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Jason Snell ) ) )
action. (Though if they knew what sort of conversations

HOW THE OTH ER  happentopeople on-line, perhaps they would think twice

about the quality of “computer talk.”)
HALF WR'TES Whatever the reason, a fact’s a fact. Women are in
short supply when it comes to the on-line world—though
"VE BEEN WORKING IN THIS things are changing, slowly. (There are plenty more
world of “on-line” computers women around these days than in the old days...)
foralongtime, relatively speak- I'm sorry to say that for most drfiterText’s life, we've
ing. In the early '80s, before thebeen part of this disparity. During our first three volumes,
movie WarGamesmade a whole only four of the 46 writers we've had have been women.
generation of moviegoers wonder if computer hackerhis issue, however, half of our stories—a full three of
with modems could destroy the world (or their credéix—are by women, including our cover story, “Home,”
rating), | was the proud owner of a 300 baud moddry Ellen Brenner.
attached to a Commodore Pet computer. About all | couldNo, 1994 hasn’t brought a mandated gender quota to
do with it was call CompuServe (which cost an arm attie pages dhterText.Itjust so happens that of the stories
aleg, even then) and connect to the billing system of the chose for this issue, half happened to be by women.
local hospital. Trying to hack into that system had iihere are no promises that such a thing will happen again
appeal, but after afew weeks | grew bored and the modeext issue—for all | know, 42 of our next 46 writers will
went back into the box. be men.

After | sawWarGames| pulled out the modem and But I'd like to think that this issue is part of a trend—
started trying to use it again. This time | began connectifog bothinterTextand the Net in general. Women writers
to the world of local computer bulletin boards—one locaten’t any better or worse than men, really—that's a
(run by my best friend), a few long-distance. In higterrible generalization to make. But if | must generalize,
school, | ran my own bulletin board on an Apple /Ml do it in saying this: women writers offer different
computer. And in college, | became interested in tperspective. It's good to have them represented in these
Internet. Then, in 1990nterTextwas born. pages.

I've made a lot of good friends—and uncountable
casual acquaintances—over the years, here in this othelON A RADICALLY DIFFERENT SUBJECT, | THOUGHT I'D
world of computer communication. Most of them, botimention that as 1994 opens, | begin a new chapter in my
the good friends and casual acquaintances, were mdlés.In addition to editingnterTextand putting the final
Of courseyou say to yourselbecause most of the peopléouches on my graduate journalism degree at UC Berke-
on-line are men and boys. ley, | am now an assistant editoM@cUsermagazine.

It's true. In all the time I've been on-line, the ratio of’ll be a busy few months, but hopefully I'll be able to
men to women has been more or less what I'd expect ib&dance work, schodlnterText,and my home life.
in Alaska: maybe 9:1, if you're lucky. The most common What does this mean forterText?Probably nothing,
reason | hear for this disparity (womare slightly over really, though the address subscribers receive this mag-
half the population, you know) is that women aren’t @ine from may change as | gain Internet access at work.
interested in computers. Wihiyat's the case is open toBut Geoff Duncan and | hope to bring yioterTextinto
guestion—some would say that women are discouradbd foreseeable future, just as we've been doing for the
from scientific and technically-oriented subjects frompast three years.
the time they’re born. Others would say it's just a natural And on that note—a sentence which foreshadows the
difference. fact that our next regular issue (Vol. 4, No. 2) will mark

Maybe using computers as communication would tuonir third anniversary—I wish you good reading.
off women who prefer intimate, person-to-person inter- Enjoy the issue.
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HOME

BY ELLEN BRENNER

* Especially in a small town, people who are at all unusual draw attention
whether they like it or not. And someone whiagsedibly different... ¢

AWAKE FROM A NIGHT MADE RESTLESSBY MY USUAL undone myself by putting them someplace dumb, until
I stew of fragmented dreams to an early morning fdihally my hand connects with them and | nearly explode

of fog and the effortless song of birds. Some peopléth relief. Like most visually impaired people I'm
hate foggy days, but | adore them. There’s somethipgrforce a creature of habit, so my glasses are nearly
about the acoustics of fog that make bird-song, and allivays on the dresser where they’re supposed to be. Well
outdoor sounds, more intimate—held close by all thatemember, though, one particularly ghastly morning
opacity instead of flying away into the unobstructed athat | simply could not find them anywhere. Eventually
One tends to notice things like that when one is heldM8glie came looking for me when | was an hour late for

still as | am. work, to find me nearly in hys-
| lie there awhile, enjoying . . terics, having spent that hour
the birds and the patch of sky | Millie came looking for me when | methodically feeling every

can see through the windowyas an hour late for work, to find me horizontal surface in the house

without moving. I'm not quite : : : without success. Why | didn’t
ready yet for the ordeal of get-nearly n hySte”CS’ havmg spent that just break down and call her,

ting my outlandish body outof ~ hour methodically feeling every I'll never know; | can get pig-
bed. In some ways this is the - - headed sometimes. We never
hardest part of my day. Not honzoma.l surface in the house did find that pair of glasses,
that any part of my day is ex- without success. incidentally—it’s still a mys-
actly easy, but every morning tery where they went. Joel

tempts me with the appeal of just staying in bed anthde me another set that very day, while Millie sat with
evading all my little daily struggles. | do love life enoughme the whole time, reassuring me that | was not being a
despite my problems, that getting up wins out most of thily ninny for having worked myself into such a state. |
time. There is, however, that occasional morning whejust love Millie. And Joel, too, of course.
go ahead and let temptation win. And | don’t feel any too Glasses found and strapped on so that | can at least
guilty about it either—even though every single time | dmmewhat see where I’'m going—now into the shower,
stay in, someone inevitably comes looking for me, waand on with my robe. My cane and my vocoder are right
ried that I've had one of my mishaps. by the door where | usually leave them, thank God. | grab
That'’s life in small-town New England for you, everythe cane, sling the vocoder’s carrying strap over my
one minding your business as well as their own, especgtioulder, and carefully head out the door.
ly when one happens to stick out like the proverbial soreThe village of Mumford is a tiny thing. The business
thumb. Heh. But | don’t mind. In fact | find it rather district, such asitis, comprises six blocks worth of Main
comforting because, truth to tell, | really do just barelytreet. Its storefronts maintain a balance between the
manage on my own. | mean, | try not to make a habitwdflitarian and the picturesque: Joel's True Value and
falling down or getting stuck somewhere or otherwigeodding’'s Feed & Grain coexist with Millie’s rambling
getting myself in a fix, but it has been known to happdmokstore and a gaggle of antique emporia. The cross
and it's not a whit less terrifying to me each time it doestreets are lined with wood frame houses under elderly
It's really only the confidence that somebodjyl come maples. Most of the structures are plain little cottages, but
looking for me that allows me to go about my doings with sprinkling are grand Victorian wedding cakes fes-
any semblance of serenity. So | bless every one of thts@ned with verandas and cupolas, though their grandeur
beloved busybodies, even the ones who would make isaearly all broken into flats these days. | live in one of
laugh out loud if | were capable of it. the plain cottages, though a room in one of the wedding-
Despite the hangover from my bad dreams, this is matkes would have been more aesthetically pleasing. | just
a day from which | really desire to play hooky. So | steebuldn’t have borne facing all those diabolical steps
myself and commence with the maneuvers required to geéry single day.
me off my stomach and onto my feet. Glasses next—thelhe fog has nearly all burned off by now. | make my
usual moment of frustrated groping, wondering if | hawow progression down the block to Main Street.
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“Hey! Pole!” a cheerful voice greets me justas | round “Just because my unconscious is throwing temper
the corner. Since | can neither speak nor turn my head tastrums does not mean | don’t want to go through with
acknowledge a greeting in any other normal way,it]’ | type back. “And it’s hardly as if it's my first time.
simply come to a halt and wait until the person accostifigough | sure hope it gets easier with repetition. Hang on
me swims into my field of vision. a bit.”

Of course I've already recognized the voice long I have to stop typing because | need my hands free to
before | set eyes on the fellow. It's Crandell, one of noarefully lower myself into my chair. Another one of
“biggest fans,” as | often joke to Millie—one of thosdoel's handyman fixes for the peculiarities of my body.
people who seem especially to enjoy my company B&ith Millie’s blessing, he cut a circular hole in the floor
cause | offer the least resistance to their desire to tdllst in front of my computer workstation, and affixed a
Crandell's a dear, and mostly harmless, but the volumesaghioned bench equipped with sturdy armrests above it.
his outpourings never matches the import of their cofike bench has a slot cut into its seat, perfectly aligned
tent, so | don’t even bother to power up my vocoder (jusith the floor hole. This arrangement provides me one of
as well—it's a real chore to walk and type at the sarttee few places in the world where | can sit on a chair like
time). | proceed on my slow way once he’s caught updaaormal human being, for which I’'m profoundly grate-
me, and let him blather on at my side, reflecting yet agdin. But actually getting myself into that seat requires a
on how I'm saved from constant social disgrace by nigw tricky moves, to get that pole of mine properly
inability to laugh out loud. inserted into that hole and slot.

Thankfully, he has no business he can think of in theYes. A pole. Really.
bookstore, so he leaves me in peace at the entrancét’s nearly impossible to explain myselfto anyone who
heading off to the cafe in search of more victims t@s not yet heard the tale, without sooner or later hitting
harangue. The belljingles and the comforting book-smstimething so ludicrous that the hearer bursts into laugh-
wafts out at me as | negotiate my way through the dotsr, insisting he or she is being put on—it’s a joke, right?
and Millie yells a hello from somewhere in the back. Thidothing so ridiculous could ever exist. Heliye with it,
is my real home, even more so than the cottage that searedl often want to laugh—when | don't feel like scream-
as my domicile. Here | feel enfolded and supported; héng, that is. (I wish I could do either.) Even my uncon-

I can more than hold my own. scious seems to find it funny—"a pole up my butt”

Millie comes over and leans convivially over the top ahdeed.
my computer hutch as | get myself settled. | can see heBut that's exactly what | have. Not just up my butt, but
out of one of the mirror-lenses of my glasses; she’s givialgar through my body. About four inches in diameter,
me her “concerned mother” look. “You seem a littlabout six and a half feet long, straight as the proverbial
tired,” she observes. “Didn’t you sleep okay?” ramrod, made of an amazingly hard organic material that

| have the vocoder on at this point, and stop to typehias been shown by analysis to be at least somewhat
my reply. The voice that flows out of the little notebookelated to normal human cartilage; spitting me clean
sized machine lacks something in inflection and nuandesough the long axis of my body so that itissues from my
but it is more natural-sounding and beautiful than | everouth at one end and my anus at the other, completely
would have expected of a bunch of microchips. Emoogcluding thereby my throat, my esophagus, large por-
worked really hard to get it that way—one reason why tiens of my Gl tract—
is another one of the people | love. Totally revolted yet? Nobody can figure out how this

“Frankly, no,” | type. “I had another one of my patentould have happened, and nobody can say how it is that
ed nights of surrealistic dreams. Definitely fueled by thism alive. The scientific types have unhelpfully conclud-
upcoming interview foolishness—at one point there wad that, technically speaking, I'motreally alive—not, at
a bright green lizard in a pink business suit shovindeast, in any regular sense of that word. | don'’t breathe,
microphone in my face, asking how it felt to go throughor take in nourishment, nor seem to especially need
life with a pole up my butt.” either. And a good thing too, as | couldn’t have managed

“You know you can always back out of it,” says Millieeither in the normal way; and thinking about how | would
She’s now making her endearingly wry face—lips conrave handled elimination only invites more of the ner-
pressed, eyebrows up into her bangs, head cocked tovanes laughter my predicament breeds like toadstools.
side. She’s forty-five, an independent divorcée, and thisSuffice it to say that | do keep functioning, sustained
bookstore is her baby of ten years. She moved frday some mechanism and energy that cannot be deter-
Boston to this village just to birth it. She takes great pridé@ned by the white coat brigade. They've poked and
in being considered almost a local now after a metey’ve prodded, they've taken pictures and scans and
decade’s residence. God knows what else, and all they come up with is a great
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big nothing. A mystery of science and a prisoner cécorded anywhere. | might as well have been dropped
absurdity, sibling to Kafka’s cockroach but with nowhereom the sky—punted out of the heavens by a renegade
near the dignity or pathosheh.That's what | am. deity with a particularly sadistic sense of humor.

Living or not, | have to put up with some pretty |found myselfa man without a past, and with the most
gruesome realities. That unforgiving pole rules my bodgughable excuse for a present, and with a future that
forcing it into a painfully undeviating alignment. Mywould have been very grim indeed, had | not been
head it jams back at a grotesque angle; my face it craadspted by the inimitable residents of Mumford. Dedi-
into a eternal gaping grimace. My eyes wind up permzated eccentrics all, closely bound and yet self-reliant,
nently fixed upon a spot on the ceiling behind me—they felt an instant, unani EEEE—————————
other words, | am functionally as good as blind. Theous pang of compassion The upper end of
upper end of the pole juts out a good eight inches beféwethis changeling that Fate
my face, just long enough to make it a challenge to gad dropped into their back- _
through doorways without fetching it a teeth-rattlingard. Without a moment's the pole juts out a
whack. The nether end extends to about two inches abbesitation, they took me into
my ankles, so that | can walk, however awkwardly; butttieir hearts. ; -
the ground is any less that perfectly flat | get completely A moment | shall never gOOd elght inches
tangled. Stairs become an obstacle course. Sittingagget: caught in Janeen’s
completely out of the question, except through Joeflashlight beam, unable to before my face.
exotic arrangements. And now you see why lying dowsge whether | had found
or more accurately getting up from lying down, is suchfidend or foe, vainly clutch- The nether end
production. What else? I've already mentioned | carnrfig at my distended silenced
speak, can’t make any kind of sound; | can barely motbgoat as this unseen other
either—it’s astonishing how much one’s range of movewore under her breath in  €xtends to about
ment is limited if one’s torso is rendered completelstonishment; and then her
rigid. surprisingly strong arm i

Is this horrifying enough? How about the fact that theyround my shoulders, her two inches above
can'tremove it? Turns out it's sensate, an integral partgptiff voice in my ear: “Lord
my body. It has the weirdest sensitivity to knocks afdess you, son, | think my ankles.
pings, like a huge exposed funny-bone, as I've discowu’ve been run through
ered to my agony from the thousands of times I'weith a—well, | don’t know what—but just you take it
smashed one end or the other against something. Seay and lean on me, my house is just a few yards away.”
bright-eyed whitecoat tried digging at it early on, and | And then lying there in a daze across her big old four-
went into such deep shock that the whole brigade feapedter, shivering hard against this unyielding spear through
for a bit that they had lost me—not that | felt they had anyy flesh, listening to Janeen on the phone to old Dr.
gualms about my well-being, mind you, but they surelyarvey: “Harv, you better come on out here. I've just
didn’t relish the embarrassment of killing such a promigund this young man in my woods and he... well, | don’t
ing subject before they’d figured out how he was alivéhink | can do it justice, but it's the closest thing you've

Oh, and how about the fact that | have no more ideaevker seen to a feller swallowing a telephone pole... I'm
where | come from than anybody else? | have no memsoyry, Harv, | can’t explain it any better than that... Well,
at all of my life prior to that night three years ago whehen | suppose you'll just have to get out of bed and come
| woke up—naked, disoriented, transfixed—in the woodge the poor feller for yourself, then, won’t you?”
outside Mumford, and dear old Janeen Colver, seeingAnd then the strange procession of days that followed,
some strange commotion out in her back woodlot, thrémwvhich, by degrees, the entire cast of characters in this
a coat over her nightgown and went out with a flashliglittle family theater called Mumford passed through Jan-
to investigate. een’s house, come to see this poor stranger to whom such

It was pretty easy to determine that | was not froendreadful thing had happened—some wise, some fool-
Mumford. But so far, | don’t seem to be from anywheligsh, some sensitive and some less so, but all uniformly
else, either. My fingerprints have been sent around phessessed of the most astonishing sense of empathy.
world and have produced no match. Nobody has commpathyHow could one possibly empathize with some-
forward with as much as a missing-persons report. Nhing so bizarre? But that's the only word for it. Maybe
traces of memory would seem to point to the life ofadter years of living together in a small town, sharing each
typical middle-class American—but | must have beemogher’s tragedies and coping with each other’s foibles, the
loner, and too nondescript to have had my fingerprirggectacle of this man with something like a telephone
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pole through his body was not all that much stranger toBut | reckoned without the good people of Mumford,
them than their own existences. Just another poor dewtilo got their dander up at this treatment of their ward.
with his particular cross to bear. Or so they seemed toHerv, chagrined at what he had unleashed, talked to the
taking it. town elders, and they called atown meeting, and the town

Further, since | had materialized in their woods, thepted that the specialists couldn’'t have me. Bang. Just
as one assumed that | was now their responsibility, dike that. New England town meeting style at its best. |
my predicament their task to alleviate. They took me lrave another indelible memory, this of a scene some-
hand with characteristic country ingenuity. It was Janeetere on the edge of farce, played out in Janeen’s front
who first noticed my vision problem and called in Jogbarlor. All the specialists on one side, nervously perched
who took some wire and some convex mirrors and rigged Janeen’s old horsehair settee in their proper conserva-
up the first, rough edition of my now ever-present “glassve suits; all the town elders on the other side, in their
es.” Joel, in turn, called in Emory, his nephew with tHannels and denims, grim looks all around; and me
“fancy-pants technical-institute degree,” who turned gmopped up in a corner, Millie and Janeen standing guard
obsolete notebook computer and some off-the-shelf voiceer me like a pair of possessive she-bears. The special-
synthesis chips into a serviceable vocoder in an aftests left without me. | now belonged to the town.
noon. And Janeen herself, pragmatically realizing thatAnd | have belonged here ever since.
trousers were out of the question for me, sewed up soméfinish settling myself into my seat without any major
warm flannel into a kind of loose-fitting caftan-like robeupheavals. | boot the computer, plug my vocoder into it,
She’s made my clothes ever since. and log into the net—by these actions | now can commu-

But it was Millie who did me the most beneficiahicate with the entire globe of computer networks. This
service of all, if the least tangible. She sat by my sideiaavhat | live for, these days. It started out as a simple
| discovered (rediscovered?) my voice, talking me dowimng, just trying to be useful and taking a stab at earning
from my initial shock into some semblance of sanityy keep, getting the bookshop’s finances on the machine
How | remember lying there, typing on that little makeand plugging into a few of the basic news services. But
shift vocoder, venting all my anguish at this reality intthhen, with Emory’s help, | began to play around on the
which I'd been thrown: adrift in a freak’s body, with navarious networks. And then | discovered my gift.
memory of who | was, and no name except that ghastlyAt first all | did was talk—it was a pleasure to commu-
epithet “the telephone-pole man.” “Well, then, what daicate on bulletin boards, where nobody needs to know
you want to be called?” | remember her asking me.who you are or gives a damn what you look like. Then, |
don’t know,” | typed back, and then | couldn’t type angegan to play some of the on-line games of chance, and
more because | was crying too hard to see. And she he#s startled to find | had an uncanny ability to second-
my hand and stroked my head until | stopped crying, agdess the games. | would just look at a poker hand—
we talked no more about my name that day. By the timamember, we're talking video images here, not even the
| was in any state to think clearly about a name tpaper cards favored by psychics—and I'd know what the
nickname “Pole” had grown up around me and | simphext draw cards would be, | would know the whole draw
accepted it. Somehow the sting had gone out of it by thpile and the dealer’s hand. | was beating the odds to
because the people who had planted that handle onspilinters; if I'd been doing this in Vegas they’d have sent
were no longer strangers. the bruisers after me for card-counting.

Meanwhile, Dr. Harvey—after many persistent at- Emory could barely contain himself as he tried me out
tempts to persuade various specialists they were oot stock-market predictions. Soon, | was taking my
being handed a hoax—finally convinced some big-nammdest little paycheck from the bookstore and turning it
city doctor to come down and look at me, and suddeiyo some astonishing amounts of money. These days,
I was in a whole new kind of trouble. | was now up to niym earning so much money that it's a significant effort
eyebrows in authorities, and under their callous ministta-keep it quiet. Only a very few people know yet: Emory,
tions | began to get in touch with the destiny of a freadf course, and also Millie, both of whom I trustimplicitly.
That was the period in which | nearly died from sontut the venture is just about ready to go public. And then
damned fool of a specialist trying to take a sample frdirere’s that little interviewing gambit, which will also
my “chondralloplasia,” as they were pleased to call firove to be most usefully lucrative....

With no name and no concerned next-of-kin to fight for “Pole?” Millie is now favoring me with her penetrat-
me, | was terrified | was about to be hauled off to sornmay look. “Why are you doing this interview? | mean, the
sort of dismal facility, where | would be the subject atal reason. You hardly need the money, right? Or have
endless research papers and most likely never seeyitne had a change of luck that you haven’'t wanted to
light of day again. worry me with?”
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“Don’t be silly. If I did have a problem, you'd be thehat’s just so completely Freudian that even the polyester
first person I'd be blubbering all over—you know that.det would catch wise?”
just need that one last hunk of cash for—well, I'll tell you, Millie groans even louder.
but only on condition that you keep it a secret until the Eventually we both get back to work. The day passes
meeting tonight.” uneventfully. | finish my stroll through the gardens of
“You're aiming to buy out Lowry.” high finance and turn to my “real work.” Millie does all
“Damned right | am. I am not having any slick bastatie mobile things—caring s - ——-——————
of a developer come along and mess with my town. Not the stock, waiting on cus- Joel keeps
if I can help it. And | think | can help it. For a change.tomers. This is Saturday, so
“Va-va-voom! | just love it when you talk tough!” Shethere’s a fairly steady stream _
gives my shoulder a playful squeeze. Her voice is teasofgodies through the door. threatenlng to
but her smile is full of admiration. There’'s one more obnox-
“Hey, last of the true macho men, that's me,” | bantesus-gawker type; the rest,
back. I love that smile of hers so much, sometimes | dan the most part, are man-
barely look at it. ageable, the kind who pride
We're interrupted by the jingling of the doorbell. Shthemselves on being too lib- carcass to the
goes to greet the customer; | return my attention to el and sophisticated to pa-
computer with a certain sense of relief. | scroll throudionize someone with a de-
the various networks on which | have membershifmrmity. These try their
Several of my transactions from yesterday have compl@émnedest to look like
ed, all quite gainfully indeed. | sit and sense the way thiey’re taking me complete- of Fenway Park.
things, changing some of the orders still outstandirlyg,in stride, but still steal
rescinding others and putting in new ones. In a dozgiscreet glimpses whenthey
brokerage firms around the world, transaction codes fbmk nobody is looking. It's
a “T. Pole” flash in. The yields add up in my head asal testament to how badly
scroll along—definitely enough, with the fee for théhey conceal their curiosity  SUIE who would
exclusive, to run Lowry right out of town. And goodhat even | can catch them
riddance. | derive a deep satisfaction out of this odeing it.
power | can manifest over my environment. Six o’clock, and we close
Some key phrase from Millie’s customer pulls me oup. Millie and | walk on _
of my reverie—I think it was the standard, “Say, isn't thaiown to the cafe. A chorus him or me.
the guy | heard about on TV...?" This, of course, is tlod familiar voices greets us
downside of my giving interviews, however infrequentis we enter. | love the smells of old Ciro’'s cooking—I
ly; | become the modern Elephant Man, the stuff bhve told him many times how deeply | regret that | can’t
tabloid sensationalism. Millie dutifully offers to intro-experience his food firsthand. He simply laughs, and
duce me. | know she hates these gawkers, but ljm@mises to see if | can be driven crazy by the smell of his
forbidden her to be rude to her customers on my accourgst avgolimono soup. (It really does drive me crazy, but
The gawker swings into view: a typical tourist in a luridthat a pleasant torment it is.)
green windbreaker. His frank desire to gape is barelyJoel has made a seat for me here, too, so that | can better
concealed beneath a layer of gee-whiz reverence. Eligoy this hub of the village’s social network. People
name is something like Dobbs or Bobs—it goes througtake way for me, teasing me cheerfully as | lower myself

haul my unwieldy

“sacred ground”

Frankly, I'm not

get more stares:

my head without a trace. into place and lay out my vocoder. Joel himself arrives,
“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” | type. He getsnountain of rumpled flannel crowned with a wild forest
really excited by my use of the vocoder. of hair. “Ah, Pole, my friend,” he rumbles at me, “the

“Boy, | just have to hand it to you, your courage...” hiaith of the pious is being sorely tested today.”
gushes on. All the while he stares and stares. No amourit_ook, that's what you get for being a Red Sox fan,”
of simpering he can muster can disguise the voyeuridtietort. “Now if you'd only see reason and switch to a
tension in that gaze. Eventually he runs out of platitudesly worthy object of worship like the Yankees—"

and takes his polyestered self out of the store. “Sacrilege! Don’t you go forgetting that this is a
“Auugggh!” Millie groans theatrically as soon as thé&amily restaurant, you heathen!” Joel keeps threatening
door clatters shut after him. to load me in his pickup someday and haul my unwieldy

“Actually, I'm thinking of charging these guys tercarcass to the “sacred ground” of Fenway Park. Frankly,
bucks a pop to touch the pole,” I type. “Or do you thidkm not sure who would get more stares: him or me.
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More people roll in. The TV's on to the middle of theoom. It hurts me to see these people I've come to love in
second game of the doubleheader, and the Sox bguah pain, but I'm also pleased. It means | have a chance
miracle are not snatching defeat from the jaws of victoigyf. making these proud folk accept my gift.

People argue baseball, people fret about the growind raise my hand to be called on, and a murmur goes up
season, people share the latest gossip over a cold beasdiaboriously get to my feet. | suppose nobody would
a hot coffee. | luxuriate in the combined sound of theake it amiss if | chose to speak from my seat, but | feel
voices. Each and every one of them makes a pointtlus matter is too important for half-measures. | can sense
coming over to me to say hello. all eyes upon me as | make my way forward and place my

The game ends with the Sox modestly triumphawbcoder on the podium. And | commence to address my
Someone says, “It's getting on toward time for thgeople.
meeting, isn't it?” | pry myself up, and we all troop on “l would like to offer a modest counterproposal to that
over to the Congregational meeting house. | managesét forth by Lowry Development Associates,” | type.
get on up the time-warped wooden steps without serious*Most of you are no doubt aware that | have found a
ly banging myself more than once. Here is the third arelvarding livelihood in my computer work. However,
last place in the world outside of my cottage that you may be surprised to learn just how rewarding that
equipped to let me sit—sixth pew back on the left, justivork has been. I've been making some investments, and
the right place to give me a full view of Pastor Bob in thihey've been doing pretty well. In fact, | am happy to
pulpit on Sunday morning. report that | currently have some five million in solid

Tonight it is not Pastor but old Cummings, the seniorcome from current investments alone.” A gasp runs
town elder, who is in the pulpit. Pastor is down in the pewound the room. “Further, | have just negotiated an
area, working the crowd and pressing the flesh. Whexclusive contract with a publisher who wishes to put out
Cummings gavels us to order, Pastor slips in next to radyook about me, with an anticipated income from that
on the side not already occupied by Millie. project of another five million in the next two years.”

| hear a surly growl go up from the crowd. “Lowry’sMore gasps.
lawyer just came in,” murmurs Pastor in my ear like a “Friends...”
gently purring old tiger-tabby. My hands are shaking. | have to stop a moment. |

“What, he couldn’t be bothered to come himself®ontinue.
hisses Millie in my other ear, sounding more like an “Friends, this town is home to all of us, and none of us
offended Siamese. wants it to change. But | have an especially strong and

The lawyer’s way out of my line of vision, but | knowadmittedly selfishinterestin preservingitasitis. | simply
him well from prior sightings—polite, cosmopolitan, andon't think | could exist anywhere else. | think you all
completely underwhelmed by any Main Street that hakrsow what | mean by that. If Mumford stopped being the
grain and feed store where there should in his opiniontbe/n | now know, and turned into a fancy condo devel-
an espresso bar. Lowry never deigns to grace us withdpsnent full of strangers with big cars, | just don’t know
own company, but he always receives a detailed summaw | could manage...”
ry of every nuance of these meetings from his dog’s-bodyl have to stop again. The hall is completely silent,
and his ever-present microrecorder. | know; | have rifl@gaiting for me.
the lawyer’s reports via my computer. (Don’t go thinking “It is obvious to me that the funds I have just described
I'm that pure. All's fair in love and land wars.) are far more than | could ever possibly need to support

There is considerable fussing and fretting at this mestyself. | would thus like to propose, with your consent,
ing. Lowry has offered a significant sum of money forta donate a sufficiently large proportion of these funds to
large portion of the town’s common land. In this lousset up a perpetual trust, dedicated to the preservation of
economy, with tourism flat and farming more a pictucur town as it is. That way, we will never have cause to
esque holdover from a bygone century than a significaagret turning down any offer from any outsider, who,
source of livelihood, such a sum cannot be treated lighttiyawever well-intentioned, can’t possibly know what our
People are coming thick and fast up to the podium in frdotvn is really about. We can keep our home the way itis,
ofthe chancel, working themselves and each other intdlha way we need it to be...”
uncomfortable state of anxiety. But I'm not ready to Now I really can’t go on any further. | am shaking so
plunge in with my offer just yet. | know if | do it too earlyhard | have to clutch at the podium to keep my balance.
before everyone has had time to get their feelings air8@dmeone has leapt to their feet and started applauding
they just won't be able to hear or accept it. wildly. In a flash everyone is standing and applauding;

Finally, every last avenue has been explored, and thiérey are pounding on the pews with their fists and on the
is a pause. A distressing whiff of gloom wafts through tfieor with their feet, it sounds like a thunderstorm and it
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won'tlet up. Pastor is suddenly at my side holding me wgn now makes me feel the most awkward by far. | decide
and Millie’s doing the same at my other side. “I'm sto turn partly away from her in order to balance the
proud of you,” Millie whispers fiercely in my ear. | shakeocoder on a railing for a reply. | feel a little less
and shake, | can't seem to stop shaking. vulnerable that way.

Cummings gavels the crowd to silence eventually. “I'm rather proud of myself, to tell the truth,” | re-
“Our friend Pole has just made an exceedingly generapond. God, did that sound fatuous or what? “I really
offer,” she says portentously. “I will assume that Poleasn’t sure | had it in me.” Better.
knows exactly what he is doing, and thus will not insult “You have so much in you, | wish you could really
his intelligence with silly questions about whether Heelieve that.” She comes around to my front and hugs me.
really means it. | am now open to entertaining a motidy face goes hot. My hands sweat. Not all of the rigidity

from the floor.” in the hug | return can be blamed on the pole in my flesh.
“Move to accept Pole’s offer!” Joel's roar shakes the She releases me eventually. | can’t make out whether
rafters. I am relieved or regretful. “Thanks, Millie,” | type,
“Second!” cry several voices simultaneously. grateful for the cheerfully neutral voice of the vocoder.
“Move we vote to accept by acclamation!” cries oltlyou know | love you very much, don’t you?”
Janeen. “And | love you too,” she replies, a warm smile in her
“Second!” Another chorus of voices. voice. But I'm at the wrong angle to see her face.
“Do we have acclamation?” cries Cummings. The hall We part and | let myself into the house. | suddenly
thunders back uproariously. realize I'm emotionally drained, even less equipped than

“Three cheers for Pole!” roars a stentorian voice.ukual to handle confused feelings towards my dearest
soak myself with tears as they commence an old-fagtiend in the world. | get all my props returned to their
ioned hip-hipet ceteral wonder distractedly what Low- rightful places only by a massive effort of will, and fall
ry’s lawyer is doing during all this tumult. Probablynto bed exhausted.
coolly buffing his nails as his microrecorder spools on For some unknown period my sleep is deep and
and on. No skin off his nose. Development corporationadisturbed. And then | dream, and for perhaps the first

like the one he works for never time in three whole years the

put all their eggs in one basket. dream is full, lucid, and un-

| know for a fact they'rework- A beam of light stabs down at me fragmented.

ing on at least six other village  from the Ceiling, trapping me in | am in a dimly-lit, cavern-

buy-outs; that Mumford fought ous room. In the air is the
them off will not bother them & column that ShOQtS through my faint hum of power pumping
in the least, as long as they get body and up my spine and out my through sophisticated ma-
a handsome yield from their i chinery. 1 am standing on
other projects. Which is exact- mouth. My head is thrqvvn back some sort of a platform that
ly why they need to have their and | am screaming— looks a bit like a hangman’s
greedy paws kept off our town; scaffold, and the impending
to them, we’re not a skein of tightly woven lives but sense of doom | feel suits it perfectly.

convenient framework for a resort concept. A figure with brilliant emerald skin and a flowing

But they’re gone now, they’re gone, they’re gone, tleeimson robe stands by a control panel, hand poised on a
battle has been won; the Huns have been beaten kgelat lever. Two other figures stand by; they are too deep
from our gates, and | the one who did the beating. in shadow for me to make out. “This is it, Cory,” says one

Much later—after many hugs and back-pounding$ the shadows. “Last chance to reconsider.”
that jar my body no end but do wonders for my soul; after*You know I've got to go through with it,” | say. “Do
an impromptu party back at the cafe, where | am toastedset it over with. Before | lose my nerve.”
with champagne Ciro unearths from God-knows-where, A shadowy figure makes a sign to the emerald being,
the look and smell of which makes me glad | can’t tastdo nods solemnly and throws the lever. A beam of light
it; after more hugs, and some tears, and many goodnigtiébs down at me from the ceiling and another stabs up at
from friends not yet finished with savoring this momemhe from the platform, trapping me in a column of light
with me—I find myself before my own front door, havinghat shoots through my body and up my spine and out my
been walked home by an ebullient Millie. mouth. My head is thrown back and | am screaming—a

We pause there a moment, silent. The crickets solrehm of light—
abnormally loud. “I really am proud of you, you know,” | come awake to the pale dawn fog and the uncon-
she says. Of all the many looks she wears, the one sheckeased songs of the birds.
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The dream was so very real. My waking surroundings*“l regret | don’t have a good place for you to sit in
almost seem like a dream in contrast. And there wakexe,” he says as he closes the big oak door to the outside
damn-fool alligator in a pink suit, and what did the otherorld, “but at least here we can have some privacy.”
one call me? Cory? Why does that name ring such dlappreciate that,” I type. | have placed the vocoder on

clamorous bell within me, as if... top of one of the more stable piles of books on his desk,
And | didn’t have the pole. and am resting my weight on my feet and the pole in the
But then came the beam. manner of a three-legged stool. It's not my favorite

I am not handling this dream very well, nor the rush pbsition, as the pressure and shifts of weight on the pole
strange thoughts that it has set loose, swirling the mesnd some truly weird vibrations through my body; but
frantically around in my head the more | focus on theiit's better than nothing, especially when I'm feeling so
I don’t think | want to handle any of this. | think | needinsteady on my feet, so to speak.
some help, and fast. “Pastor,” | type, “do you think | have been acting...

Millie? peculiar lately?”

Oh, dear. No. Not this time. | think, now, | need some Another sharp look. “Peculiar? Not any more so than
help with that situation too, and I've been putting it off fassual, that I've noticed. Unless you count giving away ten
far too long. million dollars peculiar—which | of all people don't.

| know who. Why—were you looking for some suggestions?” His

The meetinghouse bell is just beginning to toll asribbing is softened with a just-kidding smile. He is no
approach those trying wooden steps. Millie never com@mple country parson, our Pastor. He'd put in a long
here for services; she’s a hardened atheist. But I'm héhgstrious career serving several urban, social-action-
every Sunday, and | need it today more than ever. &ented churches, and then taught social ethics at a
distracted am | that, when the first person who spots prestigious seminary; he took this call upon his retire-
comes up and starts thanking me profusely, | neednant “just to keep his hand in,” as he put it. So this town
minute to remember what it is I'm being thanked fohas not only a most joyful servant, but a particularly
God, | can't believe I'm that rattled! Once again I'm glabrilliant and worldly one.

I am possessed of the literal poker-face. More people‘Thanks, no,” I answer him. “I'm feeling quite pecu-
approach me as | make my way to my pew. I'm a bit mdrar enough already. | just—how do | explain...?” |
composed now, so | am able to give them such acknodéscribe my dream in detail. He listens carefully, rubbing
edgmentas | can. It's soothing to talk with them about rhis chin, occasionally emitting a “uh-hum.” He sits for
recent triumph, it takes my mind away from its negome time after | finish, still rubbing his chin and emitting
discoveries. a few more “uh-hums.”

Once the service starts, though, I'm back alone with*Why do you think this dream you had means you're
my thoughts, troubling companions with which to try tgetting ‘peculiar’?” he asks at last.
worship. This is an old Puritan church, so there are nol hesitate. “Because,” | respond, my hands trembling
florid pictures of Biblical scenes, and the simple woodsatightly on the keys, “the only interpretation that suggests
cross has no martyred figure upon it. But how to beitgelf so smacks of hubris, it makes me fear for my sanity
Sunday service and avoid the mental picture of thestto contemplate it.”

Teacher on his sacrificial tree? And how, once it mani- “And that interpretation is...?” He's not going to let

fests, to keep that image from getting all tangled with mye get away without saying it in so many words.

dream of getting nailed by a beam of light? “That—if the dream is not just a dream, but a true
| sit and hear, and sit and hear, convinced that eitlmeemory of my prior life—that | somehow volunteered

I'm beginning to remember a past that is far more disturfor this... existence. In order to save the world or some

ing than | could ever have imagined, or else that | aaach nonsense.”

finally cracking up. “Why does it trouble you so to contemplate being a

The soothing voice of Pastor Bob’s preaching calmavior? After all, you just saved Mumford last night.”
me somewhat, and by the end of the final hymn I've gde’s smiling at me very faintly.
myself partway convinced that | was overreacting. Yet| come to a complete halt. Why, indeed? “It strikes
when | finally speak to Pastor at the door, having waitetk,” | type, thinking carefully, “that saviorhood is some-
until almost everyone else has left, there must be sortfeng much more sensibly proclaimed by others than
thing in my manner that suggests I'm not quite righproclaimed of oneself. Otherwise it smacks of hubris. Or
Pastor gives me a sharp look, has me wait until the lestlelusional thought patterns.”
few others have left, and then marches me immediately'Perhaps. To a certain extent. But one can also err in
right back to his study. the direction of keeping one’s light stowed under a
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bushel, you know. Strikes me you've always bent so f&jection, the confused feelings, maybe the very friend-
over backward to deny your considerable gifts and grasegp itself—of course I'm terrified! | just haven't been
that it's a wonder to me you haven’t snapped that poleadfie to do it, though don’t think | haven’t agonized over

yours in two.” it. But now, if what you say is true—"
| feel uncomfortably found out. “I wasn’t expecting “Would I lie to you? So now you'll get out there and
the conversation to go in this direction.” go after her?”

“I'm sure you weren’t. And I'm not ready to let you “l will. I'm still scared out of my wits, mind you, but
change the subject yet. Now | have to admit, | have neVevrill. Now about my dream—"
in my life had the experience of looking anything other “Your dream, if the truth be known, I'm rather less
than unrelentingly average, so | can’t know how it musbncerned about. Knowing where you come from can be
feel to carry the burden you do every day. But I've beempowering, but not nearly so much as knowing where
meaning to say this to you for years, and you've finaljou’re going.”
given me the opportunity: you have got to be one of the“But do you think the dream was true?”
bravest, gentlest souls | have met in all my long years of'How should | know? For what it's worth, by the
ministry, and it breaks my heart to see how you won't letidence of your own body you are a unique occurrence
yourself accept what a wonderful person you are. Whydo the face of this earth. |t ice—————————
you have to drive yourself crazy the way you do? Dortfus safe to assume that your  “Perhaps your
you know there are people all around you who absolutelggin is also unique. And may-
love you? Not because they pity you, for God’'s sakebe someday we’'d know the .
because they genuinely love you and need you. Millteuth of where you come  dreamistrue.

just to name one prominent example.” from—and maybe not—butin
| feel even more deeply found out. “What abowither case you still have alife Bt \what does it
Millie?” you need to live. Perhaps your

“What about Millie?” He laughs uproariously. “Son, aream is true. But what does it
man of the cloth doesn’t gamble, but if | wanted to | coutdatter? Does your life become ~ Matter? Does
join any number of pools in town taking bets on the dayy more sensible by discov-
you'll finally wake up and take that woman to the altaering you fell off a flying sau- v |ife become
What—you think people don’t have eyes? It's been teer or whatever? You still have
talk of the town for over two years. And I'll tell youto live. .
something else—though it may seem I'm taking a con-“Now—does that help you ~ MOre sensible
siderable liberty with my ministerial privilege—not twaat all?”
weeks ago, Millie was standing almost exactly where“Well, it does lessen my  py discovering
you're standing now, all at wit's end over you, becausears for my sanity.”
she’sloved you desperately since almost the first time shélf your sanity is dependent
laid eyes on you! And you, you're so terrified at the vegn my word, son, you're in you fell off a
idea of getting involved that she hasn’t dared to as muobuble deep.” He laughs again,
as breathe a word of it to you, for fear of scaring you and stands. “Go to her, son. flying saucer?”
of eight years’ growth!” She’'sagoodwoman. She loves
“Millie came to church?” Somehow that just adds thgu. And I'll tell you a secret: | think she needs you every
final, perfect touch of improbability to the matter. bit as much as you need her, if not more. Now get out of
“I know; doesn’t that suggest what lengths shelere, and God bless.”
willing to go to for you? Seriously, she thought | might | ponder Pastor’s words all the way down Main Street.
have some in with you that she wouldn’t have, her beihdon’t feel any less unsettled, but somehow I feel a little
the source of the threat, so to speak. So—what is it, sam¥re at peace with being unsettled, if that makes any
What's the big holdup? Do you want me to say that aggnse. Actually, the only thing that is making sense, and
loud for you, too? Or can | get you to say it for yourself?$ gradually forcing its way through the miasma of my
“Pastor, consider me laughing uproariously right nowonflicted thoughts, is Pastor's message about Millie:
No, I'll say it myself. It's the obvious, of course. | mean—Go to her, she loves you.”
me? Inlove? Me, inviting a person whose opinion mattersl begin to feel a wild strange euphoria pulsing through
more to me than anything in the world, to enjoy physicaly usually-placid veins. If | were capable of running, |
intimacies withthis body? I’'m not even quite sure if mywould break into a sprint right now. But | do speed up as
body is capable of such intimacies, if you catch my drifouch as | am able, and commence to make a beeline for
The very idea of risking this friendship—risking theéMillie’s place.
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She lives about two streets over from me, in a flat onMy head wobbles on the pivot of my neck as | turn to
the second floor of one of the most charming weddinigce the speaker. “Dana?” | say wonderingly, my mem-
cakes. | can see its stately roofline peeping out frames fluttering in and out like shuffled cards. “What—I
behind the maples—the elaborately tiled mansard rodfn’'t understand—"
the cupola with the stained-glass mullions. A faint wind Dana smiles, visibly relieved; there are more lines in
stirs the trees, and a wind chime tinkles unseen on the wise old face than | remembered. “Good. Your
wraparound veranda. memory is beginning to return. I'm sorry, Cory. We had

I am getting closer. My normally sluggish heart ia disaster during your transmission. An interference from
beating madly. | actually feel alive, for the first time in thne inter-dimensional void. The carrier beam wentthrough,
three years of my known life. Here | am, | feel likbut we lost all communications contact with your mind.
singing, the ill-made knight proven at last, fresh froiour memory went into stasis. We've spent three years
securing my homeland from the Huns, returning now frying to reestablish contact.”
triumph to ask for the hand of the lady who has always“Three years.” My memories are now sliding back into
believed in me. The air in fact does seem to be singipipce so fast that it's making me dizzy. | shake my head
humming with the sound of thousands of bees. to clear it—bad move; my much-abused spine screams in

There is something like a crack of thunder, and it sotest. “Of course. Three years of fighting it. Fighting
only as | am falling to the ground that | realize that tlassimilation into the milieu. Fighting that ghastly phys-
corresponding bolt of lightning has just struck me. It hasal manifestation. Until just this past twenty-four hours,
shot right down the pole as if | were a living lightning rodvhen I finally began to relax and accept it all.”

I hit the ground with a crash, and lie there a moment,“Congratulations,” Dana replies. “That will go down
stunned. The world has darkened—have | sufferednathe training manuals—adaptation to milieu under
concussion? All my insides, the length of my body, aextraordinary stressors of physical distortion and amne-
cramping uncontrollably. They are trying to knot thensia.”
selves around something that no longer seems to be ther&_ook, this is all very warm and fuzzy, but may | point
| find myself writhing on the ground and groaning alouout that the clock is ticking away?” Sabin. How could |
with the pain of it— have possibly forgotten that abrasive tone of voice?

Wait a minute. “How much time do we have, Lucas?” asks Dana

“Thank the gods. And not a moment too soon. Coralmly.
on, Cory, snap out of it. We haven’t a minute to spare.” The glittering emerald cyborg consults its screens and

“Sabin—won’tyou back off a bit? The man’s obviousreadouts before replying in its golden voice. “I can give
ly shaken up. Give him a moment to compose himself/8u about five more minutes before the connection be-

“Look, Lucas—you're the one’s been making all thgins to degrade dangerously, ma’am.”
noise about how unstable this hiatus is, you'’re the one’s‘lt will have to do. Cory, listen. It's all well and good
been ragging on about how difficult it's going to be tthat you established the linkage even under such harsh
keep it open long enough for us to do the interventibn-eonditions, but | can’t in good faith let you go back there

“Sabin. Leave Lucas alone. We're all under a lot ohless you completely understand what the situation is.
stress, but just please try to stay focused. Cory, do ykhere was, as | said, catastrophic interference with your
understand me? Do you remember me? Please—speakdinal transmission. It took three years for us to find

“My voice,” | croak. My face feels like sprung elasticyou—for awhile, we weren’t even sure if your mind was
my jaw as if it has rust in its hinges. | am helped intoséill functioning. It was all we could do to pull you back
sitting position. | am in the cavernous room of my dreain, even for this brief hiatus. If we send you out to the
sprawled upon the scaffold-like platform. The column gime target once more, | can’t but wonder if the same
light juts down from the ceiling, but comes to an abrugting will happen to you all over again. Not only is that
halt about ten feet above my head, like a piston poised arttell of a way to run an inter-dimensional mission, but
waiting to come crashing down again. Two figures aFen not one bit happy with the idea of submitting one of
leaning over me; I'm having trouble getting my eyes tay best operatives to that kind of punishment—"
focus on them. A third stands over by the control panel;“You realize,” | croak, “that the interference is prob-
| see a glint of brilliant green in the low light. ably symptomatic of the larger problem.”

“The pain you feel is from the removal of the physical “Don’t | ever. The inter-dimensional stress has accel-
distortion you suffered when you were projected out ordoated since you've been gone. At this rate, we're going
your target plane,” says the owner of the last voice tohave to add at least a dozen more linkages to this one
speak. “It will lessen somewhat with time. Though | fe@ector alone to prevent it shearing off from the Continu-
time is not something we have a lot of.” um completely.”
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“Which means you can't very well abandon this link of The beam snaps back through my body so hard and fast
mine right here.” that | don’t even have time to scream. And then, | no
Dana looks at me, silent. What goes unspoken is tbager can.
underlying enormity of this mission, this generations- | hit the ground with a crash, and lie there, stunned.
long project that all of us have pledged our very souls to.This hitting the deck is getting very old very fast.
With all the powerful technology and knowledge pos- | am lying in dappled sunlight on a concrete sidewalk.
sessed by this, our home dimension, we have yet to fBidds are singing with blithe unconcern. The pole is still
a more effective way to stave off the fragmentation of thiérating, like a cold-sensitive tooth stung by ice-water,
Continuum than to throw our very bodies into the breaamly this tooth is shooting its displeasure the entire length
We serve as the living linkages between worlds. We arfemy body.
the only hope. I understand now. The transmission beam, the linkage,
Hubris? Perhaps. But what other society is in awywhich|am the living anchor on this plane—somehow,
position to make this kind of sacrifice? Most of the otheecause of the interference, it is concretely manifesting
dimensions, like the one in which | have just spent thrag an organic part of my body, instead of an intangible
years of pain and confusion, are Pre-Contact; they daih'itead back to my home dimension asiit’s supposed to do.
even possess the technology to detect the Trans-Dimén-wonder it's so damned sensitive. And all I've been
sional Continuum, let alone deal with the growing fisssing its power for is to second-guess the stock-market
sures in their realities. All they know is that their civiliand other intuitional parlor-tricks. That’s so funny, I truly
zations suffer from a subtle butincreasing malaise, whisfsh | could laugh out loud.
is nothing less than the fragmentation syndrome’s man-‘Pole! Oh my God! Are you all right?”
ifestation on the level of the communal psyche. A Good lord, it's Millie. What did she see? Did she catch
few other dimensions possess at least the basic techanls glimpse of my retrieval and retransmission? God
ogy to have achieved Contact, but their cultures are eitkeows it was noisy enough—thunder and lightning in-
not yet mature enough to produce more than the ocdaed! But these are the kinds of unfortunate glimpses that
sional true altruist, or else they are already so infectesh really screw up a pre-Contact milieu—
with the malaise that they can barely summon up the willl hear feet pounding down the steps of the veranda, and
to keep their worlds from self-destructing. And a fethen she is upon me in a flash, picking me up off the
dimensions, both pre- and post-Contact, have alreaigewalk, brushing me off, gathering up my cane and
self-destructed, having sunk into any of the all-toglasses and vocoder from where they’ve scattered in my
numerous forms of cultural suicide. fall. She gets me up onto the veranda and stretched out on
No, it's up to us, hurling ourselves bodily across thay stomach across her landlady’s chaise lounge, and sits
void, anchoring all the dimensions to Continuum Commn the floor near my head, where | can actually look her
with the very fibre of our beings. What is it one of theght in the eye without resorting to my mirror glasses. |
subcultures in my target milieu calls that? A Kamikazeave a weary headache from all the energy and emotions
mission.Banzai—live ten thousand years. But, actuallythat have coursed through me this momentous day, and
we do. Only, there are certain risks to that kind dfe feel of a few places on my body suggests I’'m going to
lifestyle. have some spectacular bruises.
“I'm going back.” | rise unsteadily to my feet, aware She ruffles my hair playfully, smiles her relief into my
that this may be the last time in a long, long time that 18yes. “There. None the worse for wear, once again. | think

have an unencumbered body. maybe you should take some of that ten million and
“Cory.” Dana’s eyes are glistening. Even Sabin iastall rubber matting on all the town’s sidewalks, for all
respectfully silent. the times you take a header on a stretch of perfectly flat

“l didn’t say I'm looking forward to it,” | continue. concrete.”
“But I'm doing it. Besides, I'm pretty sure | might “Forgetaboutit,” | type—thank God I didn’t bust the
actually keep my mind intact this time. | made a vepoor little vocoder in the fall. “Can you just see me taking
powerful link back there, you see. Very deep on tleebounce off something like that?” Apparently, she has
emotional level. I think | have a chance.” Millie. | feel theeen nothing more than me taking a splat. Good. | don’t
smile grow on my face. need to muck up this situation with any complex expla-
Dana nods, smiling faintly. “Yes. | sense you havaations that will just sound like B-grade science fiction—
The gods go with you, then, Cory.” She and Sabin gmten if they are all true. | just want, for now, to be a
clear of the platform. She nods to Lucas. The emerafibrmal, run-of-the-mill village oddity.
green gatekeeper gives me a deep bow of honor. And thefNo, I'll live,” I type. “l was just in too much of a hurry
it pulls the switch— is all. I was just down to the meetinghouse speaking to
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Pastor, and... I'm really sorry, Millie, that it's taken me | hug her back as best | can, feeling the tears welling up
all this time for reality to come and hit me over the heaaljt of my own eyes. The afternoon sun is slanting down in
but—Millie, will you marry me?” golden shafts onto the veranda. A warm and beautiful
She gasps, and just sits there a moment, stunned.Woman is in my arms, her flesh soft and inviting under my
seized with panic—oh God no, | can’t have been wrorftands. The living antenna in the heart of my being is
Pastor assured me.... But then she bursts into tears,sinding to full life at last, singing a song of healing across
throws her arms around my head, babbling on and on afldhe dimensions, a song that enfolds little Mumford and
on about how I have just made her the happiest womaitsrworld in its protection, a song that is echoed by the birds
the entire world. in the maples.
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AUTO PLAZA RAG

A DAM ENGST

* Ever feel as if you were in a different time zone from the rest of the world?
Some people are like that all the time...

| drove it up to the BMW/Mazda/Subaru/ChevroleWallenbeck.” Matter of fact tone. Sign on the window.
Volvo Auto Plaza and the door opened and | droveMtazda, “We surround you with satisfaction.” Snow flakes
in. Ed edited my name on thosss——————————— |ike cotton balls, like bunnies hop-

computer, adding a comma. “It | \yant to sleep with W endy ping down the bunny trail.
won't be long,” he smiled. Blue-gray concrete block walls

I TOOK MY CHEVY NOVA IN TO BE FIXED LAST FRIDAY. Rent-All across the street. “Hi, I'd like to rent Wendy

Waiting room. Blue-gray con- Wallenbeck. I want and clear windows. Grey seats.
crete block walls with charcoal customer assistance. Tasteful post-modern garage de-
trim outlining the doors. In case cor. Gold oval clock near the door.

you can't find them. Lots of glass and chrome. Windo@n time. Four minutes slower than my watch because my
in front of me reminds me of the Swedish flag except itigatch is four minutes fast in this time zone. Sign on the
clear. Sign: “Your satisfaction is extremely important tdoor. “PUSH.” Second sign on the door. “Notice of
us!” Double line. “If you have any concerns or suggebguidation.” Curling at the corners. Van pulls up outside
tions please ask to speak with our customer assistathee windows. Federal Express man wearing Federal
manager Wendy Wallenbeck or if you prefer please cadlixpress coveralls and a Federal Express knit hat unloads
272-9292.” Triple line. Couldn’t Ed add some commastong, fat, oblong, thin, short packages. Chiasmus. Slow-
the sign too? | want to sleep with Wendy Wallenbecklyl. One at a time.
want customer assistance. Snow slows to motes in the whites of god’s Eye.
Proctor-Silex coffee pot three-quarters full for cusbon’t shoot until you see the whites of his Eye.” Tall
tomers only. Windows stare at me. | stare back. Anderdsande on tall heels clicks past four minutes fast. Wendy
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Wallenbeck? Styrofoam cups—the cockroaches will build a fit of paranoia. | cough unconvincingly so they don’t
houses with Styrofoam cups curling at the corners and ase their keys or simply break the door down and drag me
spaces or is it em-spaces when the world blows up. Stadffor interrogation. “How do you know Wendy Wallen-
woman from PartsPlus wearing a PartsPlus coat pullshgzk?” It's a very effective technique, you know, abduct-
outside the windows. Carries in a small cardboard bimg suspects from the toilet.

labeled in big letters “Air Filter.” Blonde shoulder length Plump blonde woman from United Parcel Service
hair shorter than Wendy Wallenbeck’s. | want to sleguills up outside the window. She has short curly hair and
with Wendy Wallenbeck. is wearing a UPS nylon jacket. “Artificial milk or artifi-

Two men next to me. “Fifty cents on the TomTran taal sugar for your coffee, sir?” asks Wendy Wallenbeck.
work. Fifty cents back. You gotta keep a truck out of thiéhe fake sugar is in a blue-topped plastic dispenser and
salt and slush to keep it nice.” Gold clock sticks ouhe fake milk is in a white-topped plastic dispenser. “Mr.
Wendy Wallenbeck couldn’t have picked it out? SHalite. We've finished the alignment.” That may or may
looks pained when | mention it. Second short womat be my name. Itisn’ta good ideato give out your name
from PartsPlus pulls up outside the windows. Dirty strangers. Some Indian tribes used to think if someone
brown hair crawling on the last legs of a perm. Weakaew your name, that person could control you. Now if
PartsPlus overalls under a brown PartsPlus jacket. Tiney know your name, they can call you and send you
men, “One dollar a day. Thanksgiving Day | went overivate offerings in the mail and ogle your credit rating.
every inch my truck. Not a speck of dirt on it.” It's all the same thing, | suppose.

Sign on the window. Volvo, “We are ready to service “You don’t have to call me sir,” | tell Wendy Wallen-
you.” Are Volvos from Sweden? Can't hold it longerbeck. “You can call me” Drowned out by “Carl Franks.
Bathroom. Two switches. One light, one fan. | turn off tHélease dial five hundred. Carl Franks. Five hundred.”
fan. Blue-gray decor except for the charcoal outline of thieo men, “Fifty cents to and from work. Three months
door, should | be unable to find it. Sit down. Ellipticabf this and | figure my truck will stay nice.” Hundreds of
toilet paper dispenser. Gives more torque, prevents mon#lions of years pass. “Mr. Slite. We've finished the
than five sheets of bathroom tissue from coming off alignment on your Nova.” “Ed, is it now a super nova?”
once. Frustrated, | pull at it again and again, generativigs, he replied and | thought | saw the motes in his eyes
lots of torque. Someone tries the door, which I've lockeginting as it exploded.
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S UNG W O O

» Good friends support each other in times of need. But as you’re comforting your friends,
ask yourself: how well do you really know them? o

only Jim. He’s always like this after he getstemmed rose, complete with tooth and lipstick marks.
the heave-ho.”
“I've known him since fourth grade,” | say, looking at WHAT DENISESAID ABOUT JM WASNOT TOTALLY TRUE.
the yellow mums, “in Mrs. McKimson’s class.” TheHe doesn’t like to be dumped—nobody does, although |
flowers smell wonderful; they smell like summer. do get the feeling he does like some caring from friends
Denise points to the back of the store with her rigitthe aftermath. Is that sowrong? And he isn’t a sad case,
foot. “We haven’t even checked the cactus section.” either, it's just rotten luck. As he often tells me, “Cliff,

1 DOES IT REALLY MATTER?” DENISE SAYS. “IT's At the register | pay for a pot of lilies and a long-

“You're funny.” s {hEFE Are two things I'll never

“Oh CIiff, you know, it's “Cliff. there are two things I'll never have any luck with—cars and
like helikesit.” ’ ) women.” To my knowledge,

“What's that supposed to  have any luck with—cars and he’s had more accidents and

mean?” | ask, louder than | women.” He’ s had more accidents flats than anyone else, and al-
wanted to. Some people look most always there’s a woman

in our direction. and flats than anyone else, and in the car when it happens.
“Maybe we should discuss  almost always there’ s a woman Two birds with one stone.
this at the studios of WLJK, . : The potted lilies sit in the
you know, where only half the in the (?ar Wh,en It happens. passenger side, the bulbs bob-
town will hear it.” Two birds with one stone. bing in rhythm with the car.
I just look at her, then look Lilies are very pretty flowers,
back at the mums. and a bit sad, too, in the way they seem to have a

She puts her hand on my arm. We walk away from thermanent slouch. Perfect for this occasion.
mums. “Look, | know Jim’s your friend and all, but he’s Times like these | wonder about Jim. He’s not a bad-
a sad case. No, don’t look at me that way. You know thabking guy at all—better looking than me, in fact, with
it's true.” fine red hair and a bunch of freckles. Denise once told me
We're now in the fern aisle, nothing but green, flowingow youthful Jim looked with those freckles. “He'’s
leaves. “I've known Jim for a long time,” | say, touchinglways going to be a high school senior, you know. Age

a fern leaf. and cuteness do not go together well in men.” Denise, the
“Yes, since fourth grade, in Mrs. McKimson'’s class.Goddess of Men.
“He’s been there for me, over and over again.” That may be true in the long run, but Jim’s my age, just

She shrugs and walks over to the roses. There are siimeed 25 a month ago. That's when things were still
things Denise will never be, and | have come to accguiod, when Jim and Sandy were still together. Things
that. Growing up, | call it—realizing that everyone haouldn’t have been better at the party. Sandy seemed very
limitations, yourself included. | have faults, she hdsmppy, and | saw them smooching at every chance they
faults, we all have faults, and it's dealing with those faulg®t, like a couple of junior high school kids.
that counts. But something had gone wrong, and now it’s all over.

When I turn the corner, | have it. Lilies, white ones.Holding the flower potin one hand, I ring Jim’s doorbell.
call Denise over, and she comes along with a lorgdething. | ring it again, and this time | hear footsteps.
stemmed rose. “Is this like totally sexy or what?” she “Cliff,” he says. “lwas dozing.” He looks like hell, like
says, and bites the middle of the stem like some exdii hasn’t shaved for a couple of days, complete with a

dancer. phenomenal bedhead. He waves me in.

“It's, like, totally you,” | say, and kiss her. | had never “Just wanted to see how you were doing,” | say,
kissed anyone biting a rose before. closing the door behind me.

“So—lilies, huh? Do you know what color?” “What's the deal with the potted plant?” he asks.

“l like the white ones.” | shove it in his chest. “For you, my friend.”

“Me too.” “Lilies.”
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“You got it. Denise helped me pick it out, sort of.” the second time you hear it, you ask again, wondering if

He puts it down on the coffee table, plops down on tttee reasons match the first one. Then the third time you
couch, and stares at it. “Is this supposed to cheer me ugd8b ask because coincidences do happen.” He comes

“Not really,” | say. “I just thought them appropriate.’back with two bottles of Sam Adams and a greasy box of

“Appropriate. They're droopy and sad-looking.”  pepperoni pizza. “After that, you don't ask, because you

“Like | said.” are sick of hearing the same shit over and over again.”

“Thank you,” he says, and manages to smile. “You never told me this.”

“I haven’t been around much,” | say. “I thought | was “Sorry,” he says, “it just wasn’t worth talking about, |
leaving you and Sandy alone, for you two to spend soqeess. I've never had a relationship for longer than three
quality time together.” months, CIiff.”

“Another one gone, into the scrapbooks.” “What about Susanne Perkins?” | say, picking at a

“You could've called me, you know. You have a bapepperoni.
way of just letting things fall apart around you once “l don’t exactly count passing notes in gym in seventh

something happens. You have friends.” grade to be a fulfilling relationship.”
“I didn’t want to bother you, | guess. Hey, pass me the We eat for a bit, and suck on our bottles of beer. Maybe
ashtray.” Jim’s just too nice of a guy, | think. Some women, and

He takes out a pack of Marlboro Mediums and lighisen, too, will just walk all over you if you give them the
up a cigarette. “They went down in price, you know thathance. It's like they see a crack in the dam, and they’ll
They're starting a big price war with the other brandschip away at it until the whole thing breaks.

He offers one for me, and | take it. It had been a couple of'Are you happy with Denise?” Jim asks me, catching
months since | last had my smoke, since Jim’s lase off guard.

breakup, with the fiery blonde Joleen. Have to remember pause and meet his eyes fora moment. Jim returns my
to brush my teeth before | see Denise. gaze, raising his eyebrows.

“So you want to talk about it?” | say. “l guess | really don't think about it all that much,” |

He shrugs. “Not much to say, really. It's the same o$dy, looking at the lilies. One of the buds has a small
shit. Jim meets nice girl, they date for a while, Jim geatsoplet at its end, catching the sun that shines through the
dumped for the usual reasons.” bay window. “We live together, have lived without

“What, old boyfriend?” killing each other for a couple of years.”

He shakes his head. “No, nothing so simple, I'm “Maybe | should do the same, this thinking business.”
afraid,” he says, feeling the texture of one of the lilies. “Jim, this is kind of weird,” | say, smiling. “I always
“She told me that she just didn’t feel right with me.” thought you were really a laid-back kind of guy, you

“That’s not much of an excuse.” know, not really thinking about a lot of things so much.”

“She’s not the type of person who would lie, though. “Well, let me tell you something else, Cliff.” I'm still
Thatisn’t Ms. Bernstein at all.” Jim never refers to one sifirprised that Jim and | have been friends for so long, and

his ex-girlfriends by their first name. how little we really talk about real things, about each
“I talked to her, you know, at your birthday party. Shather.
said you were very nice.” What he says next he says slowly, matter-of-factly,

“Well, Cliff, you know what they say about niceundramatically. “I've never been happy with a girl.”

guys.”
“Yeah, but you guys were messing around the whole“M AYBE HE'S GAY,” DENISE SAYS, CHOPPING THE

time!” onions.
“That was a month ago. Things went sour. | just didn’t “What?” | say, sitting on top of the kitchen table. How
notice, | guess.” the hell does she come up with these things?

I shake my head in confusion. “ ‘I don’t feel right with She wipes her eyes. “God, these onions are nasty.”
you' is not an excuse, Jim. Didn’t you even bother to ask“Care to repeat what you said, Denise?”
her to be more specific?” “Don’t get so defensive. God, you homophobic men,
He gets up and goes to the kitchen. “Want a beer? | justll you. | just said that it's a possibility that he’s gay
bought some Sam Adams. And | have some leftovieom what you've told me. | always did think of him as a

Dominao’s.” bit flowery.”
“Sure,” | say, exasperated. He sometimes seems stFlowery? Jim?”
laid back that it frightens me. She puts the onions in the ground beef and starts

“The first time you hear it,” Jim says from the kitcherkneading them all together. She looks at me and says,
“you ask. You ask why, you ask why not, the works. ThéGoodness, isn’t this just getting under your skin? Is this
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because you knew this to be true butyou just couldn’t faceé'Laurie,” | repeat, the name unfamiliar.
it yourself?” “She’s in my Industrial Labor and Relations class.
Ilaugh. “My, haven’'twe been remembering our Psy@he’s awfully cute, and single. | remember her telling me
101 lately? Do you have any Sigmund Freud quotes &dunch the other day that she has never really been happy
me now?” with a man, in not so many words.”
“Ve must relax,” Denise says with an accent that “Is she a lesbian?” | say, half-jokingly.
couldn’t sound less German, “oont learn to use our sensé&Very funny. Maybe they can both be unhappy with

of judgement.” each other.”
“You don’t know Jim.” “Or maybe they can both be happy,” | say. “Thank you.
“Do you?” she asks. I'll ask Jim if it's okay.”
“I certainly know him better than you.” “I love you,” she says.

“You're not answering my question.” Sometimes it “l guess | love you, too,” | want to say, but | don't.
sucks to be with a girl who's studying to be a lawyer. |
shake my head and look at the salt and pepper shakers,"80 HER NAME IS LAURIE CRAVEN,” | SAY INTO THE
little farm-boy in overalls and his girl in pigtails. Theelephone. There’s silence in the line. “Hello? You still
good old days. there, Jim?”

She comes over and lays a kiss on my forehead. “CafYeah,” he says. “Thanks again for the potted lilies,
we stop fighting about Jim, Cliff? | was just saying whatliff. They're really starting to grow on me. | never had
| felt, okay? I'm sorry if it hurts you.” She goes back tmy own plant before.” ——
the kneading. “I may not know Jim, that's true,” she “You're welcome. Any- “Hello? You still
continues, “but whenever | see you guys or hear you guyay, | had Denise talk to Lau- '
talking on the phone, you guys talk about nothing bue, and she said she was free

sports or camping. And | know you, you're not the typ@is coming Saturday. How there, Jim?”
to gab.” about it?”
“Like girls.” “l guess so.” His voice “veah.” he says

“Yes, if you want to put it that way, like girls. You maysounds tired. “I'm still get-
think we talk about stupid stuff, but we at least know oting over Sandy, though, Lau-
friends.” rie does know that, right?” “Thanks for the

“God, why is it that whenever we talk about any kinds “It's just a date, it's not like
of relationships that you blow it out of proportion angou’re getting married.”
have to include the entire female race?” “l just want to make sure.”

She smiles at me. “Well, Clifford Johnston, if | can *Yes, she knows, she’s get-
defend the entire female race, | must be able to defertihg over a guy, too, I think, so They're really
person in a court of law, huh?” you two may have plenty to

Was that meant to be funny, a joke? Her becomingaék about.”
lawyer—sometimes | think that’s all that matters to her. “Thanks.”

At dinner, Denise tries to make conversation, but | put“Her number is 364-7247.
a dead stop to it every time. Eventually, she stops tryinfpu can take it from here?” on me. | never
and we finish eating in silence. “Of course. Okay, CIiff,

I watch the Mets on SportsChannel while Denise reagisita go. Thanks again.”
John Grisham novels. She’s read all of them in the lastAs | put the phone down,
two days. Even if it's fluffy garbage, I'm amazed at hddenise walks in the room.
speed. I'm waiting for the movies. She tells me she@he’s looking very pretty in plant before.”
going to bed, and | nod curtly. black stockings, a modest

When the Mets finish losing, | turn off the televisiomavy blue skirt, a loose burgundy blouse, and a matching
and go to our bedroom. After brushing my teeth amavy blue blazer, complete with shoulder pads, of course.
changing, | slip between the covers, next to Denise. With her auburn hair flowing in thick, luscious curls, she

“I'm sorry,” she says, turning to face me, her voiceouldn’t look any finer, and I tell her so.
sounding hollow in the darkness. She puts her hand on myl know,” she says nonchalantly. She throws down the

potted lilies.

starting to grow

had my own

chest. | put my hand on top of hers. briefcase and lies down on the couch, resting her head on
“It's okay,” | say, not knowing ifl mean it or not.  my lap.
“Ill tell you what,” she says, “I'll set up Jim with  “Tough day at class?” | ask.

Laurie.” “Had an oral exam today.”
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I split her lips with my fingers. “Your mouth looks fine  Going around the rest of the condo, | see a pile of

to me.” lumber, a few two by fours near the side of his garage,
She smiles. “I talked to Laurie today. Told her that Jibags of concrete, and some other various building mate-
was going to call her. He is, isn’'t he?” rial. Jim’s car isn’'t here, so he must be out.

“Yeah,” | tell her, a bit annoyed that she didn’t bother When | get back home, all | tell Denise is that Jim
to wait for Jim’s go-ahead, but that’s Denise. “| talked wwasn’t there. It's not really any of her business, and she
him today. Said it was fine.” would only shake her head and say, “That Jim, | told you

“Good. Let’s hope they’ll have some fun.” he was flowery.”

“Let’s hope that we’ll have some fun,” | say, cradling | give him a ring the next evening, but all | get is the
her in my hands and getting up from the couch. She’s toachine.
thin for her own good, I think. It's what you get for being
an overachiever. lwalk to the bedroom, holding herin my STANDING IN LINE, | LOOK AT THE GIRL IN FRONTOF ME.
arms, her wriggling and laughter driving me on. From the back, she’s cute, short blond hair, wonderfully

cut calves, and just the cutest little butt you've ever seen.

AND SATURDAY PASSESBY, AND SODOESSUNDAY,AND  She’s wearing a white button-down shirt and a pair of
not a call from Jim. When | call him, | get his machinelenim shorts. I look at what she’s buying. She has in her
He’s got one of those messages that just say the phibaed Grisham'’s latest bookhe ClientDenise read that
number, leave your name and your phone number anddiveeek ago. I'm here to get Stephen King’s newest book
date, please wait for the tone. | wonder where he ispif cassette. It passes the time in long car trips.
things went okay, if they went fantastic, if the two of them “Are you a part of Waldenbooks’ Book Club?” the
elopedtogether and are splashing in the clear, blue waskiany, pimple-faced kid behind the register asks her.
of Cancun. “I think so,” she says, her voice soft and shy, “but |

I call him again on Monday, but again, | get thdon't have a card or anything.” She digs through her
machine. Denise gets back from the University half pamirse for a second, then shakes a slow no.
six. By thattime, the barbecued chicken isready. I tellher‘l just need your name,” he says, his eyes on her

that | was thinking of visiting Jim after dinner. cleavage. Who wouldn’t?
“I talked with Laurie today,” she says, ripping into a “Craven,” she says and spells it out, “and first name
drumstick. Laurie. That's spelled with an A and a U, if it helps.”

“I thought you only had class with her on Thursdays.” | hear the guy behind me repeat the name softly, as if
“Yeah, but | saw her on campus today. | wanted to memorize it. Smart man.
know what happened between her and Jim.” Sure enough, the cashier finds her in the database. She
“So?” pays for her book and is about to leave, but | stop her.
“She seemed sort of miffed at me. | asked her about'Excuse me?” | say. She turns to face me. Like a doll,
Jim, and she said that they weren’t right for each otherl think. She’s not someone you would call beautiful, but
chemistry thing, she told me. Bad vibes. | didn’'t aghe would be someone you’d call cute. Big, huge green
further. Didn’t look like she wanted me to.” eyes, button nose, small yet full mouth, and this good-
“I'm definitely going to go see Jim tonight,” | say. looking with virtually no makeup.
| drive up to Jim’s condo after dinner, leaving Denise “Do | know you?” she asks.
with the dishes and Scott Turowrsie Burden of Proof.  “Not directly, no,” | say, getting out of the line. “You
Now that she’s finished with Grisham, she’s on to hean go in front of me,” I tell the guy behind me.
next victim. “Wanna switch?” he jokes. | smile and lead Laurie
I ring his doorbell, and again, but there’s nobodyway from the crowd.
home, although the living room lights are on. In fact, the “I think you know Denise Beckwith?”
lights are a lot brighter than they used to be. Looks like he'Yeah,” she says, a little careful.
got another lamp or something. Curious, | go into his “She’s my significant other,” | say.
balcony and peer inside, through the blinds. “You're... Cliff?” | nod. She puts out her hand. “Nice
And | see potted plants everywhere. Lilies. Daffodil$o meet you.”
Violets. Mums. Everywhere a pot can sit, it sits. The “Would you like to get some lunch with me? I'll buy.”
living room has been transformed into a flower shop. She looks a bit hesitant, but says, “Okay. | have to be
Iwalk around to getto his bedroom window, which hag aerobics class in aboutan hour, so | can’teattoo much.”
its blinds shut, but | can see three fern branches sticking
between the blades. There must be a plant, and probabljT FRIENDLY’S, | ORDER THE TUNA MELT WITH FRIES,
more than one plant, sitting on the ledge of the windoand she the same. It had been a long time since I'd met
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anyone new, especially a woman. Being in a relationsimiyy ear a few times during the performance about this part

sometimes does that to you. Laurie Elizabeth Craven veasl that, but there was something unreal about it, like he

born in Rome, not the one in Italy but the one in Upstates just going through the motions.” Then she stops and

New York. “Quite different,” she said, and although steerapes inside her ice cream cup for some sweet stuff she

told me that she had never been to the capital of Italy, shay have missed.

assured me that she had seen pictures. | liked her sense‘t8o that's why you weren’t right for each other. I don’t

humor, the way she seemed so free with herself. understand women. It's okay to say exactly what the
When | look at my watch, it's a quarter before threproblemis, you know, just comie right out and saying it.”

“Didn’t you say you had to go to aerobics class in an She looks at me and says, “I'm not finished.”

hour? That was at one o’clock.” | call the waitress. “I Suddenly, I'm not sure if | want to hear it. | think back

don’t want you to miss your class.” to his living room, all those potted plants.
Shelooks at her watch, too, and slowly nods at me with"l would have given him a few more chances, had the
a contemplative smile. “It's okay,” she says. night ended like that. You don’t meet good people that
The waitress comes over and asks, “Everything okayditen in this world, and up te———————
“Yes, everything was fine, thank you” | say. that point, I thoughtJimwas a'm hiding behind
“No, everything wasn'’t fine,” Laurie says, and thgood person.” She pauses.
waitress looks at her with some apprehension. “Blithen it happened.” :
everything will be after dessert. I'd like to have the Heath “What?” | say, although | the display of
Bar Crunch Sundae. How about you, CIiff?” think I know what she’s about
“Make that two,” | say, smiling. to say. mums, trying to
“We went into a flower
“THERE WAS A REASON BEHIND THIS LUNCH,” | sAY, shop,” she says. .
digging into the remains of my sundae with the long- What else? figure out how to
necked spoon. “It seemed like a weird
“You mean it wasn't just to get to know lil" ol me?"thing to do. It was a little  srangle Denise
she says with a Southern belle twang. before ten, and the shop was
“You went out on a date with a guy named Jim lagbout to close. When | asked :
Saturday.” him why we're going in there, 101 SEItING me up

She scrunches her eyebrows and says, “I sure did, hadold me that he wanted to
boy, was that an experience. The guy was just...” Spet a pot of tulips. Taking \yith this weirdo.
stops. “He’s a friend of yours, | bet. And a good friendyour date to a flower shop and

I nod. buying a pot of tulips? I, , :

“In fact, | bet you're the reason why Denise fixed méaought maybe he wanted toY OU'Te Not taking
up with him.” get me some roses or some-

I nod again. thing, which would have been care of your

“And you want to know what happened.” fun and very nice, but tulips?”

My neck was getting tired. | give her a small shrug. |

“Okay. It’s like this. He sounded a little odd on thevould have felt weird, too. tulips,’ | hear him
phone, but we were both a little nervous. He asked me fotBut that’s not all. We go
dinner on Saturday and a concert afterwards, a Chopirthere and look at some of  saying to her .
recital that was given by a twelve year-old at the JCtBe pots of flowers, but the

Sounded great—I think he knew him, too.” next thing I hear is Jim arguing with the cashier. He says
“Probably Jason, his cousin. The kid is a prodigy,smmething like ‘Let me see the manager,’ so the girl goes
genius.” and gets the woman in charge. At this point, I'm hiding

“So he picks me up in his Maxima, nice car ride, smdlehind the display of mums, trying to figure out how to
talk. We go to the Hasbrouk Inn. I love that place. He wsisangle Denise for setting me up with this weirdo.
cute in there, under that soft, yellow light, I'll give youYou're not taking care of your tulips,’ | hear him saying
that, but he seemed sort of distant. | didn’t know whetherher. ‘And those daylilies need some more shade during
that was just the way he was or something had happendhk” afternoons. They don'’t like too much sun.” Some-
She sips her glass of water and continues. “Then, thig like that, and eventually, the manager just agrees to
concert. Wonderful. You're right, the kid is a genius.dverything, sells him the tulips for half price, and kicks us
loved it, but again, Jim seemed sort of distant, like beth out.”
didn’t care. | mean he clapped and he even whispered ifiStrange,” | say.
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“He wasn’t always like this, | gather.” “You're building a greenhouse,” | say.

“No, not at all.” “You always were smart,” he says, laughing.

“Anyway, on the ride back, | didn’t say much. | think “What are you doing now?”
he knew that | saw what happened at the flower shop, an8Well, I'm done laying down a foundation. The con-
he realized that | thought he was weird. We pulled into rogete slab is essentially finished, just have to damp-proof
driveway, and he said, “You must think I'm strangeit with polyethylene and then lay down the screed.”
‘Frankly, yes,’” | said. ‘| guess people just don’t under- “Screed.”
stand,” he said, and he was really sad about this, like | wasOne part cement, three parts sharp sand. It’s like fine-
missing out on something. ‘l guess not,’ | said, and didtning your foundation, to make it nice and smooth. You
know what to do next, the silence was really awkward awant a beer? Got a case of Killians yesterday. Need it for
weird, so | said good night, thanks for a nice evening, athis kind of hard work, you know.”

got out of the car.” “Jim, what the hell is going on?”
He pours some water and mixes the sand. “What do
| PAY FORTHE CHECK. “MY TREAT,” | SAY. you mean?”
“Then it will be my treat next time,” she says. “Don’t give me that shit. What's the deal with all the
“You got it.” friggin’ flowers in the living room, and this,” | say,

“Do you and Denise get along?” she asks me as pa@inting and gesturing with my hands. “You with this
walk out of the mall and into the bright, cloudless aftesudden flower fetish, all this shit?”

noon. We both put on our sunglasses. “Cliff,” he says calmly.
“Why do you ask?” | say. “Yes?”
“You guys don’t seem to be the types who would live “Are you still my friend?”
together. You guys do live together, right?” “I don’t know. Yes. | guess so.”
I nod. “We're different,” | say. “Then do me a favor. Leave me alone for about two

She stops at a red Volkswagon Cabriolet and getsweeks. By that time this greenhouse will be done.”
Herroofis down. Perfect, | think, as if the car was custom“So what'’s next for you, Jim? Your own TV show?”

built around her. “Go into my fridge, have a beer.”
“Something that just occurred to me,” she says. “I can’t find your fridge in the jungle.”
“What's that?” “If you care about me,” Jim says evenly, “you are
“About your friend Jim. It wasn't that he was distangoing to leave me alone.”

No, distant was definitely the wrong word to use.” | stick my hands in my pockets and shake my head.
“What would be the right word, then?” “I'll call you,” he says.
“Love,” she says. “He looked as if he was in love, and

not with me.” TWwWO WEEKS PASSBY, AND NOTHING.

We look at each other for a moment. | can do this for Three weeks. | think about calling him and asking him
hours, | think, maybe years. if he wants to go out, but I'm afraid he may say, “Sorry,
“I'm in the book,” she says. Cliff, but I'm watering my plants tonight. You know, I've

“Craven, Laurie Elizabeth, Laurie with an A and a U jlanned it for weeks now.” So | don't.
| say. Four weeks. Then he calls me.
“Cliff.” He sounds tired.
FROM THE MALL , | GODIRECTLY TO JM'SHOUSE IT'SA “Jim.”
Saturday, he’s off from work, there’s a good chance that‘I'm a bit late, | know. Delays. Took longer than |
he’s home. thought.”

His car is in the driveway, but when I ring the doorbell, “It's okay.”

nobody answers. Then | hear some noise in the back. | géCan you come over?”

around to look, and sure enough, it's Jim.
“Hey CIiff!” he says. “Is this beautiful or what?” It's "I T'S A LEAN-TO GREENHOUSE" JIM SAYS, PASSINGME

a slab of concrete, held in place by four wooden damsahbottle of Sam Adams.

each side. “I called you today but no one was in. I'm sorry“It's beautiful,” | say, and it is. Standing against the

| haven'’t returned your calls last week,” he says. south wall, the greenhouse glistens in the sunlight, every
“It's okay. You've been busy, | see.” | see som&indowpane perfectly fitted, not a single sign that says an

aluminum frames lying against the wall. amateur built it.
“To say the least.” He goes back to what he was doing And inside the greenhouse are flowers of every kind
pouring a bag of sand into a big container. and color—I've never seen so much variety.
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“That one,” Jim points, at a pink ball of tiny flowers, “Of me?”
like a big, fluffy dandelion, “is a flowering onion. Also “Yeah. Both of you are on the same level of reality, on
called allium.” Then he points at a bunch of violet coloréde same wavelength, if you know what | mean.”
flowers. I nod slowly, sort of understanding what he’s saying.

“Irises,” | say, and he nods. “l asked her about your date,” | say.

“Bearded irises. And next to those are tigridias, speck-"Didn’t go so hot,” Jim says, “God, it seems like so
led in the middle?” Red, shaped like a fan blade. Nextltmg ago.” We are silent for a second, Mozart's melody
those are tulips. Taking your date to a flower shop ahdnging in the air. | think about asking him what’s going
buying a pot of tulips? onwith his life, why he’s become Mr. Green Thumb USA

“Let’'s go inside,” he says. | wrinkle my nose at thafter Sandy dumped him, why he suddenly cares more
smell of the interior, which is good in some respects lfiout flowers than anything else, but | don’t even know
also a bit mildewy. “It’s like a girl,” Jim says with a wrywhere to start, so | blurt out something that | had been
smile, “perfect and beautiful from the outside, not ghinking about.
blemish-free on the inside.” “Jim, you’re not gay, are you?”

“There are those who are quite beautiful in both. He looks at me, then laughs. “I don’t think so, and |
Snapdragons!” | say, looking at the pink flowers. “Dehould know, I think.”

you remember...” “I'm serious,” | say.
“My mother’s garden, and we used to take off the bulbs*“Until | start wearing flower-patterned dresses, | think
and make them into little monster jaws.” I'm safe.”

“Chasing Susanne and Kimmy with those jaws. That | feel stupid for asking him, but I also feel a lot better.
was alongtime ago,” | say, again reminded of the fact thatI’'m going to water those dicentras over there,” he

I've known Jim all my life. says with a grin. “The pump doesn’t do a very good job
“But | remember. | also remember my mother's patwards the end of the greenhouse, I'm afraid.” He gets
sion for those flowers of hers.” a small plant waterer from the corner and tends to his
“Is that where you get it from?” flowers.
“Maybe. Doesn't really matter.” Bleeding hearts, that's what dicentras are, small red,

“Where is that music coming from?” | ask, suddenlyeart-shaped flowers that hang off a long branch, like a
aware of Mozart playing softly in the background.  bunch of lockets in a line, ripe for picking.
“Wired up a little system.” I watch him pour water into the soil, carefully, like a
“For the flowers.” surgeon. He pats the ground, then adds a little more water.
“l plan to work here a lot, and a little music doesnltwatch his face, his movements.
hurt,” he says. | want to tell higou're not answeringmy  He looked as if he was in love, and not with me, Laurie
guestion but that's what Denise would say, so | don’'tsaid. Love. How can he love flowers more than girls like

“I met Laurie Craven,” | say to him. Sandy or Laurie? | don’t understand, and wonder if | ever

“That’s the girl | went out on the date with, right®ill be able to. But who knows, maybe he’ll meet a nice
Denise’s friend?” | nod. “You like her?” woman gardener, they can talk about bees and how they

“Yeah,” | say. carry pollen, and the next thing you know they’re in the

“More than Denise,” he says, more of a statement theack together and they can grow beautiful flowers togeth-
a question. er in their own garden of Eden.

“Denise and | have been together for three years.” *“You want to help? These bachelor's buttons,” he
It was a perfect opening for The Denise Line, but Jisays, pointing at the blue flowers, “can use some water,
doesn't say it. Instead he just smiles. “She reminded tone.”
a lot of you.” “Love to,” | say, picking up a pitcher next to the door.

SUNG J. WOO swl7@postoffice.mail.cornell.edu
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A FISH STORY

SUSAN STERN

* Sometimes it is not personal peril, wisdom, great costs or great gains that motivate us:
sometimes it is only the inevitability of change...

people of the cities were great whales. They livgmblitely pretended not to notice.
in a bauble worn around the neck of a child and in Now the king had no desire for war, but he knew that
the flicker between two breaths. They didn’'t know thisjs people were getting restless, and a restless people are
of course. a dangerous people. So he did not dismiss the sincere
The bauble was shaped like a figure-eight laid on ifsung courier immediately.
side. A wall of thin crystal separated the two spheres thatLet us think on it,” he boomed, and the floor of the
held the spires of the whales’ homes. In one sphere, la¢gace trembled. The young courier executed a slow-
whales swam in a clear colorless medium; in the othatotion back-somersault and exited. It took him quite
the whales flew through blue air. Each group thought g§eme time to calm down afterward, too.
own was much the superior means of getting around, andg\t the very same time, surprisingly enough, the queen
they quarreled constantly, ranged shouting in tiers befafehe finned people was receiving a representatitieiof
the wall, making the crystal ring and shiver. subjects. The graceful young messenger was as enthusi-
One day the king of the winged people was loungirgtic in espousing her cause as the courier had been in his.
on his throne of clouds when there was a deferential nose. .. tell you, Majesty, Ruler of the Great Sea, Mistress
tap at the door. He nodded his ponderous head atdfithe White Waves, Lady of the Hidden Places—" The
counselor, who opened the door. A young whale tumblgdeen sighed and fanned one great fin. The messenger
in. He righted himself and balanced upright on his tail gwallowed.
an attitude of respect. The king (for he was a humane&To sum it up—yes. | have been sent with a petition.
king) waved one gray sail, and the young courier settlHis is the petition. The petition is this. The Others, those

into a more comfortable position. fliers, those murky-aired floaters, those low-voiced rum-
“Speak,” rumbled the king. blers—"

“Sire,” began the young courier, “Lord of the High “Get on with it,” sang the queen.
Places, Bringer of the Blue Light, Ruler of the Tall “Majesty,” cried the young whale earnestly, “they
Towers—" The king swished his ailerons (for he was @elieve that they are better than we! And it is well known
impatient as well as a humaNn e ————— that We dO things theorrect
king). The courier gulped. «p4; nAp way. (Ask anyone. Anyone at
“Um... et cetera.Sire, the Majesty ," cried the young whale all.) They pollute our currents
Winged People, the Best Peo£arnestly , “they believe that they are  with their foul assertions. Maj-
ple, the People Who Do It hetter than we! And it is well known  esty, itcannot be borne!” And
Right have sent me with a . she flushed in the heat and
compliant. The complaint is that we do things the correct way.  _;nviction of her beliefs.
this. This is the complaint. In (Ask anyone. Anyone at all.)” Now the queenin her sphere
short. The others, the Inferior of water did not want a war
People, the People Who Swim in the Colorless Voigny more than the king in his sphere of air. But her people
Who Are Not the Best—" were bored, and a bored people is dangerous people.

“Get to the point,” said the king. “We shall think on it,” she chimed in a voice like a

“Er... yes. Anyway. The time has come (the citizeninging dulcimer. She rose in the water, and her eyes
say) to do something about those shouters, those swiiitiered like garnets. The messenger performed a grace-
mers, those high-voiced criers, who make our days gofl forward somersault and exited. But she couldn’t
nights tiresome by yelling at the wall titheyare the report the royal verdict directly, because she had hyper-
ones who move by the correct method. When everyarentilated and needed to catch her breath.
knows what the truth of the matter is. Sire, it cannot beSoin due time, the decision came forth in both spheres:
borne!” And the young courier became so passionate tiar.
he spouted a stream of rainbow-colored bubbles, whichThere was a problem, though, with the war concept,
floated delicately into the turquoise air until they burgdr the whales couldn’t reach each other through the

ONCE UPON A TIME THERE WERE TWO CITIES. THE with a tinkle like the clinking of cordial glasses. The king
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crystal wall. The rulers set the counselors (who had netsades of ice, and the winged people turned upon one
before had an actual task) to working on the dilemmanother and fought as their city tumbled around them.
Privately, they hoped that the whole thing would be But the wall did not break.
forgotten before the old mumblers found a solution.  This went on for many months. At length, almost all of
No such thing happened, of course. Eventually ttiee people of the two cities were dead.
counselors announced that they had found the answer.And still the wall stood.
Finally the king and queen knew that they had to end
“SONG?” GROWLED THE KING. the destruction. They agreed to send representatives to
“Yes. We have discovered that the low pitch of oumeet at the wall and pitch their individual voices against
voices, while harmless to ourselves and our structuregash other. The people of the one who survived would be
damaging to the others when played at high volumes. Y¥ie victors—although they no longer remembered just
have built special amplifiers, and when we all sing intehat they had sought to win.
them and aim the sound at the People Who Swim, theThe king chose as his champion the young courier—
vibrations will cause shock waves that will kill the Finnedtho had grown far older with grief and responsibility

Ones and destroy their city.” than his age would have indicated. The queen chose the
“You are sure about this?” young messenger, her smooth skin now lined with worry.
“Yes, Sire, Lord of—et ceteraWe are sure.” The day arrived. The courier and the messenger faced

each other, their shattered cities and broken people be-
“SONG?” CAROLED THE QUEEN. hind them. He was still handsome in his scarred gravity.

“Yes. We have discovered that the high pitch of o&@he was still beautiful in her grace and pride.
voices, while harmless and in fact pleasing to us, is at highThey took a breath.
volumes lethal to Those Who Fly. We have built special They aimed their notes.
amplifiers, and when we aim our voices at them...” And They sang.
so forth. And the two songs together created a song so wonder-

Thus it came to pass that on a certain day the whalefubf his fundamentals and her harmonics twining like
the two cities ranked themselves on either side of theng, flowering vines, that they broke off in astonish-
crystal wall—wave upon gray wave of them, giants as faent.
as the eye could see. There was a tight silence as thought that moment, the child who wore the bauble lost
the very air and water held their breath. And then, asnterest in the toy. She dropped it onto the floor and
was agreed by the toss of a clamshell that came up peadtked away.
side-out, the people who flew began to sing. The crystal wall exploded.

And the hearts burst in the immense chests of theThe worlds were thrown into chaos. The media mixed.
gueen’s people; the walls of her city crumbled, and whatln that winged second, the messenger thought she was
hearts were not broken by the song itself were brokendwimming through clear air; and the courier thought that
the ruin of the shining, miraculous city. he was flying through blue water.

But the wall did not shatter. And they both knew, with pain, and grief, and the faint,

Then the people who swam were allowed to sing. Apdckly beginnings of hope, that none of it had really
their voices pierced the brains of the others like kniferattered, anyway.

SUSAN STERN (e-mail c/o gaduncan@halcyon.com)

Came to Seattle from New York to attend the 1990 Clarion West Writers’ Workshop; she forgot to go home and
has been in Washington ever since. When she’s not writing multimedia text, she’s usually doing theater stuff—in
fact, a play based upon “A Fish Story” is in production at this very moment.
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PIGGY IN THE MIDDLE

STEPHEN KINGSTON
* Justice and revenge are relatlvely universal concepts... their forms only vary with one’s relatives.

“Yeah, pig shit.” Dan Cooper sniffed deeplyig shit.” | tried to smile as | spoke, but all | managed was
and wrinkled his nose. He pointed in my direa warped grimace. Dan laughed though, and John smiled
tion and gasped for breath. “It's coming from over thereg’little. Maybe | was in with a chance yet.
| pretended to ignore them of course. | had been“Too right you do. Thanks to you my brother’s going
ignoring them for two weeks now, but things were ntd court. Did you hear that? They’re gonna charge him.”
blowing over; if anything they were becoming worse. | had known, of course, and | should have been a little
| walked past feigning a total ignorance of their vemyore careful about going out today. Maybe if | kept my
existence, although inside my stomach there was a farhgdad down for a few more weeks, things might have

iar knot of tension that was Not_________  — CaIMEd dOwn enough so that

founded on groundless fears. life might just have gone back

1 CAN YOU SMELL SHIT?” “You don’t want to go for a walk with me. | smell of

Already there had been both The Onl_y persor_l in our street who to normal.

threatand innuendo, aswellas was still speaking to me was Mr . The thing was, the whole
the kind of practical jokes that ; ) school knew | was a grass now
just leave you cold. Yesterday Slngh from the newsagent , s, and and not one of them would lift
| had arrived in school to find  that was probably because it was a finger to stop Tyler (or any-

my desk and chair arranged g shop that T y|er 's brother was one else for that matter) from
neatly beside the bike sheds. . . giving me a kicking.
They had left the exercise 00DINg when | called the police. It was like that in our area.
books out and | spent ten min- Not just among the kids,
utes picking them up off the playing fields where the windind—the adults too. Some bloke had been shouting
had blown them. | have no idea what happened to mdyuse at me just the day before, and the woman from next
English exercise book. door had been going on at mum about how she would
John Tyler stepped out in front of me, his excess buikve slung her son out if he didn’t know how to keep his
obscuring my view of the road ahead as well as my pattouth shut. As | walked along the street women pointed
| attempted to detour casually around him but he was aot stared, then they would ignore me. Except that in
going to stand for that. doing so they were so theatrical it was as if they had
“Where you going then, pig-shit?” he asked. | ignoradpped me on the shoulder and said that was what they
him. | was not going to answer to anything but my owmere doing.
name. The only person in our street who was still speaking to
He grabbed my shirt collar and it felt like he was goinge at all was Mr. Singh from the newsagent’s, and that
to choke me, but Big John was slow—I knew that—samMas probably only because it was his shop that Tyler’s
swung for him. The problem was that Cooper was redoipther was robbing when | called the police. Even Mr.
and he caught my arm, deflecting it away so that | seen®idgh broke off his conversation with me when Mary-
to be feebly punching the air like some weedy toad wk#la Edwards came into the shop, turning up her nose at

had never hit anyone in his life. me as if | were something dragged from the gutter and she
“l asked you a question.” was the Queen. He just served me then, taking my money
“Nowhere,” | gasped, and now my heart was poundiaad giving me nothing more then a gruff “There’s your
and | suddenly wanted a pee desperately. change.”
“How about a little walk with your friends, then.” Oh, Iregretted that call. Of all the telephone calls | ever

My heart sank. Come on lads, | thought, just get it overade in my life that had to be the stupidest. Mum had said
with. You’ve been spoiling for a fight for long enough—how | had done the right thing, but I could tell from the
no need to prolong your wait. Still, | knew that any fighway she said it that she would never have done it herself.
(here or elsewhere) was going to be a one-sided aff&he was saying | was good and honest but she was
Maybe | could joke my way out of this. Cooper had thinking | was just plain stupid—a trait inherited from my
sense of humor. father no doubt.
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Now | had been just as stupid in walking slap-barad barely calmed herself. Her cheeks were flushed a
into Tyler. | suppose | had thought he would never dadeep pink and she looked like she was about to bite me or
do anything to me in a public street, but that was stugidmething. | hesitated before undoing the button on my
too, because there was not one person in this street yaams until Elaine moved a step towards me. Then | had
would admit a thing to the police even if Tyler stabbdtdem down around my ankles so quickly that Dan roared
me on their doorstep and then knocked on their doomtith laughter. Little runt—just wait. I'd have him for this.
return the knife. The laughter calmed Elaine a bit, and she stepped

Now Tyler wanted me to come with him, and there wasick again, enjoying, I'm sure, the feeling of having
not much choice about it. | could run to the neargsbwer over someone. | stepped out of my jeans and
doorway and beg to be let in, but | could guarantee the&ipod there in my boxer shorts with their stupid “Roger
were going to be out. People in this street would be ouRabbit” design printed all over, and my cheeks burned
me even if they were in. with shame.

So I went with Tyler—and that was stupidest thing of “Did | say stop?”
all, because at least if | had waited in the street and beeho. But | was not going any further. | shivered—not so
beaten up then eventually someone would give an anotich from the cold (although it was cold), but more from
ymous call to the ambulance service, or perhaps miear or hatred—I’'m not sure which. They had had their
would see what was going on and call the police. | shofilsh now, and | was not going to give them any cheap
have just let him do his worst, but instead | allowdtirills.
myself to be taken to the gasworks. Then one of the skinheads wrapped an arm around me

They were all there waiting too. | don’t know how longnd pulled my head back by the chin while Elaine pulled
they must have been waiting, or how they could be so safemy shorts.
that | would turn up, but somehow they knew. There wasl covered myself with my hands as they all laughed at
Matt Tyler, out on bail with three of his skinhead friendse. Oh, hilarious | thought, but | could not stop the
and all their current girlfriends. Elaine Cooper and two blirning in my cheeks or the liquid forming in my eyes.
her friends stood a little apart with a group of boys from There was a click and a whir behind me and the crowd
my year in school, and as soon as | arrived they all bedmunghed louder. Julia Day had a camera and was putting
to cheer. it to good use. | tried to turn my face away from her, as if

They formed a circle around me, and | found mysetat made much difference.
staring at Elaine. She was tall for her age, with her ginger‘Stay still and give us a nice pose.” There was no
hair cropped short and a ring through her nose. Dan liinned way | was going to do anything of the sort and |
once told me how she would pick bogeys from the insitlened away but Matt grabbed me and pulled my right
of that nose ring and flick them at him when he managaan behind me in a half-nelson. He was none to gentle
to annoy her (which was often enough). That was whand | shouted (or maybe screamed) with the agony. He
Dan and | had been friends, which did not seem like plilled my left arm back as well; Julia shot off several
that long ago. more pictures before he let me go, and | allowed myself

“Take your clothes off.” to fall to the ground.

I looked at her, aghast, but Elaine was not someoneMatt kicked me then—from behind, his foot landing in
you messed with. Still | did not comply—if they wantethe back of my knee and | definitely screamed then. I tried
the pleasure of seeing me unclothed then they wémecurl up into a little ball, exposing as little of me as
damned well going to have to take them off themselvggssible, but no more blows landed. Instead, the jeering

and | said as much. mob moved away, apparently satisfied.
“Take your fucking clothes of or else I'll kick your | didn’t dare move for a couple of minutes, but then |
genitals into your larynx.” uncurled myself and surveyed the area through tear-

“I bet you've been practicing that expression all daystained eyes. | was blubbering now. (It's not as if | will cry
It seemed like | was never going to learn commat the slightest provocation, but the shock and the humil-
sense—at least not before these people prematurely eaiibn as well as the pain in my leg was enough to set
ed my life. Elaine was livid—probably the more sanyone off and | could not control my sobbing.) | found
because I was right. She gripped my shirt and tore it openy. clothes, all except the boxer shorts, which they no
Several buttons popped off and | heard the tearingdufubt kept as some kind of trophy. My shirt was ripped
fabric. If | wanted any clothes left | had better comply, ®yound the button holes, and mum was not going to be
| removed the shirt and my watch, shoes and socks. pleased—that was a fairly new shirt.

As | pulled of my belt there came a tittering from the |dressed quickly and then started for home when | saw
people behind me, butl was concentrating on Elaine, wiban sitting a little way off, not looking entirely happy—
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and more then a little guilty. | changed direction, but Damght shopping, but surely it only postponed the inevita-

leaped to his feet and caught up with me. ble. Julia worked in the chemist’s on weekends only, but
“Elaine can be such a prat, you know.” she would only have t0 pop Re———
Yeah, sure. | thought. Too bad that she has a prat feanaThursday to pick up the All we have to
brother too, but I just stayed quiet. photos. Then | really would
“l didn’'t know about this, you know.” be the laughingstock of the
“You're such a fucking liar.” | shouted. | didn’t reallyschool. do is go get them

mean to shout, but | didn’t seem to have much control“Don’t you see?” Dan was
over my voice and it was probably a bit squeaky too.getting so excited now it made
“Yeah—okay, so | knew some of it. But honest, me want to punch him—
didn’t know they were gonna have a camera, and no @peaking to me as if | were
was supposed to hurt you.” some retard, totally unable to won't be able to
Sowhat? Did Dan have any idea of what | had just bemymprehend the simplest of
through? How could | show myself in school on Momotions. He just wasn’t mak-
day? By then everyone would know what had hamg any sense€’All we have
pened—and they would have the photos to prove it. It wasdo is go get them tonight. _ _
bad enough having everyone hate me, but now thiyia won't be able to get If we do it quick,
would all despise me. | could imagine the taunts nothem herself. Just so long as
only | decided it was better if | did not. we do it quick, we can be
“Look, Tom, | admit that was a fart-arsed idea. I'mway with the piccies before
sorry | had anything to do with it. Come on, give meanyone sees ‘em.” . o
break, will you?” “What makes you so Wwith the piccies
And being a total moron, and pretty weak-willed todloody sure she isn’'t going
| did. In fact, that was inevitable from the moment hbere tonight?”
started talking to me again. Having no friends at all for aDan gave me such a smug
couple of weeks certainly provides plenty of incentive tnile that | nearly did hit him,
do whatever you can to restore a previous friendship. W | restrained myself as he sees ‘em.”
walked home, talking about TV and the latest films at tippoduced a key from his pock-
cinema, and acting for all the world as if the last half hoet. | raised an eyebrow and he laughed.
had never happened. “I nicked it out of her school bag. The shop closes at
five, so she'd need a key by the time she got there—and
THINGSWEREBAD ON MONDAY, BUT NOT SOVERY BAD. I've got hers.”
Dan was talking to me, and he seemed willing to stick bySometimes Dan could be a deceitful little rat, | decid-
me when the kids from our year were jeering and callied. And | smiled too.
me a fairy. Someone had hung my boxer shorts from one
of the netball posts, but Mr. Enright removed them during WE MET uP AFTER SCHOOL BY THE CORNER SHOP AND
first period and gave them back to me. took the bus into town. It was after seven and there was
I'm not sure if | would rather that he had held onta drizzly rain falling, but the town was still fairly full of
them, because when | realized that he knew who thmsople, even down this end away from the main shopping
belonged to, | knew that he probably had half an idpeecincts. We decided to go bowling first and | paid for
about how they had made their way up there, too. Dan because he was being such a mate. We had two
| swallowed my pride and thanked him, stuffing themames and Dan thrashed me in them both, although |
into my bag, just before Dan came running up to me.certainly wasn’t on form—I could not even scrape a

tonight. Julia

get them herself.

we can be away

before anyone

“Tom, I've got some news.” hundred in my second game. | guess | was too nervous
“Yeah?” about what we were going to do later on.
“I know where the photos are.” It was not as if we were going to do anything strictly

Well, great. So what? I'm sure I'd rather not know.illegal—I mean, obviously we were breaking into the

“Julia got them developed at her chemist’'s and naliop—but we were not going to damage anything, nor
she’s left them in the shop. | heard her telling Elain@ere we going to steal anything. That is to say, we were
She’s well pissed off, 'cos she hasn’t had the chancentit going to steal anything from the shop, at least.
show them to anyone yet.” All the same, | was nervous. No, more then nervous—

That might just qualify as good news, just so long &svas scared stiff, and after losing a second game |
the apocalypse happened before next Thursday’'s |lateggested we go to McDonald’s and get something to eat.
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| was just trying to postpone the moment when we brokeWe stopped now in the smoky half-darkness and | held

into the shop. onto a fruit machine as | gasped for breath. The arcade
Chewing a Big Mac, | suggested to Dan that maybe tstank of smoke and sweat, although it was nearly empty.

photographs were just not worth the effort. Maybe wéooked around and nearly wet my pants.

should just go home and let Julia do her worst. Dan pulled'Like a lamb to the slaughter.” Matt Tyler jeered. | was

a face at that suggestion. speechless. There they all were—John, Matt and Elaine.
“If you think I'm sticking around with you while a Dan had at once joined their company, gathered around

bunch of photographs of ‘Fairy Tom’ do the rounds machine where John was concentrating on losing all his

you’ve got another think coming. I've got a reputation tmoney. He seemed quite happy to have met them too.

keep, y’ know?” “Took your bloody time. This place closes in twenty
“Oh come on Dan, it's not such a big deal. | meaninutes.” Julia remonstrated with him.

breaking into a shop—that’s criminal.” “Not my fault. He wanted to eat first.”
“And don’t you just know it.” “How does it feel to have committed a criminal of-

That was below the belt, and | clammed up. Matt Tyl&nce, then, Carter?”
had been thieving. What he had done was just plainit felt bloody awful, and it was feeling worse every
wrong, and he was only doing it to pay for dope. No osecond. What were they doing here waiting for me?
seemed to appreciate this. | was the guilty party ‘iDan, what have you done?”
everyone's eyes because | had reported him—that reallypan looked a bit uneasy, but his answer was all the
pissed me off. more cocky for any guilt he might be feeling. “Nothing
“Oh come on, Tom. Thirty seconds and we’ll be in andore then you deserve, pig shit.”
out, and you can forget the photos ever got taken. It'll be“Yeah, that’s right.” Matt picked up, “You're so ruddy

all right... just thirty seconds.” green you never even thought about the security camera
“Yeah, | suppose.” did you?”
Shit.
WE EVENTUALLY GOT THROWN OUT OF MCDONALD'S, “And the pigs know your face too. Evenif it takes 'em

and now it was half past nine. The town center was stilfew days, they’ll soon recognize your snotty little mug.
half full of people, especially so near the pubs, but as we'What's more, if they don’t put two and two together,
walked to the chemist's the crowd thinned out to nothingpou never know who might tip them off. After all, you
“Here goes nothing.” Dan inserted the key and tli®n’tknow how to keep your mouth shut, sowhy shouldn’t
door swung open. “Behind the counter—by the tilanyone else grass on you?”
That's what Julia said.” “This ain’t fuckin’ fair, you bastards. You know |
I ran to the counter and reached over by the till. In th&n’t steal nothing.”
half light of the night lighting | could just make out an “Tough shit. And you did steal something, didn’t you?”
envelope that could well contain photographs, so | pickedThe question was asked of me, but Matt looked to Dan
it up. | was about to check the contents when Dé&r confirmation. Dan nodded and the older boy broke
whispered frantically from the door. into a big grin.
“Quick. Someone’s coming.” | was about to turn tail and run, but Tyler stirred
| stuffed the envelope into my inside jacket pocket ahimself from his machine long enough to grab me by the
ran for the door. Dan pulled it shut and removed the keyms, while Dan reached in and removed the packet from
“Got them?” my inside pocket, doing so ever so carefully, as if he were
“Yes.” | whispered. Why were we whispering? Therafraid to touch it. He placed it in my hands.
was no one around. Where was the person that Dan saitDpen it.”

was coming? | opened the envelope, and suddenly | wanted to puke.
I moved a few meters up the road to look down a sitiestead of photographs there was a small wodge of notes
street, but there was no one there at all. held together by an elastic band.

Suddenly there was the sound of breaking glass, and fThe notes from tomorrow’s float. Probably about
turned, startled. The glass door of the chemist’s shop whisty pounds.” Julia explained.
broken just by the lock. Suddenly I could hear blood “Well, that’s theft and criminal damage as far as | can
roaring in my ears and my heart was thumping so hardee. And | nearly forgot—Dan’s been with us since you
was painful. came out of bowling. You had a bust-up with him, you

“Run!” Dan shouted and | complied willingly enoughsee, since you're such a bad loser. Then he came with us
We ran up the high street and down Princess street. Rad went to see a film.” And they even produced the
rushed into the King’'s Hall amusements and | followetickets to prove it.
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“So Danny-boy has a watertight alibi. He isn’t on the&anted to cry, but | couldn’t. Not yet. | had to wait for him
security camera 'cos he stayed by the door, so you'rdargo away.
deep shit, and no one’s gonna dig you out.” Oh, go away Matt. Fuck off and get out of my life. But
With that John let me go. They turned and startbé wasn't finished yet.
walking away; all except Matt. He moved his face close “Deal?” He asked again, a little louder this time.
to mine—so close | could smell stale meatballs and beet loathed the sight of the zitty bastard. What could | do?
on his breath. Take the rap? It would be my first offense; it was not as
“Just think of it as a second chance. You take the riapwas going to get locked up or anything.
like a man, and we’ll forget what a fuckin’ scumbag you At least then the taunts might stop. Maybe I'd get
really are. Don't try dropping any of us in it, ‘'cos the pigsome street cred too. Maybe | could say that was why |
ain’t never going to get enough evidence to bring adid it.

charges against us. Maybe everyone would just call me a rat-arsed hypo-
“Keep quiet, take what's coming to you, and we leawgite.
you alone. Deal?” Shit. Mum was going to kill me.

I looked at him with utter hatred. They had dug me into “Deal?”
a hole and they were right—there was no way out. 1“Deal.”

STEPHEN KINGSTON spk@aber.ac.uk

Is employed as a Technical Consultant for the Institute for Health Informatics in Aberystwyth, Wales. He surfs for
fun and climbs mountains when He's worried about his waistline. “Piggy in the Middle” is based on a televised
interview with several people in Liverpool who were openly abusive of an old lady who had dared inform the
police of a robbery in progress.

TII\/IEBUGS

CAROLYN B URKE

* In the same way no two people agree on everythlng, no two clocks march to the same beat. *

farther apart, where the scale of mountainminescence of the light. My sudden noticing of the
erosion was comparatively slow. Such time hatigital watch brought to mind a time without such pro-
ceased to be meaningful as the world created by watchimgssive timepieces.
observers relativistically sped up. Geometric growth hadMy parents would talk about the days when television
its advantages—as an antidote to the static feelingnafs a radio perched high upon the bureau, with all the
progress and change for those neighbors gathering each evening

ONCE, THE STARS COULD BE SEEN TO BE MOVING | BRUSHEDTHEBUGAWAY ASIT AIMED FORTHE GLOWING

jaded by a linear approach to . . to listen. The new mantleclock,
curiosity. But as this velocity /Vhat did bugs circle around state of the art, chattered noisily
became an acceleration, becom- hefore they had porchhghts’P through all the comedic mono-

ing geometric, earning a poten- The stars! logues, hushing only for news.
tial logarithmic future, gactic : That clock announced for all
time slowed. The heavens, once a to notice that time was present.
bright, vibrant and alluring clockwork, were no longer ks ticking complemented the internal rhythms of the
series of temporal gateposts for the aware. And wgtaticy voices, a necessary ingredient for the enthrall-
contralto echoes of amusement, spideric voices couldbent. With the sign off, leaving only the wooden planks
heard, if listeners could still have listened, greeting eashthe porch railing and each other, the group would

other out of time. disperse mumbling about what time took away. The
What did bugs circle around before they had porctlock stoically endured the responsibility for their dimly

lights? encroaching awareness of tomorrow’s routines, where
The stars! the radio was a forgotten pleasure dream.
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Time is constructed, it seems, of those unaware nsource. The spider never emerged, but the clock’s bur-
ments of relaxation and escape, where each momerddaas were gone from its twelve humped shoulders. How
strung on an infinite cord in one linear row or column a@fiten will the ghost in the machine be a spider? How often
life, and where each person strives to wrap that casdthe future merely yesterday’s regurgitation of last
tightly around their fragile neck as a safety line for whemar?
they jump. And for a few, those with the nerve to stare Most of my memories in time are of my childhood, my
directly into the eyes of their own self-worth, time standamily. In the present, | let the bugs wear my watch,

still. where they beat the milliseconds out with wings, where
I glimpsed the bug hovering near the crystal againthle nano-ants continue the count with no end. I let the
shewed it away with a Wittgensteinian flourish. bugs remember.

My mind wandered back to my sister. It had been a hotl remember that back then, amongst the minute men,
day and the two of us had hidden in the basement, coolinged time to look the other way. Always in a hurry to be
our imaginations. A spider was crawling up the wall. &n time, in time for a scheduled and measured period of
was one of those compact tiger spiders that always stutkraction, counting the minutes as hours in the glow of
to the screen door in the summer. They would junippassioned and well-orderd mindlessness—the endless
whole inches at a time if you bothered them. And this onariety of timed wastes continued on, as if suggested to
had a fascination for the cheap gold-chromed wall clo@l of us subliminally by a forgotten spirit, tired, subcon-

It was climbing right up to the clock’s rim, its bumpyscious and hungry to consume meaning. Yes, my family
edge a remnant of the chromed coronal spiking rkgew the value of a second.
mother had disallowed as too tacky. In it went. We Inthe glow of my watch, | can still hear the radio-static
giggled as little girls often do, as we created a wonderauisig-beats of my life.
magical temple of a spider city occupied once again by itsThere was a time when all events happened eternally.
goddess. They occurred sequentially, I'm sure, and yet no record

Time ticked. And yet, it seemed to us that in no timewaas kept, no attempt to glean ordering, to create history.
all the clock started convulsing, every third tick louderglance at my watch. | glance away again.
more staccato. The second hand moved counter to clockMaybe next year | will be able to remember the bugs
wise, sucking back the future, returning the day to again.

CAROLYN L BURKE chburke@nexus.yorku.ca

Is currently working on her Ph.D. in philosophy and does logic derivations for fun. She is a 28-year-old, five-cat
person who likes almost nothing and writes about it. Between thinking about Chomksy and Popper, she adminis-
ters the International Philosophical Preprint Exchange on the Internet.

CLARION WEST WRITERS WORKSHOP
June 19 — July 291994

Clarion West is an intensive six-week workshop for those preparing for professional science
fiction and fantasy writing careers. Itis held annually at Seattle Central Community College
in Seattle, Washington. This yé&aimstructors are:

Lisa Goldstein Joe Haldeman Elizabeth Hand
Nancy Kress Tappan King Beth Meacham
Michael Swanwick

Approximately 20 students will be selected for the workshop; the application deadline is
April 1, 1994. Housing, college credit, and limited scholarships are available. For more
information, contact: Clarion West, 340 15th Ave. E., Suite 350, Seattle, Washington 98112
(206-322-9083), or email cppduncan@halcyon.cofor a detailed file.

Clarion West is a non-profit literary organization
that is committed to equal opportunity.
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Back issues dhterText—ASCIl and PostScript editions, plus all
issues of its predecesséithene—are available for anonymous

FTP atetwork.ucsd.edun the/intertext directory. Via gopher,
every back issue is available @tf.berkeley.eduin Library/
Fiction/InterText.Via World-Wide Web browsers, accdis://
network.ucsd.edu/intertext/other_formats/HTML/ITtoc.html

for a hypertext index with direct links &l issues and stories. On

CompuServe, back issuedwoterTextASCII and the latest issues

BACK ISSUES in both PostScript and ASCII can be found in the Electronic

ON THE INTERNET, Frontier Foundation ForufGO EFFSIG) Library in * "Zines
COMPUSERVE, from the Net.” On GEnie, issues can be found in the library of
AND GENIE Science Fiction & Fantasy Roundtable #3, accessible by typing

SFRT3at any prompt.

Daniel K. Appelquist'Quantais an electronic Science Fiction and
Fantasy magazine. Each issue contains fiction by amateur authors

is published in ASCII and PostScript formats. Submissions shoul P
sent toquanta@andrew.cmu.edysubscription requests may be serteeg

to quanta-requests-postscript@andrew.cmu.edwr quanta-

requests-ascii@andrew.cmu.eduBack issues dQuantaare available froraxport.acs.cmu.edy128.2.35.66) in
/pub/quanta or (in Europe) froith.se. Quantais also available via Gopher gdpher-srv.acs.cmu.edin (the
Archivesdirectory) and on CompuServe in the Electronic Frontier Forum’s “ 'Zines from the®IGtEFFSIG).

DARGONZINE is an electronic magazine printing stories written for the Dargon Project, a shared-world
anthology DargonZineis available in ASCII format. For a subscription, nweiite @duvm.BITNET.

UNPLASTIC NEWSis a wacky collection of quotes, anecdotes, and... well, everything. It's edited by
Todd Tibbetts, and must be seen to be understood. For more inftt2@aiell.sf.ca.us

FUNHOUSE is the cyberzine of degenerate pop culture, written and edited by Jeff Dove. For more
information, mailjeffdove@well.sf.ca.us

THE SIXTH DRAGON:is an independent literary magazine devoted to publishing original poetry, short
fiction, drama and comment, from all genres. In addition to 3,000 paper cbipgeSjxth Dragomvill
publish ASCII and PostScript editions. For more information, comadind@student.msu.edu

TWILIGHT WORLD is a bi-monthly ASCIl-only fiction magazine edited and primarily written by
Richard Karsmakers of the Netherlands. For more informationRi@iKarsmakers@stud.let.ruu.nl

CYBERSPACE VANGUARDs an electronic magazine of news and views from the science fiction and
fantasy genres. For information, contanb77@cleveland.freenet.edu

UNIT CIRCLE is an underground paper and electronic 'zine of new music, radical politics and rage in
the 1990s. On the net, itis available in PostScript only. If you're interested in reading either the paper or
PostScript version of the 'zine, send mail to Kevin Goldsmitmag@esd.sgi.com

ALSO ON THE NET

InterTextis always looking for submissions from all over the net. We invite established writers and novices alike to
submit storieslnterTexts stories currently comenly from electronic submissions, so we need your help in order
to keep publishing! Mail your submissionsjsoell@ocf.berkeley.edu

Intertext is vaguely responsible for the truthfulness of the ads in this issue. Lawsuits are unnecessary.

Attention, patrons: Please don't feed the editors. They bite.

INTERTEXT JANUARY-FEBRUARY 1994 PAGE 32



	Cover ("Home")


	Table of Contents

	FirstText

	Home

	Auto Plaza Rag

	Bleeding Hearts

	A Fish Story

	Piggy in the Middle

	TimeBugs

	FYI: Clarion Workshop

	Need to Know


