attempting anything extraordinary. I wanted a gold medal, honor, and fame. Even when I wanted to quit, I knew I’d gone too far to turn back.
 
 
By the time I was sixteen I knew I was neither a sprinter nor a distance runner. My short stories were incomplete and I did not have the endurance for the novel competition. Poetry was beyond me, although my grandmother had taken a bronze medal in the poetry race of 2024. I would have to train in the novella.
My parents wanted me to train with Phaedon Karath, who had won four Olympic gold medals before turning professional, thus disqualifying himself from further competition. Karath was hard on his trainees, but they did well in contests. I would have preferred going to Lalia Grasso, whose students were devoted to her. But those accustomed to her gentle ways often messed up during races; they did not develop the necessary streak of cruelty nor the essential quality of egotism.
Everyone knew about Eli Shankquist, her most talented trainee and a three-time PanAmerican gold medalist as well. During the Olympic race, the only one that matters, he became involved with the notoriously insecure Maliah Senbok. Touched by her misery, he spent a lot of time encouraging her. And what did he get? He didn’t finish his own novella and Senbok took a bronze. A lot of spectators sympathized with Shankquist, but most writers thought he was a fool.
None of Karath’s students would have been in such a fix. So I sent off my file of fiction and waited long months for an answer. Just before my seventeenth birthday, a reply arrived on the telex. Karath wanted a personal interview. I left on the shuttle the next day.
Karath lived in a large villa overlooking the Adriatic. As I entered, I looked around the hallway. Several green beanbag chairs stood next to heavy Victorian tables covered with illuminated manuscripts. Colorful tapestries depicting minstrels and scribes hung on the walls. The servo, a friendly silver ball with cylindrical limbs, ushered me to the study.
The study was clean and Spartan. To my right, a computer console stood next to the wall. To the left, a large window overlooked the blue sea. Karath sat at his glass-topped desk, typing. He looked up and motioned to a straight-backed wood chair. I sat down.
As I fidgeted, he got up and paced to the window. I had seen him on the screen a few times but in person he seemed shorter. He was wiry, with thick dark hair and a small, hard face. He looked, I thought apprehensively, like a young tough, in spite of his age. I waited, trying to picture myself in this house, typing away, making friends, workshopping stories, getting drunk, having an affair and doing all the things a writer does.
Karath turned and paced to the desk. As he picked up a folder, which I recognized as my file, he muttered, “You’re Alena Dorenmatté.”
I tried to smile. “That’s me.”
“What makes you think you belong here?”
“I want the best training in the novella I can get.”
“That’s a crock of shit. You want to fuck and get drunk and sit around thinking artistic thoughts and congratulating yourself on your sensitivity. You won’t sweat blood over a typewriter. You want to be coddled.”
He threw my file across the desk. It landed on the floor with a plop. I picked it up, clutching it to my chest.
“Let me fill you in, Dorenmatté. There’s nothing but cow pies in that file. Understand? I don’t think you could win a local.”
“I won a local last year, I placed first in the BosWash.” He couldn’t have reviewed my citations very carefully. “Why’d you ask me here anyway? You could have insulted me over the relay.”
“Maybe the truth wouldn’t sink in over the relay. I like to say what I think face to face. You’re not a writer. Your stories are nothing but clichés and adolescent tragedy. You can’t plot and you can’t create characters. You have nothing to say. You’d make a fool of yourself in Olympic competition. Cow pies, that’s what you write. Go home and learn how to socialize so you don’t ruin your life.”
My face was burning. “I don’t know why anybody trains with you. If the other trainers were that mean, no one would ever write again.”
He flew at me, seized the file, and tore it in half, scattering papers over the floor. Terrified, I shrank back.
“Let me tell you something, Dorenmatté. A writer doesn’t give up. He takes punishment, listens to criticism, and keeps writing. If he doesn’t make it, it’s because he wasn’t any good. I don’t run a nursery, I train writers. Now get out of here. I have work to do.”
I stood up, realizing that I couldn’t respond without bursting into tears. Grasping at my last threads of dignity, I turned and walked slowly out of the room.
 
 
I could have applied to another trainer. Instead I moped for months. At last my father issued an ultimatum: I would have to move to a dormitory and learn to socialize or enter a competition.
Even my parents were deserting me. I moved out and rented an apartment in Montreal. I stayed inside for weeks, unable to move, barely able to eat. One night I tried to hang myself, but I could never tie knots properly and only fell to the floor, acquiring a nasty bruise on my thigh. Fate had given me another chance.
I had forgotten that the PanAmerican Games were being held in Montreal that year. Somehow, even in my hopeless state, they drew me. I found myself entering the qualifying meet in paragraphs. I lugged my typewriter to the amphitheater and sat with a thousand others at desks under hot lights while the spectators came and went, cheering for their favorites. Several writers made use of the always-popular “creative anguish” ploy, slapping their foreheads in frustration while throwing away wads of paper. Ramon Hogarth, winner of the West Coast local, danced around his desk after completing each sentence. My style was standard. I smoked heavily and gulped coffee while slouching over my machine. Occasionally I clutched my gut in agony, drawing some applause.
I qualified for the semifinals and was given a small room filled with monitoring devices. The judges, of course, had to watch for cheating, and spectators all over the hemisphere would be viewing us. I tried to preserve my poise at the typewriter, but gradually I forgot everything except my novella. I wrote and rewrote, rarely taking breaks, knowing that I was up against trained contenders. Whenever I became discouraged, I remembered the mocking voice of Phaedon Karath.
I made it to the finals. I recall that I envied the short-story writers, who had a four-month deadline, and pitied the novelists, who had to suffer for a year. I can remember the times when my words flowed freely, but there were moments when I was ready to disqualify myself. I agonized while awaiting the decision and wondered if I could ever face another race.
I placed sixth. Delighted, I got drunk and daringly sent off my sixth-place novella to Phaedon Karath. A few days later, his reply appeared on my telex: STILL COW PIES BUT IMPROVEMENT STOP COME TO ITALY STOP SEE IF YOU CAN TAKE REAL WORKOUT STOP.
 
 
At the villa I had to work on sentences for months before I was allowed to go on to paragraphs. Karath insisted on extensive rewriting, although constant rewriting could kill you off in competition as easily as sloppy unreworked first drafts. He rarely praised anyone.
We workshopped a lot, tearing each other’s work apart. Reina Takake, a small golden-skinned woman who became my closest friend, used to run from the room in tears. The more she cried, the more Karath picked on her. We would spend hours together planning tortures for him and occasionally writing about the tortures in vivid detail.
At last Reina packed and left, saying good-bye to no one. Karath told us of her departure during a workshop, watching us with his gray eyes as he said that Reina couldn’t cut it, that she had no talent, and that it was useless to waste time on someone who couldn’t take criticism.
I hated him for that. I stood up and screamed that he was a petty tyrant and a sadist. I told him he had no understanding of gentle souls. I said a few other things.
He waited until I finished. Then he looked around the room and said, “The rest of you can continue. Dorenmatte, step outside.”
Trembling, I followed him out. He led me down the hall and stopped in front of my room. He turned, grabbed me by the arms, and shoved me inside. I stumbled and almost fell.
“Stay in there,” he said. “You’re not coming out until you finish a specific assignment.”
“What assignment?” I asked, puzzled.
“The novella you’re going to write, and rewrite if necessary. You’ll write about Takake and about me if you like. Do it any way you please, but you have to write about Takake. Now get to work.”
He slammed the door quickly. I heard him turn the lock. I screamed, bellowed, and cursed until I was hoarse. Karath did not respond.
 
 
I spent a few hours in futile weeping and a few days in plotting an escape. Food was brought to me, occasionally with wine; the upper door panel would open and the amiable servo would lower the food into my room. At first I refused it but after a few days I was too hungry to resist.
I soon realized I’d never get out of my windowless room until I wrote the novella. I took a bath, then bitterly went to work. At first I rambled, noting every passing thought, incorporating some of the paragraphs Reina and I had written about torturing Karath. But soon a particular plot suggested itself. I outlined the story and began again.
I worked at least a month, maybe more, before I had a draft to show Karath. Oddly enough, I could not sustain my anger at him nor my grief at Reina’s departure. I understood what had happened and what I had felt, but these events and feelings were simply material to be shaped and structured.
I gave my final draft to the servo and waited. At last the door opened. I made my way downstairs to Karath’s study.
He sat behind his desk perusing my novella. I cleared my throat. His cold eyes surveyed me as he said, “It isn’t bad, Dorenmatté. It wouldn’t make it in a race, but there might be some hope for you.” As I basked in this high praise, he threw the manuscript at me. “Now go back to work and clean up some of your sentences.”
A year later I took the gold medal in the PanAmerican Games.
 
 
But it was Olympic gold I wanted, the high point for a champion. There would be publicity, perhaps other competitions if my health held out. But contests were for the young. Eventually I would become a trainer or sign contracts with the entertainment industry; gold-medal winners can get a lot for senso plots or dream construction. Maybe novelists can do serialized week-long dreams and short-story writers are better at commercials, but you can’t beat a novella writer for an evening’s sustained entertainment. Since practically no one reads now, except of course the critics, most of them failed writers who write comments on our work for one another and serve as judges during competitions, there isn’t much else a champion can do when the contest years are over.
The Olympics! Karath rode us mercilessly in preparation for them. He presented countless distractions: robots outside with jackhammers, emotional crises, dirty tricks meant to disorient us, impossible deadlines.
Two years before the Games, which like the ancient Olympics are held only every four years, I had to enter preliminaries. I got through them easily. The night before I left for Rome, Karath and the others workshopped a story of mine and tore it to shreds. I recall the hatred I saw in the faces of my fellow trainees. None had qualified this time, although all had won locals or regionals. They would undoubtedly gossip maliciously about me when I left and point out to each other how inferior my work really was.
I arrived in Rome the day before the opening ceremonies. The part of the Olympic Village set aside for writers was a scenic spot. The small stone houses were surrounded on three sides by flower gardens and wooded areas. Below us lay all of Rome; the dome of St. Peter’s, the crowded streets, the teeming arcologies. I wanted to explore it all, but I had to start sizing up the competition.
I sought out Jules Pepperman, who had been assigned a house near mine. I had met him at the PanAmerican Games. Jules was tied into the grapevine and always volunteered information readily.
He was a tall slender fellow with an open, friendly personality and a habit of trying to write excessively ambitious works during competition, a practice I regarded as courting disaster. It had messed him up before, but it had also won him a gold in the Anglo-American Games and a silver in the PEN Stakes. I couldn’t afford to ignore him.
His house smelled of herb tea and patent medicines. Jules had arrived with every medication the judges would allow. I wondered how he endured competition, with his migraines and stomach ailments. But endure it he did, while complaining loudly about his health to everyone.
I sat in his kitchen while he poured tea. “Did you hear, Alena? I’m ready to go home, I’m sick of working all the time, the prelims almost wiped me out. There’s this migraine I can’t get rid of and the judges won’t let me take the only thing that helps. And when I heard … you want honey in that?”
“Sure.” He dropped a dollop in my tea. “What did you hear?”
“Ansoni. He’s so brilliant and I’m so dumb. I can’t take any more.”
“What about Ansoni?”
“He’s here. He’s competing. Haven’t you heard? You must have been living in a cave. He’s competing. In novella.”
“Shit,” I said. “What’s the matter with him? He must be almost sixty. Isn’t he ineligible?”
“No. Don’t you keep up with anything? He never worked professionally and he wasn’t a trainer.”
I tried to digest this unsavory morsel. I hadn’t even known that Michael Ansoni was still among the living. He had taken a gold medal in short-story competition long ago and gone on to win a gold eight years later in novella, the only writer to change categories successfully. I couldn’t even remember all his other awards.
“I can’t beat him,” Jules wailed. “I should have been a programmer. All that work to get here, and now this.”
I had to calm Jules down. I didn’t like his writing, which was a bit dense for my taste, but I liked him. “Listen,” I said, “Ansoni’s old. He might fold up at his age. Maybe he’ll die and be disqualified.”
“Don’t say that.”
“I wouldn’t be sorry. Well, maybe I would. Who else looks good?”
“Nionus Gorff.” Gorff was always masked; no one had ever seen his face. He had quite a cultish following.
“Naah,” I responded. “Gorff hates publicity too much, he’ll be miserable in a big race like this.”
“There’s Jan Wolowski. But I don’t think he can beat Ansoni.”
“Wolowski’s too heavyhanded. He might as well do propaganda.”
“There’s Arnold Dankmeyer.”
I was worried about Dankmeyer myself. He was popular with the judges, although that might not mean much. APOLLO, the Olympic computer, actually picked the winners, but the judges’ assessments were fed in and considered in the final decisions. No one could be sure how much weight they carried. And Dankmeyer was appealingly facile. But he was often distracted by his admirers, who followed him everywhere and even lived in his house during races. He might fold.
“Anyway,” I said, “you can’t worry about it now.” I was a bit insulted that Jules wasn’t worried about me.
“I know. But the judges don’t like me, they never have.”
“Well, they don’t like me either.” I had, in accordance with Karath’s advice, cultivated a public image with which to impress the judges. My stock in trade was unobtrusiveness and self-doubt. I would have preferred being a colorful character like Karath, but I could never have carried that off. Being quiet might not win many points, but there was always a chance the judges would react unfavorably to histrionics and give points to a shy writer.
“At least they don’t hate you,” Jules mumbled. “I need a vacation. I can’t take it.”
“You’re a champion, act like one,” I said loftily. I got up and made my departure, wanting to rest up for the opening ceremonies.
 
 
We looked terrific in the stadium, holding our quill pens, clothed in azure jumpsuits with the flags of our countries over our chests. The only ones who looked better were the astrophysicists, who wore black silk jumpsuits studded with rhinestone constellations. They were only there for the opening ceremonies; their contests would be held on the Moon. At any rate, the science games didn’t draw much of an audience. Hardly anyone knew enough to follow them. And mathematicians—they were dressed in black robes and held slates and chalk—were ignored, even if they were gold medalists. The social sciences drew the crowds, probably because anyone could, in a way, feel he was participating in them. But we writers didn’t do so badly. No one read what we wrote, but a lot of people enjoyed our public displays. At least one writer was sure to crack up before the Games were over, and occasionally there was a suicide.
We marched around, the flame was lit, and I smiled at Jules. At least we were contenders. No one could take that away.
 
 
The race began. I worked methodically, meaning that I used my own method. During the first two weeks I wrote nothing. I saw a lot of Rome. A wisp of an idea was forming in my mind, but I wasn’t ready to work on it.
Jules was slaving away. He would creep along slowly and finish a draft, then take a week off during which he would feel guilty about not working. He had to rewrite a lot. “Otherwise,” he had told me, “I’d be incomprehensible.”
During the second month, I met Jan Wolowski while taking a walk. He was too intense for my taste. He was always serious, even at parties, and he had no tolerance for the foibles of writers. He was also dogmatic and snobbish. But he was competition.
I said hello and we continued walking together. “How are you doing?” I asked, not really wanting to know.
“Still taking notes and working out my plot.”
“I hate making notes. I like to write it as it comes. But I don’t have a chance anyway.” That last line was part of my self-depreciation routine, but on some level I believed it. If I really thought I was good, some part of me was sure, I would lose.
“I wrote a good paragraph this morning,” he said. “I have my notebook with me. Want to hear it?”
“No.” Wolowski liked to read to other competitors. It would bore, exasperate, or demoralize them. He read me his paragraph anyway. Unfortunately, it was good.
We passed Dankmeyer’s house. He was holding court at a picnic table with his admirers, some fettucini, and plenty of wine. Dankmeyer could turn out a novella in a week, so he was able to spend most of his time garnering publicity.
“Did you ever meet Lee Huong?” Wolowski asked as I waved to Dankmeyer, hating his courtier’s guts.
“No.”
“You should. She may be the best writer here.”
“I never heard of her. What’s she won?”
“Nothing, except a bronze in the Sino-Soviet Games years ago. She’s close to forty.”
“Then she can’t be that great. At that age, she ought to quit.” We passed Ansoni’s house. All the shutters were closed. I had heard he slept during the day and worked at night.
“I mean,” Wolowski continued, “that she’s the best writer. If people still read, they’d read her. I’ve read her best stuff and it wasn’t what she wrote in contests.”
We stopped by a cafe and sat down at a roadside table. I signaled to a servo for a beer. The man was trying to disorient me. I knew these tricks. “Better than Ansoni?” I asked.
“Better than him.”
“Bullshit. I don’t believe it.” I looked around and saw some spectators. They grinned and waved. A boy shouted, “Go get it, Dorenmatté!” It was nice to have admirers.
 
 
I spoke to Lee Huong only once, two months before the end of our race, at a party for the short-story medalists.
The party was held in an old villa. The dining room was filled with long tables covered with platters of caviar, various fruits, suckling pigs, standing rib roasts, and bowls of pasta. I settled on a couch and dug in. Across from me, Jules was flirting with the silver medalist in short stories, a buxom red-haired woman.
Benjamin MacStiofain sat next to me and grimly devoured a pear. “These Olympics are disgusting,” he muttered. “What’s the use? We come here, we agonize, we break our hearts, then someone wins and everybody forgets about it. I hate it all. This is my last competition.” MacStiofain always said every meet was his last.
“I heard Dankmeyer finished his novella already.”
MacStiofain’s mustache twitched. “Did you have to tell me that?” He got up and wandered away morosely.
Then I saw Lee Huong. She drifted past, dressed in what appeared to be white pajamas. Her small light-brown face was composed; her almond eyes surveyed the room benevolently. It was eerie. This late in the race a writer might be depressed, anxious, fatalistic, or hysterical, but not calm. It had to be a tactic.
She nodded to me, then sat down on the couch. I nodded back. “Is this your first Olympic contest?” she asked.
I said it was.
“It means little.”
“You’re absolutely right,” I replied. “It means nothing … if you’re a loser.” I was being crude. But Lee Huong only smiled as she got up and walked away. Maybe she knew something I didn’t know.
I remembered what Wolowski had said. What if he was right about Huong? If she was the best, it meant that inferior writers defeated her regularly. And if that was true, it might mean that inferior writers beat better ones in all contests. MacStiofain, I recalled uncomfortably, believed that APOLLO picked the winners at random, although the human judges might give you an edge. The Olympic committee had denied this, but we all knew that MacStiofain’s sister had taken a gold in cybernetics. She might have told him something.
I had lost my appetite during these ruminations, so I got up and made a show of leaving, waving to Jules and telling him that I was heading back to work. This obvious maneuver almost always succeeded in making the writers who remained feel guilty. Karath’s classic move, bringing his typewriter to parties and working in the midst of them, was one I greatly admired but could never emulate with conviction.
On my way back, I saw Effie Mae Hublinger sitting on a stone wall with a few spectators. Her game was being jus’ folks, nothin’ special ’bout me, jes’ throwin’ the ol’ words around, but at heart Ah’m jes’ a li’l ol’ socializes Anyone who believed that about a writer deserved to be fooled, or worse yet, put into a story as a character.
 
 
The last month was pressurized. Anyone who could spare the time was playing dirty tricks. Wolowski, who admittedly was erudite, lectured to anyone he saw on the subject of our ignorance and lack of real ability. This upset a few writers, but only encouraged Jules, for some strange reason.
MacStiofain finally cracked. In a show of poor sportsmanship, he duked it out with a novelist. The day after that brawl, he was disqualified for taking unauthorized drugs.
They had to drag him away. The robopols put him in a strait-jacket while he screamed that someone had planted the drugs, but we knew that wasn’t true. At any rate, we all calmed down a bit, since a formidable contender was now out of the race.
Lee Huong kept her equilibrium. That drove Effie Mae Hublinger crazy. With a few of her friends, she camped out on Huong’s front step for three days, creating a ruckus. This infantile tactic only lost Hublinger time she could have spent on her own novella.
Someone visited Jules and managed to swipe his medicines, unnoticed by the monitors. Even Jules, angry as he was, had to admire such skill and daring. But it was Dankmeyer who created a classic new ploy. Two weeks before the end of competition he handed in his novella.
Jules, hysterical by then, relayed this news to me. He was having trouble with his ending. He stomped around my workroom, talked himself into utter panic, talked himself out of it, then went back to his house. Even Ansoni had been thrown off balance by that trick. Everyone had always waited for the deadline, revising and polishing. Dankmeyer would be famous. He topped off his stunt with a nervous collapse, which would help with the judges.
The day before the deadline, Rigel Jehan left without finishing his novella and was disqualified. Poor Rigel, I thought, glad he was gone. He could never finish anything during the big contests.
And then the deadline arrived. We handed in our manuscripts and carefully avoided each other while awaiting judgment. I went on a drunk in Rome. I came to in an alley with a large bump on my head, no money, and a hangover. I suppose it’s all grist for the mill.
 
 
The closing ceremonies were held two years after the start of the Games. It took that long for some of the races to be completed. The economists, in gold lame, sashayed around the arena, drawing a few cheers. The anthropologists topped them, weaving in and out, then dancing a nifty two-step in their robes and feathers. I wore my bronze medal proudly as I strutted with the others, our quill pens held high. There was, after all, no shame in being defeated by Ansoni, although it irked me that Dankmeyer had taken the silver. He had recovered nicely from his nervous breakdown and was casting friendly glances at me with his sensitive brown eyes. I ignored him.
I returned to Karath’s villa after that. He congratulated me but got down to essentials quickly. I had only a couple of months to train for the next Olympic prelims.
Then disaster struck. I had no words left. At first I thought it was only exhaustion. I grew listless. I put the cover over my typewriter, then hid it under my desk, where it reproached me silently. The other trainees whispered about me. I had to face the truth: I had a writer’s block. I might never write again. No one ever discussed writer’s block, considering it indelicate, but I knew others had gone mute.
Karath was kind and sympathetic, although he knew I could not remain at the villa; he had to worry about contagion. He was too courteous to ask me to leave. I left by myself, one cold cloudy morning, not wanting to see the other trainees gloat, and took a shuttle to New Zealand.
 
 
Blocked and miserable, I shut myself off from all news. I received a few kind notes, which I did not answer; nothing is worse than the pity of other writers. Yet even in that state I had to view the next Olympics.
Reina Takake took the gold; I found out she had gone back to Karath after I left. I watched her receive it, hating her, hating my former best friend more than I had ever hated anyone.
That did it. Hate and envy always do. Something jogged loose in my brain and I started writing again. Let’s face it, I’m not fit for anything else. I only hope I can be a contender once more.
 
 



 
Afterword to “The Novella Race”:
 
It probably won’t be surprising to be told that the inspiration for “The Novella Race” grew out of my compulsive viewing of certain sports events—specifically, the 1976 Olympic Games, with its legendary duel for supremacy in women’s gymnastics between gold medalist Olga Korbut and her brilliant young upcoming rival, Nadia Comaneci. It seemed natural to envision writers engaging in such a competition, and even more natural to model a few of the competitors on writers I knew—greatly altered and heavily disguised, needless to say, in these fictional portraits.
What is so appealing about sports, about watching athletes of any kind at the top of their game, is seeing human excellence on display, seeing people who achieve their skills and their victories only at great cost and through an almost inhuman discipline, yet who also love what they do. At least that should be what is appealing, although there is also the more degraded pleasure of the spectacle, the crass but often riveting display of people behaving badly while competing, acting out in ways that would have been considered such bad sportsmanship in simpler times that the miscreants might have been banned from competition, along with the equally compelling stories about the latest multimillion-dollar contracts and the latest string of commercial endorsements. Much of professional sport seems as much about the human drama— the cash, the rivalries, the grudges, and the tantrums—as anything else; it’s as if we’ve forgotten what athletics were supposed to be about.
Of course the same could be said about writing and writers.
 
 



 
COLLECTORS
 
Alberto had bypassed Orleans, where the traffic heading toward that city was as heavy as it had been around Paris. People had flooded into Paris after the announcement, maybe because so much of French life had always been centered there. Whatever happened now, a lot of people obviously wanted to be in Paris when it did.
To have so many coming into Paris had made it easier for us to leave. The traffic had been heavy on the roads leading to the city, but almost nonexistent on the lanes going out. Alberto had filled the tank of his Fiat right after our arrival and hadn’t driven the car since, so we had enough gas. The concierge at the hotel had let us check out without paying, maybe because by then the exchange rates were fluctuating from one hour to the next and there was no way of knowing how much any currency would be worth in time. We even had a bag of canned food and bottled water. Making my way back to the hotel, I had been caught in a crowd of looters, and somebody had thrust a canvas bag of food at me. The owners of the shops and stores didn’t seem to mind the looting. By then, some of them were standing by the doors of their establishments shouting “Prenez-en” and “Prenez-les tous,” telling people to help themselves to everything inside.
We left the main highway, then had to detour around a small town. The cobblestone streets leading into the town were blocked by vans. The traffic was thinning rapidly. Soon ours was the only car I could see on the road.
We followed the Loire along a two-lane highway nearly as straight as the line on a graph. On the other side of the river, I spotted the distinctive dome and stacks of a nuclear power plant.
“I hope they’ve shut that thing down,” I said.
Alberto was silent as he drove over a bridge and past the plant, then turned right. He hadn’t said anything since leaving Paris. After dropping off my bag of food in our room, I had found him in the hotel bar, sitting with a middle-aged Canadian couple and a young woman in a University of Minnesota sweatshirt. The middle-aged man was saying, “We were on our second honeymoon.” The young woman said, “This was my first trip to Europe.” Alberto sighed, then said, “We were going to look at some of the chateaux along the Loire before starting back to Italy.” It struck me then that everyone was using the past tense, as if their earlier lives were over.
I had let Alberto decide what to do. He seemed to think that the place to be was outside the major cities. Whatever happened now was likely to affect the cities first, so it was better to get out of Paris and then consider what to do next. His thinking had seemed reasonable to me when we were sitting in our room, with the TV tuned in to CNN International for the latest news—or non-news—and the sounds of cars, honking horns, and tolling bells outside growing louder by the minute. Now I wasn’t so sure. Alberto had decided to head toward the Loire Valley because that was where we had originally planned to go. I was beginning to think that he simply didn’t know what to do, that he preferred to pretend that there was some purpose to his actions rather than sit around in our room or the hotel bar speculating about what might happen and freaking himself out. Probably all the people crowding into Paris and other cities didn’t know what to do, either. Maybe they just wanted to be in a crowd while they waited instead of getting terrified all alone somewhere.
Alberto turned on to another road. A high stone wall at our left surrounded forested land. I gazed absently at the map on my lap, on which the roads were not very clearly marked, then thrust it into the glove compartment. “Where are we now?” I asked.
“Near Chambord,” he replied, speaking at last. “You remember, Lois—we were going to stop there first. It is considered one of the most spectacular of the châteaux, perhaps the grandest. It was the project of François the First—”
“I know all of that,” I muttered, wondering why he was mentioning it now.
“—who was a great admirer of Renaissance art, particularly Italian art. Leonardo da Vinci has been credited with drawing up some of the plans for Chambord.” Alberto sounded like a tour guide. Hearing him speak in such a flat, matter-of-fact manner made me even more apprehensive. I realized then that he was probably just trying to distract himself from any fears he might be harboring with this pretense of normality. By then, I was wishing that we had stayed in Paris.
My lord and master. I had called Alberto that in jest during the early days of our relationship, even though I was never sure if he caught my sarcasm or sensed that the phrase was my little joke. Now those terms seemed only too accurate. He was always in charge; there was never any doubt of that. He didn’t have to go out of his way to demonstrate it, either; his dominance was simply assumed, without question. A lot of American men might make noises about being in control, but in practice many of them were willing to share some authority, even cede some of their traditional territory. There was an almost appealing insecurity in American men that I hadn’t properly appreciated before getting involved with Alberto, whose behavior seemed part of an earlier age.
“We could try to drive back to Rome,” I said.
“No. It’s much too far. The hotels along the way might be full by now, with no one to attend to anyone, and the service stations will probably be closed.” Then his voice got more strained, his accent thicker. “Would you want to pass your time now running a service station or attending to hotel guests?”
“I guess not.” I didn’t want to pass the time looking at chateaux, either, trying to pretend everything was still normal. There wasn’t even any way at the moment to find out what was happening in the rest of the world, since Alberto’s car radio had died during the drive from Lyon to Paris. I was about to suggest that we head back to Orléans and take our chances there when the sky suddenly turned white.
Alberto hit the brakes. I covered my face with my hands, thinking wildly of laser beams and advanced weapons, then peered between my fingers. The sky was still white; the stone wall along the road rippled, as if I were seeing it through water, and the forest beyond was black under the piercing light.
I don’t know how long it lasted. There was no sound of explosions, no heat, no firestorms, quakes, or other signs of destruction, only the bright whiteness of the sky and the blackness of the trees on the other side of the rippling wall. I glanced to my right and saw that the sky to the west was still blue, the flat land green. I turned back. The white light vanished abruptly; the black leaves of the trees on the other side of the wall were once again green.
Alberto crossed himself. We sat there for a while, and then he started the car again.
They were scanning us, I thought. They would satisfy their curiosity about us and then go on their way. I was so busy trying to reassure myself that we were through a gate and on the road leading to Chambord’s parking lot and visitors’ entrance before I noticed our surroundings again.
Alberto sucked in his breath; I looked up. That was when I saw the traffic ahead.
Cars and buses were speeding straight at us along both lanes of the road. Horns beeped and wailed, warning us to get out of the way. Alberto slowed, then quickly drove onto the shoulder and into the grass. Vehicles raced past us, heading toward the gate. The cars sped ahead of the buses, but even the buses were barreling along, pebbles flying from under their wheels.
I stared after them until the long procession was out of sight. “If they’re all in such a hurry to get out of here,” I said, “maybe we’d better follow them.”
Alberto rested his hands on the wheel. “To where?”
“Anywhere.”
“And what will we do when we run out of gasoline? Staying here is as reasonable as going somewhere else. Think, Lois—where could we be completely safe now?”
I was silent.
“And I must confess to being curious about why all those people were driving away so rapidly.”
Of course, I thought. Alberto would never admit to being afraid of anything, even when there was good reason to be fearful. But I didn’t feel like arguing with him, and everything looked peaceful now. In the distance, pale stone towers seemed to be floating against the sky, a magical place apart from this world; that had to be the chateau. Maybe all the people in the cars and buses had simply panicked after seeing the sky brighten. They would come back when they came to their senses.
Alberto drove back onto the road. The parking lot was empty when we reached it. So were the walkways near the souvenir shops and cafés of the tiny town. Alberto parked near an ice-cream counter. We got out and wandered along the street in the direction of the château.
Beyond the rows of trees up ahead, the ticket booth was empty, its door open. I could see the chateau clearly now. Chambord loomed over a vast plain of cropped grass. The pale stone facade was crowned by four large towers and several smaller towers and turrets. One slender tower topped by a dome, taller than the others, stood in the center. It was hard to accept the structure’s size, its hugeness; only a megalomaniac could have built such a castle. But Chambord’s massive- ness and solidity were also reassuring. We would be safe here after all, I told myself. The château would protect us.
The sky was growing gray, the autumn air colder. A voice behind me shouted, “Hey!”
I spun around. A tall lanky white-haired man stood in an open doorway. “Hey!” the man called out again. “You speak English? Anglais?”
“Yes,” Alberto replied, “I do.”
“Everybody just took off—didn’t even wait for us.”
The stranger had a flat Midwestern accent and looked harmless enough. Alberto strode toward him; I followed. “We saw them,” Alberto said. “They ran us off the road.”
“Scared, that’s what they were. We were walking to the castle there, ahead of all the others on our bus. Couldn’t get back in time.” The man motioned with one hand. “Better come inside.”
We entered the building. Wooden tables and chairs stood against one wall; a bar ran along the other side of the room. A stocky woman with short curly gray hair was perched on one of the stools. Like the man, she was wearing a windbreaker, sweatshirt, loose jeans, and athletic shoes.
“You’re Americans,” I said as we sat down. “So am I.”
“Well, I’ll be,” the man said. “You don’t look American.”
“I’ve been living in Italy.” I wondered if I would ever see my own country again.
Alberto introduced us. The couple’s names, they told us, were Edna and Jim Haworth, and they came from a suburb of Kansas City. Jim had been in France with the army toward the end of World War II and had brought his wife there on a trip with several other retired people, all of whom had apparently fled on one of the buses with their tour guide.
“Didn’t even wait for us,” Edna Haworth said, shaking her head.
“Just took off like a bat outta hell,” Jim Haworth muttered, “right after the light changed and the air got all thick. Heard this sound, like a big giant heart beating, and by then my hair was standing up. It went on and on, that sound and the rippling air and all, till I like to be sick. Folks were running out of the castle there, trying to make it to the parking lot—damn near trampled us. Edna was hanging onto my arm like a little kid, and then we started for the bus, but by the time we got to here, they were already driving off.”
“We saw something strange,” I said, “The sky going white, and—”
“Didn’t just see it, young lady. Felt it, right in my guts. I was scared. Edna felt it, too.”
“We didn’t feel anything like that,” I said.
“It’s them.” Edna gestured toward the ceiling. “Has to be.”
She didn’t have to say what she meant. I thought of how quickly everything had changed in just three days. Three days ago, I was trying to figure out how to tell Alberto I was going to leave him and go back to New York. Three days ago, nobody had even suspected that visitors from outer space were suddenly going to show up. A physicist interviewed on CNN had said something about the alien vessel stitching its way through spacetime, which was his way of trying to explain how it had appeared near Earth so abruptly, without any warning.
The aliens had come here in a spherical ship the size of an asteroid—if that alien globe could be called a ship. They had sent no messages, no envoys, no signs of hostile intent, no signals, no greetings at all. The Russians had two cosmonauts in orbit, and the United States had begun a space shuttle mission several days early, replacing the scheduled crew with members of the armed forces; they now had some footage of the vessel from a distance, and the aliens still had not reacted. No one was even sure if there were any aliens inside the ship; one theory was that it housed an artificial intelligence, a computer mind of sorts. Nobody knew why it was here, or what the aliens—or the artificial intelligence—wanted.
No wonder people were starting to get unhinged. Anyone could understand malevolent aliens attacking the world, or kindly aliens arriving to solve all our problems. But this ship was just sitting out there, inside the orbit of the moon, and we didn’t know anything more about it than we had three days ago. Waiting without knowing anything—that was the worst of it.
Alberto took out his cigarettes, lit one, then slipped his leather case back into his pocket. I had long since given up what he called my puritanical American habit of chiding him about his smoking, and the Haworths didn’t object; maybe they were thinking we had more important things to worry about now.
I noticed the TV over the bar. “There must be some news on,” I said. That was a safe bet; there hadn’t been anything except news on TV ever since the alien ship had appeared. “We haven’t heard anything since leaving Paris.”
“We tried it,” Jim said. “Set’s not working.”
We sat there for a while. I suppose we were all thinking that some of the people who had left might come back. At last Jim said, “Well, what do we do now?”
 
 
We searched through the souvenir shops and cafes. That was Alberto’s idea. The doors were unlocked, the rooms empty; it seemed that everyone had fled. Edna and Jim weren’t surprised; they remembered how terrified they had been, how the impulse to get away from the terror they had felt had overwhelmed them. Occasionally, we tried one of the radios or TVs we found in a few of the buildings, trying to pick up some news, but none of them worked. A power failure couldn’t be the cause; the lights were still working. Maybe the government had ordered an end to the broadcasts. A couple of ministers had been claiming that several reporters were only adding to the panic with their speculations.
“Didn’t look like too many people were here to begin with,” Edna said as she and I sat down at one of the tables under the trees lining the walkway.
“There wouldn’t have been as many at this time of year.”
“I know. We wanted to avoid the big crowds. That’s why we came in October—it was cheaper, too.” Edna gazed toward Alberto and Jim, who were walking toward the empty ticket booth. “Funny. I don’t feel scared at all now. I almost feel glad to be here.”
I knew what she meant. I was feeling the same way. Under the circumstances, I should have been feeling anxious, jumpy, afraid, despairing, or depressed, all of which were common enough mental states for me anyway. Instead, I was feeling almost reassured; that bothered me.
We got up and joined the men. Alberto and Jim were standing by the booth, staring at the chateau. The sky still looked gray and overcast, but Chambord’s pale walls and cupola-topped towers glowed with a golden light. A few horses, dwarfed by the massive chateau, were grazing on the groomed grass near the moat.
“Where’d the horses come from?” I heard Jim ask.
“They use them for the carriage rides,” Edna replied. “That’s what our guide said, remember? Patrick was telling us about how most of the woods around this castle is a big game park where tourists aren’t allowed, and then he said that the horses—”
“Someone is with them,” Alberto said. I squinted and glimpsed a tiny human form before it disappeared around the far tower. “Perhaps we should investigate.”
I was thinking that we should leave, but the chateau drew me. It was strange to feel so drawn to it, especially when a small part of my mind was insistently telling me that we should get out of here and head somewhere else. I would be safe here. The rest of my mind was insisting on that, drowning out my fears.
 
 
Alberto drove along a walkway to the chateau. He and Jim Haworth sat in the front of the car; Edna and I were wedged into the back.
“So you’ve been living in Italy,” Edna said.
“In Rome, for about a year.”
“Is that where you two met?” She smiled. “‘Three Coins in the Fountain’ is one of my favorite movies—so romantic.”
Older American women often seemed to find my situation romantic. I had once thought of it as romantic myself. My taste for romance was probably why none of my relationships had lasted very long; the romance always wore off in the end.
“Actually, we met in New York,” I said, “trying to hail a cab on the same corner. Alberto was there on business—his firm imports a lot of American products. We ended up going to dinner, and one thing led to another, and a couple of months later, I was living in Rome.”
“How adventurous.”
I had never been adventurous; it only sounded that way. However great my longing for romance and a break from my everyday life, I always covered my bets. My job was safe at the ad agency because my best friend owned the agency; Karen had faxed only last month to say I could come back any time. My apartment had been subletted, so I would still have a place to live if I returned to New York. It wasn’t my style either to burn my bridges behind me or to commit myself completely by abandoning my previous life. I had read that Francois I, Chambord’s builder, had needed thousands of horses to bring his luggage, servants, and courtiers to this chateau just for short visits. I could sympathize with that. I took all my baggage with me, psychologically at least.
All of my past caution might not make any difference now, I reminded myself. At the moment, there might be little security for anyone. That thought should have brought on another wave of despair and fear. Instead, I found myself placidly looking forward to a closer look at the magnificent château. Something’s wrong, my inner voice told me; I ignored it.
The great château was even larger than I realized. We could have walked around it, following the wide pathway that led around the moat to the entrance on the other side, but it would have been a long walk. If any visitors were still inside, I had the feeling we could wander through the chateau for days without ever finding them. Chambord was a world in itself; I no longer feared what might be happening elsewhere.
The main entrance was in the center of a wall; the doors and the gate of the arched entryway were open. The towers of the keep rose behind the wall, still golden even under the overcast sky. We got out and went through the entrance to the pebbled courtyard in front of the keep.
“How strange,” Alberto said softly. “I feel as if I belong here.” In the past, I would have teased him about his arrogance, but the same feeling of belonging had stolen over me. Perhaps it was the strangeness of our situation, of being alone in this monument to Renaissance architecture while the world outside waited—for what?
“Know what you mean, son,” Jim was saying to Alberto. “I feel kind of easy here, too. Almost seems like we got all scared for nothing.”
Across the courtyard, the two doors leading into the keep were also open. We walked toward the steps that led to them. “It’s almost as if someone wants us to come inside,” I said.
“Probably the folks trying to get away just didn’t bother to close up,” Edna said.
We climbed the steps and entered the keep. In the center of a large bare hall, square, massive pale pillars supported a winding stairway. From the entrance, it looked as though there was only one staircase, but I knew there were two, entwined around each other. A slight dark-haired woman stood on a lower step, leaning against the marble bannister.
“Vous parlez français?” the woman called out.
“Oui,” Alberto shouted back, his voice echoing in the empty hall.
She hurried to us. There was no tension in her face and no fearfulness in her brown eyes as she introduced herself. Her name was Ariane, and she was staying at St-Michel, the inn across from the chateau. She had been over by the canal, speaking to one of the estate’s gamekeepers, when the white light had filled the sky and the terror had seized her. She and the gamekeeper were running toward the inn when Ariane saw her sister, who had traveled there with her, speeding away in their car. By then, other vehicles were racing toward the road. Alberto waited until the Frenchwoman was finished, then translated for the rest of us.
“She must be furious with her sister,” I murmured.
Edna shook her head. “Maybe not. Everybody just ran. You don’t know how it was. You couldn’t think of anything else except getting out of here.”
Jim nodded. “Might of even left Edna behind if she hadn’t been hanging on to me.”
Ariane didn’t look frightened now. She said something about being content to stay here for the moment; I knew enough French to catch that much. Alberto translated the rest. Jean, the gamekeeper, had gone to let the horses out of the stables; she would wait here for him and then return to the inn.
She sounded awfully calm under the circumstances. I would have found her serenity eerie except that I was finding it increasingly hard to work up any real fear myself. I almost felt drugged. Maybe we were all too stunned by our situation to react to anything. Our psychological defenses must be kicking in, I thought absently.
The Haworths decided to wait with Ariane, then walk to the inn with her and Jean. Alberto was saying something else to Ariane as I wandered toward the staircase, suddenly wanting to be by myself. Inside this magnificent château, I could pretend, for a while, that there was nothing to worry about.
It struck me then that, no matter what the intentions of the interstellar visitor, our world would never be the same. Even if the alien ship left without revealing its purpose, we would all know that other beings were out there, and that their civilization was obviously technologically far in advance of our own. What would that do to us? No wonder I wanted to remain here, near one of humankind’s wonders, thinking back to a time when most people had assumed that beings on other worlds did not exist.
A stocky brown-haired man had come inside the chateau; I assumed he was Jean the gamekeeper. Alberto said something to him, and then the man led the others toward the entrance.
I leaned against the stone railing. My feet were beginning to hurt. Ankle-high leather boots with pointed toes and narrow heels weren’t good for walking very far. That was probably why Jim Haworth was surprised to find out I was an American, because I was wearing a pin-striped pantsuit and chic boots instead of jeans and athletic shoes. Alberto didn’t like it when I looked too American.
Things had not been right between Alberto and me for a while. I wasn’t sure of exactly when I had begun to notice that. Maybe it was the morning when I stood by our apartment window and realized that Rome no longer looked as it had to me, as though fragments of the past were slipping into the present, or as if the present were just an illusion superimposed on something more ancient. The present had finally overtaken my view of the city. All I saw now was the chaotic traffic, and all I could hear was the constant noise of the streets.
Once, I had been entranced by the city and its layers of history, and then I was longing to get away. The same was true of my feelings toward Alberto. Everything that had drawn me—his expressiveness, his ardent professions of love, his determination to enjoy whatever he wanted to do regardless of the cost, his inability to keep to any schedule for long, his erratic moods—were exactly the same characteristics that had finally convinced me that our relationship couldn’t work. His unquestioned assumption that I was the lady of the house and that he was in charge of everything else hadn’t helped, either.
Everything had come to a head after yet another hair-raising ride through Roman traffic in the Fiat that he would never allow me to drive. I started screaming at him about his recklessness and the motorcyclist he had narrowly missed and the amount of wine he had drunk. He was retaliating with his usual tirade about my constipated American ways when he abruptly fell silent, then said, “You wanted to spend some time in France. We’ll go, in September or October. We can drive there, stop along the way. The business will not collapse if I leave it in Giancarlo’s hands for three weeks.” He had taken me completely by surprise, so I had gone along with his proposal. Maybe I was also thinking that I might as well see some more of Italy and France before walking out on him. I had known that he wouldn’t come after me if I left, that the break would be final; he was too proud to beg, however wounded he might feel. How irrelevant and unimportant all of that seemed now.
I looked down. Alberto was below, following me up the staircase. I stopped to work my sore toes inside my boots, and he disappeared behind the central pillar. “Lois!” he called out. He was now above me on the stairway that intertwined with this one.
“Maybe you shouldn’t have left the Haworths without an interpreter,” I shouted back.
“Jean knows some English. I want to explore the chateau with you.”
I hurried up the stairs after him, through a vast hall, and caught up with him in a room paneled in pale wood, with a large canopied bed against one wall. “This room once housed a king of Poland,” he said. “Perhaps we should stay here tonight.”
I found myself laughing. We clasped hands and hurried through large bare rooms, smaller rooms tucked away in corners, and narrow corridors. It was difficult, even in the cozier spaces, to imagine anyone, even the arrogant monarchs and nobles of France’s past, actually living in the vastness of this chateau. Chambord was a place for spectacle and display, for the mighty to show off their wealth and power. I thought of the servants that must have once stood in the doorways that led from small alcoves, rooms, and passages into the staterooms and bedchambers, how they must have marveled at the glittering and careless aristocrats who might as well have come from another world.
We scurried up stairs, heedless of where we were going. I was suddenly relieved that I had never told Alberto that I was thinking of leaving him, and deeply regretting that I had ever planned to go back to New York. We would lose ourselves inside Chambord, and never find our way out again. What happened outside could not touch us.
We had climbed to the roof terrace before a stray thought intruded on my contented mood. All of the rooms, even the small alcoves and chambers that lacked the huge windows of the biggest rooms, had glowed with a soft light. I had assumed that daylight was providing much of the illumination, but the overcast sky had not cleared, and evening was approaching. I recalled seeing lighting in some of Chambord’s rooms, but not in the small passages where the walls had also glowed.
“The walls here,” I said. “It’s almost as if they were lighted from inside.”
Alberto didn’t say anything. On the terrace, we were amid a forest of towers and chimneys, as if an entire town of spires and steeples had been placed on top of the chateau. I slipped my arm through his as we walked toward the north wall. The air had grown sharper, colder. It had been warmer inside, in spite of the size of the rooms and the lack of fires in the fireplaces.
We came to the railing. I had a clear view of the moat and the canal that ran through the grounds nearest the chateau. Near a small bridge over the canal, a flock of ducks rested on the bank. I lifted my head, then noticed something else. In the distance, at the western edge of the forest and the groomed field alongside it, a low wall of thick gray mist seemed to mark a boundary.
“That fog,” I said. “There’s something odd about it.”
“I know.” Alberto frowned as he rubbed his dark beard. “Perhaps we should leave now, all of us. We would have to squeeze the others into the auto, but—” His voice trailed off. It was obvious that he didn’t want to leave. I didn’t, either, but the voice inside my head was growing more insistent, saying that there was something the matter with my being so serene, with our willingness to linger in a place where people had nearly run us down in their fear to get away, who had been so determined to flee the area that they hadn’t cared what was in their path.
“Look there.” Alberto pointed. Four tiny shapes had emerged from the wall of fog. I narrowed my eyes, but some time passed before I could see them more clearly. They were cyclists, pedaling up the road we had taken. “Perhaps we should find out what they want.”
We left the terrace. It never occurred to me to worry about whether the new arrivals might be dangerous.
 
 
The bicyclists arrived at the inn shortly after Alberto had parked our car near the entrance. One look at their wholesome, clean-featured faces told me that they were no threat to us. They were equipped with maps, backpacks, and other gear; one of them told us that he had visited Chambord before.
His name was Erland; he had startlingly blue eyes, spoke perfect English, and was a medical student from Sweden. He and his friends, another blond young man and two fair-haired slender young women, had been staying at a hostel near Blois when the announcement came, and had left it only that morning. Later, they had seen a large bright flash of light in the distance, in the direction of Cour-Cheverny.
“We listened over the radio,” Erland said. We were all sitting in the empty dining room of the refurbished country house that was the inn. “Knut has a short-wave with him. We thought they might be attacking. There were reports from Meung-sur-Loire and Chenonceaux, of people fleeing from the chateaux there, seeing the sky go white, feeling terrified. Then it was over. There were a few auto accidents, collisions, and some people being hit by cars, but nothing more serious.”
“Happened here, too,” Jim Haworth said, “that business with the sky lighting up. My wife and me saw it.”
“Have you heard any news since then?” Erland asked.
Jim shook his head. “Tried a lot of televisions here. None of them worked. Neither did the radios.”
“I was thinking the government might have ordered a stop to news broadcasts,” I said, “to keep people from getting more frightened.”
Erland shook his head. “How could they stop the news, even if they wanted to do so? They can’t shut down satellites and the Internet. There are too many ways to spread the news now.” He motioned at Knut. The other young man rummaged in his backpack and took out a small radio. We all huddled around it and heard nothing. No static, weak signals, white noise—nothing but absolute silence.
“This radio was working before,” Knut muttered in English much more heavily accented than his friend’s. “There is nothing wrong with it.” Astrid and Dorotea, the two young women, glanced at each other.
The Swedes were on their feet in a few seconds. They swept through the inn, searching for other radios and TVs, but discovered that none of them worked, either.
They were coming back into the dining room when I heard Ariane murmur something to Jean about the lights. Alberto leaned forward, then glanced at the Haworths. “She is saying that the lights in this room do not look the same,” he said. “When she was having dinner here last night, they weren’t as bright.”
Erland and his friends sat down at a nearby table. “There is something very odd here,” the young Swede said. “When we saw on our maps that we were near Chambord, we decided to stop here for the night. There was this fog—”
“I saw it,” Alberto interrupted, “from the roof of the chateau. It looked almost like a wall.”
“It is hanging outside the wall that surrounds these grounds,” Erland went on. “We had to ride through it. It felt like a warm soft mass, but dry and not damp. I could feel it pressing around me. A strange feeling went through me, like a small electric shock, and I thought of turning back, but by then we were through it.”
“We all felt it,” Knut added. “But then—” He leaned back in his chair. “I am glad we found this place. We all found ourselves glad to be here when we were closer to this inn. There is probably some food in the kitchen. We should make supper and then get some rest.” He smiled. “Perhaps we should stay for a few days. We will surely be comfortable enough. I feared that we might have to camp out in the forest.”
Everyone seemed eerily relaxed. Edna’s arm rested on that of her husband; Alberto had the sleepy-eyed contented look I usually saw after he had drunk a couple of glasses of wine.
“I think we should leave,” I said, having to force the words from my lips. Even as I said it, the rest of me was thinking of supper and then some sleep. “Something’s wrong here. I think—” But I couldn’t bring myself to say anything else, and no one was paying any attention to me.
 
 
Knut and Dorotea cooked lamb chops, potatoes, and carrots for our supper, and served the meal with wine from the inn’s cellar. We found room keys behind the desk in the lobby and drifted off to St-Michel’s guest rooms. I slept in my shirt and underpants, too tired even to go to the car and bring in my overnight bag.
A dream came to me. I was standing on the steps of Chambord’s double stairway, gazing down at the people in the hall below. The hall was ablaze with light, and four people stood near the staircase beckoning to me. I recognized Erland and his companions; they seemed to want me to join them. Looking up, I saw Alberto above me; I hurried up the stairs, lifting the skirt of my long blue silk gown. I left the stairway and came to a room where Edna and Jim Haworth sat in two small wooden chairs, warming themselves near the fire that blazed in the fireplace. Ariane entered the room, clothed in a long red gown. Faces appeared in the embroidery on the walls near the window and smiled at me. I was on the staircase again, with stone dragons writhing on the pilasters above me and stone salamanders flicking their tails as they crawled along the walls. I came to the terrace and found Alberto by the railing, looking out over the forest. He held out his arm and I rested my hand against it, but something about my gesture felt false, as if I hadn’t quite performed it correctly. On the other side of the canal, Jean was riding out of the woods on horseback with a deer slung across his mount. It was all ours, this magical place. No one could take it from us.
I woke and lay in bed without moving. I was used to waking in the middle of the night, when all my self-doubt and neuroses were working at full strength to convince me that my life was empty and useless. Even when I slept through until morning, I often had to lie there wrestling with lassitude and despair before facing the day. The hollow, stunned feeling of hopelessness with which I was so familiar was gone; I wasn’t quite sure of what I was feeling instead. Anticipation? Happiness? I hadn’t been truly happy for so long that happiness would be hard to recognize.
I sat up. Our overnight bag sat near the window. The door opened; Alberto entered with a tray holding a pot of coffee and two cups. In all our time together, he had never once brought me coffee in the morning. He had forgotten to bring milk, or else hadn’t found any; I drank the coffee black.
“I dreamed about you,” I said as he sat down on the edge of the bed. “We were in the chateau, all of us, Ariane and the Haworths and the Swedes. I found you on the terrace. Jean was riding out of the forest with a deer carcass on his horse. It was as if—”
“—it belonged to us,” Alberto finished. “I had the same dream, Lois, or one much like it. I stood on the terrace, and you came to me, and then I saw Jean come out of the forest. Before that, I was standing on the central staircase, and you were there, and the young Swedes were calling out to us. Then I was in another room, with the Haworths and Ariane.”
“Isn’t that kind of strange, both of us dreaming the same thing?” I poured myself more coffee. “There’s something else. My dream didn’t feel like one of my dreams. For one thing, mine usually aren’t that coherent. For another—” I tried to think of how to explain it. “I felt as if I was playing a part in a way, almost as if someone were trying to cast me but I wasn’t quite right for the role. And yet—”
Alberto said, “I felt I was where I belonged.”
“I felt that you were, too. You know, when I was a kid, I used to imagine that I’d meet a prince some day, or a nobleman anyway, and end up living in a palace. It’s a common enough fantasy, almost a cliché, but—”
“One of my mother’s ancestors was a count,” he said. “This was several generations back, but she was quite proud of her great-great-grandfather the count.”
I said, “That explains a few things about you,” and touched his arm lightly.
“Oh, I considered her pride in him an affectation, but she must have passed on some of that pride to me. There have been a few times, even recently, when I would tell myself while in a bad situation to behave as the count might have.”
My dream had seemed familiar, as if I’d dreamed it before, and yet parts of it seemed to come from outside my own memories and imagination. I recalled the feeling that I had been playing a part, that something had forced the role on me. I was about to say that we should go to our car and drive away now, but couldn’t bring myself to speak.
Somehow I got up and got dressed. Alberto was uncharacteristically subdued. We left the room together and found the others sitting on the terrace, gazing at the chateau across the way.
Chambord was unearthly in the early morning light. Despite its size, it had an ethereal air. As I moved across the terrace, my arm looped through Alberto’s, I could imagine the great castle ascending to the sky to rest among clouds.
Everyone was staring at us. I was about to greet the Haworths when Jean and Ariane rose to their feet. The blond cyclists stood up then, followed by the Haworths.
Edna came toward us, her husband just behind her. “You were in my dream,” she said in a soft voice unlike the heartier one I recalled from the day before, “you and Alberto both. We were over there, in the castle, all of us. We—”
Jim made a sound, almost like a moan. He seemed to be struggling to say something. His thin face contorted, then relaxed. I had the strange sensation that Ariane, Jean, and the Swedes were about to curtsy and bow to us.
No one else spoke. We left the terrace together, in silence. Jean and Ariane led the way, followed by the Haworths. They moved at a stately pace, their backs stiff, their footsteps slow and deliberate. The young Swedes were behind us, bringing up the rear. When I tried to speak, to turn around and go back to my room, my body refused to obey me.
We walked toward the chateau. It seemed to rise from the ground as we approached it. The horses were grazing nearby; they lifted their heads and whinnied. A deer was standing at the edge of the forest, unafraid.
We passed through the still-open entrance and went inside the keep. I found myself on the double staircase, feeling as though I was trapped inside last night’s dream. I looked down to see Erland and his friends gazing up at me.
I was on the terrace, with no memory of having climbed that far. Alberto was at my side, surveying the woods below. How familiar it all seemed. I had imagined such a scene as a child, when dreaming of a prince who would take me away from my ordinary life and carry me to his fairy-tale realm.
“Alberto,” I said, and his name sounded as if someone else had spoken it.
The wall of fog was still visible, but higher now, almost obscuring the distant road. A long line of cars waited beyond the gray mist. It looked as though people were returning to Chambord. I wondered why they had stopped there instead of continuing on their way.
The cars didn’t move. A few tiny human figures were walking among the vehicles, waving and motioning with their arms. I continued to watch the misty wall rise until I could no longer see the line of cars. The sun had risen, the sky was a sharp blue, and it came to me then that the air was much warmer than it had been the day before, almost too warm for this time of year.
“Alberto,” I said, and the word tore itself from me. “We have to get out of here.”
“You are wrong,” he said. “Chambord belongs to us now.”
I struggled to hold on to my thoughts. The fog was still rising; it would wall us in, cut us off from the outside. What did I care about the rest of the world? I could be happy here as the lady of the castle, my lord at my side. Hadn’t that always been a favorite fantasy of mine?
He took my arm. I felt entranced, unable to resist the dreamlike state stealing over me. I drifted across the terrace and down another staircase, clinging to Alberto’s arm. We came to a room where the heads of deer and other animals hung on the walls. Jean the gamekeeper was there, standing in front of a tapestry depicting a hunting party.
Jean said something in French. I didn’t catch his words. “What did he say?” I whispered. It was an effort to speak; my words sounded as though they were on a tape being played at too slow a speed.
“That he was a gamekeeper,” Alberto replied, “and that now he will be a hunter.”
I dug my fingers into Alberto’s arm and led him out of the room. To speak, even to think of what to say, was becoming increasingly difficult. I could be safe here. Alberto would be transformed into the romantic figure for whom I had always longed, and we would have our castle. Something was drawing those thoughts from me, playing them, making them resonate within me. That was when I knew we had to get out.
I would not try to talk. I would hang on to Alberto and try to guide him away from this place. I looked into his dark eyes and saw the fear that lay beneath the spell that had been cast on him. He understood what I was trying to do, even if part of him was resisting it. Maybe we could escape.
We made it to the double staircase and descended to the floor below. I heard voices echoing through the hall, and followed the sound to a red-walled room hung with portraits. Edna and Jim Haworth stood in the center of the room, speaking in English to Ariane, who was responding in French. Edna was muttering incoherently about a garden, while Jim was saying something about his army days. I couldn’t understand what Ariane was saying. One look at their slack-jawed, happy faces and empty eyes told me that they were completely under the chateau’s spell.
“Come with me.” I gasped for breath as I spoke, knowing it was futile, that they would not be able to leave. We went through another room, where Dorotea, one of the Swedes, was lying unconscious on a bed. I gazed at her composed face and thought of Sleeping Beauty, then tried to drag her from the bed. She slipped from my grip and fell back.
I had to save my strength. Alberto and I shuffled back to the staircase. The farther down the stairs we went, the harder it was to make our feet move.
We came to the ground floor and left the staircase. Erland was standing by one of the doors that led out of the keep. He seemed to be miles away, a small figure across the vast polished wood plain of the floor. I wondered how we could cross that floor, how we could ever get out of the château.
We struggled over the floor. With every step, I thought of how much easier it would be to stay. I remembered the contentment that had filled me inside these walls, of how much I wanted to remain here. I clutched at Alberto more tightly, knowing that if I gave up now, he wouldn’t have the strength to get out alone. His hand found mine and hung on tightly, and I knew that I wouldn’t get out without him.
Erland’s lips moved, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying. I think he was begging us to stay. We pushed past him and went outside. Knut and Astrid were in the courtyard, leaning against each other as they staggered toward the gate.
All four of us got to the walkway. I kept my eyes on the ground, thinking only of getting as far as the inn. Once we made it there, we could get into the car and drive away. I concentrated on that thought. Alberto was muttering in Italian. I kept my hand in his, determined not to let go.
Knut and Astrid were several feet ahead of us, struggling toward the distant inn. The forested land behind the inn seemed beyond our reach. Knut stumbled and fell; Astrid helped him up. We had to get to the car. Maybe by then Alberto and I would have enough strength to help the other two into the vehicle.
“Get to the car,” I murmured, “keep going,” and then noticed that a misty gray wall was rising behind the trees. For a while, I didn’t know what I was seeing as the mist continued to rise, obscuring the cloudless blue expanse. Slowly, I forced my head to my right. Another mass of fog was rising toward the sun.
Astrid and Knut had come to a halt. The young blond woman turned around slowly. Knut was tugging at her arm. Astrid gazed past me. A smile spread slowly across her face, and I knew that she was looking back at the château.
She sank to the ground, Knut at her side. They were both smiling when we reached them, and I thought of how Chambord must look now, the perfect castle with its crown of towers pointing toward the sky. I remembered how happy I had felt while standing at Alberto’s side on Chambord’s terrace.
“Don’t look back,” I managed to whisper as we dragged ourselves around the couple sitting on the ground. They had given up the struggle; the chateau’s spell had claimed them.
I don’t know how long it took us to get to the inn and our car. By the time we spotted the Fiat, the sun had disappeared. Most of the sky was obscured by the fog, a gray iris slowly contracting around the blue disk of sky that remained.
Alberto fumbled through his pockets for the keys. It seemed to take forever for him to find them. I heard him whisper in Italian.
“Don’t talk.” My throat was tight and dry, my voice almost gone.
“We would be happy here,” he said. 
“No.”
“Get me away from here,” he gasped, and I knew his strength was almost gone.
He had left the car unlocked. I opened the door on the right and shoved him inside, then staggered around to the driver’s side. I got in and started the car.
The engine choked before I could get the motor running. The Fiat weaved as I steered it away from the inn. I clung to the wheel, which kept threatening to twist itself from my hands.
I found my way to a road. If I kept going, I would have to reach an exit sooner or later. The car swerved from side to side as I accelerated. The speedometer was reading fifty kilometers per hour; it felt more like a crawl. Then the motor suddenly died. The car slowed to a stop, throwing me toward the windshield.
“We have to walk.” My voice seemed very far away. “Open the door and get out.” Somehow Alberto got the door open. He got out and dragged me out after him.
We had our arms around each other, holding ourselves up as we stumbled along the road. I could see the fog ahead of us, a thick curtain hiding everything on the other side. It was foolish to go on struggling when we could stay here. I thought of the contentment I had felt with Alberto inside the château, how we both belonged there, our fantasies fulfilled. Then I recalled the mindless looks on the faces of the Haworths and Erland’s vacant blue eyes.
“Don’t look back.” My mind chanted the words: Don’t look back, keep going. We came to the fog. The gray mist enveloped us; the fog was thick and heavy, a dry warm mass. I felt it resisting me and struggled for air. For a moment, I couldn’t move. We clung to each other, embedded in the gray mass; I imagined it growing solid around us. Then the thick fog before me gave way, and we stumbled into the light.
I gasped for breath; Alberto was coughing. The sky above us was blue. The drugged, entranced feeling was gone, and I was beginning to notice how much my feet hurt. A two-lane road lay before us. I turned around slowly. Behind us, the wall of fog stretched to the north and south, hiding all of Chambord.
“Lois,” Alberto said. “I wanted to stay.” 
“So did I.”
“But not now.”
Far to the north, on the road, I could now see what looked like roadblocks and several parked cars. One car, with a light on its roof, was coming in our direction.
It was a police car, from Orléans. The two men inside quickly motioned for us to get in. I collapsed against the seat, exhausted, while Alberto and the two men talked; during pauses in the conversation, Alberto translated for me. The authorities in Blois had requested the aid of the Orléans police in returning the residents and shopkeepers of Chambord to their establishments. They had come there to find a fog that was an impenetrable barrier, impossible to drive through and steadily increasing in height. The police had thought it best to get people farther away from the area.
We came to a stop at the intersection where the other cars were parked. All of the roads were blocked off; people stood by their cars, gazing toward Chambord. Alberto helped me out of the car, then turned to talk some more with the police. They seemed to be asking him what had happened to us. Two reporters with microphones and cameramen were moving among the crowd; another cameraman was on top of a van, his camcorder aimed in the direction of the château.
I looked south, toward Chambord. The chateau and its grounds were now hidden behind a vast gray dome. I thought of how the fog had held us, then yielded. Something had let us go—or perhaps hadn’t wanted to keep us.
A hand clutched my elbow. “This is not the only place this has happened,” Alberto murmured. “One of the policemen told me. There was news of people fleeing from Plessis-Bourré, the Chenonceau château, other places along the Loire. Now they are all behind enclosures like that one, and there is no way of knowing how many people may be trapped inside them.”
“Not only here in France,” a gray-haired man near us said in heavily accented English. “There is news of such happenings in Germany and Spain also.”
I leaned against Alberto. A woman came to us and was thrusting a microphone in my face when a cylinder of light shot down from the sky and touched the gray dome. The fog disappeared; the pavement under my feet trembled, then shook more violently.
The ground lurched. Alberto held me up. Someone screamed behind me; the ground shook again. In the distance, the forests of Chambord were rising toward the sky. The chateau was a glittering, tiny crown amid the green expanse torn from the Earth. I watched its ascent until Chambord and its grounds were only a speck moving toward the sun. Where they had been, only a gaping canyon remained.
 
 
The aliens gathered up châteaux from the Loire, a couple of German castles along the Rhine, and two stone fortresses from Spain. They left deep gashes in the Earth and billions of bewildered people. Enough footage of the incomprehensible theft of these treasures had been obtained to fill news programs for weeks. Again and again, in reruns and slow motion, castles and the towns or lands around them were torn from Earth’s surface and ascended to the heavens. The craters and ravines marking the places where they had once stood were filmed from different angles. There was even footage taken by the cosmonauts and astronauts in orbit. Their film showed castles on disks of land floating toward the alien ship, seemingly encased by translucent domes, small bubbles against the blackness. An opening in the metallic gray alien vessel had opened to receive them, and then the ship vanished as mysteriously and abruptly as it had arrived.
Alberto and I spent a few weeks doing interviews, occasionally in the company of others who had managed to escape from other stolen castles. Representatives of various military establishments also had questions for us, but I suspect we didn’t enlighten them much. Eventually the reporters and debriefers had lost interest in us. I flew back to New York, talked my friend Karen into letting me do freelance work for her in Italy, found a publisher for an account of my adventure, and then returned to Rome.
We can pretend that things will return to normal, but I doubt they ever truly will. I find myself thinking of Chambord, imagining it housed inside the alien ship, perhaps on an inner surface where one could stand on the chateau’s terrace and see other castles in the distance. I think of the Haworths, the young Swedes, the gamekeeper Jean, and Ariane, and wonder if they’re still under the spell the aliens cast. I often feel, as Alberto does, that the aliens let us go out of respect for our resistance to them, but perhaps they were only toying with us as we toy with smaller creatures, or rejecting us as unsuitable for whatever roles they wanted us to play. I tell myself that the aliens took too much trouble in collecting their castles not to care for them and preserve them, but maybe they only mean to play with them for a while, as children do with new playthings before discarding them.
And I wonder, as everyone wonders now, if they will ever come back to collect the rest of our castles and palaces.
 
 



 
Afterword to “Collectors”:
 
Stories come to me in different ways. Some stories inhabit me for a while, lurking at the edges of consciousness until they’re ready to be written. Others suddenly spring into my mind full-grown, only to fade a few moments later. The process of writing them then becomes a recovery operation, an effort to remember what was forgotten; the final version almost always falls short of the original vision.
“Collectors” was a story that might not have been written—maybe a more accurate way to put it is to say that I might not have realized I wanted to write it—had John DeChancie not asked me to contribute to an anthology he was editing with Martin H. Greenberg, Castle Fantastic. The only requirement was that each story be set in a castle or be about castles, and although John expected that most of the authors would contribute fantasy stories, he was also open to other kinds of tales.
This story came to me immediately, and I had the perfect setting for it—the château of Chambord, surely one of the most ostentatious and monumental dwellings ever built, which I had visited not long before. I was even more encouraged to write “Collectors” by the fact that an editor (who also happens to be a writer himself) had asked me for a story. Having a story requested from me and knowing that whatever I write will be accepted and published is a powerful inducement, largely because an editor is expressing his faith that I will deliver a good piece of work. In a profession where one’s confidence can so easily be destroyed (by thoughtless or scathing reviews, by the troubles and distractions of life, by the demands of the work, by the abysses of self-doubt that afflict us all), having that kind of trust is extremely liberating. You do and do well because you simply cannot disappoint the giver of such freedom.
So I began writing this story, fairly sure of what I was doing and knowing how the story was likely to end, and soon came to a dead stop. To promise a story, and then let the editors down—I couldn’t allow that to happen, but “Collectors” wasn’t cooperating with me. Fortunately, I eventually realized what the problem was: the story had come to me, fully shaped and in its appropriate setting, but I had not heard the voice of the story properly.
How a story is told can make all the difference, and this one came alive only after I began to tell it in first person; only then did the central character live. My mistake had been in not waiting long enough to hear that voice speak clearly.
 
 



 
ISLES
 
Their hotel was near the train station, close enough for Miriam and Alan to walk there. She hefted their carry-on bags while he picked up their two suitcases and followed her down the steps. At the docks along the Grand Canal, people were getting out of a long flat-topped passenger boat as three gondolas glided away across the greenish-blue water. The air smelled of sulphur and salt water and gasoline and faintly of rotting fish.
Alan had a map showing the location of the hotel. Miriam knew that he would not look at it and would only get annoyed if she stopped and rummaged in her bag for her own map. He would never look at a map or ask directions. In Florence, it had taken them forty minutes to get to the Uffizi from the Piazza Santa Croce because Alan knew exactly where the Uffizi was and how to get there and you couldn’t miss the place because it was only a five or ten-minute walk from the Piazza Santa Croce.
He led her away from the Grand Canal to a narrow cobblestoned walkway that ran between a row of buildings and then past kiosks and booths offering postcards, marionettes, newspapers, magazines, cheap jewelry, T-shirts, toy gondolas, and masks. The hotel, a square yellow six-story structure, turned out to be only a five-minute walk from the station. Miriam sat on a sofa in the lobby while Alan checked them in, studying the map she had bought after getting off the train. Her friend Leah had told Miriam that she would need a good map in Venice. Her hands shook as she refolded the map. The strain of trying to be calm during the train trip was catching up with her. If she dwelled too much on the problems awaiting her and Alan when they got home, she would panic and lapse into one of the fits of hysterical weeping that so enraged him.
“It’s Room 414.” She looked up as Alan handed her a metal key attached to a small plastic cylinder bearing the room number. A porter in a red uniform was with him, carrying the suitcases.
She followed her husband and the porter through the lobby to the elevator. Like the lifts in their hotels in Rome and Florence, the elevator was a closet-sized conveyance barely large enough for the three of them and the luggage. The elevator shook as it stopped at their floor. The hallway to their room had pale walls with gold trim and dark red carpeting. The porter opened the door, then led them inside, setting the bags down near a wooden closet.
“Grazie” Alan murmured.
“Prego,” the porter replied. Alan handed him a tip; the door closed behind the porter. Another minefield now lay ahead of them, that dangerous stretch of time when they would rest in their hotel room before unpacking, when one or the other of them might say the wrong thing because there was nothing else to distract them from each other. An invisible band tightened around her chest.
“Our gondola ride’s at seven,” Alan said. Miriam looked at her watch and saw that it was only five. “I checked at the desk. We have to go over to that dock near the train station. It’ll cost about 140,000 lire.”
“Isn’t that kind of high? That’s something like a hundred dollars, isn’t it?” The Italian currency still confused her, even with a pocket calculator, and the unfamiliar bills seemed like toy money.
“More like eighty, but you can’t exactly come to Venice without taking a gondola ride.”
The small room had two twin beds pushed together and a narrow third bed pushed against the wall. “It’s sweltering in here,” Miriam said.
“Better open the window, then, because there isn’t any air conditioning. They told me at the desk. They’re doing repairs. Maybe we won’t need it. I mean, it is late September.”
Miriam pulled back the curtains, then opened the large windows. The room overlooked the watery green span of the Grand Canal, a walkway alongside it, and, just below, an open area dotted with kiosks. Another hotel, painted pink, was across the way, its flower-lined courtyard filled with empty tables covered with pink tablecloths. The miasmic air still smelled of sulphur, salt, and decay.
She said, “It isn’t what I expected.”
Alan let out a sigh. “Don’t start, Miri.”
“I didn’t mean—” Miriam stopped herself. She had almost risen to the bait. She had meant to say, but in a light, bantering tone, that she didn’t expect her first sights in Venice to be a lot of shops and booths selling tacky souvenirs. Alan would have retorted with quiet but bitter words about how he was sorry they couldn’t afford some place closer to Saint Mark’s Square. She would try to apologize, but by then he would have retreated into one of his silences. He would be thinking that she was after him again because nothing had turned out the way they had hoped, and he knew that she blamed him for a lot of that. She was not blaming him for anything at the moment, but she had done so often enough in the past. She probably deserved to feel guilty now for all the times she had cut away at him. He had picked at her, too, usually when she was at her most vulnerable, as if her unhappiness made her give off pheromones that only made him want to hurt her more.
He had told her six months ago that they should go to Italy, because they had never been and had always wanted to go.
“We can’t afford it,” she had told him.
“You’re right,” he had replied, “we can’t. We also won’t be able to afford it later, and by then we’ll be too old to enjoy the trip. We’ll never be able to afford it. So we might as well go now.” His mouth had twisted in the expression she thought of as his not-quite-smile, the look he had whenever he was feeling especially bitter.
Miriam turned away from the window and sat down in the room’s only chair, next to the small desk. Alan was sitting on one of the beds. He reached into his jacket pocket and took out a pack of cigarettes. Miriam lit one of her own. She did not have to feel guilty about smoking over here, where nonsmoking areas seemed nonexistent. Alan, after quitting for three years, had relapsed last spring, so she did not have to feel guilty about smoking around him, either. She no longer had to listen to him harp at her about the dangers of side smoke and how he would not come to visit her in the hospital if she developed lung cancer and that he could barely bring himself to kiss her sometimes. He did not kiss her that much anyway.
“There’s actually kind of a nice breeze,” Miriam said. “We probably don’t need any air conditioning.” She still felt too warm, but did not want to admit that out loud. He would blame her discomfort on menopause and tell her to pester her gynecologist for more goddamned hormones so that she wouldn’t be so bitchy and have so many hot flashes. She would have to remind him that larger doses were more dangerous and that the estrogen made her gain weight and that he was already nagging at her to lose a few pounds. They had gone through that particular argument before.
“Want a drink?” Alan asked.
“Sure.”
He reached into one of the carry-ons and took out a bottle of Scotch as Miriam went into the bathroom to look for glasses. There was a drain in both the floor and the shower stall, which had no curtain. The stall looked forlorn without a curtain; the curved metal soap holder made her think of a hand held out in supplication. Tears sprang to her eyes; she swallowed hard. Tears came much too easily to her lately. She could not start crying now. Alan would explode if she did. “I’m doing my best, Miri. I’m trying as hard as I can, but I can’t control the world. Do you have to cry so much? Do I have to worry about you all the time on top of everything else? Can’t you ever be happy?”
Three glasses were near the sink. Miriam brought them out to Alan. He poured a couple of fingers of Scotch for each of them, then began to unpack. She drank while watching him hang up his clothes. She would wait until he was in the shower before she unpacked her own.
“Someday,” Vera Massie used to say, “I’m going to move to Venice. I’ll live in a palazzo and have a gondolier for a lover.” Vera had been her best friend in college. Strange that Miriam should think of her now, when she had lost track of Vera long ago. They had said such things back then, believing that at least a few of them might happen. Vera would paint and Miriam would write articles for magazines. They would travel to Venice, Nairobi, Amman, Istanbul, Sydney, Monte Carlo, and Rio de Janeiro, fall in love with guides, adventurers, gamblers, artists, and mysterious men with no visible means of support, and somehow pick up enough at odd jobs between trips to support themselves.
Well, Miriam told herself, at least I made it to Venice, and wondered what Vera would have thought of the circumstances. Her old friend would not have imagined back then that Miriam would travel there only in an effort to shore up a failing marriage and to pretend, for a while, that her troubles were not that serious.
It was probably just as well that she had lost track of Vera, who had possessed an enviable talent for being cheerful and enjoying the moment, whatever problems might lie ahead. Vera would have been disappointed in what Miriam had become.
 
 
The sky was grayer, but still light when they met the gondolier by the dock. Alternating between Alan’s halting Italian and the gondolier’s slightly better English, the two men finally managed to agree that the ride would be an hour long and would cost only 110,000 lire and that it would take them along some of the side canals.
The gondolier helped Miriam into the stern of the craft. She sat down as Alan climbed in next to her, followed by the gondolier. The gondola rocked slightly as they drifted away from the dock. Four gondolas carrying small groups of graying and white-haired passengers were gliding toward them; in a fifth gondola, a man standing on the platform next to a gondolier sang as a man in the middle of the gondola played an accordion. The elderly passengers lifted their plastic cups in a toast, saluting Miriam and Alan as they passed.
The gondolier behind them shouted to one of the other gondoliers, who responded with a stream of Italian. “What are they saying?” Miriam asked.
Alan leaned back in his seat and slipped his arm over her shoulders. “Can’t tell,” he said. “People say that even other Italians don’t understand this dialect too well.” He smiled. “Bet they cultivate it deliberately. Probably don’t want any of the passengers to know what they’re saying.” He had been listening to language tapes and practicing with a phrase book ever since they had decided to take this trip.
In some sense, Miriam thought, she had married the adventurer she had hoped to fall in love with when younger. Alan was, however, an adventurer who had failed at being truly adventurous. He picked up languages easily—French during a summer abroad in high school, German during his Army days, when he had lucked out and ended up in Europe instead of Vietnam, some Spanish when his business had started hiring more Latino construction workers. His plans for their life had been both straightforward and risky. His business would grow, even if they had to stick their necks out in the beginning. People always needed new houses, and he knew he could not stand working for someone else. When they were bringing in more money, Miriam could quit her job and they would travel, as they had always intended to do. After their children came, the plan had been to wait until they were old enough so that the family could travel together.
They had gotten no farther away than a winter vacation in Cancun and a summer vacation, years later, in the Canadian Rockies, because the business had required more and more of Alan’s time. By the time they had been ready to abandon armchair travel for the real thing, Alan was struggling to keep his business afloat, Miriam was hanging on to her job wondering when the insurance company would lay her off, their daughter Joelle had dropped out of her third college in a row to move in with her boyfriend, and Jason had developed his substance-abuse problem. Substance abuse, they called it, as if her son’s difficulties were somehow metaphysical and might have been solved if he didn’t have to live in a material world made of substance that even physicists couldn’t understand.
Alan’s arm tensed around her. “What’s the matter now?” he said, and she heard the tightness in his voice, the sound of exasperation that could quickly turn into anger.
“Nothing,” she replied, trying to smile. They were here to have a good time, to live in the present, not to worry about failing businesses, troubled children, and lost dreams.
A motorboat passed them, making the gondola rock a little. Their gondolier was steering into a side canal. The sounds of motors, singing gondoliers, and accordions abruptly ceased.
The sudden silence startled her. This canal was narrow, with stained and peeling pastel walls rising up on either side. A few motorboats were tied up near walkways and stone steps leading to doors. The shutters of several overhead windows had been opened, and clothes hung from ropes stretched between windows, but the buildings seemed empty. Miriam heard no voices and saw no movements inside the windows. The silence was unnerving, as though the crowds of tourists and residents had suddenly abandoned the city. Perhaps all the people were out, riding in gondolas and walking along the narrow streets and meeting friends for dinner.
How fanciful of her to imagine that Venice was populated by people who had nothing better to do than to take an evening stroll or boat ride, sit around drinking wine, make their own contributions to the city’s works of art, and admire the decaying beauty of their atmospheric homes. Many of Venice’s citizens would still be engaged in the necessary tasks of guiding herds of tourists to various sites, cooking and serving hotel and restaurant dinners, selling souvenirs. Some of them might work in the refineries across the lagoon during the day, coming back only at night. Most of the people in this region apparently lived over there on the mainland, under smoggy gray clouds and amid factories and storage tanks. Many of them might not even get to this graceful city that often.
The gondola was approaching a small arched bridge. A few people stood there, unmoving, gazing down at the canal. How still they were, Miriam thought, almost as if they were made of stone. The air shimmered, making auras glow around the people on the bridge. She touched her head reflexively, afraid a migraine might be coming on. Alan would blame her for ruining her vacation and tell her that she had brought the attack of migraine on herself.
“What’s the itinerary for tomorrow?” Alan asked then, his voice sounding strangely hollow.
Miriam pressed her lips together. He could not simply enjoy the gondola ride; he had to keep thinking ahead. They had to make sure that they had plenty of sightseeing planned, so that they could keep up the illusion that they were having a vacation, an escape from which they would return refreshed, that this trip would somehow heal everything that had gone wrong between them. They had to keep busy, or otherwise there might be too much time to think and to brood and to argue.
“There’s that place Leah told us about, that showroom that sells Murano glass,” Miriam said at last. “It’s near St. Mark’s Square, so we can see the church afterwards. The tour for English-speaking tourists starts at eleven.” If they were lucky, they might meet a congenial couple during the tour of the church, people they could have lunch with so that they wouldn’t have to get through lunch by themselves. “Then we can see the Doge’s Palace.”
“Let’s do that by ourselves, okay? I don’t want to be following a herd around for that, too.”
“Fine,” she said. “I’m sure we can buy a guide at the entrance.” That might keep them busy until dinner, and Alan had taken the precaution of making reservations for that already.
“Have to remind myself,” he said, “to call Bernie after breakfast.” Bernie was Alan’s close friend and attorney. Lately, Alan had not told her much about his ever-more-frequent meetings with Bernie. Maybe he was thinking of declaring bankruptcy. He would come home one day and tell her that his business had finally gone belly-up. He would say that he had kept it from her because he did not want her fretting over everything and making herself sick, even though she had been worrying about everything and making herself sick all along anyway.
“Is it so important it can’t wait?” Miriam asked.
“Yeah, it is,” and she knew that he would not tell her what it was.
The gondola glided around a corner into another canal. Miriam was growing used to the odor of decay, and the dark green water was still. For a moment, she was at peace, taking pleasure in the silvery light and the soft sound of water lapping against stones. Had they come here when they were younger, while they were still living together or after they had first been married, by now Alan would be trying to kiss her. She would have protested, wondering what the gondolier might think, and Alan would have assured her that the man had probably steered plenty of lovers deep in the throes of passion along this canal. They would have giggled and cuddled and then gone back to their hotel room to make love before dinner.
She could not imagine that happening now. They should have come to Venice when they were younger, when they would have loved Venice for what it was and not only as an escape. She thought of how Venice was slowly sinking, of the hordes of tourists who came here trying to recapture the sense of beauty, joy, or romance they had lost, whose demands had turned so much of this city into more of a theme park than a place of romance, who roamed over these islands and along the canals in herds. One day, they would all come back to find their beloved city under water, forever lost to them.
She turned toward Alan, about to speak, then forgot what she was going to say. His brown eyes stared into hers for a moment, then looked away. He had lost some weight recently, and now the tanned and leathery skin of his face sagged more, making him look older.
A longing for what she and Alan had once been to each other overwhelmed her. He had once loved her enough to resent every moment away from her; she had always trusted him to be at her side when she needed him. Now their troubles had poisoned even the wellsprings of love she used to think could never be tainted.
A movement caught her eye; she looked up. A woman was watching from a window up ahead, gazing down at the canal. Somebody was home in one of these houses after all. Miriam caught a glimpse of masses of pale hair, then lifted a hand to wave. The woman moved her hand in an arc, as if wiping an invisible window; the gesture seemed oddly familiar.
I know you, Miriam thought. She blinked, and the woman was gone.
Alan touched her hand. She was suddenly worried about him, afraid that he was keeping too much from her. Tell me what’s wrong, she wanted to say. Tell me about all the problems, and we’ll work them out together, the way we used to do. It doesn’t have to be like this; I can meet you halfway. I won’t pick at you, and in return you can listen to me, stop turning away from me, stop looking at me with that not-quite-smile on your face that tells me you’re sorry you ever married me. All we have to do is remember how we once felt about each other, and everything else will fall into place.
The sounds of voices suddenly washed over her in a wave, nearly deafening her. The gondola drifted toward another bridge, this one crowded with Asian tourists. Miriam raised a hand tentatively; the people on the bridge grinned and waved and chattered among themselves. The water was slightly choppier, rocking the gondola. Up ahead, beyond the walls on either side of them, she could now see the broad, greenish expanse of the Grand Canal.
 
 
They ate breakfast in their hotel, in the indoor dining room next to the outdoor tables where they had eaten last night. Miriam had gotten used to the strong Italian coffee, but still had to put milk in it to make it palatable, something she never did at home. Alan had asked the waiter to bring butter and was putting some on one of his hard rolls. His doctor had warned him about his cholesterol, but the butter would probably do him less harm than his cigarettes.
At the tables on the opposite side of the room, which each bore a marker near the floral centerpiece with the words “American Express,” a tour group of older gray-haired people were eating bowls of cereal. Despite their advanced age, the tourists all looked fit and energetic and blatantly cheerful. Almost all of them were couples. Miriam wondered how they had managed to live for so long and stay married to their spouses without looking as though they had regrets.
Alan finished his coffee. “Maybe you can buy a map of the vaporetto routes,” he said, “while I go upstairs and make that call to Bernie.”
She would not ask him about the call. They had managed a pleasant dinner the night before, largely because a couple in the American Express group, a retired engineer and his wife from Tampa, had struck up a conversation with them from their table. They had not gotten off to a good start that morning. The noise of boat traffic, loud talking, and singing gondoliers outside their open window had kept Alan awake for much of the night. Miriam would not allow herself to ruin breakfast with questions about his business.
“Vaporetto routes?” she asked, not sure of what Alan had meant.
“Vaporetto,” he said as he crumpled his napkin. “The public boats, the water buses. The plural is vaporetti.” He got to his feet. “Go to one of those booths and get a map. Just say, ‘Vorrei comprare una carta di vaporetti.’ That ought to do the job. If you want to be polite, throw in a ‘per favore’ and say ‘grazie’ afterwards. Even you ought to be able to manage that.”
He turned and walked away. How odd that she could feel hurt by his remark. She should be used to such comments by now.
Miriam stood up and headed toward the lobby. The retired couple from Tampa waved at her as she passed their table. She wondered if she and Alan would ever be able to afford to retire. She thought of what he had said last night, just before they had gone downstairs to have dinner. “You know what would solve our problems? If I dropped dead. Darrell could take over the business and then he could decide who to lay off next year. The insurance would take care of you, and Jason and Joelle would just have to look out for themselves. And I wouldn’t have to be bothered any more, which would be one hell of a relief.” She had been too shocked to do what she should have done, embrace him and tell him that she could not bear to have him think that way.
She went outside. The narrow street was already crowded with tourists; they seemed to be everywhere. She wandered toward the open area where several vendors had set up their booths and asked in English for a map and schedule of the vaporetto routes. The man in the booth handed them to her; so much for Alan’s sarcastic language lesson at breakfast.
She walked toward the Grand Canal. In a few minutes, she would go inside and wait in the lobby, trying not to look too impatient when Alan finally met her there.
“Miri,” a voice said. “Miriam Feyn.”
Miriam looked up. Near the stone steps leading down to the water stood a tall, slender woman in a red T-shirt and baggy jeans. Her unruly long hair was gray, almost white, but she still wore it as she had when younger, in a mass of waves that fell nearly to her waist.
“Vera Massie!” Miriam said, and hurried toward her. “I can’t believe it!” They clasped hands and then hugged each other. “We just got here yesterday, on the train from Milan.” She stepped back, gripping her old friend by the elbows. “We actually got to Venice at the same time.”
“Actually, I’ve been here for a while,” the other woman said.
“You mean you live here?” Miriam asked.
“In a manner of speaking.”
Miriam felt a pang of envy. Maybe Vera was leading the kind of life they had once imagined for themselves. The other woman guided Miriam toward the courtyard of the pink hotel across the way; they sat down at one of the tables.
No one else seemed to be sitting here. Miriam looked around for a waiter, then turned back to Vera. “Vera Massie,” she said. “I can’t believe it.”
“Vera Langella,” Vera said. “I thought of hyphenating it, but I never much cared for the name Massie anyway. Frankly, I was glad to have an excuse to ditch my last name when I got married.”
“Well, I’m not Miriam Feyn any more, either. I tried, but after a while, it was just too much trouble to keep telling people my last name was Feyn and not Loewe. Finally gave up when my daughter started kindergarten. Her teacher kept calling me ‘Mrs. Loewe,’ and seemed to resent it when I tried to correct her.”
Vera smiled. “You have a daughter.”
“A son, too.” Miriam glanced toward the Canal. The traffic had been heavy only a few moments ago. Now the broad waterway was quieter and even emptier than it had been at dawn, when she had looked out from her window to see shards of golden light dancing on the still green water. “I remember when you used to say you’d live here and have a gondolier as a lover.”
“Yeah, and that I was going to live in a palazzo. Afraid I didn’t manage either the palazzo or the gondolier.”
Miriam could see her hotel room window from here. She lifted her head, thinking she had seen Alan looking outside. She noticed then that the vendors in the open area did not seem to be doing much business; the knots of tourists buying marionettes, postcards, and maps had disappeared.
“I didn’t manage much of anything,” Miriam said. “I’m a claims manager for an insurance company, and my husband’s a builder and contractor—he owns his own business. He’s in our room, calling his lawyer, and he won’t tell me what that’s about, so it probably means he’s doing even worse than I think he is. My daughter dropped out of college to live with a guy named Rich who wears his hair in dreadlocks and works at Burger King while he’s waiting for his band to make it. My son’s out at Hazelden going through his second thirty-day program for substance problems.” She wondered why she had told her old friend all of that. Maybe it was because of all the times Vera had nursed her through her black moods in college, finally convincing her that things weren’t as bleak as they seemed.
“What do you think of this guy your daughter’s with?” Vera asked.
Miriam thought of Rich’s gentle brown eyes. “Oh, in some ways, he’s not so bad. He’s reasonably mannerly, and he seems to care about Joelle. I just wish he were more ambitious, and those dreadlocks—” She sighed. “God, I sound just like my mother when she met Alan. She used to say he’d be so nice-looking if he just did something about his hair.”
“And your daughter? What are her plans?”
“I don’t really know. Right now, she’s doing some sort of free-lance computer stuff, graphic design and such. I don’t really understand it that well, but she gets paid for it, however modestly.”
Vera said, “Things could be a lot worse, then.”
“I suppose.” Miriam leaned back in her seat. “I just hope she doesn’t get pregnant. She’d probably go ahead and have the baby, even if Rich bailed out. That does seem to be the style nowadays.”
“Maybe he wouldn’t bail out,” Vera murmured.
Maybe he wouldn’t, Miriam thought. She already felt a bit more kindly toward Rich. “Actually, I’m more worried about Jason. He had everything going for him, a fellowship at Stanford and a wonderful fiancée, and he threw it all away. Let me reword that. He snorted and freebased it away. I think he might have died if a friend of his hadn’t gotten him into detox.”
“What happened then?” Vera asked.
“He came home. Promised he’d stay clean. Alan found him an apartment near us and gave him a part-time job. Within a couple of months, he was out scoring again. I found out after he stole some of our silver to pay for the drugs.”
“What did you do?” Vera asked.
“Alan was so pissed off he was ready to call the cops. Before he could, Jason came over, really wrecked, and said he was sorry, that he knew he was out of control, and that he had to go back into treatment.”
Vera rested one arm on the table. “Then your son was acknowledging his problem. That’s a good sign, isn’t it?”
“I suppose so. He flew back to Minnesota a week before we left for Italy. Alan refused to cancel our trip. He figured we were better off taking the opportunity to travel while Jason was safely in Hazelden. God knows how we’re going to pay for everything when we get home. We’ll probably be paying off this trip alone for years, assuming we don’t go bankrupt first.”
“At least you’ll have had it,” Vera said.
“Oh, yes.” Miriam could not keep the bitterness out of her voice. “We’ll remember it every time the Visa bill arrives. And there’ll still be a lot of sights we’ll miss, because there just isn’t the time to see everything.”
“You know what I always say?” Vera lifted her arms and pulled her long hair back from her face with both hands, exactly as she used to do in college. “You shouldn’t try to see and do everything, no matter how much time you have. You should always leave something for when you come back again.”
Miriam’s mouth twisted. “What if you know you’ll never come back?”
“You shouldn’t look at it that way, Miri. It used to help me when I’d tell myself that I’d come back to do something I hadn’t done, that I’d left unfinished, even if I knew the chances were against it. What did I have to lose by hoping?”
Miriam shook her head. “That’s the worst thing about getting older, losing hope. I used to think it was other things, getting creaky and arthritic and gray and just not having your physical and mental shit together the way you did when you were younger, but it isn’t. It’s knowing that nothing’s ever going to get any better, that you’re just going to drag yourself through life until you finally cash in your chips, that all the things you hoped might happen aren’t ever going to happen and that your whole life was probably for nothing. Hell, I’m almost fifty years old, and what have I got to show for it? No wonder Jason and Joelle are so confused. Why should they look forward to anything when they see their parents going down the tubes?”
“Are you going down the tubes?” Vera asked.
“Alan won’t talk about his business. He used to discuss it all the time with me. All we do now is worry about money and wonder month to month how we’re going to get by—we’re in so much debt now that everything could cave in on us tomorrow. I keep waiting for him to say he wants a divorce, even though we can’t really afford one. We’re not good for each other any more. We’d probably both be better off alone.”
Vera had opened something inside her. Miriam could not stop talking. She spoke of the constant financial pressures of the business and their children, pressures so overwhelming that she and Alan rarely talked of much else. She spoke of how they tore at each other, of how their friends were starting, very surreptitiously, to avoid seeing them quite as often, of the times she and Alan had gone out and their bitterness had pushed them into angry arguments and public scenes, of how horrified she was at some of the things she said to him even when she could not stop saying them.
“Oh, Miri,” Vera said. “Don’t you understand? That’s why I’m here, to help you.”
Miriam swallowed, struggling to control herself. She must have been unloading on her old friend for a good half-hour at least. She peered at her watch; it had been only a little after eight when she left the hotel. Now it was barely eight-ten. The Grand Canal was still empty of boat traffic, the nearest arched bridge abandoned by the tourist hordes. A gondola was tied up across the way, the gondolier resting against his long pole, so still he did not seem to be breathing. She could almost believe that she and her friend were alone in the sinking city.
Perhaps she was having a nervous breakdown. She had felt on the verge of one for quite a while. She turned toward the booths selling souvenirs, but saw no vendors there. She was imagining it, that everyone in Venice had vanished in the way she wished that her troubles would.
Vera was sitting with her left ankle resting on her right knee, the way she had when they used to sit around in the Student Union. Strange, Miriam thought, that Vera should look so much as she would have expected her to look, older but basically unchanged. Vera would not have cut her hair as Miriam had and colored it to hide the gray, or put on a blazer and a pair of tailored slacks with an elastic waistband because she was too old and carried a few too many pounds to wear jeans.
“Miri,” Vera said, “you loved your husband once, didn’t you?”
“More than anything. We weren’t just lovers, we were pals, best friends. He’d get so annoyed when he had to work late. I’d put the kids to bed and have supper with him, even if it was ten-thirty at night, just so we’d have that time together.”
“Miri, he needs you. You need him, too. Don’t let a bunch of bullshit get in your way.”
“That’s exactly the way you used to put it whenever I got depressed.” She had been going on and on about herself, never even asking Vera about her life. All she knew was that her old friend had married a man with the last name of Langella. She suddenly remembered the pale-haired woman she had glimpsed the night before, from the gondola.
“That was you,” Miriam said, “last night, in one of the houses along that side canal. Everything stopped, and I thought I was going to get a migraine, and then I saw you.”
Vera was on her feet. She seemed translucent, as though she were an image about to flicker out. “I have to go.”
“I’m imagining you. I really am going crazy.” Miriam could see the row of flowers behind Vera through her friend’s hazy form. “I dreamed you up, and now you’re fading away.”
“Go to your husband. I’ll see you later, I promise.”
Before Miriam could speak, voices around her rose in a roar. Crowds were thronging past the nearby kiosks. Miriam gripped the edge of the table, suddenly disoriented as she looked around her. There was a crowd on the nearest arched bridge, and people were milling around in front of the train station and waiting near the docks for the vaporetto. The pathways on either side of the canal had rapidly filled with strollers.
When Miriam turned back, the chair across from her was empty; Vera was gone. She squinted, but could not see Vera’s red T-shirt anywhere among the crowds.
 
 
Alan said nothing about his call to Bernie as they left the hotel. She could not tell him about Vera, about the long-lost friend who had appeared out of nowhere and disappeared just as mysteriously, who could apparently block out sound and make everyone in Venice disappear from view. He would tell her that she was going nuts and then accuse her of trying to drive him crazy. It was almost a relief to think that she might be cracking up. Having a breakdown might be the only escape from her problems that she could manage.
Miriam studied the map of vaporetto routes and discovered that both lines 1 and 2 would take them along the Grand Canal to the docks near Saint Mark’s Square. “Line 1 is the local,” she explained.
“Let’s take it anyway,” Alan said. “No need to rush.”
They bought their tickets and boarded the passenger boat at the docks by the train station, managing to slip through the knots of passengers and get seats in the prow. Alan seemed content to enjoy the view as the vaporetto made its slow progress along the Canal, crossing from side to side and backing water as it made its stops. By the time they reached the Rialto, Alan was smiling as he watched people bargaining over the prices of flowers, fruits, and fish in the open-air markets near the high arched bridge. Maybe, Miriam thought, Bernie had given him some good news for a change.
He was still smiling as they walked from the landing toward the Piazza San Marco, taking her arm as they entered the huge open square. Mobs of tourists were already swarming through the square as hundreds of pigeons swooped above them; Miriam ducked as one bird barely missed flying into her. Alan consulted his map to get them through the narrow streets and over a small bridge to the glass showroom. She had been prepared to resist the salespeople there, but Alan ended up buying earrings for Joelle, a necklace of glass beads for her, and arranging for the shipment of a ridiculously expensive hand-blown glass sculpture of two long-necked birds that Miriam had admired.
“You certainly turned into a spendthrift,” she whispered as they made their way past a group of Japanese tourists just entering the showroom. “Exactly where are we going to put that sculpture anyway?”
“We’ll find a spot. Call it an investment. If things get tough, I can probably sell it for more than I paid.”
His good mood held throughout the tour inside the Basilica San Marco and during their lunch, which they ate at an outdoor table at an overpriced restaurant in Saint Mark’s Square. They exchanged vacuous but pleasant commonplaces about the beauty of the Basilica San Marco and reminisced about all the art they had seen in Florence and the Vatican Museums. Alan lit her cigarette with a flourish after the meal and then lighted one for himself.
He abruptly fell silent, then slumped over the table with a sigh. When he sat up again, his face was sallow under his tan. “Are you all right?” Miriam asked.
“Just some indigestion,” he muttered, crushing out his cigarette. “Miri, what would you say if I gave up the business, had Darrell buy me out?”
“What?”
“That’s one option. I could subcontract with him, so I wouldn’t actually be quitting. He probably couldn’t do it, though—he’s about as short of money as we are.” He pulled his pack of cigarettes from his jacket pocket, then put them back without lighting one. “I could try selling to someone else, but there probably wouldn’t be any takers, or else I’d have to take too big a loss. I might be able to get another loan, but a lot of that’d have to go toward what’s coming due now. Or there’s always Chapter 11. All I know is I can’t go on the way I’ve been going.”
He was giving up. That was what he was telling her now. He was saying that he was no longer willing to hang on until times got better because he no longer believed that they would get better. They would be cutting back and living from month to month and trying to fend off disaster until they had nothing left.
He said, “I haven’t decided anything yet. We’re still discussing the options.”
“Why the hell did you buy that glass sculpture, then?” she said before she could stop herself. “Why the hell did you pile up even more debt for this trip?”
“Because, at this point, a few thousand lousy bucks isn’t going to put us much deeper into the hole.” His expression softened. “It’s not just that, Miri. I wanted to give you something now, while I still could.” Alan got up slowly. “Finish your coffee. I have to go change some more money.”
“Don’t change too much money,” she said. “You might just be tempted to spend even more if you do.”
He walked away. The only reason he had been pleasant up to now was so that he could spring his news on her, his talk about his options, his admission that he had failed. Miriam stirred her coffee, feeling rage and remorse.
 
 
From the Bridge of Sighs in the Doge’s Palace, Miriam peered through the grille at the harbor. On the isle across that lagoon, she could see a church of red brick and marble, a false promise of sanctuary. The Bridge of Sighs, she had read in her guide, had been named for the prisoners who sighed as they were led across it to the Doge’s prisons, knowing that this would be their last glimpse of the lagoon. It would probably be close to her last glimpse of the harbor as well, since they would have only two more days in Venice.
The enclosed bridge led them to a dark and bare stone room. A group of Japanese tourists were there, taking photos of one another. She followed Alan back across the bridge. “What an ostentatious display of wealth,” she said as they made their way through an ornate hallway to an exit. “And those paintings! They’re gorgeous, but my God. ‘Doge So-and-So Worships the Virgin Mary.’ ‘Doge So-and-So Accepts the Tribute of Venice’s Subject Cities.’ ‘Doge So-and-So and His Son Adoring the Holy Eucharist’ and looking mighty damned full of themselves as they do. All they needed was ‘Doge So-and-So Kicks Some Serious Butt’ and ‘Venice Accepts the Tribute of the Universe.’“
Alan usually chuckled at her witticisms, even when they were not particularly funny. As long as they were cracking jokes or making ironic remarks, they would not be fighting. Alan was not smiling; he did not even seem to be listening.
“What time is it?” he asked as they went outside.
Miriam glanced at her watch. “Almost four.”
“I’m not feeling too well, Miri. Maybe I’ll head back to the hotel.”
“Oh.” She repressed the comments rising to her lips about how it had been his idea for them to take this trip and now he wasn’t even making the most of it and that he could have taken a nap at home for free. “What are your symptoms?”
“I think lunch really disagreed with me.” He stepped closer to her. “Isn’t anything important. I just need to rest. Wander around some more if you want—you can come back when it’s time to get dressed for dinner. Reservation’s not until nine.” His brown eyes looked watery and bloodshot. His voice sounded as though he was pleading with her.
“Go ahead,” she said. “I’ll meet you later.”
He made his way through the crowds on the walkway, passed a row of gondolas, and moved toward the vaporetto dock and ticket booths. Miriam wandered back toward Saint Mark’s, wondering what to do now. She could walk along the Grand Canal to the Rialto and do some window-shopping there. She could have ridden as far as the Rialto with Alan, but was afraid they would have been lashing at each other again before they got that far. “Miri.”
Miriam lifted her head. Vera was coming toward her, still in her T-shirt and jeans. “I told you I’d see you again.” Vera reached out to take her hands.
“Vera.” Miriam clasped her friend’s hands tightly. This woman could not be an apparition; she was here, as solid as Miriam herself. “We’ve been sightseeing.” She was determined this time not to let Vera see her distress. “We did Saint Mark’s Basilica and the Doge’s Palace.” She would have to make excuses for her husband’s absence. “Alan went back to our room. He has indigestion from lunch. I hope you get to meet him eventually.” Her voice had risen slightly.
“Then you have some time,” Vera said.
“Oh, I have a lot of time. If Alan isn’t feeling well enough to have dinner, I guess I’ll have even more time.”
Vera slipped her arm through Miriam’s. “Why don’t you come with me?”
“Come with you where?”
“You’ll see.”
They walked toward the landing. For a place that had been swarming with people only a few moments ago, the walkway along the harbor was surprisingly empty. Out in the harbor, two large cabin cruisers were embedded in the water, brought to a stop by the waves that had seemingly stiffened around their hulls. It was happening to her again, the disorienting and yet welcome sensation that time had stopped and that she and Vera were somehow apart from the rest of the world.
“What’s happening?” Miriam asked.
“You must know. I’ve come to help you. I’m your friend, Miri, and you need me now.” Vera gestured at a shiny black motorboat. “Get in. Thought you might like to see the outlying islands. You can get there on the vaporetto lines, but this’ll be easier.”
Miriam hesitated, then climbed into the boat. Vera got in next to her and sat down in front of the steering wheel. The motor began puttering almost instantly, as if the boat were starting itself.
Vera took them out of the harbor toward a broad canal that ran between islands, slowing down as they reached the open water of the lagoon. The boat slowed still more until it seemed that they were hardly moving at all. Miriam looked back. Venice was a pastel city adrift on a gold-flecked sea.
She could not recall seeing the other woman actually start the boat or put any keys into the ignition, although she noticed that a key was there now. Being in a strange place and seeing someone she had never expected to see here had disoriented her. Maybe Vera’s home was on one of the other islands. Perhaps Vera was waiting until they were there, in the place where she lived, before she told Miriam about her life and what had brought her to Venice. Miriam clung to those strands of rational explanation for what was happening to her.
“That’s the cemetery,” Vera said, waving toward a distant island on which a church stood. “Some famous people are buried there. You can hear the water lapping at the island when you’re among the gravestones. Trouble is, if your survivors don’t keep up the payments on your gravesite, they dig you up after fifty years and dump you somewhere else. The Venetians always find ways to make more money.”
“I wish some of that ability would rub off on me,” Miriam said.
“I used to wish the same thing,” Vera said. “I had some pretty desperate times after we graduated from college. Then I ended up with a fair amount of money and found out that having it didn’t matter as much as I thought it would.”
“I’ve been finding out that not having it matters more than I ever imagined.”
Vera had slowed their boat nearly to a crawl, following the darker blue waters of a channel through the green lagoon. In the distance, a fisherman with a net was standing to his knees in water next to his boat.
“Water seems awfully shallow,” Miriam said.
“Most of the lagoon’s like that. All the boats have to take certain routes to keep from running aground, and they have to go slowly, too. That’s partly because the water isn’t deep, but it’s also to keep from damaging sea walls like that one with a lot of waves from boats going too fast.” Vera pointed at a long stone wall bordering the church on another distant island. Miriam wondered why this nautical traffic was nowhere in evidence now. No other boats were on the water except theirs, no cruisers, no vaporetti.
“I should have kept up with you, Miri,” Vera went on. “I could have at least written to you.”
“I sent a wedding invitation to your parents and told them to forward it to you.”
Vera smiled. “They did, and I actually thought of going. But I couldn’t afford the plane ticket, and I hadn’t seen you for almost three years and—well, I figured a lot had changed.”
“You probably couldn’t believe I’d gotten so conventional,” Miriam said.
“That was part of it, I guess. I was going to write you a letter, but I tore it up halfway through. My life wasn’t exactly in order back then. Then I thought, well, there’s plenty of time, I can always get in touch later.”
Ahead lay an island of brightly painted houses, long drab buildings that looked like factories, and a precipitously leaning belltower. “I drifted for a while,” Vera continued. “I’d get a job and tell myself I’d work on my art in my spare time. Of course I never did. I’ve been a receptionist, a nursery school teacher, a case worker, a proofreader, and a few other things. I lived with a guy and we broke up, and then I lived with somebody else, and that ended, too. Basically I was just waiting for my real life to begin, or maybe just waiting to grow up.”
“Were you unhappy?” Miriam asked.
Vera shook her head. “No, but I was frustrated. The whole excuse for living that way was to get my painting done, and I wasn’t doing it. I had to keep pretending I would, because otherwise it was just a wasted life, really.”
They had passed the island with the leaning belltower. The light was fading, and Miriam wondered how close they were to their destination.
“Then a lot of things happened.” Vera rested one hand across the wheel. “My father died, and I lost my job, the one I had then, and—well, to make a long story short, I started doing freelance commercial work and using my free time for painting and taking classes. I wasn’t exactly a great success, but I was happy. Had my first show in a local bank.” She wrinkled her nose. “It was a start. Then I won a prize in a local art show. That’s where I met Al, my husband.”
“Sounds romantic,” Miriam said.
“He’d wandered into the art show by mistake on his way to a Chamber of Commerce thing in the same building.” Vera shook back her long gray hair. “We got married almost eight years ago. I’ve been really happy with him. We tried for kids, but I couldn’t have them, and at least we had each other. Never set the art world on fire, but I did a couple of shows in New York galleries and got part-time gigs in the local schools and community college. I got some critical attention. I could always hope—” Her voice trailed off.
Ahead of their boat stretched empty water, still and gray, and the sun had taken on a strange metallic glow. In the distance, an indistinct dark shape sat on the horizon. Miriam glanced at the other woman apprehensively. It suddenly seemed the height of recklessness to have gotten into this boat with Vera, to have come this far out on the lagoon.
“Al sold his business a few months back,” Vera murmured. “Our plan was to go to all the places we always wanted to see and never had, Venice and Paris and Istanbul and so on. The deal was this—we’d stay in one place until we felt like moving on, and then we’d go to the next city. Venice was the first stop.”
Miriam said, “So everything worked out.”
“You could put it that way.” Vera turned toward her and rested one hand on Miriam’s arm. “I’ve had some happiness.”
“And how long do you think you’ll be here?”
Vera drew away. Miriam saw now that they were approaching an island. A church of russet-colored brick sat just above a low sea wall; beyond the church were clusters of houses painted green and red and purple and yellow. The landing was a long wooden dock, but no boats were tied up there.
“Where are we?” Miriam asked. Vera did not reply. Miriam thought of pulling her guide and maps from her purse to check on the location, then peered at her watch. Four-fifteen, which was impossible; they had left the pier just below Saint Mark’s not long past four. Miriam squinted and saw that the hand marking the seconds had stopped.
“Damn this watch,” she muttered. “It just died on me. Battery must be defective. I just had it replaced before we left home.”
Vera said, “I should have written to you. I should have been a better friend than I was. You could have used a really good friend, I think, someone to help you treasure what you have, keep you from tormenting yourself.” She steered the boat smoothly through the water to the dock. “Go ahead. I’ll tie up the boat and follow you. That path there will take you to the square.”
Miriam climbed out of the boat. Darkness had come, even though it could not be that late; the shadows were deep under the broad-limbed trees that stood along the cobblestoned footpath. She followed the path up the gently sloping hill until she glimpsed the empty space of a town square above. She picked up her pace, and the silence seemed to thicken around her.
She entered the square. A church of pale stone stood in one corner; three-story houses with shuttered windows surrounded the square on three sides. A tiered fountain in which no water was running stood in the center of the square near a flagpole without a flag. There were no signs of people, no signs of life.
“Vera,” she said, and the air seemed to swallow the word. “Vera!” The emptiness of the place frightened her. “Vera!” She looked around frantically for the other woman. Why had her friend brought her here? She ran toward the church, wondering if she might find people there.
“Miri!” Someone was calling her, someone at a distance. “Miri!” She recognized the voice now.
She hurried toward the voice, out of the square and past a long row of houses. Alan was standing near a narrow canal; he held out his arms as she rushed to him.
“Miri.” He pressed her to him; she hugged him tightly, feeling suddenly that she had to cling to him, then looked into his face.
“What are you doing here?” she gasped. “How did you get here?”
He smiled, the way he used to before his not-quite-smile had become a habit. “I’m here now. Can’t you just accept that?”
Vera had arranged this. That was the only rational explanation. She and Alan had planned this in secret and he had pretended he wasn’t feeling well so that he could get to this island ahead of her. She could not be imagining it; he was here, solid and real. “You should have told me,” she said. “You didn’t have to—”
He took her arm. They strolled along the canal, past the few gondolas tied up there; she had not known that there were gondolas on these outlying islands. “Vera certainly fooled me,” Miriam murmured. “I never would have guessed. How did you plot all this? When you went to change money, I’ll bet. Did you know Vera was living in Venice all along?” He said nothing. “You saw her, too. You’ve met her. She talked you into coming here and surprising me. That means I’m not going crazy after all.”
Alan slowed his pace. “I haven’t been treating you well lately,” he said. “I wanted this trip to be something special for us, sort of a new start. Or, if things don’t work out businesswise, something we can remember.”
She clutched his arm more tightly. He had on his favorite dark blue cashmere sweater over his shirt. She did not recall seeing him pack the pullover, or the navy blue slacks he was wearing, either. They had both decided on his pin-striped suit, his white dinner jacket and black slacks for evening wear, and brown, beige, and tan jackets and pants for the rest of the time. She remembered the details because they had ended up arguing even over the clothes he would take, and he had insisted on throwing in two pairs of jeans at the last minute.
“Footloose and fancy free,” he went on. “That’s what I figured on for myself. Never thought I’d seriously consider getting married until I met you, and then I knew I just didn’t want to go through the rest of my life without you. Knew that two hours after I met you.”
“Two hours?” Miriam smiled. “I thought it took you two days to fall in love with me.”
“I told you it took me two days because I didn’t want you thinking I was too rash, or rushed into things. That’s why I waited a week before proposing, too.”
He had waited barely a week. She had insisted on living with him for a while first, to make sure they were truly compatible and things would work out, and it had not even occurred to her that moving in with a man she had known for only a week might be precipitous. They had been married six months later, and she had felt no qualms about that, either, despite her mother’s doubts about Alan’s new business and her friends at work who felt that marriage was an outmoded institution. They had to be doing the right thing. Otherwise, they would not be feeling so much for each other, would not have made the decision to share their lives so quickly.
Often she had thought of her early self as naive and deluded and too trusting. Now she felt as though she had seen things clearly then, and that her vision had become more clouded and blurred with the years.
“We were happy then,” she said. “Even with all the problems—”
“And then the kids came—”
“And then I was so damned exhausted all the time that there wasn’t time to think about whether I was happy or not.” Joelle had inherited her own father’s lanky frame and his dark hair, while Jason had Miriam’s blue eyes and her father’s broad, pleasant face. Everyone had always complimented her on her good-looking children.
“We had some good times,” Alan said. “I think I appreciated them more later, when I’d be remembering them, than when they were actually happening.”
He led her away from the canal toward a narrow passageway that ran between buildings. The doors were closed, the windows shuttered or their curtains drawn. She wanted to ask Alan how he had gotten here, why no one was on this island, why Vera had gone to all that trouble to get her to this deserted place, and then she gazed into his composed, serene face and forgot her questions.
A door was suddenly flung open. Miriam stepped back, drawing closer to Alan. She gazed into a small sitting room, where a young man sat at a table; the pretty young woman by the door giggled.
“Buona sera,” Alan murmured.
“Buona sera,” the young woman replied. She was wearing a long red dress and holding a mask in one hand. She lifted the mask to her face and tilted her head.
Miriam could now hear the sound of voices. At the end of the passageway, they came to a broad cobblestoned street and found it filling with people. Couples, a few in masks, strolled arm in arm and stopped to peer into brightly lighted shop windows. The younger women were in colorful long dresses, the older ones in subdued shades of purple and dark blue. Most of the men were in black pants and loose white shirts with full sleeves. They had to be locals; no one was wearing the tourist costume of jeans, T-shirts, and athletic shoes. Perhaps this was some obscure Venetian festival the travel agent and guide books had neglected to mention.
They stopped by one shop window. Behind the panes, two terra cotta marionettes danced. The male marionette took the hand of the female puppet and bowed. A dark-haired young woman was manipulating the strings; she caught Miriam’s eye and smiled.
Evening had come. People were sitting at outdoor tables and wandering inside restaurants while others laughingly disappeared into alleys. Alan stopped at a display of lace outside one shop, fingered the delicate work of one shawl, then draped it over Miriam’s shoulders.
She shook her head. “It’s beautiful, but it’ll cost too much.”
A slender blonde woman had come out of the shop. “Quanta?” Alan asked. She answered him in Italian, he murmured something else, and Miriam saw their hands touch for a moment.
“It’s a gift,” Alan said as he took Miriam’s arm again. Before she could speak, he had led her toward a small table outside one of the restaurants.
The waiter brought them glasses of a sparkling wine, and then a white wine with an unfamiliar label. Miriam let Alan order the food. They nibbled at mushroom tarts, bean soup with pasta, and calamari. The wine was making Miriam lightheaded. She laughed as Alan spoke of the early days of their marriage, of the years in their cramped apartment and first house before they had moved into the one he had built for them. Memories were spilling out of her, too—Jason’s valedictorian’s speech to his high school class, Joelle’s home run for the girls’ Softball team during the state championship game, the morning during their trip to Cancun when they had sent the kids down to the beach, locked the door, and made love until lunchtime.
Their waiter brought them a concoction of chocolate, cream cheese, and cake for dessert. Alan stirred his coffee. “I used to tell you then,” he said, “that we’d look back on those years with some fondness, even the rough times.”
“Yeah.” Miriam leaned toward him. “Funny—I don’t even remember how panicky I got when I was trying to get a job and couldn’t find one. You remember, after Joelle was in nursery school. Took me three months, and we had to keep holding off the bill collectors, and all I really remember now is how ecstatic I was when Freedom Mutual hired me.”
“I kept looking forward,” Alan said. “That’s what kept me going—that and you. I think I could handle things now if things were right between us. I could face anything then.”
Her head was clearing. She suddenly wondered where Vera was. Vera had wanted to leave them alone, to settle things between them, to have a romantic evening on this little island. Why? What did Vera want with them? Why had she gone to all this trouble for a friend she had not seen for years until today?
Alan got up. He was quickly at her side, helping her out of her chair. She did not see if he had left any money for the waiter as he led her along the street. The shops were closing; women were carrying displays of lace, glass, and marionettes inside and locking the doors. The tables outside the restaurants had been abandoned.
Along the canal where Alan had been waiting for her, gondolas were gliding silently toward the open water. Her hand rose to her neck and she realized that she must have left the lace shawl at their table. “We’d better go back. I forgot that beautiful shawl.”
“It was a gift, Miri.”
“Just because you didn’t have to pay for it—”
“You can’t take anything away from here. They won’t let you.”
“Are we going to Vera’s house?” Miriam asked. He did not reply. “Does she live here, on this island? How did you get here, anyway?”
“Miri,” he whispered, “I need you. Don’t leave me,” and let go of her arm. She reached for him and clutched air. She spun around; he had disappeared.
“Alan!” she cried out. “Alan!” She hurried along the canal, not seeing him anywhere in the darkness, then ran toward the square. “Alan! Alan!” She kept calling his name until tears filled her eyes.
Lights were going on in the houses around the square. She looked up at the nearest windows and saw people gazing down at her. The square looked smaller, the buildings around it shabbier. The flagpole, painted red, was still there; the fountain had disappeared.
Two men were coming toward her, one in a dark blue uniform, the other in a striped shirt and loose dark pants. “Signora,” the man in the striped shirt said.
“Mio sposo,” she said frantically. “Signor Loewe.” She did not know enough Italian to make herself understood. “Help me, please. Per favore. My husband—” She paused. “Where am I?”
“You do not know, Signora?” the man in uniform said.
Miriam struggled to control herself. “Vera Langella,” she said. “She’s the woman who brought me here. Where does she live?”
The uniformed man shook his head and thrust out his hands. “I do not know the name.”
A joke. It was all a cruel joke. Vera had thought it up and talked Alan into playing along. All the tender words had been only another bitter jest. Maybe these men were in on it, too, and if they weren’t, they might assume she was demented if she went on and on about her husband and her friend. She would not go along with this horrible joke any longer.
“How do I get back to Venice?” she asked.
The man in uniform pointed in the direction of the landing. “The vaporetto,” he replied.
She hurried down the slope. Vera’s boat had vanished. Out on the water, she could see the lighted decks of an approaching vaporetto.
 
 
The boat took her to another island. She looked at her watch, which was running again, telling her that it was only seven o’clock. She consulted her schedule, questioned the people waiting on the landing with her, and found out that she was on the island of Murano and that the number 5 would get her back to Venice itself. That water bus took her to an unfamiliar landing. An older woman who spoke English pointed her in the direction of the Grand Canal.
She walked there and caught a vaporetto to the landing near the hotel. The boat traffic was as heavy as it had been during the day, and it seemed that flotillas of gondoliers were ferrying passengers along the Grand Canal. People were still roaming the streets, loading up on souvenirs, or finishing coffee and wine at outside tables.
As she came into the lobby, the desk clerk looked up, and then a man in a dark suit was bearing down on her from the left. “Mrs. Loewe.” He bent forward from the waist, then took her hand. “They came for your husband.”
Miriam tensed. “Who?”
“They took him, the ambulance. He is in l’ospedale, the hospital. He was in the lobby, and then he fell—” Miriam hung on to him tightly. “He came to the desk. I heard him say this word, something like ‘Miri,’ and then he fell.”
 
 
The hotel manager walked her down to the docks. A powerboat was there, one much like the boat Vera and she had been in that afternoon. The hospital looked like a Renaissance palazzo from the outside. Inside, stretchers were lined against the walls and white-jacketed men, nurses, and nuns moved swiftly through the corridors. As she followed the orderly who had met her at the entrance, Miriam heard the sound of electronic beeps and then a voice over the public address system summoning a physician.
A console beeped next to Alan; an intravenous needle was in his arm and wires ran from his body to the console. A man, apparently asleep, lay on a bed next to Alan’s; he was also hooked up to a console. The other two beds were empty; a small marble statue of the Virgin Mary stood at the other end of the room. She lifted a hand to her mouth.
“Signora Loewe.” A man in a physician’s white coat came toward her. “It will be all right.” He squinted at her through wire-rimmed glasses; he seemed young, maybe still in his twenties, with light brown hair and a closely trimmed beard. “Your husband was lucky. He was brought here immediately. It is a myocardial—” He paused. “A heart attack, but he will recover.”
She leaned over her husband and touched his hand. Alan opened his eyes. “Miri.”
“You’ll be all right. The doctor just said so.”
“Went to the lobby. I don’t know why, I was thinking—” His throat moved as he swallowed. “I was thinking about you. Thought of going over to the vaporetto landing, to meet you, tell you I was sorry—I was dreaming about you. We were walking around in—I think it was some kind of village. Wanted to stay there, and knew I couldn’t. I needed you, I was trying to hang on—”
“It’s all right.” She moved her hand gently over his. “I can’t lose you, Alan. I love you.”
His mouth curved up; he was smiling, as he had on the island. “You won’t.” He closed his eyes.
 
 
She found the young doctor out in the hallway. He introduced himself as Dr. Palmieri and led her to an alcove with two chairs, a sofa, and a crucifix hanging on the wall. He explained that her husband could be flown home in a week to ten days, that it could have been worse, that if he had been alone in his room instead of in the hotel lobby among people when he collapsed, where help could quickly be summoned for him, he might not have survived.
“He must see a cardiologist when he is home,” Dr. Palmieri said. “It may be he needs more treatment, but I can assure you—”
“Thank you,” Miriam murmured. “Grazie.”
“I am much relieved myself,” the physician said softly. “Only two weeks ago, I was called to tend to another tourist, an American like yourself. That was not so good an outcome. She had cancer—it had spread to her lymph nodes and internal organs. Her husband said she had been afflicted for almost four years. They were traveling on what he called their farewell tour, because they knew—” He looked away for a moment. “She was a strong woman. She would not admit her illness. She said that I had better put her together because she had not been to see the Peggy Guggenheim collection here yet. She was gone that same day. So I am glad this will not also be the case with your husband, Signora.”
Miriam bowed her head. “So am I.” She would not lose Alan. Nothing else seemed to matter at the moment.
“Signora Langella.” Miriam realized that she had expected to hear her friend’s name. “Signora Vera Langella. That was what the American woman was called. She was fighting, but when she was finally gone—” Dr. Palmieri let out his breath. “She seemed at peace.”
 
 
On the day before they were scheduled to fly home, Miriam took the vaporetto to San Michele, the cemetery island she had seen from Vera’s boat. Vera had not been buried here; Dr. Palmieri had told her that Vera’s husband had taken her body back to the States. But somehow she felt that her friend was here, that she might remain here for a while.
Miriam walked among the tombstones. Other tourists had come, to gather by the graves of Pound and Diaghilev and Stravinsky and the other artists buried here. She stood and listened to the lapping water as she whispered a thank-you and a farewell to her friend.
 
 



 
Afterword to “Isles”:
 
“You desire to embrace it, to caress it, to possess it, and finally a soft sense of possession grows up and your visit becomes a perpetual love affair.” So Henry James wrote of Venice, although there are those who find that city disagreeable. I was told by one frequent traveler that people either adore Venice or hate it; there is nothing in between. When I first came to Venice, I fell in love with the place.
So many writers have written about Venice that their collected works could form a good-sized library; to write anything set in Venice is to know that one is exploring territory already heavily traveled by many of literature’s most accomplished masters. That should have been enough to scare me off, but one of my long-held ambitions as a writer has been to write about this fragile and beautiful city, and “Isles” was a story that seemed to demand Venice as its setting.
“Isles” was written during a time when, for various reasons, I was deeply depressed and almost incapable of functioning normally. Reaching the end of this story and seeing some hope for the two people at its center brought me some solace as well.
 
 
 



 
THE SUMMER’S DUST
 
Andrew was hiding. He sat on the roof, his back to the gabled windows. He had been there for only a few minutes and knew he would be found; that was the point.
He heard a door open below. “Andrew?” The door snapped shut. His mother was on the porch; her feet thumped against the wood. “Andrew?” She would go back inside and find that he was still near the house; tracing the signal, she would locate him. He glanced at his left wrist. The small blue stone of the Bond winked at him. The silver bracelet was a tattletale chain; it would give him away.
He looked down at the gutter edging the roof. The porch’s front steps creaked, and his mother’s blonde head emerged. A warm breeze feathered her hair as she glided along the path leading down the hill. From the roof, Andrew could see the nearby houses. At the foot of the hill, two kobolds tended the rose garden that nestled near a low stone house. The owner of the house had lived in the south for years, but her small android servants still clipped the hedges and trimmed the lawn. Each kobold was one meter tall, and human in appearance. On pleasant evenings, he had seen the little people lay a linen tablecloth over the table in the garden and set out the silverware, taking their positions behind the chairs. They would wait silently, small hands crossed over their chests, until it was night, when they would clear the table once more. A troll stood by the hedge; this creature was half a meter taller than the kobolds. The troll’s misshapen body was bent forward slightly; its long arms hung to the ground, fingertips touching grass. At night, the troll would guard the house. The being’s ugly bearded face and scowl were a warning to anyone who approached; the small silver patch on its forehead revealed the cybernetic link that enabled it to summon aid.
Farther down the road, the facets of a glassy dome caught the sun, and tiny beings of light danced. Andrew’s friend Silas lived there with his father Ben and several Siamese cats. Andrew frowned as he thought of Silas and of what his friend wanted to do.
Andrew’s own house was old. His mother had told him it had been built before the Transition. Even with extensive repairs and additions to the house, the homeostat could not run it properly. The rooms were usually a bit warm or too cold; the doors made noises; the windows were spotted with dirt.
He watched his mother wander aimlessly along the path. Joan had forgotten him, as she often did. They could be in the same room and she would become silent, then suddenly glance at him, her eyes widening, as if she were surprised to find him still there.
His father, Dao, was different; completely attentive whenever Andrew was around, but content to ignore him the rest of the time. He wondered if Dao would ever speak to him at all if Andrew didn’t speak first.
He moved a little. His right foot shot out and brushed against a loose shingle. Andrew slid; he grabbed for the window sill and held on. The shingle fell, slapping against the cement of the path.
Joan looked up. She raised her hands slowly. “Andrew.” Her voice was loud but steady. He pulled himself up; he would not fall now. Joan moved closer to the house. “What are you doing up there?”
“I’m all right.”
She held her arms up. “Don’t move.”
“I’ve got my lifesuit on.”
“I don’t care. Don’t move, stay where you are.” Her feet pounded on the steps and over the porch. The front door slammed. In a few moments, he heard her enter his room. Her arms reached through the open window and pulled him inside.
Andrew sighed as she closed the window, feeling vaguely disappointed. “Don’t ever do that again.”
“I’m wearing my lifesuit.” He opened his shirt to show her the protective garment underneath.
“I don’t care. It’s supposed to protect you, not make you reckless. You still could have been hurt.”
“Not at that distance. Bruises, that’s all.”
“Why did you do it?”
Andrew shrugged. He went over to his bed and sat down. The bed undulated; Joan seemed to rise and fall before him.
“Why did you do it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do I have to have a kobold follow you around? I thought you were too old for that.”
“I’m all right.” I wouldn’t have died or anything, he thought.
Joan watched him silently for a few moments. She was drifting again; he knew the signs. Her blue eyes stared through him, as if she were seeing something else. She shook her head. “I keep forgetting how old you are.” She paused. “Don’t go out there again.”
“I won’t.”
She left the room. He rose and crossed to the windows, staring out at the houses below and the forested hills beyond. His room suddenly seemed cramped and small; his hands tapped restlessly against the sill.
 
 
Andrew was sitting on the porch with Dao and Joan when Silas arrived. The other boy got off his bicycle and wheeled it up the hill to the porch. He parked it and waved at Andrew’s parents. Joan’s thin lips were tight as she smiled. Dao showed his teeth; his tilted brown eyes became slits.
Andrew sat on the steps next to Silas. His friend was thirteen, a year older than Andrew. He was the only child Andrew had met in the flesh; the others were only holo images. Silas was big and muscular, taller than Joan and Dao; he made Andrew feel even smaller and slighter than he was. Andrew moved up a step and looked down at the other boy.
Silas rose abruptly. Brown hair fell across his forehead, masking his eyes. He motioned to Andrew, then began to walk down the hill. Andrew followed. They halted by the hedge in front of the empty stone house. The troll waved them away, shaking its head; its long tangled hair swayed against its green tunic.
“How about it?” Silas said as they backed away from the hedge.
“What?”
“You know. Our journey, our adventure. You coming with me? Or are you just going to stay here?”
Andrew held out his arm, looking at his Bond. “We can’t go. They’ll find us.”
“I said I’d figure out a way. I have a plan.”
“How?”
“You’ll see,” Silas said. He shook his head. “Aren’t you sick of it here? Don’t you get tired of it?”
Andrew shrugged. “I guess.”
Silas began to kick a stone along the road. Andrew glanced up the hill; Joan and Dao were still on the porch. They had lived in that house even before bringing him home, making one journey to the Center to conceive him and another when he was removed from the artwomb. They had gone to some trouble to have him; they were always telling him so. “More people should have children,” Dao would say. “It keeps us from getting too set in our ways.” Joan would nod. “You’re very precious to us,” Joan would murmur, and Dao would smile. Yet, most of the time, his parents would be with their books or speaking to distant friends on the holo or lost in their own thoughts.
Joan could remember the beginnings of things. Dao was even older. He could remember the Transition, when the world had realized that people no longer had to die. Dao was filled with stories of those days—the disorder, the fear, the desperate attempts to reach as many people as possible with the treatments that would give them youth and immortality. He always spoke of those days as if they had been the prelude to great adventure and achievement. Gradually, Andrew had realized that those times had been the adventure, that nothing important was likely to happen to Joan and Dao again. Dao was almost four hundred years old; Joan was only slightly younger. Once, Andrew had asked his mother what she had been like when she was his age. She had laughed, seeming more alive for a moment. “Afraid,” she had answered, laughing again.
Silas kicked the stone toward the hill. “Listen,” he said as they climbed. “I’m ready. I’ve got two knapsacks and a route worked out. We’d better leave this week before my father gets suspicious.”
“I don’t know.”
The taller boy turned and took Andrew by the shoulder. “If you don’t go, I’ll go by myself. Then I’ll come back and tell you all about it, and you’ll be sorry you didn’t come along.”
Andrew pulled away. Silas’s face was indistinct in the dusk. Andrew felt anxious. He knew that he should be concerned about how his parents would feel if he ran away, but he wasn’t; he was thinking only of how unfair it had been for them to assume that he would want to hide in this isolated spot, shunning the outside world. They had told him enough about death cults and accidents to make him frightened of anything beyond this narrow road. He knew what Silas was thinking, that Andrew was a coward.
Why should I care what he thinks? Andrew thought, but there was no one else against whom he could measure himself. He wondered if he would have liked Silas at all if there had been other friends. He pushed the thought away; he could not afford to lose his one friend.
As they came toward the house, Andrew saw his parents go inside. A kobold was on the porch, preparing for its nightly surveillance; behind it, a troll was clothed in shadows. Silas got on his bicycle.
“See you,” he mumbled and coasted down the hill recklessly, slowing down as he reached the bottom, speeding up as he rode toward his home.
The kobold danced over to Andrew as he went up the steps. It smiled; the golden curls around its pretty face bobbed. A tiny hand touched his arm. “Good night, Andrew,” it sang.
“Good night, Ala.”
“Good night, good night, good night,” the tiny voice trilled. “Sleep well, sweet dreams, sweet dreams.” The troll growled affectionately. The kobold pranced away, its gauzy blue skirt lifting around its perfect legs.
Andrew went inside. The door snapped shut behind him, locking itself. He walked toward the curving staircase, then paused, lingering in the darkened hallway. He would have to say good night.
He found his parents in the living room. He knocked on the door, interrupting the sound of conversation, then opened it. Dao had stripped to his briefs; Joan was unbuttoning her shirt. On the holo, Andrew saw the nude images of a blond man and a red-haired woman; a dark-haired kobold giggled as it peered around the woman’s bare shoulder. The flat wall-sized screen had become the doorway into a bright, sunny bedroom.
“Five minutes,” Dao said to the images. “We’ll call you back.” The people and the room disappeared. “What is it, son?”
Joan smiled. Andrew looked down at the floor, pushing his toe against a small wrinkle in the Persian rug. “Nothing. I came to say good night.”
He left, feeling their impatience. As he climbed the stairs, he heard the door below slide open.
“Andrew,” Joan said. She swayed, holding the ends of her open shirt. “I’ll come up later and tuck you in. All right?”
I’m too old for that, he wanted to say. “I’ll be asleep,” he said as he looked down at her.
“I’ll check on you anyway. Maybe I’ll tell you a story.”
He was sure that she would forget.
 
 
In the end, he went with Silas, as he had known he would. They left two days later, in the morning, stopping at Silas’s house to pick up the knapsacks. Silas’s father was out in the back, digging in his garden with the aid of a troll; he did not see them leave.
They avoided the road, keeping near the trees. When they were out of sight of Andrew’s house, they returned to the road. Andrew was not frightened now. He wondered what his parents would say when he returned to tell them of his journey.
Silas stopped and turned around, gazing over Andrew’s head. “A kobold’s following us.” Andrew looked back. A little figure in blue was walking toward them; it lifted one hand in greeting.
“What’ll we do?”
“Nothing, for the moment.” Silas resumed walking.
“But it’s following us.” Andrew walked more quickly, trying to keep up with his friend’s strides. “We could outrun it, couldn’t we? It won’t be able to keep up.”
“That’s just what we can’t do. If we do that, it’ll tell the others, and we’ll have your parents and my father on our trail.”
They came to a bend in the road. Silas darted to one side and hurried through the brush. Andrew ran after him, thrashing through the green growth. It had rained the night before; the ground was soft and muddy, and leaves stuck to his boots. Silas reached for his arm and pulled him behind a tree.
“Wait,” Silas said. He glanced at Andrew, then peered at him more closely. Andrew stepped back. Silas was looking at his chest. Andrew looked down. One of his shirt buttons was undone, revealing the silver fabric underneath.
“You’re wearing a lifesuit.”
“Aren’t you?”
“Of course not. You’re stupid, Andrew. Don’t you know you can be tracked with that on?”
“Not as easily as with a Bond.” He wondered again what Silas was going to do about their Bonds.
“Take it off right now.”
“You can’t hurt me, not while I’m wearing it.”
“I’ll leave you here, then.”
“I don’t care.” But he did. He took off his knapsack and unbuttoned his shirt. Twigs cracked in the distance; the kobold had tracked them. Andrew removed his lifesuit, and handed it to Silas.
As he dressed, Andrew felt exposed and vulnerable. His clothing seemed too light, too fragile. He watched as Silas dug in the mud, burying the lifesuit with his hands. He looked up at Andrew and grinned, his hands caked with wet earth.
“Get behind that tree,” Silas said as he picked up a rock. Andrew obeyed, flattening himself against the bark. A bush shook. He could see the kobold now. For a moment, the android looked like a man; then it moved closer to another bush and was small again. Its dark beard twitched.
“Silas,” the kobold called. “Silas.” It shaded its eyes with one hand. “Silas, where are you bound? You should not come so far without protection.” The creature had a man’s voice, a tenor, but it had no resonance, no power; it was a man’s voice calling from far away. The kobold came closer until it was only a meter from Andrew, its back to him as it surveyed the area.
Silas moved quickly, brushing against Andrew as he rushed toward the kobold. He raised the rock and Andrew saw him strike the android’s head. The little creature toppled forward, hands out. Andrew walked toward it slowly. Silas dropped the red-smeared rock. The small skull was dented; bits of bone and slender silver threads gleamed in the wound. The silver patch on its forehead was loose.
“You killed it.”
“I didn’t mean to hit it so hard. I just wanted to knock it out.” Silas brushed back his hair with one dirty hand. “It’s only a kobold. Come on, we have to go. Now that its link is out, another one’ll come looking for it.”
Andrew stared at the body.
“Come on.” He turned and followed his friend. They came to a muddy clearing and went around it. Silas led him to a nearby grove of trees.
Two cages rested against a tree trunk. Two cats, trapped inside, scratched at the screening. “I told you I had a plan,” Silas said. “Now we take care of our Bonds.”
“I don’t understand.”
The other boy exhaled loudly. “Messing up the signal’s too complicated, and we can’t take them off and leave them because the alarm would go out after a minute or so. So there’s only one thing left. We put them on somebody else. Or something else. The system can’t tell if it’s us or not; it only knows that the Bonds are on some living thing. And it’ll assume it’s still us, because these Bonds are ours. Everyone’ll look for us around here. By the time anyone figures it out, we’ll be far away.”
Andrew stared at his friend. It seemed obvious and simple, now that he had explained. “They might just wander back to your house,” he murmured as he shifted his gaze to the cages.
“Not these cats. They’re kind of wild. They’ll stay out here for at least a day or two.” He opened one cage and removed a Siamese. The cat meowed and tried to scratch. Silas stroked it tenderly. “Hold him.” Andrew held the animal as Silas removed his Bond and put it around the cat’s neck, adjusting it. The cat jumped from Andrew’s arms and scampered away. “Now yours.”
Andrew backed away. “I can’t,” he said. “I can’t do it.” His mouth was dry. He would be cut off from the world without his Bond; he had never removed it except when it was being readjusted.
“Coward. I know what’s going to happen to you. You’re going to run home, and your mother and father’ll make sure their little precious doesn’t run away again. And you’ll stay there forever. You’ll be a hundred years old, and you’ll still be there, and you’ll never do anything. And you’ll always be afraid, just like them.”
Andrew swallowed. He took off the Bond while Silas held the other cat. He fumbled with the bracelet and dropped it. “Here, hold the cat,” Silas said, sighing. He picked up the Bond and attached it himself, then put the cat on the ground. The creature began to lick a paw.
Andrew was numb. He blinked. Silas pushed him, and he almost fell. “We have to go, Andrew. Another kobold’ll be here soon.”
 
 
Late that afternoon, they reached a deserted town. Weeds had grown through the cracks in the road. The wooden structures were wrecks. A few had become only piles of lumber; others still stood, brown boards showing through the worn-away paint. Broken windows revealed empty rooms.
They walked slowly through the town. A sudden gust of wind swayed a weeping willow, and Andrew thought he heard a sigh. He shivered and walked more quickly.
A stone house stood at the edge of the town. A low wall surrounded it; the metal gate was open. Silas lingered at the gate, then went through it. The broken pavement leading to the front door was a narrow trail through weeds and tall grass. Andrew followed his friend up the steps. Silas tried the door knob, pushing at the dark wood with his other hand until the door creaked open.
The hallway was empty; dust covered the floor. Andrew sneezed. The floorboards creaked under their feet.
Cobwebs shimmered in the corners. They turned to the right and crept into the next room.
Andrew sniffed. “Are we going to stay here? We’ll choke.” His voice was small and hollow.
Silas glanced around the empty room, then walked over to a tall window facing the front yard. “We can sleep here. If we open the window, we’ll have air.”
“Maybe we’d better leave it closed.” Andrew wondered whether he would prefer a closed window and a dusty room to an open window in the dark. Silas did not seem to hear him; he stared through the filmy windowpane for a moment, then pushed at the window, straining against it until it squeaked open.
“Come here,” he said to Andrew. He wandered to the window and peered out over Silas’s shoulder. “Look.”
“At what?”
Silas pushed his arm. “Don’t you see anything, Andrew? Look at the town. It’s like it’s still alive.”
He saw it. The tall grass hid the piles of lumber; only the standing houses were visible, colored by the orange glow of the setting sun. He could walk back to the town and find people preparing supper or gathering in the street. He sighed and backed away, making tracks in the dust as he slid his feet along the floor.
Silas took a shirt out of his knapsack and swept a spot clean. When he was finished, Andrew sat down. Now that he was safe, Andrew felt a little better. He had seen none of the terrible things his parents had warned him against, only old roads, forest, and a deserted town. He said, “I thought it would be worse.”
“What?” Silas removed food and water from his knapsack.
“I thought it would be more—I don’t know—more dangerous.” He shrugged out of his knapsack and stretched.
Silas shook his head. “You listen to your parents too much. Besides, there aren’t that many people around here; it’s too far north.”
“What’s that got to do with it?”
“You know. Maybe you don’t, because you never went anywhere. They don’t like seasons, most of them. They like places where it’s always the same. Here, the fall comes, and plants die.” Silas said the word die harshly, defiantly at Andrew. “They don’t like to see that.”
Andrew accepted food from his friend, opening his package of stew and letting it heat up for a few moments. Silas smacked his lips as he ate. “Sometimes I hate them,” he went on. “They don’t do anything. I don’t want to be like that.” He paused. “Once my father had this party, when we were living in Antigua, and this guy came, I forget his name. Everybody was just sitting around, showing off what languages they knew or flirting. And some of them were making fun of this man in a real quiet way, but he knew they were doing it; he wasn’t that dumb.”
“Why were they making fun of him?”
“Because he couldn’t play their stupid little word games. This one woman started saying that there were people who just weren’t very smart, and you could tell who they were because they couldn’t learn very much even with a long life and plenty of time, that they just couldn’t keep up. She was saying it to this other man, but she knew that other guy heard her, she said it right in front of him.”
“What did he do?” Andrew asked.
“Nothing.” Silas shrugged. “He looked sad. He left a little later, and I had to go to bed anyway. Know what happened?” He leaned forward. “He went up in this little plane a couple of days later, and he went into a dive and smacked into this house down the road. You should have seen it blow up.”
Andrew was too shocked to speak.
“Luckily, nobody was home. The man died, though. Some people said it was an accident, but I don’t think most of them believed it. That man knew how to fly. He went diving right in there.” Silas slapped his right hand against his left palm.
Andrew shook his head. “That’s awful.” He looked enviously at his friend, wishing that he too had witnessed such an event.
“At least he did something.”
Andrew lifted his head. “But that’s terrible.” He thought guiltily about his own foray onto the roof outside his window.
“So what? It’s terrible. Everybody said so, but it was almost all they ever talked about afterwards. I know for a fact that a lot of them watched the whole thing on their screens later on. A woman was out with her holo equipment just by luck, and she got the whole thing and put it in the system. That’s the point, Andrew. He did something, and everybody knew it, and for a while he was the most important guy around.”
“And he was so important you forgot his name.”
“I was little. Anyway, that’s why my father came here. He decided he didn’t want to be around a lot of people after that. He kept saying it could have been our house.” Silas threw his empty container into the corner and leaned back against the wall, smiling. “That would have been something, if it had been our house. Old Ben wouldn’t have ever gotten over it. I’ll bet he would have moved us underground.”
Andrew pulled up his legs and wrapped his arms around them, imagining a plane streaking through the sky. The room seemed cozy now; the thought of danger beyond made it seem even cozier. Antigua, of course, was safely distant. He looked admiringly at his friend. Silas had seen danger, and nothing had happened to him; Andrew would be safe with his friend.
 
 
Andrew was awake in the darkness. The knapsack under his head was bumpy, and the floor was hard. His muscles ached. He thought of his bed at home.
He supposed he must have slept a little. It had still been light outside when he had gone to sleep. He listened; Silas was breathing unevenly. He felt a movement near him and realized his friend was awake. He was about to speak when he heard a click.
The front door was opening. He stiffened and held his breath. The door creaked. He heard footsteps in the hall, and his ears began to pound.
He wanted to make for the window and get outside, but he could not move. Silas had stopped breathing. The footsteps were coming toward them. He tried to press his back against the floor, as if he could sink between the boards and hide.
A beam of light shot through the darkness, sweeping toward them in an arc. Andrew sat up. The light struck him, and he threw up an arm. He tried to cry out, but let out only a sigh. Silas shouted.
Someone laughed. Andrew blinked, blinded by the light. The footsteps came closer and the light dimmed. The shadowy figure holding it leaned over, set the slender pocket light on the floor, and sat down.
The intruder’s face was now illuminated by the light. It was a girl with curly shoulder-length hair. She said, “Who are you?”
Andrew glanced at Silas. “I’m Silas, this is Andrew. We aren’t doing anything.”
“I can see that. Hold out your arms.”
Andrew hesitated.
“Hold them out.” Her voice was hard. The boys extended their arms. “You’re not wearing Bonds. Good. I don’t want a signal going out.” She had one hand at her waist; Andrew wondered if she was hurt. Then she withdrew it, and he saw a metal wand. She was armed. He lowered his arms slowly and clutched his elbows.
“We’re exploring,” Silas said.
“You mean you’re running away. I’m running away, too. My name’s Thérèse. Who are you running away from?”
“Our parents.”
“Why?”
“I told you, we just want to look around.”
“Then they’re looking for you.”
Silas shook his head. “We threw them off the track. If they’re looking, they won’t look here.” Andrew was hoping that his friend was wrong. “Do your parents live around here?”
“I’m not running away from parents.” The girl brushed a curl from her forehead. “Where are you from?”
“Oh, a long way from here,” Silas answered. “It took us all day to get here. There’s only three houses where we’re from; there’s just Andrew’s parents and my father and one woman who’s practically never there. So you don’t have to worry.” Andrew suspected that the other boy was as frightened as he was.
“I’m not worried.” Thérèse reached for the light, then stood up. “I’m going to sleep in the hall. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
The boards groaned under her feet as she left; Andrew heard her close the door. He moved closer to Silas. “We can still go out the window,” he whispered.
“What if she comes after us?”
“We can wait until she’s asleep.”
Silas was silent for a few moments. “Why bother? She’s running away, too. We might be safer with her anyway. She has a weapon.”
“She might be dangerous.”
“I don’t know. She’s just another kid. If she was really dangerous, she could have lased us right here.”
Andrew shuddered. “Maybe we should go home.”
“That’s all you can think about, isn’t it, running home to Joan and Dao.” Silas paused. “Something interesting’s going on, and you want to hide. Look, if we have to, we can always get away later. All we have to do is go to the nearest house and send out a message, and somebody’ll come. Let’s go to sleep.”
Andrew stretched out on the floor. Silas might be scared, but he would never admit it. Andrew considered escaping by himself, but the thought of traveling alone in the night kept him at Silas’s side.
 
 
They shared some dried fruit and water with Thérèse in the morning. Andrew realized that they would run out of food sooner if they divided it three ways. They would have to go home then. That nodon cheered him a bit as they set out from town.
In the early morning light, Thérèse did not seem as frightening. He guessed that she was about twelve. She was taller than he was, but her long legs and thin arms were gangly, and her chest was flat. Her cheeks were round and pink; strands of reddish-brown hair kept drifting across her face, causing her to shake her head periodically. She carried nothing except her weapon and her light, both tucked in her belt. Her shirt and slacks were dirty, and there were holes in her pants near her knees.
Andrew was on the girl’s left; Silas walked at her right. Silas also seemed more at ease. He had joked with Thérèse as they ate, finally eliciting a smile. Thérèse was reserved; Andrew wondered if all girls were like that or only this one. He remembered the girls he had spoken with over the holo and the way a couple of them often looked at him scornfully, as if he were still a little child.
“Why did you run away?” she asked abruptly.
“I told you,” Silas answered.
“I mean the real reason. Are your parents cruel, or is it just that they don’t seem to care?”
“My father’s all right.”
“What about your mother?”
“I don’t have one, they used stored ova for me.”
“What about you?” she said to Andrew.
“I don’t know,” he replied. “Silas was going, so I went with him.”
“That’s not a good reason. Don’t you like your home?”
“I like it fine.”
“You shouldn’t have left it, then.”
Andrew wanted to ask Thérèse why she had run away.
“Maybe you ought to go back,” she went on.
“We’ll stick with you,” Silas said. “You don’t mind, do you?”
“If I minded, I wouldn’t be walking with you, now would I?” The girl slowed, peering down the cracked and potholed asphalt. “We shouldn’t stay on this road.” She turned her head, surveying the area. A bridge was ahead. She pointed. “Maybe we should follow the river.”
“Fine with me,” Silas said. They left the road, scampering down the hill to the bank. The river flowed west; they climbed over rocks and strolled along the grassy bank.
“How long have you been traveling?” Silas asked.
“Long enough,” Thérèse replied. “Since spring. A couple of months.”
Silas whistled. The girl stumbled, waving her arms in an attempt to regain her balance. Pebbles rolled down the bank. Andrew reached for her, grabbing her arm. She jerked away violently, almost falling.
The slap stung his cheek. He stepped back. “Don’t touch me,” Thérèse shouted. “Keep away from me.” Her arm was up, as if she was about to hit him again.
“I was trying to help.” He crouched, holding out a hand. Thérèse was breathing heavily; her cheeks were flushed. Silas moved away from her and came closer to Andrew. The girl lowered her hands.
“I’m sorry,” she said at last. “Don’t touch me. Don’t get too close to me. I can’t stand it. All right?”
Andrew nodded. She turned and marched ahead, not looking back. Silas raised his eyebrows, then followed her. Andrew trailed behind. The look in Thérèse’s brown eyes had chilled him; he had not seen the heat of anger or the wide eyes of fear, only a cold look of malice and hatred. He stuffed his hands in his pockets as he walked and kept back, afraid to get too close to Thérèse.
 
 
By noon they had left the river and found a dirt road that wound through wooded hills. Thérèse had remained silent, but she had also managed to smile at a couple of Silas’s remarks. Andrew began to whistle a tune, then turned it into the 1812 Overture. Silas added sound effects, shouting “Boom” at the appropriate moments. Thérèse laughed, but her mouth twisted, as if she found the whole thing silly as well.
Then she stopped, and pointed. Below them, the road dipped. A woman was walking along the road, her back to them, a kobold behind her. Apparently she had not heard them. She was moving toward a clearing; a small house, surrounded by a trimmed lawn, stood back from the road. A maple tree was in front of the house; near it, several flat stones formed a circle on the ground.
Andrew went as close to Thérèse as he dared. “What now?” he said softly.
She frowned. “We can catch up with her.”
“But she’ll—”
“Come on.” She moved ahead quickly, and both boys followed. The woman stopped walking and lifted a slender white cylinder to her lips, lighting it; she was smoking a cigarette. Then she turned and saw them.
Her dark eyes were wide. She dropped the cigarette quickly, as if ashamed that they had seen it, grinding it out with her foot. The kobold drew near her protectively. Its white hair was short, and its eyebrows bushy; it scowled.
Thérèse, approaching, lifted a hand. “Hello.”
“Hello?” the woman answered. Her greeting seemed tentative. She plucked nervously at her long black hair.
The girl moved closer, glancing at the kobold. It drew itself up, adjusting its red cape. Andrew and Silas kept behind Thérèse. Andrew was not afraid of the woman, only of the android, which might move quickly if it thought its mistress was being threatened. He kept his hands at his sides, palms open, in sight of the small creature.
“What do you want?” the woman asked.
Thérèse said, “We need food, and a place to rest. Please help us. We won’t bother you, or anything.” The girl’s voice was higher, gender than the tone Andrew had heard on the road. The woman gazed at Thérèse’s outstretched hands, and her eyelids fluttered; Andrew was sure she had noticed the weapon at the girl’s waist.
The woman straightened. She lifted her head and stuck out her chin, as if ready for a confrontation, but her hands trembled. “What are you doing out here?” Her voice was high and weak.
“We’re running away,” Thérèse said. “We’re experiments.” Andrew tried not to look surprised; Silas was keeping a straight face. “These biologists were testing us. I know they didn’t think they were doing anything mean, but you know how they are. This one man said he’d help us if we got away. So we’re on our way to his place.”
The woman frowned. “I never heard of such a thing.”
“They do a lot they don’t talk about. They can do anything they want, because everybody depends on them. Please don’t give us away.” Thérèse blinked her eyes, as if about to cry.
The woman pressed her hands together. “You poor things. You’d better follow me.”
She led them toward her house. Andrew noticed that she was keeping near her kobold.
 
 
The woman’s name was Josepha. The inside of her home smelled musty, as if she had been away and only recently returned. She had questioned them, and Thérèse had mumbled vaguely, avoiding answering.
Now the woman sat under her maple tree with a pad, sketching, while the children sat near the house, finishing the food she had given them. Josepha, although seemingly sympathetic, still kept her kobold at her side. The android faced them, hands at its waist.
“Was that true?” Andrew asked Thérèse.
“Was what true?”
“That story about the biologists.”
“Of course not.” With Josepha in the distance, the girl’s voice was once again low and clipped. “It could be true. They made those things, didn’t they?” She gestured at the kobold; it lifted its head.
“That isn’t the same as experiments with people.”
“What would you know about it?” Thérèse replied. “They made them, they made us, they used the same genetic material. They just make different modifications. What’s the difference?”
“There’s a lot of difference,” Andrew protested, thinking of the dead kobold in the woods near his home. “They’re limited, they can’t do much without direction.”
“I had to tell her something,” Thérèse murmured. “It doesn’t matter whether she believes it or not.”
“Why not?”
“Because she won’t do anything. First of all, we’re kids, so she feels protective. Second, she’s afraid. She won’t do anything that might put her in danger, and that’s why she won’t alert anyone. The older people get, the fewer risks they take. Why do you think she’s hiding away here? She’s afraid. She’ll do what we want. By the time she gets around to checking, and finding out we lied, we’ll be long gone. It takes them ages to make up their minds to do something anyway.”
Silas finished his roll and leaned back. “Why take the chance?” he asked.
“I just finished telling you, it isn’t a chance. She doesn’t want to be threatened. I could wing her with this laser before that kobold stopped me; all it’s got is a tranquilizer gun. They’d rather have their life than anything, those people. They beg for mercy, they do anything to avoid death.”
Andrew felt sick. Thérèse’s words were coarse and disgusting.
“Anyway, she’s one of the scared ones,” Thérèse continued. “I saw that right away. I’ve been running longer than you have. I need real food and a good night’s sleep. Don’t worry; I’ve done this before, and no one’s caught me yet.” Her voice was calmer.
“Why’d you run away, Thérèse?” Andrew asked.
She was staring past him, curling her lip. She was very quiet; he could not even hear her breathe. “I had my reasons,” she said at last. She pressed her lips together and said no more.
 
 
They slept in Josepha’s living room. That was where the woman had her holo screen and computer. The girl shook them awake at dawn. She had slept on a mat spread out on the carpet, leaving the large sofa to the boys. Andrew picked up his knapsack and hoisted it to his back while Silas yawned and stretched.
“We’d better get going,” Thérèse whispered. She propped Josepha’s drawing pad against the back of the sofa. She had written a message on it:
 
Dear Josepha,
 
Thank you for the food, and especially for the bath. We really are grateful. We’re going to head west now to find our friend. Maybe he’ll call and thank you himself when we’re settled. We’ll be thinking of you.
 
Terry, Simon, and Drew

 
Andrew had thought they’d been clever with their aliases; now, seeing them written out, they seemed a poor disguise. The words had been scrawled in a large, childish hand. Thérèse had transformed herself for Josepha, becoming a victimized and gentle child; she had played the role so well that even he had almost believed it. He and Silas had been merely the supporting players in the performance.
Thérèse signaled to them. They crept from the house, passing the kobold at the front door. The android looked up. “May I help you?” it asked.
The girl stopped. She seemed sad as she looked at the kobold. She raised one hand slowly and patted the kobold on the head. It smiled. “Is she good to you?” Thérèse asked. “Are you treated well?”
“May I help you? I can guide you to the road.”
The girl drew back. “No; we’re all right. Good bye.”
“Good-bye. It was nice to see you.” It waved with one small hand.
The three headed across the lawn to the road. “Are we really going west?” Andrew asked.
“Of course not,” the girl answered. “We’re going north. Fewer people.” She paused. “Maybe you two ought to go back. Josepha could get you home.” She said the words stiffly, as if she did not mean them.
Silas said, “We’ll stick with you.”
She seemed relieved. They hiked along the road silently. The morning air was damp and cool; Andrew shivered. He wondered if his parents were looking for him now, if they had found out about the cats. Then he realized that they would probably search south first, because Silas had always talked about how things were better there.
Silas had fallen under Thérèse’s spell. His friend followed her contentedly, as if happy to have found a leader. The ease of his surrender had surprised Andrew. He had thought of Silas as decisive; now he wondered if his friend had ever decided much of anything. His past actions now seemed to be only a surrender to his feelings.
He glanced at the girl as they walked. What would she do if they were found? She seemed desperate. He thought of how she had pulled away and slapped him, of how she had talked about death. She knew about him and Silas, but they knew nothing about her. Would she have hurt Josepha if the woman had tried to summon others? The girl had sounded as if she would, yet she had treated Josepha’s android with kindness.
They left the road and began to climb a hill. It was dark under the trees; leaves rustled as they climbed. Thérèse’s pockets bulged with cheese and dried fruit which she had taken from Josepha; she swayed as she moved. Andrew ached, though not as much as the day before.
Silas moved closer to him. “I keep thinking about my father,” he said between breaths. “He must be worried. I think about it now, and it seems awful. I keep wondering why I didn’t think of it before. I mean, I thought about it, but in a way I didn’t.”
“Does it bother you?” Andrew asked. Thérèse had moved farther ahead of them, setting her feet down heavily and awkwardly as if trying to flatten the earth. Her knees were thrust out; the upper part of her body was bent forward.
“I don’t know,” Silas said. “As long as I don’t have to see it, it’s like it isn’t there. It’s hard to explain. If I went home, I’d see how upset he is, and then I’d feel rotten, but here I don’t see it. I know the sooner I go back, the better it’ll be for him, but I’m afraid to go back, because then I’ll have to see him getting mad and upset, and I don’t want to.”
“We have to go back sooner or later,” Andrew murmured.
“I know.” Silas sighed. “I didn’t think of that, either. All I thought about was getting away and wandering around.” He glanced up at Thérèse. Then he looked at Andrew for a moment. His eyes pleaded silently.
Andrew thought: He wants me to decide. Thérèse stopped and turned around, folding her arms across her chest as she waited for them to reach her. For a moment, she looked older. Her eyes were aged and knowing; her face was set in a bitter smile. The wind stirred the tree limbs above, and shadows dappled her face, forming a mask over her eyes.
 
 
In the evening, it began to rain. They found shelter under an outcropping of rock. The rain applauded them as it hit the ground.
Andrew and Silas relieved themselves, pointing their penises at the rain beyond, then sat down. The ground was hard and stony, but dry. They ate their cheese and fruit in silence, then curled up to sleep.
Andrew dozed fitfully. His legs were cramped; if he stretched them, his feet would be in the rain. He stirred, trying to get comfortable. Something pressed against him in the dark.
“It’s me,” Thérèse whispered. He stiffened, afraid. Silas was asleep; he could hear his slight snort as he inhaled. “Just don’t grab at me, that’s all. All right?”
“Sure,” he whispered back.
She pressed her chest against his spine, draping an arm over him. Her body shook slightly and she sniffed. He heard her swallow.
“Thérèse. Are you all right?”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re crying.”
“No, I’m not.” Her body was still. He turned over on his back, raising his knees, careful not to touch her with his hands, and settled his head against the knapsack. He was growing hard; he covered his groin with one hand, confused, afraid she would notice.
“Listen,” he said softly, “maybe you should go home.” Her hand clutched his abdomen absent-mindedly; he froze and went limp. “You could stay at my house first, if you want, or with Silas. They wouldn’t mind.”
“I can’t go home.” He felt her breath on his ear. “Do you understand? Not ever. This isn’t some adventure for me. I’ll always have to hide.”
“But you can’t stay out here.”
“I can. It’s better than what I had. They’ll stop looking when I’m—”
Andrew waited for her to finish. He heard her sigh. She removed her arm. “I won’t give you away,” he whispered. “I promise.”
She was silent. The rain was not as heavy now; the stream of water rushing down from the outcropping had become a trickle. I’m your friend, Thérèse. He mouthed the words silently in the dark.
 
 
They stood at the top of a hill, facing north. The pine trees were thick around them; Andrew could catch only glimpses of the rolling land below.
Thérèse said, “Give me a boost.” Silas cupped his hands; she raised a foot, and he boosted her to a tree limb. She scrambled up and gazed out at the landscape. Andrew watched her, afraid she might fall, and wondering if he should get out of the way. She crouched, hung by the limb with her hands, and dropped to the ground.
“There’s a house down there,” she said. “We can stop there, or go around it.” She bowed her head.
“What do you want to do?” Andrew asked.
“I’m asking you.” She did not look at him. “I’m going to have to move on sooner or later by myself, you know that. I don’t want to get too attached to you.”
Silas looked at Andrew. Andrew did not reply. The girl turned and started down the hill, motioning for them to follow. Andrew thought about Thérèse continuing on her lonely journey. She had traveled alone before meeting them. She could handle herself, but the idea still bothered him.
Why did she have to hide, living on the edge of the world? Maybe she hadn’t lied about being part of an experiment. Once Dao had told him that some people were afraid of the biologists because they were dependent, all of them, on the scientists’ skill. They were kept immortal by them; they were afraid to have the few children they did without the biologists’ help. The dependency engendered fear. Thérèse must have made up the story after all.
There were, however, the kobolds and the trolls. He had never thought much about them. He recalled the way Thérèse had looked at Josepha’s kobold, as if she were speaking to a person rather than to a being of limited intelligence. Were the androids aware of what had been done to them? Did dim notions cross their minds before being drowned out by their cybernetic links or the commands of their masters?
Andrew went down the hillside cautiously, avoiding the uneven ground and loose stones. He could now see the house. It was a two-story wooden structure, painted white; it stood a few meters from a dirt road overgrown with weeds and wildflowers. The land immediately around the house was dusty and barren, as if plants refused to take root there. A smaller building, with peeling paint, stood in back of the house.
They came to the bottom of the hill and walked up the road. “I don’t think there’s anyone there,” Andrew said.
The girl glanced at him. “Do you think you could find your way home?” she asked.
“I guess we could. We could always go back to Josepha’s house.”
“You’d have to tell her we lied. It doesn’t matter. I’d have a head start.” They walked over the dusty ground toward the house. The lifelessness of the land around the structure was disturbing. Andrew suddenly wanted to flee.
The front door opened. Something fluttered in the darkness beyond the outer screen door. Andrew moved behind Thérèse. The screen door swung open and a kobold emerged, followed by a woman. She wore a long white dress with a high collar; she crossed the porch and stood on the top step, watching them.
Thérèse held her arms out; the boys did the same. “Hello,” the girl called out.
“Why, hello.” The woman waved. “Come on up here, let me take a look at you.”
Thérèse hesitated. She balanced on the balls of her feet, as if ready to run. She moved a little closer to the steps. “Come on up,” the woman said again. “Sit here, on the porch. I haven’t had visitors in quite a while.”
They went up the steps and seated themselves on the wicker chairs. The woman rested against the railing in front of them. The kobold stood near her protectively; it carried a silver wand. Andrew frowned; he noticed that Thérèse had also seen the weapon. The android’s blue shirt and pants were wrinkled; its face was marred by a large nose and wide mouth. The woman beamed, unafraid.
“You poor things,” the woman said. “You look as though you’ve had quite a trip.”
“We have,” Thérèse said. Now that Andrew was closer to the woman, he could see her face. There was something wrong with it; deep lines were etched around her mouth and eyes, and her jowls shook slightly as she spoke. Her skin was rough and yellowish. Even her hair was strange. She had pulled it back from her face, showing the grey streaks around her forehead and ears.
“Your face,” Andrew blurted out before he could stop himself.
The woman glared at him for a moment, then smiled again. “You think it’s ugly,” she said slowly. “You think it’s odd. Not all of us want to look twentyish. I like to look my age.” She chuckled, as if she had made a joke. “What are all of you doing way out here?”
Thérèse licked her lips. “We’re running away.”
“Running away. How sad. I suppose you must have a reason.” She held up her hand. “You needn’t tell me what it is. People are so thoughtless. I wouldn’t let any children of mine run away. You look as though you could use a good meal. Come on inside.”
She led them into the house. The front room was small, but clean. Lace doilies covered the arms of the worn blue sofa and chairs; two heavy brass lamps stood on end tables. The desk computer and holo screen were against the wall.
“You just sit down and take it easy. My name’s Emily. I’ll go get you something from the kitchen.” She squinted. “You’re not wearing your Bonds.”
“Of course not,” Thérèse said. “We’re running away.”
“I’ll be right back.”
“We’ll come with you.” They followed the woman to the kitchen and sat at the small wooden table while Emily punched buttons on her console.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Emily said, turning to face them while the food was materializing. “You thought I might have a communicator here. You thought I’d send for someone. Well, I won’t. I didn’t move out here so that I could have people dropping in all the time. I don’t like people.” She grinned. “I like children, though. If you want to go running around the countryside, that’s fine with me, but you can stay here as long as you like.”
She removed the food, took out bowls, and spooned vegetable soup into them, putting them on the table with glasses of milk and a small loaf of bread. She sat down and watched them as they ate. Andrew forgot his worries, eating the soup rapidly, slurping as he ate.
Emily nodded at them approvingly when they were done. Something in the gesture reminded him of Joan. He tried not to think of his return home. He would get through it somehow, and then it would be over. For now, he was safe.
 
 
They slept in the front room. Thérèse had claimed the sofa; Emily had provided two cots.
The girl was awake early. She bumped against Andrew’s cot as she rose; he opened his eyes and sat up. He watched as she took food and water from one knapsack and put it in the other.
He said, “You’re leaving.”
“I left you some stuff in the other sack, enough to get you by.”
“You’re leaving.”
“You knew I was going to sooner or later.”
Silas was still sleeping, arm over his eyes. “Listen to me, Andrew,” she went on quiedy. “I think you should wake him up and get going yourselves.”
“Emily’ll help us.”
“There’s something funny about her. I don’t think you should stay here. I have to go.” She moved toward the door, then looked back at him. “Andrew, if anybody tells you anything about me someday, just remember that it isn’t how it seems. I mean, I wouldn’t have hurt you two, I really wouldn’t have.”
“I know that.”
“Good-bye. Say good-bye to Silas for me, will you? And get out of here yourselves.” She opened the screen door and went out.
He got out of bed and followed. The kobold was outside the door. It let Thérèse pass, trailing her to the steps. A troll sat in front of the house, its long arms folded on the ground. Thérèse bounded down the steps and walked toward the road.
The troll rose and moved rapidly, scampering in front of the girl. She hopped to one side; it blocked her. She stood still for a few seconds, swaying, then hurried to her left. The troll ran, blocking her again.
“Let me pass,” he heard her say to the creature. She stepped forward, and it hit her. She backed toward the porch.
Andrew watched, confused and apprehensive. Thérèse turned and faced him. Her chest rose and fell; her pink cheeks were becoming rosier. She squinted and shook her head. She spun around suddenly and danced to her right. The troll blocked her again; it was too fast for her.
Her hand fluttered at her waist. She removed her wand, pointing it at her antagonist. Andrew saw a flash of light; Thérèse cried out. For a moment, he did not know what had happened. The girl swayed helplessly, holding her right arm. The kobold darted past her and swept up the rod on the ground.
Andrew hurried back to Silas and shook him awake. The other boy moaned.
“Silas. Get up.”
“What?” He shook his head and stared blankly at Andrew.
“Thérèse. The kobold shot at her.”
Silas was awake. He jumped from the cot, following Andrew to the door. Thérèse had retreated to the porch, still holding her hand.
“Are you hurt?” Andrew asked as he opened the door.
“No. Just my fingers. I’m all right.”
“Listen, there’s three of us. If we can distract the androids, maybe you can get away.”
She shook her head. “I can’t do that. I don’t have my weapon now. This is my fault, I got careless. We should have left as soon as I saw she wasn’t afraid.”
“We’ll be all right,” Andrew said. “She probably just told them to guard us. As soon as she wakes up—”
“How do you know that?” Thérèse interrupted. “How do you know she isn’t trying to keep us here?”
He didn’t know. He went back inside and crossed the room to the console. He pressed a button.
“Code, please,” the computer responded.
The machine was locked. Andrew shivered, backing away. Thérèse and Silas had come back inside.
“It won’t work,” he muttered. Thérèse was staring past him.
“How are my young visitors this morning?”
Andrew turned. Emily stood at the entrance to the room. She wore a gingham gown; her greying hair was loose around her shoulders. Another small kobold stood at her side; it too was armed.
Thérèse drew herself up, eying the woman belligerently. “We appreciate your hospitality,” she said slowly. “We’d like to be on our way.”
“Not so soon. I haven’t had visitors in ever so long. Do take off that knapsack, and I’ll get breakfast ready.”
“We’d like to leave now,” Thérèse said.
“But you can’t.”
“Why not?” Silas said loudly. His voice was high, breaking on the second word.
“Because I’m not ready to let you go.” Emily smiled as she spoke. “Now sit down. What would you like? Let’s have pancakes. That would be tasty, now wouldn’t it?”
Thérèse moved toward the woman, stopping when the kobold extended an arm, pointing at her with its weapon. Its black eyes narrowed. “You’d better be careful,” Emily went on. “They’re very protective of me, and I wouldn’t want you hurt because of a silly mistake. Now sit down and stop being naughty. I’ll get breakfast.”
 
 
They spent the day in the living room, guarded by the kobolds. Andrew had been unable to eat breakfast or lunch; Silas had lapsed into a sullen silence. Thérèse kept wandering over to the window, as if searching for a way to escape. Occasionally Emily would come to the door, smiling in at them solicitously. In the afternoon, she brought them a Chain of Life puzzle. Silas applied himself to it, assembling the pieces until he had part of the helix put together, then abandoned the puzzle to Andrew.
Andrew worked silently, trying to lose himself in concentration. The kobolds, standing nearby, watched without speaking. Once in a while, he looked up. The black-eyed android held its weapon with one hand while stroking its dark beard with the other. The blond one near the screen door was still. They were both ugly, the ugliest kobolds he had ever seen; it was as if Emily, with her own lack of beauty, wanted nothing beautiful around her. He wondered if she had made the creatures mute as well.
Andrew broke down at suppertime. Food had been laid out on the coffee table next to the helix. He stuffed himself, not tasting anything; Silas picked at his chicken while Emily hovered, beaming at them. Then she settled herself in a chair and sipped wine. She wore her white dress, but the setting sun in the window made the dress seem pink.
Thérèse was not eating. She scowled at the woman and drummed her fingers on the arm of the sofa. A finger caught in the doily. Thérèse tore at the lace, and it fluttered to the floor.
Thérèse said, “Give me some wine.”
“Aren’t you a little young for that, dear?”
“Give me some wine.”
Emily poured more of the pale liquid into her glass and handed it to the girl. Thérèse downed it in two gulps and held out the glass. The woman poured more wine. Thérèse leaned back. Her face was drawn.
Andrew’s stomach felt heavy and too full. Silas, seated cross-legged on the floor, had stopped eating. Emily said, “Would you like to hear a story?”
“No,” Andrew replied.
“I’ll tell you one, and then maybe you can tell me one.”
Thérèse raised her glass, peering over it at the woman. She said, “Go ahead, tell it. It better be good.”
“Oh, it is.” Emily sat up. “It’s very good. It’s about a lovely young woman, like a princess in a fairy tale.”
The young people were silent. Emily stared at the helix for a moment. “Once, there was a lovely young woman,” she began. “She lived in a beautiful house on the edge of a great city, but she was very sad, because the world beyond was cruel and hard. Even in her citadel, the evil of the world outside could reach her. It was as if everyone was under an evil spell; a dark spirit would come upon them, and they would go to war. Do you know what a war is?”
No one replied.
“That’s when people take all their talent and organize themselves to kill other people. Well, one day, something wonderful happened. The wars stopped. They stopped because some people had found a way to keep from dying. Now, before that, they had already found a way to stop people from aging as rapidly; they had a substance that cleared out all the protein cross-linkages.”
“We know about that,” Andrew said impatiently.
Emily shot him a glance. “Hush, child. Let me finish. These people had found a way to make everyone younger. You see, they were trying to find out about cancer, and they learned a lot about cells, and they found that they could stimulate the body to rejuvenate itself and become younger. No longer did our genetic structure condemn us. When people realized that they could live forever, the world changed. It was made beautiful by those who knew that now they would have to remain in it forever. We call that time the Transition.”
Andrew fidgeted. Thérèse sipped her wine. Emily’s long fingers stroked the arms of her chair; her pale hands had small brown spots around the blue veins.
“The young woman was happy. She opened her house to others, and they all spoke of the new age, their escape from death. But then the young woman began to grow weak. Soon she discovered that evil was still in her body. A malignancy was growing within her, her cells were out of control.” Emily paused. “It didn’t matter. The growth was soon inhibited by another substance, which enabled her immune system to control the disease. But later, when she received her rejuvenation treatments once more, the cancer returned. Her body was a battleground; her own cells were at war.”
Emily’s voice was trembling. Andrew moved a bit closer to Thérèse.
“Do you understand?” The woman’s voice was firm again. “It was as if the woman had been cursed. When she received the treatment that would allow her to live, the disease returned, because the same process that caused her body to renew itself allowed those cells to grow. When she took interferon—that is what controlled the disease—she would be well, but growing older. Do you understand now? Each time, she grew a bit older physically than she had been; she was aging—very slowly, to be sure, but aging nonetheless. There were others who had the same problem, but she did not care about them.”
The woman tilted her head. “She became a project,” she went on. “Biologists studied her. They discovered that she had a defective gene. The substance that enabled her body to rejuvenate itself triggered a response, and cancerous cells would multiply along with those that made her younger. Now these scientists were able to keep this gene from being passed on to others, but they could do little for the woman. They tried but nothing worked.”
Andrew sat very still, almost afraid to breathe. Thérèse threw her head back and finished her second glass of wine. Silas cleared his throat uneasily.
“The young woman left the world,” Emily said. “She didn’t want to be where she could see the youthful bodies and cheerful spirits of others. When she had clung to hope, she had drifted into depression and deep sorrow. Now she released her hopes and accepted her situation and found a freedom in so doing. Denied life—denied, at least, a full life—she would accept death, and find peace in the acceptance. So, you see, the story has a happy ending after all.”
Emily’s green eyes glittered. For a moment, her face seemed younger in the evening light.
Thérèse spoke. “The woman can still stay alive. She can still be helped. It’s her own fault if she gives up. More is known now, isn’t it?”
Emily smiled. “You don’t understand. Hope was too painful. Even healthy ones sometimes seek death, even now, you know that. The evil hasn’t disappeared, but it too has its consolations, even its own beauty. Flowers are beautiful because they die, aren’t they? And isn’t there a special poignancy in thinking of something you’ve lost? It’s a mercy. That’s what people used to say about death sometimes, it’s a mercy. It was a good death. He didn’t linger, he isn’t suffering now, he’s gone to meet his Maker, he’s cashed in his chips, he’s gone to his reward. Many of the old expressions were quite cheerful.” She lowered her chin. “There is little new knowledge now, only tinkering, little workshops where they play with genes and make things like those.” She waved a hand at one of the kobolds. “Something else died when we decided to live, and that was great change. There is no hope for the woman, but it doesn’t matter. There is a happy ending, you see. There, I’ve told you a story. Now you can tell me one.”
Silas looked up at Andrew apprehensively. Andrew lifted his head, unable to gaze directly at Emily. “We don’t have a story,” he mumbled.
“Come now. Of course you do, all alone in the middle of nowhere without your Bonds.”
“No, we don’t.”
“Maybe your girl friend has one, then. Don’t you, Terry? Why don’t you tell it?”
Thérèse held out her glass. “Give me a drink first.”
“You’ve had quite enough,” Emily said, but she poured more wine anyway. Thérèse rose and walked over to the window; the dark-haired kobold moved doser to the woman. Thérèse turned around.
“All right. I’ll tell you a story.” She took a breath. “A girl was living with a man. She’d lived with him all her life. He wasn’t her biological father, but he was the only parent she had ever known. He’d brought her home and cared for her ever since she’d been born.” Her voice shook a bit as she spoke.
“A rather abrupt preface,” Emily said. “But do go on.”
“At first, he was kind. Then he changed. He began to come to her room at night. He’d make her do things, and sometimes he hurt her. It got to where she sometimes even liked the pain, because he’d be sorry for a while afterwards, and he’d be nicer when he was sorry, and do what she wanted. But then it would start again. She tried to run away, but he hurt her badly, and she was afraid to try again. It was all her fault. That’s what he made her think. Everything he did was her fault, because something in her led him to do it.”
Thérèse’s voice did not tremble now; it was flat and toneless. She perched on the window sill; her face was shadowed.
“She was still growing. She began to change. The man didn’t like that, because he didn’t like women, only girls. So he began to give her the same thing that kept him young. It was tricky, but he managed. No one found out. They lived alone, and not many people saw her. He was only doing what the biologists do, wasn’t he? He was shaping a body to be what he wanted, that’s all, that’s how he looked at it. The years went by, and the girl grew older, while still remaining a child. The man began to forget that she wasn’t what she seemed.”
Thérèse gulped the rest of her wine and set the glass on the sill. “The girl was careful. She watched the man and bided her time. One day, she was able to escape, and she did. My story has a happy ending, too.”
Andrew realized that he was digging his fingers into his thighs. He tried to relax. Emily was watching the girl out of the sides of her eyes.
“You didn’t tell the whole story,” the woman said at last. Thérèse shook her head. “Tell the rest. The girl didn’t just run, did she? She killed the man while making her escape, didn’t she?”
Thérèse did not reply.
“They’re looking for her. She’s still missing. She killed someone. You know what they’ll do when she’s found? They’ll send her up.” Emily pointed at the sky. “They’ll exile her, they’ll send her to a prison asteroid, with all the other murderers. She’ll have to stay there. After a year of low gravity, she’ll need an exoskeleton to live on Earth again. There won’t be a happy ending if she’s caught.”
Thérèse moved her arm, hitting the glass. It fell to the floor, shattering. Andrew started. Emily rose. “Enough stories for tonight, don’t you think? It’s time to rest now.”
She left. The bearded kobold remained; the blond one went out on the porch and stood in front of the screen door. Andrew got up and went to Thérèse. “It isn’t true.”
She said nothing.
“It isn’t true, Thérèse. They won’t send you away, they can’t.”
She pushed him aside and threw herself across one of the cots. He hovered at her side, wanting to touch her, but afraid to do so. She hid her face. Her body was very still.
The kobold made a sound. “Others,” it said, and Andrew started. “Others, before. Other visitors. Gone now. Go to sleep.”
The raspy voice made Andrew shiver. Silas stood. He picked up a plate and smashed it on the floor. Thérèse turned her head. Silas broke another plate. “Stop,” the kobold said.
Andrew went to his friend. “Silas.” He reached for the shadowy shape and held the other boy by the shoulders.
Silas shook his head and pushed Andrew away. “I’m all right now.” He sat down on the sofa. Thérèse was lying on her side, her hip a dark hyperbola obscuring part of the window.
Silas lifted his chin. “Did you really do it?”
“Do what?” Her voice was flat.
“What she said.”
“I didn’t mean to. I was trying to get away. He tried to stop me. He should have let me go. When it was over, I was glad. I’m glad he’s dead.” The cot squeaked as she settled herself. “Go to sleep.”
“Go to sleep,” the kobold echoed.
Silas said, “We have to get out of here.”
Thérèse did not answer. Andrew stretched out on the other cot. The girl seemed resigned. He realized that Thérèse had only exile to anticipate, more wandering or a prison world. He heard footsteps in the hall; they faded, and the back door slammed. The house was quiet; outside, crickets chirped. There was light just beyond the window; the moon had risen.
Silas got up and went around the cots to the window. He put his elbows on the sill. The small shape outside the screen door disappeared; a small head appeared near Silas, making him look, for a moment, like a two-headed creature. Silas stood up.
“Come out,” the blond kobold on the porch said. It was a black shadow with a silver nimbus around its head. “Come outside.”
Silas backed away. The bearded kobold crossed to the screen door. “Go on,” it whispered, as if conspiring with them.
Silas came closer to Andrew. “They want to help us.”
Andrew shook his head. “No, they don’t. They don’t want to do anything. Emily tells them what to do. Don’t listen to them.”
“If I could get away, I could get help. It’s worth a try, isn’t it?”
“Don’t go outside, Silas.” He looked toward Thérèse. “You tell him. Tell him not to go.”
“Andrew’s right,” Thérèse said from the cot.
“They said there were others,” Silas replied. “Maybe they helped them get away.”
“You’re wrong. Kobolds can only do what they’re told; they have to be directed. They don’t have minds.” But Andrew heard the doubt in the girl’s voice.
“It’s worth a chance, isn’t it?” Silas said. “Maybe you don’t want to go because you know what’s going to happen to you when you’re caught. You don’t want help to come. You don’t care what happens to us.”
“Don’t go,” Andrew said.
Silas leaned over him; Andrew could feel his breath. “It’s your fault, too.” Andrew shrank back, puzzled. “You should have stopped me before, if you hadn’t come along, I wouldn’t be on this trip. And it’s her fault for having us stop here. I’m not going to stay because of what you tell me.” He walked to the door; the bearded kobold let him pass. The screen door slammed behind Silas.
Thérèse slid off her cot and stood up. The kobold made a circle with its wand. She moved closer to the creature and it pointed the wand at her. Andrew rolled off his cot toward the sofa, trying to decide what to do. Thérèse backed to the window. The android’s head turned.
Andrew’s hand was reaching for the brass lamp near him. He pulled out the cord. He seemed to be moving very slowly. Thérèse lifted a hand to her face. He picked up the lamp. The kobold was pivoting on one foot. He saw its face as he leaped, bringing the base of the lamp down on its head.
It squeaked. The wand flew from its hand, clattering across the floor. Andrew hit it again and it was still as it fell, its limbs stiff. He dropped the lamp and began to shake.
Thérèse was breathing heavily. “You took a chance,” she said. “You really took a chance.” She knelt and began to crawl over the floor. “I have to find that weapon.”
“Use your light.”
“I lost my light.”
Andrew remembered Silas. He went to the door. Thérèse was slapping the floor. He breathed the night air and smelled dirt and pollen. Opening the door cautiously, he went out on the porch; his skin prickled as a cool breeze touched him.
The blond kobold was below, in front of the porch. Silas was running across the barren yard, kicking up dust. The troll was blocking him, leaping from side to side and waving its long arms as if playing with the boy. Silas darted to the left, but the creature was too quick for him. It herded him, driving him back toward the house. The boy hopped and danced, coming closer to Andrew.
Andrew came down the steps, pausing on the bottom one. The kobold saw him. He could hear Silas panting; there were shiny streaks on his friend’s face. The troll put its hands on the ground and swung between them on its arms, lifting its knees to its chest. It grinned, showing its crooked teeth. Then Andrew saw Emily.
The woman had come around the side of the house and now stood to Andrew’s left, watching the pursuit. Her white dress shone in the moonlight and fluttered in the breeze. She raised her hands as if casting a spell, and Andrew saw that she was holding a wand.
He opened his mouth to cry out. His throat locked; he rasped as breath left him. The woman pointed her wand. The beam struck Silas in the chest. He fell. Andrew heard a scream.
He stared numbly at his friend. A black spot was covering Silas, flowing over his chest; his eyes gazed heavenward. “Silas?” Andrew murmured. He swayed on the steps. “Silas?” The troll stood up; the kobold stood near Silas’s head. Dust had settled in the boy’s thick hair.
Emily was walking toward him, still holding the wand. She was smiling; the blue stone of her Bond seemed to wink. Andrew faced her, unable to move. His limbs were heavy; invisible hands pressed against him. He saw one white arm rise.
A beam brightened the night. Andrew gasped. Emily was falling. Andrew clutched at his abdomen and spun around, almost falling from the step. Thérèse was climbing through the window; her feet hit the porch. She came to the railing and leaned over it, firing at Emily with her weapon. The white dress was stained. The kobold raised its wand. Andrew dived for it as it fired, and heard a cry. He wrested the weapon from it and knocked the creature aside.
Thérèse was screaming. She continued to fire at Emily. One beam struck the woman in the leg; another burned through her head. One arm jerked. The stone on Emily’s Bond was black. Thérèse kept shooting, striking the ground near the body.
His vision blurred for a moment. He found himself next to the girl. “Thérèse, stop.” She cried out as he reached for her and held out her leftarm. Her hand was a burned, bloody claw; he gasped and touched her right shoulder. She tore herself from him and went down the steps to Silas. She knelt in the dirt, patting his face with her right hand.
“I was too late,” she said. She was crying. The kobold sat up, rubbing its head. Andrew gripped his wand, aimed it at the android, then let his arm drop. The troll scampered to the side of its dead mistress. It lifted her in its arms and held her. A sudden gust whipped Andrew’s hair; he caught the metallic smell of blood in the summer’s dust.
 
 
Joan tried to stop Andrew at the door.
“Where are you going?”
“I want to say good-bye to Thérèse.”
Joan frowned. “I don’t think you should.”
“She’s my friend.”
“She killed two people.” Joan’s voice tripped over the word kill. “She’s very ill.”
“She’s not. She did what she had to do. She had to kill Emily.”
Joan stepped back. “That woman was very disturbed, Andrew. She needed help, reconditioning. She was ill.”
“She wasn’t ill. She was going to die, and so she wanted other people to die, too, that’s all.” He thought of Emily’s body in the dirt, and his throat tightened; Thérèse had cursed their rescuers when they destroyed Emily’s kobold and troll. The troll had looked at Andrew before it died, and he had thought he saw awareness in its eyes.
Joan took him by the shoulders. Her eyes were narrowed; her lips were pulled back over her teeth. “You’ll forget all this. The psychologist will be here tomorrow, and that will be that. You’ll think differently about this incident.”
He twisted away and went out the door. Dao was outside. He let Andrew pass.
A tent had been put up at the bottom of the hill, a temporary shelter for Thérèse and the two psychologists who were now with her. They had questioned the girl and interrogated him; they had set up a tent because Joan had been afraid to have the girl in her house. Now they would take Thérèse away. The evil in his world would be smoothed over, explained and rationalized. Thérèse would not be sent to an asteroid; only people who were hopelessly death-loving were sent there, and even they could change, given enough time. That was what the female psychologist had told him. They had high hopes for Thérèse; she was young enough to heal. They would help her construct a new personality. The mental scars would disappear; the cruelty would be forgotten. Andrew thought of it, and it seemed like death; the Thérèse he knew would no longer exist.
Thérèse came out of the tent as he approached. The brown-skinned woman followed her; the red-haired man was near their hovercraft, putting things away. Thérèse reached for Andrew’s hand and held it for a moment before releasing it. The psychologist lingered near them.
“I want to talk to him alone,” Thérèse said. “Don’t worry, you’ll find out all my secrets soon enough.” The woman withdrew. Thérèse led Andrew inside the tent.
They sat down on an air mattress. The girl looked down at the Bond on her right wrist. “Can’t get this one off so easily,” she muttered. Her mouth twisted. She gestured with her bandaged left hand. “They’re going to fix my hand first,” she went on. “It’ll be just the way it was, no scars.”
He said, “I don’t want you to go.”
“It won’t be so bad. They told me I’d be happier. It’s probably true. They’re nice people.”
Andrew glanced at her. “Ben might clone Silas. That’s what he told Dao. He’s thinking about it. He’s going to go away.”
“It won’t be Silas.”
“I know.”
Thérèse shook back her hair. “I guess I won’t remember much of this. It’ll be like a dream.”
“I don’t want you to forget. I won’t. I promise. I don’t want to forget you, Thérèse. I don’t care. You’re the only friend I have now.”
She frowned. “Make some new friends. Don’t just wait around for someone else to tell you what to do.” She paused. “I could have just aimed at her arm, you know. Then she would have still been alive.”
“She was dying anyway.”
“They could have helped her eventually. She was dying very slowly. I didn’t have to kill Rani, either.” Her eyes were wide; she stared past him. “I didn’t. He was down, he begged me to stop. I kept hitting him with the poker until his skull caved in. I wanted to be sure he wouldn’t come after me. I was glad, too. I was glad he was dead and I was still alive.”
“No,” Andrew said.
“Stop it.” She dug her fingers into his shoulder. “You said you didn’t want to forget me. If you don’t see me the way I am, you’ve forgotten me already. Do you understand?”
He nodded, and she released him. His eyes stung; he blinked. “Listen, Andrew. We’ll be all right. We’ll grow up, and we’ll be alive forever. When everyone lives forever, then sooner or later they have to meet everyone else, don’t they? If we live long enough, we’re bound to see each other again, it’ll be like starting all over.”
He did not reply.
“It’s true, you know it’s true. Stop looking like that.” She jabbed him with her elbow. “Say good-bye, Andrew. I don’t want you hanging around when we leave. I won’t be able to stand it.”
“Good-bye, Thérèse.”
“Good-bye.” She touched his arm. He got up and lifted the tent flap. He wanted to look back at her; instead, he let the flap drop behind him.
He climbed the hill, trying to imagine endless life. Joan and Dao were on the porch, waiting for him. He thought of Silas. You’ll always be afraid, just like them; that was what his friend had said. No, Andrew told himself; not any more. His friend’s face was suddenly before him, vivid; Joan and Dao were only distant, ghostly shapes, trying to face up to forever.
 
 



 
Afterword to “The Summer’s Dust”:
 
Immortality—as a hope, a promise, or a punishment—has to be among the most persistent of human concerns, while the knowledge that we are all eventually going to die seems to be at the heart of everything we do. Death is the goad that drives us to whatever achievements we win. Many people look past this certain end and choose to believe in a life after death; unbeliever that I am, this hope strikes me as an extreme if all too common form of being in denial.
One consolation for our limited human lives has traditionally been knowing, or at least hoping, that others of our kind, our children and descendants, would live on after we were gone. Some have speculated that in a world where human lives could be indefinitely prolonged, there would likely be fewer children. Instead, people could live out various lives themselves instead of passing on their hopes to their progeny, and if all of those long-lived people kept having children at our rate, the population would explode.
What would life be like for children in such a society, a world where perhaps only they are growing, maturing, and changing? What might happen if, in spite of all the safeguards people might employ to protect themselves and preserve their long lives, death intruded on the world of these children? “The Summer’s Dust” grew out of these questions.
 
 
 



 
DREAM OF VENUS
 
Hassan Petrovich Maksutov’s grandfather was the first to point out Venus to him, when Hassan was five years old. His family and much of his clan had moved to the outskirts of Jeddah by then, and his grandfather had taken him outside to view the heavens.
The night sky was a black canopy of tiny flickering flames; Hassan had imagined suddenly growing as tall as a djinn and reaching out to touch a star. Venus did not flicker like other stars, but shone steadily on the horizon in the hour before dawn. Hassan had not known then that he would eventually travel to that planet, but he had delighted in looking up at the beacon that signified humankind’s greatest endeavor.
Twenty years after that first sighting, Hassan was gazing down at Venus from one of the ten domed Islands that floated in the upper reaches of the planet’s poisonous atmosphere. These Cytherian Islands, as they were known (after the island of Cythera where the goddess Aphrodite had been worshipped in the ancient world), were vast platforms that had been built on top of massive metal cells filled with helium and then covered with dirt and soil. After each Island had been enclosed by an impermeable dome, the surfaces were gardened, and by the time Hassan was standing on a raised platform at the edge of Island Two and peering into the veiled darkness below, the Islands had for decades been gardens of trees, flowers, grassy expanses, and dwellings that housed the people who had come to Venus to be a part of the Project, Earth’s effort to terraform her sister planet.
The Venus Project, as Hassan had known ever since childhood, was the greatest feat of engineering humankind had ever attempted, an enterprise that had already taken the labor of millions. Simply constructing the Parasol, the umbrella that shielded Venus from the sun, was an endeavor that had dwarfed the building of the Pyramids (where his father and mother had taken him to view those majestic crumbling monuments) and China’s Great Wall (which he had visited during a break from his studies at the University of Chimkent). The Parasol had grown into a vast metallic flower as wide in diameter as Venus herself, in order to allow that hot and deadly world to cool. Venus would remain cloaked in the Parasol’s shadow for centuries to come.
Hassan’s grandfather had explained to him, during their sighting of Venus, that what he was seeing was in fact not the planet itself, but the reflected light of the Parasol. To the old man, this made the sight even more impressive, since the great shield was humankind’s accomplishment, but Hassan had felt a twinge of disappointment. Even now, as he stood on Island Two, the planet below was veiled in darkness, hidden from view.
The Venus of past millennia, with a surface hot enough to melt lead, an atmosphere thick with sulfur dioxide, and an atmospheric pressure that would have crushed a person standing on its barren surface, had already undergone changes. Hydrogen, siphoned off from Saturn, had been carried to Venus in a steady stream of tanks and then released into the atmosphere, where it was combining with the free oxygen produced by the changes in the Venusian environment to form water. The Cytherian clouds had been seeded with a genetically engineered strain of algae that fed on the sulfuric acid and expelled it in the form of copper and iron sulfides. The Venus of the past now existed more in memory than in reality; the Venus of the future, that green and fertile planet that would become a second Earth and a new home for humankind, was still a dream.
As for the present, Hassan would now become one more person whose life would be enlarged by his own contribution, however small, to the great Venus Project. So Hassan’s father Pyotr Andreievich had hoped while meeting with friends and exerting his considerable influence on behalf of his son. Pyotr Andreievich Maksutov was a Linker, one of the privileged few who had implants linking their cortexes directly to Earth’s cyberminds, a man who was often called upon to advise the Council of Mukhtars that governed all the Nomarchies of Earth and also watched over the Venus Project. Pyotr had convinced several Linkers connected with the Venus Project Council that Hassan, a specialist in geology, was worthy of being given a coveted place among the Cytherian Islanders.
Hassan, looking down at shadowed Venus through the transparent dome of Island Two, had been able to believe that he might have earned his position here until arriving on this Island. He had been here for two days now, and was beginning to feel as though his father’s influence had always been a benign shadow over his life, one that had shielded him from certain realities. The passengers on the torchship that had carried him from Earth had been friendly, willing to share their enthusiasm for the work that lay ahead of them; the crew had been solicitous of his welfare, and he had taken their warmth and kindness as that of comrades reaching out to one who would soon be a colleague laboring for the Project. On the Island, he had been given a room in a building where most of the other residents were specialists who had lived on Island Two for several years, and had assumed that this was only because newcomers were usually assigned to any quarters that happened to be empty until more permanent quarters were found for them.
Now he suspected that the friendliness of the people aboard the torchship and his relatively comfortable quarters on Island Two had more to do with his family’s connections than with luck or any merits of his own. The Venus Project needed people of all sorts—workers to maintain and repair homeostats and life support systems, and pilots for the airships that moved between the Islands and for the shuttles that carried passengers to and from Anwara, the space station in high orbit around Venus that was their link to Earth, where the torchship s from the home world landed and docked. Counselors to tend to the psychological health of the Islanders, scientists, and people brave enough to work on the Bats, the two satellites above Venus’s north and south poles, were all needed here, and not all of them were exceptionally gifted or among the most brilliant in their disciplines. Many Islanders, the workers in particular, came from the humblest of backgrounds; the Council of Mukhtars wanted all of Earth’s people to share in the glory of terraforming, although the more cynical claimed that offering such hope to the masses also functioned as a social safety valve.
Hassan could tell himself that he measured up to any of the people here, and yet after only a short time on Island Two, he saw that many here had a quality he lacked—a determination, a hardness, a devotion to the Project that some might call irrational. Such obsessiveness was probably necessary for those who would never see the result of their efforts, who had to have faith that others would see what they had started through to the end. The Project needed such driven people, and would need them for centuries to come.
But Hassan was only a younger son of an ambitious and well-connected father, who was here mostly because Pyotr could not think of anything else to do with him. He was not brilliant enough to be trained for an academic position, not politically adept enough to maneuver his way into becoming an aide to the Council of Mukhtars, and he lacked the extraordinary discipline required of those chosen to be Linkers; his more flighty mind, it was feared, might be overwhelmed by the sea of data a Link would provide. Hassan might, however, be burnished by a decade or two of work on the Project. With that accomplishment on his public record, he could return to Earth and perhaps land a position training hopeful young idealists who dreamed of joining the Project; that sort of post would give him some influence. He might even be brought in to consult with members of the Project Council, or made a member of one of the committees that advised the Council of Mukhtars on the terraforming of Venus. In any event, his father would see an ineffectual son transformed into a man with a reputation much enhanced by his small role in humankind’s most ambitious enterprise.
Hassan knew that he should consider himself fortunate that his father had the power to help secure his son’s position. He was even luckier to win a chance to be listed among all of those who would make a new Earth of Venus. His life had been filled with good fortune, yet he often wondered why his luck had not made him happier.
 
 
After the call to evening prayer had sounded, and the bright light of the dome high overhead had faded into silver, Hassan usually walked to the gardens near the ziggurat where Island Two’s Administrators lived and ate his supper there. He might have taken the meal in his building’s common room with the other residents, or alone in his room, but eating in solitude did not appeal to him. As for dining with the others, the people who lived in his building still treated him with a kind of amused and faintly contemptuous tolerance even after almost five months.
Hassan chafed at such treatment. Always before, at school and at university and among the guests his family invited to their compound, he had been sought out, flattered, and admired. His opinions had been solicited, his tentative comments on all sorts of matters accepted as intriguing insights into the matters of the day. His professors, even those who had expected more of him, had praise for his potential if not for his actual accomplishment. But many Islanders seemed to regard him as someone on the level of a common worker, no better or worse than anyone else. Indeed the workers here, most of whom came from either teeming slums or the more impoverished rural areas and isolated regions of Earth’s Nomarchies, were often treated with more deference than he was.
And why not? Hassan had finally asked himself. Why shouldn’t an illiterate man or woman laboring for the Project be given more respect than a Linker’s son? The workers, however humble their origins, had to be the best at their trades, and extremely determined, in order to win a place here, and the main reward they wanted for their efforts was a chance for their descendants to have more opportunities than they had been given and to be among the first to settle a new world. Hassan’s place was a gift from his father, and he was not thinking of a better world for any children he might have, only of hanging on to what his family already possessed.
Hassan sat down at his usual table, which was near a small pool of water. Other people, several with the small diamondlike gems of Linkers on their foreheads, sat at other tables around the pool and under slender trees that resembled birches. As a servo rolled toward him to take his order, he glimpsed his friend Muhammad Sheridan hurrying toward him from the stone path that led to the Administrators’ ziggurat.
“Salaam,” Muhammad called out to him. “Thought I’d be late—the Committee meeting went on longer than we expected.” The brown-skinned young man sat down across from Hassan. Muhammad’s family were merchants and shopkeepers from the Atlantic Federation, wealthy enough to have a large estate near the southern New Jersey dikes and sea walls and well connected enough to have sent Muhammad to the University of Damascus for his degree in mathematics. Hassan felt at ease with Muhammad; the two often ate dinner together. Muhammad had a position as an aide to Administrator Pavel Gvishiani, a post that would have assured him a certain amount of status on Earth. But here, Muhammad often felt himself patronized, as he had admitted to Hassan.
“Let’s face it,” Muhammad had said only the other evening, “the only way we’re going to make a place for ourselves among these people is to do something truly spectacular for the Project, maybe something, God willing, on the order of what Dawud Hasseen accomplished.” Dawud Hasseen had designed the Parasol almost three centuries earlier, and had been the chief engineer during its construction. “Or else we’ll have to put in our time here without complaining until we’re as driven and obsessed as most of the workers and younger specialists, in which case we might finally become more acceptable.”
The second course was their only realistic alternative, Hassan thought. Their work here would not allow either of them much scope for grand achievements. Muhammad’s position as an aide to Pavel Gvishiani required him to devote his time to such humble tasks as backing up written and oral records of meetings, retrieving summaries of them when needed, preparing and reviewing routine public statements, and occasionally entertaining Pavel with discussions of any mathematical treatises the Administrator had recently had transmitted to him from Earth. Lorna FredasMarkos, the head of Hassan’s team of geologists, had given Hassan the mundane work of keeping the team’s records in order and occasionally analyzing data on the increases in the levels of iron and copper sulfides on the basalt surface of Venus, work no one else was particularly interested in doing and that almost anyone else could have done.
“I don’t know which Islanders are the worst,” Muhammad had continued, “the peasants and street urchins who came here from Earth, or the workers who think of themselves as the Project’s aristocrats just because their families have been living here for more than one generation.” This was the kind of frank remark Hassan’s friend would have kept to himself in other company.
Muhammad set his pocket screen on the tabletop in front of him. Hassan had brought his own pocket screen; although there was no work he had to do this evening, he had taken to toting his screen around, so that he could at least give the appearance of being busy and needed. The two young men ordered a pot of tea and simple meals of vegetables, beans, and rice. Hassan had come to the Islands with enough credit to afford a more lavish repast, even some imported foods from Earth, but he was doing his best to keep within the credit allotted to him by the Project, knowing that this would look better on his record.
“How goes it with you?” Muhammad asked.
“The way it usually does,” Hassan replied, “although Lorna hinted that she might give me a new assignment. There’s a new geologist joining our team, so perhaps Lorna wants me to be her mentor.” He had looked up the public record of the geologist, who had arrived from Earth only two days ago. Her name was Miriam Lucea-Noyes; she had grown up on a farm in the Pacific Federation of North America, and had been trained at the University of Vancouver. It was easy for him to piece together most of her story from her record. Miriam Lucea-Noyes had been one of those bright but unschooled children who was occasionally discovered by a regional Counselor and elevated beyond her family’s status; she had been chosen for a preparatory school and then admitted to the university for more specialized training. Her academic record was, Hassan ruefully admitted to himself, superior to his own, and he could safely assume that she had the doggedness and single- mindedness of most of those who had come to the Cytherian Islands. About the only surprising detail in her record was the fact that she had spent two years earning extra credit for her account as a technical assistant to a director of mind-tours and virtual entertainments before completing her studies.
“Ah, yes, the new geologist.” Muhammad smiled. “Actually, I might be at least partly responsible for your new assignment. Administrator Pavel thinks it’s time that we put together a new mind-tour of the Venus Project. The Project Council could use the extra credit the production would bring, and we haven’t done one for a while.”
Hassan leaned back. “I would have thought that there were already enough such entertainments.”
“True, but most of them are a bit quaint. All of them could use some updating. And Pavel thinks that we have the capacity to provide a much more exciting and detailed experience now.”
The servo returned with a teapot and two cups. Hassan poured himself and his friend some tea. “I wouldn’t have thought,” he said, “that an Administrator would be concerning himself with something as relatively unimportant as a mind-tour.”
“Pavel Gvishiani is the kind of man who concerns himself with everything.” Muhammad sipped some tea. “Anyway, Pavel was discussing this mind-tour business with the rest of the Administrators, and they all agreed that we could spare a couple of people to map out a tour. This new geologist on your team, Miriam Lucea-Noyes, is an obvious choice, given that she has some experience with mind-tour production. And when Pavel brought up her name, I suggested that you might be someone who could work very well with her on such a project.”
“I see.” Hassan did not know whether to feel flattered or embarrassed. Although cultivated people were not above enjoying them, the visual and sensory experiences of mind-tours were most popular with children and with ignorant and uneducated adults. They served the useful functions of providing vicarious experiences to people who might otherwise grow bored or discontented, and of imparting some knowledge of history and culture to the illiterate. With the aid of a band that could link one temporarily to Earth’s cyberminds, a person could wander to unfamiliar places, travel back in time, or participate in an adventure.
Hassan had spent many happy hours as a child with a band around his head, scuba-diving in the sunken city of Venice and climbing to the top of Mount Everest with a party of explorers, among other virtual adventures. For a while, at university, he had toyed with the notion of producing such entertainments himself. He had managed to fit courses in virtual graphics, adventure fiction, music, and sensory effects production into his schedule of required studies, and had been part of a student team producing a mind-tour for the University of Chimkent to use in recruiting new students and faculty until his father had put a stop to such pursuits. He had given in, of course—Pyotr had threatened to cut him off from all credit except a citizen’s basic allotment and to do nothing to help him in such a profession as mind-tour production—but he had remained bitter about the decision his father had forced on him. In an uncharacteristic emotional venting, Hassan had admitted his bitterness over his thwarted dream to Muhammad. Being chosen to work on the university’s mind-tour remained the only privilege he had ever won for himself, without his father’s intercession.
“It won’t hurt to have such experiences on your record,” Pyotr had told Hassan, “as long as it’s clear that this mind-tour business is just a hobby. But it isn’t the kind of profession that could make a Linker of you, or give you any chance in politics.” His father had, for a while, made him feel ashamed of his earlier ambition.
“It’s not that I’m doing you any special favors, Hassan,” Muhammad said. “It’s just that we don’t have many people here who could put together even a preliminary visual sketch of a mind-tour, and Administrator Pavel thinks having people associated with the Project doing the work might impart a new perspective, something more original, something that isn’t just the vast spectacle interspersed with inspiring dioramas that most mind-tours about the Venus Project are.” He paused. “Anyway, it’ll be something other than the routine work you’ve been doing.”
Hassan found himself warming to the prospect Constructing a mind-tour, putting together the kind of experience that would make anyone, however humble his position, proud to be even a small part of a society that could transform a planet—this was a challenge he was certain he could meet. There was also an ironic satisfaction in knowing that the pursuit his father had scorned might become his means of winning Administrator Pavel’s favor.
 
 
Miriam Lucea-Noyes was a short, extremely pretty woman with thick dark brown hair, wide-set gray eyes, and a look of obstinacy. “Salaam,” she murmured to Hassan after Lorna FredasMarkos had introduced them.
“How do you do,” Hassan replied. Miriam gazed at him steadily until he averted his eyes.
“Hassan,” Lorna said, “I feel as though we might have been wasting your talents.” The gray-haired woman smiled. “You should have called your experience with mind-tour production to my attention earlier.”
“It was noted in my record,” he said.
“Well, of course, but one can so easily overlook such notations—” Lorna abruptly fell silent, as if realizing that she had just admitted that she had never bothered to study his record thoroughly, that she had given it no more than the cursory glance that was probably all the attention it deserved. “Anyway,” the older woman continued, “Administrator Pavel is quite pleased that two members of my team are capable of putting together a new mind-tour. You will have access to all the records our sensors have made, and to everything in the official records of the Project, but if there’s anything else you need, be sure to let me know.”
“How long do we have?” Miriam asked.
Lorna lifted her brows. “Excuse me?”
“What’s the deadline?” Miriam said. “How long do we have to pull this thing together?”
“Administrator Pavel indicated that he would like to have it completed before the New Year’s celebrations,” the older woman replied.
“So we’ve got five months,” Miriam said. “Then I think we’ll see in the year 535 with one hell of a fine mind-tour.”
Lorna pursed her thin lips, as if tasting something sour. “You may both have more time if you need it. The Administrator would prefer that you keep to his informal deadline, but he also made it clear that he would rather have a mind-tour that is both aesthetically pleasing and inspirational, even if that takes longer to complete.”
Hassan bowed slightly in Lorna’s direction. “We’ll do our best to produce a mind-tour that is both pleasing and on time, God willing.”
“And that isn’t a sloppy rush job, either,” Miriam said.
“I may have to drag you away to our team meetings and your other standard tasks occasionally,” Lorna said, “but I’ll try to keep such distractions to a minimum.” She turned toward the doorway. “Salaam aleikum.”
“Aleikum salaam,” Miriam said. Her Arabic sounded as flat and unmusical as her Anglaic.
“God go with you,” Hassan added as the door slid shut behind their supervisor.
“Well, Hassan.” Miriam sat down on one of the cushions at the low table. “I don’t know if you’ve ever seen any of the mind-tours I worked on. Most of them were for small children, so you probably haven’t. ‘Hans Among the Redwoods’—that was one of our more popular ones, and ‘Dinosaurs in the Gobi.’”
He tensed with surprise. “I saw that dinosaur mind-tour— marvelous work. Maybe you made it for children, but I have several adult friends who also enjoyed it.”
“And ‘The Adventure of Montrose Scarp.’”
Hassan was impressed in spite of himself. “‘Montrose Scarp?’” he asked as he seated himself. “My nephew Salim couldn’t get enough of that one. He just about forced me to put on a band and view it. What I particularly admired was the way the excitement of the climb and the geological history of the scarp were so seamlessly combined.”
“That was my doing, if I do say so myself.” Miriam pointed her chin at him. “Joe Kinnear—he was the director I worked with—he wanted to put in more of the usual shit—you know, stuff like having the mind-tourist lose his grip and fall before being caught by the rope tied around him, or throwing in a big storm just as you reach the top of the escarpment. He thought doing what I wanted would just slow the thing down, but I convinced him otherwise, and I was right.”
“Yes, you were,” Hassan said.
“And every damned mind-tour of Venus has the obligatory scene of Karim al-Anwar speaking to the Council of Mukhtars, telling them that what they learn from the terraforming of Venus might eventually be needed to save Earth from the effects of global warming, or else a scene of New York or some other flooded coastal city at evening while Venus gleams on the horizon and a portentous voice quotes from that speech Mukhtar Karim supposedly made toward the end of his life.”
Karim al-Anwar had been the first to propose a project to terraform Venus, back in the earliest days of Earth’s Nomarchies, not long after the Resource Wars almost six centuries ago. “When I gaze upon Venus,” Hassan quoted, “and view the images our probes have carried back to us from its hot and barren surface, I see Earth’s future, and fear for our world.”
“Followed by the sensation of heat and a hellish image of the Venusian surface,” Miriam said. “And the three most recent ones all have scenes of explosions on the Bats, which I frankly think is misleading and maybe even too frightening.”
The Bats, the two winged satellites in geosynchronous orbit at Venus’s poles, serviced the automatic shuttles that carried compressed oxygen from the robot-controlled installations at the Venusian poles to the Bats. The process of terraforming was releasing too much of Venus’s oxygen, and the excess had to be removed if the planet was ever to support life. The workers on the Bats, people who serviced the shuttles and maintained the docks, knew that the volatile oxygen could explode, and many lives had been lost in past explosions.
“There are real dangers on the Bats,” Miriam continued, “but we don’t have to dwell on them just for the sake of a few thrills. I’d rather avoid those kinds of clichés.”
“So would I,” Hassan said fervently.
“We should purge our minds of anything we’ve seen before and start over with an entirely fresh presentation.”
“I think that’s exactly what Pavel Gvishiani wants us to do.”
“We’re geologists,” Miriam said, “and maybe that’s the angle we ought to use. I don’t think past mind-tours have really given people a feeling for the Project in the context of geological time. I’d like to emphasize that. Hundreds of years of human effort set against the eons it took to form Venus—and if we get into planetary evolution and the beginnings of the solar system …”
“I couldn’t agree with you more,” Hassan said.
“Most of the people who experience this mind-tour are likely to be ignorant and unschooled, but that doesn’t mean we have to oversimplify things and lard the narrative with dramatic confrontations and action scenes.”
“It sounds as though what we want is a mind-tour that would be both enlightening to the uneducated,” Hassan said, “and yet entertaining and inspirational to the learned.”
“That’s exactly what I want,” Miriam said.
It was also, Hassan thought, exactly what Pavel Gvishiani was likely to want. Judging by what Muhammad had told him about the Administrator, Pavel was not someone who cared to have his intelligence insulted. To have a mind-tour that would not just be an informative entertainment, but a masterpiece—
“We should talk about how we want to frame it,” Hassan said, “before we start digging through all the records and sensor scans. Have a structure that encapsulates our vision, and then start collecting what we need to realize it.”
“Exactly,” Miriam said. “You’d be surprised at how many mind-tour directors do it the other way around, looking at everything that could possibly have anything to do with their theme while hoping that some coherent vision suddenly emerges out of all the clutter. That isn’t the way I like to work.”
“Nor I,” Hassan said, gazing across the table at her expressive face and intense gaze, already enthralled.
 
 
Miriam, despite being a geologist and a specialist, lived in a building inhabited by workers, people who repaired homeostats and robots, maintained airships and shuttles, tended hydro- ponic gardens, looked out for small children in the Island’s child care center, and performed other necessary tasks. Hassan had assumed that there was no room for her elsewhere, and that her quarters would be temporary. Instead, Miriam had admitted to him that she had requested space there, and intended to stay.
“Look,” she said, “I went to a university, but a lot of students there didn’t let me forget where I came from. I feel more comfortable with workers than with the children of merchants and engineers and Counselors and Linkers.” She had glanced at him apologetically after saying that, obviously not wanting to hurt his feelings, but he had understood. His family’s position might have brought him to this place, but with Miriam, he now had a chance to make his own small mark on the Project, to inspire others with the dream of Venus.
“The Dream of Venus”—that was how he and Miriam referred to the mind-tour they had been outlining and roughing out for almost a month now. He thought of what they had been sketching and planning as he walked toward the star-shaped steel-blue building in which Miriam lived. As they usually did at last light, workers had gathered on the expanse of grass in front of the building. Families sat on the grass, eating from small bowls with chopsticks or fingers; other people were talking with friends, mending worn garments, or watching with pride and wonderment as their children reviewed their lessons on pocket screens. All children were schooled here, unlike Earth, where education was rationed and carefully parceled out.
It came to him then how much he now looked forward to coming here, to meeting and working with Miriam.
Hassan made his way to the entrance. Inside the windowless building, people had propped open the doors to their rooms to sit in the corridors and gossip; he passed one group of men gambling with sticks and dice. The place was as noisy and chaotic as a souk in Jeddah, but Hassan had grown more used to the cacophony. Since most of the workers could not read, the doors to their rooms were adorned with holo images or carvings of their faces, so that visitors could locate their quarters. Miriam’s room was near the end of this wing; a holo image of her face stared out at him from the door.
He pressed his palm against the door; after a few seconds, it opened. Miriam, wearing a brown tunic and baggy brown pants, was sitting on the floor in front of her wall screen, a thin metal band around her head; even in such plain clothes, she looked beautiful to him.
“Salaam,” she said without looking up.
“Salaam.”
“We’re making real progress,” she said. “This mind-tour is really shaping up.”
He sat down next to her. Unlike most of the people in this building, Miriam had a room to herself, but it was not much larger than a closet. Building more residences on the Islands would have meant cutting back on the gardens and parks that were deemed essential to maintaining the mental health of the Islanders.
“Before you show me any of your rough cut,” he said, “would you care to have supper with me as my guest?” This was the first time he had offered such an invitation to her; he had enough credit to order imported delicacies from Earth for her if that was what she wanted. “We can go to the garden near the Administrators’ building, unless of course you’d rather dine somewhere else.”
“Maybe later,” she said in the flat voice that was such a contrast to her lovely face and graceful movements. “I want you to look at this first.”
They had decided to depart from tradition in their structure for “The Dream of Venus.” Miriam also wanted to dispense with the usual chronological depictions, which she found stodgy, and Hassan had readily agreed.
The mind-tour would begin with Karim al-Anwar, as every other depiction of the Venus Project did, but instead of the usual dramatic confrontations with doubters and passionate speeches about Earth’s sister planet becoming a new home for humankind, they would move directly to what Karim had envisioned—Venus as it would be in the far future. The viewer would see the blue-green gem of a transformed Venus from afar and then be swept toward the terraformed planet, falling until the surface was visible through Venus’s veil of white clouds. Flying low over the shallow blue ocean, the mind-tourist would be swept past a small island chain toward the northern continent of Ishtar, with its high plateau and mountain massif that dwarfed even the Himalayas, to view a region of vast grasslands, evergreen forests, and rugged mountain peaks. Then the wail of the wind would rise as the viewer was carried south toward the equator and the colorful tropical landscape of the continent of Aphrodite.
Hassan was still tinkering with the sound effects for that section, but had found a piece of music that evoked the sound of a strong wind, and planned to use recordings of the powerful winds that continuously swept around Venus below the Islands as background and undertones. Near the end of the sequence, the viewer would fly toward a Venusian dawn, gazing at the sun before a dark shape, part of what remained of the Parasol, eclipsed its light. There were a few scientists who doubted that any part of the Parasol would be needed later on to insulate Venus from the heat and radiation that could again produce a runaway greenhouse effect, but most Cytherian specialists disagreed with them, and Hassan and Miriam had decided to go along with the majority’s opinion in their depiction.
At this point, the viewer was to be swept back in time, so to speak, to one of the Cytherian Islands, in a manner that would suggest what was not shown in the mind-tour—namely that in the distant future, when Venus was green with life, the Islands would slowly drop toward the surface, where their inhabitants would at last leave their domed gardens to dwell on their new world. Hassan and Miriam had inserted a passage during the earlier flight sequence in which the viewer passed over an expanse of parklike land that strongly resembled Island Two’s gardens and groves of trees. That scene, with some enhancement, would resonate in the viewer’s mind with the subsequent Island sequences.
“What have you got to show me?” Hassan asked.
Miriam handed him a band. “This is some stuff for the earlier sequences,” she said.
Hassan put the band around his head, was momentarily blind and deaf, and then was suddenly soaring over the vast canyon of the Diana Chasma toward the rift-ridden dome of Ada Regio in the east and the shield volcano of Maat Mons, the largest volcano on Venus, three hundred kilometers in diameter and rising to a Himalayan height. The scene abruptly shifted to the steep massif of Maxwell Montes rising swiftly from the hot dark surface of Ishtar Terra as millions of years were compressed into seconds. He whirled away from the impressively high mountain massif and hovered over a vast basaltic plain, watching as part of the surface formed a dome, spread out, grew flat, and then sank, leaving one of the round circular uniquely Venusian features called coronae. He moved over the cracked and wrinkled plateaus called tesserae and was surprised at the beauty he glimpsed in the deformed rocky folds of the land.
His field of vision abruptly went dark.
“What do you think?” Miriam’s voice asked.
He shifted his band slightly; Miriam’s room reappeared. “I know it’s rough,” she continued, “and I’ve got more to add to it, but I hope it gives you an idea. As for sound effects and the sensory stuff, I think we should keep that to a minimum—just a low undertone, the bare suggestion of a low throbbing noise, and maybe a feeling of extreme heat without actually making the viewer break out in a sweat. Well, what do you think?”
Hassan said, “I think it’s beautiful, Miriam.” His words were sincere. Somehow she had taken what could have been no more than a impressive visual panorama and had found the beauty in the strange, alien terrain of Venus as it might have been six hundred million years ago. It was as if she had fallen in love with that world, almost as if she regretted its loss.
“If you think that’s something,” she said, “wait until you see what I’ve worked up for the resurfacing section, where we see volcanoes flooding the plains with molten basalt. But I want your ideas on what to use for sensory effects there, and you’ll probably want to add some visuals, too—it seems a little too abbreviated as it is.”
“You almost make me sorry,” Hassan said, “that we’re changing Venus, that what it was will forever be lost—already is lost.”
Her gray eyes widened. “That’s exactly the feeling I was trying for. Every mind-tour about Venus and the Project always tries for the same effect—the feeling of triumph in the end by bringing a dead world to life, the beauty of the new Earthlike world we’re making, the belief that we’re carrying out God’s will by transforming Venus into what it might have become. I want the mind-tourist at least to glimpse what we’re losing with all this planetary engineering, to feel some sorrow that it is being lost.”
Hassan smiled. “A little of that goes a long way, don’t you think? We’re supposed to be glorifying the Project, not regretting it.”
“Sometimes I do regret it just a little. Imagine what we might have learned if we had built the Islands and simply used them to observe this planet. There are questions we may never answer now because of what we’ve already changed. Did Venus once have oceans that boiled away? Seems likely, but we probably won’t ever be sure. Was there ever a form of life here that was able to make use of ultraviolet light? We’ll never know that, either. We decided that terraforming this world and giving all of humankind that dream and learning what we could from the work of the Project outweighed all of that.”
“Be careful, Miriam.” Hassan lifted a hand. “We don’t want to question the very basis of the Project.”
“No, of course not.” But she sounded unhappy about making that admission. Hassan would never have insulted her by saying this aloud, but she sounded almost like a Habber, one of those whose ancestors had abandoned Earth long ago in the wake of the Resource Wars to live in the hollowed-out asteroids and artificial worlds called Habitats. There might be a few Habbers living here to observe the Project, but they thought of space as their home, not planetary surfaces. A Habber might have claimed that Venus should have been left as it had been.
“You’ve done wonderfully with your roughs,” Hassan murmured, suddenly wanting to cheer her. Miriam’s face brightened as she glanced toward him. “Really, if the final mind-tour maintains the quality of this work, we’ll have a triumph.” He reached for her hand and held it for a moment, surprised at how small and delicate it felt in his grip. “Let me take you to supper,” he went on, and admitted to himself at last that he was falling in love with her.
 
 
They would have a masterpiece, Hassan told himself. Three months of working with Miriam had freed something inside him, had liberated a gift that he had not known he possessed. He felt inspired whenever he was with her. In his private moments, as he reviewed sections of “The Dream of Venus,” he grew even more convinced that their mind-tour had the potential for greatness.
There, in one of the segments devoted to the Venus of millions of years ago, was a vast dark plain, an ocean of basalt covered by slender sinuous channels thousands of kilometers long. A viewer would soar over shield volcanoes, some with ridges that looked like thin spider legs, others with lava flows that blossomed along their slopes. The mind-tourist could roam on the plateau of Ishtar and look up at the towering peaks of the Maxwell Mountains, shining brightly with a plating of tellurium and pyrite. What might have been only a succession of fascinating but ultimately meaningless geological panoramas had been shaped by Miriam into a moving evocation of a planet’s life, a depiction of a truly alien beauty.
Hassan had contributed his own stylings to the mind-tour; he had shaped and edited many of the scenes, and his sensory effects had added greatly to the moods of awe and wonder that the mind-tour would evoke. It had been his idea to frame the entire mind-tour as the vision of Karim al-Anwar, and to begin and end with what the great man might have dreamed, a device that also allowed them to leave out much of the tedious expository material that had cluttered up so many mind-tours depicting Venus and the Project. But Miriam was the spirit that had animated him, that had awakened him to the visions and sounds that had lain dormant inside him.
The fulfillment he felt in the work they were doing together was marred by only one nagging worry: that “The Dream of Venus” was in danger of becoming an ode to Venus past, a song of regret for the loss of the world that most saw as sterile and dead, but which had become so beautiful in Miriam’s renderings. What the Administrators wanted was a glorification of the Project, a mind-tour that would end on a note of optimism and triumph. They were unlikely to accept “The Dream of Venus” as it was, without revisions, and might even see it as vaguely subversive.
But there was still time, Hassan told himself, to reshape the mind-tour when “The Dream of Venus” was nearly in final form. He did not want to cloud Miriam’s vision in the meantime with doubts and warnings; he did not want to lose what he had discovered in himself.
He and Miriam were now eating nearly all of their meals together and conducting their courtship at night, in her bed or his own. He had admitted his love for her, as she had confessed hers for him, and soon the other members of their geological team and the residents of their buildings were asking them both when they intended to make a pledge. Hassan’s mother was the cousin of a Mukhtar, and his father had always hoped that Hassan would also take an influential woman as a bondmate, but Pyotr could not justifiably object to Miriam, who had won her place with intelligence and hard work. In any event, by the time he finally told his father that he loved Miriam enough to join his life to hers, their mind-tour would have secured their status here. Pyotr could take pride in knowing that a grandchild of his would be born on the Islands, that his descendants might one day be among those who would live on Venus.
That was something else “The Dream of Venus” had roused inside Hassan. He had come here thinking only of doing his best not to disgrace his family. Now the dream of Venus had begun to flower in him.
 
 
“We think that the Project has no true ethical dilemmas,” Miriam was saying, “that it can’t possibly be wrong to terraform a dead world. We’re not displacing any life forms, we’re not destroying another culture and replacing it with our own. But there is a kind of arrogance involved, don’t you think?”
Hassan and Miriam were sitting on a bench outside a greenhouse near Island Two’s primary school. They often came here after last light, when the children had left and the grounds adjoining the school were still and silent.
“Arrogance?” Hassan asked. “I suppose there is, in a way.” He had engaged in such discussions before, at university, and it had been natural for him and Miriam to talk about the issues the Project raised while working on “The Dream of Venus.” Lately, their conversations had taken on more intensity.
“God gave us nature to use, as long as we use it wisely and with concern for other life forms,” Miriam said, repeating the conventional view promulgated by both the true faith of Islam and the Council of Mukhtars. “Terraforming Venus is therefore justified, since the measure of value is determined by the needs of human beings. And if you want to strengthen that argument, you can throw in the fact that we’re bringing life to a world where no life existed, which has to be rated as a good. On top of that, there’s the possibility that Venus was once much like Earth before a runaway greenhouse effect did it in, so to speak. Therefore, we’re restoring the planet to what it might have been.”
Hassan, still holding her hand, was silent; the assertions were much too familiar for him to feel any need to respond. He was looking for an opening in which to bring up a subject he could no longer avoid. “The Dream of Venus” was close to completion, and there was little time for them to do the editing and make the revisions that were necessary if their mind-tour was to be approved for distribution by the Administrators and the Project Council. He did not want to think of how much credit he and Miriam might already have cost the Project. All of that credit, and more—perhaps much more—would be recovered by the mind-tour; he was confident of that. But he had broached the need for editing to Miriam only indirectly so far.
“You could argue that all of life, not just human life and what furthers its ends, has intrinsic value,” Miriam continued, “but that wouldn’t count against the Project, only against forcing Venus to be a replica of Earth even if it later shows signs of developing its own distinct ecology in ways that differ from Earth’s and which make it less habitable—or not habitable at all—by human beings. You could say that we should have abandoned our technology long ago and lived in accordance with nature, therefore never having the means to terraform a world, but that has always been an extremist view.”
“And unconstructive,” Hassan said. At this point, he thought, humankind would only do more damage to Earth by abandoning advanced technology; solar power satellites and orbiting industrial facilities had done much to lessen the environmental damage done to their home world.
“What I worry about now,” she said, “isn’t just what terraforming might do to Venus that we can’t foresee, but what it might do to us. Remaking a planet may only feed our arrogance. It could lead us to think we could do almost anything. It could keep us from asking questions we should be asking. We might begin to believe that we could remake anything— the entire solar system, even our sun, to serve our ends. We might destroy what we should be preserving, and end by destroying ourselves.”
“Or transforming ourselves,” Hassan interjected. “You haven’t made much of an argument, my love.”
“I’m saying that we should be cautious. I’m saying that, whatever we do, doubt should be part of the equation, not an arrogance that could become a destructive illusion of certainty.”
Those feelings, he knew, lay at the heart of their mind-tour. Uncertainty and doubt were the instruments through which finite beings had to explore their universe. The doubts, the knowledge that every gain meant some sort of loss—all of that underlined “The Dream of Venus” and lent their depiction its beauty.
And all of that would make their mind-tour unacceptable to the men and women who wanted a sensory experience that would glorify their Project and produce feelings of triumph and pride.
“Miriam,” he said, trying to think of how to cajole her into considering the changes they would have to make, “I think we should start thinking seriously about how we might revise— how we might make some necessary edits in our mind-tour.”
“There’s hardly any editing we have to do now.”
“I meant when it’s done.”
“But it’s almost done now. It’s not going to be much different in final form.”
“I mean—” Hassan was having a difficult time finding the right words to make his point. “You realize that we’ll have to dwell less on the fascination of Venus past and put more emphasis on the glory that will be our transformed Venus of the future.”
She stared at him with the blank gaze of someone who did not understand what he was saying, someone who might have been talking to a stranger. “You can’t mean that,” she said. “You can’t be saying what it sounds like you’re saying.”
“I only meant—”
She jerked her hand from his. “I thought we shared this vision, Hassan. I thought we were both after the same effect, the same end, that you—”
“There you are.” Muhammad Sheridan was coming toward them along the stone path that ran past the school. “I thought I would find you two here.” He came to a halt in front of them. “I would have left you a message, but …” He paused. “Administrator Pavel is exceedingly anxious to view your mind-tour, so I hope it’s close to completion.”
Hassan was puzzled. “He wants to view it?”
“Immediately,” Muhammad replied. “I mean tomorrow, two hours after first light. He has also invited you both to be present, in his private quarters, and I told him that I would be happy to tell you that in person.”
Hassan could not read his friend’s expression in the soft silvery light. Anticipation? Nervousness? Muhammad, who had recommended Hassan as a mind-tour creator, would be thinking that a mind-tour that won Pavel’s approval might gain Muhammad more favor, while a failure would only make Pavel doubt his aide’s judgment.
“It should be in final form within a month,” Hassan said. “We’re within the deadline still, but it needs more refining. Couldn’t we—”
“Of course we’ll be there,” Miriam said. “I think he’ll be pleased.” There was no trace of doubt in her voice. Hassan glanced at her; she took his hand. “I want him to experience what we’ve done.”
Hassan felt queasy, trying to imagine what Pavel Gvishiani would think of “The Dream of Venus,” searching his mind for an excuse he might offer to delay the Administrator’s viewing of the mind-tour. Pavel might have viewed it at any time; as an Administrator and a Linker, he could have accessed the work-in-progress any time he wished through the Island cyberminds. But Hassan had simply assumed that Pavel would be too preoccupied with his many other duties to bother.
“Well.” Hassan let go of Miriam’s hand and rested his hands on his thighs. “Presumably he understands that it’s not in final form.”
“Close to it,” Miriam said in her hard, toneless voice. “Might need a little tweaking, but I don’t see much room for improvement.”
“And,” Hassan went on, “I don’t know why he wants us both there, in his room.”
“It’s a matter of courtesy,” Muhammad said. “Pavel is most attentive to courtesies.”
Hassan peered at Miriam from the sides of his eyes; she was smiling. “If you think about it,” she said, “it’s kind of an honor, being invited to his private quarters and all.”
Hassan’s queasiness left him, to be replaced with a feeling of dread.
 
 
The forty minutes of sitting with Pavel Gvishiani in his room, waiting as the Linker experienced the mind-tour, were passing too slowly and also too rapidly for Hassan; too slowly, so that he had ample time to consider the likely verdict the Administrator would render, and too rapidly, toward the moment of judgment and disgrace. While he waited, Hassan fidgeted on his cushion, glanced around the small room, and studied the few objects Pavel had placed on one shelf—a cloisonné plate, gold bands for securing a man’s ceremonial headdress, a porcelain vase holding one blue glass flower.
Pavel, sitting on his cushion, was still. Occasionally, his eyelids fluttered over his half-open eyes. He wore no band; with his Link, he did not need a band to view the mind-tour.
I will think of the worst that can happen to me, Hassan thought as he stared at the tiny diamondlike gem on Pavel’s forehead, and then whatever does happen won’t seem so bad. Pavel and the Administrators would make him reimburse the credit the Project had allocated to him during his work on “The Dream of Venus.” He could afford that, but his family would regard it as a mark against him. His public record would note that he had failed at this particular task; that humiliation would remain with him until he could balance it with some successes. His father, after using his influence to get Hassan a position with the Project, would be tainted by his son’s failure and was likely to find a way to get back at him for that, perhaps even by publicly severing all ties with him. Muhammad, who had recommended him to Pavel, would no longer be his friend. And Miriam—
He glanced at the woman he had come to believe he loved. Her eyes shifted uneasily; she was frowning. He felt suddenly angry with her for drawing him so deeply into her vision, for that was what she had done; she had seduced him with her inspiration. Maybe she was finally coming to understand that their mind-tour was not going to win Pavel’s approval. If they were lucky, he might settle for castigating them harshly and demanding a host of revisions. If they were unlucky, he might regard their failure to give him what he had wanted as a personal affront.
Pavel opened his eyes fully and gazed directly at them, then arched his thick brows. “Both of you,” he said quietly, “have produced something I did not expect.” He paused, allowing Hassan a moment to collect himself. “Your mind-tour is a masterpiece. I would almost call it a work of art.”
Miriam’s chest heaved as she sighed. “Thank you, Administrator Pavel,” she whispered. Hassan, bewildered, could not find his own voice.
“But of course we cannot distribute The Dream of Venus’ in this form,” Pavel continued, “and I am sure you both understand why we can’t. You still have a month of your allotted time left. I expect to see an edited mind-tour by the end of that time and, depending on what you’ve accomplished by then, I can grant you more time if that’s required. I won’t insult your intelligence and artistry by telling you exactly what kind of changes you’ll have to make, and I am no expert on designing mind-tours in any case. You know what you will have to do, and I am certain, God willing, that you’ll find satisfactory ways to do it.”
May the Prophet be forever blessed, Hassan thought, almost dizzy with this unexpected mercy. “Of course,” he said. “I already have some ideas—”
“No,” Miriam said.
Pavel’s eyes widened. Hassan gazed at the woman who was so trapped in her delusions, wondering if she had gone mad.
“No,” Miriam said again, “I won’t do it. You said yourself that it was a masterpiece, but I knew that before we came here. You can do what you like with ‘The Dream of Venus,’ but I won’t be a party to defacing my own work.”
“Miriam,” Hassan said weakly, then turned toward Pavel. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying.”
“I know exactly what I’m saying. Edit our mind-tour however you please, but I’ll have nothing to do with it.”
“My dear child,” Pavel said in an oddly gentle tone, “you know what this will mean. You know what the consequences may be.”
Miriam stuck out her chin. “I know. I don’t care. I’ll still have the joy and satisfaction in knowing what we were able to realize in that mind-tour, and you can’t take that away from us.” She regarded Hassan with her hard gray eyes. Hassan realized then that she expected him to stand with her, to refuse to do the Administrator’s bidding.
“Miriam,” he said softly. You bitch, he thought, Pavel’s given us a way out and you refuse to take it. “I’ll begin work on the editing,” Hassan continued, “even if my colleague won’t. Maybe once she sees how that’s going, realizes that we can accomplish what’s needed without doing violence to our creation, she’ll change her mind and decide to help me.” He had to defend her somehow, give her the chance to reconsider and step back from the abyss. “I’m sure Miriam just needs some time to think it over.”
Miriam said, “I won’t change my mind,” and he heard the disillusionment and disgust in her voice. She got to her feet; Pavel lifted his head to look up at her. “Salaam aleikum, Administrator.”
“If you leave now, there will be severe consequences,” Pavel said, sounding regretful.
“I know,” Miriam said, and left the room.
 
 
Hassan found himself able to complete the editing and revision of “The Dream of Venus” a few days before Pavel was to view the mind-tour again. This time, he went to the Administrator’s quarters with more confidence and less fear. The mind-tour now evoked the pride in the terraforming of Venus and the sense of mastery and triumph that the Project Council desired, and Hassan was not surprised when Pavel praised his work and assured him that “The Dream of Venus” would become a memorable and treasured experience for a great many people.
Hassan had done his best to keep some of Miriam’s most pleasing scenes and effects, although he had cut some of the more haunting landscapes of early Venus and the brooding, dark scenes that seemed to deny any true permanence to humankind’s efforts. It was also necessary to add more of the required scenes of the Project’s current state and recent progress. He had tried not to dwell on the fact that his editing and his additions were robbing the mind-tour of much of its beauty, were taking an experience suffused with the doubt and ambiguity that had made “The Dream of Venus” unique and turning it into a more superficial and trite experience.
In any case, Hassan knew, the merit of the mind-tour did not lie in what he thought of it, but in how Pavel Gvishiani and the other Administrators judged it, and they believed that he had made it into a work that would bring more credit to and support for the Venus Project, as well as the approval of the Mukhtars.
Miriam, with reprimands and black marks now a part of her record, and a debt to the Project that would drain her accounts of credit, had been advised by a Counselor to resign from the Project, advice that was the equivalent of a command. Within days after the Project Council had approved “The Dream of Venus” in its final form, which had required a bit more editing, Miriam Lucea-Noyes was ready to leave for Earth.
Hassan knew that it might be better not to say farewell to her in person. That would only evoke painful memories of their brief time together, and it could hardly help him to be seen with a woman who was in such disgrace. But he had dreamed of sharing his life with her once, and could not simply let her go with only a message from him to mark her departure. He owed her more than that.
On the day Miriam was scheduled to leave, Hassan met her in front of the entrance to her building. She looked surprised to see him, even though his last message to her had said that he would be waiting for her there and would walk with her to the airship bay.
“You didn’t have to come,” she said.
“I wanted to see you once more.” He took her duffel from her and hoisted it to his shoulder.
They walked along the white-tiled path that led away from the workers’ residence where they had passed so many hours together. There, at the side of one wing of the building, was the courtyard in which they had so often sat while talking of their work and their families and their hopes for their future together. They passed a small flower garden bordered by shrubs, the same garden where he had first tentatively hinted that he might seek a lasting commitment from her, and then they strolled by another courtyard, dotted with tables and chairs, where they had occasionally dined. Perhaps Miriam would suffer less by leaving the Island than he would by staying. Wherever she ended up, she would be able to go about her business without inevitably finding herself in a place that would evoke memories of him, while he would have constant reminders of her.
“Have you any idea of what you’ll be doing?” he asked.
“I’ve got passage to Vancouver,” she said. “The expense of sending me there will be added to what I owe the Project, and my new job won’t amount to much, but at least I’ll be near my family.”
If her family were willing to welcome her back, they were showing more forbearance under the circumstances than his own clan would have done. As for her new work, he was not sure that he wanted to know much about it. Her training and education would not be allowed to go to waste, but a disgraced person with a large debt to pay off was not likely to be offered any truly desirable opportunities. If Miriam was lucky, she might have secured a post teaching geology at a second-rate college; if she was less fortunate, she might be going back to a position as a rock hound, one of those who trained apprentice miners bound for the few asteroids that had been brought into Earth orbit to be stripped of needed ores and minerals.
“Don’t look so unhappy,” Miriam said then. “I’ll get by. I decided to accept a job with a team of assayers near Vancouver. It’s tedious, boring work, but I might look up a few of my old associates in the mind-tour trade and see if I can get any side jobs going for myself there. At least a couple of them won’t hold my black marks against me.”
“Administrator Pavel was very pleased with the editing of The Dream of Venus,’“ Hassan said, suddenly wanting to justify himself.
“So I heard.”
“If you should ever care to view the new version—”
“Never.” She halted and looked up at him. “I have to ask you this, Hassan. Did you preserve our original mind-tour in your personal records? Did you keep it for yourself?”
“Did I keep it?” He shifted her duffel from his left shoulder to his right. “Of course not.”
“You might have done that much. I thought that maybe you would.”
“But there’s no point in keeping something like that. I mean, the revised version is the one that will be made available to viewers, so there’s no reason for me to keep an earlier version. Besides, if others were to find out that I had such an unauthorized mind-tour in my personal files, they might wonder. It might look as though I secretly disagreed with Pavel’s directive. That wouldn’t do me any good.”
“Yes, I suppose that’s true,” Miriam said. “You certainly don’t want people thinking less of you now that you’ve won the Administrator’s respect.”
Her sardonic tone wounded him just a little. “I don’t suppose that you kept a record of the original version,” he said.
“I didn’t even try. I guessed that my Counselor might go rooting around in my files to see if they held anything questionable, and would advise me to delete anything inappropriate, and I don’t need any more trouble.” She smiled, and the smile seemed to come from deep inside her, as though she had accepted her hard lot and was content. “Let’s just say that the original may not have been completely lost. I have hopes that it will be safe, and appreciated. I don’t think you want to know any more than that.”
“Miriam,” he said.
“You know, I never could stand long dragged-out farewells.” She reached for her duffel and wrested it from his grip. “You can leave me here. You don’t have to come to the airship bay with me. Goodbye, Hassan.”
“Go with God, Miriam.”
She walked away from him. He was about to follow her, then turned toward the path that would take him to his residence.
 
 
During the years that followed, Hassan did not try to discover what had become of Miriam. Better, he thought, not to trouble himself with thoughts of his former love. His success with the altered mind-tour had cemented his friendship with Muhammad, increased the esteem his fellow geologists had for him, and had brought him more respect from his family on Earth.
Within five years after the release of “The Dream of Venus,” Hassan was the head of a team of geologists, was sometimes assigned to the pleasant task of creating educational mind-tours for Island children, and had taken a bondmate, Zulaika Jehan. Zulaika came from a Mukhtar’s family, had been trained as an engineer, and had an exemplary record. If Hassan sometimes found himself looking into Zulaika’s brown eyes and remembering Miriam’s gray ones, he always reminded himself that his bondmate was exactly the sort of woman his family had wanted him to wed, that his father had always claimed that marrying for love was an outworn practice inherited from the decadent and exhausted West and best discarded, and that taking Miriam as a bondmate would only have brought him disaster.
Occasionally, Hassan heard rumors of various mind-tours passed along through private channels from one Linker on the Islands to another, experiences that might be violent, frightening, pornographic, or simply subversive. He had always strongly suspected, even though no one would have admitted it openly, that his father and other privileged people in his clan had enjoyed such forbidden entertainments, most of which would find their way to the masses only in edited form. It would be a simple matter for any Linker to preserve such productions and to send them on to friends through private channels inaccessible to those who had no Links. Hassan did not dwell on such thoughts, which might lead to disturbing reflections on the ways in which the powerful maintained control of the net of cyberminds so as to shape even the thoughts and feelings of the powerless.
One rumor in particular had elicited his attention, a rumor of a mind-tour about the Venus Project that far surpassed any of the usual cliche-ridden productions, that was even superior to the much-admired “The Dream of Venus.” He had toyed with the notion that someone might have come upon an unedited copy of “The Dream of Venus,” that the mind-tour he and Miriam had created might still exist as she had hoped it would, a ghost traveling through the channels of the cyberminds, coming to life again and weaving its spell before vanishing once more.
He did not glimpse the possible truth of the matter until he was invited to a reception Pavel Gvishiani was holding for a few specialists who had earned commendations for their work. Simply putting the commendations into the public record would have been enough, but Pavel had decided that a celebration was in order. Tea, cakes, small pastries, and meat dumplings were set out on tables in a courtyard near the Administrators’ ziggurat. Hassan, with his bondmate Zulaika Jehan at his side, drew himself up proudly as Administrator Pavel circulated among his guests in his formal white robe, his trusted aide Muhammad Sheridan at his side.
At last Pavel approached Hassan and touched his forehead in greeting. “Salaam, Linker Pavel,” Hassan said.
“Greetings, Hassan.” Pavel pressed his fingers against his forehead again. “Salaam, Zulaika,” he murmured to Hassan’s bondmate; Hassan wondered if Pavel had actually recalled her name or had only been prompted by his Link. “You must be quite proud of your bondmate,” Pavel went on. “I am certain, God willing, that this will be only the first of several commendations for his skill in managing his team.”
“Thank you, Linker Pavel,” Zulaika said in her soft musical voice.
Pavel turned to Hassan. “And I suspect that it won’t be long before you win another commendation for the credit you have brought to the Project.”
“You are too kind,” Hassan said. “One commendation is more than enough, Linker Pavel. I am unworthy of another.”
“I must beg to contradict you, Hassan. ‘The Dream of Venus’ has been one of our most successful and popular entertainments.” A strange look came into Pavel’s dark eyes then; he stared at Hassan for a long time until his sharp gaze made Hassan uneasy. “You did what you had to do, of course, as did I,” he said, so softly that Hassan could barely hear him, “yet that first vision I saw was indeed a work of art, and worthy of preservation.” Then the Administrator was gone, moving away from Hassan to greet another of his guests.
Perhaps the Administrator’s flattery had disoriented him, or possibly the wine Muhammad had surreptitiously slipped into his cup had unhinged him a little, but it was not until he was leaving the reception with Zulaika, walking along another path where he had so often walked with Miriam, that the truth finally came to him and he understood what Pavel had been telling him.
Their original mind-tour might be where it would be safe and appreciated; Miriam had admitted that much to him. Now he imagined her, with nothing to lose, going to Pavel and begging him to preserve their unedited creation; the Administrator might have taken pity on her and given in to her pleas. Or perhaps it had not been that way at all; Pavel might have gone to her and shown his esteem for her as an artist by promising to keep her original work alive. It did not matter how it had happened, and he knew that he would never have the temerity to go to Pavel and ask him exactly what he had done. Hassan might have the Linker’s public praise, but Miriam, he knew now, had won the Linker’s respect by refusing to betray her vision.
Shame filled him at the thought of what he had done to “The Dream of Venus,” and then it passed; the authentic dream, after all, was still alive. Dreams had clashed, he knew, and only one would prevail. But how would it win out? It would be the victory of one idea, as expressed in the final outcome of the Project, overlaid upon opposed realities that could not be wished away. To his surprise, these thoughts filled him with a calm, deep pleasure he had rarely felt in his life, and “The Dream of Venus” was alive again inside him for one brief moment of joy before he let it go.
 
 



 
Afterword to “Dream of Venus”:
 
Back in the 1970s, partly inspired by Thomas Mann’s youthful masterpiece Buddenbrooks, I had the idea of writing a family saga set on another planet. Since I wanted to use a background with some roots in reality and not just a made-up planet, I checked out our own solar system for likely prospects. Mars didn’t make the list, mostly because I wasn’t about to compete with H.G. Wells, Ray Bradbury, C.S. Lewis, Robert A. Heinlein, and the legions of other science fiction masters (including, more recently, Greg Bear and Kim Stanley Robinson) who have made the Red Planet their own. Venus suggested itself, and also presented some opportunities for female imagery, but this planet had the major drawback of being completely uninhabitable by our species. Happily, the possibility, however distant, of terraforming a world, of transforming an alien planet into another Earth, could overcome this obstacle. Terraforming also opened up my story, changing it from a generational story of a family in decline to one about the problems faced by generations of terraformers.
Originally, I intended to write only one novel about Venus, but that one novel grew into three. Had I known in the beginning how long the first novel, Venus of Dreams, would be, and that the second, Venus of Shadows, would be longer still, I might never have undertaken the project. Had I seen that over twenty-five years would pass between my first Venusian inspiration and the publication of the third and final volume in this group, Child of Venus, in 2001, I would have abandoned the whole business back in the 1970s without writing a word. Perhaps not being able to see into one’s own future is a mercy, or maybe this simply means that it takes a certain amount of obsession, determination, and insanity to undertake any long-range project, whether it is terraforming a planet or writing a trilogy of over two thousand manuscript pages in length.
“Dream of Venus” was written after I had finished Child of Venus and was under the spell of much rereading of Edith Wharton, when it occurred to me that there might be a story for me about a very privileged young gentleman, someone from the upper circles of my imagined future society, who becomes involved with the effort to terraform Venus. But there were probably other unconscious reasons for writing this story, among them a desire to return for a while to a world that I had been writing about for nearly half my life.
 
 
 



 
TOO MANY MEMORIES
 
I wasn’t the first to practice my profession, but I was one of the pioneers, before we understood the scope of the problem we faced. My first client was Mamie Lagerfelt, and her memory files were in such disorder that she had even forgotten how many other names she had used. What she did remember very clearly (and I was struck by the irony of this later) was a headline she had seen on a news item a century earlier—“No More Senior Moments,” on a story about the first successful testing of the gene therapy for Alzheimer’s Disease. Mamie’s great fear had always been that she would fall victim to Alzheimer’s, as had several of her relatives.
“We used to call it a senior moment,” she explained, “when you did something like forget the name of one of your children, just drew a complete blank.” She no longer had to worry about Alzheimer’s and having her last years filled with “senior moments.” Her memory and her sense of herself would remain intact. You’re smiling, but as I said, we didn’t yet know what we were facing. We were still calling ourselves “memory coaches” or “personal organizers,” as our clients were put off by the term “therapist.” And back then, most of us thought that the problem we were treating was largely one of untidy and disorganized minds that only needed some straightening up.
Mamie Lagerfelt had always been messy, and also something of a pack rat. Consequently, after having gone through her first memory clearance procedure, she couldn’t bear to get rid of anything permanently: she had downloaded and saved old memories in her personal artificial intelligence; in her town’s Al; in the Novum City memory banks; in her daughter’s new neural storage system; and elsewhere, and even her Al link couldn’t locate specific memories without an extensive search—at the end of which she often forgot what memories she had been looking for in the first place. Some tidying up, proper organization of her memories in easily accessible files—I thought that would solve the problem.
It took months to help Mamie organize her memories. But it was becoming evident that her mental untidiness and exasperating incoherence were symptomatic of a deeper disorder than mere sloppiness. I was conferencing with a few colleagues by then, and all of them reported similar problems with the clients they were coaching. “There’s no framework there,” Dorothea Singh said to me, “nothing to hang the memories on.”
Yes, that’s right—Dorothea Singh, the founder of Narrative Therapy and Reconstruction. By now you may have guessed that Mamie Lagerfelt was the “Client X” of Dorothea’s most famous case history.
You already know what Dorothea’s most important insight was; namely that the reason our client had so much trouble with her memories was that she possessed no narrative structure on which to locate them. Mamie’s memories had become isolated events, fragments without context. She couldn’t really remember them, even after she accessed them, because they weren’t part of a story.
For Mamie, recalling too many memories was as confusing for her as not having any at all.
In retrospect, Dorothea’s insight into this dysfunction seems obvious. Mamie—and other “first generation” longlifers—lacked a sense of continuity. They were easily distracted, incapable of extended periods of concentration; people who had experienced life as a series of discrete moments with no unifying framework. The central principle of narrative therapy, according to Dorothea, was that memory and coherent recollection lay in the ability to tell a story, to make an epic of all of one’s memories.
Mamie, as had so many others, had drifted passively from one event to the next, from one distraction to another, and that had severely damaged her ability to tell stories about herself, to weave the fabric of her memories and life into a continuous narrative. Because she couldn’t tell a good story, she couldn’t really remember anything, even when the incidents of her life were easily available for recollection.
Being a memory coach wasn’t enough; we had to become narrative therapists, and the demand for our services could only grow. There were many like Mamie, people who had been unable to resist the distractions of their time, who had become little more than spectators of events and passive participants in simulated experiences. But we had hopes …
Yes, our failures were legion. It’s almost impossible to have a successful outcome unless the client is willing to erase his past memories entirely and start afresh. That’s simply too close to death for most people; however fragmented a self might be, it rarely wants to lose that self. But in the lives of the few who had avoided Mamie’s problem, we saw a remedy—better yet, a way to prevent narrative dysfunction.
These few were the fortunate ones who had exercised their minds, who had read many books in various formats and studied difficult subjects in depth, who had built up the neural connections in their brains that gave them the continuity they needed to tell good stories. Long novels with lots of characters and narrative strands, lengthy historical accounts that enable one to understand one’s historical context—that’s the way to build yourself up. Work out with some Tolstoy and Balzac, maybe some Dickens! Even better, keep a journal, master the art of telling or writing a good story. All that’s necessary, as the old saying goes, is to sit down and open a vein.
Excuse me—I got carried away. Historically, such pursuits were always the province of the few, and now we have even more distractions than people did in the old days. I realize that we narrative therapists are probably fighting a losing battle, but stories must be told! Our health demands this special way of ordering our minds!
Well, I hope you have a good story to tell me. I haven’t heard a good one lately.
 
 



 
Afterword to “Too Many Memories”:
 
And here these stories end.
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