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Reality is what doesn't go away when you stop believing init...
-PH LIP K. DI CK

If it ain't one thing, it's two things.
- GRANDFATHER STONEBENDER

CHAPTER ONE
Col d Reboot

"The future will be better tonorrow "
-J. Danforth Quayl e

I TS ALWAYS COLDEST before the warm

Oh, it could have been col der that day, | guess-lI hear there are places up north where
fifty belowis considered a balmy day. But it could be a |ot hotter than where | amnow, if it
conmes to that. This is just about as warmas | care to be-and the day the whole thing started, |
was as cold as | ever hope to get again in ny life.

It was only twenty below, that day. . . but for Long Island, that's unusually frosty, even
in the dead of winter. Wiich that winter surely was: dead as folk nusic. Dead as Mary's Pl ace.
Dead as Call ahan's Place. Dead as my life, or nmy hopes for the future. You' ve read Steinbeck's THE
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W NTER OF OUR DI SCONTENT? Well, 1989 was the winter of our despair..

It's the little things you remenber. You know how snow gets into your boots and nmakes you
m serabl e? | had been forced to stagger through a drift of snow so deep it had gotten into ny
pants. A set of |ong underwear nakes a wonderful w ck. The danp patches from above and bel ow had
met at ny knees al nobst at once.

Not that snow of yesterday's blizzard had fallen to a depth of waist height. Long Island
isn't Nova Scotia or anything. My long soggies were sinply the result of ny tax dollars at work.

Just as |I'd been in sight of ny hone-driving with extrenme caution, and cursing the damed
Town of Smithtown that should have plowed this stretch of Route 25A yesterday, for Chrissake-1 had
seen the town snowpl ow, coming toward me fromthe east. |'d experienced a nmicrosecond of elation
before the situation becane clear to nme, and then | had npaned and banged ny forehead agai nst the
steeri ng wheel

Sure enough, the plow sailed by ny honme at a stately twenty mles an hour, trailing a | ong
line of cars and trucks nearly berserk with rage . . . and utterly buried ny driveway with snow,
to the aforenenti oned wai st hei ght.

I knew perfectly well that there was nowhere else | could possibly park ny car along that
stretch of two-lane highway anywhere wi thin even unreasonabl e wal ki ng di stance of hone in either
direction-except the one driveway that | knew perfectly well the sonofabitching plow was about to
stop and plow out, which it did. The one right next door to mine. The driveway of the Antichrist,
where | woul d not have parked at gunpoint.

O course the traffic stacked up behind that big bastard surged forward the instant it
fully entered Nyj mckra Grtozkzhnyi's drive and got out of their way. O course not one of them
gave an instant's thought to the fact that the road under their accelerating tires would now no
| onger be cleared of snow and ice. And there | was, big as life, right in their way, with ny
forehead on the steering wheel..

So by the time | got that snow in ny pants, trying to clanber over the new dirty-white
ridge that separated ny home fromcivilization, | no longer had to worry about parking the car. O
fixing the damm heater, or putting gas or oil in it, or any such chores. Just paying for the fina
tow and, of course, the rest of the paynents to the bank. Needless to say, the only car in the
whol e pileup that had been totaled was nmine; all the people who' d caused the accident drove away
fromthe scene. And of course they'd all agreed it had been ny fault.

On the bright side, | was reasonably unhurt. |Indeed, the only wound | had to boast of was
an extremely red face. Not from anger, or even fromthe cold. Those goddam air bags are not soft.
They never nmention that in the ads.

So | was not looking forward to going through ny front door. In the first place, | hated
having to tell Zoey that we were pedestrians again. A nursing nother does not often receive such
news gl adly-and especially not when the tenperature outside is twenty bel ow and not hing usefu
lies within walking range. And in the second pl ace-

-in the second place |I knew exactly what | was going to see when | wal ked- okay, hobbl ed-
through that door. And | just didn't knowif | could take it one nore tine.

I's there anything sadder in all the world than a great big confy superbly appointed

tavern. . . so unm stakably enpty and abandoned that the cobwebs everywhere have dust on thene
I"d tried to keep up a brave front, and sustained it naybe six nonths. Then |I'd gradually
sl acked off on the nopping and dusting and vacuumi ng and polishing. By the end of a year, | wasn't

even fixing | eaks. What was the point? No way in hell was Mary's Place ever going to reopen. \Veé-1,
Jake Stonebender, its proprietor, and all of my highly irregular clientel e-had nmade the single,
fatal m stake of pissing off Nyjmckra Gtozkzhnyi. Qur Ukraini an next-door nei ghbor-and the
bel oved only aunt of Jorjhk Gtozkzhnyi.

Town | nspector Gtozkzhnyi...

Have you ever seen the total stack of paperwork required to legally operate a tavern in
the Town of Smithtown in the County of Suffolk in the great State of New York in these United

States of Anerica~ | don't nean the liquor |icense: assunme you have that. Let's just say if 1'd
had that stack of paperwork-all of it six-point type, and consisting nostly of blanks for ne to
fill in-in the trunk of the car with nme that day, | could have just clinbed up on top of it and
st epped over that goddam heap of snow left in ny driveway by one of Inspector Gtozkzhnyi's
nmnions. In order to open Mary's Place at all, back in '88-in less than five years, for |less than
half a mllion dollars-1 had been forced to run it outlaw, counting on its isolation and the fact

that | made no effort at all to attract business to protect it fromofficial attention

But as Bob Dylan forgot to say, "To live outside the law, you rmust be |ucky."

So it killed ne, every tinme | wal ked through those sw nging doors and saw ny dream
shrouded in spiderwebs. | always sawit, for a brief instant, as it had briefly been: full of
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warnth and life and | aughter and music and love and magic. It re-broke ny heart every tine. It had
been nuch nore than just my livelihood, far nmore than sinply the only thing ny wife and I owned
besi des a Honda presently being dragged away for burial, two noble but battered mnusica
instrunents, and a small fortune in baby gear

It had been the hone and the nucl eus of an experiment so grand and inportant and urgent
that | know of no parallel in human history, an experinment that, had it succeeded, m ght
concei vably have brought an end to nmuch human ni sery. And on the very verge of success, at the
monent of its greatest triunph, the critical mass it had brought together and fanned to ignition
tenperature had been snmashed, scattered |like glowi ng gravel across the countryside by the nost
destructive force nan has unleashed in the last two m |l ennia: bureaucracy.

So it was with maxi mumreluctance and a deep sense of failure that | entered ny honme and
former workplace that day. | lurched through the outer door, stopped in the foyer, called, "H
Homey, |'m Hun," to Zoey, and stonped ny boots together to knock off a few shards of snow before
pushi ng open the swi nging doors to go inside. Unfortunately, sonmeone had entered just before ne
and done the sane thing, leaving a slick | had failed to notice.

VWhich is why | lost ny footing and slipped and fell flat on ny ass.

Now | had snow under ny shirt, that had migrated up fromny pants. (You see the little
things you remenber?) | said a few words that could have gotten nme ejected fromthe cheapest
brothel in Manila, and sat up. Thank heaven for the thick furry hat that had partially protected
my skull when it whanged against the floor. | took it off and felt my head with my hand, was

relieved to confirmthat | probably wouldn't raise a lunp. My ass was a different matter. | got
wearily to my feet-
-well, | started to. | got just far enough to raise ny entire, already inflaned face up in

front of those sw nging doors before they burst open

The Big Bang. The slow, slow expansion. The Heat Death. Enpty cold eternity. Someone
sl appi ng ny fucking face-

"Jesus Christ, Duck, knock it off! What the hell are you doing back?"

"Nap later,"” the Lucky Duck said. "You re working."

Ernie Shea is known to one and all as the Lucky Duck because around himthe | ans of
probability turn to Silly Putty-which conbined with his short stature explains and may even excuse
an irascible sourpuss personality remniscent of Daffy Duck. He is a nmutant, the bastard of fspring
of a pookah and a Fir Darrig, two creatures comonly thought to be nythical (everywhere except
Ireland), and strange things al ways happen around him It's sort of a paranornal power.

I was too groggy to think through the inplications of his presence.

"The hell I am" | snarled. "I haven't worked in over a year. The goddam bar is as dead as
Nutsy's Kells . . . and the Fol k Music Revival devel oped ice crystals in the brain fromthe
defrosting process, they had to put it back to sleep again. There is no work, you dunb pookah!"

"You're working," he repeated. "N kky's here. Cone on."

" Huh?"

| levitated, then | ooked down and stuck ny feet firmly to the floor. This was too weird
not to be true. At ny gesture, the Lucky Duck went back inside, and | followed him And there,
standi ng at ny bar, inpeccably dressed as always and wi ping drool fromthe chin of ny baby
daughter Erin, was indeed and in fact N kola Tesl a.

Perhaps the nane rings a bell? Forgotten Father of the Twentieth Century? Father of alternating

current. . . the condenser . . . the transformer . . . the Tesla Coil...the very induction notor
itself...the renote control... radio . . . the crucial "AND-gate" logic circuit. . . and all the
essential conponents of the transistor? (Tesla held patents on all of these. . . and literally a

hundred nore.) Friend of Mark Twai n and Paderewski, sworn eneny of the evil Edison and treacherous
Mar coni ? Perhaps the single nobst outrageously shafted and di shonored nan in the history of the
human race, screwed out of nore credit and noney than anyone since the guy who invented sex? That
Ni kol a Tesl a? Ckay, perhaps it seems a little odd that he was going bar-hopping in the snow at age
133. Especially since he'd died forty-six years earlier, in 1943. But N kky has nore fiber than
do, | guess: he doesn't let a little thing Iike death sl ow hi mdown. "H, N Kkky," | called out.
"What's up?"

"Jake!" he cried, in that menorable baritone. "Excuse me, Erin."

"Sure, Uncle Nikky," ny fourteen-nonth-old said, releasing his fingers.

"Thank heaven you are here," Tesla said to ne, wiping his fingers off on Erin's barf-scarf
and handing her to the Lucky Duck . . . who reluctantly accepted her and held her at armi s |ength.
"There is little time to | ose.™
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| sighed. Sonehow | knew what he was about to say. It had been that kind of a day. "Go
ahead. Tell nme about it."

He took a deep breath hinself, and those incredible eyebrows of his drew together. "Jake,
M chael and | need you to save the universe."

| slammed nmy hat to the barroomfloor. "God dam it. AGAI N?"

"Jake-" Zoey began, conming out of our living quarters in the back

"No, | nean it, Zoey. |I'msorry, N kky, but this is starting to piss nme off."

He nodded gravely. "It is exceedingly aggravating."

"Jake, it's not-"

"Zoey, when the hell did | ever sign any recruitment papers? | would have been a
consci entious objector for Nam if | hadn't already been 4-F."

"Jake, it's not as if-"

"Enough i s enough, you know? You can go to the well once too often.”

"Jake, it's not as if you had-"

"Do | have any training for this shit? Do | have ny own tools? Al | ever volunteered for
inny life was going up on stage to nmake nusic, and running a bar, and hel ping you and Erin
conquer the planet, and I've blown two out of three so far."

"Jake, it's not as if you had anything better-"

"No, I'mserious: twice is as nmuch as any man ought to be asked to serve his . . . |I'm
sorry, love, what did you say?"

"It's not as if you had anything better to. . . oh, never mnd, | won't say it."

Well, if she'd decided not to say it, then it was probably something that woul d have stung

like hell to hear, so | stopped trying to guess what it might have been. Besides, by then she was
taking my clothes off, which is likely to distract me no matter how busy we are.

"Jesus Christ, Jake," the Lucky Duck snickered, "even considering it's cold outside-"

"Duck," Zoey said, toweling me briskly with a huge bath towel, "would you like ne to sit
on you while Jake nakes a snowran out of yours so you can compare?"

He shrivel ed. Making two of us.

"Qut of his what, Mommy?" Erin asked. Zoey ignored her and kept drying ne; | endured it
with what dignity I could nuster.

“"Ni kky," | said, "I appreciate the confidence you and Mke are placing in ne-1"mreally
flattered, okay?- but-"
"Are they tal king about Daddy's penis? That's silly. It gets much bigger than that, |'ve

seen it-"

"-thank you, Erin, but excuse nme, okay? Daddy has to tell Uncle N kky he isn't going to
save the universe this tinme: after that we can discuss ny penis." Zoey pulled sweatpants up ne to
hel p change the subject. "N kola, | would like to help you...but you have got the wong nan."

He | ooked sonber. "There is no other, Jacob."

| went into nmy Lord Buckley imtation. ""What's the matter, M. Wale? Ain't you hip to
what's goin' down in these here parts? Don't you read the Marine News?" He didn't recognize the
quote, and | didn't have the heart to sustain it anyway. "N kky, let me explain it in words of one
syllable," | said in ny normal voice. "It's all over. The Place is dead. | got no crew "

"They yet live."

"Sure. Scattered all to hell and gone. Shorty and his wives are out west, Doc's retired to
Fl orida, |Isham and Tanya went up to Nova Scotia, the rest are scattered all over the Island. | see
Long-Drink once a nonth if I'mlucky, and he's the one | still see the nost. Christ knows what the
hell ever happened to Fast Eddie. Like John Lennon said, the dreamis over."

Zoey had finished dressing ne (fuzzy slippers, sweatshirt, bathrobe), and picked that
monent to yank the bathrobe belt tight around ny mddle, hard enough that | made a little peep
sound. "There," she said contentedly. "Erin, Bless your father."

The Duck had set Erin down on the bar; in a shot she crawl ed dowmn to the far end, down
onto the counter and over to The Machi ne, studied the conbination, and pushed the go button. The
conveyor belt humed into life, and dragged an enpty nug to its fate.

Ni kky wat ched this soberly until he was sure Erin did indeed have sufficient coordination
to be safe where she was. (She could wal k great, at fourteen nonths, but was far too snart to
attenpt it on top of the bar.) Then he turned back to ne. "How many could you assenble, if you
sounded the tocsin?"

Warm cl ot hes and the prospect of coffee were beginning to nollify ne a trifle; ny voice
came out perhaps two tones | ower and ten decibels softer than before. "Aw, hell, N k. | guess .
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shit, | guess all of '"em Sooner or later. Everybody that's still alive. If | started working
the phones right now, | could probably nuster fifteen or twenty by this tinme tomorrowall the ones
that are still close by. But where?"

"Beg pardon?"

"You can't have a club without a clubhouse. If twenty people all showed up here, tonorrow
even if they showed up on foot, in the dead of night, fromdifferent directions-fifteen mnutes
| ater the town, county, state, and feds would all come in the door right behind 'em waving
warrants to dry the ink. W tried. Several tines. Ad Nyjmckra Gtozkzhnyi over yonder never
sl eeps. That's why everybody's scattered. There's no place to neet.

"For a while a few of us tried taking over sonme existing bar and turning it into our place-
and it was a disaster. W even tried declaring ourselves a religious group and renting neditation
space, but we kept getting caught drinking and tossed out. A couple of folks even tried it wthout

booze or music, but it didn't work: | knew it wouldn't. And | am never going to be allowed to put
al cohol and a large group of people in the sane roomagain-not in this state. Probably not
anywhere: |'mmarked |ousy with the feds, too. Sone sister-in-law of Inspector Gtozkzhnyi has one

of those triple-digit GS nunbers, wouldn't you know?" | trailed off, distracted by the scent that
proni ses surcease of pain.

By now The Machi ne had finished producing a nug of God's Blessing: Irish coffee. "Wuld
you cone get it, Momy?" Erin called

Zoey went and got the cup, and brought it to ne. It was snowcapped and warmto the hands,
and now that it was closer | could detect that second, subtler scent that prom ses surcease of

care. "Nikky," | said, "I don't have a crew, | don't have a place to put one, and the machi ne you
want was di sassenbl ed for parts |ong ago. You've got nore chance of building a new Titan booster.
I"msorry." | closed nmy eyes and took a long deep pull fromny Irish coffee.

"Suppose a suitable place could be arranged?"

Warnth and goodness flowed into nme, radiated slowy outward from ny esophagus to bring
sol ace to every discontented cell. | was out of the storny blast, in warmdry clothing, and ny two
bel oveds had put the caffeinated Water of Life into nmy hand, and there was nore. \Wat probl ens?
Things slowy began to soften and shift inside ne.

Al right, | said to the inside of my skull. I won't be fifty for another eight-point-four-
but - who' s-counting-years yet. If | can have Irish coffee, and Zoey and Erin, then | guess naybe |
could get back on the damm horse one nore tine.

Time to start negotiating the fee.

"N kky, we're going about this all wong. W' ve skipped ahead to question three or four
Question one is: What is the deadline? You' re tal king about a najor operation-and the |last two
times we only had a few hours' warning before the roof fell in. Literally. How nmuch tine have
got to assenble the string and get 'emplugged in this time?"

He frowned-and the sight of N kola Tesla frowning can be disheartening, if you haven't got
Irish coffee in your hand. Those eyebrows, you know. "I amnot sure, Jake. But | do not see howit
could be nore than. . . say, on the order of ten years.™

| did a spit-take, which fortunately fell short of him It is a terrible thing to do a
spit-take with Irish whiskey. G andfather Stonebender used to say that after you die, Saint Peter
wi Il suspend you head down in a barrel containing all the whiskey you've, ever wasted, and if you
drown, to hell with you. But | was so relieved at Tesla's words that | alnost didn't nmind. "Ten
years? Jesus, for a mnute there | thought we had a problem"”

Those m ghty eyebrows rose again, to the top floor. "You feel that m ght be adequate?"

"To get the bunch of us telepathic again? Yeah, | think that's probably doable-if you can
really deliver a place, and maybe a little expense noney. Tell you the truth, that's about the
kind of time scale | was thinking in when everything went to shit."

"Real | y?"

"Hey, | don't want to sound cocky. \Wat the hell do | know? This is blue-sky R&D. But we
were telepathic three tines-twice with help, and the last tine by ourselves. You know yourself;

once the software runs two or three times, you're practically ready to ship product. | allowed a
ten-year fudge factor because. . . well, let's face it, we're a bunch of lazy drunken goof offs.
Hell, | was prepared to let twenty years go by wi thout another success before | would have started
to worry. But if we're under the gun.. . well, we saved the world twice before, with a hell of a
ot less warning. Wiat's the matter?"

Tesl a was | ooki ng even nore grave and sonber than usual, if you can inagine that. "Jake,

you know that | rarely enploy hyperbole."
"Well, hey, N kky-you've never needed to."
"And | never use scientific ternmnology with inprecision.”
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"Not that |'ve ever caught you at. Make your point. | can see it's bad news. How bad?"

Hi s brows | owered even further, until he | ooked |ike Jehovah broodi ng over what He'd done
to poor old Job. "I do not wi sh to dishearten you, now that you are feeling optimstic. But |
cannot allow you to accept this responsibility in ignorance of the stakes."

"I haven't accepted yet. We're still two steps away, talking about whether | can deliver.

After this we discuss what |'mbeing offered. Rut by all neans, let's be clear on the stakes
first. We're tal king about the end of the world, right? Wat could be inprecise about that?" The
cof fee began to kick into second gear. "Ch, | get you. Right, okay. Doubtless old Mother Gaia wll
endure, whatever happens: technically we're only tal king about the end of the human race or
sonething like that, is that it?"

| had not thought he could | ook any nore unconfortable, but now he | ooked |ike Jehovah the
day of the Assunption, trying to explain to the Virgin Mary why He'd never called her since that
night. "I amsorry, Jake. The second tinme you and your friends becane tel epathic, the stakes were
i ndeed, as you doubtless nmeant to inply, only the fate of humanity. . . and all the other forns of
life in this solar systemdown to the last virus. The third and nost recent tinme, you were
fighting to save both all terrestrial life and all the nenbers of the nonhunman civilization called
the Filarii: M. Finn's people, and their attendant subspecies."

"And this tine?" It wasn't me who said it, it was Erin.

"This time the stakes are so nuch higher that a ratio cannot be forrmulated. My first words
to you were nost carefully chosen, Jake."

| had absorbed enough caffeine now for ny short-termnenory to be functional. Those words
came back-and suddenly | understood him

"Ch, ny stars."

"Precisely," he agreed.

"You need nme to save the universe."

“Inits totality. Every last derivative of the Big Bang. All of creation.”

" Fr om what ?"

"The quest for know edge,"” he said sadly.

| couldn't helpit. I fell down |aughing.

And kept | aughing, even though | had Just added the precious |ast nouthful of whiskey to
nmy afterlife hazard. The Lucky Duck roared along with me, and so did Erin, he an octave |ower and
she two octaves higher. Zoey did not. Neither did N kky.

But he did wear a small rueful smile. How could he help it, and be an honest nan?

You neet people all the tinme who believe, deep down in their hearts, that "nadscientist”
is one word, that nobst scientists are weird warlocks willing to risk all our lives by playing with
forces they don't really understand. You want, if you have half a brain, to smack such people. And
then you renenber Qppie and Teller and the boys sitting around back at Trinity before Zero Hour
taki ng bets on whether or not they were about to ignite the atnosphere-or Tayl or, using a hydrogen
bonb to light his cigarette-and you change the subject. But in your heart you know that while
i ndi vi dual humans may be fallible or quirky, science itself-the search for truth-is holy.

And now the Father of Twentieth-Century Technol ogy hinself, a man who had dedi cated his
life-both his lives-to the pursuit of know edge, had told me with a straight face that the teamto
whi ch he had sworn all egi ance was going to destroy not just the solar system not nerely the
Lesser Magellanic Cl oud or even the whole Local G oup, but everything. Can there be a funnier
j oke?

Well, yes. To fix the situation, he was depending on a widely dispersed bunch of-barflies.

I don't know how long | mght have kept on laughing. | was just beginning, in fact, to
realize that | mght have a small problemin stopping, when the two nen with guns cane in. That
didit. Instinct, you know

I don't know how it is everywhere else, but in the New York/Long |Island area, common di saster
generally tends to bring out the best in people-the first tine.

During the first great East Coast Bl ackout, for instance-what was it, 1965?-we responded
magni fi cently. Peopl e hel ped one another, sometinmes heroically; there are hundreds of stories.
Then sonme of them sat around and thought for a year or so about what chunps they'd been. The

second tine the grid went down, there were still heroes. . . but there were also nany incidences
of looting, vandalism rape, and general m schief.
Well, the snow | had so recently trudged through was that of the second road- bl ocki ng,

I sl and-paral yzing blizzard that winter...
It's funny, the little things you notice. The first gun was a Smth & Wsson .44 Maghum
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hand-cannon. It wasn't even the nost powerful handgun in the world back when Dirty Harry nade that
claimfor the .357 Magnum and there are sone today that would give it a pernanent case of barre
droop, but | knew it would have no trouble killing a truck. The other gun was a collector's item
a .455 Wbl ey that had probably seen service in the Argonne Forest. . . but threw a bigger slug
than the Magnum It was only after | assessed both weapons that | took in the guys hol ding them
even though they were nuch nore interesting. Ad habits die hard.

The Magnum was bei ng steered by a skinhead. He had covered every other square inch of his
body with furred garnments |ike sonmething out of Road Warrior, right up to his nose, but apparently
just could not bear to cover his shining statement to society. His scalp and ears were reddening
as circulation returned to them Nonetheless, he was bright-eyed. Too bright-eyed for adrenalin
drugs, or nmadness: it had to be a conbination of at |east two.

The Webl ey was held by a sour-faced guy who | ooked |ike a Vernont storekeeper, dressed
like a Long Island wannabe-survivalist, and had eyes like a serial killer with a toothache.

In this weather, neither of them had been able to | ocate a ski mask. No professionalism
anynore. Maybe they planned to | eave no witnesses. Maybe they just didn't plan

Bal dy pulled fur down with his free hand to display a broad vul pine grin and swasti kas
tattooed (wong way round) on each cheek. "Surprise," he cried. "We're collectin' for Good WII!"

“You, Skinny," Ranbo said, neaning ne, "get the till. Everybody el se, turn out your
pockets on this table here. Now " He gestured with the Wbley for effect, and began shaking out a
sack.

| sighed and stood up. "Boys," | said, "ordinarily 1'd be happy to play with you, but I'm
alittle busy right now, I have to save the universe. Here's the very best deal | can cut you: you
| ose the iron, you clear the door within thirty seconds, you can live. You don't even have to
apol ogi ze, okay?" | spread ny hands. "What could be fairer than that?"

Bal dy | ooked to Ranmbo for guidance. "I think he said 'no,'" Ranmbo expl ai ned. Bal dy nodded

and shot ne twice. In the chest first, and then lowin the belly. He started to | ook away to savor
the shock and horror on everybody else's faces, and then did a doubl e take.

I shook ny head wearily and wal ked toward him

Behi nd nme, Zoey growl ed once, and subsi ded.

Bal dy's eyes were like golf balls, and his skull had stopped reddeni ng, but his grin got
even bigger. Qobviously | was wearing sone kind of Kevlar vest. Figure out why later. He shot ne
three times in the face.

Zoey grow ed again. | stopped a couple of feet fromhimand folded ny arns across ny
chest. "Now you're going to have to apol ogize," | said.

He | ooked at the gun, then ne, then the gun, then ne, then the gun- Erin piped up from
over on the bartop. "Can | have his mittens, Daddy? They | ook just |ike woofy dogs."

"“Yes, honey," | told her.

That unstuck Baldy fromhis |oop. He yanked his gaze toward Erin-then began quartering
that section of the room for whoever had actually spoken

"You're really stupid,” she told him

He stared at her, slowy worked out that he was in fact being addressed, and di ssed, by an
infant. Even with all he had to think about already, this outraged him O perhaps he was just
pani cked, operating on drug logic. In any case, he plunbed new depths of stupidity: he lifted his
gun and shot Erin.

She giggled. "That tickles," she inforned him

Ni kky, the Duck, and | all |eaped at the sane instant, and were barely in tinme. Between
us, we were just able to restrain Zoey. My wife is a large lady; it took everything we had, and we
m ght not have managed it if her forebrain had been functioning at the tine. She bit ne on the ear
and drew bl ood without realizing it. |I got hold of her face and held it a couple of inches from
m ne until her eyes focused and | could see she recognized me, and then | said very urgently, "W
do not have time to dick around wth di sposing of bodies just now "

She cl osed her eyes nonmentarily-then nodded and sl unped. W let her go at once, and
turned back to nmy guests.

They were backi ng away, very slow y-but froze once |I was | ooking at them agai n. Ranbo
wasn't even bothering to gesture talismanically with his Wbley; it hung forgotten at his side.

Bal dy's scalp was so pale, it seened to glow, and his swasti kas blazed |ike enbarrassnment on his
white cheeks. He snapped out of his trance, cracked his piece, took a speedl oader from sone

pocket. . . then saw ny expression and dropped both on the floor
"I amvery, very sorry," he said sincerely.
"So am|," Ranbo said, "even though he did it."
"I got excited, you know?" Baldy said. "I thought it was a m dget."
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"You're an asshole,"” his partner told him

"No argunment. And | really amvery very very sorry."

"Not yet,” I told him "But you will be."

"“You're gonna take our souls now, right?"

Besi de nme, the Lucky Duck emtted that wonderful, honking [augh of his. "Wat do you
figure the market val ue of these two souls night bee"

"Two rubl es?" | hazarded.

He | ooked at nme. "There's no need to insult them"

| shrugged. "Do | need a reason?" | turned back to the cowering pair. "Your souls 1
condemm you to keep. But we'll have your clothes."”

They gaped.

"Al'l of them"™

Both of them as one, |ooked to Zoey. \Watever they saw in her eyes made their knees start
to trenble. Baldy turned to Rambo. "Shoot ne," he begged.

"Me first," Ranmbo said, and lifted the Webley toward his own head

Erin got himsquare in the eye with a jet of high pressure hot water fromthe hose in the
sink behind the bar. He dropped the gun and started tearing at the fastenings of his coat, crying,
"I'"msorryl " nmsorryl ' nmsorry-" After a nonment Baldy foll owed his exanple.

After a while | noved forward to collect the guns. The pair backed away as | approached,
sheddi ng itens of clothing as they went.

"Can | | ook at the guns, Daddy?" Erin asked.

"Sure, honey," | said, and brought themto her, reloading the Magnum for her before
setting it down within her reach

Even hal f naked in the midst of total confusion and terror, this got to Ranbo. "You'd give
a |l oaded gun to an infant"" he asked ne.

"Somebody gave one to you," | said. "Keep going."

He gl anced at Erin, who was struggling to lift the Wbley-funbled with shirt buttons-said
the hell with it and tore the thing open

It was reasonably safe, would have been even if Erin had been a nornal baby. Everyone in
the roomexcept the two stripping penitents, Tesla, and the Lucky Duck-was bull et proof. The rest

of us had all long since been inpact shielded by Mckey Finn, that cyborged Filarii warrior
mentioned earlier. | nyself had once personally tested the shielding by setting off a nuclear
weapon at arms length, and it worked just fine. (Ckay, |'mexaggerating a little: it was only a

honmenmade pony-yield nuke, strictly kiloton-range stuff. But | wasn't worried about stray .44
sl ugs.)

Alittle while after that, we sent those fellows on their way, traveling considerably
lighter than when they'd arrived. Wen we |ast saw them they had none of the stuff they'd arrived
wit h-not even Baldy's nipple rings. But since it was twenty below out there, and the sun was
setting by now, we didn't send themout totally naked. Each was tastefully attired in a little
strip of plastic, locked very tightly around his thunbs behind his back, doing just what it was
designed to do: secure a bag of garbage. And, of course, each now wore a | abel as well: the word
"LOOTER' in large capital letters, witten across his belly in indelible |aundry nmarker. No idea
what ever becane of either of them

"BErin," Tesla said later, as we were all refreshing ourselves after the rude interruption, "I owe
you an apol ogy. Intellectually, | amperfectly aware that you are of high normal adult
intelligence. After all, | was present on the night of your birth: | myself hel ped you interface

with Solace, with the Internet, so that we could defeat the Lizard' s dark side and save hunanity.
I know Sol ace accel erated the maturation of your cortex, and |I'm aware that you' ve been raised
with the help of an Al kernel she left behind when she died. But | confess that enotionally,

have continued to think of you as nmerely a very precocious infant-perhaps because your strength
and coordi nation | ag sonewhat behind your intellect. Yet you acted nore quickly and nore rightly
than any of the rest of us, just now, with that water hose. | thought we had lost the one in the
canmouf | age gear." He bowed and ki ssed her hand. "I shall not nmake the sane m stake again.”

When ny kid dinples, she dinples. "Thank you, Uncle N kky. Wen |I'msixteen, | plan to
start having sex- would you like to take a nunber? | can squeeze you in the single digits if you
hurry."

Tesla was a virgin until shortly after he died. But he's made up for it since, and he was
al ways a hard man to faze, and besides | think he was born gallant; he took it w thout Dblinking,
and did not even glance at Zoey or ne. "I would be honored, dear |ady. You have ny phone nunber,"”
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he said, and bowed again. Then he glanced at Zoey and ne...and returned our grins.

"Ckay, that little sideshow just now was fun, but let's get back to business," | said.

"Ni kky, | was going to ask you to explain exactly how the quest for know edge is going to doomthe
uni verse, next, and then what the hell you expect us to do about it-but we can get to all that
crap later Right now, let's cut to the inportant part: what's in it for ne?"

This tinme Tesla blinked.

"My standard fee for saving the universe," | said, "is a bar, and enough noney and cl out
torun it."

"Yes, of course, Jake. | told you, all these things will be arranged.”

"I want 'emnow. Al of a sudden |'ve had enough of this dunp. Enough of Long I|sland. Hand
me the keys to ny new cash register, and we can sit around and spend the next ten years figuring
out what to do about Arnageddon.™

H s nustache went back and forth a fewtines, as if to scrub sonmething off his lower lip.
"I, uh, do not exactly have a site for you, yet."

| nodded and held out ny hand. "Ckay. How about enough noney to buy one?"

He | ooked pai ned. "Jake, you know | don't use noney."

| sighed. "I'm supposed to save the universe on credit. Didn't you bring nme anything for a
down paynent ?"

"Yes." He gestured. "M . Shea. Ernie. | brought himback here fromlreland."

| felt like anidiot. In all the confusion, |I had failed to think through the

i mplications. The Lucky Duck was back

The Duck gave nme his nost insolent grin. He held up his hairy right hand, its hairy
fingers clenched in the nmakings of a fist. A shiny quarter rested atop them "Call it," he told
me, looking ne in the eye, and snapped the coin straight up in the air with his thunmb wi thout
| ooking at it.

As if | needed the denonstration. "On its edge," | said automatically, kept |ooking at his
nmocki ng grin, and waited for the sound of the coin hitting the floor. After a while | got tired of
wai ting and | ooked up. The quarter was neatly wedged into a small crack in the ceiling.

“I win," | said.

He spread his hands and bowed, a rude imtation of Tesla's bowto Erin. "Exactly."

| turned to Nikky. "This is all you bring nme, to save the universe with. A half-breed
pookah with the luck of the devil."

"Yes, Jake."

I nodded judiciously. "Should be enough. Ckay, | guess the first-oh damm, agai n?"

Soneone el se was coning through the swi nging doors, trailing snow.

Li ke any sensi bl e person, he was swathed in clothing, including a ski nmask, only his eyes
showi ng and those in shadow. In stature and stance he rather resenbled an orangutan, with slightly
overlong arnms, reminding nme of a guy | knew. He carried a large, very old, very battered suitcase.

"We're closed, friend," | called out.

"And we're busy,"” the Duck added. "If you want to rob the joint, see the kid with the
Magnum over there."

W thout setting down his |uggage, the newconer shook off his other glove and reached

upward. That's when | recogni zed him before he even got the ski mask off: | saw the hand.
I gl anced around and saw that everyone el se recognized himtoo; they were all waiting for
me. | took a deep breath, nodded a silent three-count, and we all chorused, at the top of our

| ungs: "EDDIE!"

Fast Eddi e Costigan nodded, |ooking nore |ike an orangutan than ever now that his face was
visible. "Hiyez," he said, and waved.

We swarmed him Well, all of us except Erin, who had to be content with dialing himup an
Irish coffee (she knew his prescription) while the rest of us hugged and pounded and ki ssed him
He accepted all this stoically.

Fast Eddie is the greatest piano player alive. OF sonmewhat |esser inportance, he is al so
the ol dest nenber of the original Callahan's Place, save for Mke Callahan hinself, and after
Cal | ahan's was destroyed by the nucl ear weapon | nentioned earlier, he continued to fill the piano
chair for me during the short happy life of Mary's Place. But | hadn't seen or heard a word of him
since the day | nspector Gtozkzhnyi shut us down, alnost a year and a hal f ago.

VWhen the greeting rite was done, | said, "So what've you been up to, Eddie?." and before
he could answer, turned to Zoey and minmed the words four words, tops. She | ooked dubi ous.

He didn't let me down. He brushed past me, heaved his suitcase up onto the bar next to
Erin (nodding to her; she grinned back), popped the |atches, and flung the Iid open. "Got it,
Boss, " he said.
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The suitcase was full of cash. Not neat stacks of wapped crisp bills. Just a heap of used
cash in varying denom nations and conditions. It was a big suitcase.
I blinked at the swag, glanced briefly at the Lucky Duck-he was grinning |ike Daffy-and

| ooked back at the nobney again. "So you have," | agreed. "How nmuch is that?"
"Enough, " he said.
"Well," | said, "I sure wouldn't want to ask a snoopy question or anything, but-"

"Poker," he said.

"I'sn't that risky, Unde Eddie?" Erin piped up, sliding his coffee toward him

Eddi e | ooked at her, and slowy shook his head no.

"Ch," she said.

He picked up the mug, said, "T anks," and rubbed her head. Then he took a sip, sighed, and
turned back to ne. "I know it ain't enough ta bribe Gargl e-Nane," he began. "He's a hard-on."

| hated to see himwasting words like that. "OF course not," | agreed, "but this is Long
I sland. For half that nuch cash we could get himand his two i mediate superiors transferred to
Guam or fired for buggering sheep.”

Eddi e grinned. "Let's."

| sighed. "This nmorning | probably would have. I'd still like to. But you cane in in the
m ddl e, Eddie." | gestured toward Tesla. "N kky says we're on a nission for Mke again."

Eddi e' s eyes widened. "No shit."

"Yeah. Don't worry, we got a ten-year junp on it-but | don't think we ought to start with

bad karma. Besides, |'mthinking of nmoving out of Inspector Gtozkzhnyi's jurisdiction, anyway.
Thi ngs have happened today that nake nme feel 1've finally had enough of Long Island. The whol e New
York area."

Zoey snmiled broadly. Erin | ooked alert.

"How about you, Eddie? That work for you?"

"Open up somepl ace el se?" Eddie's face is always a collection of winkles, but now they
all sort of fractalized. "\Were?"

| took Zoey's hand. "Any ideas, |ove?"

"Sonepl ace warm " she said.

"That does sound good," | agreed. "But where do we find a warm pl ace where all the ornery
crackpot weirdo rugged individuals we know coul d unani nobusly agree to nove to? The warm places in
this country are all full of people wearing expensive golf shoes. Or worse."

"A chal | enge," she agreed.

"N kky? Any idea where Ground Zero is going to be?"

"Not for another few years yet," he said. "But that need not affect your choice of
i mredi ate | ocation. The thing is to make a start, reassenble the group."

"Roger that. Ckay, anybody-any ideas? W need a place sonmewhere that's warm hasn't got a
whole ot of red tape, and will tolerate extreme weirdness. Anyone?"

Si | ence.

The phone rang.

"“You're wel cone, Stringbean," the Lucky Duck said.

Erin bent over the Call Identify box. "Daddy, it's Uncle Doc! In Key Wst!"

Invisible little tongues of fire appeared over every head in the room As one, we began to
grin.

"Thank you, Ernie," | said respectfully. "Put himon the speakerphone, honey."

CHAPTER TWO
Goi ng Sout h

"One word suns up probably the responsibility of any vice president, and that one word is, 'to be
prepared."
-J. Danforth Quayle, Decenber 6, 1989

"H, UNCLE DOC!*"

"Well, hello, Erin. How are you, dear? Having fun?' Doc Wbster has one of those boom ng
voi ces that sounds like he's on a speakerphone even when he isn't. Wien he is on a speakerphone,
he could pass for the Geat and Winderful Oz. He is a large man, built |ike a very successfu
walrus, and it gives his voice a certain resonance and authority. And it probably doesn't hurt
that he was one of the best doctors on Long Island for over forty years, until his recent
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retirement.
"Yeah," Erin assured him "Sone stupid men shot me and Daddy just now. "
"Real | y? That must have been exciting for them" Doc is bulletproof, too. He was there

that night. "If your parents need any hel p disposing of the bodies, | still know sone people up
there. | coul d-"
"Hi, Doc," | cut in. "Don't sweat it; we let "emlive."

"Real ly? Hello, Jake."

"They did penance. Let it pass; it's a long story and we have nore interesting things to
tal k about."

"You have news, too?"

"Boy, do | ever. But you first: it's your dine. Before you start, though, let ne introduce
t he audi ence. You're speaking to ne, Erin, Zoey, Fast Eddie, the Lucky Duck, and N kky Tesla."

"Am | really? How wonderful! By Cod, that's practically a quorum | wish | was there."

"You are," Zoey pointed out. "Hi, Doc."

"Hel | 0, Zoey-and you too, Eddi e-Duck-Ni kola." Geetings were called back. "Look, am!|
i nterrupting anythi ng?"

"You are conpleting something, | think," Tesla said. "Pray go on, Sam"

"Well . . . okay-but everybody pour thenselves one and find a confortable chair, okay? |I'm
going to be talking awhile, and |'ve been rehearsing this for a long time so |'d appreciate it if
none of you would interrupt until | finish ny pitch, because it's really inportant to me to-"

" Doc?"

"-try and. . . danmt, Jake, | asked you not to interrupt. As you pointed out, it's ny

dine."

"So let nme try and save you sonme of it. You are about to launch into a typically el oquent
sales pitch for beautiful Key West, subtropical paradise, delineating its many charnms and virtues
and ending with a casual nention that you've |located a property for sale down there that would
make a really terrific bar."

There was a brief silence. Then, in a nmuch softer voice, Doc said, "You nust be reading ny
mail . "

"Allow ne to briefly sumarize the events of the day so far. First | wecked the car and
got snow in ny pants. Then N kky showed up and gave ne ten years to reunite the gang, on account

of how we have to save the universe. | told himl'd need a new bar, soneplace where you don't get
snow i n your pants, and noney. He produced the Lucky Duck. Then Fast Eddie showed up with. . . how
much noney, Eddi e?"

"A shitpot."

"And donated it to the cause. And then you called. You see the way this is shaping up?"
Anot her | ong pause.

"The whol e, entire universe?" the Doc asked finally.

Not hi ng gets past him "Yep."

"And you and Erin got shot."

"Wth a .44 Magnum " Erin agreed. "Looters trying to take advantage of the blizzard." She

giggled. "It tickled. And they were so funny. Even before they were naked, | nean."
"It sounds like you've had a full day."
"Well, we're certainly off to an interesting start,” | said. "Fromhere it's going to get

busy, | think."

"Let ne get this straight,” he said slowy. "You are, really and truly, going to nove down
here. Al of you. And open a bar. And try and reconvene the conpany. My dearest dreans are com ng
true."”

| glanced around ne, took a census of eyes. Zoey's eyes first, then Erin's, then Eddie's,
then the Duck's, and finally the wise, sad old eyes of Ni kola Tesla. Then for good neasure
rechecked Zoey and Erin. There were no dissents. "That's the plan."

"God damm it, Jake," the Doc burst out, "if you had any idea how nuch time |I wasted
rehearsing nmy spiel. . . | didn't think | had a chance, | didn't really think any power on earth
could ever convince you to |l eave Long Island, but | felt Iike | had to try."

"“Snow i n your underpants and .44 slugs in your face are powerful argunents,” | said. "Wat
the hell, Sam This business has been going south since | opened it. Mght as well go all the
way. "

"You can't get any farther south than this w thout getting your feet wet," he agreed.
"Just give ne a minute to shift gears, okay? Christ, | feel like | was braced to |ift a half-ton
truck and it turned out to be a hologram Just a second.”

We heard him put his hand over the nout hpiece of his phone, and even with that filter, his
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bel | owed "WAA- A- A-A-HOO " nearly broke nmy speakerphone.
"There," he said a nonent later, "I think |I'm back up to speed now. Boy, |'d forgotten how
much fun those bootl egger turns are. Ckay, when do you get here and what do you need?”

"l don't know and | don't know," | answered truthfully. "Let me get back to you on both. | haven't
really got my mnd wapped around this, yet."

"You haven't? | feel |ike Scrooge on Christnmas norning."

"W'll work all that stuff out. I'lIl let you know when to expect how many of us as soon as
I know nysel f. How s the housing nmarket down there?"

"Pricey."

"Figures."

"Worth every dam penny. But bring a | ot of pennies."

| glanced at ny venture capitalist. N kola Tesla frowned. He died owing a fair anpunt of
money to a nunber of people, back in 1943-but | happen to know he subsequently went to
consi derable pains to repay all of it. (Wthout being caught at it, a good trick) He had committed
hinself to underwiting this particular Quest, and | was confident that he woul d come across.
Eventual ly. But | could see fromhis expression that it mght not be Real Soon

Fast Eddi e spoke up. "Dey play poker in Key West?"

There was a pause, and then the Doc's |aughter began, and built to the point where it

strai ned the speaker. "Eddie, God damm it," he booned, "I have missed you."

"Yeah," Eddi e agreed.

"Well, get your ass down here. You're right: noney won't be a real problem Plenty of
optim sts you can bl eed, down here. | got a piano for you you' re gonna |like, too-and nothing you
won't."

"Good dere, huh?"

"Worst thing happened to nme since | got here is sunburn,

"Well, you got what you basked for," | said.

He riposted at once. "Yes, that's the fry in the ointnment."

God, it was good to volley with himagain. It had been too long. "But |I'm sure the wonen
there like to get off on a tan gent."

"Enough to cosine a |oan, sone of 'em

Erin applied Daughter Block. "Daddy. . . if you and Uncle Doc are going to do that, | want
my nap now. "

(One of the very few quirks of my daughter's personality that | do not find totally
enchanting is her strong dislike of punning. She got some of that from her nother-but Zoey's
di staste for puns is probably not nuch stronger than that of any nornal heal thy human being. |
attribute Erin's abom nation of themto the influence of her earliest mentor: Solace, the world's
first self-aware silicon intelligence. Nobody hates doubl e-neani ngs nore than a conputer, trust
ne.)

t he Doc assured him

"W don't do it on purpose, honey," | said.

"Sanme with ne and ny diaper. | learned to stop. You can do that if you have to-I| just
don't want to snell it."

"Conme on, darling, I'll take you in back," Zoey told her, and held out her arnms. "You boys

wi pe yoursel ves afterward, and wash your hands." Erin crawled to the end of the bar and | eaped
into her nmother's arns.

"Don't go, Erin." Doc said quickly. "You either, Zoey. We'll try to control ourselves. |I.

| guess | just want you all in the roomlistening while | say this. Since | noved down here
I'"ve been a happy old fart. But this . . ." He paused a nmonent. " this is the happi est day
I've had since . . ." Another pause while he thought about it. .well, | guess since that | ast
time we saved the world."

"Sane here," | said, and for a second | thought | was sonehow hearing nmy own voice fed
back t hrough the speakerphone-then realized everyone else in the roomhad said the sane thing at
once. W | ooked around at each other and grinned. "It's gonna be good to see you again, Doc," |
sai d.

"There's a little less of ne to see, actually," he said, sounding snug.

"Real | y?" The Doc had been trying to | ose weight for as long as |I'd known him w thout
not abl e success.

"Yeah, | seemto have misplaced thirty or forty pounds. |I'mon the Half-Chinese Diet."

"What's that?" Zoey asked.

"You can eat anything you want-but you have to use only one chopstick."
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| grinned. firmrolled her eyes. But it wasn't strictly speaking a pun, so she let it
pass.

"That's great, Sam" Zoey said. "But seriously, how did you do it?" My beloved is one of
the nost sensible people | know, with fewer illusions and del usions than nost - but she is human
and a product of her culture. Like every other female in Anmerica, she suffers fromthe irrational
convi ction that she weighs too much

"Zoey," the Doc said, "I could tell you that a big nman buns nore energy just wal ki ng
around in this climte, and that's true. But that's not it. | don't think so, anyway. The best |
can say it is, in Key Wst the air is a neal. It tastes so good you just don't get hungry as

often. Being here satisfies the appetite.”
"That good, huh?" the Lucky Duck threw in.

"You get peckish, head for your local restaurant. . . and along the way you suck in a few
lungfuls of frangipani and jasmi ne and sea salt. . . you soak up a few eyefuls of bougainvfflea
and pal mfronds and sunset and skinpily dressed coll ege students on bicycles. . . and when you get
to the restaurant, you find that one Cuban sandwi ch does the work of two, and sonehow it feels
like a piece of Key lime pie would just be gilding the lily. You end up having the wal k back hone
for dessert."

"Sounds rough," | said.

"Well, it's an easy job, but nobody's gotta do it."

"What's the downsi de?" the Duck asked the Doc.

"The what ?"

"Cone on."

"Ckay, maybe |'m exaggerating a hair. The downside is high prices, nosquitoes |ike birds
with teeth, cockroaches the size of New York rats, and tourists-but they've got that |ast one
al rost under control. Like New Orleans did: herd "emall into a | ong narrow pen where they can be
m | ked conveniently, and it's easy to hose away all the vomt in the nmornings and so forth. It's
call ed Duval Street. Real humans don't have to go there-but the funny thing is, we do, sonetines.
Li ke going to the zoo. O course, the animals escape fromtine to tine...but when they do they're
al nost al ways on bicycles or nopeds, so they're easy to shoot."

"How s de heat ?"

Doc knows Eddi e, and understood that he wasn't asking about the clinmate. "Let nme put it
this way, Ed. The cops here ride around on bicycles in short pants, and nost of themwon't slug a
drunk unl ess they have to."

"Huh. "

"There hasn't been a shot fired since | canme here, |let alone a GSW There's only one way
on or off the island, so there's no high-speed chases. It'd be a nice peaceful place to practice
There was a slight wistful note in his voice. The Doc had al ways intended to keep practicing

medi cine until they planted him . . and had retired only when, within the sane nonth, he
devel oped a trenor in his right hand and his eyes went bad on him

"Ckay, okay," | said, "this is costing a fortune and we're already sold. W' ve got a
mllion things to do and a nillion decisions to nake. Go have a Cuban sandwi ch and we'll get
started. |I'Il get back to you on what we'll need and when as soon as | figure it out. I'mreally

gl ad you called."
"Jake, take ne off speakerphone for a second," the Doc said. "CGood night, everybody.
You' ve all made nme very happy."

They all bade himfarewell, and | switched off the speaker and picked up the handset. "I'm
here, Sam"

"You're heal ed, Jake."

| thought about it. "Well . . . healing. | don't know about heal ed."

“"It's finally scabbed over, at least. | could hear it in your voice the minute you picked

up the phone. You've got your juice back You're ready to take on your Aspect and raise up your
Attribute again.”

| probed ny soul. "You know, | believe you're right."
"I"'mso glad," he said. "I was worried for you, Jacob. Very worried." There was the
fai ntest suggestion of a quaver in his voice.
I was noved by it. Also a little scared retroactively, if that makes any sense. |'d known

the Doc a long tine, and he had seen ne through sone nmajor traumas without letting his worry show.
Had | really been that close to the edge?

Yeah, | guessed | had. "So was I, Sam" | said. "I just couldn't seemto do anything about
it. But I guess | had a kind of epiphany."

"I'sn't that a brand of guitar?" he said quickly, but a trace of the quaver was stil
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t here.

"You're lucky Erin didn't hear that." Back when Mary's Place had been operational, we'd
had a guy in one night, a heroically drunken C assics professor from Stony Brook. A guitari st
friend of mine was perform ng that night, and the prof squinted blearily at the "Epi phone" | abe
on the head of his guitar, and read it al oud-pronouncing it "epiphany." The resulting | augh had
been nenorable. The Doc had explained to himthat Epi phone was the little-known Goddess of Long-
Necked Hi gh-Strung Winen wi th Large Navel s.

"The success of a pun,"” he quoted philosophically now, "is in the oy of the behol der"

"Yeah, well, Erin may be nore success than even you can handle,” | said. "Look, | gotta
go. As the ratio of a circunference to a dianeter once said to the bottomof a boat-"

He beat ne to the punchline. "'Keel, I'mpi.' Jake, it's going to be good to see you. Gve
your | adies a kiss apiece for ne."

“I"1l try to fit yours into the schedule," | prom sed, and hung up the phone

Fast Eddie, practical as always, was behind the bar, playing The Machine |ike a piano,
produci ng coffee for everybody, except for one who clained caffeine "corrupted her clock-chip." He
did not need to ask our individual prescriptions; as | watched he dialed for a double shot of
Irish whiskey in mne, and a single shot for Zoey. Suddenly ny vision refocused past him on The
Machi ne itself. Conceived and built by an eccentric-okay, a nonomani ac, who had earned the nane
The Sl ave of Coffee-it was a miracle of inspired design, comnbining state-of-the-art technol ogy,
cl ever engineering, and patient honest craftsmanship. It was superbly functional, visually
i npressive, sturdy. It weighed sonething over two hundred pounds, enpty..

| scroaned. That's a cross between a screamand a groan, simlar to greanming. "Ch ny Cod,
what have | done?"

My wife was at ny side, her hand on ny shoulder "'Wat is it, Jake?"

“I't just hit ne." | turned toward her, making groping notions with ny hands. "Zoey.
dear Cod in Heaven. . . |'ve comitted us to Myving!"
"I't'll be okay," she said soothingly at once. "W have drugs."

"But, Zoey-you know what Twain said!"

She nodded. "I know. Two noves equals one fire." She | ooked around the room and shrugged.
"This place could use half a fire, right about now "

Fi ghting for control, | glanced around nyself. At first | didn't get what she neant, saw
only | arge heavy awkward objects that woul d soon have to be nmoved a thousand nmiles. . . and then

it began to sink in. Dust everywhere that firmcouldn't reach. General small untidinesses. |
noticed a chair cobwebbed to its table. A dead light |I hadn't gotten around to rewiring. A genera
air of listlessness and defeat. And nuch too nuch space, way too enpty.

"Well," | said slowy, "this was a real good place to be, once."

"Cot dat right," Eddie said.

"But you're right, love. Not anynore. This is no place to be raised by a kid. Let's get
the fuck out of here."

She grinned. "Attaboy."

"Only, how?" | greamed. "Jesus, it'd take everybody here just to get The Machi ne there on
a truck-if we had a truck-let alone all the rest of the-" Suddenly | renenbered. "Ch, Christ, |
don't even own a car anynore-"

"Jake, calmdown," she said, putting her arns around nme. "Breathe slowy. Answer this:
What are friends for?"

| got a grip. "Oh. Right. To help you nove. | forgot." | hugged her back. "Thanks." A
t hought suddenly struck ne, and | pulled away. "But hey-nobst of our friends are all scattered to
the four winds." Thanks to their favorite innkeeper spending the |last year or so in a funk..

She took me by the ears and kissed ne firmy. "Calmdown, | said." She turned to the Lucky
Duck. "Ernie?"

He just grinned.

The door opened and Long-Drink M:Gonnigle wal ked in, stanping snow off his boots and
tal king as he cane.

"Jake, God damm it, | got sonething to say and | want you to shut the hell up until |
finish saying it, okay? This place has turned sour for you, you' re no good here anynore, spilled
mlk is bad for the stomach-Christ, you don't even keep your driveway shovel ed anynore, | had to
park out on the damm road and hike in-and |'mtelling you it's tine you got your thumb out of your
ass and noved on, before you turn into an i npacted wi sdomtooth of a man-nove anywhere, | don't
care where, out of state-hell, Florida even-1 nean it, |I'mserious as a heart attack: serious

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%208%20Callahan’'s%20Key.txt (15 of 138) [8/28/03 12:10:59 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%208%20Cal | ahan's%20K ey .txt

enough to get on the horn and organize a Moving Party to run you and your famly out of town on a
rail right away, and if you don't.. . what the hell are you all |aughing about ?"

The only one who wasn't |aughing was the Lucky Duck, who smirked at nme and said, "You can
al ways | eave these little things to ne."

Eventual |y we got Long-Drink straightened out. |I studied his reaction with sone interest. The
Drink is one of the | east sentinmental people | know, at |east publicly. Not as sour as the Lucky
Duck, m nd you-Long-Drink definitely knows how to have fun-but he works pretty hard on being
unfl appable. Yet | knew this news would affect himenotionally at |east as deeply as it had Doc
Webster; like himlLong-Drink is sort of a founding father, one of the oldest living patrons of the
original Callahan's Place, and one of the steadiest custonmers of Mary's Place until they shut us
down. As he began to grasp what we were telling him and understand that we were really and truly
planning to reunite the conpany, in a Place Wthout Snow, | watched his face to see whether he
woul d | et any of his enotion show.

He closed his eyes briefly, then reopened them The corners of his mouth turned up. "Well

now, " he said. "That doesn't suck rmuch at all, does it?" H's eyes were bright. Then he blinked six
times fast and they were nornal again. And that was it. "Now conmes the hard part,” he went on
"You got that right," | said.

He went to his usual spot at the bar, slid into his chair, and rested his el bow on the bar
It was oddly beautiful to watch: as easy, graceful, and inevitable as Paladin dropping slowy into
that gunfighter's crouch of his on Have Gun WIIl Travel. MGonnigle is several inches taller than
me, or just about anybody, and damm near as skinny-but |'mpretty sure people would have called
him Long-Drink if he'd been five feet tall. Eddie took a nug from The Machine and slid it down the
bar to him and he fielded it w thout |ooking. "You need a Dortnunder"

A planner, he neant. Like John Dortnunder in Donald Wstlake's books: the guy that plans
the caper "Right."

He shrugged and knocked back half his coffee. "Then you want Tanya Latimer."

He was right. Tanya is an ex-cop, smart, tough, and decisive; she could get a riot
marching in step. The reason she's an ex-cop as young as forty is she was blinded in the |ine of
duty, and late-life blindness inproved her already inpressive organizational skills a great deal
Al so her husband | sham though only twice the size of a normal human being, carries enough nuscle
for three of themand | was already dimy sensing that nuscle was going to be required here.
Finally, for reasons known only to her and to God, Tanya played the tuba; she and Ish had to nove

at least once a year thenselves. "Brilliant, Long-Drink," | told him

"Redundant, " he sai d.

So | gave Tanya a call, and explained the situation. There was nothing reserved about her
reaction; her "Y-Y-Y-Y-YES!" could have been clearly heard out in the parking lot. . . and | did

not have her on speakerphone at the tine. Soon | did, though, at her command; Tanya's not a person
to waste tine. "All might, you beautiful loonies, let's get this damm show on the road! Zoey, you

still have the old phone files: give themto the Duck and Fast Eddi e and have them start tracking,
find every regular you can and tell '"emit's railroadin' tinme-"

"Why those two?" Zoey asked, already heading for the Rolodex. "I can handle it."

"Don't argue. Because they talk |ess than you. O anybody. | want you and Erin to fire up

the Mac and do the sanme thing by E-nmail and newsgroup. She knows the system better, but she can't
type or nmouse as fast as you."

"Yet," Erin qualified.

"That's right, honey. Don't worry about overlapping with the Duck and Eddie: the point is
to get as many bodi es as possible, fast-besides, anybody who gets the first nessage won't be hone
| ong enough to get the second. McGonnigle, you' re a night watchnman, you gotta know sonebody with a
five-ton truck we can rent for a week who won't skin us-"

"Rent, schnent," Long-Drink said. "I know where |I can get one for free."

"Yeah?" she said suspiciously. "How rmuch will that cost?

He shrugged at the phone. "Hell, as long as we pronmise not to bring it back, and not to
tell anybody it didn't really have a full |oad of expensive itens aboard when we stole it, and to

dunp it sonmewhere in the Keys where it won't be noticed for a week or so, we might even nake a few
bucks. "

"Rent one," she said firmy. "Defrauding an i nsurance conpany is |lousy karma to begin a
move with."

Long-Drink sighed. "Wen you're right, you're right. Ckay, one five-ton, comng up. | can
get us a driver, too." He threw nme a dark | ook. "Assuni ng sonebody ever shovels out the goddam
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driveway around here. What el se?"

"Boxes. You're in charge of boxes. Hundreds of boxes, all shapes and sizes, but get as
many as possible in the size they ship hardcover books to bookstores in: they have the nost usefu
di nensi ons. "

"No sweat. One of the places | guard is a bookbinder." "Good. Get themflat rather than
assenbled if you can; nore in one trip that way and they take two seconds to put together. GCet
sonme of those tape-guns they use."

" Check. "

"What about me?" | asked.

"You put everything you and Zoey own in the boxes."

"Ch ny God." | was sorry |I'd asked. My worst nightnmare. Decision-naking. MIIlions of

little decisions. Wat to keep. Wat to dunp. How to package it. Hundreds of 3-D jigsaw puzzles,
made of precious breakables. Trying to figure out howto intelligently |abel hundreds of jigsaw
puzzl es. .

Tanya heard the trenor in ny voice. Her rapid-fire delivery didn't slow any, but her voice
softened. "Keep it sinple, Jake. Don't try to do any sorting: you'll only confuse the shit out of
yoursel f. You al ready know where everything is mght now . . so when Long-Drink brings you the
first assenbl ed boxes, you start right there in the bar. Start with the north wall, to the left of
the door as you come in. The first thing you see you want to take, you put in the box. You keep
doing that until the box is full. You label it "Bar NN1.' The next box is 'Bar N-2.' And so on for
east, south, and west walls. Wien the walls are bare, do the niddle of the room this tinme you
| abel the boxes 'Bar-1," 'Bar-2,' with no letters. Wen the bar's enpty, you go on into the back
and start a stack of boxes with 'Bed N1,' '"Kitchen N1,' and 'Bath NN1.' A robot could do it.
Then when you get to Key West and you're surrounded by boxes and you want to know where the hel
sonmething is, you just have to remenber where it used to be."

That sounded sensi ble. Even better, it sounded doable. But- "Tanya, we're going to need a

I ot of nuscle. Mdre than just your old man, | nean.”

"Don't worry," she said. "JimOmr's back."

For the first tine in a while | began to really relax. 1'd rather have Jim Qmar than a
forklift and a chain hoist. The weird thing is, he looks |like a normal person: built solid, but
not at all "cut" or swollen |like a bodybuilder The nmuscles don't show. . . until he uses them

Once, years ago, he'd been hel ping me on another nove; and thene cane a point where four of us
were having trouble getting ny refrigerator off the back of a pickup. There wasn't enough roomin
the truckbed and we kept getting in each other's way. Finally Orar got inpatient. He told the rest
of us toclinb out . . . and then | swear he wapped his arns around that fridge, heaved it up to
chest height and held it there, wal ked to the back of the truck, and junped off with the dam
fridge in his arms. He did not drop or danmage it on |anding. Then he carried it into the house and
set it down where it bel onged-and his arns and thighs reverted from Popeye-cartoon nonstrosities

to normal human size again. Later that day, after the nove was done, | saw himeat a pound of
chopped neat, rawthen he sat down to the neal 1'd laid out for everybody, and ate two shares.
He'd been out of the country for about fifteen of the last twenty years, but if he was stateside
again, a lot of my worries were over. "How cone he's back?" | asked Tanya. "He got funding."
"For that wacky project of his; 'Imortality for the Imortals'?"
"Yep."

"Holy shit. The world has gotten even weirder than | thought."

I heard her chuckle. "Child, you ain't seen nothin' yet. You renenber Heinlein's Future
Hi story?"

"Sure." In 1939 Robert Heinlein drew up a chart of several hundred years of inmaginary
future, within which matrix he eventually set a great many of his science fiction stories.

"What were the 1990s | abel ed?"

| visualized the chart. "Ch ne. 'The Crazy Years.'"

"Fasten your seat belt. It's gonna get nutty out by and by. Few nore years and the
President of the United States won't be safe, I'mtelling you."

Now there was a scary thought. | brushed it aside and tried to focus. "Ckay, between your
I sham and Oram |'d say we have serious nuscle well covered. Long-Drink handl es the wheels and
boxes. Zoey and Erin do personpower recruitnment. You got strategy and |ogistics. Eddie' s the
banker and general facilitator. The Lucky Duck does...what he does:" | counted noses. "Hey-what
about me?"

"I told you," she said. "You put everything you own into the boxes."

| began to hyperventil ate.

"l hear you breathin'," she said. "Knock that off. Look, there's two ways to do this. One
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you can exanine every item right down to the |ast piece of forgotten paper and nake the decision
do | take this or pitch it or do some third thing? about a mllion tinmes-and worry each tine that
you nmade the wong decision, and sonetimes make the wong decision.” | was sweating. "O. . . you
can just shovel things into boxes, w thout |ooking at them any closer than you have to to nake 'em
fit. If you do that, the load will be maybe twenty percent bigger and heavi er, each person will
end up lifting and carrying naybe two extra boxes-but you'll have it ready in half the tine, and
you won't be an enotional weck."

| felt obliged to make at | east a token protest. "Heavier |oad means nore gas.'
out kind of feeble.

"So | play an extra hand," Fast Eddie said.

"He's right, Jake," Long-Drink said. "Efficiency is nmuch overrated."

| | ooked at Zoey. She shrugged. "W can sort the stuff as we unpack it, if we want."

| blinked and | ooked around ne. "So then. . . the only thing we really have to do nowis
survive endl ess | ong days of unceasing brutal yet tedious backbreaki ng donkey | abor?"

"Looks like," she said, and Tanya on the speakerphone chined in, "Now you got it."

| like to sleep late in the norning. | don't |ike to wear no shoes. | despise all forns of
exerci se except sex, guitar playing, el bow bending, and tal king. And thinking about sex. But thene
were clearly powerful karmc forces of some kind at work here that didn't give a dam what | |iked
or didn't like. . . and maybe | was even nore wary of themthan | was of nanual |abor. O nmaybe |
just wanted nmy wife and child to admire nme a little. Bravery, | sonetimes think, consists |largely
of faking bravery when necessary. "Well shit,” | said, willing my voice not to quaver, "l thought
I had a problem This is nerely a catastrophe.™

Zoey appeared to relax slightly.

“You got it," Tanya said, chuckling. "Nothing you gotta do about it except survive it."

"So when should |I get the truck for?" Long-Drink asked.

| had ny breathing back under control now. "How long you figure it'll take, Tanya? To pack
up this whole place and load it?"

"How t he hell should I know?"

"Ch. Right."

O course. Tanya had been in Mary's Place dozens of tines. She'd even been in back a few
times. But she'd never seen any of it...

It cane

Wong. She went on: "I'Il give you an estinmate as soon as Zoey tells nme how many warm
bodi es she and Erin have lined up to help."” | suddenly realized Tanya coul d probably have produced
a nore accurate inventory of Mary's Place fromnmenory than I could | ooking around at it.

| was getting tired of talking on the phone. "Ckay," | said. "That covers everything | can

think of. Anybody el se got anything to contribute?"

There was a brief silence.

"Sounds like a plan," the Lucky Duck said. There was a general nurnur of agreement.

"Right, then," | said. "Tanya, we'll get back to you tomorrow when we get a sense of how
this is shaping up. Meanwhile, thank you fromthe bottom of ny thorax.”

"No sweat, cousin. Night." She hung up, and so did I, and sonebody killed the
speaker phone.

There was a brief silence, broken by Long-Drink McGonnigle. "I know the two things you
shoul d pack | ast."

| 1 ooked over at him He was pointing to the two guns Erin had left lying on the bartop
"Aw, you heard the Doc: they don't use them rmuch in Key Wst."

Long-Drink | ooked grim "That nay be . . . but just about the only thing | know about Key
West is, you gotta go through South Florida to get there. You want those handy for show, to get
respect."”

As | was deciding that he had a point, | noticed sonething. "Hey-Erin!"

"What is it, Jake?" Zoey asked, hearing ny tone.

"She left the safeties off on those things. There are non-bull et proof guests present.
Ckay, the Duck is safe enough, but what if N kky took a round?" | went over and fixed matters,
t hen | ooked around the room "Erin?"

“I put her down just a second ago."

"Where the hell could she have-"

"Erin, where are you?" Zoey said in her command voi ce. No response. Everyone el se was
| ooki ng around, too, but . . . wait a mnute, not everyone. "For that matter, where's N kky?"
sai d.

"ERI N?" Zoey cal | ed. "N KKY?"

Erin rarely goes beyond earshot. Unlike nobst babies, she knows exactly how fragile and
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vul nerabl e she is. Just as | started to seriously worry, they came out of the back together, Erin
in the crook of Tesla's right armand a flat box in his left. "Forgive ne, Zoey," he said. "Erin
asked me to fetch this, and canme along to show ne where it was."

"I got bored with all the grown-up talk," Erin said. "I want to play sone Scrabble." Sure
enough, that was what the box was. Tesla set her and it down on the bar, opened the box, and began
setting up the board. "Who'll play with ne?" she asked, selecting her letters.

There was a silence. Everyone present |oved Erin-but recent events had given us all a
charge of adrenalin, and nobody seened eager to sit down and | ose at Scrabble... which was the

usual outcone of playing with her

“I"1l play with you, kid," the Lucky Duck said, surprising me. He strode over, selected
seven tiles at random but he didn't bother to line themup on his rack. He just set them down on
the center of the board w thout | ooking.

“Uncl e Duck!" Erin cried. "You're no fun!"

He had spelled out QUACKER All seven of his letters. Ninety-four points, with the bonus.

"I''l'l play," Fast Eddie said, and the Duck nade way for him | ooking bored.

"Jake," Zoey said, "where are you goi ng?"

| hadn't realized | was goi ng anywhere. Sure enough, though, | was halfway to the door to
the back. | interrogated ny automatic pilot to find out why. Ch. R ght. "W el se besides Zoey and

me m ssed di nner?"

Zoey gasped. "My God, we have been busy."

"Come on," | said to the others. "I'mplanning a this-and-that omnelet-who's in? Speak up."

Eddi e and Tesla and the Duck all admtted they could eat, and there was no point asking
Long-Drink if he was hungry: he was awake. So | went back into the kitchen and made an onelet for
six, and if you think that's easy, try it sonetine. In fact, nowthat | think of it, if it's big
enough for six people, it's not an onelet anynore: it's a full-fledged onel, | used our shall owest
wok for a frying pan, and after | poured the egg mix into it | was as busy as a one-legged nman at
an asskicking contest for a while, and when it was finally tinme, Zoey bad to help nme fold the
sucker with a second spatul a.

Nonet hel ess, it turned out so well, | enjoyed eating it al nbst nore than being
conplimented on it afterward.

Zoey and | were not permitted either to clean up afterward or do the dishes. W couldn't protest:
they weren't guests, they were famly, one and all

As they worked, Zoey |eaned over arid murnured in ny ear, "Thank you."

"For what ?" | asked.

She just | ooked at ne.

“I't was my night to cook."

"Not for the neal, you asshole. For coning back fromthe dead."

"Ch." | blinked. "That."

Il went up into my nmental editing roomand ran sonme fl ashback sequences of the last year or
so. By God, she was right. Until that nmoment | had not fully realized what a waste of space |'d
becone | ately. Zoey had been carrying ne.

"l was scared," she said.

“Yeah," | said, "you nust have been." | thought about saying | was sorry, and studied her
face, and realized sonehow that it would be a mistake. "I love you," | said instead.

She pulled her chair next to mne and hugged ne very hard.

"Thanks for sticking around,” | murnured in her ear. "You re welcone," she said. Her voice

was nuffled. We sat there together for a time, hugging, while a feeling slowy suffused ne that
had been so long absent it took ne a while to recognize it: peace. It made ne think of Chairman

Mao' s marvel ous pronouncenent, "All is chaos under heaven, and the situation is excellent." Soon
everything around ne would be conming apart. . . but right at that nmonent | had a doubl e-arnful of
beauti ful woman. For the millionth time | wondered why so nany nen find skinny wonmen attractive.

Why woul d you be drawn to a body that says, | have either no physical appetites or inhuman
restrai nt? Masochi sm obviously-but why?

Suddenly | had a flash, and grinned so broadly Zoey was able to detect it with the side of
her neck. "What?" she asked.

"My brain has started working again. God, it's been a while."

"What ?" she asked again, pulling away just far enough to see ny face. "My, that's an evil
grin."

It got even broader "You know t he Mal oneys?"
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"Sure. | introduced themto you. \What about then?"

"Didn't you say they'd just lost their |ease again?"

"Sure, and the sun cane up this norning, so wha... oh. Ch."

"We've got Tesla and Fast Eddie bankrolling us,"” | said, "but even so we're gonna have to
unload this dunp eventually, or they'll keep com ng after us for taxes. |'ll bet the Ml oneys are
sick of renting. What do you say we offer it to themfor. . . oh, say seventy-five percent of what
| paid for it, a thousand dollars down?"

If ny grin was evil, Zoey's was satanic. "Ch, | think they woul d make | ovely nei ghbors for
Nyj mckra Gtozkzhnyi. Make it fifty percent. . . and a hundred buck down paynent."

W snmiled at each other

"Rebirth, renewal, and revenge," Zoey said. "Could there be a nore perfect day?"

Now nmy grin was satanic. "Wait until everybody |eaves for the night," | said, "and ||
show you. "

Her nipples stood up

CHAPTER THREE
Rai | roadi ng Ti ne

"A low voter turnout is an indication of fewer people going to the polls."
-J. Danforth Quayl e

BY LATE MORNI NG OF the next day, things were shaping up nicely. By late afternoon, they were
conpl etely out of hand.

The trouble wasn't that nobody wanted to help. The trouble wasn't even that everybody
wanted to hel p-al though there are few things that can screw up a nove worse than having too nany
bodi es to coordi nate.

The probl em was that everybody wanted to cone

| suppose it should not have surprised ne as much as it did. But it did. Slowy, phone call by
phone call by E-nail, | began to get it through ny head that none of my friends and forner
customers were particularly happy where they were. If you' ve been telepathic with a | arge group of
rather nice folks a couple of tines, and now you're not, the Long Island/ New York area becones

even nore unbearable than usual, | guess. Whatever the reasons, it turned out that in the fourteen
nmont hs since we had been scattered, al nbst none of them had put down a root anywhere so deep that
they weren't prepared to pull it up and | eave on a nonent's notice. And they all agreed that Key

West sounded like a nice place to try.

Noah Gonzal ez was sick of slipping on ice-he only has the one leg, .you see. Tomy Janssen
was a major Jimry Buffett fan. Slippery Joe Maser was in the Merchant Marine, and the chances of
his getting a ship before his ticket rolled over were considerably higher in Florida than in San
D ego just now, also, one of his wives (Susan) was fromthere, and the other (Suzanne) had al ways
wanted to go. Shorty Steinitz, having finally lost his driver's |icense for good-which even he
admtted was only fair; Shorty once totaled a bunper car at a camival -was suddenly in the nmarket
for a place where a bicycle was adequate transportation. Joe Quigley had finally lost his |license,
too-his private investigator's license, that is-and while that one wasn't fair, he and Arethusa
were sick of the PI's life anyway and ready to chuck it. Ral ph von Wau Wau had heard a runor that
anot her talking dog lived in Key West-a femal el -and wanted to check it out. Bill Gerrity already
had several friends in Key Wst, had been receiving invitations and job offers fromthe
transvestite community down there for years. Josie Bauer had fanily down there. And so on, down
the list of the former patrons of Mary's Place. For one reason and another, the answer always cane
down to, "Help you nove? Sure, if you'll help me nove."

Maybe it was just "railroading tine."

What began in the norning as a series of pleasant surprises becane apparent as a
| ogi stical problem of staggering proportions by late in the day. W were no |onger tal king about a
nmove; we were tal ki ng about an invasion force.

And they all insisted they wanted to go together, as a convoy. It would be fun. A classic
Anerican road trip. A chance to all vacation together on the way to a newlife in the sun. A
menory to cherish for decades to cone

"Twenty-three people, Zoey! Just so far. And their fanmlies and pets, and everything they
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own. Wiere in downtown Hell are we going to find twenty-three five ton trucks?. Not to mention gas
and a hundred ot her-"

"It'"l1l work out sonehow," she said.

Everyone el se |I'd spoken to all day had said that, in just those words. "Look, I'mtrying
to get sone worrying done here, and you're not hel ping."

“You're doing fine on your own," she said soothingly, and set two fresh cups of Kenya AA
bef ore us.

"Wait a minute," | said. "Wait, now | seemto recall | was just as worried as this about
something. . . uh yesterday, it was. Yes, yesterday, | renenber now. And then | thought of
sonet hing and did that, and everything got all better Now, what was it?" | snelled the coffee.

"Ch. Right. Were's the phone?"
"You're resting your head on it, Daddy," Erin said.

| lifted ny head and | ooked, and she was right. "Very good," | said. "I was just testing
you. "

She nodded. "I passed."”

| blinked at the phone, wondering why | had wanted it. A long gulp of coffee. Ch yes, of
course! The inspiration that was going to save ny bacon, for the second tinme in tw days. | picked

up the phone and speed-dial ed ny masternind, nmy Dortnunder, ny Ei senhower: Tanya Lati ner.

"Tanya? Jake. Listen, things have-"

"Jake? Hey, do you think MGonnigle could maybe come up with another truck somepl ace? |sh
and | have been talking it over all day, and we figure after Nova Scotia, Florida sounds good.
and besides, we're basically still packed, so-"

| held the phone away fromne, stared at it, and passed it to Zoey.

She saw nmy face, sighed, nodded, accepted the phone, and |I concentrated on finishing ny
coffee while she took on the chore of explaining to Tanya that the Latimers were the twenty-fourth
party to join the wagon train, and agreeing that that sure was amazi ng, huh, and finally asking if
by any chance Tanya had any thoughts to offer on exactly how to mani fest and organi ze sai d wagon

train. | couldn't hear the answer, but it was short. Zoey thanked hem and prom sed to get back to
her and hung up.
"She hasn't got a clue;" | said.

Zoey shook her head. "She thinks it's inmpossible. She says 'Good luck."'"

Thi nk about it. Call it two dozen vehicles-though it could easily run to twi ce that nmany. How do
you keep them together, w thout everybody having to nenorize two dozen |license plate nunbers? How
do you coordinate stopping for gas? Stopping to pee? Stopping to gawk? Stopping for breakdowns?
What are the chances of getting everyone to agree, even once, on where and what to eat? And if you
scatter for neals, how do you re-formthe convoy afterward wi thout creating a public nuisance
sonewher e?

Try and cal cul ate the theoretical naxi mum di stance your caravan can cover in a day. Cut
that in half, to get the probable real-world maxi mum Now sit down with a map, and work out where
you' || probably be stopping each ni ght-assum ng nothi ng goes wong. Now phone notels, canpgrounds,
or hostels in each of those places, until you find ones that will accept a reservation for two
dozen roons, with kiddy cots in half of them Allow a good ten nminutes per call, and be prepared
to be persuasive. Assuming you do get lucky, they will want the nunmber of a credit card with a
whoppi ng bal ance-and if by inevitable nischance you should be held up on the way, and arrive five

m nutes later than you said you would, you will find that half the rooms you're paying for have
been rerented already.
Hel |, where do you find two dozen big trucks?

| got so desperate | asked Tesla to help ne cheat, even though | knew better

"N kky, Mke and Sally taught you how to do that Transiting thing, right? Like,
tel eportation? Couldn't you just sort of...slide us all right down there, shazam w thout covering
the intervening distance?"

He left off playing Scrabble with nmy daughter and frowned. "Jake-"

"From what | hear, a hundred people appearing out of thin air in Key Wst is not going to
cause that big a stir"

He shook his head, sadly but with finality. "I cannot permt humans of this tine-other
than yoursel f and your friends-to observe Transition, |est they suspect prematurely the existence
of the forces which nake it possible. It does not matter whether or not it would frighten them It
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is a question of chronistic prophylaxis. To permt futuristic know edge to enter the timestream at
this historic locus would risk di sastrous paradox, you know that."

| did know it, but was feeling stubborn. "Hell, the whole crew of us are wal ki ng paradoxes-
you know that."

Errn picked that nonent to |ay down the word "QUANTI ZE," on a triple word score, in such a
way that it interlocked with two other existing and | engthy words. She giggled and sel ected seven
new tiles fromthe box.

" See?"

Tesla smled sadly. "Yes, but you are indi genous paradoxes, native to this ficton."

"COkay, but can't you bend the rules a little, just this once? Cone on-to help save the
uni ver se?"

He sniled again, even nore sadly. "'To save the universe,
i nfamous line fromthe Vietnham War, "'it was necessary to destroy the universe

he asked, paraphrasing that

| gave up. You quote that line to an old hippie, you' re kind of hitting below the belt.
"I amsorry, Jake. This is not a rule, but a necessity. You nust solve this problemusing
contenporary nethods and naterials."

"Li ke what ?"

He spread his hands. "I will give it thought."” He returned his attention to the Scrabble
board.

Erin finished studying her own new | etters, and | ooked up at me. "I know who can hel p you
Daddy. "

"Who' s that, Peanut?"

"Jorj hk."

"Zoey," | called, "get the barf-scarf. She's coughi ng sonmething up."

"One drool -spool coming up,” she said, comng in fromthe back wi th one.

Erin grinaced ferociously. "Daddy-Jorjhk!"

"Sonet hing stuck in her throat!" Zoey cried, and cane at a gallop

Tesla tried to pick Erin up, | believe with the idea of performng some sort of Heinlich
maneuver, and got an elbow in the solar plexus for his trouble; Erin squirmed clear

"That's his name, you mungl e-bungl es,” she yelled. "The guy who can hel p you. Jorj hk.
Jorj hk Grtozkzhnyi. Nyjmckra's nephew. "

Ten seconds of paralyzed silence all around, broken at |last by the nearby sound of the
Lucky Chuck, duckling. Excuse nme: the Lucky Duck, chuckling.

"Jesus, Jake," Zoey said wonderingly. "She's right." Dammed if she wasn't.

Even the first tine | saw hi mbefore | had any concepti on of how nuch | would come to hate himl
t hought Joxj hk G tozkzhnyi was the ugliest man |I'd ever seen in ny life. (And very nearly the
ugliest person I'd ever seen in ny life. But then there was his aunt Nyjmckra, you see, and
femninity gives nmuch greater scope for ugliness.) | believe a charging rhinoceros would stop in
its tracks to gape at him In fact, nowthat | think of it, in certain lights, his face would
closely resenble the back end of a female rhino. In heat. (I watch PBS.)

It went perfectly with the rest of his exterior, too. He was built along the lines of a
si dewal k mai | box, always dressed in off-the-rack polyester (the stuff everyone else had left on
the rack), bathed insufficiently often, and had a conpl exi on that made you wonder if there could
be such a thing as spoiled putty. Hs walk reminded nme of a little wi ndup duck I'd had when | was
four or so, scaled up to mail box si ze.

But all these uglinesses were as nothing conpared to his personality. | have known nore
than one person whose external ugliness masked an inner beauty. He was not one of them He had
earned that face

He was a career bureaucrat, and he was proud of it. Wat else can | say? | did not want
himin ny home, not even now that it wasn't going to be nmy hone nmuch | onger. There was an
i mpressionable child present. Not to nention the odd few rats, spiders, and roaches about the
pl ace, whose sensitivities ought to be considered. Al so, the houseplants in the bedroomin back
nmght die. So when | phoned him | gave himthe address of the Maloneys and told himto neet ne
there. He was willing to neet imediately, once | told himl was planning to sell Mary's Place and
| eave Long Island. But | made himwait until after supper | knew from experience that dealing with
hi m woul d destroy my appetite conpletely for at |east twelve hours.

Long-Drink et nme borrow his wheels. | arrived at the appointed tine to find Gtozkzhnyi
wai ting for nme, his inevitable polyester suit covered by a Robert Hall topcoat, his bald head
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covered by a small dead fur-bearing animal of sone sort, whose death by el ectrocution had
apparently been botched. He was standing in the street by the driver's side door of his car
staring over its roof at the Ml oney residence, and the expression on his face nade it,
i ncredi bly, even uglier

Wi ch did not surprise ne. Especially not when | opened ny own doom and the full inpact of
the sound hit ne too. | had timed our neeting to coincide with feeding time. O ga Ml oney boarded
dogs. Many dogs. Her husband Frank had converted the basenent of the house into a kennel for her.
Twi ce a day, she let themall out into the enclosed backyard at once, for feeding and exercise.
The evening feedings frequently coincided with Frank's band rehearsals, and this was one of those
nights. They're a tribute band: they call thenselves Redi-Wp, because they're Creamimtators. As
| got out of the car they were just launching into "Toad." Since they all have day jobs, and don't
have to earn their living frommusic, they can afford very good sound equi pment. The outlines of
the house visibly blurred every tinme Frank stonmped on his floor-tom pedal s-whi ch, given the song,
was nmore or less constantly. It kind of forced the dogs to talk |ouder so they could hear each
ot her The resulting cacophony pretty nuch bl anketed the audi ble spectrum and on up into the
hyper soni c.

W were a good fifty yards away; it was possible for us to converse w thout quite-
shouti ng. Nonet hel ess Grtozkzhnyi shouted. "Do you expect nme to go in there?"

I shook ny head, and he relaxed slightly. He turned and | ooked at the house again. The

front door opened, spilling light and lots nore noise, then shut again.
"An uncle of mne lives on the approach to JFK, " he said. "I wish | were there now " He
shook his head. "I never thought | would wi sh that."

Alittle girl was coning down the wal k toward us, nmaybe ten years old, pushing a bicycle.
Frank's youngest daughter Bridget. She stopped just short of the sidewal k, stared at Gtozkzhnyi,
and said, "God. You are. . . like, so ugly."

He frowned at her. "You are a very rude little girl."

Bri dget nodded, studying his face. "Yeah, but. | can be polite if | want. You al ways | ook
like that."” She seened to reach a decision. "I'd kill myself,"” she said, and got on her bike.

Grtozkzhnyi growl ed and started to cone around his car, angling to cut her off, but she
stood her ground. "My daddy is a state trooper," she said. Grtozkzhnyi stopped in his tracks.

She noticed ne for the first tinme. "H, Jake. Erin with you?"

"Hi, Bridget. No, not tonight."

My exi stence ceased to have nmeaning in her universe. She pedal ed away down the bl ock

Gtozkzhnyi stared after her

The background racket becane, astonishingly, even nore astonishing. It took ne a few
seconds to work out the nature of the change, because it seenmed too weird to be true: the drum
sol o was beconi ng stereo. A second channel was fading up, behind ne. Strangely, this one was in a
different tine signature. | |ooked around and suddenly it made sense. The approaching car, a 1970
Dodge Pioneer, did have a nmuffler-you could see it hangi ng beneath, |ike a desperate hobo clinging
to the underside of a boxcar-but it did not appear to be connected to the exhaust systemin any
i mportant way. The engi ne had bad val ves, and at |east two bad cylinders that caused it to msfire
rhythnmi cal |l y-and, we soon | earned, badly worn and mi sadjusted brakes. It canme to a shuddering halt
al ongsi de us, and continued shuddering. Wth the engine idling, the car was noi sier: now you coul d
hear, or more accurately feel, the rap nusic fromthe car stereo. Wth all the wi ndows rolled up
it was as |loud as the ongoing drumsolo fromthe house, and clashed badly with it. It sounded |ike
"Fight the Power" or sonething with the same rhythm c structure and enotional tone, which narrowed
it down to ninety percent of rap

The passenger door opened-the rap briefly overpowered the heavy netal fromthe house; a
generational triunph-and enmitted a doud of pot snoke and a fifteen-year-old nale; that is to say,
alout. He was in full lout uniform |ogol ess baseball cap worn backward over a faux bowl haircut,
nose ring, ten studs in each ear, T-shirt |arge enough to conceal a pregnancy, "shorts" |ong
enough to conceal his calves and baggy enough to share with two friends, and sneakers that
appeared to have been fashioned out of Cadillac El dorado uphol stery, dipped in Day-d o paint, and
inflated with helium As a concession to the bitter cold, he had | eft the baggy sleeves of his T-
shirt unrolled. He | eaned and bel |l owed sonet hi ng back into the car, then slanmed the door and
stood cl ear The Dodge's
engine roared like Kong in his wath, its tranny screaned |like Fay Way in despair, and it peeled
away, backfiring as it went |ike Robert Armstrong hurling gas grenades, tires squealing like
soneone forced to sit through the De Laurentiis renake.

The lout threw ne a wave-his other hand busy putting Wal kman earbeads in his ears-then
caught sight of Gmozkzhnyi. "Woa," he said, frowning. "Bogus." He turned away and headed for the
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house.

Grtozkzbnyi turned to | ook at me. Now that the car was gone, the overall noise |evel was
no lower; it was just nonaural again, and the rhythm ¢ discord was resol ved. He opened his nouth
to speak, then shook his head and gestured for ne to join himin his Vol vo.

Once we were inside with the doons closed, it wasn't any noisier than being in an
overl oaded 747 at takeoff. W both took a nonment to savor it.

"Why are we here?" he asked finally, taking off his gloves.

"That," | said, pointing over my shoul der at the house, "is the home of Francis Xavier
Mal oney and his wife Oga. Frank is a sergeant in the state police, who noonlights as a drumrer.
H's wife Oga runs the kennel. They have six children. You' ve already nmet the nice ones-that was
Brian just now, and the one driving the car was Frank Junior."

"Why are we here?" Gtozkzhnyi repeated stolidly.

"Their landlady is evicting them"

He just |ooked at me. "No. Really?"

"She's been trying to evict themfor nore than a year But Frank's been a trooper a |ong
tinme, and AOga's famly has owned a sizable chunk of the North Shore since the twenties. Between
"emthey're so well connected it took the landlady a long tine to find a judge willing to be
bought, and a lawer willing to be the bagnan."

"But what has all this-oh."

"As | told you on the phone, I'mplanning to |l eave town, and | am |l ooking for sonmeone to
sell Mary's Place to."

H s eyes went dull with horror

"And | thought maybe if you came along while | put the idea to Frank, you could fill him
in, give himan unbiased assessnent of the nei ghborhood, tell himwhat a swell place to live it is
and so forth."

He began to curse in what | presune was UKrainian.

"I was thinking of asking a hundred bucks for a down paynment; does that sound high to

you?"
He gestured with his hands, as if throttling an invisible throat. "You can't. . . | won't.
you'll never.. . I'Il..."
"You're a civil servant, Jorjhk," | said. "You have denonstrated to ne that you have
connections far and wi de throughout the bureaucracy. You know nore than | ever wll about how the

power structure works, the interlocking hierarchy of clout. If a state trooper with eighteen years
on the job and five comendati ons and his ol dnoney wi fe square off with a town inspector, who
wi ns?"

He | ooked at ne as if he were planning to paint nme fromnenory at sone |later tine.

"You know better than | ever will how nmany different |icenses, pernits, variances, and
easenments O ga nust have to be able to run that kennel. Think about the | awer who got them al
for her.”

He closed his eyes, put his hands in his |lap, took several deep breaths, and regai ned
control of hinself. "Wat do you want?" he said wi thout opening his eyes.

"Two dozen school buses."

He opened and cl osed his nouth several tines. | waited.
"Not new ones," he said finally.
| shook ny head. "But roadworthy, inspected, with good paperwork. I'Il want them at mny

pl ace, gassed up, a week fromtoday."

"Do | get them back?"

| shook ny head. He | ooked unhappy, so | added, "Or us, either. And the Ml oneys find
their owmn place to live. And | sell Mary's Place, to you or your aunt or the town or whoever you
like, for exactly what | paid for it a couple of years ago. Deal ?"

"Hell," he said.
"A pl easure doing business with you," | said. "Say good-bye to your aunt for ne, would
you? |'mgoing to be busy packing, and I'll need ny strength.”

Did you know you can actually split the corners of your nouth fromgrinning too big?
arrived home with trickles of blood in ny beard.

CHAPTER FOUR
Bus Bar
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"I have made good judgnents in the past. | have nade good judgnents in the future."
-J. Danforth Quayl e

TESLA DI SAPPEARED ON busi ness of his own, pronmising to catch up with us after we reached Fl ori da.
Three weeks |later, we were ready to roll.

kay, |'m skipping over a lot of details. An infinity of details. And sone of them were
fascinating-at least to us, at least at the tinme. But | figure, how nmuch do you really want to
know about the practical details of converting a retired school bus into a nmoving van/ W nnebago-on
a budget, in snow season, nostly outdoors? O the |ogistical processes of coordinating close to a
hundred people who all tested out rather higher than usual in Rugged Individualisn? O the sheer
brutal donkey | abor of picking up a couple of dozen househol ds in your hands and putting them on
high platforms with the intention of taking themoff and setting them dowmn sonmewhere else |ater?
Are these things you envision needing to know at sone point in your life? Can't we just stipulate
that mracles occurred and prodigies were per fornmed, and let it go at that?

Per haps some general outlines can be sketched. If a particular task required technical or
mechani cal expertise, Shorty Steinitz and Dorothy Wi, our two resident naster mechanics, generally
handled it. If a breakthrough in lateral thinking was called for, nost often it was Erin who took
it on and solved it. If it involved broad-scal e planning or people-managing skills, Tanya Lati ner
gravitated to it and found the right people to parcel it out to. If luck was required, we gave it
to the Lucky Duck and forgot about it. If the job called for nuscle, either Tanya's husband | sham
or JimOmar did it.

Omar had shown up the same day, in fact at the selfsame hour, that those two dozen remai ndered
buses were delivered to nmy parking lot. You couldn't help but notice a resenblance. Like the
buses, Omar was big and solid and nostly bright yellow. lots of blond hair and beard sticki ng out
of a long yellow fisherman's slicker, with white gl oves suggesting headlights and boots roughly
the color of tires. Also |like nmost of the buses, he showed signs of inpressive nileage. He too
spent a lot of time out in the weather

He arrived as | was in the mddle of an argunent with the delivery driver who had been
| east successful at denying being the man in charge. | was in the process of explaining to him
that | required buses in good running order, which at |east some of these manifestly were not, and
he in turn was explaining that he didn't know shit about that and didn't give a rat's ass, that
these was the buses they gave him plus which they all had fresh valid state inspection stickers
on them and anyway they got here, didn't they? Gadually we both became aware of the presence of
Omar, standing nearby at the starboard forequarter of one of the nore suspect buses. He had broken
out the bus's jack, and cranked its big tooth up to about four inches higher than the slot it was
supposed to go into on the underside.

"Hey," the crew chief said, "don't ness with that, okay pal ?"

Omar straightened fromhis work and smled at him "I just want to | ook at sonething."

Peopl e al nost al ways underestinmate Jim Orar. He doesn't | ook |ike a Schwarzenegger, or
even a Stallone. He's built about like a normal, reasonably fit human being. . . about eight
percent larger than norrmal in all dinmensions, but you tend not to notice that until he's up close.
H s face is quite pleasant, perhaps because he rarely needs to be anything el se.

"As soon as Skinny here signs these papers, you can | ook at anything you want,
chief told himbelligerently.

Omar nodded and turned back to the bus. He stood the jack up flush against the side of the
bus... then crouched slightly, picked up the front end of the bus with his hands, kicked the jack
an inch closer to it, and set the bus down on the tooth. The jack pronptly sank three inches into
the snow and the bl acktop beneath it, |eaving the wheel with an inch of clearance.

He saw us staring, and smled pleasantly. "Quicker that way," he said, and turned back to
his work. He popped the wheel cover off, with his fist, undogged the lugs with his fingers-two at
a tine; he had no trouble starting any of themtook the huge tire off, and held it at chest height
wi t hout apparent effort while he turned it to inspect it. Then he set it down in the snow, and
squatted and squinted into the exposed entrails of the bus. He poked at the w dget, checked the
play on the thingie, tugged experinmentally on the whatchanacallit. Then he stood up and came over
to join us.

"You should take this one back," he said politely to the crew chief.

You coul d see the guy becone aware of the angle at which he had to hold his neck to | ook
Orar in the eye. "Maybe so."

the crew
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"Also that one there, and that one," Omar said, pointing to two other buses. "Qherw se
sonmebody will lose his state inspection |icense. For openers; after that it gets ugly. You
yoursel f could lose civil service, union status, end up a civilian. And not a popular one.” H's

voi ce was soft, mld, inoffensive.

"Yes," the crew chief said.
“I'"I'l put the wheel back on for you," Omar offered.
"Thank you," the crew chief said.

By the time Ji mhad dogged down the [ast two |lugs machine-tight with his fingers, a snmall
crowd of other delivery drivers had collected. A very quiet crowd. Wen he set his boot down on
the plate of the jack to hold it, and lifted the bus up off it, setting the bus down on the ground
so gently it didn't bounce even once, the crowd transcended quiet, and began to actually absorb
sound. The three drivers who now had to drive their rejected buses back to wherever they'd cone
from obviously resented it-they'd expected to spend at |east the last half of the job riding hone
in sonething safe, in one of the two vans with the rest of the boys- but none of them nmade any
protest when their boss gave themtheir orders.

As one of them was about to board the bus Orar had just exam ned, Jimheld up a hand to
stop him "Wth that front end," he said, "and those tires, | wouldn't take it over thirty-five."
The man just nodded, and boarded the bus still nodding, and drove away still nodding. At thirty.

"The three replacenents will be here this time tonorrow?" QOmar asked the chief.

He opened his mouth, left it open for a while, then nodded hinself, once. He got into the
nearest van of drivers w thout another word. It pulled away at once, spraying snow, and the other
van wasn't slowin following it. As | watched them both nake the right out onto 25A, | realized
that at |least the bus invasion had nmanaged to finally clean out ny dam driveway.

Al the mahouts were gone now, |eaving ny parking |ot extrenmely full of twenty-one shabby
yel | ow el ephants, steaming and ticking in the cold air. Omar's black pickup truck was visible at
the outskirts of the herd, like a shepherd dog keeping themall penned up. He and | stood side by
side, regarding the peaceful scene together, enjoying the silence.

"Hi, Jake," he said after a while.

"Thanks, Jim"

He bent and got a handful of slush, used it to wipe his hands clean of tire grease. "I
hate | ong argunents."”

"Wl come back to the States. What do you say we go in and get some Irish coffee in us and
tell fibs?"

"We'd be fools not to. Let ne get nmy gear and I'Il join you inside."

"Need a hand?" | asked, and he smil ed.

Over drinks, after the obligatory small talk with Zoey and Erin, he told ne a little about his

grant. "It's not much- but it's a start. At last. It'll allow ne to begin systematizing the
project, alittle bit, anyway. Set up a facility, get a database started, naybe even hire a couple
of field agents for a year or so. |'ve decided to start with witers."

| nodded. "Musicians after that, maybe."

"That was ny thinking. Then if | get renewed next year; dancer/choreographers and so on
fromthere."

"What is this project, Uncle Orar?" Erin asked. (She had decided, on what basis | cannot

tell you, that "Uncle Orar" sonmehow sounded nore right than "Uncle Jim") "I asked Daddy about it,
but he made a joke | didn't understand and changed the subject.”
"Well," he said, "I've always believed | have a shot at living forever. | think we're

going to lick inmortality one of these days, and | think sone of the first irnnortals are al ready
alive now. "
"Sure," she said

"Well, last year Robert A Heinlein died. . . and ever since, | feel just alittle bit
less like living forever. If there isn't going to be a new Heinlein novel com ng out every year or
two ... well, it just isn't going to be the sane, is it?"

She shook her head no. So did her nother and |
"So okay, he's gone and we can't have himback. But what if we could have a little piece
of him back? What if we could clone him one day?"

n |_bv\/?ll
"Sal vage his DNA. Before it's too late."
Erin's mouth dropped open. | was expecting it, and caught nobst of the drool in the barf-

scarf | had ready. "You nmrrm Daddy!-you nmean you want to dig himup and take a DNA sanpl e?"
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He shook his head. "Too conplicated, and | wouldn't want to upset his w dow. Besides, she
had himcremated. Scattered his ashes on the water with full nmilitary honors."

"Then how?"

"Several ways. Let nme give you a for-instance. M. Heinlein was a witer. That neans he
was a reader. You probably haven't noticed yet, at your age, but it's just about inpossible for a
grown-up to read a book without shedding hairs into it, even if they're careful."

"Ch, nmy God," Erin said. "I thought it was just Daddy."

"No, honey-even people with a normal anpunt of hair and no beard at all do it. Likew se
dandruff and assorted kinds of skin flakes. A lot of people lick their fingers before they turn a
page. Cccasionally, other fluids get rubbed off on the paper, too. Sone readers have the bad habit
of using the corners of several pages at once to clean their fingernails, which are always full of
dead skin cells. You' d be amazed how | ong you can keep a cell fromdeteriorating, if it's sealed
up in a book. Especially one printed on acid-free paper-like serious readers own. If you have a
man' s books, the ones he actually read, you have his DNA "

Zoey gave nme her cup to refill, and took over the job of keeping Erin's chin dry. "So you
want to go around to the wi dows and wi dowers of great witers," she said, "and ask if you can
vacuumout their late |loved one's books... so you can re-create them out of their dandruff
fl akes?"

Omar beaned and nodded.

Erin had that happy-baby grin that makes her | ook Iike an advertisenment. "You still have a

couple of big steps to go," she said. "FromDNA to stemcells, fromzygote to enbryo, then from
infant to an adult weird enough to want to wite books."

"Sure," he agreed, absolutely unfazed that a fourteen-nonth-old nmght know such things.
Some fol ks can take in stride the fact that Erin is able to talk articulately and stil
unconsci ously expect her to be as ignorant as nost people her size. "And it's possible sonme or al

of those problens will never be solved-not even in ny anticipated long lifetinme. But nmeanwhil e,
just in case they get solved, the inportant thing is to start preserving the database, before it's
too late. That part can't wait. Hell, it's probably already too |ate to save Frank Herbert, and

I'"l'l have to nove fast to get Theodore Sturgeon."

"What did you do before you got this grant, Uncle Omar?"

He shrugged. "Basically the sane thing. Except not for people. For the |last twenty years
I've been wandering around the planet trying to establish a genetic library for as nany endangered

or extinct species of plants and animals as | could. Al that's changed now is, |I've expanded the
definition of plants and animals to include witers."
"Fair description of some of them" | said, just to be saying sonething.

"How does it work, Uncle Orar? How do you do it?"

He shrugged again. "Go to sone renote corner of the earth where a |l ot of species are
circling the drain. Jungle up and get to know them Collect DNA. Wien | either have all there is
to get there, or get really homesick for indoor plumbing, | come back to the States and spend sone
time catal oguing and arrangi ng for preservation and so on. Then when | get sick of civilization I
find a new renote corner of the earth.”

"Ww. What a great job. Wrking for whon®"

He snmiled. "For nme. Freelance."

More drool to be nmopped up. "How did you pay for it, all these years?"

He spread his hands. "Scuffled. Hustled. Once in a long while, a small grant or stipend
from somepl ace. Not nuch, not often. Aren't many fundi ng agencies that consider the biodiversity
of Gaia to be part of their mandate. And the job can't be done w thout stepping on political toes
. which is better done by a private individual with no affiliations and no fixed address. |
can slip in under the radar."

"A guerrilla, you nean," Erin said.

He nodded. "Sort of," he said. "Except a basically nonviolent type. You know those
Greenpeace guys, call thenselves 'eco-warriors'? I'mkind of an eco-nedic."

"Is it fun?"

H's smle was a beautiful thing to see. "Yes, Erin. It is."

| put ny oar in. "Let ne get this straight," | said. "For twenty years hardly anyone woul d
fund you to try and preserve thousands of vanishing species. . . and now you got a fat grant to

try and preserve a handful of dead witers?"

He nodded. "Ain't humans a pisser?"

| shook ny head at the wonder of it, gave Erin her bib, and went to The Machine to draw
mysel f another Irish coffee. "If there is a God, | know why He hasn't been answering H s phone
|ately: He's helpless with [aughter."
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"Look, Jim" Zoey said, "now that you've got this grant, can you really take time off to
hel p a bunch of l[oonies nove to Florida? W really appreciate the help, but what you're doing is
i nportant."”

"Ch, sure," he said. "No sweat. It's not even out of ny way: the col d-storage site where
have ny DNA library stashed is down in the Keys. Besides, one of the first targets on ny
acquisition list is John D. MacDonald. Plus Ms. Heinlein |lives down that way now. "

The enpty mug | had set on the conveyor belt enmerged fromthe far side of The Machi ne

filled with Kenya AA and Add Bushmll's and snowcapped with whi pped cream The aroma was angeli c.
Jimcaught nmy eye and nade a hand signal; | nodded and put a second nug on the belt for him
"WAit a mnute," Zoey said. "I heard you were down in Central America, this last trip."

"That's right," he agreed. "Belize."

"So if your facility is in Florida, how cone you overshot so far? Wat brings you this far
north, in wintem Just honesick for where you used to |ive?"

He | aughed out loud as | set his Irish coffee in front of him "Nostalgia for Long
I sl and?"

"Then what ?"

He | ooked up at ne. "Wird reached ne down there that Mary's Place had cl osed."

| stared at him "You never set foot in Mary's Place in your life."

He nodded. "Exactly. Always neant to; put it off. Wanted to see if there was anything
could do about that."

"Jesus." | shook ny head wonderingly. "OF course. It's your thing. Preserving endangered
speci es.”
"That's part of it, maybe," he said, and took his first sip of coffee.
"What's the rest?" Erin asked.
He wi ped whi pped cream fromhis upper lip, gestured with his coffee nmug, and said, "This
is it right here, Erin."

"I don't get it. You came to Long Island for the coffee?"

He | ooked up at nme again. "Jake, how long has it been since the last tine we saw each
ot her ?"

The cal culation took sone tine. "I make it three years and ten nonths."

He gestured with the mug again. "This," he said with the certainty of an expert, "contains
Et hi opi an Harrar and Tul |l anone Dew with double cream a dash of nutnmeg, and no sugar."

"Well, sure,” | said. "You still like it that way, | hope." He turned to Erin. "You see
what | mean? He remenbers ny prescription. He hasn't laid eyes on nme in alnost four years, and he
renenbers how | take ny coffee. I know he's got sonething different in his own nug, but for the
life of me | can't renenber what he |ikes, except that the whiskey will be Bushmll's. | can't
remenber how ny sister takes her coffee, for Christ's sake." He turned back to nme again. "Wen a
friend Iike you needs help, Jacob, I'd conme froma lot farther away than Belize."

VWat a fine thing to have sonebody say in front of your wife and daughter. If | really
deserve the friends |I've got, | rnust be one hell of a fell ow

Alittle while after that, people of nmechanical inclination began showi ng up, and when there
seenmed to be enough of us and we seened to be sufficiently fortified with antifreeze, we all went
out si de together and began giving those buses a fairly close inspection. After an hour of that, we
spent time going around to everybody's ride and inspecting the tools and naterials they had
fetched, and then there was an extended conference in the bar, nost of which | missed through
bei ng busy constructing a makeshift tool shed outside in the parking lot with Qrar and Shorty
Steinitz. (Nails being about the only things on earth Shorty isn't terrible at driving.)

Shortly before m dnight, consensus was reached. The job could be done. Guesstinated tine,
two weeks. Guesstinated budget, within paranmeters. Doc Webster being known to be a night oW, we
pl aced a speakerphone call to him and told himto expect us all in a nmonth or so. | wll not
reproduce the conversation, as nost of the puns were substandard-the Doc was just too happy to do
his best work. He agreed to alert his real estate broker friend and apprise himof our needs: a
property suitable for a discreet nontourist tavern, and temporary accomodati ons for about two
dozen house hunters and their fanmlies, who would be arriving in a posse. We broke up in high
spirits, and the next day we went to work.

Thank God | had spent the week we waited for the buses to show up in dismantling and packi ng nost
of my own household and bar. Not only was there no |onger any time to do so-we needed the room
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For cots and sl eeping bags, to accomodate the ever-changi ng cast of those who were working too
hard to drive back hone again every night-and, during the day, as a nakeshift day-care center for
the kids and grandkids of those outside working on buses.

It was a very busy and very happy couple of weeks. Like | said, I'll skip over the, uh
nuts and bolts details... except that | nust state for the record we woul d never have net either
our deadline or our budget w thout Shorty Steinitz. Not to disparage the efforts or skills of
Dor ot hy, who was al so inval uabl e-but Shorty had special qualifications that proved crucial for our
uni que ci rcunst ances.

Maybe it seens paradoxical that the man generally acknow edged as the world's worst driver

made his living restoring classic cars. Wll, gunsniths aren't necessarily crack shots, and sone
luthiers can't play an E minor chord. Shorty had carved hinself out a fairly unique niche narket
he woul d undertake to restore any autonobil e whatsoever to absolute mint condition. . . as long as

it was at least thirty years old. Al parts guaranteed authentic and chronistic: if you brought
hima '57 Thunderbird with a broken headlight, Shorty would refund your nmoney before he'd try and
fob off a '58 T-bird |Ianp on you. He charged a medi um si zed fortune, of course-but the 1980s were
heavi |y popul ated with people who had nore noney than they knew what to do with: Shorty had al
the work he could handle and a long waiting list. He clained he was into it for political and
artistic reasons, saying there could be no nore socially subversive act than selling sonething
utterly useless and horrifyingly expensive to a capitalist oppressor. | think he just liked the
gig. And doubtl ess the noney.

Anyway, the point is that his experience in restoring old clunkers, and his encycl opedic
knowl edge of sources for obsolete parts, cane in nore than handy in refurbishing all those creaky
ol d school buses. Even though they were a little out of his usual line, nobst of themwere at |east
of a vintage Shorty was famliar with, and he enjoyed the creative freedomof being allowed to
fudge and inprovise a little for a change.

Three weeks | ater each of those antique buses had been brought fully up to Shorty's and
Dorothy's standards with regard to roadworthi ness, gas m | eage, and em ssions cleanliness. And
each had been fundanentally reconfigured within, so that its interior was now roughly sixty-six
percent cargo space and thirty-four percent passenger space/living quarters-with variations to fit
i ndividual family units or other groups. Each had, at mninmm heat, running potable water, a
stove of sone sort, and some sort of sanitary provisions. No two were alike; we scrounged parts
fromeverywhere. My personal bus, for instance, had a surplus G eyhound toilet (with a smaller
hol di ng tank) and a microwave oven wired into the electrical system whereas Shorty managed to fit
a standard W nnebago pl unbi ng system and stove into his, and JimQmar, with characteristic
qui rki ness, built a wood-burning cookstove and a genui ne antique water closet conplete with pul
chain into his own vehicle. (H s ignition was literally a switch: a big old knife-switch |like the
one Frankenstein's nonster throws to bl ow up the | aboratory, sticking up out of the dashboard. He
said he hated carrying keys. At one point on the trip, at a rest stop in Virginia, he and I would
wat ch a young wannabe bus thief spend five solid minutes |ooking for the place where the key went,
before we chased himoff.)

One thing that kept me awake nights for a while was the problem of what the hell to do
with all the seats. In converting those big yellow kid-haulers to big yellow cargo-haul ers, we

naturally had to rip out one whack of a lot of seats. . . and it turns out that the dammed t hings
don't stack neatly, and after a while there was an al mighty huge heap of them | was perfectly
prepared to | eave themfor Gtozkzhnyi, let himfigure out what to do with them once we were gone-

but it got to the point where they were taking up so nuch space in the parking lot, there was
scarcely room for people to park

Then one norning Zoey let out a whoop while reading Newsday over her breakfast coffee. She
had found an article about how the county was considering whether or not it could afford to
repl ace several hundred park benches in county parks. She started working the phone, and by dusk
of the followi ng day we were as seatl ess as Cher. You renenber those plastic school bus seats,
don't you? Leave one out in the weather for a hundred years, it won't need replacing.

How did we keep track of who put in how nuch noney, who contributed how nuch | abor, who deserved
how much cubic footage for his goods?

W didn't. It seened too nuch |ike work. OF which we had no shortage.

I nstead, we used basically the same schenme we've al ways used for bar-change. W just
trusted each ot her.

See, back in the original Callahan's Place, Mke Callahan had a flat rate: every drink in
the house cost a dollar-and if for some reason you decided not to smash your enptied glass in the
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fireplace, you were entitled to take two quarters' change out of the cigarbox on the end of the
bar on your way out. The prices will give you an idea of how |long ago this was. Wen | opened up
Mary's Place after Callahan's closed (well, actually it didn't exactly close-what it did was nore
open a little too enphatically...owing to the detonation of a small nuclear weapon within its
wal | s), the cigarbox was one of Mke's nany traditions that | carried on-although naturally | had
to raise the prices, to three bucks a drink, a dollar back if you returned your enpty glass. Both
Cal | ahan and | made it a point never to pay the slightest attention to who took how nuch out of
the cigarbox. W noticed its existence only when soneone pointed out to us that it needed
refilling. . . which didn't happen often. Mke said if he couldn't trust his customers, he didn't
much want to tend bar, and |'ve always felt the sanme way.

If you're already accustoned to trusting your friends with small change, it's not nuch of
a leap to serious bucks. A cigarbox wouldn't have served, in this instance, so Long-Drink sol ved
the problem by bringing in a packing crate that had been used to ship boxes of cigars. He set it
just inside the door and hung a sign on it that read "THE KITTY" and | tossed in a few hundred
bucks to salt the mine, and after that we basically forgot it. If folks needed cash for materials
or supplies, they took what they figured they'd need and cane back with any change; if fol ks had
cash to contribute th the caravan, they tossed it into the crate. Records of who put in how nuch

do not exist-at least not with me, though | imagine nost folks reported to the IRS eventually. But
if I wanted to for sone reason, | think |I could probably guess pretty close. | already know which
of nmy friends are how affluent and how generous; | don't need figures to tell ne.

Nei t her did anyone el se. Astonishing as it may seemfor an enterprise involving human
bei ngs, there were no squabbl es about noney. To each according to his/her needs; from each
according to his/her abilities, was our guiding principle. W had nore inportant things to think
about .

Hundreds of them No, hundreds of thousands. Everybody had Special Circunstances. Kids (or
grandki ds or in sone cases great-grandkids), or pets, or disabilities, or unique cargo
requi renents of sone sort. Bill Gerrity, for exanple, owns a macaw. That affects interior vehicle
| ayout nore than you m ght inmagine: your average nacaw could easily chew his way out of a mahogany
box, and for sone reason they find steering wheels irresistibly attractive perching-pl aces-not
i deal when you're pushing several tons down the highway. Then there were the Masers. You woul d
expect a househol d consi sting of one husband and two wi ves to have unusual travel requirenents-but
what none of us had fully grasped after nore than thirty years of drinking with Joe and Susie and
Suzi e was that between themthey had fourteen cats. Tommy Janssen had gotten so heavily into
conputers lately that his bus needed special wiring and power supply. And so forth.

This was not sonething as sinple as, say, planning the Normandy Invasion . . . unless you
can picture a Normandy Invasion carried out by the inmates of a particularly easygoi ng asyl um
Rugged we were not, necessarily, but we sure were individual

Fortunately, we had Tanya Lati ner.

How can | convey to you just how organi zed Tanya is? Ah, got it. | stayed with her and
I sham once, while ny own place was being painted. Every Sunday she sat down and deci ded what she
was going to cook for the foll owi ng week, and nade an exhaustive list-in Braillel-of all the
necessary ingredients she |acked. Then she rewote the entire list. In the order in which the
requi red itens appeared on the shelves of her |ocal supermarket, so that she could start at one
end of the store and shop straight through to the other w thout ever needing to doubl e back

You will appreciate that this required menorizing the entire inventory of the supermarket-
somet hi ng the manager probably could not have done. The week | was there, she ended up with two
|ists, because the store she usually gave nobst of her business carried a poor |ine of Mexican
food, and she knew | liked that stuff. You guessed it: she had the other store's |ayout nenorized
too. There were people who knew her only as a fellow shopper at the market who had no idea she was
bl i nd.

I f the Chinese had Tanya, they wouldn't need fire drills. Wth her help, the jillion
i npossi ble things we had to acconplish all got done sonmehow.

VWhat |'mnot sure | can explain to you is why they were fun

Work sucks, right? Everybody knows that. Hard work really sucks. Endl ess backbreaki ng
| abor interspersed with countl ess inpossible decisions nmust therefore logically suck The Big Hairy
Pockmar ked One. QED.

Vel |, maybe there's sonething wong with the premise. Al |I can tell you is that hard,
even backbreaki ng shared | abor, | abor toward a common goal earnestly desired, does not suck. At
least, it didn't for us.
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It was, in fact, sone of the nbost fun | ever had out of bed.

CHAPTER FI VE
Drunkard's Drive

"I f we don't succeed, we run the risk of failure."
-J. Danforth Quayle

FORTUNATELY WE FINISHED it before it killed us.

In spite of everything, there cane a crisp nmorning in early March when Mary's Place itself
was a hollow shell, the box a bar used to cone in, and the parking |lot outside was full to the
brimw th grunbling farting school buses, all of them in Theodore Sturgeon's nenorabl e phrase,
"packed to the consistency of a rubber brick" with everything we owned. Even at idle, that nany
engi nes nade an inpressive runble. Anongst them like pilot fish at a convention of yell ow sharks,
were occasi onal snaller vehicles: the cars and trucks and notorcycles of those of us so hopel essly
addicted to internal conbustion that they wanted to own a car even in Key West. Mst of those
| esser vehicles were shut off at the noment, since they'd already warned up on the way over here

Except for a few fol ks wandering hither and yon on last-mnute errands, nost of us had
gat hered by the doorway together. There was no conversation. W admired our caravan together in
silence, thinking of what |lay behind us, and what |ay ahead.

Finally |I turned to nmy Dortnunder

"All right, Tanya," | said. "Let ne have it."

She obligingly punched ne in the stomach.

"No, no, dammit! The route!"

| pronounced it unfortunately, and she began to aima second punch a bit | ower.

"The route!" | repeated hastily, this time pronouncing it like the rout this conversation
was becom ng.

"Ch. Sorry, Jake. Wat route?"

| stared at her. "The route we'll be taking to Key West. Know ng you, | presune you have
it all planned out day to day, with mleage estimtes and fall back plans and projected gas
consunption.”

She snmiled. "I planned a route suitable to this particular group of people, Jake. There is
no route.”

Several people |aughed.

| blanched slightly. "You nean, we're faking it?"

"Jake, we'd be faking it even if |I spent a nonth nailing down the itinerary. Be
realistic.

"I's that absolutely necessary?"

"Look at this group of |oonies." She gestured around for enphasis. "I can organi ze them
all fine, individually, give themeach a plan and nore or less get themto stick to it. But get
all of themto stick to the sanme plan? For days at a tinme?" She |aughed. "I guarantee you, every

state we pass through, sonebody's gonna want to stop and gawk at sone tourist attraction they
al ways wanted to see, or visit sonme relative they haven't seen in years and are a little vague on

how to | ocate precisely.” There were runbles of agreenent. "There'll be flat tires, engine
troubl e, nechanical trouble, nedical trouble, nore than likely sone cop trouble, and for sure
there'll be just plain road fatigue-no way to predict any of it. Mght as well face it, Jake: this

is going to be a Drunkard's Wl k-only on wheel s."

| had to adnmit she was tight. The only way to keep a convoy this size together-and I knew
we all wanted to nake the trip together-was to stay | oose and be constantly prepared to inprovise.
But as Road Chief, | was a little dismayed. "Can you give ne a hint, at |east? For instance... do
we want hi ghway, do you think, or back roads where we can get 'en? Efficient trip, or scenic
rout e?"

She shrugged. "Play it by ear. Literally. Everybody's got a CB aboard; | suggest you do

what ever the hell you feel like, and if enough people don't like it, you'll hear about it."
She was sure right about that.
| sighed and bit the bullet. "Ckay," | said. "W fake it."

| | ooked around for sonebody to give the signal to board, and slowy realized that
everybody el se was | ooking at ne.
"You want to say a few words, Jake?" Long-Drink asked.
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" Uh- "
How coul d | possibly have failed to anticipate this noment? I'lIl say too busy, and you go
with too dunb if you prefer. This was a Big Monent, a pivotal point in the lives of all of us.
Sonet hi ng obviously had to be said. | obviously was elected. | hastily ransacked nmy brain for the
right words . . . and realized that | could probably have spent the previous three weeks doing
not hing el se, and still not have found them There was too nuch to say, and sone of the words
hadn't been coined yet. | |looked around at all my friends and their famlies, and felt ny eyes

begin to sting. Then | saw others starting to cry outright. It nade ne snmile, and the nmonent |
did, ny own tears spilled over

Fast Eddie, of all people, spoke up.. "Dis was a great place," he said. "Ya done good,
Jake. "

There was a strong runble of agreenent. | found that | had Zoey's hand in mne, and
squeezed hard. She squeezed back

"I love all of you, too," | said, and paused until | could speak again. They waited.

"Look," | said then, "we didn't get all weepy and sentinental when Callahan's Place bl ew
up. We picked ourselves up and kept going. Now we're doing it again. Only difference is, this
place didn't end with a bang. Well, I'mtired of whinpering. Let's go find ourselves an even

better place. W got a universe to save."

A cheer went up.

"Let's have fun doing it, too," | added, and the cheering got even | ouder

Long-Dri nk McGonni gl e gestured for attention. "I got sonething | want to say before we
he said. "Wuld those of you with inpressionable children please cover their ears?”

He waited until this was done. Then he paused a nonent for effect, took a deep breath,
tilted back his head, and bellowed to the skies, "Fuck Long I|sland!"

"FUCK LONG | SLAND!'" we chorused automatically, |oud enough to make the world echo, and

di ssol ved into | aughter and cheers.

9o,

| raised one armhigh. "Al right, people,” I cried, "nount up!"

And suddenly we were all in notion at once. Qmar picked up a big sawhorse under one arm
and trotted it out to 25A to block traffic for our departure. Zoey stuck the key in the front
door, left it there, and headed for our bus, carrying Erin. | thought about taking one |ast | ook
around, decided that what | was already |ooking at was nore rewardi ng, and followed them bot h.

Ral ph von Wau Wau had elected to ride with us, at least for today. | let himgo first up
the stairs into the bus; dogs are lousy at clinmbing stairs. | followed him and opened the w ndow

beside his seat for himso he could ride the way he likes to: the way nost German shepherds |ike
to ride. "Sank you, Jake," he said, and stuck his head out the window, his tail already beginning
to wag.

Zoey kissed ne soundly before she'd let ne sit down in the driver's seat. Then she
strapped Erin into the special seat we had rigged up for her right beside nme, where she could see
everything. | reached past her and pulled the | ever that shut the door

The bus seened eager to be going. Once Zoey had strapped herself into her own seat just
behind Erin, | picked up the CB mke. W had all agreed on two channels, one for casual chatter
and one for inportant traffic; | selected the latter. "Anybody got a problenP"

Si |l ence.

"Ckay then. Wagons, ho!" | put her in gear and gave it the gun, threaded ny way through
the maze and out to the highway, turned right on 25A, keeping it sl ow.

Nyj mckra Gtozkzhnyi, my Nenesis, was standing by the roadside in front of her place as
we rolled slowy past. Bundled up in an overcoat and babushka, she | ooked |ike some sort of squat
evil prehistoric toad-god out of H P. Lovecraft. She had clearly cone out to gloat at our
departure. It was the first time | had ever seen her snile. She was the only person |'ve ever seen
whom a smile nmade uglier-and you have to understand, until | saw it |I'd have said the trick was
i mpossi bl e. The sight disturbed ne-and not just aesthetically: it was an ill omen for our journey.
Not that | believe in omens. No sir. Nonetheless | stepped on the accelerator, wanting to be past
her as quickly as possible.

But that bus was | oaded; it took a while to answer the helm There was plenty of tinme for
little Erin to notice her, wave to attract her attention. . . and then carefully and deliberately
gi ve her the finger.

Nyj mckra Grtozkzhnyi fainted dead away: threw her arms in the air and fell over backward
and made an angel in the snow.

We were alnost to the Expressway by the time Zoey and Ral ph and | nmanaged to stop
| aughi ng, and chuckl es continued to cone out of the CB for sone tinme to cone.
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The trip started off kind of dull. Famliar roads, not nmuch to | ook at outside that we hadn't all
seen before. Two dozen school buses traveling in a pack through New York City during school hours
attracted absolutely no attenti on whatsoever. No reason to pay any attention to us; none of us
were spraying gunfire.

Wt hout discussion, ny famly and | slipped into the pattern we would tend to foll ow al
the way down the coast: ne driving, Zoey navigating, and Erin dividing her time between gawking
out the w ndow, physical exercise of one kind or another, and trolling around the Internet with
the souped-up | aptop she had built with Tesla's help. (If you boggle at the phonel ess net-surfing

capabilities and high downl oad speed of Erin's laptop in 1989, all | can tell you is, Tesla
assured me there was no ni scegemation invol ved, that not one piece of gear in that rig was a
technol ogi cal anachronism. . . though they m ght have been hooked up together in ways nobody el se

had quite thought of doing yet in 1989.)

All too soon we were in New Jersey, renenbering the dullness of New York with nostal gic
fondness. Erin had been chattering when we crossed the state line, but the sight of the Jersey
Tur npi ke reduced her to silence. After a fewnmles of it, she said, "This is New Jersey?"

"That's right, hon," Zoey said.

Erin shook her head. "God, | hate to think what O d Jersey nust |ook |ike."

A fewmles farther down the 'Pike, the CB speaker crackled and Jim Orar's voice said, "Snoky on
the back door, Jake, gunball lit."

"Copy," | said, and swal |l owed sonething | happened to have in ny nouth, and opened ny
window a little farther to air the bus out. So did Zoey. "Prepare for boarders, everybody."
didn't have to check, | knew | was doing. precisely the speed we'd all agreed on in advance: a
safe, rational five mles an hour over the posted limt. | eased on back until | was doing exactly

the Iimt, glanced in ny, sideview, and soon saw the spinning flashers of a state police cruiser
comng up fast on ny left. A few seconds |ater the sound of the siren reached ne.

I was not even faintly surprised. | had been expecting this to happen-and to happen just
about now, too. As part of ny research for the trip, | had dug out and reread Stephen Gaskin's
wonderful old sixties menmoir, HEY BEATNIK! It's the story of the |ongest-lasting hippie commune in
Anerican history (The Farmstill exists today, albeit much changed)--and it begins with Stephen's
account of the giant bus caravan that brought themall, hundreds of hairy freaks, to Tennessee
fromCalifornia. An inmportant point he raises is that there exists a phenonenon he calls "cop
teletype": an informal and nostly unofficial network by which state highway patrols exchange
infornation with one another. Any kind of serious weirdness noving on the interstate hi ghway
systemis just naturally going to be | ogged and passed al ong down the |ine-and a convoy of two
dozen converted buses, containing people not one of whomis wearing a necktie or pantyhose,
definitely fits the cop definition of serious weirdness. | had foreseen that we woul d probably
show up on the radar the noment we left New York City (where nothing is considered seriously weird
by the cops), and sure enough, here was our first ping. This encounter, Stephen's nenoir
suggested, would be crucial. Mich, if not everything, depended on it going well.

The copnobil e passed the whol e convoy, cane up al ongside ne, and matched speeds. | gl anced
over and down, and as | expected, the trooper in the shotgun seat gave nme a hard | ook and the pul
over sign.

| glanced away for a quick assessnent of the situation. The shoul der here was really not
wi de enough to accommbdate a school bus-two dozen of themin a row plus ancillary vehicles wuld be
a mgjor road hazard. Traffic was noderately heavy. W were just at that nonment coming up on a road

sign that read "REST AREA 1 M LE AHEAD." | could just nake out the exit for it on the horizon
ahead. "Get ready to stop, folks," | said into the G mike. | turned back to the cop, pointed to
the road sign, and pantonined that we would all pull in at the rest stop

Maybe he didn't have time to see the sign before it flashed past, didn't realize where he
was on the road. Maybe he just hated mines. Instead of nodding and telling his partner to pull in
in front of me, |ike a reasonabl e person, he stuck a handgun out the w ndow, cocked it, drew a

dead bead on ny face, and repeated his pull over gesture wi th enphasis.

| raised ny hands in surrender, nodded as pacifically as | could, said, "Heads up, people-
we're stopping now," into the CB m ke, and took ny foot off the gas; the heavy-laden nonster began
to slow at once. | eased over onto the shoul der, and the copnobile pulled in ahead of ne. Wy
ahead: the driver, at |east, was sensible enough to realize that I could not decel erate any
qui cker than whi chever bus behi nd ne happened to have the worst brakes, and gave ne plenty of
room
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Eventually we were all at rest. My bus was sticking out at |least a foot into the road, and
nobody el se was any better off. The CB was full of indignant questions, conplaints, and sul furous
curses. Braying car horns doppl ered past. Zoey unstrapped and checked on Erin, cursing |oudly

herself. Ral ph was in the doorwell, barking his own curses: he had slipped off his seat and slid
under Zoey's into the well. | put the nike to ny nouth and brayed, "SHADDAP."
Silence fell, in nmy bus and on GB, except for the. continuous dopplering sound of horns

fromdrivers whizzing past us.

"I's anybody hurt?" | asked. "Any injuries? Report!"

Not hi ng. Zoey signed that Erin was fine. Ralph grow ed, but softly, cane up the stairs and
went back to his seat.

"Ckay. Everybody stay inside, sit tight, and stand by," | said, and hung up the nike

This was not going as well as |'d hoped.

The cop car was about fifty yards ahead. The cop with the gun got out, holstered it with a
flourish, and canme toward ne, doing Eastwood. The driver stayed behind the wheel; | was too high
up to see him but through ny open wi ndow | could faintly hear himpunping up a shotgun. H s
partner canme around to ny door-there was just roomfor himto stand between the bus and the ditch-
and gestured. | cranked open the door.

"A fuckin' hippie,” he said under his breath.

He was young, nean, and stupid. His face and body | anguage and the neticul ous perfection

of his haircut and shave and uniformall loudly proclainmed the nessage | am a hard-on, and woul d
be very happy to prove it. A quarter of a century of history nmelted away; suddenly it was the
Sixties again. | was a hippie in a bus; he was a cop. Natural enem es.

"Good afternoon, O ficer," | said politely.

"Step out of the vehicle please, sir,
of the "sir."

| failed to notice. "Certainly." | unbelted, being careful how | noved ny hands, and
di snount ed.

It really felt like being in a time-warp. The actual cops |I had known back in the Sixties,
those that weren't already retired, were probably wearing nustaches and hair as long as mine by
now, and had nearly forgotten how nmuch they used to hate | onghairs. But pendul uns do keep
swi ngi ng, and this twenty-sonething throwback m ght have just stepped into Bryant Park, | ooking
for fun. | could feel hairs standing up on the back of my neck. "Please take your operator's
Iicense out of your wallet and hand it to nme, sir," he said.

"I don't have a wallet,” | said.

He frowned. "You don't have a wallet?"

"Nope. "

"Where the hell do you keep your credit cards~-"

| sighed. "I don't have any of those, either."

Now he really scow ed. | had confirmed his darkest suspicions. Hell, drug deal ers had
credit cards. | was not a nornmal human being, not a card-carrying citizen, not a decent
respect abl e nenber of polite society.

Wl |, what could | say? He was right.

"Do you have an operator's license, sire"

"Yes, | do."

"Pl ease hand it to nme, sir."

I took it out of ny shirt pocket and handed it over. He backed off a pace or two, keeping
one hand on his gun butt-a A ock 9nmand studied the license. "You're Jacob Stonebender?"

"That's right."

"And this is your address?"

| sighed again. "Not since nine o'clock this norning.
addr ess?"

"Not anynore," | repeated.

"What is your current address, sire"

“I don't have one yet. W're noving."

He scow ed even harder. Not only was | not a cardcarrying citizen, | was homel ess. An
kie. He tucked my license into his shirt pocket, touched his shoul der m ke, and recited the
i nformati on he had so far to his partner in the cruiser

I was getting nore depressed by the mnute. This was not going well at all. Soon
inevitably, he would want to search the bus. . . and then all the buses. Even if everybody el se
had hidden their stash as well as | had, by the time he was done maki ng a nui sance of hinself,
there woul d, inevitably, be at |east one fender bender: soneone racing by would either clip one of

he said, doing his best to nake a fighting word out

He | ooked at me. "This is not your

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%208%20Callahan’'s%20Key.txt (34 of 138) [8/28/03 12:11:00 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%208%20Cal | ahan's%20K ey .txt

the buses, or clip sonebody to the left of himin avoiding one, or slow down to gawk and initiate
a chain pileup. An inauspicious beginning for our journey. Furthernore, it was freezing out...and
I was dressed for confortable driving in an unusually well-heated bus, with no nore than a sweater
to keep off the chill

"Hey, Jake," Ral ph von WAau Wau said from above ne, "Zoey vants to know if you vant your

chacket . "

The cop gl anced up autonmatically, did a double-take, then made it a triple-take.

"Yeah, thanks, Ralph," | said.

"duffs, too?" asked the German shepherd.

"Sure," | said.

He ducked back inside for a nonent, cane back out with ny pea coat in his teeth, and |et
it gowith a ffick of his head. | caught it and put it on. Throughout all this the cop was as

notionless as if he had frozen solid, staring fixedly at Ral ph

"CGoot day, Oficer," Ralph said politely.

The cop made no reply.

To ny left, Erin appeared in the open doorway at the foot of the stairs. "Don't forget
your hat, Daddy," she said, and tossed ny watch cap to nme. | caught that too and put it on

The cop tore his eyes away from Ral ph with a visible effort, glanced at Erin. . . and
stared at her just as hard.
"CGood afternoon, O ficer," she said. "Is this going to take long? If it will be a while,

really ought to shut the engine off and save gas. And pass the word back up the Iine by CB, so al
the others can do the sane.”

The cop's left eye began visibly to tic. H's hand on his gun butt began to trenble
slightly. Qther than that, he m ght have been carved from stone. You know the expression, you
could see the wheels turning? Well, in his eyes you could see the wheels trying to turn-and
burni ng out their bearings instead.

"Vould you mind iff | step out of ze vehicle too, Oficer?" Ralph asked. "Ve haff sanitary
facilities aboard, of course-but | haff never cared for litter boxes."

Hi s voice drew the cop's eyes back to him

"l assure you, | vill be discreet," Ralph told him

Somewhere in the cop's head, a relay clicked over. What to do when you're in over your
head. He put his free hand to his shoulder m ke and said, "Marty, cone here."

| was cl ose enough to hear his partner's instant reply, though | couldn't tell you if it
came from an external speaker or an overloud earphone. "Trouble, Joe?"

Joe took a deep breath. "Marty," he said, "that's not a sinple question."

"It isn't?" Pause. "On ny way."

He was as good as his word. | heard the cruiser's door open, and a few seconds | ater he
cane into view around the fender with a shotgun at port arns, an older cop with a lot nmore niles
on himthan Joe had. Marty | ooked as if he might well have served through the Sixties-and had been
thinki ng about it ever since. "Wiat's the situation?" he asked his partner

"I want to search every one of these goddam buses,"” Joe said. "These nopes are wong."

"W have no problemwth that, Oficer Joe," Erin said. "But wouldn't it nmake nore sense
to do it at that rest stop just ahead?"

"Zat voul dt zertainly be nore pragtical for efferyvun
even thicker than usual

Marty | ooked at both of them then at me.

Ral ph agreed, laying the accent on

"They're right," | said.

"You see what | nean?" Joe said. "It ain't a sinple question."

Marty nodded. "l see what you nean."

"Look, fellas," | said, "I'mtrying to be cooperative, but I'mgetting goose bunps, and

traffic's starting to back up. Could we hurry this along? How about if you go ahead and search mny
bus-and then after you cone up enpty, you let the rest of us pull up ahead to the oh shit."
Joe had been drifting over toward the door; probably to do just as | was suggesti ng- but

suddenly he stopped in his tracks. | could see his nostrils flare, hear himsniff, inagine what he
snelled in nmy bus, and feel ny heart sinking. He was exactly the sort of young policeman who woul d
have a hypersensitive nose for pot, and genuinely believe it to be a dangerous narcotic. | should

have waited until after this known-to-be-inevitable confrontation to light up. . . but had

foolishly allowed the ugliness of the New Jersey Turnpi ke to overwhel mmnmy judgnent. Bad ni stake.

Sure enough, a second |later he had ne up against the side of the bus, a palmon ny chest
holding nme in place, his G ock out and pointing at ny face. "That's it!" he roared. "Everybody off
the fuckin' bus, now"
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For what happened next | accept full responsibility. |1'd, been suppressing annoyance ever
since he'd first pointed that thing at me back out on the highway. My job as Road Chief was to
stay cool under provocation. But now ny irritation blossoned into anger. Perhaps | was politically
of fended by his assunption that pot snokers are presunptively arnmed and dangerous. Perhaps | was
just an insulted ape. In any case, | did sonething stupid.

| reached out and poked nmy middle finger into the barrel of his d ock

It was a snug fit. He tried to pull clear, and failed. "Get that finger out of there," he
snarled, "or I'll blowit offl"

"I doubt it," | said.

"NO" Marty cried.

Joe was young, and even stupider than anger had nade ne. He grow ed and pulled the
trigger. The gun burst with a | oud bang, and dropped to the ground. Joe yel ped and | urched away
fromne, holding his wist and gapng down at his gun hand. The thunb stuck out at an unnatura
angl e.

H s staggering took himto the open door of my bus. Erin reached out a hand fromthe
bottom step, caught hold of his belt, and reeled himin. Still staring stupidly at his injured
hand, he let her take it and examine it. As preparation for our trip, she'd done quite a |ot of
readi ng on first aid.

"I't's not broken," she told him "but it's dislocated. This is going to hurt."

He blinked at her. She popped his thunmb back in place, and Joe screaned. Then he | ooked
down at the hand, and carefully worked his fingers, and | ooked back up at Erin. He opened his
mout h, and after a few seconds nanaged to say, "Thank you."

"You're wel cone," she said gravely. "You should get it |ooked at."

“"Ni ce job, honey," Zoey said.

"Thanks, Mom | just followed the book."

| turned to Marty. His face was blank. He still had the shotgun in his hands, but had
clearly forgotten it. He was |ooking at what was left of Joe's gun, on the ground. "Leme see your

finger," he said to ne, his voice hoarse.

Well, he'd asked. In a long and interesting life, it was the first tine a cop had ever
asked ne to give himthe finger. | held it up, as politely as | could.

Marty | ooked at it, and then ne. For a fairly long tinme. Finally he said, "Were you fol ks
fronP"

"Long Island,” | told him

"Where you all going?"

"Florida," | said.

He | owered the shotgun. "Drive on," he said.

"Thank you, Officer," Zoey said.

| held out ny hand to Joe, pal mupward. He blinked at me and started to back away.

"I need ny license," | said.

"Ch." He got it back out of his shirt pocket with his left hand and gave it to ne. "Sorry
we bot hered you, M. Stonebender," he said dizzily.

"Good," | said, stepped around him and began to board my bus. Marty put out a hand to
stop nme. "You gonna file a beef?"
| shook nmy head. "That was ny fault. |1'mglad your partner didn't get hurt bad."

He bit his Iip and nodded slowy. "Nice of you to look at it that way," he said.
| picked Erin up, carried her up the stairs with me, and put her back into her seat. "Bye,
O ficer Marty," she said, waving to him

"So long, mss," he said, and touched his cap. "I'lIl go make a path for you folks." He
bent, scooped up the ruined dock, and handed it to his partner. "Cone on, Joe." | could see from
his eyes that Joe was thinking about going into shock

"Thanks," | said, and cranked the door closed. The cops got back in their car. Oficer

Marty put on his light, sirens, and energency flashers, and when he got an opening pulled out onto
the hi ghway and stopped, blocking traffic fromthe right-hand | ane.
| got on the CB. "Ckay, folks, we're noving out. Stay on the shoul der until you get past

the Smoky." | sat down and strapped in, revved ny engine a couple of tines.
A chorus of acknow edgnents canme back. "Wat was that noise, Jake?" Long-Drink asked.
"Not hing, Drink," | assured him "Just shooting the bull.” I put her in gear. "Let's
roll."

We had no further trouble in New Jersey. Beyond having to | ook at New Jersey.
And we had no further police trouble the whole rest of the way down to Florida. Not
hi ghway cops, anyway. In state after state, they watched us roll by wi thout putting down their
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donuts. The word had apparently gone out on the cop teletype: Don't ness with them
Getting shot seenmed a small price to pay.

| happened to get something in nmy eye just as we left Jersey and crossed into Del aware, so
m ssed that state alnost entirely. | think we were in it for all of ten mles. That seened
adequat e.

Just before we left it and entered Maryland, | had a brief instant of panic when | started
seeing signs for Newark. For a nonent | had the idea | had gotten us caught in sonme evil Twilight
Zone i oop, and now we were back in North Jersey again, condemmed to spend eternity on the Jersey
Turnpi ke. (That's the only way | can think of that woul d make the Jersey Pike even worse: turn it
into a Mdbius strip.) But it turns out Del aware has, for reasons | can't even inagi ne, a Newark of
its own. | couldn't help but wonder what it nmust be Iike to be fromthere, and have soneone ask
you where you're from First you have to adnmit you're from Newark. . . then you have to decide
whether to huniliate yourself even further, or just let your listener assunme you nean the one in
New Jersey. They nust have real cheap rent there.

We stopped for the night at a little state park slash canpground just over the Mryl and
border. It was early in the day to stop-we'd nade pretty good tinme so far. But if we'd kept on
going until the sun gave out, we'd pretty nuch have been forced to pass the night in Baltinore. W
just weren't in that nuch of a hurry.

Al so, | found nyself captivated by the name of the town nearest the canpground. It was
call ed-you' Il have to trust ne on this-North East. | have no idea why. You could start there and
go south as long as you like without ever coming to a place called East. There is no place to the
west of it called North. Maybe it's just that everybody there wants to di sassoci ate thensel ves as
much as possible fromsou' westers. Maybe the big town, East itself, just up and went west one day,
abandoning its outlying region to fend for itself.

Per haps one day popul ation growh will force incorporation of a suburb of North East,
cal l ed Southwest North East. | like to think so, anyway. That's just the way ny mind works-or
avoi ds doing so, if you prefer. | take great personal delight in inexplicable oddities, especially
of nonencl ature, and am al ways happy to add to ny collection. One of ny favorites, for instance,
is the intersection in New York City where Waverly Place neets Waverly Place. (Honest-1ook it up!
It"'s inthe Village.) And | had only with difficulty been tal ked out of leading us all niles out
of our way into Pennsylvania, just. so | could take a quick | ook at Intercourse, the town Ral ph
G nzburg went to prison for. (Do you recall the story~Backin the Dark Ages, M. G nzburg published
a pornographi c nagazi ne so tastefully canouflaged that several respectable authorities were
willing to testify that it was Art-but the judge jugged himanyway. Wth an excess of what | can
only call cockiness, M. G nzburg had arranged for subscription copies to be nailed out from
dar kest Pennsyl vania, so they'd arrive postnarked "Intercourse,” and H zzoner maintained that this
denonstrated prurient intent. Anytinme sonebody does hard tine for having a sense of hunor, you
better believe I'll nmake careful note of it.)

So there we were, slightly northeast of North East, with the wagons circled for the night,
and a big comrunal barbecue thing just starting to happen in the center- ever have a barbecue in
the dead of winter? It's nore fun than you mght think-and the air was full of tantalizing snells
and happy chatter and the bl essed sound of |aughing children. The light was just starting to go,
and you could sense a pretty good sunset building, and | had finally wal ked off all the stiffness
in ny legs. Several of the people standing around the barbecue area were strangers; we had kind of
drawn attention when we pulled up in twenty-four school buses, and a certain amount of mingling was
going on. At |east one of the strangers was carrying a guitar in a backpack, and another had that
i ndefinabl e | ook that suggeifs a blues harp player; | was thinking about unpacking ny guitar, Lady
Macbet h, and seeing if | could get a jam going, when a car pulled up and parked nearby. As the
driver got out, he |ooked oddly fam liar, but | couldn't place him

"Now where do | know that guy fronP" | wondered al oud.

Erin didn't need me to point to know where | was |ooking; at the time she was about a foot
behi nd ny head, riding in her pack, which | had put on as a backpack in order to help stretch ny
lunbar area. "It's Oficer Marty, Daddy,"” she said.

"@ushl anmachree!" | breathed
Sure enough. The plai ncl othes and unnmarked car had fooled ne. Hell, it wasn't even really
an unmar ked car, technically-not a Plymouth Fury at all, but a civilian vehicle, a Honda Accord.

(Ever wonder why all cops drive Furies? Donal d Westl ake says it's the name. He says if they ever
start making a car called "Kill," the police departnents will all switch at once.) But that was
i ndeed Marty getting out of it.
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He spotted ne al nobst at once and wal ked toward ne, slowy and carefully. He seened to be
maki ng a point of keeping his hands in sight and visibly enpty. H's body |anguage told me he neant
me no harm and | believed it.

He stopped a few yards away, close enough so we could converse wi thout raising our voices,
and nodded. "Evening, M. Stonebender."

"Jake," | told him "Evening, Marty." He nodded agai n.
"And this is nmy daughter Erin."
"Hello, Erin," he said. "I'mpleased to neet you. |'mMarty Pignatelli."

"H, Marty. You |l ook good in real clothes.™

There was a brief silence then

"So what brings you to Maryland?" | asked finally.

He | ooked unhappy, but deternined. "I've been trying to think howto say this the | ast
fifty mles. I still don't know "

Li ke | said, he was considerably older than his partner Joe, about my age or a little
ol der. He mi ght have actually been a cop back when | was a hi ppie-he was ny natural eneny of old.
Maybe we'd both grown a little, as we aged. | wasn't feeling any antipathy toward himthat | could
detect, and he wasn't showing any toward ne. As Robert Heinlein said, sonetines it's amazi ng how
much nature wi sdom resenbl es being too tired.

O course, it may have hel ped that |'m bulletproof.

"So say it wong," | suggested. "Then we got something to edit."

He nodded. "That makes sense. Ckay." He took out a pack of unfiltered Camels, offered me
one, which | accepted though they're definitely not ny brand, and lit us both with the inevitable
Zi ppo.

"l been a cop a long tinme," he said, and exhal ed snoke. "No, even |onger than that. One
thing 1've | earned. Anyway, it's always worked for nme. If your brain tells you one thing, and your

eyes tell you something different... go with your eyes. They're way less likely to mal function."
"Sound, " | agreed.
"So ny partner really did shoot you today, and you really didn't nuch mnd."
| nodded.

“Your wife wasn't even mad. And your dog talked to ne."
I nodded. Not the tine to explain that Ral ph' was not my chattel
"I gotta ask you to explain," he said. "You don't owe ne an answer-but | gotta ask."

| snoked his tobacco and thought about it. | could see in his eyes that he was as close as
he was ever going to cone to pleading. He needed to know. He nust need to know, because | could
also tell he was as close as he was ever going to cone to being scared shitless. | began to see it

fromhis point of view One possible explanation-indeed, one of the nmore plausible ones-was that |
was sone sort of alien nonster nutant out of the X-Files, or an unstoppable cyborg killer fromthe
future. In the novies, people you couldn't hurt with a gun were hardly ever on your side.

Hel I, what harmcould it do to tell hin? Even if he believed mne.

Was there the slightest chance in hell that he would believe nme? He did seemto have cone

a long way since the Sixties. | decided to run a small test. | took a joint from behind ny ear and
held it up. "Mnd if | snoke?" | asked.
He took it fromme, lit it with the end of his own cigarette, took a | ong deep hit, and

handed it back to me. "Good shit," he said appreciatively after he exhal ed. "Thanks."

So | expl ai ned.

It wasn't the first tine | had told the story; | was able to cover nost of the highlights
inalittle under half an hour. He listened carefully and well. Fromtine to tine he woul d nake
little involuntary interjections-"You set off a nuclear weapon you were holding in your hand?"-but
always to confirmthat he'd heard ne right rather than to challenge what |'d said; basically he

kept listening until | was done. Then he sat and thought for a minute or two.

"Like | said, | been a cop a long time," he said finally. "One thing I know, it's when
people are lying to me. Every word you just told ne is the God's honest truth."

"I hate to admit it," | said. "lIt'd be such a grand lie, | wish | could claimit."

"You and your friends actually saved the fucking world."

| shrugged. "Twi ce, actually. But that was the first tine, yeah."
He blinked, pursed his |ips, and nodded.

It was starting to get dark now "Hey, Marty-you hungry?"

"Yeah. "
"Why don't we go get sone of that food before it's all gone?"
It was the first tine |1'd ever seen himsmle. "Thanks, Jake," he said. "I think I'd |ike

to neet your friends."

file:/lIF|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%208%20Callahan’'s%20Key.txt (38 of 138) [8/28/03 12:11:00 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%208%20Cal | ahan's%20K ey .txt
"I think they'd like to neet you," Erin said.

So we strolled over to the barbecue area together, and | introduced hi m around.

The food was good, the conversation after was even better, and after a while | did nanage
to get a jam session going around the canpfire that had been built, with the two guys |'d spotted
earlier plus a few other canping nusicians who'd been attracted by the noise and party atnosphere.
Toward the end there we had three guitars, harnonica, tenor sax, alto recorder, and an autoharp
going, and it got pretty juicy. We all had different repertoires and styles, so we set up a circle
system each of us got to pick a solo he thought the others might be able to junmp in on, and in
bet ween each solo we'd do a Beatl es nunber, since every mnusician knows at | east a few Beatl es
tunes, and ought to be able to fake several nore wi thout too nuch strain.

Every so often |I'd catch sight of Marty deep in conversation with sonebody. Zoey first,
then Ral ph, then Long-Drink (who could talk the ears off a cornfield), then the Masers.. . he got
around quite a bit in a short tine. There was no vibe that he was interrogating anybody, not in
the cop sense. He was just asking a lot of questions, and listening to the answers.

After the jam ended he wandered over to ne and sat where | could see him As soon as |'d
finished putting Lady Macbeth away in her case, | gave him a questioning | ook

“I got ny twenty in," he said. "My wife got smart and left a long tine back. There's
nothing in Jersey to hold anybody, but there's less than nothing to hold ne. There isn't even

anything in ny apartnent | want. | always wanted to see Key West. Eddi e Costigan says | can ride
inhisrigif you say it's okay."

If Fast Eddie had invited a police officer to ride with him that was all | needed to
know. Eddi e has his own kind of radar. "Wat about your car?" was all | asked.

He exhaled with relief. "Next big town down the line is Aberdeen," he said. "I'll set off
early tonorrow and try to peddl e the heap there; it'll give me a stake to hold ne until | can get

my nmoney transferred to Florida. Wth any luck by the tinme you people pack up and get that far
I"lI'l be waiting for you on the side of the road with ny thunmb out. You're taking 95, right?"
"Actually, | was thinking of taking Route 40."
"Even better,” he said. "Goes right smack through Aberdeen.”
"You going to retire by phone?"

He | ooked enbarrassed. "I already did."

| was startled. "Before you even cane after use"

He nodded.

"How cone?"

"Two things,"” he said. "First, |I figured if there's people around that don't m nd being
shot, maybe it's tinme to stop being a cop. The second thing. . ." He hesitated. "Well, | kept
thinking if it hadn't been for you being bulletproof, an innocent nman m ght have gotten hurt
today. | know Joe is an asshole, | knew that when he nade ne pull you over, and | still let things
get way out of hand."

"Like I told you before,” | said, "it was ny fault. In Joe's shoes, | mght have pulled
the trigger too."

He grimaced. "Well. . . then maybe you shouldn't be a cop either."

“"Anen," | said, and picked up ny guitar case. "Well, we both have an early start
tonorrow. "

He nodded. "Look for me just this side of Aberdeen on 40."

"I will. Good night, Marty. And wel cone to the caravan."

He nmet ny eyes and held them "Thank you, Jake."

"Like | said, you're welcone." A thought belatedly occurred to me. "Ch shit, wait, | just
t hought of sonething."

" Probl enf"

"Well. . . you'll have to decide. In the interests of full disclosure, | have to give you
fair warning about something."

"Ckay. "

"We pun.”

Hi s eyes w dened. "All of you?"

"To excess," | confessed. "If that's not redundant."

He paled slightly, but rallied. "Too late now," he said philosophically. "I already quit
my job."

"You'll get numb and grow scar tissue eventually," | said.

"Ch, |I'mtough enough,” he said. "I don't even let ny dentist give me Novocain when he's

doing a root canal ."
"Real | y? How do you deal with the pain?"
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"Transcend dental nedication,” he said with a straight face.

| paled slightly nyself. . . then awarded hima w nce and a groan
"So you folks are all like ambitious Southeast Asians?' he went on
"Huh?"

"Tai pei personalities.”
| grinned, even though that's not really the proper formof applause for a pun. "Marty, |

think this is going to work out. Wait'll you neet Doc Wbster."
He was waiting by the side of Route 40 the next norning as we came up on Aberdeen. Wet her
our Triple Arating on the interstate cop teletype was all Marty's doing, | couldn't say for sure-

I never asked himbut 1'd be surprised if it wasn't.

CHAPTER SI X
Capital O fense

"I believe we are on an irreversible trend toward nore freedom and denocracy-but that could
change. "
-J. Danforth Quayle, My 22, 1989

THE NEXT DAY WE split up, by conmmpn consent.

It was only another fifty mles or so to Washi ngton, and everybody wanted to si ghtsee,
i.e., gawk, and of course no nore than two buses could agree on exactly what to gawk at, so there
was no sense in trying to stay together. Sonme of us wanted to see the Wite House, sone the Mall
sonme the Capitol, sonme the Library of Congress, sone the Smithsonian-sonme of us wanted to slip
across the river to Arlington or the Pentagon-there were even a few who decided to skip the
District of Colunbia, altogether, left the caravan at Baltinmore, and headed down 97 to Annapolis.
(JimQOmar went with that contingent. . . then left them behind and went on farther south to the
Smithsonian's Institute for Environnental Studies, just across the bay from Beverly Beach.)

So we went our separate ways for a while. | will spare you the details of just which sites
my fanmily and | chose to gawk at, and note only that we had a good tine.

No, I'Il mention one snmall disappointnment. | had been to D.C. once before, as a child back
inthe late Fifties... and | was dismayed to | earn that nowadays the F.B.|l. Headquarters tour no
| onger offers Anerican children the opportunity to fire a tommy gun. I'd told Erin about how nmuch
fun it was, and promised her that 1'd bully theminto letting her have a crack at it sonmehow.
and had to renege. | conplained to the official who gave me the news, and he said the feature had
been dropped fromthe tour due to lack of interest. | expressed polite incredulity-kids no |onger
wanted to operate a machine gun? "I think they all have their own now," he said.

That's all | feel like telling about our time in the nation's capital. Wen |I'mon ny
deat hbed, regretting ny nyriad sins and failures of character, one of ny few proud consol ations
will be that | sel dom nmade anybody | ook at my vacati on photos. On that ground al one | believe
may j ust escape the fires of hell.

We had set up a rendezvous point in Falls Church, Virginia, where we'd been offered
accommodation by a friend of Doc Webster's who lived there and had | ots of parking room The one
thing we had all nmnaged to agree on was that we could probably visit all the tourist traps on our
personal target list within forty-eight hours.

Naturally we were wong. | was there on tine. . . and so were exactly two other buses
(Fast Eddie's and Noah CGonzal ez's). The rest took days to trickle in. One or two of themlinped
in, in need of repairs. And by the time the very last of the prodigal vehicles had finally showed
up, several of the earlier arrivals had slipped away again, on assorted errands or excuses.

started to feel like | was running a traveling day-care center, and we were out of Ritalin..
| tried to force nyself to be philosophical about it and not fret. Qur host Ted was a
pl easant gent, the area was tolerable, the conpany was good, and we were, after all, in no hurry.

What was there to worry about?
| succeeded so well at not worrying that Zoey and Erin finally had to kick ne in the ass.

"Daddy," Erin said, "you're acting my age."

"She's right," Zoey said.

| drew in a deep breath to bellow, "God damm it, | amnot!"-and thanks be to God, | heard
myself saying it before | actually said it, and decided it wouldn't help ny nood any just now to
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sound |ike an asshole, and didn't say it. One of ny rules of thunb is that if you hear yourself
soundi ng |li ke an asshole, there's a fair chance it's because you're being an asshole. So | let
that breath back out, slowy, and took in and released a few nore like it, and thought about the
tantrum| was having. O trying to have.

No, dammit, it still seened to me | was entitled to this one. "That's easy for you to say,
Pumpkin," | told ny daughter. "You've never been responsible for over a hundred people. Over a
hundred irresponsible people.” Now | didn't sound quite so rmuch like an asshole. Mre of a whiner
Erin squirmed on ny | ap, but said nothing.

"They'll all show up, eventually," Zoey said, and nothing in her tone or facial expression
indicated that it was about the dozenth tine she'd said it in the I ast hour. She was naking
hersel f a sandwi ch at the back of the passenger area of our bus, slathering honey nustard
mayonnai se sauce on a roll

"Sure-but when? And in what condition? You know how it works, Zo. It's not enough just to
get everybody here. Ch no! We can't roll until everybody is here and has their assorted tanks
punmped out and punped full, and has all their shopping done and their flats fixed and their brakes
tightened and their oil topped off, and every driver's had at |east eight consecutive hours' sleep

and then, you watch: in the first fifty mles sonebody will throw a rod, sonebody else will
want to peel off and visit the great aunt he hasn't seen in thirty years, and two of themwl |
just plain get |ost because keeping track of two dozen big yell ow buses right ahead of themw |
be too nmuch of a nmental strain for-"

"You're doing it again, Daddy."

Was |? Just in case, | stopped.

"So what ?" Zoey asked. "What's the difference? We're on sone kind of a schédul e? The
wi ndow for Key West cl oses soon?"

She' d very nearly poked a hole in ny bag of wind, with those first three sentences
but the way she phrased that |ast one gave ne some anmpb. "No, but the window for the Shuttle sure
does! You know how attached | amto seeing that."

"But they always hold, don't they, Daddy?" Erin asked.

"They usually do, yes, Pigeon-but no | aw says they have to. And the way ny |uck runs-"

"Do you believe in |uck, Daddy?"

| blinked at her.

"Only when he's mad, honey," Zoey told her, and filled her roll wth Bavarian ham and
thick slices of Edam cheese. "Jake, relax. We've still got tine. If we start running so |late that
it looks like we'll mss the |aunch, nobody will mnd if we put the hammer down and go on ahead of
themwe could be there in a day if we gunned it."

| snorted. "To be sure. To be thoroughly sure. Leave this collection of goofballs,
wei rdos, and ni nconpoops on their own, to take care of thenselves? Half of 'em would never reach
Florida, and the rest would trickle into Key West over a period of a nonth, after wasting weeks
just trying to find each other."

"They' Il probably do that even if you do stick with them" Erin said.

"The hell of it is, you're right! They're as organi zed as spaghetti, for Christ's sake.
nmust have been fucking crazy to take this on. Honest to God, it's like trying to herd cats-the
toilet's about to fall out of nmy goddam bus and | can't even get anybody to help me fix it-" | was
wor ki ng my way back up to full-bore tantrum again.

"Mt her?" Erin said. "Tine for drastic measures?”

Zoey finished |ayering the avocado slices onto her sandwich and closed it up. "I think
you're right, dear. Shall | take it?"

Erin shook her head. "No, you got it last tine. My turn." She turned her face up to ne,
and gave ne the fullbore inpact of those eyes of hers, fromwhich no man can turn away unl ess she
wills it. "Daddy?"

| braced nyself. "Yes, Princess?"

"You're not supposed to be Uncle Mke."

" Huh?"
"Nobody expects you to be."
| gave ny head a little involuntary shake, like a dog throwing off water. "I don't get

you.
She clinbed off ny | ap, stood on the seat- beside nme so that our eyes were on the sane

level. "I'"mgoing too fast, | guess. Let ne back up. Look, when you get upset about sonething, you

like to get mad about sonething else. That's okay, as |ong as people know how to read you, |

guess. But Momand | are getting tired of it right now You're getting nad at everybody so you

won't get mad at yourself. So why don't you just get nad at yourself and then forgive yourself,
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and then it'll be all over with, and we can have fun again."

"You go, girl," Zoey nurnured.

I blinked at nmy daughter in silence for atine. It is always hunbling to nmeet soneone
smarter than yourself.. . and when it's soneone under two years old, it sort of transcends
hunbl i ng and skips right on into humliating. |I still didn't know what the hell she was talking
about -but | could already tell that she was right.

"You said it yourself once, Daddy. You told nme. You said, 'Anger is always fear in
di sgui se.' Al ways, you said."

Again, her words felt true. "But what the hell am| afraid of, then? Do you know?"

She turned to | ook at her nother. "You want to junp in? You know I'm not good at being

tactful yet."
Zoey nodded serenely. "That's why you should take it, hon. | don't think it can be said
tactfully-and he'll forgive you quicker."

Eri n nodded and turned back to nme. "You're afraid you're a shitty Road Chief. You're
afraid you're a cheap inmtation Mke Callahan, and everybody knows it. You failed, big tinme, and
you're afraid that nmeans you're a failure. You're afraid you' re gonna fail again, only bigger
You're afraid you're gonna screw up this bar too, and then Mormy and | will decide you' re a | oser
and go away. So if you get mad enough about sonething else to stormoff and | eave the caravan
i nstead, then nobody but you will ever find out what a | oser you were. At |east, not as quick." |
cl osed ny eyes. "Believe nme, Daddy, | know you and | are at about the same enotional age right
now. It's just about the way I'd feel if | were you."

| sat there in silence with ny eyes shut and nmy mind revving in neutral. Each of her
sentences was |ike being punched in the heart by a pro; in conbination they were devastating. |
felt a blackness opening beneath me. My right armwas resting on the back of the seat; | felt
sonet hi ng touch my hand and realized Zoey had put a jigger into it. Automatically | drank the
Irish whiskey that was in it, in a gulp. Zoey's unseen hand took the enpty jigger away again.

Maybe she and Erin shared a glance. "One nore part | forgot,"” Erin said. "You're
superstitious. You knowit's silly, but you have this idea that every tinme you take a wife and
daughter out on the road, sonething bad is gonna happen."”

The bulk of ny adult Iife has been colored by the knowl edge that | killed nmy first wife
and daughter, Barbara and Jessica, by being cocky enough to do nmy own brake job and inconpetent
enough to screw it up. Pinned in the weckage, unable to nove, |1'd watched them both die. By fire.
It was to escape the shattering inpact of that grief and guilt and shame that | had originally
found ny way to Callahan's Pl ace al nost twenty years ago. There | had net nost of the friends I
was traveling with now... and had slowy, over tine, been healed by their kindness and caring and
good fellowship, and by the wi sdom of big Mke Callahan

About five years ago, sort of as icing on the cake, | had had it proved to ne by Mke's
daughter Mary that while ny grief was earned, ny guilt and shame were not: that the brakes that
had failed, and killed Barb and Jess, were not the two | had replaced after all

But | realized nowthat Erin was tight. On, the good news had probably percol ated down to
my subconscious long since . . . but it didn't matter: even though | knew better, part of ne would
al ways think of nyself as The Guy Who Killed His Fanily, and | would never feel fully at ease
while driving with ny | oved ones.

Even if Omar and Shorty had checked the brakes, this tine.

"But don't pay any attention to that part," Erin said. "That one, you al ready know better
than. Let's do the other stuff. Ckay?"

| seenmed to hear ny own voice fromfar away. "Okay."

She | eaned closer, took ne by the hair, put her face a few inches fromm ne, and those
i ncredi bl e eyes of hers |ocked on. "Let's do the inportant part first."

"Ckay. "

She spoke slowy and distinctly. "Even if you are a failure, Mommy and | aren't going
anywhere. W | ove who you are. | know it doesn't nmake any sense, but neither do John Tesh fans:
it's just the way we are, that's all. You're stuck with us. Ckay?"

"Ckay." | felt sonething shift inside ne. "That's good to hear."

"Next, you're not a failure. You're just not Uncle Mke. And Daddy, really-who is?"

| sighed. "Honey, granted he had certain advantages | lack...but Mke ran Callahan's Pl ace

for thirty-eight years. | didn't last a single year. Any way you |l ook at it, that's poor
per for mance. "

"Conpared to what?" she asked

| said nothing. At least with nmy nouth, but she nust have read sonething in nmy eyes.
Wthout |osing her lock on them she spoke to Zoey. "Mom put on that song he wote."
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| thought she neant the one about |aughing when the joke is on you. But Zoey knew better
sonmehow, and found the cassette Erin wanted and slipped it into the deck. A song | had witten
years ago, long before | ever net Zoey, called "Perspective.” My younger self sang it to nme now

A cop with any decency at all |ooks |ike a hero

A nmllionaire knows billionaires who think that he's a zero
The shoes a lord rejected are a godsend to the churl

And an imme in the sewer |ooketh mghty like a pearl

A mllion people kill thenselves attenpting to be stars

Wiile stars go nuts with |Ioneliness and snoke the highest tars
Busi nessnen conpeting, and the ones who do the best

Wn the hatred of their neighbors and a cardi ac arrest

So renenber on those days when in your bed you shoul da stood
That somewhere there is soneone who nmakes even you | ook good
It's only your perspective that has got you in a nuddle

You ain't too snall a frog-you jus been in too big a puddle!

Erin let go of ny hair and gestured; Zoey stopped the tape. "Mst bars opened by hunan
beings close within a year, you know," Erin told ne. "I looked it up. And Uncle Mke isn't a hunman
being."

"Don't tell me Mke isn't human," | said sharply. "He's probably the hunanest guy | ever-"

"Ch, Daddy," she said, with the nassive scorn only a snmall child can easily lift, "he is
not - he just plays one on TV You know that! If he's a human being, you and ne are Homp habilis. He
comes fromso far in the future, they don't even have sad people, Daddy! He told ne he was over a
hundred years old the first tinme he ever set foot in this galaxy. | asked himto show ne where his
pl anet Harnony is in the sky, once, and lie told ne the light fromthe birth of its star hasn't
got here yet. How are you supposed to neasure up to that? How coul d anybody?"

"He left the gang in ny hands," | said, hearing ny voice quiver but unable to control it.
"He spent ny whole lifetinme building it, and then he handed themall off to ne and went hone. |
scattered themto the four winds in a matter of nonths.” | swallowed. "And then spent the next
year wearing nmy ass for a hat, feeling sorry for nyself.” | tried, and failed, to pull ny gaze
away fromErin's eyes. "l used to ask nyself. . . when things got tough, I'd ask nyself, What
would M ke do? | don't feel Iike | have the right to ask that anynore. You're right: I'mnot him
And himis what | wanted to be."

She tugged gently on ny hair, forcing ny face to describe a small circle in the air.
"Where are we going right now?"

"Florida. Key Wst."

"Who?"

" Huh?"

She bobbed ny head again. "Wo's goi ng?"

| blinked. "You. Me. Mom The whol e gang. Eventually."

" \Npy 2"

| opened ny nout h.

"No, don't tell me a bunch of reasons why going to Florida is a good idea. Any of those
peopl e coul d have decided to nove to Florida a year ago, just like Uncle Doc did. None of them
felt like it then. How cone they all happen to be on the road, nore or |ess together, right now?"

| didn't know what to say, what kind of answer she wanted from ne.

Zoey spoke an inch frommy left ear. | hadn't heard her approaching. "H nt: because you
are, schrmuck! Just like nme and the kid."

| heard white noise. Erin's eyes began to kal ei doscope.

"Because they know you can do what Uncle M ke did, Daddy," ny daughter said. "You can help
them get telepathic again. You did it, once. It took Uncle Mke thirty-eight years. It took you
one. You think they care how good a busi nessman you are?"

Zoey was at ny right ear now, speaking softly but overriding the white noise. "Doc told me
about it. That night you were all standing around the radi oactive crater that used to be
Cal | ahan's, and everybody said you should open up Mary's Place, and you said why nme? And it was
Long-Dri nk who answered you. He said, because you were always the nerriest son of a bitch in the
whol e crew. "
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That was true. The Drink had said that. And there had been a rumbl ed chorus of agreenent
from everyone present at the tine.

"That's inportant, Daddy," the girl w th kal ei doscope eyes said. "That's really inportant.
That's why you have to stop all this bull-grunty. Nobody wants you to make this trip organi zed and
efficient. They want you to make it fun. So do ne and Momy."

"Li ghten up, Stringbean," Zoey nurnured.

Then she strai ghtened up and backed off a few paces, and said in her normal voice, "I
think that's enough for now, Erin. It's |Iike nmaking yogurt. Now we | eave himalone for a while,
for the yeast to work.'

"Ckay," Erin said, and powered down her eyes, and di sconnected her gaze, and clinbed over
me. | presunme Zoey picked her up and carried her off the bus; | was distracted. Anyway, when
energed fromthe fog, they were both gone.

My God-they were right! The one trying to force unwanted adult responsibility on me was not them
or the group, or cussed Fate, or Tesla, or even Mke Callahan. It was ne!

My only denmonstrable talents were for fucking off and having fun-it was tinme | started
pl aying to ny strengths.

| didn't need to follow their tracks in the snow M ears led me to Ted's house, where the
crewthose who had showed up so far-had gathered to party. Even with half of us missing, the joint
was rockin'. Ted obviously had a piano somewhere in his hone, and Fast Eddie, deprived for so
I ong, had seized the opportunity to take on his Aspect and raise up his Attribute: as | cane in
the door | could hear himplaying an instrumental chorus of the. rousing old John Koener classic
"Good-Time Charlie,”™ with Zoey on bass and sonebody | didn't know on banjo. | had Lady Macbeth in
my hands, but discovered that Ted's piano was not tuned up to concert pitch. . . so | set her down
on a couch, and wal ked into the room where Eddie was with nmy kazoo in ny teeth, blasting out a
raucous solo as | cane.

Eddi e made room for nme, and we voll eyed back and forth for a couple of verses, both of us
standing on a flying carpet Zoey built for us with her big standup bass, while people cheered and
cl apped and danced. The banjo player, as | expected, turned out to be our host-and he was good,
not one of those banjo players who tricks everything up. Erin and Ral ph von Wau Wau wer e danci ng
together in the mddle of the room a sight that would make a cat |augh. She caught ny eye and
threw ne a grin, and | sent it back with a blown kiss. Another verse cane around, and | sang it to
her :

Don't you try to dance |ike Snaker Ray-
The | ast woman tried it got thirty days!
Good-Tine Charlie's back in town again..

She giggled and did a little parody of a bunp and grind, and Zoey did a conmic underline
with her bass. | |ooked over at her, and cut to the last verse, the one you sing at the top of
your lungs in your highest register:

Well, | lost ny noney and | |ost nmy honey-
If I can't get happy, then |I better get funny:
Good-Tinme Charlie's back in town again

-Eddie knew it was the |ast verse and was ready for ny
Oh, yeabh,
and so were Zoey and Ted-
Good-Tinme Charlie's back in town again!
And Eddi e took us hone and nailed it shut, and the room expl oded in |aughter and appl ause.

"CGood news," Zoey called to me over the noise, and Erin ran over and hugged hell out of my
leg, and | smiled so big | hurt my face.

Two extremely nerry days later, we were assenbled and ready to roll again.
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| don't remenmber where we were, on the nmap. Sonmewhere well south of Falls Church, perhaps in one
of the Carolinas. It was evening, | renmenber that rnuch-after sundown, but before we got to
wherever it was we were stopping that night. Everything else about it | remenber very well

The weat her was good, road conditions nomnal, traffic noving. Zoey was snoring gently,
just loud enough to hear, in the curtained-off area at the rear of the living area that we were

pl eased to call "the bedroom" and Erin and | were sharing the drive together up front, with her
strapped in beside nme in her special seat.

We chatted in soft voices to kill the nonotony of broken white lines coming at us out of
the dark, covering a variety of subjects | can no |onger recall. Then there cane one of those
nat ural pauses where you've used up the present topic, and sonebody has to introduce a new one
and | let Erin take it because | had proposed the |ast one- but she took so long that | got

hypnoti zed by the highway and forgot | was waiting for her to speak. Wen she did, it startled ne
alittle. So did what she said.

"I's it weird, Daddy?"

"Yes, honey, it usually is," | said automatically. Then, "Unh...is what weird?"

"Having a freak for a kid."

| snapped ny head around to | ook at her. She was | ooking back at ne, her face
expressionless. Bland little Buddha. It cane to me for the first time that if she and | were about
the sane enotional age, then she could hurt about as profoundly as |I could. Maybe all babies can

regardl ess of enotional age. In any case, | knew ny answer was inportant to her. So | thought
about it, real hard and real fast.
My first inpulse was to say, "I wouldn't know'-to deny the question, in other words. But |

was not in the habit of lying to ny daughter-had not been since, when she was about a week old,
got it through ny head that it was not only a bad policy but a waste of tinme. And there was no
honest way to deny it: Erin was a freak. A freak's freak, in fact. | had considered nyself a freak
all my adult life, and was traveling in a conpany any one of whomcould claimthat title-if
not hing el se, by virtue of being bulletproof-but the Lucky Duck and Ral ph von Wau WAu t he tal king
dog were perhaps the only ones of us who could claimto be as nmuch of a freak as Erin was.
Oncomi ng headlights tried to nake shadows nove across her face in tnme with the traffic,
but her features were too young and snooth to give themanything to work with. Yet even the poor
Iight could not hide the unnistakable adult intelligence in her big baby eyes.
kay, Jake: it's a bona fide question. What's your answer?

"Yeah, it is," | said, with what | hoped was no perceptible hesitation. "Alittle."

She nodded. "I thought it rnust be."

"Be weird if it wasn't weird," | said, and put nmy own eyes back on the road to nmake sure
we were still onit.

"What's it |ike?" she asked.

| was about to say that |I'd never thought about it.. when | discovered that | had.
Sonetimes the brain does sone thinking-even a whole I ot of thinking-w thout recording it in the
Master File Directory the consciousness uses. Suddenly | realized that somewhere in the basenent

of my mind, alittle thought |oop had been running, like a set of Lionel trains with no way to
escape its track, for quite sone tinme now | scanned it.
"Pretty strange," | heard nyself say. "About ninety-nine percent of the tine |I'm scared

for you. The rest of the tine |I'm scared of you."

The second sentence shocked nme a little-but it made Erin break up. "You're scared of me?"

"Alittle," | adnmtted. "There've been a handful of science fiction stories about kids as
smart as you-and in just about every one of them the kid was ruling the world by the tinme she was
ol d enough for junior high school. Usually with an iron fist."

She giggled. "Then they weren't as smart as me," she said. "Tyrants are stupid.”

"Yes, they are, honey."

She stopped giggling.' "Wuld it be so terrible if I ruled the world, Daddy?" she asked
soberly.

My turn to giggle. "You know, it's hard to see how it could help but be an inprovenent."”

"That's what | thought," she agreed, still serious. "Sonmeday, maybe. Now tell me why
you're scared for ne."

| hesitated. Alifetime of cultural conditioning told me enphatically that a parent should
never share fears for a child with the child. |I mean, how s the kid supposed to react to |earning
that even the ommi scient omni potent grown-ups are scared? But Erin knew | was neither of those
things. And she was not a naive babe.
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Dammit, that was the problem A parent's job is supposed to be to preserve his kid, for as
| ong as possible, in blissful ignorance of the human predicanent. But for ne and Erin, that had
never been a possibility.

"Honey," | said, "it's real hard for any kid to grow up to adulthood with any kind of
enotional stability. But for nbst of them there are at |east sone guidelines, sone rul es of
t hunb, sone handed- down wi sdom But you are unique. | have no idea how to raise you, to give you
what you're going to need. . . and there isn't any authority on earth | can consult. You're going
to have enotional problens nobody el se has ever had."

"Li ke what ?"

"How the hell do | know?" | thought about it-or rather, reviewed old thoughts |I had not
shared with nyself until now. "Here's one of ny guesses, though. The average kid, he's at | east
five or six years old before he notices that all the grown-ups are treating himlike an idiot.
You're going to have your intelligence insulted for years |longer than nost kids have to deal with.

It'Il be alnpst two decades before society grants you any civil rights or professiona
opportunities. That's bound to have an effect.”
"Yeah. But |'mexpecting it. | think | can handle it."

"Anot her one: nost kids never do quite get it through their heads just how little and weak
and clunsy and fragile they are-until they aren't anynore. You've always known. And you're stil
going to have to wait nonths and nonths to get strong enough and coordi nated enough to do things
you' ve been wanting to do for nore than a year. That's got to be frustrating...and scary."

"You got that right."

Suddenly | was amazed at nyself. "Jesus-we should have had this conversation nonths ago.
Why didn't we?"

My daughter cleared her throat. A nmile or so went by, and still she nade no answer.

"Ch," | said, and then, "Ch!" | felt nmy shoulders slunp. "I've been full of shit for a
long tinme, haven't 1|7?"

"Yes, Daddy."

"I"'msorry, Punpkin."
| felt her little hand on nmy right arm "Don't worry about it, Daddy. You were entitled

You had a lot to work out. And | was part of that." | started to argue. "I was," she insisted.
"Wll, I"'msorry anyway," | said, taking nmy left hand off the wheel and putting it on
hers. "I could have been a better dad."

"And you will be," she said. "But | could have been a better kid, too-and | never wll
be. "

"What do you nean?" | asked, scandalized. "How?"

She pull ed her hand | oose frommine. "Ch Daddy, conme on! Qther parents get to teach their
baby everything. They get to snile when the kid does sonething endearingly dopey, or says
sonet hing charmingly wong. They get to feel like every little thing in their child' s head is
sonet hing they put there. They get to bill and coo over this cute little helpless doll, and tel
it soothing lies that make them feel better, and play infantile ganmes with it, for years and
years. You and Monmmy got screwed. You don't get to have any of that. Instead of a baby, you got an
uncoordi nated midget that shits her pants sonmetinmes. |'ve been beating both of you at chess and
Scrabbl e since | was a couple of weeks old. It's gotta suck."

| thought about it. "Maybe it should. You're right: it seens like it ought to. But I've
honestly never given it a thought."

"I's it because |I'm not your biological daughter, do you think?"

"Definitely not," | said.

Her sil ence expressed her skepticism

"No, really. Maybe it's because |I've al ways known you."

"What do you nean?"

| wasn't sure nyself, and struggled to put it into words. "I did play infantile ganmes with
you-when you were in your nother's belly-even before she started to show, | nean. Wen she and
got together, you were nore of a zygote than a fetus. About the tinme you were growi ng your first
biain cells and starting to knit themtogether, | was out there, a few inches away, bl ow ng Bronx
cheers on Zoey's stomach at you and telling you dopey jokes. Probably the first things that ever
tickled you were sonme of ny spernt

She giggled, and put her hand back on ny arm

"And then just before you were born, while Momwas in the mddle of birthing you, we got
telepathically connected. Al of us, of course, but especially you and ne. Renenber?"

"Sort of," she said.

“You weren't even 'Erin' yet. You were 'Nanel ess.' That's what we'd been calling you for
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nmont hs. "

Her grip on nmy forearmtightened. "I do remenber," she said.

"There was a |ot of other stuff going on. W were all trying to save the world. Momwas in
| abor. You were busy getting born. But while all that was happeni ng, on another |evel you and
were in rapport for...oh, along tine. Five minutes...a nillion years. . . one of those."

"Yes," she said dreanily.

"It was nice."

"You had space nonsters coming in the roof, and you were so happy to be with me you didn't

care."

"That's right."

"It was nice," she said again.

"And then, five minutes or a nmllion years later, Tommy Janssen had a brainstorm and stuck
a SCSI cable in his nouth, and Solace joined us all in the telepathic hookup. And a little while
after that...well, everything changed, and you weren't a normal baby anynore."

Sol ace, the self-generated consciousness of the Internet, had sacrificed herself that
night, died fighting to save the human race-nost of whom did not suspect her existence, and woul d
have hated and feared her if they had. And just about her |ast dying action had been to upload as
nmuch as she could of her own i nmense store of know edge and intelligence into the tiny unfornmnmed
skul | of ny daughter, and | eave her a tutor-avatar: "G anpa Miurray," an Al kernel smart enough to
accel erate and oversee Erin's intellectual devel opment, and small enough to run on a single
enhanced Mac 11.

"But you see,"” | continued, "all that nornal-chil dhood stuff you were tal king about that |
won't get to have with you-lI had all that with you. For five mnutes, or a mllion years. At a
| evel deeper than any other parent will probably ever dreamof. Like | said, |I've always known
you. | even know what it was like to have all that data cone flooding into your head at once,

because | was there in your skull with you at the tine, and | could see that it wasn't scaring you
or hurting you."

"Yeah, you were," she said.

"I got to watch you grow up, like any dad. It just happened quicker, that's all. And al so,
to a lesser extent, | got to watch you grow up over the next few nonths-even if we weren't
tel epathic anynore by then. It took you at | east a couple of weeks for your brain to process and
structure all the information it got in that first big flash- and two or three nonths for you to
start getting your nmotor control down. You were as endearingly clunmsy and dopey as any daddy coul d
have wi shed for: you just didn't keep it up long enough for it to get to be a painin the ass."” |
broke of f for a nonent, as sone road situation or other briefly clained ny attention. "And |'m
going to get to keep on watching you grow up-and it's gonna be really cool."

"You think?"

| nodded firmy. "Definitely. Erin, the one lie every parent needs to believe,
desperately, is that his or her particular child is sonehow, in some way, unique and special. Mbst
of themare whistling in the dark."

"Yeah, so?"

| turned and grinned at her. "So |I'mthe first father in the history of the world who
knows for a fact that it's true. You re going to surprise nme every single day of your life, and |

plan to enjoy every minute of it. Face it, kid: unlike npost babies, you ain't boring. I'mthe
| ucki est dad that ever lived."

"Ch." She dinpled, and we sniled at each other until | had to put nmy eyes back on the
hi ghway.

| checked ny gauges, checked nmy nmirrors. A thought struck ne, and | chuckled. "For
instance," | said, "back when you were in Momis wonb, and | used to try and i nagi ne what it was
going to be like, being a dad..."

"Yeah?"

"Well, | didn't picture us having conversations like this until you were at |east ten or
el even. You know, tal king about real stuff. Father-daughter stuff." | chuckled again. "I figured

then I'd be telling you stories about what you were |ike when you were a year old. Only you're
probably going to renmenber."
There was a short silence. Then she said, "Daddy? Do you suppose when you're with that ne-

the el even-year-old ne-you'll really renenber this nme?"
"Ch, for sure. And I'll miss you."
"You think so?"
"Definitely. But it's okay. . . I'll have you right here: in ny head, always. And the two-

year-old you, and the three-all of them"
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"Sure, but still, wouldn't it be neat if we could travel in tinme |like Uncle M ke? Then
could visit you when |I'meleven and you're in your fifties-and you could pick ne up and cuddl e ne
again. And wouldn't you like to have a father-daughter conversation with the el even-year-old ne,
now?"

"I don't know," | said dubiously. "That does sound |ike fun-but, honey, time travel isn't
for human beings, like you and ne. | wouldn't mess with it, even if | could. Just for a start,
it's dangerous as hell. If you tine-hopped to when you're eleven, there'd be two of you, two

Erins, in the sane ficton. Tenporal paradox. That's supposed to be real bad nedicine.”

"What woul d happen?" she asked.

Wiy is the sky blue, Daddy? No natter how educated you are, your kid can find a question
to make you feel like an ignoranus. "I don't really know?" | adnitted. "M ke was always a little
vague about that. But what | think nmight happen is exactly what Uncle Nikky is afraid of: the end
of the universe."

"oh "

"Or maybe worse. It's okay for Mke and Lady Sally and Mary to ness with that stuff:
they're a thousand years nore advanced than we are. And Finn seens to handle it okay-but he's an
alien being, froma race that always sounded a | ot saner and snarter than mine, and besides he's
Mary's husband. But contenporary human beings? No, hon. You notice even Unde Ni kky doesn't foo
with it-and he's been the snartest and bol dest man alive for over a century now. "

"l guess," she said, and suddenly yawned hugely. "Listening to Momry sleep got ne tired,
Daddy. I'mgoing to go clinb in with her."

"Ckay, honey-need hel p?"

"I got it," she assured ne, and unstrapped herself and went aft. Bedclothes rustled, and
Zoey murnmured nonmentarily in her sleep. Shortly Erin's own breathing sounds becane as rhythnic as
her nother's, and then fell into sync with them

| drove on. For a while, | listened in to the ongoing chatter on the CB-a word gane was in
progress-but | couldn't seemto focus on it and switched off w thout contributing anything. I
t hought about putting on nmy Wal kman and listening to nmusic, but couldn't think of a cassette
felt like hearing. | was wi de awake, not hungry or thirsty, not especially stiff or sore, the
caravan was noving fine and all was well.

After a while | noticed | was gripping the wheel so hard ny fingers hurt, and admitted to
mysel f that | was terrified out of ny nmind for my daughter. Easily twenty tines as scared as |'d
been willing to cop to while talking with her just now. And absolutely hel pless to do anything

about it except hang on and keep playing it by ear, hoping for the best. | started to trenble and
sweat, saw the road ahead of ne start to blur.
And the nmonent | did | heard M ke Callahan's voice. In nmy head, not in ny ears; | knew the

di fference by now It conveyed his personality, his presence, better than sound al one coul d have
done, or even snell.

"She'll be fine, Jake," he told ne.

And then he was gone again

After a while | said, "Thank you, Mke," aloud to an enpty cabin. And drove on, |eading ny
famly and flock through the darkness to an unkntwn destination

Afewniles later | put the CB volune back up again. Long-Drink was just saying,".. . and
an unpopul ar politician becones devoted and debriefed,” and Maureen Hooker answered, "Whereupon
his secretary gets del ayed."

"Not to mention disnayed, detail ed, debunked, and bauched,” | said, and the channe
briefly overloaded as twenty people all groaned at once. "And a tone-deaf nusician will soon be
deconposed and di sconcerted..."

And the mles went nmerrily by.

CHAPTER SEVEN
The Cat Who Wl ks Through W ndshi el ds

"I was recently on a tour of Latin America, and the only regret | have was that | didn't study
Latin harder in school so I could converse with those people.”
-J. Danforth Quayl e

WHAT W TH EVERYBODY and his brother peeling off fromthe caravan fromtine to tine, to
visit a relative or see sone sacred site or other-and al nbst invariably screwing up their
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rendezvous back with us-we did not make terrific tine.

As we went through Savannah, | was powerfully tenpted nyself: Al bany, Georgia, the
bi rt hpl ace of Raynond Charl es Robi nson, aka Ray Charles, would only have been a three- hundred-
mle detour to the west. Zoey was as tenpted as | was. But Erin pointed out that Brother Ray
wasn't there anynore, and we drove on. Just as Erin's taste buds had not yet matured enough for
her to find spicy food enjoyable, her nusical taste had not yet evolved to R&B.)

W really ought to have stopped sonmewhere in southern Georgia for the night. But once we
left that state and crossed into Florida, the only border we would have left to cross was the one
between the U. S. and the Conch Republic. Sonehow that gave us all an extra charge of adrenalin
even though we knew it would still be a couple of days before we got to Key West. That was anot her
consideration: two of the nobst anticipated highlights of the whole journey were comng up, the

only two side trips everybody wanted to nake, and it turned out we were all eager to get to 'em
After a brief CB conference, we agreed to press on. In the words of songwiter Tom Rush, "we
crossed the Florida line novin' Special Airmail," just as the sun was going down. . . and then

there was a small kerfluffle.

The idea was for us all to pull off 1-95 well north of Jacksonville, take a snall road
east to the sea, and circle the wagons for the night at either one of two state park canpgrounds,
Anelia Island or Little Tal bot Island, depending on which seened best capabl e of accomvpdati ng an
i nvasi on by two dozen busl coads of weirdos. The turnoff we wanted shows up dearly on the map, and
I"'msure it's really there and adequately marked-but | never saw it, and neither did any other
driver or navigator in the caravan. It wasn't the lousy light, either. W were all distracted.

Just at that interchange, where we shoul d have headed east toward Yulee, a lost tributary
of ALA (mles fromthe rest of it) heads west. . . toward a town called "Call ahan"..

By the tine we all finished discussing that over the CB, we came to the bel ated
realization that we had bl own right past our exit. The two choices were, try to U-turn and go back
north again, or continue on and trust to luck. Being a pessimst, | favored the first alternative,
and said so. But there was broad and strong resistance to the idea of turning around and retracing
even a few nmles. That sane sense of urgency that had pushed us into crossing over into Florida in
the first place was still operating, | guess.

Wi ch doesn't nake nmuch sense. O the two treats that |ay ahead of us, one had no deadline
factor, and we were now confortably early for the second one. Nonetheless | felt it nyself: the
i mpul se to keep noving south.

Still, I hesitated. Darkness was falling fast, and Jacksonville seened |ike a |ousy place
to look for a notel owner with a free spirit and a young heart. Too crowded, too built up and
civilized. It would be a shane to conme so close and get us all busted for vehicul ar vagrancy by
the | ocal heat. (Wo were not plugged into the hi ghway-cop teletype.) It could cost us the second
of our anticipated treats-the one | personally | ooked forward to nost eagerly, and the only point
on our itinerary that cane with a deadline.

"Jake?" It was Jim Qmar, four buses back

"Yeah, Jin®"

"You know how sonetinmes a ganbl er knows, just knows, that he's hot?"

"Yeah, | guess."

"Press on."

This didn't sound like ultrarational Orar to ne. "Are you sure?"

"I've got a good feeling," he said.

"Me 'o0o, Da'y," Erin's nuffled voice said from behind ne.

| gl anced over ny shoulder. "Well, of course you do, sweetheart: you've got Monmmy's tit in
your mouth."

She and Zoey exchanged an eni gmatic gl ance. "They're such babies," she said to her nother
who nodded and told her, "Believe it or not, dear, there'll cone a day when you'll thank God for
that." | was facing forward again by then, but | could hear Erin |ooking dubious. "Keep going,
Daddy, " she said to ne, and went back to her dinner

"Yo, Stringbean," said another voice on the GB

"Yeah, Em e?" The Lucky Duck had no bus, had brought nothing whatsoever with himfrom Long
I sland, was driving an orange VWBeetle with nmore niles on it than the Verve Records catal og. The
Duck has never owned anything nuch, or seen any reason to: all his life, anytinme he needed
sonmething, it seemed to cone al ong.

"How often do | give you advice?" he asked ne.

| thought about it. "Can't say you ever have."

"Drive on," he said. "I snell good |uck."

"That's good enough for ne," | said. "Jacksonville, here we cone."
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W saw no place suitable before Jax, and things didn't | ook encouraging south of it on the
map, so we left 1-95 there and headed east for the ocean, hoping for a mracle.

And got one. Wandering around in the dark through one of those sleepy little seaside
retirement communities, convinced we were dooned, we happened upon one of the cheesiest notels
I've ever seen in nmy life. Years ago it might have been sonething nice, but huge gated townhouse
communities for seniors had been devel oped on either side of it in recent years, cutting off its
beach access, and now it was dearly teetering on the ragged edge of bankruptcy. There was plenty
of roomin the parking lot for two or three dozen vehides, as long as we were prepared to pay the
standard rate for a dozen notel roons we had no intention of sleeping in.

Wel |, sone people used them and it's possible some of us even slept in one. Zoey and
went into one to use the shower, which was nmarginally better than the ones you find in
canmpgrounds, and we might well have drifted off in front of the tube afterward. But while | was
di scovering there was nothing on | really wanted to watch despite ninety-nine-channel cable, | saw
my first Florida cockroach come out of a baseboard, and so did Zoey, and that was it: we reboarded
our bus and sealed it tight.

Which was a bit of a problemat first. Even with the breeze comng in off the ocean, it
was a rather warm ni ght by our Yankee standards. W tal ked about cracki ng wi ndows-cockroaches,
even ones that big, couldn't actually clinb up the side of a bus, could they?-but when we finally
got around to trying it, Zoey saw her first Florida nosquitoes, and that was the end of that idea.
(A couple of themgot into the bus, but fortunately |I had a two-by-four and excellent reflexes.)

Shortly after that, fortunately, we had the epi phany that generally cones to northerners
their first night in Florida: the stunning realization that, just as excessive cold can be
mtigated by putting on nore clothes, excessive warnth can be aneliorated by their renoval.
Luckily, we were still so far north in Florida that the process reached equilibriumshort of the
poi nt at which we'd have had to renove our skin. Soon we were all properly dressed for the climate-
whi ch neant pulling all the curtains, to avoid scandalizing the senior citizens who kept driving,
strolling, hobbling, or wheeling by outside.

"This is really nice, Daddy," Emsaid. "I like it when it's warm enough to be naked. Is it
al ways warmin Florida?"

"Usually a I ot warner than this, fromwhat | hear," | said. W were sitting side by side
at the conputer, a nodified Mac Il 1'd wired up to its own 12-volt, playing games together. "Down
where we're headed, | think they pray for nights this cool. Do you think you'll like really hot
weat her ?"

"I don't know," she said. "I've never tried. Do you think you wl|?"

"Definitely," | assured her.

"How do you know?"

"For the same reason you're w nning this gane."

"I''mw nni ng because you're not paying attention," she said.

"Exactly." | stopped sneaki ng peeks and stared frankly at nmy wife, who was curled up
nearby with a Randy Wayne Wiite novel. "Any weather that nakes your nmomdress like that is good
weat her." Zoey ignored ne and kept reading, but she pinkened slightly, and I thought | heard a
faint purring sound. "In general, the less clothes people have to wear, the better | like it. I'm
a nudi st at heart. Used to be a practicing nudist, once, but Long Island's just too cold for it."

"Real |y, Jake?" Zoey asked. Erin, sensing that | had lost interest in the gane we'd been
pl aying, quit out of it and opened up the paint programinstead.

"Aw, just for a year or so, back in the Sixties. Bunch of us in this huge old house with a
really good furnace, kind of a commune. W had a sign by the door on the way out, said, 'Did you
renenber to dress?' And anot her outside by the doorbell that said, 'Viewer discretionis
advi sed. "'

"How did it work out?"

| thought | heard that purring sound again, and gave her ny best |leer. Odd, but pleasant,
to know that my wife found it so enjoyable to imagi ne ne wal ki ng around naked. "Very
interestingly. Nudity did have a few drawbacks, though?

"Li ke what ?"

"Well, when you play guitar naked, you end up with these really dopey-I|ooking creases
curving along your chest." She and Erin giggled. "And a cat junping up on your |ap unexpectedly
can be a real, uh, catastrophe.”

| expected Erin to conplain about the pun. Instead she giggled again, and said, "I know
what you nean. This one tickles."

| gl anced over and dropped ny jaw.

There was a cat on her |ap.
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He-1 was quite certain it was a "he" wasn't a hell of a lot snmaller than she was, the size of a
bobcat but not as pleasant-looking. He was orange as an autumm punpkin, with a white cross on his
back either his famly coat of arms or protection against vanpires. But | suspected the vanpires
were the ones in need of protection: he was nuscled like a bairog. As | studied him he yawned,
di spl ayi ng sabertooth fangs, and briefly unsheathed his front claws, which | ooked |Iike he could
dice a cucunber by sinmply flexing his toes. He had bal eful yellow eyes with scall oped edges around
the pupils. He was permitting Erin to adore his ears.

"How the hell did that get in?" |I said. So that was where that purring had been coning
from

"What ?" Zoey said, naking a blunt instrument of her book and | ooking wildly about for
nosqui t oes. "\Were?"

"That," | said, and pointed at the cat. "There."

She | ooked where | was pointing. "Jesus? She put her book down and sat up. "I didn't see
it cone in past us when we got off and went into that nmotel room..and |'msure it didn't come
back aboard with us: | was |ooking close to make sure no cockroaches followed us in. He nmust have
come in a window before we closed them"

| didn't buy it. "He couldn't have clinbed up the side of a bus." | took another |ook at
those claws. "Wl | maybe he could, but we'd have heard him™"

"Maybe he hopped up onto the engine conpartnent, then on up to the roof, and. . . no,
that's silly."

"I can't see it," | agreed. "lI've seen cats junp up into an open w ndow, but | never saw

one junmp down into one. He'd have broken his neck trying. Erin, do you know how he got aboard?”
"No, Daddy," she assured ne. "He just clinbed up on ny lap. | thought you guys found him
sonewhere. Can we keep hin®?"
"No, honey," Zoey and | said together. "He nust belong to sonebody, sweetheart,"

Zoey
added.
"He's got no collar,"” Erin pointed out.
By golly, she was right. And the cat did have the faintly ratty | ook of the stray, did
obvi ously need sonme | ove. Zoey and | exchanged a | ong and neani ngful glance. W al ready knew we
wer e doonmed. For sonme reason we opted not to admit it, and wasted a good deal of tine arguing with
Erin. O course she batted aside argunments faster than we could nake themup. Diligent search with
a flashlight, which the cat endured with nmassive patience, failed to turn up a single flea to
bol ster our case. Twenty minutes later the thing was tucking into a bow of mnced-up chicken
| eftovers and an adj acent bow of water, purring |like a chainsaw. (Erin, whose know edge of cats
was | argely theoretical and col ored by comobn nythol ogy, wanted to give it a saucer of mlk, but I

explained the effect it has on the adult feline digestive systemin real life, and the limted
appeal , in an encl osed space, of a cat with diarrhea.)
Ri ght up until then, Zoey had still been resisting, but as she watched the savage thing

wol f down its food, she softened. "All right," she conceded. "Wat are we going to nanme the dam
cat ?"

"I don't know," | said. "What's its nane, Erin?"

“I'"I'l ask," she said. She reached out her little hand and stroked the cat's neck with
unusual dexterity. "Excuse ne," she said, "but what's your name?"

The cat broke off eating, |ooked over its shoul der at her-then got up and trotted across
the bus. It stopped before the table the computer was strapped to, and leapt up onto it,
unerringly picking the only possible clear |anding spot, just to the right of the nousepad. For a
wild moment | thought it was going to step over the nouse and start typing...but what it did
i nstead nmade ne giggle involuntarily.

It started playing with the nouse.

Just like a cat playing with a nouse-or so | thought at first. Its notions seened random
alternating between batting it around and pressing on it. But onscreen, the cursor noved to the
tool bar, selected a tool, noved it back to what |ooked |ike the precise center of the docunent
wi ndow. The cat pressed one nore time, and then stopped, nudged the nobuse away, and | ooked over at
Erin. | squinted at the screen. The tool the cat had sel ected had been the pencil. And in the
center of the screen now lay a single dot.

"I get it!" Erin cried. "Do you get it, Daddy? Momy? H's nane is Pixel. H, Pixel!"

The cat nmeowed, |eapt down fromthe table, cane right to her, and butted her with his
head.

And | started to get a very-strange feeling. My ears began to tingle, and | felt hair lift
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on the back of ny neck. A sudden incoherent suspicion had conme to nme, one that filled me with
sonething |ike superstitious awe, a kind of reverent terror

But no-it couldn't be. It couldn't possibly. No way in hell. Not in a mllion years.

Could it?
I couldn't even bring nyself to share it with Zoey. | discussed it with Orar the next day, over a
private CB channel, while she and Erin were in the back. | thought himthe one best qualified of
all of us to pour cold water on ny astonishing conjecture. Instead, he agreed with ne.

"It fits everything | know, Jake," he told ne. "I corresponded with her. Wen the old man

di ed and she decided to nove east, she couldn't take a cat. So David CGerrold offered to take it
for her, and she accepted. But after a couple of weeks, it took off from Gerrold s place,
apparently to the imense relief of his dogs, and hasn't been reported since.”

"Well, where did she nove to?"

"About five hundred yards from where you were sleeping |ast night."

"What ! ?"

"I didn't want to say anything. I'msorry Jake: | was dying to tell you, naturally, and

everybody el se too-but just think about it. Everybody woul d have wanted to go and visit her, you
know t hat. You think she needs a hundred barflies and a tal king dog showi ng up for tea?"

| had to agree, though | hated to. "Forget that for now," | said. "Are you telling ne you
think it could have followed her all the way across the country? Wth the trail at |east two weeks
cold to start?"

"Do you doubt it?"

O course | didn't doubt it. Cats have been fanmously known to follow nuch colder trails
much | onger distances. | just wanted to doubt it. . . because the alternative was too awesone to
enconpass easily.

"God damm it, Jim are you seriously telling me you think-"

"l can't prove it," he said. "But it fits the known facts. He answers to his nane."

"I have Robert Heinlein's cat on nmy bus."

"The Cat Who Wal ks Through W ndshi el ds,” he agreed solemnly. "Man, that's heavy."

"Jesus Christ."

"You mind if | pass the word?"

"Uh. . ." | pulled out and passed a senior citizen, an action that was becomi ng autonmatic.
"Shit no, | guess not. CGo ahead. |'mgonna need a while to deal with this."

"Ten four," he said, and was gone.

Pi xel hopped up on the dashboard and | ooked at nme. | |ooked back at himfor a |l ong while,
and eventually noticed that | was smling so broadly at him ny ears hurt.

"Wl cone aboard, sir," | said. "W are honored to have you with us."

"Myert," he said graciously, and faced forward to watch the road.

"Hey, Zoey!" | called. "Conme in here and sit down. Bring the kid."

"Are you out of your cotton-picking mnd?" Zoey greanmed when | told her. (Cross between a groan
and a scream remenberi. Simlar to a scroan.) "Stipulate that a cat could make it from California
to the Florida coast without being turned into road pizza or other ethnic food. Say he finds his
way all the way to the new honme of Virginia Heinlein. Wiy the hell would he | eave, her agai n? And
hitch a ride with a caravan of escaped nental patients headed for the |ooniest corner of the
| and?"

"Beats ne," | adnmitted. "Maybe that retirenent community she's in now doesn't allow pets,
and he doesn't want to get her turfed out-lI don't know, Zo."

"Wthout sneaking in at |east once to say hello and good-bye first? You said Qmar told you
the I ast he heard, Ms. Heinlein hadn't seen any sign of Pixel. Her Pixel, |I nmean."

"He did sneak in, Momy," Erin said.

We both turned and | ooked at her. "Say again?" | said.

"He did sneak in and see her. He just didn't let her see him"

Zoey and | exchanged a gl ance.

"Why not, honey?" she asked.

Erin was already losing interest in the subject; she was hunched forward over her safety
belt, inspecting her toes.

"He knew it'd only make her sad if he noved back in with her. You know, rem nd her of him
O M. Heinlein. Pixel came to check on her, because M Heinlein asked himto, and then he saw she
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was just fine and he decided to cone with us next."

"oh "

Pause.

"How do you know that, Punpkin?" | asked, already suspecting the answer.

"Pixel told nme," she said. "Wen are we gonna get there, Daddy?"

It was the conbination that floored ne. The first statement was extraordi nary, even for a
child as unique as Erin, the question night have come fromany child that ever lived. (And
probably had.) It was clear from her manner and voice that she had vastly nore interest in the

second topic than the first. | couldn't help it |I broke into giggles, and she glanced up in mld
surprise. "Wiat's so funny?"
"Not hi ng, nothing. Un.. . ny guess is we'll be there in another four hours."

"Good. Pixel wants to see it."

Benused as | was, that caught ny attention. "Really?"

"I told himall about it. He says it reminds himof stories M. Heinlein used to let him
read over his shoul der, by sone guy nanmed Varl ey. How come you never read himto ne, Daddy?"

Zoey and | had a policy; every night, one or the other of us would read. Erin to sleep
Naturally we had started with the best. (During waki ng hours, she often read other things of her

own choi ce, generally nonfiction-though usually on the conputer screen: she still found books a
little awkward to handle at that age.) "W'll get to himafter we work our way through all the
Hei nl ei ns and Sturgeons. W've still got a few of those left to go."

Zoey cl eared her throat. "Unh. . . honey? They have pretty strict rules there. I'msorry,
but I don't think they'll let Pixel in. He'll have to wait outside with Uncle Ral ph."

Erin finished admring her toes and strai ghtened up. "They can't keep himout," she said
positively.

Huh. If she and Jim Onar were, correct, and this was in truth and in fact the Pixel, she
certainly had that right. |I glanced around. "Were the hell is he, anyway?"

"Four buses back," Erin said.

"Ch. Well, as long as he-huh?"

"He went back to neet Uncle Ral ph," she said.

"But-" Since last | had seen that cat, with my own personal eyeballs, on this bus, we had
been continuously in notion-at fifty-five nmiles an hour. Ral ph was indeed four buses back up the

line today, riding with Fast Eddie.

"He says he wants to neet everybody. He's just starting with Uncle Ral ph 'cause they'll be
abl e to understand each other better.”
| started to comment. . . then changed ny nind. | had been deliberately staying off CB

because | didn't want to listen to fifty people asking me if | really thought that was Robert
Heinlein's personal cat | had there with ne, especially when | didn't know what to answer; |et
Omar sort it all out had been my plan. But now | nudged the gain up and picked up the m ke. "Yo,
Tricky Fingers, you got the Stringbean on the front door, conme back?"

"Yeah?"

Eddie hates CB lingo; | only use it to tease him "Say, good buddy, how s the pussy
situation at your twenty?"

"It's him Boss. No shit."

"Say agai n, good buddy."

"Quit it, willya? He's Pixel."

"He's really there, then?”

"Hi m and Ral ph are rappin'. Dammedest ring youse ever hoid. Ralph grows. Pixel neows. Den
Ral ph translates.” He |owered his voice. "I tink Ralph is scared shit of him | don't blanme him
eeda. "

| could hear a little of it going on in the background. "Jesus," | said. "How the hell did
he get fromhere to there?"

"He's Pixel," Eddie repeated. "G bye" And he signed off.

| couldn't blanme him The conversation there was probably nore interesting. | shut down
the GB again and net Zoey's eyes. "My God," | said. "It's true?
She sighed, and relaxed slightly. "I guess it is."

"Orar called it. The Cat Who Wal ks Through W ndshi el ds."

Her face broke into a broad snmile, as warm and nourishing as the Florida sun itself. "Holy
shit. What an onen."

"l don't believe in onmens," | said.

"Neither do |I," she agreed happily.

I found nyself smiling back. "But what a fucking onen!"
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Four hours later our ragtag caravan pulled into D sney Wrld.

Erin had been night: Pixel had no trouble at all getting in. Nor did we. W' d phoned ahead, and
| earned that the Disney booking office was absolutely unfazed by the prospect of acconmpdating a
party of slightly over a hundred people arriving in some thirty vehicles, nost of themextrenely
eccentrically nodified school buses. | got the inpression we were the fifth or sixth such group

t hat day.

And that is about all | propose to say here about ny tine at Disney Wrld. | won't even
say we all had a wonderful tine, because if you' ve ever been there, you already know that, and if
you haven't, you won't have a clue what | nean. | know there are a ot of fol ks of ny age and
general hairiness these days who feel a knee-jerk need to put Disney down. Fuck those people.
know t heme are good and several reasons to question sone of the goals, strategies, and tactics of
the Disney corporate enpire as a whole. | don't care. In nmy life | have nanaged to see both
Di sneyl and and Disney Wrld. . . and | will renmenber both a lot Ionger and a |lot better than |']
renenber, say, Washington, D.C

The only inmprovement | woul d suggest would be a nore flexible policy regardi ng nunber of
l egs. | understand why they need to keep out dogs, but | wi sh they'd nmake an occasi onal exception
for sentient ones who have taught thenselves to use human plunbing. (Really-1've seen it.) Ralph
insisted he didn't mind waiting out in the parking lot, and later loudly clained to have had a
splendid tine with a cute little Airedale in the same fix, but we all knew better. It's just not
fair, that's all.

On the other hand, since there were no other dogs inside, there was nothing for Pixel to

cause a commotion by killing.
The rest of us, though, all went to bed that night happily exhausted. It's so rare in this
life that you feel |ike you got what you paid for. W'd only scratched the surface, of course-you

could spend a nonth at Disney Wrld and not see it all-but sonmehow that awareness only nade what
we had experienced the sweeter. W could conme back. Wien ny head hit the pillow, one of ny |ast
thoughts was it doesn't get nuch better than this.

And then the next norning, of course, we all got up early and went to see a genuine
mracle.

CHAPTER El GHT
Static Test Site Road

"For NASA, space is still a high priority."
-J. Danforth Quayle, Septenber 5, 1990

VWE LEFT DI SNEY WORLD just before dawn, in the nost orderly and timely departure of our
trip to date. A good thing, as | got us lost twice on the way. Jim Omar and the Lucky Duck had
|l eft even earlier, at high speed in the horrid little VWand of course since the Duck was invol ved
the timng worked out perfectly. Just as | was standing at the edge of the traffic jamfrom hell
trying to breathe pure carbon nonoxi de and having one of the npbst surreal conversations of ny life
with a Florida state trooper who wanted me to nove all those ugly friggin' buses right God dam it
now, QOmar and Ernie came roaring up along the shoul der, back from Merritt Island, waving fromthe
passenger wi ndow the stack of nmmagic orange stiff-paper rectangles they' d managed to wheedl e out of
a guy Orar knew fromhis college days. It's always pleasant to watch a hard-on in a uniform
detunesce. O out can be a beautiful thing-when you' ve got it.

The orange cards were distributed one to a bus, placed prominently in their front w ndows,
and one by one we pulled onto the shoul der and drove slowy and snugly past hundreds of other
stopped vehicles full of envious strangers. Wien we cane to the huge barrier that was stopping
themall, beefy cops horsed it out of our way and gestured us through. W were waved through a
coupl e of checkpoints, stopped and very briefly questioned at a third, then passed over a snal
bridge and found ourselves on a two-lane road through flat tidal plain country. Deep drainage
ditches on either side of the road, nothing nuch visible in any direction except wet-looking ta
grass. The sun was up by now, and there was fog on the ground here and thene.

Shortly we found ourselves on the tail end of a slow noving |ine of cars, nobst of them
consi derably nore expensive-1ooking than anything we had. W tooled along for a while at about
twenty mles an hour, and once or twice the |line stopped altogether for a m nute or two, when nore
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i mportant vehicles up ahead had a use for that particul ar road.

| didn't mind a bit. My hands were trenbling so badly fromexcitenment that |1'd have had
trouble controlling ny bus at anything over twenty. | heard ny own pul se playing a Krupa solo in
my ears, | could feel nyself grinning like an idiot, nmy voice when | spoke sounded to ne like a
chi pmunk on nethedrine. Zoey and Erin were equally buzzed, and probably so was everyone in the
caravan. Even Pixel felt it; he sat rigid on Erin's lap with his head thrust forward, staring out
ahead and purring as loud as the bus in | ow gear.

And then suddenly we were there.

Find a spot, pull approximately into it, brake to shuddering halt, slamher in neutral
set brake, kill engine, |eave keys, crank open door, spring for the stairs, bounce off wife,
spring for stairs again, trip over cat, fall backward, |and heavily, whack skull, feel daughter
| eap down onto chest fromcar seat and run down torso to stairs, curse feebly, spring for stairs
again, fall down stairs onto hard bl acktop, whack forehead, get up, postpone checking for broken

bones or concussion and join thundering herd sprinting uphill past the souvenir stands and
portable toilets to the view ng area-
-where, like everyone else, | stopped in ny tracks and stared, gaped, gawked, sl ack-jawed

as a country yokel seeing his first transsexual hooker, awestruck as an atheist in Paradise,
silent on a peak in Florida-

-stared, with my own personal eyeballs, across no nore than a couple of mniles of
stunni ngly beautiful country, at an honest to God spaceship, right there at the edge of the
shi ni ng sea

Apparently Omar's friend had prudently concluded that our caravan was just a little too flagrantly
weird fomthe Kennedy Space Center's main VIP site; the passes he'd supplied us were for the
secondary VIP viewing area on Static Test Site Road. | didn't give a damm. | was forty-sonething
years old and | was standing in a fucking spaceport.

The weat her was | ess than ideal; there was a good deal of ground fog, and the air was on

the chilly side. |I didn't give a damm about that either. Let '"emhold! | was prepared to wait-to
stand right there in that spot without shifting nmy weight or shitting nmy pants-for a week if
necessary.

Suddenly | let out a squeak, spun in ny tracks, and sprinted back downhill to the parking
area, for the binoculars we had all forgotten when we'd spilled off the bus. | collected all three

pairs, plus a reference book, the camera, and a collapsible tall chair for Erin to sit in, so
woul dn't have to carry her on ny shoulders to let her see over the heads of the crowd. Then | sat
on the bottom step and waited for nmy breathing and pulse to return to nornal-it seened a poor idea
to die just nowthen | got up and trudged slowy back up the hill. Stopping along the way at a
tourist-vacuumto | oad nyself down further with two coffees, an apple juice, film postcards, a
NASA sunhat for Erin, NASA ballcaps for nyself and Zoey, and three pairs of sungl asses.
Fortunately | was able to offload an awful 1ot of nobney. Wth nmy total mass thus | owered, | was
abl e to achi eve escape velocity, and reached the top of the hill before nmy main engine ran
conpl etely out of fuel

While | was setting up Erin's high chair and Iifting her into it with the last of ny
strength, Pixel drank about a third of my coffee. | clainmed it fromhimand finished it, then
ai med ny binocul ars across the Banana River at Pad 39-B, and began serious gawki ng.

She was fucking gorgeous.

Di scovery, she was. Flight STS-29, the twenty-eighth Shuttle mssion. (STS-28, Col unbia,
had devel oped serious problenms, we were told, and would not lift until the follow ng August.) A
heart breaki ngly beautiful sight, standing there against the sky. This would only be the second
| aunch since the Great Hi atus that had foll owed the Chall enger Tragedy-the horrid pause that m ght
well have turned into the end of the space program if blessed Richard Feynnan had not thought of
a novel use for a glass of ice water. For a while | had feared | might never have a chance to see
such a sight as this again.

Al my reading had not prepared me for how big she was. Ch, | know the Space Shuttle is a
m dget conpared to the old Apollo Program boosters-fromwhere | stood, | could see that the
i mense doors of the Vehicle Assenbly Building off to the left were alnost twice as tall as they
needed to be to pass a Shuttle. But know ng that brontosaurs once wal ked the earth does not
di m ni sh the inmpact of your first close-up encounter with an elephant. | could not believe they
proposed to hurl that enornmous massive object into the air, so high that it wouldn't cone down
until it was dam good and ready. | felt an enormous thrill of pride to belong to a species that
coul d even conceive of a thing so splendidly arrogant-let alone pull it off.
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There were nmaybe two hundred or so of us scattered across that bluff. Sone were sober
serious professionals, busy setting up conplex and obvi ously expensive equi pnent of various'
ki nds. Dozens of others had set up sinple tripods, and were nmounting and testing either canmeras or
vi deo gear. An equal nunber was preparing for handhel d work-and perhaps half the total crowd had
conme sinply to watch. Two boonboxes coul d be heard, one softly playing anonynous nusic, one
somewhat | ouder tuned to a | ocal newsfeed. Two giant and powerful | oudspeaker towers were
supplying us with [ive transm ssions between M ssion Control and Discovery's flight deck, but at
this point in the | aunch sequence, exchanges were infrequent and usually inconprehensible.

I had ny breath back under control, but ny heart was still hammering like mad. | could
feel it.

"Can you see okay, Punpkin?" | asked nmy daughter

"It | ooks foggy down there, Daddy," Erin said. Sitting there high on hem al um num t hrone
in her yellow sundress and sungl asses, she |ooked quite regal. "Do you think they' Il [aunch on
schedul e?"

She was right: Discovery stood sonewhere between ankl e-deep and knee-deep in ground fog.
But the sun had risen well above it by now "Hard to say, honey. They never have once, so far. But

they mght-or they mght cone close, anyway. The sun will burn that off pretty quick, | think."
Behind me, JimOrar's voice said, "Two-hour hold, max-if nothing el se goes wong."
"Well, tell "emnot to hurry on ny account," Zoey said, tugging at Ems yell ow sundress to

straighten it. "This is a nice place to sit and be."

"Amen," QOmar said.

H s di agnosis was prophetic: that bird was scheduled to Iift at 8 AM, and it was only a
little after 10 when they went into the final countdown.

Ckay, you've probably seen filmor video footage on TV. But if you haven't been to a |l aunch, at
| east as close as the thousands of cars stacked up back out on the highway, you just don't know
anyt hi ng about it.

At first the world is nothing but horizon, endless ocean and sky, all of it still,
tranquil, serene. Three-hundred-and-sixty-degree Spielberg, rich and vivid. Lazy cl ouds over head,
a flight of birds just visible gliding |ow over marsh flats in the distance, a few boats out on
the water. The stillness is not perfect-there is the countdown bellow ng out of those superb
speaker horns, and there is the internal thunder of elevated pul se-but basically the world is as
it has always been: at rest, indifferent to anything any of the scurrying ants on its surface
m ght conme up wth.

Then Hel |l breaks | oose.

A dirty white explosion spreads in all directions. At its center, beneath the stacked
array, a Beast is born. It is mighty. And angry. Its roar shatters the world, splits the sky,
echoes up and down the Florida coast and miles out to sea. You thought you knew what to expect,
but this is louder. The sound is tangible, hits you with physical force, vibrates up your |egs
fromthe ground beneath your feet, scares the living shit out of you. Your first thought is that
you are witnessing a disaster even nore awful than Chall enger: an on-the-pad expl osion

Then the Beast's two big brothers wake up-the giant solid rocket boosters-and Heaven
Hel I, Purgatory, and Linbo all break | ocose together and start to argue. The sound is
i ndescri babl e, just short of unbearable. So insensate is the rage of this new Beast that the world
itself will not have it. No matter that something the size and weight of an apartnment building is
sitting on its back: it lifts fromthe ground on a raving columm of its own fury and rises
i mpossibly into the air, becones a thick growing tower of white snoke, the 128-ton Shuttle stack
bal anced on top like a Ping-Pong ball on the streamfroma firehose. The bonds of Earth can be as
surly as they like: the Beast is surlier, shrugs its terrible shoulders, and slips themclean

You realize that you are poundi ng your hands together and screaning "CGo, baby, go!" I|ike
an idiot at the top of your lungs, and you gather that everyone around you is doing the sane, but
you can't hear any of it. Part of you w shes you had control of your hands so that you coul d take
photos |ike you planned to, and another part is anused at the audacity of the notion that this
literally earthshaking event coul d possibly be squeezed through a pinhole and captured on a piece
of celluloid smaller than a matchbook. Instead you watch in reverent terror as a utensil built by
bal d apes flings ninety-seven tons of netal and plastic two mllion mles.

Wth five I'ive nen aboard.

You can read about sonething like that, and see it on television, and spend a | arge
portion of your leisure hours trying to imagine what it nust be |ike and thinking about what it
means, and you think you get it. You're a space buff: if anybody gets it, you do. And | suppose
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you do- as an intellectual concept. Then you go there and see it with your own eyes, feel it with

your own bones . . . and are astonished to discover that only now, for the first tine, do you
really Get It. Until now space travel had been real to ne in the sane sense that Wrld War Il was
real to ne, or China: |'d been told about it and had no reason to doubt what 1'd been told. Now
got it.

My automatic pilot reminded me | hadn't checked on Erin in too long; | snatched a gl ance,
saw her just behind ne, in her chair where she bel onged, and turned back to the spectacle.

For two nmillion years it had been only a fantasy, a nonkey dream For the first fifteen
years of my omn life it had still been only a fantasy, something a teacher or a scientist night

| augh at you for believing in. For the next quarter century it had been a news story-one that
seenmed to bore nost of ny fellowcitizens silly. But nowit was reality-real reality; that is, the
part experienced by ne-and the two nmillion year old dreamhad really cone true:

The species | belonged to had figured out howto clinmb the biggest tree there is. W were
al ready beconming famliar with its | owest branches.

In that nonent, | knew, as fact, with utter certainty, that one day we were going to clinb
all the way to the top. Nothing was going to prevent us. Not presidents, proxmres, press, public
opi nion, econom c forces, or nuclear wnter

No, it could be delayed, but it could not be stopped. This was evolution in action, before
my eyes. As surely as we had cone down out of the trees, as surely as we had crawl ed up out of the
tidal pools in the first place, we were going to do this thing.

As long as we don't end the universe first, canme the thought, and suddenly | was
terrified.

When Ni kola Tesla had first told ne | had to save the universe | thought | Got It. Hell
I'"d hel ped save the world, tw ce: what was the big deal ? A ibness, flipness, denial. Now | got it.

Sonetinme in the next ten years or so, | was going to be involved in somnething al ongsi de
whi ch this paradigm shifting world-shaking thing | was now experiencing was an utterly
i nsignificant event.

This had only required billions of dollars, mllions of people, and a few centuries of
scientific advance. But for nmy inmensely nore inportant and difficult task, | had access to ny
wife, ny kid, and a bunch of runm es personally known to nme to he collectively about as reliable
as an Internet connection.

The big white beanstal k rose toward heaven. carrying a truck, carried it so high that it
appeared to dwindle away to nothing at all, while | stood there and felt nyself sweating.

I was snapped out of nmy fog by the sound of Long-Drink MGonnigle' s annoyed voi ce behind mne.
"Where the hell are they goi ng?"

Low Earth Orbit, of course; what the hell did he nean? | turned to him saw hi ml ooking
around and glaring. So | |ooked around mnyself.

The crowd was | eavi ng.

Hal f of them were al ready gone, disappearing down the slope past the souvenir stands and
portable toilets toward the parking area. The rest were in the | ast stages of disassenbling
tripods, packing gear, collecting possessions, clearly about to depart. Sonme were taking their
tinme about it, but clearly only because they knew there was going to be a jamup out in the
parking | ot: none of them watched the white beanstal k anynore, and none of them appeared to pay
the slightest attention to the two speaker towers, which were still broadcasting live
transm ssi ons.

| couldn't believe it.

Three coll ege kids near nme finished strapping up their packs and started to anbl e away.
put out a hand to stop one of them "Excuse ne, but where the hell are you goi ng?"

He stared at ne. "Daytona Beach. Wy, you need a ride?"

"No, | nean. . . | mean. . . how the hell can you go?" | gestured helplessly at the
curving white beanstal k above us, and the glowi ng dot still visible at its tip. "Now?"

He turned and gl anced at it, turned back to ne. "It's over," he said, as one stating the
obvi ous.

"Over?" | scroaned. "Are you out of your fucking mnd? The SRBs are still firing! It was
later in the flight than this when the . . ." | trailed off, superstitiously unwilling to speak
the Challenger's name while there was a bird in the air.

Zoey tugged 'my arm "Jake-"

"For Chrissake,” | told the kid, "they haven't even reached the first abort point: at this
point we don't know if they're going to Low Orbit or Portugal -"
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"Thirty seconds to SRB separation," the speakers brayed.

"-you see? It'lIl be at least five nmore minutes before MECO before we'll know whet her those
five poor bastards are gonna live through the next four days or not." | pointed to the nearest
speaker tower. "Wien we do, we'll know it before anybody else in the country. How can you possibly

| eave?"

He | ooked at ne as if | were a penguin at a zoo, with nmild interest and just a trace of
pity. "The show s over, Pop," he explained, and took off to catch up with his friends, who had
paused to see if he needed hel p kicking the old hippie' s ass.

"Jesus, what's wrong with that generation?" Long-Drink asked. "Do they think all this is,
like, a rock concert' One big spectacular special effect? And as soon as it's off the screen it
doesn't exist anynmore? Is this what comes of putting on Pink Floyd |aser |ightshows down at the
Pl anet ar i unP"

“I't's nothing to do with age," Tommy Janssen said. "Look around."

He was right. People of all ages were |eaving. Even people who | ooked intelligent, seemed
educat ed. Everybody but nme and ny hundred-odd friends, nost of whomwere | ooking just as baffled
as | was.

"Screw 'em" Isham Latinmer said. "Look up, quick."

Just as we did, the SRBs broke away.

I'd seen it many tinmes, on filmor on TV nmuch nore clearly through very good tel ephoto
I enses. No matter: the beauty of it struck me dunb.

The boosters pi nwheel ed away; the Shuttle kept clinbing.

After a while ny neck hurt, and there was no | onger anything rmuch to see, so | |ooked down
and divided ny attention between the reference book | had fetched al ong and t he | oudspeakers,
translating their cryptic acronyns and following the ffight in ny inagination, as happy as |'ve
ever been in ny life.

Sone indeterminate tine later, | was rudely yanked back to the I ower world by the
unm st akabl e smel |l of an approaching civil servant. Sure enough: a twenty-sonething android with
NASA patches on his shoul ders. He | ooked harassed. Sonmehow his bureaucratic intuition told himl
was the closest thing to a | eader he was going to find in this group. He approached ne, powered
down, opened his oral cavity, and played the prerecorded tape for this situation

"Youpeopl ewi | | havet ocl eart hear eanow. "

| had been expecting himto say sonething stupid, but this seemed excessive. "I beg your
pardon,” | said politely, "but are you on drugs?”

Confused, he replayed his tape, with an addition of his own that | took as a cry for help
"Youpeopl ewi | | havet ocl eant hear eanowpl ease. "

| pointed to the nearest of the |oudspeaker towers. "It's alnost four minutes to MECO " |
expl ained. The termbaffled him | paraphrased. "This launch is not over yet. W can't possibly
| eave now. "

Treating himlike a rational being was poor tactics; the word "can't" triggered himto go
to DefCon Two. He |l owered his brows the prescribed anount, swelled his shoul ders, nade his jaw
nmuscl es squirm and said, "Sirl' mafraidl' ngoi ngt ohavet ohavet hi sar eacl -"

"Do you know who you're talking to, son?" Omar's deep voice runbled fromoff to nmy left.

It's one of the interrupt codes. The kid turned toward himand waited for a password to be
entered.

"That," QOmar said, pointing solemmly at ne, "is Neil Armstrong."

To my mld surprise, the kid recognized the nane. Hi s apprenticeship for that job nust
have been giving tour spiels at the visitors' center. The password was valid; he had to step back
down to Def Con Three

"Sorry, M. Arnmstrong," he said, relaxing his shoulders and jaw nuscl es.

He'd omtted ny rank, but | let it pass. He'd also forgotten Arnstrong never wore a beard,
long hair, or glasses. "That's all right, son. Now fuck off, okay?"

H s eyebrows remained | owered. "Unh..."

| sighed. "What is it, mster?"

"Well, sir. . ." He gestured vaguely toward the souvenir stands and poetics, where a few
ot her androids were staring at us in bafflement. "W all been out here all norning. You know, the
crew. Is it okay if we-"

At last | understood. W were all at a holy event. He and his mates were at work. And
wanted to split. "Son," | said patiently, "I don't care what you do as long as you |l eave us al one
until MECO. That's when they turn off the big notor in the sky-car up there."

“I mean, we're not supposed to renpve the portable sanitation units until everybody's-"

"I authorize you to leave," | told him "If any of us shits after you go, | pronmise we'l]l

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%208%20Callahan’'s%20Key.txt (58 of 138) [8/28/03 12:11:00 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%208%20Cal | ahan's%20K ey .txt

cover it up, okay?" | turned away, triggering his dism ssal protocols. He thought about sal uting,
couldn't decide, settled for a sketch of one, and buggered off.

W went back to nonitoring the flight. Wen they finally announced MECO, just under nine
m nutes after takeoff, we all heaved a sigh of relief, gave each other high fives, turned around-
and found absolutely no visible sign of |ife but our own vehicles, waiting in the parking | ot
bel ow. Not even dust clouds settling in the distance. W didn't see another human being until we
reached the visitors' center. There were dozens of themthere, buying expensive souvenirs to
comrenorate an event nost of them had neglected to finish observing.

"Il never understand people. Even being one doesn't seemto help

CHAPTER NI NE
Bus Turd Fl ush

"What a waste it is to lose one's mind. O not to have a mind is being very wasteful. How true
that is."

-J. Danforth Quayle's version of the United Negro College Fund notto, "A nind is a terrible thing
to waste.'

PERHAPS YOU LL THINK it paradoxical that our group, the space buffs, left the visitors
center and were back out on the highway well before the rest of the tourists.

Wel |, of course we wandered through the Garden of Spacecraft, just |ike everybody el se-
real spaceships, who wouldn't?-but we didn't have to keep stopping to read the plaques, and
puzzling over the big words: we knew what we were | ooking at. We'd been narveling at those
utensils all our lives. W spent sone tine in the gift shop like the other tourists, too-but a
surprising portion of what was for sale thene cane down to packaged information, which we already
knew or had in our libraries. A few souvenirs and we were done. There was a tour of the Kennedy
Space Center conplex itself we could have taken, that sounded tenpting as hell. A Titan booster, a
full-scale LEM nockup, a Shuttle sinulator- riches!

Nonet hel ess, at a little after noon we held an inmpronptu informal conference outside the
gi ft shop and unani nously agreed to hit the road.

Part of it, | guess, was a touch of sonething that had hit us at Disney Wrld as well.
Overl oad. Do sonething you really enjoy |long enough, and your circuits fry alittle. |'ve been
fighting the inpulse to say it for three sentences now, but there's no way around it: we were all
alittle... uh. . . spaced out.

Anot her part of it may have been that seeing Mchael L. Coats, John E. Bl aha, James P.

Bagi an, James F. Buchli, and Robert C. Springer get into a big netal can and head off on a journey
of two million mles rem nded us all subconsciously that our own netal cans were still a | ong way
from MECO. The weat her forecast for tonorrow was ideal, sunny, no clouds: it would be splendid to
begin that |ast and nost glorious leg of our trip, the run dowmn the Keys, early tonorrow norning,

and reach Key West in nmidday. But to do that, we had to canp somewhere well bel ow M am that

night, ideally at least as far as Key Largo. And to acconplish that, we had to | eave right away.

Oh, if we had put the hanmer down and had good luck with traffic we could probably have
done it handily-but we wanted to | eave a cushion. There was still one nore pilgrinage to nake, one
nmore holy shrine we all wanted to be absolutely sure we'd have tine to visit. Even though we
weren't absolutely sure it was there.

But it was.

We reached Fort Lauderdale a little after 4:00, and in its spaghetti-tangle of traffic we
got separated briefly. Ever try to get two dozen fully | oaded buses and a nmess of smaller vehicles
all through the sane green light in rush hour?

By the time | found the place, theme were only two other buses still with ne: Long-Drink
and the Quigleys. Twenty yards or so after | turned in off the road, we had to stop at a gate,
overhung with pal mfronds. A nuscl ebound beachboy stuck his head out of the booth. "Wo are you
here to see, sir?"

"W just want to look around a little," |I told him

He | ooked me over, |ooked nmy bus over, and | could see himreach the conclusion that we
did not bel ong here.

So could Erin. By the time his gaze got back to my wi ndow, she had unstrapped herself from
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her seat, clinbed onto ny lap, and stuck her head out past ne. "We'll just be here a little while,
sir," she said, "and | prom se we won't hurt anything. It's real inmportant to nmy dad and his
friends; they've been talking about it for mles."

The attendant blinked up at her. "I," he began, and was distracted by blaring horns. Long-
Drink and Joe Quigley had both pulled into the driveway behind ne, and Joe's bus had half its ass
sticking out onto the road, blocking rush-hour traffic. The Drink couldn't even pull up al ongside
me on the left to make nore room for Joe, because the outgoing | ane was studded with those dammed
Severe Tire Damage teeth intended to keep out terrorists. | could see the beachboy realizing that
at | east one of those angry drivers out there on the street was liable to fire up his cell phone
and start beefing to managenent soon. And thene was no way for ne to back out: even if he denied
me entry, I'd have to drive through the gate, turn around, and drive out the exit-followed by two
nore buses-then take forever to reenter the traffic stream and unbl ock his driveway. Sinpler to
just let us in. He brought his agonized gaze back to nme. "Low profile?" he pl eaded.

"Subterranean,” | prom sed him Mre horns outside.

He gave ne a blank pink Visitor's Parking Slip. "That'll be five dollars.”

"Mon?" Erin said. Zoey handed her a bunch of bills fromthe gl ove conpartnment, and Emn
reached past ne out the wi ndow and offered themto the attendant. To reach, he had to |l eave his
booth; he triggered the gate-lift as he did so, to save tinme and get us off the road as, quickly
as possible. He cane to nmy wi ndow, nmade a |long stretch, took the cash fromher little hand,
started to unfold it, and froze.

"That should cover all of us," Erin said.

"But. . ." He stopped and recounted the noney. "But this is. " He recounted it again
It kept coming out a hundred and fifty bucks.

"We'll be as unobtrusive as possible," | assured him slipping the bus into gear. "You'l

hardly know we're here."

Too late, he realized he'd been had. He began to say sonething, but by then we were in
nmoti on and the engi ne drowned himout. "Tell everybody to cone straight on through, Drink," Zoey
was saying into the CB mke. "W already paid the parking fee.” In ny sideview mrror | saw the
kid think about bl ocking Long-Drink's way, and wi sely decide against it. (By that point in the
trip, Drink's brake shoes were kind of down to brake sandals. Flipflops.)

There were a |l ot of places to park. Pocket after pocket of parking spaces, with w nding
little speed-bunped roads interconnecting them There was even one mammoth section that | ooked
| arge enough and enpty enough to accommodate all of us-right by the water, which settled it. |
drove all the way down to the far end and parked. As Zoey and Erin and | got out, Long-Drink and
Joe pulled in on either side of us and disenbarked as well. W stood there together a nonent in
silence, both eager and unwilling to proceed.

"This is it," Long-Drink said, an entirely unaccustoned reverence mhis voice. "This is
the place.™

"It's really here,” Joe's wife Arethusa said.

"The marina is, anyway," Joe conceded skeptically.

We were standing near the corner of an enornous L-shaped dock, at which were noored a
great nunber of very expensive-|ooking shiny boats of every inagi nable type and size. The sun was
low in the sky, and sonmehow the |ight was nmagi cal, gave everything crisp edges. Col ors seened
slightly nore vivid, the way they sometinmes | ook through binocul ars.

"Do you suppose-" Zoey began

"I"'malnost afraid to find out,” Long-Drink whispered.

"Look!" Joe conmanded, and poi nted.

We all did-and an electric thrill went through us. "Ch, ny God," Zoey said.

There was a sign at the corner. The section of dock that directly abutted the parking | ot
was | abeled "E." The part that stuck out into the water and had boats nmoored on either side of it
was | abeled "F."

We began to wal k out onto that section, and then to walk very fast, and then | scooped
Erin up and we trotted, and before we even had tinme to reach outright running, we were there. It
was there. The place we'd all spent countless happy hours in, and had never |aid eyes on before.

Not a lot to see, really. A parking space for a boat, |ike hundreds of others here. An
enpty one, at that: no vessel was nmoored there now But there was sonething to see. Someone had
pl aced a cerenonial brass plaque there on the dock, just in front of one of the shoul der-high
wooden pilings, bolted onto a white concrete plinth that came up to ny chest. W stood around |ike
pilgrinms and read it silently together

The pl aque read:
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SLIP F-18

BAHI A MAR MARI NA

DEDI CATED TO THE "BUSTED FLUSH'
HOVE OF TRAVI S McCGEE

FI CTI ONAL HERO AND SALVACE
CONSULTANT

CREATED BY JOHN D. MACDONALD
AUTHOR
1916- 1986

DESI GNATED A LI TERARY LANDMVARK
FEBRUARY 21, 1987

For the second time that day, | found nyself grinning and | eaking tears at the sane tine.

Sonetime |later, Zoey broke the silence with a happy sigh. "lIsn't that nice?" she said.
"Maybe there is sonme justice in the world,"” Joe said.
"I wonder who owns this slip now, " Long-Drink said.

"Sonebody cool," Erin said, "or he wouldn't have let them put that on his doorstep."
"Where do you suppose he is?" Joe asked.
"On his way down to the Keys with a houseboat full of congenial conpanions, | hope," |

sai d.
A stranger came along, and the dock was narrow enough that we had to make roomfor himto
pass. Everyone el se kept their eyes on the plaque or the slip, but | was so profoundly happy I

wanted to share it with the world, like a new aci dhead, and caught his eye. A stocky, extrenely
hairy man in shorts and an eye-searing Hawaiian shirt, carrying a newspaper under his ann. He saw
me | ooking at him saw nmy maniacal grin, and smiled back pleasantly at once. | gestured at the
slip behind ne. "It's enpty,” | heard mysel f say.

He nodded. "It is always enpty. It will never be rented again. His friends no | onger own
this marina, but they made that an iron-clad condition of sale, in perpetuity.”

"That's cool ," | said.

"Yes," he said. "Yes, it is." And he passed on

"Did you hear that, guys?" | asked ny friends.

"What, hon?" Zoey asked absently.

"This slip will never be rented out again. It's pernmanently reserved for Travis. Isn't
that great?"

"Real | y?" Arethusa said.

"Yeah. That guy just-oh. . . ny...God."

"What is it, Jake?"

My heart was hammering. It couldn't be. It just was not possible.
spun on ny heel and raised ny voice. "Excuse nme?"

The stranger kept wal ki ng away.

"Sir? Excuse me?"

He was al nost out of earshot now

"Ludweg?" | bell owed desperately.

He stopped in his tracks, turned around, and | ooked at ne. At all of us. Sl owy,
reluctantly, he canme a few steps back toward us, until he was cl ose enough to tal k wi thout
shout i ng.

“You are an unusually astute reader," he said to ne.

| nodded.

"Even the nost devoted fans hardly ever seemto know the first nane, for some reason."

I"d noticed that nyself, and al ways wondered why. It's right there on the page in bl ack
and white. "Then... you're really-"

He grinned. "Heavens, that's not ny real nane. John woul d never have done that to nme. But

| -he-just a mnute." |

yes, | amwho you think | am"
| lost nmy voice.
Long-Dri nk spoke up behind ne. "It's an honor to neet you, Professor. How s the Thorstein

Vebl en hol di ng?"
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"Reasonably well," he said. "Wuld you good people care to join nme for a drink there?"

We all turned and | ooked at each other. | saw the sanme expression on every face but
Erin's. W wanted to so bad we could taste it. And we knew we couldn't. Behind him we could
al ready see nore buses pulling into slots out in the parking lot-half a dozen of them wth a |ot
nore to cone.

"Thanks," | said, "but thene's over a hundred of us altogether."

"Real | y?" he said. "Wll, another tinme, perhaps.”

"I can't tell you how much | hope so," | said.

He nodded politely, turned, and started to go.

| felt a sudden tel epathic communication with nmy conpanions. "Wit!" | called.

He turned again.

"I's Travis..." | wanted to say, alive? "...all right?"

He smiled. "Always," he said, and went on his way. As he reached the end of the dock and
turned |l eft he went by Fast Eddie, the Lucky Duck, and a few others. None of them gave hima
second gl ance.

| turned to Zoey, Erin, Long-Drink, and the Quigleys, and we all exchanged a | ook in which
we agreed that none of us was going to say a word about this to the others. Not today, anyway.

Meyer had a right to his privacy.

Like | said, it was kind of a narrow dock. And it did, after all, constitute the sidewalk to the
hones of a whole lot of rich people. Rich people do not like to | ook out their porthole and see a
hundred fishbelly-pale strangers on their sidewal k, gawking. | was waiting at the end of the dock

by the parking lot for Security when they arrived. (Sure, organizing things and sendi ng fol ks out
there in small groups, ten or so at a tinme, mght have been smart. But possible it wasn't, so
never gave it a thought.)

They'd tried to make it | ook as nuch as possible like a real police car, but there's only
so much you can do along those lines with a Jeep. It |ooked |ike what cl own cops would drive in
the circus. They'd done a better job of making thenselves |ook like real cops. Like De Nro,
they'd been willing to put on weight for the part. The one on ny side of the Jeep ignhored ne for a
nmonent, sizing up the crowd out there on the dock, then aimed his opaque sungl asses up at ne.

"Y' all haul ass, nah," he said. H's voice sounded |like warmshit being stirred with a
wooden spoon.

"We're here to see the literary landmark," | saw nyself saying to himin those twin
reflective | enses.

He considered the remark for a nmonment, found nothing there for him "Ah said, shag ass out
here. "

From somewher e down around ny knees, Erin spoke up. "Oficer, we canme a long way to see
that place. It's special to us. W're not hurting anything. W won't even |eave cigarette butts or
fl ashbul bs or gum w appers or anything. | pronise.”

He ained his sungl asses down at her for several silent seconds, trying to deci de whether
he'd really heard hem speak or not. No, of course not. He returned his Ray-Bans to ne and, since
he didn't seemto be getting through to ne, raised his voice. "G wan, git, nah!"

From somewher e down around ny other foot, | heard a hissing sound. | glanced down. Pixel
back arched, hair lifting, teeth bared. He didn't like Erin being dissed. The situation was
deteriorating fast.

"Look," | said to the rent-a-cops, seeking a logic that would appeal to them "there's got
to be a bookstore in this marina conplex, right?"

Both rent-a-cops stared at ne.

"A gift shop?" | suggested, pointing over at a cluster of buildings in the near distance

"Thur's a gif' shop," the one on ny side adnmitted grudgingly.

"Well, there you go. Undoubtedly they stock the works of John D. MacDonal d there, and
can pronise you these folks are going to buy out every copy, just so they can boast they've got a
copy they bought here. W're noney on the hoof to Managenent.”

"Ever' copy o' whut?"

"Books! Books by John MacDonal d, the man nmenorialized by that plaque out thene. The
creator of Travis MCGee, for heaven's sake!"

He turned to his partner. "They got any books in thet gift shop? Ah never seen none."

The driver shrugged. "Half a dozen books on fishin' is all. This Johnny Donald McGoo wite
fish books, boy?"

| opened nmy nouth, and was too shocked and scandalized to speak. | felt a gentle hand on

(0]
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ny shoul der, turned to see Long-Drink MGonnigle. "Meyer said the place was under new nanagenent,"
he rem nded ne.

"Sure,"” | said angrily, "but he didn't nention the new owners aren't bright enough to put
a bucket under a waterfall of noney."
"Thi nk about it, Jake," he said. "I kind of like it that way."

| did think about it-and saw what he nmeant. If the present owners were that smart, we'd
have arrived to find not a respectful plaque off the ass end of the parking lot, but some horrid
sort of McGeelLand, commercialized to the hilt in the classic Florida style we were al ready
becoming famliar with. T-shirts with Trav's picture on them Little plastic nodels of the Busted
Fl ush, accurate down to the oversize shower stall, and of Mss Agnes the electric-blue Rolls-Royce
pi ckup truck. Hairy Meyer action figures. Disposable heroine dolls. Thernmal beach cups with the
Plymouth G n | ogo. Acres of books at inflated prices.

Extra money for M. MacDonal d's wi dow, | suppose- sone tiny percentage of it. | can only
hope she doesn't need extra noney that badly.
"You're right, Drink," | said. "Let's split before sonebody notices us and wi ses up." |

turned back to the security thugs. "W're | eaving now. Take us a couple of mnutes."

Badly confused by our exchange, and ny surrender, they took refuge in nods. "Yew got
the driver said, and peel ed away.

So | left Pixel to cal mdown and went back out on the dock and explained the situation to
everybody, and with gratifyingly little argument was able to start the herd noving in the general
direction of the buses.

"Cone on, Daddy,"” Eth called a few mnutes later fromher chair in the front of the bus.
"Everybody's ready to go but us!"

f ahv,

"Be out in a mnute!" | was as good as ny word, slid into nmy seat and buckled nmy seat belt
before the flushing sounds behind ne had ceased. "Roll 'em baby," | told Zoey.

"Key Largo, here we cone," she agreed, and put the beast in gear. As we noved slowy
through the parking lot, |I stared out ny window, trying to nenorize the place. | felt a strange,

bittersweet sadness. How ironic, to find nyself glad that so few people cared about John D.
MacDonal d's nenorial. He hinself m ght have appreciated the hunor in it.

"Daddy," Erin said.

"Yes, honey?"

"The toilet's still flushing."

"Ch, ny God-"

Suddenly theme was a horrid sound from bel ow, a kind of bass screeching, as if God were
trying to log on to the Internet. Zoey took her foot off the gas at once, but it was already too
late: with a final loud skrunk suggesting a successful connection, the sound stopped before we
coul d.

"Was that what | know it was?" she asked calmy

| unstrapped and went to | ook, just to be certain. Pixel came along and stared with ne,
licking his paws. "You know that plunbi ng probl em we devel oped?” | call ed back

"Intimately," Zoey said.

"W don't have it anynore."

"Uh- huh. "

"Now what we have is nore of a no-plunbing problem™

There was a silence in the bus that |asted perhaps ten seconds. And then all three of us,
si mul t aneousl y, broke up-laughed so hard we nocked the bus.

"Tal k about your Busted Flush," Zoey roared.

Thr ough the open wi ndows, we could hear the laughter traveling back along the caravan. For
a mnute there, the whole parking |ot echoed with it

Then after a while the snmell drifted in the windows too, and at first that just nade us
| augh harder, but finally it remnded us that the rent-a-cops would be back to check on us soon.
Still chuckling, Zoey put it back in gear and pulled out. The others foll owed us, detouring
daintily around what we had | eft behind.

And the CB was suddenly full of congratul ations.

Look, 1'd been having trouble with that inboard sewage systemthe whole trip, okay? To
this day, nore than a decade |l ater, despite repeated denials by ne and ny fanily, there is not one
of nmy friends who doesn't believe | did it deliberately somehow. There's no justice.

On the way out the gate, Zoey handed the beachboy anot her wad of cash fromthe dw ndling
stash in the glove conpartnent. "For the ness," she explained, and drove on. | couldn't see his
expression fromwhere | was sitting, but | could inmagine it.

Traffic outside was, if anything, worse. By the tine the last bus finally nade it back out
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onto the road (miracul ously without any accidents), Zoey and Erin and Pixel and | were already

out side Lauderdale city linmts and getting back on the highway. W all met up at the first rest
stop, where Orar and | did what repairs we could to the underside of my bus while everybody gassed
up, and then we were back on the road again.

Zoey drives faster than nme. Better, too. She put the hammer down, and we nanaged to reach
the state park at Key Largo about five m nutes before everyone was too tired to drive another
mle.

There was no party tonight; it was too late and we were all too exhausted, fromthe
enotional inpact of the day as much as fromthe long drive. Everyone had al ready eaten, aboard, on
the way. Nonetheless a few of us got out and nmilled around together briefly, speaking of all we
had seen since sunup

"What's that snell?" Maureen Hooker asked suddenly.

Conversation ceased while we all sniffed the air and tried to identify it. | realized I'd
been snmelling it for some time now, without quite being aware of it.

"Salt," Slippery Joe Maser said. "The sea.”

"Sure," Maureen said. "But what el se?"

"l odi ne," Fast Eddie said, "and nil dew. "

Everyone sl ow y nodded.

"Li mestone, " Long-Drink said. "Crushed linestone." A few nore nods.

"Zawdust," Ral ph von Wau Wau said positively. "Burnt zawdust. Unt sonevere near by,
oysters."

Jim Orar was just getting down fromhis bus. "Hey, Jim" | called, "what's that snell, do
you t hi nk?"

He lifted his head, and his nostrils flared. He smled. "That's South Florida," he said.

He was right. We snelled it again when we woke up the next norning, and occasionally
t hroughout that day, and after that we hardly ever noticed it again. But it was always there. It
still is today.

CHAPTER TEN
The ol dbri ck Road

"May our nation continue to be the beakon [sic] of hope to the world."
-the 1989 Christmas card of the J. Danforth CQuayle famly

I WAS AWAKENED JUST after dawn by a loud crash.

Ch God, | thought, sitting up in my bunk, the dam sewage systemfell out. Then
renenbered it already had. Besides, the noise had cone fromthe wong place-fromup at the front
of the bus. Now | was fully awake. Had we slipped our parking brake and hit sonmething? |I'd have
sworn Zoey parked us on |l evel ground. | clinbed over her sleeping formand went to investigate.

Through the windshield | saw the front hood was open. No, it was nissing. |'d been told
Fl ori da assayed out about as high as New York for sneak thieves-but could sonmeone possibly be
trying to steal nmy engine?

| dismounted carefully, and saw no one around. | |ocated the hood panel |lying on the
ground beside the bus, with a dent in the mddle. | hunkered beside it and | ooked around. There
were no footprints visible in the sandy earth anywhere near it-nothing at all but a broken pair of
sungl asses, two coconuts, and a cigarette butt. | squatted there, tapping ny thigh with a |arge
wrench | happened to have in ny hand and trying to figure it out.

WHANK! Thonk! Thabi bbl e. .

Once 1'd gotten back to ny feet and brushed off the sand and recovered the wench and
conbed the cigarette butt out of nmy hair, it wasn't hard to figure out. Another fucking coconut
had fallen fromthe pal mtree overhead- just like the one that had woken ne.

This one had flattened the air filter, ripped one of ny spark plug wires | oose, and was
presently wedged between the radi ator and the engi ne. Down near the bottomwhere it woul d be
al nost inmpossible to get at: the thabibble at the end had been it wedging itself in there good.
| ooked up at that palmtree, with the intention of cursing it, and may even have opened ny nouth
to do so-but all of a sudden it hit ne.

I was looking up at a palmtree.

Ch, we'd been seeing the damm things for days, even before we crossed the Florida |ine.
But this one was different. Don't ask ne how | could tell, | knew diddly about palmtrees, but I
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was sure. Those other ones had been props, transplants, brought there from sonmewhere el se to con
the tourist or amuse the wealthy. This was the real deal. This one had just grown here.

The sun was com ng up. The air was warm and danp and spicy. | was where pal mtrees grow.
And headi ng south. Well, southerly. Al at once | was too excited to even consider going back to
sl eep.

Just as well. By the tine everyone el se was up, |'d nmanaged to get the damm coconut out of

the engi ne conpartnment and nmeke repairs. Only got hit by one coconut, and it al nost conpletely
m ssed ny head.

It was a happily chattering group that pulled onto U.S. 1 that norning and headed off down the
Keys, and our nood inproved with every one of its hundred-odd nil es.

Basically it is a highway through the ocean, which occasionally intersects |unps of sand-
covered coral on it's way west. These are the fabled Keys, where the people called Conchs I|ive,
and they range in size fromnounds that a couple of kids with dirt-bonbs could defend agai nst
t hei r whol e nei ghbor hood, to conparatively enornous islands nearly as big as the D sney Wrld
parking | ot. Wien you do cross a Key, the strip along either side of the road briefly becones
heavily encrusted with restaurants, burger stands, notels, boating and fishing and diving and
tanni ng service industries, souvenir joints, swi mwth-real-dol phins places, and assorted ot her
tourist-mlKking apparatus. Nonethel ess each Key was wel cone, as the road usually briefly w dened
out to nore than two lanes for a while, allowing at |least a few cars to pass our el ephantine
caravan. | think that nmay be why we never actually drew any automatic weapons fire.

Only a lunatic could ever have dreaned of connecting all those featurel ess heaps of coral
sand, sawgrass, and mangrove flats with a 105-mle road to nowhere, and only an incredibly rich
lunatic could have pulled it off. The |ongest and nost expensive coral necklace on earth. Florida
had produced a man who did it tw ce.

Evi dence of his first effort, the one he had lived to see conpl eted, kept appearing on our
right as we drove: a second trestle bridge, much Iike the one our highway sat on and parallel to
it. But the other one had nothing rmuch visible on it but pelicans. It had gaps in it, every now
and then, sonme of them big enough for a couple of Staten Island-sized ferries to pass through at
once, with Conch kids fishing off the ends. Every once in a while it went away altogether for a
fewmles. It was the fabled Railroad That Went To Sea-or what was left of it.

One day around the turn of the century, the lunatic, Henry Morrison Flagler (the man who
made Florida what it is today; John D. Rockefeller's closest associate), took it into his head
that Key West would be the finest resort destination in America...if only there were a way to get
toit fromAnerica without getting seasick. There were no cars, then-but there was a rail road,
fromDaytona all the way down to a tiny-but-growing ham et called Mam, and by an odd coi nci dence
Fl agl er happened to own that railroad. (Anbng others.) So he gave orders, and nen died in the nud,
and by 1912 there was a reinforced concrete railroad bridge running the whole | ength of the Keys.
You could get fromMani to Havana in twelve hours by train and boat. The term nus, Key West,
until then primarily a place where the pimates and noonrakers kept their bars and brothels, began
to boom

But Mot her Nature outbooned it. The Labor Day hurricane of 1935 (they didn't nane themin
those days) cane raging in off the ocean and tore that railroad to pieces, snmashed forty niles of
track and trestle into the sea, killing over six hundred people in the process. Today, nore than
seventy-five years later, the railroad bridge has never been repaired or denolished: either is
more trouble than it's worth.

The hi ghway bridge that replaced it three years later is better built, and has outl asted
many hurricanes. (Some three hundred of those killed by the '35 'Cane were WWN vets working on the
hi ghway at the tine.) | never felt a twinge of worry anywhere along its length: conpared to the
best nmintained bridge in, say, New York City, it was the eighth wonder of the world.

And I'Il tell you this: if there is a nore beautiful drive anywhere on the planet Earth,
don't want to take it. | don't think ny heart could stand it. But | don't see how there could be
It's one of those things that can't be described; you'll have to take my word for it. |

wast ed several nmiles of the drive ransacking the English | anguage for a word that m ght adequately
convey to soneone who'd never seen it even so basic a thing as the color of the water, there. It
was a different color, a different kind of color, than any other ocean (or for that matter, thing)
I'd ever seen before, a pale, translucent, jewel-like, sonmehow subtly gl owi ng green-bl ue,
sonmewher e between turquoise and the color of lime juice. Here and there you saw |l arge irregul ar
darker green patches in it that had to be the coral reefs just under the surface. The weat her was
absol utely perfect: endless blue sky, with just enough najestic clouds to decorate it. Florida
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sunshine felt good on Long Island skin. The wi nd kept bringing pleasant snmells in the wi ndow as we
went. That ever-present South Florida snell | mentioned earlier, which we still found strange
enough to register and savor, plus small piquant accents that came and went. Barbecui ng neat.
Suntan | otion. Wodsnoke. Lines. Bug spray. Beer. Neoprene. Just breathing got you high. Looking
out the wi ndow and breathing at the same tine was enough to nake you see God.

The CB buzzed with happy talk as we drove.

"I can't believe it," Long-Drink said. "There's hardly anybody here! And the ones that
are, nmost of 'emlook |ike actual human beings. | thought it was gonna be wall-to-wall rich
people, in giant condo towers-but | ook: actual houses and stuff. Man, it's |like Montauk, thirty or
forty years ago before they fucked it up."

"It isn't anything Iike Olando was," Maureen Hooker said. "I nean, nobst of the people
along here milk tourists for a living too, obviously. . . but the Conchs don't seemas-1 don't
know as desperate about it as they did back up there."

"This is hard to take," Slippery Joe Maser said. "It's so damm pretty it makes ne

suspicious. OM" That |ast was doubtless one or both of his wi ves kicking him
"Jake?" Fast Eddie call ed.

"Yeah, Ed?"

"Ya made a good nove."

There was a brief hash of sound as everybody tried to agree at once. | felt warner inside
than the sunshine on my arm "W all did," | said when the conmmoti on paused | ong enough

"Fuckin A, " Eddi e agreed.
"Hey, where are we up to now?" the Lucky Duck asked.

"Uh. . ." | peered out the window ahead to see. . . and cracked up
"What's so funny?" he asked.
"You'll see," | promised as we flashed past the sign that said we had reached Duck Key.

Next after that was Grassy Key, which pronpted Long-Drink to say nostalgically that he
hadn't seen a key of grass since the Seventies. It was foll owed by Fat Deer Key-Slippery Joe
wondered aloud if that was a msspelling, and got kicked agai n-and Vaca Key-"Not the one in
Hawai i ," Omar sai d deadpan-and when Boot Key gave way to Hog Key, Joe Quigley said, "Ch, of
course: you gotta tighten up your skate boots before you can play hogkey" . . . it went like that.
As | say, the air and the scenery were getting us high, and any silly little thing became
hi | ari ous.

Just a little farther on, at Little Knight Key (don't ask), that damm road gathered
itself, picked itself up by its bootstraps, flung itself into the air, and didn't come down for
seven mles. Swear to God. The Seven-Mle Bridge: it passes above Pigeon Key on the way but
doesn't come down until it reaches Little Duck Key. (More ribbing for the Lucky Duck, who took it
with less ill grace than usual.) Damedest viewin the world: Florida Straits on the left, @Qlf of
Mexico on the right, infinite universe above, vast ocean bel ow

For a while we kept up the joking, turning to the map for inspiration-for that road
connects a nere handful of the hundreds of Keys, and sone of them have goofy nanes |i ke Mnk Key,
Drink Key, Drunk Key, Waltz Key ("B flat, isn't it, Eddie?"), Knockenmdown Key, Little Knockendown
Key (but no Setenup Key at all, oddly), Rattlesnake Lunps, Snipe Keys ("You really gotta hunt for
those. "), and Wnen Key ("The trick is getting close enough to wind it," Slippery Joe said and got
kicked a third time. He seens to like it.). Isham Latiner pretended to be offended by Coon Key and
al so by Eastern, Western, and M ddl e Sanmbo, and Tommy Janssen said it seened wong to have both a
Squirrel Key and a Rock Key, but no Bullw nkle Key to acconpany Mbose Key. Fast Eddie, in a rare
burst of |oquaci ousness, suggested that we'd seen so nany canera-bedecked Japanese tourists, there
ought to be one where they could hold sing-al ongs, named Carry Ch Key.

But after a couple of niles of that, one by one we all fell silent, shut up, and just dug
it.

The Seven-Mle Bridge. Don't pass up a chance to drive it.

Four little Keys past the end of the bridge, on a fairly sizable and undevel oped one call ed Bahia
Honda Key (Shorty suggested that Laheasa Honda was nuch better advice), we came up on the entrance
to a big state park, on the left. W'd only been traveling a couple of hours or so, it was stil
bef ore noon, but the sun was high enough in the sky to be hot as hell. Al of a sudden | couldn't
stand it anynore and put on ny turn signal

"Where you goin', Jake?" Long-Drink inquired behind ne.

"You guys can do what you want," | said. "l'm going sw mmng."

Erin and Zoey cheered. Long-Drink echoed it on the CB, and as | pulled off the highway I
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could faintly hear the cheer echoing back along the caravan. | inmagine the first fifty drivers
behi nd us cheered just as |oud when the |last of our big yellow nonsters finally got off the road
The sign said canpgrounds to the right, beach to the left. | took us left. Wnding road

t hrough dunes thick with grass, speed limt of 15, speed bunps every few yards to enforce it. Then
a seemngly infinite succession of blacktop parking areas on the right. No one of them had twenty-
four open slots, but we nmanaged to fit nobst of us into three adjacent areas. Fifty yards away was
a line of shaded picnic tables with barbecue stands, occasionally broken by a | arge wood-frane
shower - and-washroom bui l ding. Fifty yards of white sand beyond all that was that inpossibly pale
green ocean.

Body tenperature, it felt like. When you were in up to your shoul ders, you could | ook down
and see your feet.

I''mnot saying the Hawk Channel beach at Bahia Honda State Park is the finest place to
swimon the planet. Just the finest |'ve ever inmmersed ny personal body into, so far. (A friend of
m ne says good things about the beaches north from Cairns in Queensland, North Australia, at
|l east, at the tinme of year when the box jellyfish aren't running.) W had so nuch fun, at one
point we got up a volleyball ganme, unhanpered by our lack of a ball. Ral ph von Wau Wau had sone
fun | think I won't describe. | nyself spent |azy happy tinme shielding my wife fromthe sun with
my own body, and found the pay nost agreeable. (Sunburn wasn't a factor. Thanks to M ckey Finn
we're both radiationproof.) Awarm slippery, sleepy wife is a nice thing to kiss. Erin built
herself a Sand Bar-that is, a sand castle in the spitting i mage of Mary's Pl ace-which struck
several tourists dunmb: as tall as she was, quite lifelike, and flanked by half a dozen little Sand
Cars parked higgl edy-piggledy. |I |looked at it and knew the tide would come in and dissolve it,
eventually. . . and found I didn't mnd a bit. | got ny daughter's point, in other words-and so
did many of ny friends. The sea and sky and sun scoured a |ot of scar tissue off a lot of souls
that norning. We did a [ot of grinning.

VWhen | could sense that we'd have to | eave soon, | fetched Lady Macbeth fromthe bus, and
sang exactly one song: "Hey Jude." Most of ny conpanions had junped in by the end of the first
verse, and | don't suppose nore than eighty percent of the people on the beach that day joined in
on the coda. We nmight be there nowif | hadn't broken two strings.

Anyway, half an hour later we were all desanded, desalted, partially dried, regreased
agai nst the brutal sun and the flying carnivores called "nmosquitoes" by the natives thereabouts,
fed and watered, beginning to itch in unaccustoned places, and back on H ghway 1. To ny
astoni shment, traffic in both directions halted | ong enough to allow our entire yell ow boa
constrictor to |l eave the park as a unit.

Maybe five miles later, on Big Pine Key, one of the |argest of the Keys, WIIlard Hooker |ost a
wheel . Fortunately he managed to coast to a stop wi thout tipping her, and there was plenty of
shoul der there, and we all pulled off the road to wait while he and Orar and Shorty dealt with it.
It turned out to be good luck, of a kind. By the tine Shorty reported that it was going to be a
good hour, someone had spotted the sign we'd otherw se have driven right past, discreetly pointing
the way north to the National Key Deer Refuge. Several of us decided to kill the tine by checking
it out. Luckily Omar knew enough about the place to head off our stanpede with a brief lecture. He
made us all squeeze into his bus-which since Omar owns al nost nothing was the only one with nost
of its passenger space and seats intact-and made us pronise to be "tantric," as he called it.
Respectful, that is, and quiet as churchnice. He inpressed it on us so enphatically that the
ranger who stopped us at a gate partway up the trail could read it in our faces, and passed us
through on foot. And so we got to see a few of the fabul ous Key deer

Ful I - grown deer-no bi gger than dogs..

Swear to God; if I'mlyin', I'mdyin'. Perfect little m niature horned Banbis, sonehow
unm stakably adult; the elves of the quadruped world. They were the nost breathtakingly beautifu
animals |'ve ever seen, and |'d say that if Pixel were here. They'll remain that until the day it

is given to ne to see ny first unicorn. Erin, nost uncharacteristically, seened to regress
enotionally to nornal level for her age, fell daffy in love with the little things, and had to be
firmy tal ked out of luring one aboard to take with us. The thing that nade ne uneasy was that
Zoey didn't contribute a word to the argunent.

Never m nd; Pixel rubbed against ny shin approvingly all the way back to the hi ghway.

Little Torch Key, Ranrod Key, Sunmem and Key, Cudjoe Key, Sugarloaf Key, Park Key, the charm ngly
naned Perky Key, the Saddl ebunch Keys, Shark Key, Big Coppit Key, Rockland Key, the huge Naval Air
Station conplex on Boca Chica Key-all flashed by in the next half hour. Maybe twenty-five mles
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after we left the Key deer behind, the road nmade one last lunge into the sea for a nile or so,
| anded safely on Stock Island-primarily known as the hone of the tallest known nountain of garbage
in the world, M. Trashnore-skipped once, across Cow Key Channel -

-and poured us into Key West in glorious early afternoon

We had left the United States behind and, with an appropriate total |ack of border
formalities, entered the Conch Republic.

Maybe you never got the straight of that. A surprising nunber of people haven't. Back in
April of 1982, the federal governnment becane enbarrassed by the enornmous nunber of illegal aliens
and drug dealers it had justified its budgets by clainng were streaming up U S. 1 into Florida
every day. It had overplayed its hand a bit, and sone people were demandi ng sonething actually be
done. What the governnent of, by, and for the people decided to do was put a border crossing at
the top of the Keys, just as though there were a border there, and then require anyone entering or
| eaving that hundred-mile strip of Arerica to prove his or her citizenship-and, if he or she
| ooked weird, to subnmit to a search. Hard to believe, |I know, but it really happened. Those were
strange and savage ti nes.

Anyway, the Keys nearly went up in flames, as normal commerce in both directions ground to
a near halt-but the reaction way down at the ass end in Key West was both typical and adnirable.
They deci ded that since Conchs weren't being treated like U S. citizens, they wouldn't be. They
seceded, and formally declared the Conch Republic. I|ssued passports, designed a flag, opened an
enbassy and everything. | believe they even applied to the U N, though they may not have gotten
as far as actually mailing it. The head rebel was really good with media, very dryly funny on
canmera. The Conch Republic got so nmuch good ink, around the world, that the feds finally scrapped
t he border-crossing schene, and i nstead solved the problemby sinply not inflating their estinates
of northward alien-and-drug flow quite so outrageously for a while.

That the Conch Republic concept is still alive today, and celebrated with a | arge and
popul ar annual festival in which |ocal boats pepper a "Coast Guard" vessel with rotten fruit unti
it surrenders, will tell you sonething about Key West.

Qur first ten mnutes in town told us al nost as nuch.

At Doc Webster's advice, we hung a left as soon as we crossed Cow Key Channel, and took
the Al A loop that runs down al ong the southern shore of the island. The first street we passed on
our right was called Duck Avenue, which everyone agreed was a favorable onen. W went by the snall
airport (which Erin seened to study particularly intently), and then saw on our left a renmarkable
strip called Houseboat Row. It's just what it sounds like: a long row of squatters living in
houseboats, nmoored to public dock. Sone of the houseboats were exquisite and elegant, with little
trellised entrances fromthe dock to their gangpl anks, and sone were run-down and listing and hal f -
awash. 1'd seen a houseboat community before, back on Long Island, but it was nowhere near as
interesting as this one.

But the people were even nore interesting. Between Houseboat Row and the end of Smathers
Beach, | saw just about every imagi nable kind of human being there is, all sharing the sidewal k
and sand and hot-dog wagons without friction or tension-and a startlingly high percentage of them
fell under the | oose general heading of My Kind O People. Queers. Blacks. Cubans. Asians.

Hi ppi es. Drunks. Drag queens. Wirdos. Artists. Witers. Misicians. Beach bums and bunni es.
Hustlers. All of themw th an odd, indefinable shared quality that teased at the edges of ny
under st andi ng.

There were al so scatterings of yuppies in uniforns, and a fewrich lizard people with
their young trophy pets, fromthe |uxury hotels and condos on the north side of the road-and of
course sonething like half the total throng were tourists, half of whom seened to be drunken
col | ege students-but all of these seened to be treated with great tol erance and forgiveness by the
citizens.

There were as many bicycl es and nopeds as there were cars-but npst peopl e seenmed happy
wal ki ng, and why not? You could wal k across the whole island in an hour. If you were inpervious to
beauty, that is.

Past Smat hers Beach we deked north and rejoined Route 1, now that it was safely past the
mal | district, and headed into the heart of town at a stately 20 nph. The colorful, raffish aspect
of the people we drove past did not change; if anything they got a little funkier. And they still
all had that ineffable shared quality in comon, which | finally realized was fearl essness. None
of themwas renotely afraid that a cop was going to drag himinto an alley and tune hi mup. The
drunks knew they weren't going to be rolled. The gays weren't worried about bei ng bashed.

Beauti ful wonmen strolled al ong dressed in al nobst nothing but the confidence that they woul d not be
raped. The few cops | did see wore short pants, rode bicycles, sniled a |lot, and got sniled back
at a lot.
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"Jesus," Long-Drink said on the CB. "It's okay to be strange here."

"Roger that," Noah Gonzal ez agreed.

"I thought we were gonna start a riot, rolling into a place this size in two dozen yel |l ow
el ephant s-but | ook: nobody even notices us!"

"Doc says per capita, this town has both nore bars and nore churches than anywhere else in
Anerica," | told him "W should fit right in, Drink?

"I wonder what that rmust be like," he murmured.

You could sort of sense the main drag, Duval Street, coming up-the tourist quotient rose
to near saturation as it neared. A few bl ocks short of it we turned north again; and followed that
street to the end. Just short of Key West Bight, | pulled into a trailer court, followed by the
first el even buses behind nme, that being the court's capacity. The rest continued on a few bl ocks
to Trunbo Annex, U.S. Navy territory, where Doc had arranged additional tenporary acconmodati ons
for sone of us.

The Doc himsel f canme bustling out of the trailer court office as | shut down the engine.
Sonebody cane out the door with him but all | could see was Doc. |I'd known himfor twenty years,
and ny first sight of himtook ny breath away. He had, as advertised, dropped at |least fifty
pounds, lost at |east one chin-and his perennially pale skin had turned the col or of nahogany. He
wore a white straw fedora, waparound shades, a pale green shortsleeved shirt, khaki shorts, and
sneakers with no socks. Formal dress by Key West standards. He | ooked healthy and fit and happi er
than | had ever seen him In that first glinpse of himl knew, way down deep in ny bones, that |
had made the right choice in bringing ny famly and friends here.

My loves and | swarnmed down from our bus and ganghugged him | hit himhigh, Zoey hit him
|l ow, and Erin got himaround the knees. There was a | ot of |aughing and squeezi ng and rocki ng back
and forth, and everybody was probably sayi ng sonething but nobody was |istening to anybody. Then
Long-Drink hit, hard, and | had a rush of brains to the head and got out of that hug just before
it turned into a pileup, scooping Erin up out of harms way too and carrying her out of range with
ne.

I found nyself facing Doc's conpanion, and blinked at himin mld astoni shnent.

My first thought was Saint Popeye. He had the bow egged stance, battered skipper's cap
corncob pi pe, weatherbeaten face, and hyperdevel oped tattooed forearns of a fisherman-but the
sparkling wise eyes and dreany closed-lipped snile of a serious aci dhead.

VWi ch woul d have expl ained the rest of his wardrobe. Put a rainbow in a blender for three
seconds on high, spit it on cotton, nuke it till it glows, and you' ve got his shirt. | was wearing
those new sel f-pol ari zi ng sungl asses, and that shirt nmade them darken. He wore it unbuttoned,

di spl aying a broad tanned hairy chest and washboard abs. Instead of shorts, he wore what | guess
was a sarong, or possibly sone self-invented variant: a |lot of |oosely gathered cloth that covered

him al nost to the knees and | ooked airy as hell. His feet were bare, and appeared to have been
bare for a very long tine. He wore a snall, tasteful gold ring on his left big toe.

Back up to those glittering eyes. They were ice-blue, and | ocked on to mne like tractor
beans. | already had a big goofy grin on ny face-not just fromgreeting Doc; I'd had it nore or
| ess since we'd left Key Largo that norning-but the sheer benevol ence of his answering snile nade
me grin even wider. This, | could already tell, was a Buddha.

"Hi," | said, shifting my grip on Erin so | could offer himny hand.

"CGood idea," he said in a resonant baritone, and put sonething into ny pal minstead of
his. | blinked down at it, and nmy keen jungl e-honed senses quickly identified it: a split second

after nmy eyes told ne it was the thinnest joint | had ever encountered, ny nose told ne it was
al so probably one of the best.
| | ooked back up to find himholding out a Zippo. My snmile nmuscles were starting to ache,

alittle, and | found | liked the sensation. Wat athletes call a good burn. One good burn
deserves another; | leaned into the flame. Thhhhhhppp-
Ch, ny. ..

"Wl conme to the Island of Bones,"” he said as | passed the thing back to him

Seei ng ny puzzl enent, he explained. "That's what Ponce de Leon naned it. Caya Huesos, the
I sl and of Bones. The Calusa used it for Boot Hill at the time." He took a hit. "Things have picked
up a little since," he croaked, and handed it back to ne.

“I'"'m Jake Stonebender,"” | told him because | could already tell that if |I took a second
hit of this stuff without introducing nyself first, | would never get around to it.
He held up a finger, listened to the cosnbos a nonent, then exhaled. "I'm Double Bill."

"You nean like a parrot?" Erin asked him "O a deer stal ker cape"
He | ooked at her with obvious delight. "Naw, it's my nane. WlliamWIliams. M fol ks
t hought they were funny."
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"So do mine," she said synpathetically, grinning back at him

"S'cuse nme," | said, and let out my breath. "Double Bill, allow nme to present ny daughter
Erin."

"I"'mfifteen nonths old," she told him "and I'mkind of a genius."

"Sure you are," he said happily. "Is it fun?"

"So far."

"Well, good."

Everythi ng had begun to sparkle, just perceptibly. | could tell | had about thirty seconds
of responsibility left to me, max, and nade a token effort. "Look, there's a ot of stuff | ought
to do before | relax. | should go in and get us all registered here-"

"Covered," he said.

"-and nmeet our host, and thank himfor taking on this many-"

“You al ready have. You're wel cone."

"-oh." Shift gears. Cap'n Buddha manages this trailer park. O course. No wonder they'l
take us. "Far out. Then | guess the only priority flag left on ny list is to make a start on
per manent housing." | gestured toward the exuberant throng with Doc at the center, naking
atroci ous puns. "All those fol ks need hones, and | got another |oad just as big over at Trunbo
Annex-plus | need to find a nice place for us all to hang out together. Doc's got a friend who's
supposed to be a big-tine realtor, but the sooner | give himan idea of just what he's dealing
with-"

"Don't sweat it," he said. "I've had bigger challenges."

Shift gears again. Double Bill is the big-tinme realtor. He probably owns the trailer park

This is what a realtor |ooks Iike down here. | can't wait to nmeet a beatnik. Interesting
peopl e, these Conchs.

"Far out," | said, and gave up. "Then | guess |'moff duty?"

“I"'malso an attorney," he said, "and ny best advice to you at this juncture is to let ne
relight that for you."
I shook ny head. "Thanks-but let nme see if | can pull Zoey out of that scrumand see if

she' d-"

He held out a fistful of joints just as slender and potent as the first. | have no idea
where he got themfrom he didn't have a single pocket 1 could see. "Have her pass these around,
and then come back and we'll finish this one. | want to hear about just what kind of a bar you
have in mnd to run."

"Well. . . okay." | set Erin down. "Be right back, |ove."

"She'll be fine," Double Bill said, and held out his swollen forearns. Erin hopped up into

them wi t hout hesitation and nestled in, staring up into his sparkling eyes.

A coupl e of hours later the whole gang, both contingents of us, assenbled at the Schooner
Wharf, a splendid waterfront bar roughly between our two sites.

We were honme at last. And already beginning to realize it.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Hi p Square

"People who are really very weird can get into sensitive positions and have a trenendous inpact on
history."
-J. Danforth Quayl e

"BOY," | TOLD DOUBLE Bill, "I can't help thinking this bar right here would be a hard one
to beat."
The Schooner Wharf was (and still is) an open-air oasis overlooking Lands End Marina, an
agr eeabl e boat basin packed with ships of all kinds, including one custom houseboat that fit ny
personal nental inmage of Travis McGee's Busted Flush. The bar itself was a nmahogany racetrack ova
with a roof overhead to keep the sun and rain and seagull shit off, and three bartenders dressed
as shipweck victinms were working very hard in there. An adjacent shack produced decent finger
food and housed supplies and washroons. There were plenty of tables around, shaded by huge folding
unbrel l as advertising exotic beers, and there was a covered stage nearby, enpty now, but piled
wi th equi pnment that suggested a blues band woul d be playing there that night. Looking around ne, |
saw as nany obvi ous Conchs as obvious tourists-a hard trick to pull off. Neither group seened to
even notice the arrival of a hundred nore people who knew each other. The air was full of happy
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| aughter, and canned nusic that alternated between island nusic and blues, and the scents of beer
and oysters and fried food and rum and drinks involving citrus fruits.

"It's inthe top ten,” Bill2 agreed. "But | have a few spots in mnd I'll show you
tonorrow. Not on the water, of course, the kind of noney you're talking."

"That's okay," | said. | like ocean-but | don't conpletely trust it."

"Smart."

Doc Webster's familiar boom ng voice was heard then, and a pleasure it was to be hearing
it again. "All right, everyone who canme here with Jake, the Mary's Pl ace gang-can | have your
attention a m nute?"

Like all of us, |I turned in nmy chair and gave himny attention. | assuned sone kind of
toast was coning, and wondered where we were supposed to snmash our plastic cups when we were done.

Besi de the Doc stood a striking woman, striking even in this context. She was a m x of

sone kind of Asian and sonething else, | guessed black. There are no ugly interracial children
and she brought up the average. | estimated her age at about thirty, give or take. Petite and
sl ender but not frail, and definitely fermale. She was showing a lot |ess skin than nost of the

wonen present, but she didn't need to. If you' d seen her go by wearing a chador, she'd have caught
your attention. Anmazing pale eyes. She wore a lovely lowcut line green dress with tastefu
di amond cut aways at the waist, a matching hairband, a nmatching purse slung over her |eft shoul der
and brown | ow heel ed sandals. She seened just a little nonplussed at having accidentally strayed
into the midst of such a huge group of pale strangers, just as the speeches were about to begin,
but she hid it well, | thought. There was sonething odd about the strap of her purse, where it
crossed over her shoulder; nmy first stoned inpression was, four brown bullets in a bandolier. |
| ooked cl oser.

They were Doc Wbster's fingertips. He had his arm around her

"I wanted to wait until | had all of you together," he was declainmng, so |l'd only have to
say this once."

Even the other customers were |istening now

"Now, nobody's asking you for a quick decision or anything,"” he went on. "I know you al
just got here, and you're all disoriented and tired, okay? And | know you've all got a lot to
t hi nk about already, and it's damm near inpossible to think about anything your first week in Key
West, | can testify to that-" Rousing cheer fromthe locals. "-but | feel a certain urgency about
this matter, and | figure the sooner you start to at |east consider-"

The woman turned her head and | ooked at him and he stopped speaki ng.

A sil ent shockwave went through our group. None of us had ever seen, or ever expected to
see, Doc Webster cut off in mdsentence.
"Right," he said to her, and then to all of us again, "Uh, folks, this is Mi-Ling.
She...uh..."

Doc Webster at a loss for words? That was it: anything was possible.

The nonent | heard her clear strong contralto voice | had to abandon a perfectly rotten

pun 1'd been hatching: if she'd been a recent inmgrant, | could have done sonething with
Webster's new Anerican. But her accent nmade it inmediately clear she'd been raised in the States,
possi bly even in New York. | was so busy nourning the |ost opportunity, | alnost mssed what she
sai d.

"Sam says you people are the ones | have to ask for his hand in marriage," she announced.

There, you see? Anything.

She mi ght as well have set off a grenade. No, a grenade woul dn't have startled us nearly
as much, nost of us were immune to them W gaped at her, in dead silence, for what seened |like an
eternity. She stared back at us with her jaw firmly clanped and her face as expressionless as she
coul d nake it.

And then she lost it, and | aughed in our faces;

We all broke up too. So therefore did all the eavesdropping locals and tourists, and the
bartenders started up a round of appl ause that soon swept us all

The Doc and Mei-Ling stood at the center of it, and as we all saw how they | ooked at each
other, the applause swelled to the point where they probably heard us back in Key Largo, a hundred
nmles to the east.

When it finally wound down, Mei-Ling murnured in the Doc's ear, and he pointed ne out. She
took him by the hand and marched directly up to ne, looked ne in the eye, and snmiled. "Hi, Jake,"
she sai d.

"Hi, Mei-Ling," | said. "This is nmy wife Zoey, and our daughter Erin."

She nodded at each one. "Zoey. Em |'m pleased to neet you both. Wl cone to Key West." She
turned back to ne. "Wel|?"
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| stared at her, and blinked a |ot.

"How soon can | have an answer?" she persisted. "I want to nail himdown before he can
change his mnd."
| | ooked to the Doc. "I'mthe Dad, am|?"

He rai sed one eyebrow and shrugged. "That's about the size of it, son. You speak for the
group, everybody knows that."

| glanced at Zoey. She too lifted one eyebrowthe other one-and shrugged.

So | turned back to Mei-Ling and | ooked her up and down, as politely as that can be done
Now t hat she was up close, | could see that the red trimat the bodice of her dress was actually
little red letters, spelling out the words "Mei-Ling, Duval Street," across her chest. There was a
certain natural tendency to keep exploring the area, but | pulled nmy eyes back up to hers.

"Are you sure you know what you're doing?" | asked her
"lIs anyone?" she asked me
Good point. "Uh. . . can you cook?"

"That's what the cabdrivers all say,"” she said, poker faced.

I was beginning to like her. "And you fully understand that Samis the only retired doctor
in Florida who isn't rich." Doc's hospital on Long Island, Snithtown General, had been bl essed
with an anonynous benefactor who sent in regular donations for over thirty years-right up unti
the nonth the Doc retired and left the state.

She nodded. "Not a problem | am™

MIld alarmbells were starting Jo go off. She was beautiful, smart, quick, twenty to
thirty years younger than the Doc, and rich? And anxious to nail himdown? You didn't often neet
either rich people or beautiful people who were wi se enough to cherish a nan |ike Doc that much.

But what el se could she be after? He didn't have anything to steal, except his tinme and
company. Her Long Island accent and Anericani zed manner said this could not be sone kind of
imm grati on scam He no |onger had any drug access. Even fifty pounds lighter, he was not Adonis.

Well, there was one good way | could think of to test true |ove.

"And you have been properly warned? He has fully and freely disclosed to you the nature
and extent of his. . . behavior, and you understand that he is powerless to change?"

She gl anced at Doc, |ooked back to me, and lifted an eyebrow i nquiringly.

| leaned closer and | owered ny voice discreetly. "He nakes puns," | explai ned.

She rolled her eyes. "Tell ne about it. That's how we net."

I nodded. "Typical. Sad case, really."

"W passed each other on the street one night, and | had this dress on, and three steps
past ne he turned on his heel and bellowed, 'l get it!' So naturally | turned around, and he
poi nted at these-" She indicated the letters that ran along the top of her bodice. "-and said,
"That's your Mei-Ling Ad Dress you're wearing! Have | cracked its unzZip Code? Wll, he was the
first one who'd ever got it, so what could |I do? I took himhone and put himon ny Mei-Ling List.'

Li ght began to dawn. "You like puns.™

She nodded. "I used to work for someone who cherished them she corrupted nme, and |'ve
never been able to kick."

Now their relationship began to make sense to nme. Doc Webster is the finest
i mprovi sational punster it has ever been ny nmisfortune to try and conpete with, certainly the best
that ever walked into either Callahan's or Mary's Place. AQynpic class, in other words. They
wanted to put himinto Guinness, once, but he politely explained that he'd rather put QGuinness

into him (Stout fellow.) If Mi-Ling was one of those poor perverts, like nyself, who actually
enj oyed horrid puns, she had certainly found the fatherl ode.

What he saw in her, of course, | could not guess.

Zoey spoke up. "What do you do, Mei-Ling?" she asked politely.

Mei-Ling smiled warmy at her. "I'ma hooker."

"Ch, what a coincidence!" Zoey said. "Four of our group are hookers, too; you'll have to-
well, look at this: here they are now "

"H, Mei," said four voices at once.

Mei -Ling's eyes went wide with shock and joy. "Md! Professor! Arethusa! Joe! Ch, this is
wonderful. | didn't know you were with this bunch, | never saw you-Sam why didn't you tell ne?"

The five of them enbraced at once.

"I didn't know you knew them" the Doc explained to the air, and perhaps to ne.

"Ch, it's been so long-"

The penny was just beginning to drop. "Mei-Ling- you used to work at Lady Sally's House?"
| asked.

"Too long ago," she agreed, returning to the Doc's side. "I had to |l eave a few years
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before the Lady closed down, and |'ve always regretted it."

That explained why |I'd never seen her there. | knew |'d have renmenbered her if | had. Lady
Sally's House-cl osed these fifteen years now, nore's the pity-had once been the. finest brothel in
the eastern United States, run by Mke Callahan's wife, Lady Sally McGee. It was where | had net
Doc Webster nyself in the first place.

"Us too," Maureen said. "Mei was solid, Jake-we could have used her, there at the bl ow
off." | said nothing-fromwhat | hear, they could have used a Churka division that day. "Mei, did
you really manage to bag Sanf"

Mei - Li ng | ooked around. "Well, fromthe general reaction, 1'd say |I've got a shot. This
yias his | ast excuse. Nobody's said 'no' so far." She was |ooking at ne as she said the |ast
sent ence.

"Forget it," Arethusa told her. "You're in. If anybody does object, we'll nmake 'em go back
to Long Island." She seenmed to be looking at ne, too. "This girl is sonmething special, Jake.
Everybody at Sally's took a crack at Sam at one tinme or another. Mei-Ling's the first one of us
who ever set the hook." She turned back to Mei-Ling. "And I'mdying to hear all the details."

Mei - Li ng sai d nothing, kept |ooking at ne.

It suddenly cane to ne that in all the years | had known Sam Wbster, it had never once
occurred to me to wonder how he was in the sack

"Hey," | said, "the issue is settled. Mei-Ling, if you' re good enough to work for Lady
Sal ly, you're good enough to marry our Doc. Bless you, ny children-may you be as happy together as
Zoey and ne."

The cheer started out |ocal-then Maureen turned and announced, "It's a done deal,"” and the
whol e pl ace went up. Tourists from Dortnund, Singapore, and Johannesburg began conpeting to buy
drinks for the wedding party, |oosely defined as all of us gathered around the Doc and Mei - Ling,
whi ch over tinme becane all of us, and we might still be there swilling down free pifia col adas if
Torn Haupt man hadn't noticed that the sun was goi ng down.

He got us organi zed, and Doc and Double Bill led the way. Maybe a quarter of the Schooner
VWharf's other patrons tagged along with us. As we turned onto Caroline Street and started headi ng
west, | saw lots of people heading in the sanme direction, sone anbling and sone in a hurry. | felt
a tug at ny short sleeve, and | ooked over to see Double Bill offering me a snoldering spliff. |
did the indescribable eyes-and-face dance that means, Is this really cool? and he sniled. "It's
not considered polite to do it in the Square itself. Making a cop ignore a crine while geeks from
M | waukee are pointing cancorders at himwould be, like, inconsiderate, you know?"

| could see the logic-it was the concept of having cops it was worth bei ng consi derate of
that boggled nmy mind just a little bit But not enough to keep me from hel ping hi mdestroy the
evi dence before we accidentally enbarrassed a policenman. The six-block wal k seened to take a | ong
time. | didn't mind. | was at the head of a conpany of glory, marching to the sea to pay it our
respects.

Nonet hel ess we got to Mallory Square with plenty of time to spare: the sun was still well
above the horizon. First an overfull parking area and a public washroomfacility used by al npst
all of us, then a phal anx of chai ned-up bicycles and nopeds, then a swarm of sunburned humanity
mlling around in the Square itself, a stone pavilion right at the water's edge. Sone were
i nspecting the wares of |ocal vendors, spread out on tables or blankets: handnmade jewelry,
clothing and ceramics; paintings, sculpture, and other objets d art; food and drink of severa
exotic kinds; your fortune told or portrait painted or cards read-nothing that |ooked junky or
tacky or purely mark-up commercial. (Clearly a co-op of sone sort was at work here.)

Anot her si zable segnent of the crowd was watching the live entertai nnent-which included a
uni cyclist dressed |like Uncle Sam who rode around giving out $22 bills, a first-rate bagpiper in
full clan kit, a sword-swallower (they're always nore inpressive when you can wal k around them and
satisfy yourself they're not using sleight of hand), a fire-eater who kept bel ching enornous
fireballs into the air, a couple of clowns, a balloon artist in a tall top hat, a bed-of-nails guy
who doubl ed as a gl ass wal ker, a strolling female violinist, an incredible guy named Frank who
filled a shopping cart with truck tires and then balanced it on his chin, two folksingers wth
beat-up Martins and an endl ess repertoire of upbeat and slightly off-color songs. . . and, of
course, the informal king of the Square, WIIl Soto. Wth his gunfighter nustache and | ong
ponytail, he looked like a Hell's Angel in tights. He held center stage, right at the seawall
itself, performing unlilsely feats of juggling, general |egerdemain, and Robin WIllians-Iike
i nprovi sati onal comedy-on a tightrope, bal anced hi gh above water that had not yet made up its mnd
whether it was Atlantic Ocean or Qulf of Mexico. As tourist boats, powerboats, and yachts cane
gliding slowy by to show off their wealth and leisure to the poorer tourists on the dock, WII
woul d shout abuse at them or pull down his tights and moon them to the i mense delight of the
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crowd.

The third general conponent of the nmelee was the shutterbugs. Every square inch of seawal
that had not been appropriated as sone performer's stage area was packed w th photographers and
vi deogr aphers, shoulder to shoulder and craning to see over and around each other. Nearly every
Il ens was trained in the same direction: at the sun, sinking down just to the south of Sunset
Island, a little spit of land a little ways out that had been placed there by God specifically for
t he purpose of making a congenitally stupendous sunset even nore photogenic. A few navericks were
taki ng shots of the seagulls and pelicans that squatted out on two or three concrete cruise-ship
pilings about fifty yards fromthe dock. A constant parade of watercraft went by, slowy and
graceful ly.

| |1 ooked around for a while with a New Yorker's practiced eye, and failed to spot a single
pi ckpocket working this ripest of crowds.

One of the clowns went by ne, a sort of psychedelic Santa whose hat was | abel ed Amazin'
Walter, and | found nyself beaming |like an acidhead at himand asking, "Does all this really
happen every ni ght?"

Amazin' Walter grinned and shook his head at once. "Hell, no. Only when it ain't snowin'."
He passed on
In nmy ignorance, | believed that particular sunset nust be one of even Key West's finest.

I've since learned it was about an eight on a scale often. At |east one percent of the visible
col or spectrum was not represented anywhere in those pastel douds that evening. A lot of us wedged
their way in anong the shutterbugs to get a good view of the spectacle. I'd like to say | was
cleverer than that, but actually | just couldn't drag nyself away fromcatching WIIl Soto's act,
and stayed to gawk As | should have expected, he tined it to end about three m nutes before the
sun touched the island, hopped down off his tightrope franme, and began passing the hat-and now
had a peachy view So did Erin, perched on ny shoulders. As WII came by with his hat, | had her
grab hold of my hair while | reached down with one hand and dug a twenty out of my pocket |
dropped it in the hat, caught WIIl's eye, and said, "You re as good as the game, brother."

He nodded graciously. "Are you with it, friend?”

"Not presently,” | told him "Folksing a little."

"Just get to town?"

"Yes," | told him a little surprised.

"You'll stay," he said, and went back to working the crowd. His hat filled with cash

qui ckly, very little of it coins.

"He's nice, Daddy,"” Erin said.

| started to nod, and that remi nded ne that she was still clutching ny hair. "Yes he is,"
| said, and | ocked ny hands around her fanny again so she could | et go.

"Want nme to take here" Zoey asked beside ne.

“I'mfine," | assured her. And then | |ooked around-really |ooked around, and took it all
in, setting and sunset and happy peopl e and honest merchants-and added, "In fact, | left "fine' in
the dust a |l ong ways back. |I'mgreat. How about you?"

Her arm went around nme, and her hand settled on nmy butt. "I left 'great' behind a | ong

ways back. Jake, what the hell took us so | ong?"

Erin and | sonehow worked it out wordlessly that she'd take hold of ny hair again so as to
free up one of ny arnms to go around Zoey. "Who knew?" | said.

"True," Zoey said.

We watched the sun drop the |ast few increnents. At the |ast nonment, Zoey nudged ne and
gestured with her chin. | picked out the Doc and Mei-Ling nearby in the crowd. They were ki ssing,
oblivious to crowd and sunset and everything but each other. Just then the bottom edge of the sun
melted and spilled down into the water just below, an odd optical illusion that made it ook a
little like an incandescent flat tire, and a cheer went up, and flash units and horns went off,
and a zillion cameras and canctorders began to chatter like a locust orgy. Zoey and | stood armin
arm and watched until the last gleam of sun disappeared. . . and then we turned to each other and
we kissed too. When Erin finally made us break it up, | |ooked around to find that half the crowd
was gone al ready.

Including half of our crowd. But it didn't matter. The trip honme was a straight six-block walk, no
chance of getting lost-and getting lost in Key Wst didn't sound very scary anyway. So we stayed

| ong enough to introduce ourselves toWll Soto, and found the conversation illum nating.
"In the late Seventies, early Eighties," he told us, "vendors and buskers were setting up
here illegally, and the tourists |loved us, and the nerchants |oved us too, but the city had eyes
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to put a cruise-ship dock here, so they started hassling us. Recognizing the levity of the
situation, we got organized about five years ago. Karen and Richard Tocci and Feat herman Loui e and
Maryl yn t he Cookie Lady and Love22 and Sister and ne and a bunch of others fornmed the Key West
Cultural Preservation Society in '84, and nanaged to cool the dem W got a great show of support
fromthe nearby nmerchants, and that helped a lot. W finally cut a deal with the city, where the
Soci ety | eases this dock for four hours every night, and then turns around and rents space to the
various artisans and performers. W clean up after ourselves, we keep out the drunks and deal ers
and di ps, everybody's happy."

"There's a living in it?" Zoey asked.

"The Soci ety breaks even, the nenbers all nmake a living."

| shook ny head. "Jesus. A town that makes a fair deal with its buskers, and then keeps
it. I"'mgonna like it here."

WIl grinned like a pirate. "Don't get too starry-eyed, Jake. They got idiots here |ike
everywhere el se. No place is perfect.” Then he blinked. "No, | take that back: this place is
perfect."” He sighed faintly. "But no place can stay perfect."”

"Then we should dig it while we can,"” Erin said. "And try and keep it perfect for as |ong
as we can."

WIl did a small double-take. Erin was down at ground |l evel by then, and for an instant he
t hought perhaps | was doing a ventriloquist routine. Then he located Erin's eyes, |ooked closely
at them. . . and directed his response to her. "You said a mouthful. Erin, right? | wouldn't mnd
havi ng those words carved on ny headstone, Erin. So what are you guys gonna do down here, to help
keep it perfect?”

"We canme to save the universe," Erin said.

He pursed his lips judiciously. "Really? Big job. This is the place to do it, though." He
| ooked up to ne. "Is she serious, Jake?"

VWhat the hell. | nodded.

It didn't seemto faze him "Wat's your first nove?"

| searched his face carefully for hints that he was either being sarcastic or politely
hunoring us. | didn't find any. "Well, first I'mgoing to open up a bar-"

"Good luck," he said. "This town's already got nore bars than it has drunks-and it has a
| ot of drunks."

"Well, see, | sort of brought my clientele with me," | said. "It's a long story, but
there's about a hundred of us."

He nodded. "That'll help.”

"Can a nusician nake noney in this town?" Zoey asked.

“"I'f they're good," WII said carefully. "Wat's your ax?"

"Standup. Any kind of mnusic."

He grinned broadly. "You don't even need to be good, then. A bass player, versatile, and
pretty as you-shit, you'll have nore gigs than you can handle."

Zoey beaned.

"Ckay, so your nut's covered and you open your bar. Wat then?"

| floundered, unable to come up with a way to explain it. Erin junped in. "Daddy and his
friends will work on getting telepathic, and then they'll all talk it over with Uncle N kky and
make a plan, and then they'll save the universe."

He blinked at her. "Uncle N kky?"

| sighed, knowi ng how this was going to sound. But what could I do? "N kola Tesla,"
sai d.

Hi s eyes | ocked on nine and stayed there for several |ong seconds. "Look," he said
finally, "I have to break down and stow my gear now. But you and nme have got to talk."

| told himwhere we were staying for the time being. "And | know where to find you."

"Everybody does," he agreed. "Nice neeting you, Jake. You too, ladies."

"You were great,"” Erin told him He flashed her that pirate grin and was gone. | could see
why they'd naned a whol e school of Zen Buddhismafter him

As we went by Duval Street on our way back to the trailer court, it was just beginning to gear up
for the evening ahead, and you could already sense the energy starting to build. It rem nded ne a
little of the French Quarter in New Oleans, and a little of Conmercial Street in Provincetown-
sidewal ks spilling over with tourists and hustlers and colorful drag queens, storefronts blaring
musi ¢, pedi cabs and tour buses and endl ess bicycles crawling down a narrow street together. But in
many ways it was unlike either the Quarter or P-Town. For one thing, the snells were different,

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%208%20Callahan’'s%20Key.txt (75 of 138) [8/28/03 12:11:00 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%208%20Cal | ahan's%20K ey .txt

tropi cal and haunting. Everything was cleaner and | ess garish and in better repair than the
Quarter; it didn't have the cranped feeling or upscale pretensions of P-Town. | saw a m ni nrum of
neon. For a Main Stem it was pretty okay.

And the farther we got away from Duval, the nicer and quieter and prettier it got.

Scents came and went in the night air. Jasnine. Linmes. Sw mm ng-pool chlorine. Flowers
whose nanmes | didn't know yet, hibiscus and bougainvillea and frangi pani and a dozen others, al
i ntoxicatingly sensual. Cooking snells. Cat pee. Fish off to the left sonewhere.

The side streets on our right got nore and nore tenpting-looking as we |eft Duval behind,
too, but we were all too weary to explore, and stayed on Caroline all the way back home. A bl ock
away fromthe trailer court, Pixel met us, loudly demanding dinner. As we wal ked, Erin told him
about the guy we'd seen at Mallory Square nanmed Dominique, and his truly amazing three trained
cats, Sara, Piggy, and Sharky. Pixel seened properly inpressed, and Erin told us he would be
comng with us next time to check them out.

The sight of our own fam liar yell ow submari nes was cheering. The party was already under
way, and we joined right in. The Doc and Double Bill were barbecuing ribs and burgers in nmassive
quantities. Tom Haupt man had set up an inpronptu bar on a folding table under a coconut palm and
was passing out cold beer, margaritas, pifia coladas, and other liquids. Fast Eddi e had sonehow
acquired an upright piano in reasonable tune (it turned out to belong to Double Bill) and was
letting his fingers out for a walk after their long confinenent. Long-Drink was juggling Key
linmes. Mei-Ling had organi zed the kids into a treasure hunt. The Lucky Duck was pitching dines in
the air, had a stack of about eight, on edge, in front of him and | ooked about as happy-at | east,
as little unhappy-as |'ve ever seen him

We junped right in. Fed, our faces for half an hour, nmade nusic for a couple of hours-
Double Bill turned out to have a fantastic singing voice, and a great repertoire- then put Erin to
bed and tal ked for another hour or so, over Irish coffees-finally clinbed aboard our own yell ow
hone and went to bed. An hour after that we went to sleep, and | distinctly remenber thinking as
drifted off that today had been, w thout question, the happiest day of my life.

The next day was better.

CHAPTER TWELVE
The Pl ace

"It isn't pollution that is harming-our environment. It's the inpurities in our air and water that
are doing it."
-J. Danforth Quayl e

I WAS AWAKENED BY a familiar weight on ny chest, and opened ny eyes to find ny daughter's angelic
face an inch above mne, an expression of sol em disapproval on it. "Daddy," she whispered,
"you're missing the party!"

The sun was already high. | was naked, and had ki cked off the sheet, and | was neither too
hot nor too cold. | realized I had been vaguely aware of divine scents and happy sounds sonewhere
nearby for some tinme. Now they cane into focus. Subdued | aughter. Happy but not manic
conversation. CGentle bluesy piano chords, like Charles Brown in an introspective nood,

unm st akably Fast Eddie. G ggling children. Soft clattering noises and crackling noises and
bubbl i ng noi ses.

And let me give the snmells a paragraph of their own. First, the underpinning: sea salt, a
hint of iodine, just a dash of w ndbl own coral dust, and the bl ossons of some |ewd tropical flower
I didn't know yet. Then, floating over this base: bacon. Sausages. Onions. Eggs, wth which sone
sharp cheese had been mated in some intriguing way. The never-before-tasted or even-imagi ned, but
sormehow unmi st akabl e, tang of fresh-picked avocados mashed with fresh-squeezed Key linme juice. And

overriding all these, like Charlie Parker soloing over the orchestra, the snell of snells: coffee.
Even better: a kind of coffee I'd never had before, which | could already tell | was going to |ike
alot, and take with a |ot of sugar. | guessed, correctly, that it was Cuban. | could picture the
beans: dark and oily and round, like the berries |I'd seen the Key deer |eave behind.

Erin was right. Brunch was nearly served

| turned to Zoey and gently touched hen hair. Her breathing changed. She opened one eye
hal fway. Then one nostril. (On the sane side as the eye.) Then she opened both nostrils, w de,
closed the eye again, and smled. "If you bring ne a cup of that," she said, "I will marry you."

"You al ready did, Momy."
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“I"Il do it again."

"Now that," | said with great sincerity, "is a nice thing to hear. It's a deal." | renpved
Erin fromny chest and sat up and got dressed. Key West style: a pair of shorts and, just in case
it was formal, a pair of sneakers and the NASA ballcap | had picked up at the Shuttle | aunch

Di plomatic relations had clearly been opened with the incunbent residents of the trailer
park, and the vibes were good. Even the |esbians were snmiling at everybody. Sone of the cooking
gear was ours, some was unfanmiliar; and all of it was busy. Over at the far end of the common
space, under a scaly tree that |looked to me like it was from Al pha Centauri, Pixel the cat rode
regally on the back of Ral ph von Wau Wau, both of them surrounded by an awestruck nob of adoring
Conch children. Ralph is real good with kids; back hone on the Island, they were about the only
peopl e outside of Mary's Place who'd talk to him Here at ny end of the clearing, nost of our kids
(who were used to Ral ph and Pi xel by now) were gathered around a splendid snow white cockatoo that
tal ked. It was talking to Bill Gernity's macaw, which did not. The macaw | ooked | ovestruck. Doc
and Mei-Ling were at the center of a crowd too, gathered in a rough circle of lawn chairs and
chai se | ounges, eating and tal ki ng and | aughi ng easily.

| set Erin down, and she scanpered off to join the crowd around Ral ph and Pixel. | |ocated
the coffee urns inmediately . . . but even closer |I could see sonething even nore urgent: a bus
with its door open. |I'mnot sure whose it was, but it was enpty, and where nmine had a gaping hol e
in the floorboard, it had a toilet. Bladdest, bladder, blad.. . aaaah

| met Double Bill at the coffee urn table. Also on it were huge pitchers of fresh-squeezed
orange juice, iced tea, and ice water with Key lime slices floating in it. "Do you know," | told

him "that this is the first tine in ten years |'ve smled before coffee?”
He grinned. "Get used to it"

"Wn't be easy," | said, filling a nug and adulterating it. Then | stopped with it hal fway
to ny lips and | ooked around. "No, wait a minute. It will be easy."

"Well," he said, "we'll see what we can do to hel p you exercise the facial mnuscles
i nvol ved today, get themin shape for it. After we eat, |I'll take you downtown and show you your
new sal oon. "

"Uh-" | already |iked Double Bill a lot-but I was fromLong Island, and he was a realtor

my instincts fought with my intuition. | sipped coffee to cover, and thought fast. "Cee, Bill, |
haven't even had a chance to really sit down with you and tal k about exactly what |'m ] ooking for
yet, maybe we ought to do that before-"

He held up a work-worn hand. "Sam spent about, oh, | guess fifty hours outlining your
requirenents to nme, this last nonth. How about | just show you the place | have in mnd, and then
all you'll have to tell nme is what details he got wong?"

| had to admit that nmade sense. "ls it far?"

The question delighted him "Son, no place on the Rock is far. It's about the sane
di stance as Mallory Square; we'll bike over after brunch."”

By now | had enough caffeine in nme to be civilized. "Thanks a lot, Bill. That'll be fine

| appreciate.”

"G bring some of that java to your | ady,"’

“"You're a kind man," | told him

"Naw. | just like the way she |l ooks in shorts."

Maybe he did know ny tastes. "Astute, then."

| usually sleep much sounder than Zoey. It was a rare treat, a kind of privileged
intimacy, to bring her coffee in bed, to be allowed to witness her transition from sl eepi ng ani nal
to sentient human. | devel oped the theory that Cuban coffee cures norning breath, and proved it
enpirically on the spot. The kiss progressed to the point of a promissory note, and then we
all owed the food snells, and Zoey's bl adder to pry us apart. As she was dressing | said, "Double
Bill Iikes the way you |l ook in shorts.”

She grinned over her shoul der at me and tugged themall the way up. "Doesn't everybody?"

The food tasted as good as it snelled. W found two folding alum num | awn chairs nobody
el se was using, and dug in. As we ate, JimQmar cane up, with a guy | didn't know. a tall white-
hai red eagl e-beaked senior citizen in shorts and a magnificent pale green linen shirt. He carried
sonmet hing that | ooked like a deflated football at his right hip. "Sonebody | want you to neet,
folks," Oman said. "He's a friend of Doc's, and | think he's going to be a big help to us. Bert,
this is Jake and Zoey."

"Hewwo, Mert."

Bert waved his free hand. "Finish eatin', kid," he told ne. "Pleasure, Zoey." Since he
couldn't shake her hand, he took it in his left, bent with an old man's care, and kissed it. Zoey
turned pink and hem eyes softened.

he advised. "The food won't hold out forever."

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%208%20Callahan’'s%20Key.txt (77 of 138) [8/28/03 12:11:00 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%208%20Cal | ahan's%20K ey .txt

"Bert thinks he can help us get rid of our buses," Omar told us.

"Real ly, Bert?" Zoey asked. "All of then"

"Bert shrugged. "I'll call a guy.”

This was one of the many nagging little worries |I'd been sweating: one of ny |ast
responsibilities as Road Chief for Callahan's Caravan. Assuming Double Bill really did have
acconmodations for our tribe, what the hell were we going to do with two dozen converted buses at
the ass end of nowhere, once we were done unl oadi ng then? WAaste days making cattle-drive runs up
to Mam and try to peddl e themthere? "That sounds great, Bert," | said, having cleared ny nouth
by then. "You do know there's two dozen of the dam thi ngs?”

He nodded, and shifted his grip on the object at his hip.

"Jimy tells ne once they're enpty, ya got enougha the original seats left ta make like a
dozen regul ar school buses agai n, anna dozen hul ks for pahts, am|1 right?"

There was sonet hi ng odd about his voice, besides a slight hoarseness. "Yeah, that sounds
about right, | guess."

He shrugged again. "I know a guy has, like, interests in transportation, plus he's got a
certain relationship with the school district. Ya got paper on alla buses?"

"Yeah, they're legit"

"Fahget aboudit. Chollie'll give you a price."

I finally got what was strange about his voice: there was nothing strange about it. He was
the first stranger | had net in days that didn't talk funny. He tal ked normal, l|ike a person
"You' re from Brooklyn, Bert?"

"President Street,” he agreed. "You was born inna Bronx-Bai nbni dge Avenue-but you been out
onnee |sland since. Zoey, you're fromthe Island too, am| right?"

"Huntington," she told him "You have a good ear, Bert."

Anot her shrug. "People talk-ta ne. Fuck else | got to do but listen? S cuze ny French."

She started to tell himnot to worry about it, but just then the thing in his hand opened
up two gummy eyes and revealed itself to be an ancient chihuahua so ugly it qualified for
Nyj mckra Gtozkzhnyi's class, canine division-if such a distinction is nmade. It was snaller than
Nyj nnckra, but that was the only visible i nprovenent. Bert was carrying it upside down like a
football; it blinked up at me mournfully and blew a long dry fart. He glanced down at it and
frowned. | believe there's a Carl Hi aasen novel in which a psychotic spends several chapters
wandering around with a dead pit bull attached to his wist, that's the kind of |ook Bert gave
this dog, as if he'd been carrying it like a ball and chain all his life. "Jesus Christ," he said
to it softly. The dog blinked up at him sighed, and farted again. "Look, | gotta go," Bert said
to us. "This nmillstone around my neck has gotta have his flaxseed. Ya get the buses enpty, you're
ready, leme know, I'll give Chollie a call. Maybe we get together sonmetine afta ya get settled
in. Nice neeting ya, Zoey; take it easy, Jake; later, Jimy." And he was gone, shuffling away
through the sunlight with his dog at his hip.

"dd bullet wound in his thigh," Zoey murmured to me.

I nodded and finished ny eggs. "I'd say he looks like a retired Mafioso, if there was such
a thing."

"Sounded a little |like one, too. God, just hearing Brooklyn spoken gave ne a funny
feeling, you know?"

"Me too. Like |I'man expat in Singapore, and just met soneone fromjolly old England
Li sten, Double Bill has a place he wants to show us, possible site for the new bar, says we can
bi ke over after we eat."

"Jesus, it's already starting, isn't it?" she said.

"I don't know," | said. "I think it started a while back up the trail, |I'mnot sure
exactly when. But yeah, we're commtted, and the ball is in play."

Erin came bustling up, inpatient enough to spit. "Cone on, you guys-let's go see the new
pl ace! Bbiill says there's a parrot that shits in a toilet-"

"Wait a mnute,"” | interrupted. "Say his nane agai n?"

"Bbiill," she repeated.

| nodded. "Just wanted to be sure | heard it right; Carry on."

"Bbiillll's got bikes for you guys, and | can go in the backpack, let's go."

"I don't know if that sounds safe, honey," Zoey said.

"It isif you' re a good driver," Erin pointed out

Zoey and | exchanged a glance. "I'Il take her," | said. "The traffic |I saw |l ast night at
rush hour was candy. This tine of day we should be fine." Wrd spread as we got ready to | eave,
and of course everybody wanted to cone. Fortunately, there was a finite linmt to the bikes
i mredi ately available for borrowing, and | was able to hold us down to roughly platoon strength.
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W finally got under way a little before noon.

It took nmost of us about a block or so to get our "bike | egs" back-especially those of us
who had been bike riders already. W were used to the fancy hi-tech bicycloid things everybody
rode up north nowadays, which had thirty-seven gears and notorcycl e-style brakes on the handl ebars
and wei ghed four pounds. These were bicycles, like the first one | ever rode: one-speed cl unkers
that you braked by reversing the pedals, with fat tires and a basket atop the front wheel to hold
your baseball mitt and homework. You didn't hunch forward over the handl ebars; you sat up straight
like a human being. | found it alnpbst eerily enjoyable to ride one again. They weighed a ton
steered hard, and took forever to get up to speed- which nmade them perfect for pool-table-flat,
sl ow noti on Key West. Modern nagnesi umall oy bikes tenpt you to use their truly amazing
capabilities. . . and the next thing you know you're rocketing along so fast you m ght as well be
in a car, too busy to see what you're passing.

Instead we tool ed along through the sl eepy funky streets of Ad Town |ike kids playing
hooky, pedaling Iike mad and then coasting for a block or two, rubbernecking to either side,
peeling off fromtinme to tine to check out sonething interesting, or just swooping back and forth
for the hell of it. Tourists were doing the sane thing, at the sane |azy pace; the only way to
tell us apart was that their bikes had prom nent nunber plates identifying the rental source. |
got back that chil dhood feeling of being on a magic flying carpet sailing through space.
renenbered for the first tine in decades-how much fun it was to fold your arns across your chest
and steer by posture alone- would have tried it, if | hadn't had Erin on ny back.

It was her first tinme on a bike, and she loved it, if anything nore than | did. By the
time we reached our destination, she had browbeaten ne into promsing that I would get her a bike

of her own and teach her to ride it... and not sonme little baby tricycle, either, but a scale
nmodel of a grown-up bike. | finally agreed I would. . . just as soon as she could wal k, run, junp,
and sonersault proficiently, in the opinion of her nother. | knew even that proviso wouldn't help

me for long; Erin had pretty much quit crawing for good before we'd left Long Island, and by now
was wal ki ng and running nore like a child than like a baby. But |I could already see that this was
a town in which even a normal baby could safely ride a mniature bicycle.

Even on Duval Street, the main stem It was crowded and busy at noon on a weekday, but we
had no trouble at all crossing it car and truck drivers were all alert for confused strangers on
bi cycles or on foot. This was so far back in history that no nore than half of the stores on Duva
were T-shirt shops, then, broken up occasionally by an art gallery or bookstore or craft enporium

Once we crossed Duval, things alnost instantly becane quieter and | ess conmercial; wthin
hal f a bl ock everything was residential again. And the kind of residential where chickens run free
in the street Wod-frame houses with unencl osed porches, all snuggled close together, no two
ali ke; white picket fences everywhere, the whol e nei ghborhood overgrown with |Iush green foliage
that tended to red flowers

W cane to a long stretch of head-high picket fence, lined with coconut palmtrees; at its
center was a little gate with a sloped roof oven it. Double Bill braked his bike to a stop there,
and began chaining it to a parking neter. Zoey and | followed his exanple, and Erin rmade ne take
her out of the backpack and put her down, and we waited there on the sidewal k until the rest of
our strung-out group had arrived and secured their bikes too. There was no conversation; we were
all too nervous. | kept trying to sneak peeks over the fence while |I waited, but everywhere you
could get a | eg up sonmehow, there seened to be a bush in the way. Doc Webster kept grinning at ne.

Finally we were all assenbled in a rough circle around Double Bill. In the noonday sun
his Shirt of Many Col ors seened to shimer with Cherenkov radiation, and the gold ring on his big
toe shone. He smiled at us around his Popeye pipe, reached into a nonobvious fold of his sarong,
and produced a key.

"Take as long as you like, folks," he told us. That was his entire sales pitch. He
unl ocked the gate, and stepped asi de.

Nobody -noved. | gestured for Zoey. She gestured back, Don't be silly: you first.
Erin zi pped through the gate.

So | stepped through after her. . . stopped al nost at once...and was pushed all the way in
by the pressure of the crowd behind nme. Wen we were all inside, we stood in a group and stared,
taking it all in.

Fast Eddie finally broke the silence. "Jesus Christ," he said, "it's poifect."

"Ch, Jake," Zoey said beside ne, "it really is!"

Behi nd me, Doc Webster made a small runbling sound of contentment. And possibly just a
touch of relief.
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W were in a |large private conpound, enclosed on all sides by either picket fence or walls
of riotous tropical growth. Spaced around its perinmeter were five pleasant |ooking cottages that
needed painting, but not too badly. Here and there tall palns provided | arge patches of shade. Of
to the left was a small coral -gravel -surfaced parking area accessible fromthe cross street bel ow.
And in the center of the conmpound was a round swi mm ng pool, beside which stood a | arge, thatched-
roof -covered, open-air bar setup-very nuch |like that at the Schooner Warf, save that it was a U
i nstead of an 0, surrounded by w de swaths of |awn covered with assorted chairs and tables. The
bar was stripped bare now, but the pool had clean water in it, sparkling invitingly.

"Yeah," | said, "but what about-" And then | sawit. On the grass at the far side of the
bar area, way at the back, well away fromthe sw nming pool and facing toward it: a huge outdoor
brick fireplace. Its interior was parabolically contoured, and big enough to barbecue a porpoise
You coul d srmash glasses in that fireplace all night, no problem A concrete wal kway with a sl oped
tin roof joined it to the bar enclosure, and | could already see that Eddie's piano would fit in
very nicely under that roof.

"I think we're hone," | said wonderingly.

The Doc chuckl ed al oud.

We noved forward and began inspecting the place, chattering excitedly to one another as we
made little discoveries. Omr went to check out the power and phone boxes; Zoey nmade a beeline for
the cottages; | honed in on the bar, went around behind it and began inspecting its facilities.
There was a countertop just the right size to acconmpdate The Machine and its conveyor belt, with
power and water supply close at hand. Behind the bar area, conceal ed by the high bottle shelves
that fornmed its back wall, | saw a small hedge maze that | could tell would provi de severa
relatively private conversati on areas back there.

| looked in the other direction, out over the bartop at the pool and the rest of the

compound, trying it on for size. | watched ny friends roam ng around exploring, and tried to
picture us all here of an evening, drinking and |aughing and making nerry around the pool. It
wasn't hard at all. | realized | was facing west, toward the sunsets. That wouldn't be hard to
take, either. I could snell the sea, only a few bl ocks away, seagulls wheeling in the sky.

I wandered back outside, |ocated Zoey and Erin just com ng out of one of the cottages.
"This one's ours," Zoey said.

"Real | y?"

She and Erin both nodded positively. That was good enough for ne. "Let's find Bill," |
said. "l gotta find out how this place comes to be available. It's just too perfect. | nean, if it

only turns out to be radioactive, no problem but what if it has plague? W're not imrune to
pl ague. "

Double Bill wasn't hard to find. He'd parked hinself in a chaise | ounge at pool side and
fired up a joint. Everyone el se seened to wander his way about the sanme tinme | did, drawn by the
sane obvi ous question

"This used to be a sort of private club,” he said. "A nudist conpound. There's a few of
them around Key West, either nude or clothing-optional. . . but this was one of the ol dest and
nost exclusive. Then a few years back, Duval Street started to really build up, and it's just too
damm close to here. The word got around, and pretty soon every night drunken coll ege kids woul d
fall out of trees trying to peek over the fence, and finally the folks here all got fed up and
noved the whol e operation about a nile thataway."

"How | ong ago?" | asked.

"Last year. They held out as long as they could stand it."

"How cone the place is still on the nmarket?" LongDrink asked, trying his best not to sound
suspi ci ous.

Doubl e Bill opened his nmouth to answer-

-and was drowned out by a high fem nine voice, shrieking, "Fuck me in the ass!"

Bill smiled wyly. "That's part of it, right there," he adnitted.

"There he is!"™ Erin cried happily: "I told you, Daddy."

| followed her pointing finger. A brilliant blue parrot, with green and red highlights
around his head, al npbst as big as she was, standing by the side of the pool

"CGod, it's so big!" he screaned, this tine in a high nmasculine voice. "Put it in slow"

"Before it was a nudist retreat,"” Bill said, "this used to be a whorehouse. Harry there
used to belong to the madam and he stayed on when she left. Just refuses to go. He figures this
is where he lives. The nudist folks got used to him eventually anyway, but other people
frequently seemto have a problemwth him™"

"Squeeze ny balls," Harry said. Feminine voice this tine. Go figure.

"Way is that?" | asked.
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Bill shrugged. "Well, he's alittle loud, | guess."

"Where's his potty?" Erin asked.

"On top of the fireplace.”

"Show e, " she denanded.

So Bill had to pick Harry up, put himon his shoulder, and carry himover to the outdoor
fireplace beside the bar, followed by Erin and half a dozen of us grown-ups. Sure enough, sitting
on top of it was an object so silly | had sinply refused to see it earlier; a mniature toilet
bow , of the ol d-fashioned water-closet type, just like the one on Omar's bus, bolted down to the
brick. Wthout any pronpting, Harry hopped fromBill's shoul der onto the pot, used it for its
i nt ended purpose, and then tugged on the pull-chain with his beak: rainwater that had collected in
the overhead tank dropped down and flushed the goofy little thing. (I |ooked, and discovered it
drai ned down the back of the fireplace into a small coral -gravel |eaching area at the base.) Harry
accepted our thunderous appl ause as his due, with feigned nonchal ance, but you could tell he was
pl eased. Erin just about went mad with joy.

"I don't know who taught himto do that," Double Bill said, "but you can see it makes him
a nore desirable neighbor than the average parrot."

"CGet it wet first," Harry shrieked. (Femnine.)

"Makes it a little harder to run himoff, too, eh?" LongDrink suggested.

Double Bill's eyes twi nkled. "Well, where else is he going to find a bog his size? Chase
Harry off, he'd probably drown in sonebody else's |00."
"Bill," Long-Drink said, "are you telling us this place is still on the market because

every time a buyer cones around, old Harry freaks them out ?"

Double Bill grinned. "Well, he don't help, that's for sure. But nostly the thing is, this
site is your basic inbetweener. It's zoned to allow residential and commercial-but it ain't really
appropriate for either one. Nobody's gonna get rich on five houses on a parcel this size, and for
vari ous reasons you can't put any nore in. By today's standards it's too small for a notel, too
cheesy for a resort, too close to Duval for a trailer park, and too far from Duval for a bar
Couple of times | had a guy thought it was alnost right for him..and then he'd come around and
meet Harry, and that was generally that. Wat the place really needs is sonething like a cult."

"He was pissing and noaning about it to ne," Doc Wbster said, "and suddenly it dawned on
me | knew a cult that was |looking for a tenple. That's when | called you, Jake."

"You're sure we can get a liquor |icense?"

"You al ready have one. G andfathered.”

| turned to Double Bill. "And you know our top dollar."

He nodded. "I can get themto take that nuch-on one condition."

"What' s that?"

"Whuld you be willing to sign a codicil guaranteeing Harry lifetine residence, and access
to the facilities, there? The nudists got kind of fond of him They'd have taken himwth them if
he'd have gone, and they want to make sure he doesn't end up on the street, shitting on cars |ike
a common parrot."

| approached the fireplace, held out my armexperinentally. Harry hopped up onto it at
once, and fixed me with a particularly beady eye. He was lighter than |I'd expected, thank God.
"Harry," | told him "you're wel come here."

"Ch God that's good you slut," he bellowed triunphantly.

"We're taking the place, then?" Zoey asked ne, and the | ow buzz of conversation all around
us chopped off short.

The question brought me up short. | had forgotten, for a nonent, the magnitude of the
deci sion we were making here. Suddenly | felt weight on ne-the weight of all the peopl e whose
lives and hopes were involved here, and nore. Wuld this be a good site for the battle to save the
uni verse? Was this a congenial setting for experinents in group telepathy? Wuld it be a good
place to drink, in the nmeantinme? Was it where Zoey and | should raise our freak chil d?

In retrospect it sounds intimdating. But the weight that cane on ne then was not al
oppressive-there was a steadying weight, too, a grounding weight: a sense of the mantle of M ke
Cal | ahan descendi ng on ny shoul ders and anchoring ne to sonet hing even deeper than the ground. |
knew | was up to naking this decision-and so it was only a natter of naking it.

| | ooked around nme. Not at the place; 1'd seen all | needed to see of it for now At ny
wi fe, and nmy daughter, and ny friends. One by one | met their eyes and tallied their votes.
Finally | turned back to Double Bill.

"We're honme," | said, and shook his hand.

A cheer went up. Quite a long and | oud and enthusiastic one, and just as it was starting
to make me a little teary-eyed, it slacked off just enough to allow us all to hear Harry
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screaning, "Ch God oh God oh God YES, Jesus YES-" and we all broke up

"Jake! Hey, Jake, point of order!" Long-Drink MGonnigle's voice cut through the hubbub
"What is it, Drink?"
"I want to know what the nane of the new place is." Sudden Sil ence.
For some reason, | had never given this a thought. W'd all net at Callahan's Place, then
we'd all built Mary's Place together. Both were gone, now. This was neither. What was it, then?
"Jake's Place," Fast Eddie said, and there was an instant runbl e of agreenent.

A flood of blended pride and hunility washed over ne. | shook nmy head at once.
"Jake and Eddie's Place," | said. Again there was inmmedi ate general approval
Eddie stared at ne. "No way," he said flatly.

"Hell," | said, "you came up with nost of the dough."

"Fahgeddaboudit."

| shrugged. "Fine. Zoey's Place, then."

Again the crowmd tried to ratify the nomination, but Zoey cut themoff. "Not a chance. Two
time travel ers and then nme? Uh-unh. How about Erin's Place?"

This too was a popul ar suggestion. But Erin would have none of it. "This isn't ny place,

Mommy. This is your place, yours and Daddy's. | won't find nmy place until |'mgrown up."
The group trailed off into baffled silence, wanting to approve sone choi ce.
"Come on, Jake," Long-Drink said, "we gotta call it sonething, and you're the |ogica

candi date. You're the one that brought us all down here."”
| shook ny head firmy, pointing at Harry where he sat on his throne. "No place that has a

cute little conmedy toilet in it should be called "Jake's,"" | insisted. "Besides, | didn't bring
us all down here, Nikky did." W all pondered that for a nonent, and | could see Tesla's Place was
not going to be a popular choice. "No, wait a minute, |'"'mwong. He didn't bring us down here;

Ni kky doesn't know Key West from Cuba. He just told us we all needed to be soneplace. The one who
brought us all down here was the Doc."

Anot her instant runble of spirited approbation

And again the candi date declined his party's nom nation. "Forget it," Doc Wbster said
"I"'meven less suitable than Jake. This town is all waterfront: you can't say, 'Hey, let's all go
down to The Doc's; nobody'll know where you nean."

"Dat makes sense," Eddie agreed reluctantly.

"I do, however, have a couple of suggestions,
ot her catastrophic."

"Better give us the catastrophic first,"

"Well. . ." The Doc hesitated.

"That bad?" Long-Drink asked, suddenly nervous.

Doc decided to take the plunge. "You know how they give show dogs big | ong dopey of ficial
nanes, and then a short version? Like, the dog conpetes as 'Snow Princess Magnificent,' but she's
known around the house as ' Maggie' ?"

t he Doc went on, "one serious, and the

Long-Dri nk suggest ed.

"Sure," Long-Drink agreed.
"Well, I've been thinking about this for nonths, and I'Il grant you it's horrible
but it may just be too horrible not to use. Bear with ne, now suppose this place was informally
known as ' The Stoop.' 'Let's go down to The Stoop and get a beer'-how s that sound, for short?"
Long-Drink considered it. "Not too bad, | guess. Wuat's the full nanme?"

"' See Conchs to Stupor.'"

Several seconds of awed, horrified silence gave way to a spontaneous outcry of horror and
revul sion. People spat, held their noses, clutched their bellies. Long-Drink, pokerfaced, reached
out a trenbling hand and flushed Harry's toilet. At |last we had a nane nobody |iked.

"All right, all right," the Doc called over the tunult. "I said it was catastrophic.
know nost of our customers probably won't be Conchs, too. Now let me tell you ny real suggestion."
And with that he began unbuttoning his shirt.

Fast Eddie and | exchanged a gl ance. Call our new bar "Fat Stripper"?

"You might have noticed on the way here,"” Doc said as he worked his way down his anple
belly, "a lot of the stores on Duval sell T-shirts. The general theory is, it's sone kind of Mfia
nmoney- | aundering front. Anyway, they get distress consignnents in all the tinme. This panicular
batch cane from some science fiction convention huckster who went broke up north somewhere, and |
have no idea what they nmeant to him . . but they seemto work for us, and there happens to be
enough shirts in the batch for all of us."” By now he'd undone the |last button. He pulled his shirt
open, to reveal a sinple black T-shirt, unadorned except for words in white at the | eft breast:
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The Pl ace
because it's Tine

"Huh," Long-Drink said.
"Shit, Doc, dat ain't bad," Eddie said.

“I't's right," | said wonderingly. "This isn't anybody's place in particular. It's just.
The Place. | like it, Doc. | can live with that. How about the rest of youl."
Wt hout planning it, about a dozen people all said it aloud experinentally, at the sane
tinme-"The Place"-and then all of us chorused, ". . . because it's tine!" as one, and Long-Drink
Il et out a rebel yell, and appl ause becanme general

It was agreed without dispute that the five cottages on-site would be occupied by 1) ny househol d,
2) Doc and Mei-Ling, 3) Tom Hauptman and the Lucky Duck, 4) Long-Drink M:Gonnigle and Tonmy
Janssen, and 5) Fast Eddie by hinmself in the smallest one. Double Bill already had ot her homnes
lined up for nost of the rest of the gang, working in cooperation with a friendly

col | eague/ conpetitor of his naned Joey Del gatto, and was confident that between themthey could
acconmopdat e everybody. (There you go-that's Key Wst right there: the realtors got along with each
ot her.)

Naturally, a party was held at Double Bill's trailer park to celebrate, that night, and we
let out all the stops. Conchs cane fromall over town to see what all the excitenent was, and
kicked in alittle of their own. | net at least six first-rate nusicians, and Eddi e and Zoey and

succeeded in inpressing themall a little, and in between sets | tasted ny first piece of real Key
linme pie-you can tell the difference easily: the crap they sell tourists is green; the neal stuff
is yellow), and what with one thing and another, fun got had.

And didn't stop just because the party finally did, either. | don't know if you're
fam liar with the phenonenon-1 wasn't-but when a woman has been on the road for a long tine, and
then she | ocates where hone is going to be fromnow on, and finds it good. . . well, let's just

say she feels really celebratory. And so, shortly, does her lucky partner. Anticipating this
syndronme sonehow, Doc and Mei-Ling had graciously offered to take Erin for the night, and Zoey and
I nearly finished off the suspension systemon that noble ol d bus.

As we drifted off to sleep sonetinme around two in the nmorning, mny last thought was, Nine
more years or so of this, and then | gotta start gearing up to save the universe? | guess | can
handl e that.

So | shouldn't have been as surprised as | was to wake the next norning and find N kola Tesla
standi ng over ne, frowning prodigiously. Sone days you're the pigeon; sone days you're the statue.

"Morning, Nik," | said, speaking softly so | wouldn't wake Zoey. "I was expecting you
sooner or later, but-"

"l made a serious error," he said.

| blinked up at him still only half-awake. "Oh, really?"

"In my estinmate of the lead tinme you woul d have before the crisis.”

Now | was awake. "How big an error?"

“"Nearly ten years, | think."

W de awake, now, and ready to shit the bed. "How near, N kky? How | ong have we got ?"

"Perhaps as little as five nonths, Jacob. | amsorry."

CHAPTER TH RTEEN
Because It's Tine

"l stand by all the msstatenents that |'ve made."
-J. Danforth Quayle to Sam Donal dson, August 17, 1989

| DI SCOVERED | WAS holding nmy breath, and let it all out in an expl osive sigh
"Christ, you had me worried for a second thene." | shook my head. "That could have waited unti
after breakfast. You have woken a man for insufficient reason, N k: prepare to die."

"l apol ogize, sir-but | felt you should know at once."
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Deep breath. Maybe it wasn't absolutely necessary to try and assassi nhate the nost

dangerous man alive before coffee. He had apol ogi zed. "Well, |I'm probably not going to be able to
get back to sleep now anyway, so killing you is pointless. Okay, put the coffee on. In fact, fire
up the urns outside-1'mgoing to have to call a council." | sat up and put ny |egs over the side
of the bunk.

"Nol "

H s voice was pitched [ow, but so urgent that Zoey stirred in her sleep. "Wibbis? Hb
somne| ?"

| hesitated. Tesla shook his head and nmade frantic no, no notions with his hands. "Go back
to sleep, baby,"” |I murnured to Zoey. She made a little nickering sound |like a horse and went back
under at once. Tesla shot nme a grateful | ook

| eased to ny feet and I ed himout of the sleeping area, pulling the curtain closed behind
us and switching on the coffee machine as I went past it. | pointed Tesla to a seat, got ny
sungl asses fromthe dashboard and put themon, and slid into the seat across the aisle fromhim
The bubbl i ng sounds of coffee being nmade reminded ne that even pain is transitory. It hel ped.

"N kky," | said, "as | understand it, the point of this exercise is for us all to
eventual ly get telepathic. Anything you tell ne, you're telling everybody. So why don't | call a
council, and get it over wth?"

Tesl a | ooked unconfortable. "For one thing, Jacob, there are strangers present in this
trailer court."

"Okay, so let me go quietly round up the inner circle, at |east: Doc, Eddie, Long-Drink,
the Duck, QOmar, Tom Josie, Tonmy Janssen, a couple of the others. W'Ill button up this bus, tyle
the | odge, and discuss the fate of the universe in privacy."

"Eventual |y, of course," he said.

"Come on, Ni kky, how many tinmes do you want to tell this story? If it was worth waking ne
up, it's worth waking themup too."

He did not answer.

Li ght dawned. "Jesus." N kky was enbarrassed. He didn't want to tell this story at all.
Forced to, he wanted to tell as few people as necessary. | felt a sudden burst of enpathy. Nikola
Tesla was a proud and acconpli shed and profoundly weird nan, and what he had to say was not going
to make himl ook good. | could relate. "Ckay, N kky, have it your way. Run it by me first. If |
don't think I'mconpetent to relay it to the rest of the gang, 1'll tell you."

"Thank you,"” he said, relief apparent on his craggy face. "First, you must understand
Col eman' s crucial observation regarding Guth's inflationary universe theory-"

"Christ, not yet!'

“Ch. | beg your pardon."

A few ninutes later, nmy caffeine level finally rose up out of the red zone, and | felt
safe in renoving nmy sungl asses. "Ckay. Now. Slowy."

He nodded, took a long sip of his own coffee, and began. "Alan Guth's theory of the
inflationary universe requires, at a fundanmental |evel, the assunption that very early on in the
history of the Big Bang, enpty space itself, what physicists call 'the vacuum' had sonme very
unusual properties for a short time, and then underwent what is called a 'phase transition'-
sonet hing |i ke what happens when water freezes, a radical change of state-into its present form
Are you with nme so far?"

"For an indescribably short time, nothingness was indescribably weird; then it settled
down into nothing at all, and has been that ever since. AmI| cl ose?"

Tesl a nodded. "C ose enough. But we may be hasty in assuming it is nothing at all. Sidney
Col eman was one of the first to nake the point, that there is no way for us to be sure our present
vacuumis in the | owest possible energy state. It might, in theory, be possible for space to
undergo a further phase transition, to a different, |ower-energy vacuum state."

"Thi ngs can al ways get worse, in other words."

He nodded. "I ndeed."

| tried to imagine a | ower-energy vacuum "Let ne guess what a | ower-energy vacuumis
Iike. Everything really sucks, right?"

N kky 1ikes puns, but he didn't care nuch for that one, didn't crack a snmile. "In a
different vacuumstate," he said, his voice flat and harsh, "all the laws of physics would be
changed. Al particles as we know them and everything we see around us, would be destroyed.
Instantly."

| could think of absolutely nothing to say except, "Uh-hunh."

"Do you know what supercool water is, Jacob?"

| nodded at once. "Irish whiskey."
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Again he ignored ny feeble levity. "If you have very pure water, you can cool it to bel ow
freezing tenperature and it will not freeze. Then, if you introduce a single speck of dust, the
whol e nass freezes over in an instant. Cosnologist Sir Martin Rees specul ates that our universe
could be in such a state, its vacuum 'supercool ed' -and that, given the proper trigger, a bubble of
"new vacuum m ght be accidentally created, which would expand at the speed of light to engulf the
uni verse. "

"And sonet hing that human beings do could cause that?" | shook nmy head. "N kky, |'m going
to try very hard throughout this discussion to avoid saying, 'This sounds fucking crazy,' but that
sounds fucking crazy. Humanity just isn't that powerful. Hell, not even close."

"Jacob, hunmans have al ready produced conditions that never existed naturally anywhere
before."

"Nanme one," | chal |l enged.

"Refrigeration. So far as present human know edge extends, there was never anything in the
uni verse col der than 2.7 degrees above absolute zero, the present tenperature of the m crowave
background-until we made refrigerators.”

"Huh. "

“"And in the other direction, we are equally anbitious. The kind of thing that mi ght create
dangerous conditions with regard to the vacuum would be a collision between very high-energy
particles in a big accelerator. Such a collision could conceivably create a large |ocal energy
density of just the kind that might trigger a phase transition in the vacuum™

"Whoa." | got up and refilled my coffee, then his. "I nean, |I'msecond to none in ny
adm ration for the high-energy physics boys, but if you're trying to tell nme those guys with the
big racetrack in Texas have sonethi ng powerful enough to destroy the universe ready-"

Tesla frowned ferociously. "No. | thought that was going to be the trigger-that is where
got ny original ten-year paraneter-but | was m staken. The Superconducting Super Collider is not
only inconplete, | have just learned that it will never be conpleted. It will be cancel ed by

Congress in just a few years."

That sidetracked ne. "What? How coul d they possibly pull the plug on the SSC? They've
al ready spent gazillions, and the damm thing's like 75% built al ready!"

Tesl a shrugged irritably. "There is no rational reason. That is why | overl ooked the
possibility in nmy thinking. Trust nme: it will be aborted four years from now, 80% conplete."

| felt the same frustration I'd felt a little over a year earlier, when Tesla had told me
flatly, again fromhis authority as a tinme traveler, that shortly the Soviet Union was going to
cease to exist. | knew |l could believe him but it just didn't seem conceivabl e.

Still didn't, in fact: at that tine, in March 1989, the Soviet Union was still there,
still apparently healthy and vigorous-finally out of Afghanistan, having a little trouble in
outlyi ng provinces perhaps, but pressing on with glasnost and perestroi ka. Nobody knew the gane
was over yet but Callahan's gang. . . and maybe M khail GCorbachev. Certainly not the C A

"Second tine, N kky: 'That sounds fucking crazy.'"

"It is fucking crazy,"” he said irritably, "but it is true nonethel ess."”

| waved the distraction aside. If | couldn't trust the facts N kola Tesla gave ne, there
was no point in going any further. And all he was asking ne to believe was that the U S. federa
government could be nonunmental ly stupid. "Okay, so the trigger won't be the SSC. How about t hat
i nternational Linear Collider | read about?"

"That," he agreed, "will be able to reach collision energies even higher than the SSC .

and it will be built, eventually. But not for-" He frowned again, and stopped speaki ng.
| sipped coffee and wait ed.

"Ni kola," | said softly after a while, "if I'"'mfollow ng you, you believe that sonetine
this com ng August, sonmething is going to trigger a phase transition in the vacuum or, as | would
phrase it in layman's terns, Fuck Up Everything. It won't be the big ring at Waxahacie, and it

won't be the Linear Collider they haven't even drawn up plans for yet Fine, | got that. So what's
going to do it?"
He | ooked up at ne fromunder those craggy brows, his eyes full of pain. "I fear it wll

have been nme," he confessed.

He got up and began pacing up and down the aisle, absentm ndedly juggling snall balls of electric-

blue fire-a nervous habit of his for over a century, which had delighted Mark Twain. | shut up and
wat ched hi m and wait ed.
Qutside, | could hear people stirring, exchanging sleepy norning greetings. Snells of sea

and m | dew were borne on a steady warm breeze. Parts of the old bus creaked and ticked as sunlight
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found holes in the shade that shielded it. Pixel the cat either had been aboard undetected al
night, or now pulled his trick of walking through walls; all at once he was on ny lap, quietly but
firmy demanding attention. | scratched himbehind the ears and under the chin w thout taking ny
eyes off Tesla, and Pixel seened willing to tolerate this perfunctory service; he settled firnmy
in place and began to purr just audibly. W waited together

Finally Tesla stopped pacing and nmade his blue fireballs di sappear. He resuned his seat
across fromme, slid back against the wall of the bus, and put his legs up on the seat, crossing
his ankl es. He folded his hands on his |ap and addressed a point about a foot above ny head.

"Ei ghty-one years ago," he said, "I sent a nessage to Robert Peary at the North Pole."

| nodded sagely, as if this nade any sense to ne at all, and kept ny nouth shut.

He | owered his gaze briefly to nmeet mine. "You nust understand, Jacob: at that tinme | was
perhaps as frustrated and desperate as | have ever been in ny life."

| nodded again. He | ooked back up at the ceiling behind ny head agai n.

"I had been trying to conplete Wardenclyffe for eight years. The crowni ng acconpli shnent
of nmy life, and it was |ike chasing the horizon: as | approached, it receded. The world was
hailing that treacherous fop Marconi as the inventor of radio, and | was determned to show hi mup
as a dilettante, but | could not seemto get ny feet under ne. J. P. Mdrgan conpletely abandoned
his support, when he |earned that nmy real purpose was the broadcast transm ssion of power. A
financial panic five years earlier had ruined nme personally-and just about any investors | m ght
have hoped to find. | was being sued by several creditors back in Col orado Springs. Even ny friend
Geor ge Westinghouse, who had beconme rich fromny patents for alternating current notors and
generators, declined to help ne. Like the SSC in Texas today, Wardenclyffe was 80% conpl et ed,
needi ng only the 68-foot done itself to be placed atop the tower-it had been for five years! But
the workers would not work unless | paid them and | could not. Then the architect, Stanford

White, was nurdered by Harry Thaw, his |over Evelyn Nesbit's husband. . ." He broke off.

"So you sent a nessage to Peary," | pronpted gently.

"On June 29, 1908," Tesla agreed. "He was then in the mdst of his second, ultimately
successful attenpt on the North Pole. | told himl knew he was quite busy, but that | would

appreciate it if, the next day, he were to take special notice of the sky, and report any
i nteresting observations he nmight nake."

| was still puzzled, but hanging on ganely. "Ckay. And the next day, Peary reported..."

"Not hing," Tesla said flatly. "He and his team saw nothing at all. They never guessed how
very fortunate they were."

He cl anmed up agai n.

My first inmpulse was to be irritated with himfor dragging this out. | squel ched that and
t hought hard instead.

Let's see. Nikky is trying to signal Peary sonehow, and for some reason it doesn't work.
Visualize the geonetry. Here's Wardencl yffe-about twenty minutes fromwhere | used to live, on
Long Island's North Shore, at Shoreham There's Peary, somewhere damm close to the Pole. Connect
themwith a dotted line representing the failed signal..

Wait a minute. What if the signal didn't fail? Suppose it sinply m ssed? Extend the dotted
line. . . and what did he say the date was?

"Holy, fucking, Christ-"

Frowning |like an O d Testanment prophet, N kola Tesla nodded at ne. "That sane day," he
said, "in central Siberia, there was a loud noise, and half a mllion acres of pine forest near
the Stony Tunguska River all decided to lie down for a while."

"Jesus, Ni kky!"
Pi xel was gone fromny |lap, taking several gobbets of ny flesh with him | would have to
apol ogize to himlater. I'd woken up Zoey, too; another apology due. | sat frozen, marinating in

awe and horror.

"The expl osi on was heard 620 nmiles away," Tesla went on. "Wl e herds of reindeer were
destroyed. Several nomadic villages vanished utterly. To this day, no plausible explanation has
ever been adduced.”

My voi ce sounded funny to nme. "N kky...you're telling me that you...caused Tunguska?"

He hung his head. "I overshot by nmore than a thousand niles. Fortunately for Peary and his
conpani ons. Unfortunately for an indeterm nate nunber of Siberian nonads. The beam was nuch nore
powerful than | had anticipated.”

For many years, the officially accepted explanation for the stupendous destruction at
Tunguska-the nost powerful recorded energy event in history-had been nmeteorite inpact. Wien a 1927
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expedition failed to find an inpact crater, or any trace of nickel-iron shrapnel (down to a depth
of 118 feet!), they decided that a 100, 000-ton fragnent of Encke's Conet, conposed mainly of dust
and ice, had entered the atnosphere at 62,000 nph, and expl oded just above the surface, creating a
15- negat on shock wave. That story held up for decades, until sonebody got around to working the
figures-at which time they decided it hadn't been a chunk of conet, but maybe a mni-black hol e,
whi ch just happened to dissipate just before it struck Siberia. As a layman, |'d never been much

i mpressed with any of these theories . . . but had been forced to adnmit that the best | could come
up with nyself, a crashing alien spacecraft, was al so | ow probability.

Sorrehow | ' d never thought of a Nikola Tesla publicity stunt gone haywre..

The inplications began to sink in. "Ch ny God, N kky-is this to do with that stuff the
feds supposedly took out of the hotel basenent after you died, and then classified forever? Papers
and wor ki ng nodel s? Your Death Ray?"

Still 1 ooking down, he nodded. "A type of particle-beam weapon. Quite unconventional...and
qui te powerful."

"How powerful ? After alnost fifty years of secret government devel opnent, that is?"

He shook his head, still declining to neet ny eyes. "There is no way to say. | nyself
never made a second test."

| shook ny own head. "Jesus, you nust have freaked when you found out what had happened.
How long did it take for the news about Tunguska to get around?"

"Weeks," he said. "Wthin two or three, | had a fairly clear idea."

"What did you do?"

"I had a nervous breakdown. | entered a state which would today be called clinica
depression. | abandoned ny business interests, ny friends, even ny correspondence, retired to ny

bed. Scherif continued to ook after nmy interests for me, bless him even filed ny tax
returns...but there was nothing he could do, and nothing | would do. Eventually | was forced to
sign over Wardendyffe to George Boldt, to cover ny bills at the WAl dorf."

"And now Wardenclyffe is a factory or sonething,” | said finally, just to break the
silence. "I went over to take a look at it once, but there wasn't much to see. The tower was
gone."

He sighed and sat up straight, but he still wouldn't nmeet ny eyes. "Not a single ounce of
metal anywhere in that tower, and it still took three successive denolition crews over a year to

bring it dowmn. Al three used dynamite, too. But only the third used enough."

The subject of denolition put nme, at |east, back on track. "Okay, so the government has a
Tesl a Death Ray, forty-odd years nore advanced than the one you took out half of Siberia with. Wy
are you acting as though all this were your fault? You didn't give it to them for Chrissake."

"But | did," he said, and now he | ooked up and net ny eyes.

"You di d? How? Why?"

"For the nmost |udicrous reason inaginable. Insufficient arrogance."

| hesitated, but decided to keep going with brutal honesty. "N kky, |'ve heard you accused
of a lot of things, but never-"

He nodded. "I will try to explain. Wen Lady Sally McGee offered to rejuvenate ne, to nmmke
me imortal, and required me to publicly appear to die first...|l knew those papers were in the
hotel safe. | could have destroyed themeasily before staging ny death. | thought it was safe to
| eave themthere, for some hypothetical posterity perhaps.”

" \Npy 2"

"Because | had by then spent over thirty years trying as hard as possible to discredit
nmysel f, and believed | had succeeded."”

| blinked at him several tines.

"Have you studi ed ny biography, Jacob?"

"Several of them" | agreed.

"Then perhaps you have noticed that during roughly the first half of my life, | produced a
st eady stream of novel discoveries and successful products. " Yeah, and Shakespeare wote sone
interesting plays. " and during the latter half, | essentially produced a steady stream of
i ncreasingly grandi ose and wi | d- soundi ng pronouncenents, concerning devices which | never actually
of fered for exam nation."

| had to adnmit he was right. Inpenetrable city-sized force fields, broadcast-powered
aircraft, antigravity, charging the ionosphere to a glow so it would never get dark again anywhere-
all these had been publicly announced by Tesla at various tinmes in his "last thirty-five years" of
life, and none ever shown. By the time of his supposed death, it was true that nost of the world
considered hima loopy old bird who rated |ip-service respect for half renenbered acconplishnents
in a prior century, but was not to be taken seriously anynore-basically, an especially
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entertaining eccentric.

"The dividing point was Tunguska. By the tine of ny death, most of ny true acconplishnents
were either msattributed to others, or largely forgotten. My eventual vindication by the Supremne
Court, which awarded ne prinacy over Marconi in the question of radio-eight nonths after | 'died!-
was al nost universally ignored, and is forgotten today. The general consensus of the scientific
community at the time of ny death was that | was an ol d hunbug, a nountebank who had for decades
been coasting on a reputation achi eved by |luck, bolstering it occasionally with absurd, enpty

boasts. Everyone knew t hat Edi son had invented electricity, and Marconi had invented radio; | was
the man who had invented the special effects prop for the second Frankenstein film the Tesla
coil. Lady Sally had already inforned nme, as a wy joke, that | would not be inducted into the

Inventors Hall of Fame until 1975. It sinply never occurred to ne that | had enough credibility
left to be taken seriously by anyone in authority.

"I underestimted the desperation in Washington in January of 1943. The war was not going
wel |l ; the Manhattan Project was not going well. It was decided to explore even w ld-card
alternatives-and so the FBlI seized all ny papers and equi pnent."

"But they didn't do anything with them then?" | had a sudden wild vision of Trunan
sitting in a roomwth his advisers, and saying, "Fuck it, let's go easy on them Start with the
atombonb. . . and if that doesn't work, then get tough."

"No," he agreed. "Not then. Even if they understood what they were reading, at that tinme
it would have required another Manhattan Project nerely to re-create Wardencl yffe, and wi thout ne
that woul d not have been enough. Not within the tine-frane they envisioned. My papers and
artifacts were all inspected, classified, and set aside." Hi s face changed. "But not forgotten."

Zoey shuffled into the passenger area, wearing a passable counterfeit of her face, hair conbed,
silk robe tied. "Mrning, N kky. How ve you been?"

You woul d not think a man that long and tall could levitate froma reclining position on a
bus seat to standing vertical in the aisle so quickly, without losing dignity. Especially not at
age 133. He cane erect with an al nost audible click, and instantly bent at the waist to kiss the
hand Zoey had no choice but to give him "Wl enough, dear |ady-and yourself?"

"Better than that," she said. "Have you eaten?"

"Perhaps later, thank you. | apol ogize for awakening you."

“I"'msure you had reason to."

"Thank you for taking it that way. May | pour you coffee? It is reasonably fresh."

"Thanks," she said, and sat down to get out of his way. "So," she added as he went by, "I
take it all hell has broken | oose?"

"Not yet."

"Not quite," | said, getting up nyself and heading for the door, "but you were barely in
time, darling. There was about to be a catastrophic explosion in here. Chat with N kky: he'l
bring you up to speed. I'lIl be back in a flash."

"Jesus," she said, "can't you give ne a quick synopsis? | gotta pee nyself."

| danced in the doorway. But it had been hard enough to drag it out of Tesla the first
tinme. "You know about Tunguska?"

She furrowed her brow. "Siberia? Long tine back? Big boom big nmystery?"

| nodded vigorously. "Very big, both. Eighty years ago. Nikky did it, by accident, testing
his Death Ray."

"Ckay. "
Bef ore coffee..Wiat a woman! "The feds have it now. They've been upgrading it for forty-
six years. That's as far as | got. 1'll be back as fast as | can. Entertain N kky."

She caught the change in nmy tone on the |ast two words. Her eyes wi dened slightly, and she
nodded just perceptibly. "Sure. Co."

Wth a wife like that, anything is possible. | hated to | eave her to make small talk with
a full bladder of her own...but | did not want to | eave N kky alone just now | could tell we were
only partway through this story, and the rest of it wasn't going to be any easier to tell than the
first part had been. | don't even renenber whose bathroom | borrowed, or much of what | did there,
save that it was energetic and conprehensive; | was too busy thinking.

How were we well-intentioned civilian goof-offs and m sfits supposed to assault the

federal governnent of the United States? Wiere the hell would they keep their Death Ray-anywhere
near Key West? It seened unlikely. Though you could tine it for sunset at Mallory Dock, and maybe
nobody woul d notice the slight increase in pyrotechnics. | couldn't seemto nake nyself believe
it. I knew Tesla nade m ghty nmagi c; Tunguska said so. But it still seemed a big junp from
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sonet hing that simulated a 15-nmegaton explosion to sonmething that could seriously threaten to zap
the entire universe. You' d think that if the nunbers were anywhere within five or ten orders of
magni tude of that kind of power, even the Defense Department would have the sense to see this was
a weapon too powerful to have any conceivabl e use.

Cone to think of it, I'd seen a Tesla Death Ray once, briefly. He'd produced it that fina
night at Mary's Place, at Mary Call ahan-Finn's request, for use in the firefight we anticipated
with The Lizard. . . though fortunately it had not proved necessary for himto actually fire it.

Had he really been prepared to incinerate the universe if necessary that night, and just forgotten
to mention it? O did his have a | ow power setting that the governnent nodel onitted as a cost-
savi ng neasure?

| didn't stop to wash ny hands until | was back on nmy own bus and had relieved Zoey to.

well, to relieve herself. (I made a nental note to see about replacing our toilet-then

remenbered | was noving out of this bus soon. The new owners, the school district, probably
woul dn't want their school buses to incorporate facilities that might inspire a young man to drop a
cherry bonb down them ) Before she left Zoey told nme she and Tesla had worked it out that what he
was really feeling was not so much guilt as frustrated anger. (My wife is capable of anazing
thi ngs before coffee.)

"It was by far the hardest thing | have ever done,

he explained to ne. "Certainly the

most galling. | have a | arge ego, Jacob. For me-nme, who powered the-world!- to spend the |ast half
of my life playing the part of a blowhard. . . never again to publicly denpbnstrate another of ny
achi evenents-" He broke off and | ooked down at his lap. "And worst of all,” he went on in a softer
voice, "to have all that humiliation and self-abasement turn out to have been usel ess, wasted.
and all because | was arrogant enough to believe it was sufficient protection..." He shook his
head, | ooked back up at me, and sniled one of his rare snmiles. "It is infuriating."

| shook nmy head. "I think it's one of the nost heroic things | ever heard of, N kky."

“I't did not work."

"It kept the Death Ray off the world stage for eighty years,” | insisted. "l magi ne what
that woul d have done to the doctrine of Mutual Assured Destruction! Fromwhat you tell ne, in
anot her year or two the Cold War is over. | say you done good."

"But not good enough," he said.

"Somet hing el se to think about," | said. "You ever wonder why Lady Sally made you
i mortal ?"

He blinked at ne.

"Because you're a genius?" | said, and shook ny head. "A | ot of geniuses passed through
Lady Sally's House at one tine or another, and to the best of ny know edge, she never nade any of
themimmortal, let alone taught "emhowto tine travel."

"Then why-"

"You've got an ego as big as your talent; the conbination could have destroyed
civilization; you saw that, and subordi nated your ego, for the good of your species. That's
heroi sm Ni kky. Unprecedented in history, as far as I know. | think you succeeded in inpressing
Lady Sally. Genuine heroismgets | adies wet."

He colored slightly. "Jacob, | hardly-"

"Now it turns out your heroismwas 'only' sufficient to protect us all for eighty-one
years, and earn you immortality. Okay, fine. Being imortal, you're still on the case, and being
intelligent, you have wisely hired the nost experienced world-savers around to hel p you. You have
led us to the Prom sed Land, where working conditions seemideal, and we have five nonths. Wy
don't we just get on with it?"

Hi s face went blank, his eyes dulled. He "went away," | guess to that place inside his
head where his visions came. He was gone naybe half a minute. Wien he came back, his eyes were
| ess haunted, his brow did not refurrow, his shoulders relaxed slightly. "Thank you, Jake," he
sai d.

"You're wel cone, Nikola."

Zoey reboarded the bus, carrying Erin. "He over being pissed at hinmself?" she asked nme, gesturing
at Tesl a.

“"Yeah," | said.

" Good. "

| held out ny arms and she put Erin in ny lap. "Have a seat: we're just getting to the
good part."

"Mommy told me about your Death Ray, Uncle Nikky," Erin said, "but you couldn't blow up
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t he whol e universe with that, could you?"

It had taken nme several minutes' thought to get that far; Erin |eaped there instantly.
Smart, ny kid.

He smiled at her sadly and shook his head. "No, Erin. Even the nost powerful variant
theoretically possible could not cone close. The event we are threatened with nust be the result
of a conbi nati on of causes. My weapon can be only one of them necessary, but not in itself
sufficient."

She nodded. "Wat are the other factors?”

Tesla's face slowy changed. At no tinme so far had he | ooked anything renotely |ike happy-
but now he | ooked desol ate.

"l do not know," he admitted.

None of us said anything for a mnute or so.

"Can't you cheat?" Erin asked finally. "You know, time travel ahead five nonths, and
peek?"

He shook his head with great finality. "No."

"Not permtted?” W had al ways gathered fromthe Call ahans that there were certain
fundamental restrictions of some sort on tinme travel, but they'd carefully left the matter as
vague as possi bl e.

"No," he said. "Not possible."

"How cone? Ch, wait-I get it."

| sure didn't. "Explain it to old dad."

"Renenber, Daddy? You can't tinme travel to a ficton where you already exist. There can't
ever be two of you at once.”

True. | had been told that. Suddenly | saw what she neant.
And N kky confirmed it. "I could never abandon ny post during a crisis. | will surely be
there when. . . whatever it is happens. So | cannot peek."

| was begi nning to boggle again. "N kky, wait a minute now. You have no real idea what's
going to cause the crisis-but you' re sure your Death Ray will be involved. Wy?"

He sighed. "Are you faniliar with Heinlein's felicitous phrase, 'l could be wong, but I'm
positive,' Jacob? | cannot prove, in the scientific sense, that ny weapon will be a factor in
this. But | amintuitively certain.”

"Well, look," | said, "nobody has nore respect than | do for your intuition, N kky, but-"

"Two things support my conviction," he interrupted. "First, | theorize universal disaster
must require human action of sone kind-"

"Why?" | interrupted.

Erin | ooked up at me to see if | was kidding. "Daddy," she said gently, "the universe is
old. If it was possible for it to destroy itself naturally, w thout human intervention, it would
have done it a long time ago."

That made sense. | renenbered Tesla telling nme earlier that nothing in the universe had
ever been colder than 2.7 degrees above absolute zero until humans cane al ong. "Ckay, | got you.
Say for the sake of argunent that you're right, that destroying the whol e uni verse probably
requires the special talents of human bei ngs or equivalent. But not necessarily you, Nikky.
Granted, you're the greatest Mad Scientist we've ever produced. But you're not the only one."

"But nmy weapon is, to the best of nmy know edge, the single nost powerful energy-producing
utensil of which the race is presently capable, by a wide margin. And will be, well into the next
m |l ennium Nothing el se cones cl ose, not even H bonbs. It nust be involved."

"But it's not powerful enough to destroy the universe by itself. Sonething else is
i nvol ved too."

"And | do not yet know what," Tesla agreed.

"Then where the hell do you conme up with this five-nonths-fromnow figure for a deadline?"
| asked, exasperated.

"That is a mninmumfigure,” he said. "It could take nuch | onger than that for
whatever it is...to occur. But that is the soonest it could happen. If it is possible for a
uni versal destruction nmachine to be accidentally created, and if ny weapon is a necessary
conponent of that machine, then five nonths fromnow is when that machine will first be possible
That is when the doomsday clock starts ticking."

"Why?" | insisted. "What happens in five nmonths?"
"STS-28," he said. "It is scheduled to lift off on August 8th, and return on the 13th."
STS-28? Hell, 1'd just seen STS-29 |aunch nyself, with ny own personal eyeballs, only a

file:/l/F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%208%20Callahan’'s%20Key.txt (90 of 138) [8/28/03 12:11:00 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%208%20Cal | ahan's%20K ey .txt

few days ago. | did vaguely recall hearing-that the Shuttle mission just before it, scheduled to
go up in January, had been postponed indefinitely, for obscure reasons. | tried to remenber what
we' d been told about it.

Chny God. .

We' d been told al nbst nothing about it. Except that it would be a dedicated DoD | aunch
the fourth so far. C assified payl oad..

"The Defense Department is going to orbit a Death Ray?" | greaned.

Tesl a nodded. "The news has just now reached ne."

CHAPTER. FOURTEEN
On the Case

"W are all capable of mstakes, but | do not care to enlighten you on the m stakes we nay or may
not have nmde."
-J. Danforth Quayl e

BUT WHY?" | scroaned. "In another year or two the fucking Cold War will be over...oh
shit, they don't know that, of course..."

"Actually, the problemis that they do," Tesla said. "Therein lies the irony. At this
point, certain decision makers in the U S. high command now know that the Soviet Union is in
serious, fatal trouble. It is inconceivable to themthat it could ever sinply opt to peacefully

di ssolve itself. They cannot inmagine the Evil Enpire accepting defeat until it has sacrificed the
| ast kul ak. For nmany years now, the only real card the Soviet generals have had to play was the
possibility that they were genocidal lunatics, and they bluffed a little too well. Key thinkers at

the Pentagon and NSA believe that soon they may | aunch a desperate first-strike, while they stil
can. And so this summrer-"

"-they're going to put one of your Death Rays in orbit," |I said again. | still couldn't
believe it.

"A stealthed satellite, carrying an utterly top secret particle-beam weapon," Tesla
agreed. "Once they do, the universe-destroying trap nmust be considered arned. The final trigger
whatever it is, could occur at any time during the satellite's expected twenty-five-year lifetinmne.

but it could also occur in the second it reaches orbit. So we must plan on the assunption that
it wll. And it will probably occur before the Soviet Union dissolves, hence within two years."

"What's the other thing?" Erin asked.

"Beg pardon?" Tesla said, confused. He wasn't used to the way Erin can veer, sonetimes.

"You said two things supported your belief that your particle beamis involved in the end
of the universe. Then you told us one thing: nanely, 'How could it not be?" What's the other
t hi ng?"

"Ah, | see." H's eyes wi dened slightly as he took her neaning. . . then they narrowed
again. "The other thing. . ." For a long noment | thought he wasn't going to answer. Then he
sighed, and let his shoulders slunp, and said it. "The other thing is that when M chael Callahan
gave the this conm ssion, charged me with the |ocal defense of the universe, he stated that it was
my 'responsibility." That was the word he used. And he said it in Serbian, so he nmust have wanted
his meaning quite clear to ne. He did not actually use the word that corresponds to 'redenption,’

but | felt it was inplied. It was clear in his face: |, N kola Tesla, must undo this thing.
.because it is at least partly ny fault."
My head was starting to ache dully. "Were the hell is Mke, anyway?" | asked irritably.

"Way the hell aren't he and Sally here helping? This is nmore their line of work than ours."
Tesla sighed. "As Erin said a few m nutes ago, even a Callahan cannot be in two places at
the sane tinme. At the nonent, Mchael and Sally are engaged el sewhere.”
| stared at him "In something of higher priority than the destruction of the universe."
He shrugged. "Wat can | say, Jacob? Some things |I sinply cannot discuss with you."
It was hard for me to swallow GCkay, Mke wasn't really a human being, he just played one

on TV, as Erin had sai d-nobody knew that better than I. But he'd done so for over forty years! He
came to this ficton in the first place and opened up his bar for the specific purpose of saving
the human race fromdestruction. Hell, 1'd been telepathic with the man: | knew he | oved ne, | oved

us, loved the hunan race-and | oved Earth, ancestral hone of his earliest forebears, too. It just
didn't seemreasonable that he'd see us through two nmajor crises, and then when the really big one
came al ong, bug out and | eave us to our own devices.
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Al 1 was sure of was that he nmust either have a damm good reason, or not have any choice.
| tried, briefly and futilely, to imagine what it nust be |like to have problens nore pressing than
the End of Everything, and gave up. It made ny head hurt to try. Mke and Sally were out of the
picture; accept it and nove on

Move on where? | cudgel ed ny brains.

For a while, the only result was bruised brains. Then | got a glimering. "Hey, N kky-you
say the Death Ray-"

"Jacob," he interrupted, wincing slightly, "could we not call it sonething el se? Pl ease?"

"You say the Tesla Beam alone isn't powerful enough to deflate the vacuum"”

"Definitely not."

"Suppose you ained two of themat each other, and fired them both at once, at maxi num
power ?"

"But there is no other."

"Suppose the Russians have one, too."

For a nonent his eyes w dened. But then he shook his head. "No, they cannot."

"How can you be sure?"

"Daddy," Erin said patiently, "if the Soviet Union had sonething nore powerful than H
bonbs, which didn't have to go by ICBM couldn't be seen coming, acted instantly, left no
radi oactivity, and probably couldn't ever be positively traced back to its source . . . it
woul dn't choose to dissolve peacefully."

| sighed. No arguing with that. "Who, then? China?"

Tesla and Erin both shook their heads firmy. "There is no other, Jacob,"” Tesla said. "And
even if there were, and you set themup facing each other and fired both sinmultaneously, you stil
woul d not produce enough energy to destroy the universe. Sonething else is needed."

"WWhat ?"

"I do not know," he confessed. "W nust find out. Before 8 August-assum ng STS-28 actually
| aunches on that day as schedul ed.”

I got up and got sone aspirin, washed them down with the last of nmy second cup of coffee
"Well," | said, "I'Il put it to the group as soon as | can, and see if anybody has any ideas."

Tesl a | ooked al arned. "Jacob-only the group! And pl ease nake very sure each of them
understands this is secret information-"

"Jesus Christ, N kky," | said indignantly. "Do you think there's one person in that bunch
who' d betray a confidence? Considering what's at stake? Besides, this is Key Wst: around here you
could tell people the universe was going to end this sunmer and nobody' d even-"

"You prove ny point!" Tesla shouted.

Al three of us were frozen with shock. N kky has a lot of voice in him and a face
adm rably constructed to express anger. | had never seen himangry before, or heard hi mshout.

"Al ways, you and your friends have kept clan secrets well,"” he said. "And why not? Al of
you were weird in sone way, in a place where weirdness is not well tolerated: that is what brought
you together. And the things that happened to you were so weird thensel ves that no one el se who
was not as weird as you would have believed themeven if you had told of them But now you are in

a place where nost people are weird. | fear that you will cease to fear."
| began to see what he was driving at. "Shit."
Tesla lost his anger all of a sudden, and only |ooked sad. "I hear ny own words and see |

ama fool. O course you good people should cease to fear. If you want to let all your new

nei ghbors know that Erin is not a normal infant, and M. von Wau Wau can talk, and M. Shea can
roll sevens as long as he cares to, and so on-that is your affair. By all nmeans tell them you know
several tinme travelers and an alien cyborg, and have survived a nuclear explosion, if it suits you
to charge tourists nmoney to shoot you with handguns at close range, who am| to say you should
not ? Leave your doors unlocked if you enjoy the freedomto do so in safety.”

He | eaned forward in his seat, and sonmehow managed to look all three of us in the eye at
once, spoke quietly but with great intensity. "But no matter how rel axed you becone, you nust
never disclose to any stranger anything you have | earned through anachrognosis, froma tine
travel er. The secrets of time nmust be kept. O things could happen which. . ." He hesitated, then
went on. "I cannot explain this so you will understand it...but there can be things worse than the
destruction of the universe. And the tearing of the fabric of history is one such. Even in Key
West, it is not safe to risk that."

"Ckay," | said, considerably chastened. "I hear you. Famly, only."
"What about new fam |y?" Erin was bold enough to ask. "Aunt Mi-Ling? Uncle Bbiillll?"
Tesla started to answer, then hesitated and | ooked pained. "I cannot tell you you nmay not

expand your group," he said. "But until you are sure a new nenber is discreet, please do not speak
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in their presence of the Tesla Beam or STS-28, or the end of the universe, or the collapse of the
Soviet Union. | do not know either of the people you nention, Erin. . . but I will trust anyone
you and your parents trust. | only ask that you do not relax your vigilance in that regard, sinply
because you are now in a place where trust is nore easily given."

| had to agree that was good advi ce.

He stood up. "I amgoing to make certain investigations, and see what | can |learn of the
Def ense Departnent's intentions and capabilities. | will be back in a week, and we can share what
we have all |earned and conjectured.”

"Ckay," | said, and was going to add sone last-m nute question, | forget what, but it

doesn't matter because all of a sudden he just...wasn't there to ask. No sound, no flickering
Iights, no apparent disturbance of air currents, even. Zip, gone.
“I love it when he does that," Erin said.

A sort of daytinme party was already getting under way outside the bus when | energed. | probably
couldn't have stopped it if I'd tried, and why try? The gang had been cooped up in buses forever,
they were in the Prom sed Land, there was basically nothing for us to do until the various rea
estate deals closed and it was tine to start unloading buses and noving in. Meanwhile their new
nei ghbors were friendly and savvy, and everybody was in the nobod to put out little roots of
friendship. Food was nmade, beer was drunk, nusic was nade, talk was tal ked, and so on

So what with one thing and another, it took nme until late afternoon to cut the Inner
Circle out of the herd and take them aside for a briefing.

| use the termironically of course; we have never been organi zed enough, or hierarchica
enough, to have an Inner Circle-and if we had, none of us would have wanted to be in it. The group
menbers | picked were pretty much just the first couple dozen | happened to run into that day
whose opinions | really wanted. The ol dest veterans of Callahan's Place, nostly. The cover story |
used was that we needed to plan the details of setting up our new bar, which of course we actually
di d.

At Double Bill's suggestion, we took everybody down to one of Key West's best-kept
secrets. It is kept secret by leaving it right in plain sight, big as life, right on Duval Street:
the Holiday Inn La Concha. It's plainly one of the tallest buildings in Key West, but there is no
clear sign at street level to alert tourists wal king past that its observation deck is open to the
public free. Therefore it is seldomcrowded up there-and it offers perhaps the best viewto be had
on the Rock. You can see everything fromthere, in all directions, walk around the building and
take in the whol e island-or sweep your eyes across the Atlantic, the Florida Straits, the
Cari bbean, and the Gulf of Mexico in one glance. They say on a clear day you can see Cuba. From up
there the sunset is, if anything, even nore beautiful than it is from Mllory Square; certainly
nore peaceful and quiet. Plus they serve booze.

It was getting on toward sundown by the tinme we got there, too. The few people who were
al ready present, nmostly hotel guests and .a few savvy locals, had already gravitated to the west
side of the building. So we gathered on the south side, where we could have privacy but still get
a fair shot at the sunset. By happy chance it was al so the downw nd side; Double Bill lit and
passed around a handful of what |ooked like filter cigarettes but weren't. Present were ne, Zoey,
Erin, Fast Eddie, Doc Wbster and Mei-Ling, Long-Drink, the Lucky Duck, Tom Hauptnman, Jim Onar,
the Latinmers, Josie Bauer, Tommy Janssen, Shorty, Slippery Joe and both his w ves, Mrgie Shorter
Dave and Marty, Dorothy Wi, Ralph von Wau Wau, and two of our newest nenbers, Acayib Pinsky and
Pi xel the cat.

| began the discussion by stressing Tesla's warning that all of this was Top Secret, Eyes
Only material; then | went on to give thema summary of everything he had told ne-starting with
the news that the end of the universe was not ten years away, but sonething closer to five nonths.
After | was done, they were all silent for a time, thinking.

It was Long-Drink who broke the silence. "Jesus Christ," he said, so softly it was al nost
a prayer. "The nan who gave the human race just about everything it's got-and got nothing in
return-spent the last half of his life deliberately making hinself look like an idiot. For their
benefit. A proud guy |ike N kky."

"God dam, " Tanya Latinmer said. "That's a nman." There was a general nurnur of agreenent.

"What | can't believe," Zoey said, "is that even that sacrifice wasn't good enough. He
still got bit on the ass... by his own genius."

"So we gotta fix it for him" Fast Eddie said. Another runble of commopn agreenent.
"Ckay," Doc Webster said. "Let's get down to business. What do we know?"

"Not nuch,"” Zoey said.
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| said, "W know that Ragnarok is com ng. We know the Tesla Beamis invol ved-"

"Do we know that, Jake?" the Doc asked.

| shrugged. "I don't know, Doc. Do you doubt it?"

"No," he said, "lI'"mjust pointing out that our certainty is intuitive rather than
enpirical. W' re expecting a high energy event, and the Tesla Beamis the highest-energy utensi
we know of. Besides, if we assune it isn't involved, we're left with nothing nmuch to think about.
But we ought to renenber we could be all wet. For all we know, on August 9th an alien god wll
appear out of a hole in the tenth dinmension with sonething that makes a Tesla Beam |l ook like a
firecracker, and use it to clear this annoyi ng universe out of his way."

"Fine," | agreed. "But | amintuitively certain. | intend to assune that the trigger for
Ragnar ok, whatever it is, involves the Tesla Beam plus other factors yet to be identified.

Theref ore we know t hat what ever happens, it could conme any tine after August 8th, and won't be
sooner. What | don't know is where the hell to go from here."

Tanya Latimer spoke up. "W have to try and figure out what the other factors are."

"If N kola Tesla doesn't know and can't guess-" the Lucky Duck began sourly. Acayib Pinsky
cut himoff. "Dr. Tesla is an intelligent and heroic man, and very |learned. But he is not an
expert in the present state of human science or technology. It seens to ne to be a sinple problem
of research. W investigate high-energy technol ogies, and rank themin order of the probability of
their interacting sonehow with the Tesla Beam"

Omar cut himoff. "Wiy not save that until after we've solved the probl enP"

Several people asked at once what the hell he was tal king about. | was one of them
He stared around at us, honestly puzzled. "Look, | appreciate the theoretical beauty of
this situation as much as anybody. 1'd |l ove to know what conbi nati on of circunstances could

destroy the universe. But first | want to stop it from happening."”

Mar gi e Shorter exclaimed, "How the hell can we do that unless we find out what we're
trying to stop, JinP"

He held out his hands pal mupward. "Are we all agreed that Tesla' s weapon is not
sufficient, but is necessary, to destroy the universe?"

Nobody di sagr eed.

He turned his palns over. "Then we just take it out of the equation, and all is well. W
can figure out what the other factors would have been at our leisure."

"Huh?" is sort of the vector sumof all our exclanmations.

"Kill that satellite, or disable it, or keep it frombeing orbited in the first place."

Brief silence.

"Jim" | said, "we're a bunch of barflies. Furthernore, at the nmoment we're barflies from
out of town, about as local as a fishin atree. | don't even know where the Post Ofice is. Are
you seriously suggesting we should try to take on the U S. Defense Departnent ?"

"Way not ?"

| had trouble fram ng ny answer.

"Jake, |ook," he said, "Take a worst-case. Say we fail, big-tinme. Wiat's the worst that
coul d possi bly happen?"

"They could shoot us!" | said. Then | heard what | had just said, and had to grin. "Oh.
Well...put us in prison for the rest of our natural lives, then."

"For interfering with the secret Death Ray they put into orbit?" he asked gently.

It did sound like a hard headline to sell

"This is nuts,” Shorty said. "W couldn't even beat a town inspector on Long |Island. How
the hell are we supposed to take on DoD?"

"I didn't say it was going to be easy," Orar said. "But has anybody got a better
appr oach?"

Everybody tried to talk at once.

After considerabl e discussion, Tanya Latinmer sorted it out. W ended up form ng two
comrittees. One to try and identify candidates for Other Contributing Factors. And the other to
figure out a way to put that damm Deat hstar out of operation, w thout being caught at it. QOmar was
right, it nade sense. Maybe the first comrttee would come up enpty. O nmybe whatever the other
factors were, they would turn out to be even harder to influence. You work with what you've got.

The sun was wel|l down, by then-sad to say, we had been too distracted to fully appreciate
the sunset-and we all left in a thoughtful npod.

Most of us headed back to whichever of the two trailer parks was their present temporary hone. O
in Double Bill's case, his permanent one. But a few of us-ny fanmily, Doc and Mei-Ling, Fast Eddie,
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Long-Drink, Omar, and Pixel -decided to stay downtown and do the Duval Street Crawl. It was a
Friday night, in the mddle of March, between the main assault waves of college students: view ng
conditions woul d never be better

And a colorful and interesting experience it turned out to be. Inaway it was like a
wat er ed- down version of the French Quarter of New Ol eans-watered down in that the Quarter's ever-
present spices of genuine danger and true sleaziness were nissing. Duval Street was just as
decadent and lively as the Quarter. . . but sonehow nore life-affirmngly so: the cops travel ed
solo, rather than in threes, and the hookers did not, in the presence of your wife, ramyour hand
down their pants and then under your nose. You wal ked two bl ocks outside the French Quarter
unarmed, you were asking to die; walk two blocks off Duval and there are fearless chickens on the
sidewal k and a stranger will come down off his porch to offer you a beer

Al so, nost of Duval's funkiness was genuine, come by honestly, not painstakingly faked
from ol d photographs the way it was in the Quarter or in Provincetown. It was just too mnildewed,
nmol dy, warped, and rusted to be a Disney re-creation. And an astoni shing proportion of the things
it had to sell tourists were actually worth the noney. In particular, at that point in history
Duval Street had not yet succunbed to the plague that within ten years would blight it beyond
recognition: so far there were no nore than one or two T-shirt shops per block. Today, in 1999,
apart frombars and a restaurant or two there's al nost nothing el se but T-shirt shops on Duval -
many of them oddly, owned by Russian inm grants- even though the market cannot possibly support
hal f that many. It's hard to figure. But back in '89, the T-shirt enporia were still an admittedly
gaudy minority, interspersed frequently with things like art galleries, jewelry stores, clothing
stores, handicraft co-ops, sidewal k restaurants, head shops, bookstores, conic book shops, antique
stores, record stores, no-taboos porn stores, nassage parlors, a hundred different kinds of exotic
fast-food outlets-and, of course, dozens of bars, including Jimry Buffett's origina
Margaritaville, which was not to burn down for years yet. The sidewal ks were cranmed, and not just
with pedestrians: every avail abl e space seenmed to hold sonme kind of vendor's wagon or souvenir
stand or bl anket array of trinkets for sale; people wal ked past it all in a slow anble, npbst of
them cheerfully tipsy, better than half of them smling.

Hustling went on, but it was good-natured, |low key. Again, it wasn't |ike the Quarter
wher e angry-1ooking bl ack kids got in your face, demanding to "betcha dolla | know where you got
them shoes,"” and getting ugly if you didn't want to play. (If you did, the answer was, "You got
the I ef' one on your lef' foot, right one on your right, ginme a dollar, chunp!") Instead, a
grinni ng Cuban woul d catch your eye and call out, "Hey Cap' n-you can't keep a worman as pretty as
that without a opal like this here.” And when your wi fe answers, "If he had to buy me, he couldn't
afford ne," the Cuban just |aughs and waves you on

Every twenty yards there was a bar. Three of themclainmed to be the genuine original place
where ol d Papa Hemingway used to get faced, and | later learned all three were lying. Just about
every joint had sone kind of nusic-in the space of three blocks, we heard rock, country, folk,
jazz, reggae, heavy netal, salsa, blues, and R&B. And here at |ast was sonething the French
Quarter had over Duval Street, head and shoul ders over it, in fact: the nusic wasn't as good. None
of it actually sucked, nothing we heard was unprofessionally bad-but let's face it, no place has
musi ¢ as good as New Orl eans. There wasn't anything to touch, say, the Fanous Door

This was good news to Zoey. The longer we strolled, the happier she got. It was clear
there would be plenty of work in this town for a really good, versatile bass player who could play
any style and sing. And although 1'd only be available to join her one or two nights a week, our
trio act with Fast Eddie was easily better than anything we heard on Duval that night.

Erin had a ball, too. She spent nost of the wal k on Long-Drink's shoul ders, he being the
tallest of us, and fromtinme to tine she would demand that we pass her up a nmango ice creamor a
bite of Cuban sandwi ch or a sip of peach juice or a forkful of Key line pie or a bite of pizza
Whenever her nouth was enpty, she drove Zoey crazy denandi ng expl anati ons of the obscene jokes and
nmottoes on the T-shirts in the shop w ndows.

Finally we ended up at an open-air Cuban joint at the far north end of Duval. A conpetent
trio punped spicy salsa out of a synthesizer, congas, and an accordion, and because the house knew
gringo tourists were usually timd and ignorant, it enployed shills: a pair of pro dancers who
alternated exciting denonstrations of salsa with patiently persistent inportunings of the audi ence
to get up and join them The girl was so beautiful Zoey found her attractive, the boy was so
handsome | found himattractive, and both were really good dancers.

And really persistent proselytizers: the next thing | knew, | was dancing with Rita.

| do not, repeat, do not dance-and if | were going to, would certainly not choose sal sa
But Zoey does dance, and an opportunity to dance with a pro |like Enrico-as stunningly handsone as
Enrico-was just too good for her to pass up; she didn't even pretend to resist when he took her
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hands and pulled her up out of her chair. So | let Rita draft me too. My feeling is, |'mperfectly
willing to make a fool of nyself in public, if it'll get me a good seat when ny wife is dancing
Rita found it hilarious and touching that | kept |ooking past her splendid bosomto get a glinpse
of my wife, and forgave nme ny ineptness. And turned out to be very good at |eading a dunb Anglo
with two left feet through at least a few of the intricacies of beginner salsa; by the tine the
tune mercifully ended, | was doing well enough to garner a smattering of appl ause
(enthusiastically led by En) for ny courage. The appl ause for Zoey was a lot |ouder, and included
me. Rita kissed ne soundly, on the forehead, and Enrico bent |ow over Zoey's hand and kissed it,
and then the two of us, both bright pink, collapsed back into our chairs and sucked pi fia col adas
until we had enough breath back to kiss each other for a mnute or two. O her volunteers took our
pl ace on the dance fl oor eagerly.

We left Duval well before midnight, just as things were going into high gear, and the wal k
back honme was glorious. Dark, quiet streets, for one thing, even when we were still only a bl ock
or two fromDuval. It was still Friday night; we passed places where parties were going on. But
Key West locals didn't seemto party as frantically as the tourists did. You' d hear |aughter, but
not the kind of desperate hyena | aughter that signals a party back in New York, which sounds as if
the participants are having fun at gunpoint. Even the party nusic hadn't been turned way up to

make the people |augh |ouder. The air was no tenperature at all. Soft warm breezes cane and went,
bearing snells of jasm ne and coral and frangi pani. A star spangl ed sky soared over us.

That |ast especially inmpressed Erin. "I never saw so nmany stars," she kept saying. "So
clear."

"Too nmuch crap in the air back on Long Island,” | told her

"You shoul d have been here a coupl e of weeks ago," Double Bill said.

"How cone?" Erin asked.

"W had Northern Lights."

We all stopped wal king and stared at him

"No, really,"” he said. "Swear to God. Sheets of fire in the sky. Mdstly green, but a |ot
of red, and a little purple even."

To our surprise, Doc Webster backed himup. "He's not pulling your leg, Erin. Genuine
Aurora Borealis. O d Stan Wedernyer, this astrononer | know, said sonething about the biggest
solar maxi mumin three hundred years. Didn't you guys see any up New York way? It was reported al
over the South."

"Hell, maybe we did get Northern Lights,"” Long-Drink said. "How could we tell, through the
snog?"

"True enough," the Doc conceded. "Pity; it was sonething to see."

"Well, this sky is spectacul ar enough for nme," | said.

"Me too, Daddy!"

W wal ked anot her block or so, all craning our necks to | ook up at the stars. It was worth
a stiff neck. The difference between what you could see in the night sky back on Long Island and
this was like the difference in sound quality between a 1965 nonaural transistor radio and a
nmodern CD player. It nmade nme think of the first time inmy life l'd ever heard high-fidelity
stereo, on headphones: that astonishing, alnost frighteningly beautiful noment when Paul MCartney
suddenly appeared, magically right in the very center of ny own personal skull, and began singing.

Wul d people still be willing to live in cities, | wondered, if they fully grasped the
extent to which they're turning down the brightness, contrast, and color controls and m nim zi ng
all the equalizer settings of their lives by doing so? Now that | came to think about it, they
accepted the nmuffling of all their senses. Not just sight and sound. Few of themever got to taste
really fresh food: to them fresh neant "only three days ol d and never frozen." Their senses of

smel |l had to shut down, in self-defense-I once read a great science fiction novel, | forget the
aut hor's nanme, where a nad scientist increased everyone's sense of snell, and civilization fel
overnight. And as for the fifth sense, the one Theodore Sturgeon says is the npost fundanental
touch (". . . all the other senses are only other ways of touching..."). . . well, city people

just didn't. Not even with their eyes, if they could help it.

Was that why they seened to need to stinulate thenselves so strongly and so relentlessly?
Do filters on all your senses nake you need to party hearty, just to be feeling sonething?

No. Key West was an anomaly. Even people in rural areas of North Anerica tended to be
mani ¢ these days, to pursue pleasure like it was the six-fingered Count who'd killed their father
Doni ngo Montoya. City people just had better utensils. And a bit nore anonymity in which to safely
di sgrace thensel ves. The night skies had probably been clear and crisp over the Spahn Ranch when
the Manson fanily lived there. . . and | bet they had an excellent stereo, grew tasty carrots, and
could snell a cop a mile away. By all accounts, they did a |ot of touching. So nuch for sinplistic
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i nsights. | gave up philosophy and just dug the stars, until ny neck nade nme quit.

VWen we got back to Double Bill's trailer park, | invited everybody aboard ny house for
God' s Blessing, and they all had the sense to accept. Seven adults, a baby, and a cat packed into
a third of a schoolbus nade a nice intimte conversational group. W chatted surface pleasantries
whil e | whi pped the cream and brewed the coffee and poured in the Irish whiskey. But once |I'd
served us all (except Erin, who contented herself with the whi pped crean), within a couple of sips
the conversation had turned serious.

"Jake," Doc Webster said, "you contracted with N kky to get the whol e gang tel epathic
again within ten years. You really think we can pull it off in five nonths? Wthout Callahan or
the McDonal d brothers around to hel p?"

“In a place like this, maybe," Long-Drink said. "Wat do you think, Jake?"

| shook nmy head. "I think that's the wong question."
"What's the right one?" the Doc asked.
"I don't know anything about telepathy,"” | said. "lI've been telepathic three tines now

each tine with assistance froma special talent, and for a period neasurable in m nutes.

honestly have no idea if we can all figure out howto find our way back there again by ourselves.
in five nonths, or ever. | strongly suspect we can, if we try hard enough, but | don't know.

That ain't what's worrying ne."

"What is?" Zoey asked.

"Say we pull it off-come this August, we all achieve tel epathic rapport again. Say for the
sake of argument we figure out howto do it anytine we want, for as long as we |ike. How does that
hel p us take out a satellite?”

There was a startled silence. Two or three people started to answer, but none of them got
as far as producing an actual word. Instead we all put our faces in our Irish coffees.

"You know," Omar said thoughtfully after a while, "engineers have a saying. Wen the only
tool you have is a hammer, it's amazing how every problemthat conmes along seens to | ook like a
nail."

"What are you sayi ng?" Long-Drink asked.

"Just that maybe we've got carpal tunnel vision." The Doc wi nced slightly. "W saved the
world twice using tel epathy, so we assune that's the way you save the universe, too-like it's our
only parlor trick."

"Jim" | said, "it is our only parlor trick. W' re a bunch of rumm es, far from hone. Qur
time travelers are gone. Qur alien cyborg is gone with them Qur cluricaune hasn't been seen in
over a year. As far as Special Talents, we're down to a pookah, a tal king dog, and a conputer
geni us-"

Erin hugged ny leg for that |last one and said, "-plus we're nostly all bulletproof,
Daddy. "

"Granted," | said. "Nonetheless, | don't see us taking on the Joint Chiefs of Staff and
Wi nni ng, because we're all telepathic with each other. | just don't see our role in this."

"I'"ve never been telepathic,” Mei-Ling said, "so pardon nme if this is a silly question
But is there any possibility that if the whole group were in rapport, you'd be able to. . . reach
out, to another m nd?"

"What, and take it over, like?" Long-Drink asked.

"Not necessarily. Could you all. . . could we all perhaps plant suggestions in certain key
m nds? Wthout their realizing it?"

Al'l of us who had been tel epathic-everybody except Mei-Ling and Double Bill, that is-
exchanged a long look. Finally |I spoke for all of us.

"I don't knowbut | doubt it. | doubt it a lot." The others nurnured agreenent.

Omar settled his big shoulders. "I think you' re right, Jake. | don't think telepathy can
hel p us just now, even if we get it. Maybe we will, soneday, if the universe doesn't end first. |
hope so, since | missed the last tine. But | don't think we should focus onit."

"But what the hell else have we got?" | said.

"Brains," he said sinmply. "GQuts. Good intentions. Hell's own |uck."

"Agai nst the Departnment of Defense," | said.

"Hardly seens fair, does it? All they got is a |ousy Tesla Death Ray."

CHAPTER FI FTEEN
The Devil's Luck
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"I am not part of the problem | am a Republican.”
-J. Danforth Quayl e

THE NEXT WEEK WAS very eventful for all of us. Anmllion things had to get done, in an environnent

where your natural instinct was to curl up in the hamock with a margarita. Double Bill took me by
the hand and |l ed ne through the closing on the property, business license, transfer of the |iquor
license, and simlar rituals and formalities of commerce. | |ooked upon it as ny penance, for

fucking up the last tinme and costing us all Mary's Place. And at that | got off easy. The stack of
paperwork required to sell booze legally in Key Wst was no thicker than the Manhattan phone book
The correspondi ng heap back on Long Island had literally been taller than nme-and |I'm six one.

Zoey neanwhile ran around at various speeds, none of themlow, perfornmng a variety of
tasks and noving gracefully between them Wile setting up the utilities, phones, and cable TV,
she al so arranged everything fromfurniture to flowers. She even nmanaged to scrounge an | SDN f ast
Internet connection for Erin, through a friend of Doc's and Mei-Ling s-a real godsend, as it
al l owed her to access the Net at 128,000 bps on our Mac as well as on her Teslafied | aptop

Erin herself used that connection to prow NSFnet, ARPANET, M Lnet, and a few other
networks with our highly nodified, massively souped-up Mac Il-and on the side she voluntarily
organi zed several snmmll but inportant group projects, such as conmpiling all the now usel ess
overcoats, gloves, fur hats, and snow boots we'd all brought with us, and packaging themto take
out to Mount Trashnore. Ever since we'd decided to nove here, she'd seenmed to relish finding
physically challenging things to do, even on the long trip down, and now that we'd arrived, Key
West was perfect for the purpose, warm and safe. She was al ready nmuch stronger and nore
coordi nated than she'd been back on Long Island, roughly equivalent to a normal four or five-year
ol d.

A lot of us were busy with simlar noving-in tasks of their own, and the rest were busy
hel ping them while waiting for their own house negotiations to close. Every day was |ike a barn-
raising party. Mich like the weeks we'd spent fixing up and |oading all those buses in the first
pl ace, only in better weather. You fell into bed each night utterly exhausted and totally
exhi | arat ed-and woke every norning starving and eager to get started again.

Al of us, and a couple of dozen synpathetic locals, spent all day Thursday at The Pl ace,
unl oadi ng. Incredibly, we managed to enpty all five relevant buses before coll apsi ng-despite
consi derabl e harassnment fromHarry the parrot. It hel ped a whole lot that nmost of the bar
equi prent we'd fetched south with us had, by happy chance, ended up distributed anong those sane
five buses. Having the Lucky Duck on your packing crewis a good idea.

(One nonent menorabl e enough to be worth reporting was the first neeting of Harry and
Pi xel . When we first arrived, Harry waddled forth to greet us, squawki ng-and stopped dead in his
tracks when Pixel got off the bus. Pixel approached slowy, stopped a few yards away. Harry stood
his ground, feathers ruffling slightly. Erin looked to ne and | shrugged hel pl essly, already
nmental |y conmposing Harry's eul ogy. Pixel lowered his ears, made a noise deep in his throat, and
crept closer. Wien he was a foot or two away, W thout any warning Harry suddenly screaned, "Oh,
what a gorgeous PUSSY!" right into his face. Pixel did a sudden back-flip . . . and glared around
at all of us. Nobody | aughed-then-and everybody found sonething else to |look at. Harry turned his
back on Pixel and strutted away, and after a noment's consideration, Pixel visibly decided parrots
were beneath notice and turned away hinmself. Fromthat point forward, the two of them maintained a
stiff, uneasy truce. Mst of the tinme, anyway.)

Then the next norning, w thout even so much as pausing to hook up The Machine, we left
everything there in boxes and went to hel p four other busloads of people off-load at their new
homes, and got that acconplished just after sundown. It being a Friday night again, the tenptation
to party was enornous, and nmany of us yielded to it.

Nonet hel ess, the infornal council |'d forned the previ ous week convened at nmy (new) place
after supper. There'd been too many vol unteer locals around all week for me to have a chance to
safely discuss the end of the universe with anybody, and | wanted to get everybody el se's thoughts
and i deas before Tesla showed up. There was enough room on the porch for eight or ten of us,
seated on assorted boxes and crates; a couple nore perched on the railing; the rest gathered on
the little patch of lawn in front of the porch, sone on blankets and a few on fol ding chairs.

To ny surprise, progress had been nade. |nstead of having no candi dates for Cause of
Ragnar ok, we now seenmed to have two conpeting theories.

The first, unsurprisingly, canme from Acayi b Pinsky, our resident physicist.

Barring Marty, Acayib was the nobst recent menber our caravan: he'd wandered into Mary's
Place for the first tinme on the last night of its existence, fifteen nonths earlier-just in tinme
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to get plugged into our tel epathic hookup and hel p us defeat the Dark Side of the Lizard. He
suffers froma quite rare hereditary condition called Ri |l ey-Day Syndrone (three hundred cases in
the whol e country), which | eaves himw th several nmjor deficiencies. The first is definitely the
nost spectacular: he is and has al ways been absol utely unable to perceive physical pain.

Think of that: a man who has never once in his life said "Quch."

Until he nmet us, anyway. Perhaps understandably, he had always, had an irrational yearning
to feel pain, to know what all the fuss was about, to be |like everyone else. In that first
timel ess nonent of entering telepathic rapport with the rest of us, he had |earned better. He told
me once later that pain had struck himas so utterly outrageous that he coul d not understand why
peopl e who believed in God had not put a price on H's head. In the end, he decided that naybe
Ri | ey-Day Syndrone wasn't such a bad deal after all

Does it seemthat way to you? Consider what comes with the package. As Tom Wi ts said,
"The large print giveth. . . and the small print taketh away." Perhaps because they never got any
exerci se, Acayib's tear ducts never developed: he can cry if he's sad enough, but is quite unable
to produce tears. He's prone to ghastly skin rashes and profuse sweating and sudden spasns of
vomting. H's blood pressure and tenperature fluctuate |ike the Dow Jones index. He can't keep his
bal ance well and tends to fall down a lot. And, of course, he's a mass of scars and badly knit
bones-for fairly obvious reasons. The scars are worse on parts of his body that are outside his
field of vision, but he has lots on his hands, too. He used to see his doctor for a checkup four
times a year- but then one tinme the doctor found a bullet in the nmeat at the back of his thigh,
and Acayib didn't even have a guess as to when or how he'd acquired it; ever since, he got hinself
| ooked over nonthly.

He had al so devel oped a constant ongoi ng al ertness, an al nost Zen state of awareness of
hinsel f and his i medi ate surroundi ngs that never flagged. It gave hima great personal presence
and charisma that even profuse sweating, big purple blotches on his face, and a tendency to vomt
wi t hout warning could not entirely erode. And though he was only twenty-six at that tine, he
exhibited a maturity far beyond his years.

Well he might: Acayib knew that statistically he was nost unlikely to see his fortieth
birthday. Fully half of all Riley-Day babies are dead before age twenty.

Sorry for the digression, but Acayib's an interesting cat. Take it all as background, to
give you the full benefit of the horrid hilarity in what he had to tell us. You see, Key Wst's

warm danp air had been paradoxically good for his rash: the only blemish still visible was a dark
purple patch on his forehead. . . that nmade himl ook just |ike an underwei ght M khail Gorbachev.
And what he had to say to us was: "Is everyone here famliar with the expression 'God is an
iron? "

Most of us were, but Mei-Ling raised a hand and shook her head no.

"A person who conmits felony is a felon," Doc Wbster explained. "A person who comits
gluttony is a glutton-"

"-and a person who conmits larceny-" Slippery Joe began, but his wife Susie stepped on one
of his feet and his other wife Suzie stepped on the other. Suzie's nmiden nane is Larsen

"-therefore," the Doc went on, ignoring the interruption, "God is an iron. Acayib is
telling us to brace ourselves for sone sort of punch line. Acayib?

"Wait," | said, "let ne guess. W're |ooking for the missing Second Hal f of the Arnageddon
Trigger. The first half is an energy beam devised by Ni kola Tesla. So the second half has to be
some forgotten secret invention of Thomas Edi son. It uses DC current, | bet-right, Acayib?

He shook his head. "That would be a good joke," he agreed. "But | have a different irony in mnd-
one that pivots not on who created the two things, but on who deployed them and why." He waited,
in case anyone else wanted to try and guess.

JimOrar was the first to get it. "Ch my God. . . you nean-"

Acayi b nodded, w ped sweat off the purple blotch on his forehead, and said, "The first
part of the trigger is an orbital weapon secretly depl oyed by the Defense Departnent. So
naturally, another part will-I think-be a perfectly legitimte, aboveboard, purely scientific
satellite... orbited by the Soviet Union."

"What satellite?"

"Mr."

Acayi b expl ai ned. Unfortunately, he began to do so in Physicist. . . but we were able to head him
off and get himto sunmarize in Layman. The gist was this:

He had been researching the current state of the art in high-energy physics, searching for
sonmething that, in conbination with a Tesla Beam m ght disrupt the vacuum and had pretty nuch
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come up enpty. It was hard to be sure, because the only baseline we had for the Tesla Beamwas a
| arge ei ghty-one-year-old hole in Siberia-but as far as Acayib could tell, no known particle
accel erator even potentially operational by August could deliver enough power to do the trick
probably not by a few orders of magnitude. But in researching the literature, he had run across a
snide reference to one of the devices in Mr's Kvant-1 nodul e.

The experinment was a real long shot. . . but on the other hand, it was pretty cheap, and
the potential payoff quite high. Hi gh-energy physics is done by whacking very fast-noving,
powerful particles into each other, and observing the results of the weck. On Earth it is very
difficult and thus expensive to get the particle going that fast. But space is full of very high-
energy particles: cosnmc rays. Ch, they vary considerably-but sonme of themare the nost energetic
known things there are in the universe.

Just not many of them And there's no way to tell when the really zippy ones will arrive,
or from which direction.

The Soviets figured what the hell, and put a particle detector aboard Mr. Perhaps before
it got soold it fell out O orbit, the space station would chance to intersect a really high
energy cosmc ray or two at just the right angle... and then Soviet science night see things even
the m ghty cancel ed SSC could not have shown. So far, as expected, no dice-the author of the
article Acayib read had been pretty snotty about their chances.

"That article started me thinking in two directions at once," Acayib told us. "First, as
said, some cosmic rays are extrenely energetic. They are also extrenely tiny- but | believe that
if an ultrahigh-energy cosmic ray were to neet with a Tesla Beam conming in the opposite direction
the inmpact mght very well produce a pinpoint of a high enough energy density to perturb the
vacuum |f Tesla and Col eman are right, even a pinprick in the vacuum woul d be enough: the new,
| ower - ener gy vacuum woul d expand at |ightspeed."

Rooba rooba rooba.

"This naturally led to the question, why would a Tesl a Beam be coning in the other direction? Wat
m ght the Deathstar be firing on? And as | said, | had begun by thinking of cosmic rays hitting
the detector on Mr..."

"I think | see where you're going," Omar said excitedly. "Say a really high-energy cosmc
ray hits the Mr target. Maybe it's one of the really rare ones, nmuch nore powerful than they
anticipated, and it. . . | don't know, wecks their detector."

| began to see where he was going, and felt the blood cooling in my tenples. "Wecks it in
such a way-"

"-in such a way that the American Deathstar satellite mght well nmisinterpret it as a
nucl ear weapon, armng. And fire on it."

There was a rooba rooba, a sonic collage of exclamations of dismay, and Acayib tried to
get the floor back. But Doc Wbster's boomni ng voice overrode everyone.

"Wait a second,” he insisted. "Hold on, now |If that happened. . . well, | wouldn't want
to be on Mr at the time. . . but I"'mdamed if | see howit could destroy the universe."

"Sounds good ta ne," Fast Eddi e said.

"Thi nk about it, Ed. The superparticle hits Mr. Al hell breaks |oose. This news |eaves
MAr, and has to travel at |east some distance-admittedly at |ightspeed-to reach the Deathstar
Then some conputer on the Deathstar has to misidentify it, and issue the firing command. Even if
the Tesla Beamrequires zero warmup, fires instantly, it still has to take some tine to reach
Mr. At best, it arrives late for dinner-at |east a second after the superparticle has been
destroyed. So where's your Big Bang?"

"Right here, big boy!" Harry the parrot screaned.

By now we had all gotten pretty good at ignoring the bird. But it was harder to ignore the
hol e the Doc had just punched through the logic of Orar's scenario. "Maybe two cosnic rays, one
right after the other?" Omar said, but w thout any conviction. W all fell silent-for [ong enough
to allow Acayib to grab the fl oor again.

"I"'msorry, Jim" he said, "but | think your basic premse is flawed. Cosnic rays can be
powerful -but as | said, they are also very tiny phenonena. And good detectors are dense, inert
things. | don't believe even the nost powerful inaginable particle hitting the Mr detector would
so much as cause it to seemwarnmer to the touch, let alone destroy it spectacularly."

"Huh." Omar wrinkled his forehead in thought. "Okay, | give up. Wiy would the Deathstar fire on
Mr, then?"

Acayi b shrugged, and w ped sweat fromhis forehead. "I'mnot sure. Perhaps it will fire at
sonething else. But Mr feels plausible to ne. It nust be very high, if not nunber one, on the
Deat hstar's list of preprogrammed targets. Mst of the other Soviet-orbited objects have | ong
si nce been checked off as harnl ess-have been observed to performfunctions that woul d sinply not
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| eave sufficient roomaboard themfor additional mlitary gear of any consequence. If the
Deat hstar is to fire at anything, Mr is a likely bet."

"Yeah, but why?" Long-Drink insisted. "The guys on Mr aren't dunb: they've got to know
they're being scrutinized. Wiy woul d they do sonething threatening, just as their governnent down
below is getting ready to pack it all in?"

Acayi b shrugged again. "Madness? Mutiny? Ml function of sone kind? W know Sovi et space
technology is fairly prinmitive. Uaniumwould make an excellent cosnic-ray target, perhaps they've
shi pped a large quantity up to Mr, and the shielding is bad.”
| agreed with Long-Drink: it sounded pretty unlikely. The boys on Mr wouldn't put up with | eaky
urani um shi el ding for very |ong.

And | ooki ng around ne, | saw a | ot of other dubious expressions. But nobody had anything
el se to suggest.
Except Erin.

"Uncl e Kay," she piped up, "there's another factor you may be overl ooking."

"What's that, Erin?" he asked.

"Uncle Bbiilll told us a few weeks ago they saw the Aurora Borealis here in Key Wst. |
t hought he was pulling our leg-but | did alittle research on the Internet, and he's right. You
know how sunspots run on an el even-year cycle? At the nonent we're right in the niddle of the
bi ggest solar maximumin three centuries-and there have been all sorts of odd phenomena reported.
Gar age doors opening and cl osing by thenselves in San Franci sco. Northern Lights sightings al
over the South. And they say it looks like it hasn't peaked yet. The Earth's magnetic field is al
out of whack, just now. Could that... | don't know, cause sonething that would nmake Mr
tenporarily look like a target to the Deathstar? O nmybe even just trigger the Deathstar all by
itself-at just the wong tine?"

Acayib started to answer . . . then caught hinself, closed his nmouth, and started thinking
hard. As he was doing so, Nikola Teal a appeared on the lawn in front of him Happily, he
mat eri al i zed between Long-Drink and Fast Eddie, who are so used to himby now they didn't even
flinch. Eddie dipped a can of cold beer out of the ice bucket and passed it to him N-kky gl anced
down at it, poked at the pop-top ring. . . turned the can over, produced an ol d-fashioned church
key, and punched a tiny hole in the bottom In 1989, you could still do that. Pressure equalized,
but no spray emerged. Then he punched a | arger hole on the far side, and drank deep fromit.
"Thank you, Eddie," he said, w ping foamfrom his nustache.

| recapitulated the results of our thinking to date for him w th occasional assistance
fromothers, and Tesla listened carefully, without interrupting. Wien I ran down, he sat a noment
in thought. Then he finished his beer, and nodded. He gestured with the can, and it went away.
"You have done well," he told us. "Any or all of these things could be factors in the catastrophe.
And | fear | have identified at | east one other candidate."

"Jesus Christ," Eddie said. "Anudda one?"

Tesl a nodded. "There is a phenonenon just beginning to be noticed in this time, which wll
not be fully understood for many years to come. Did any of you know that hurricanes sonetines
produce gamma rays?"

Rooba rooba rooba.

"It is true," he assured us. "X rays as well, but especially ganma rays. Sonetines in
beans, sometinmes in rings that rise |like snoke rings fromthe top of the hurricane-sonetines even
in nmore exotic configurations. And sonetines at very high energies."

"Harder!" Harry the parrot shrieked-but softly. For him anyway.

Now that | thought about it, just about the only way you could detect such a thing as a
bl ast of gamma rays rising fromthe top of a hurricane-and live to report it-would be froma
satellite. W haven't been putting the damm things up for all that long. . . and | inmgine the
first few gamma-ray detectors placed in orbit were trained either on the stars or on military
targets-not on hurricanes.

Doc Webster cleared his throat. "You're saying a hurricane could maybe turn itself into a
natural gamma-ray cannon, firing straight up. . . and the Defense Departnent may not have known
that when they programmed their Deathstar? And nmaybe it misinterprets what it sees as a blast of
gamma rays and X rays com ng down fromMr?"

Tesla didn't reply. He didn't need to. His face answered for him

"And t he fucking Deathstar is going up in August, right smack in the nmiddle of the

season," Double Bill said softly.

Rooba r ooba.

"That still does not nean a hurricane is necessarily involved in the end of the universe,"”
Acayi b pointed out. "We already have sufficient. . . what is it, N kola?"
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Tesla started to speak, hesitated, then tried again. "As | told Jacob, | cannot prove that
my own weapon is involved in this-but | amintuitively certain. It is too ironic not to be true.
This is like that."

"What is?" Zoey asked patiently.

"Let me get it wet first!" screaned Harry.

Tesl a sighed. "I hate anachrognosis. Information should never be passed fromone ficton to
anot her . "

"You peeked to the back of the book," Erin said.

Tesl a nodded. "Hurricanes cannot yet be predicted well . . . but once they occur they are
public record. | tinme-shifted forward, and | ooked up the tropical stormrecords for this com ng

sumrer. One will occur just after the object we are calling the Deathstar is orbited-and, at
several points, directly in the path of Mr." He stopped tal king and | ooked away from Erin.
There was nore. Sonehow | knew there was nore. "And?" | pronpted.
Tesla said, "It will be officially designated 'Hurricane Erin.""
Rooba rooba rooba.

I wished The Machi ne were hooked up. As a working substitute for this neeting |I had scrounged half
a dozen Bl ack & Deckers, and they were lined up in ny new kitchen, all prinmed with Tanzani an
Peabeny grounds and waiting to be triggered. | started to get up and do so, but Erin saw nme and
waved ne back into nmy chair. "I'Il get it, Daddy," she insisted, and scanpered up the porch steps
as quickly and gracefully as Pixel could have nanaged it, which | know because the cat foll owed
her in like a furry shadow.

Zoey and | exchanged a glance. "I don't like this," she nmuttered w thout noving her |ips.

"Me either,"” | said in the sane prison-yard nurnur.

But | did understand Tesla's conviction. This was the way things tended to work in ny
slapstick world. The only surprise was that it hadn't been Hurricane Jake.

| wished it had been. | told myself the unease |I felt was nere superstition, primtive
magi ¢ thinking. But ny precious baby daughter was, let's face it, already entirely weird enough
Not too weird to suit ne, mind you. . . | like weird. . . but | definitely did not want her name

associated with the end of the universe, did not want her, even nonmnally, any nore involved wth
it than she already was. She already represented, to ne, everything we had to lose; it didn't need
under | i ni ng.

"So let nme summarize," Tanya Latiner said, cutting off the runmble of chaotic talk. "W
have not one, not two, not even three, but four possible factors for our catastrophe trigger. One:
Tesl a Beam Two: especially energetic cosmc ray. Three: solar storm Four: hurricane ganma-ray
cannon. Question: Is there any way for us to pin down just which ones, or which conbination?"

"They're all good!" the parrot shrieked. Pixel padded out of the house, and stared at him
Harry backed up a few steps, and ruffled his feathers.

"They're all nuts," Long-Drink said. "I'mnot buying any of this."

"Do you science guys," Tanya went on, ignoring himmgnificently, "know a way to assign
relative probabilities for any of them so we'll know which ones to study first?"

Several people all began to speak at once. Acayib, JimQOmar, Long-Drink, Doc Webster. But
Tesla held up a hand, and all of themyielded the floor. H's expressi on was strange: sol emn,
sonber, but with a wy ironic twist at one corner of his nouth.

"I do not anticipate that this will be a popul ar suggestion," he said. "But Ms. Latiner,
I think that Harry the parrot is correct.”

"Wth regard to your first question, 'which are the operant factors,' | believe the only possible
answer is . . . all of them in conbination."

"Huh! "

He was right. It wasn't a popul ar suggestion. | nyself, for one, thought he was nuts.
mean, | knew perfectly well he was nuts-but for a nonment there, | wondered if he had ceased to be
usefully nuts. Again, everyone tried to talk at once. This tine Doc Wbster won, as he usually
does in such cases. "Nikola, with all due respect . . . | know there's no better hunch-player in

the world, not in this century anyway, but-"
Tesl a shook his head. "Here at last | amworking with sonmething other than intuition
Sam "
"Aw shit, N kky," Long-Drink said. "Are you serious? |'ve been sitting here letting you
jokers pull nmy leg for a long while now, but it just disconnected conpletely fromny hip. Look

here's the nost plausible scenario | can construct out of what you science types have given ne.
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M r happens to pass over Hurricane Erin-just as it sends up a ganma-ray fountain. Just then, it
gets bollixed by sunspots. The Deathstar's targeting conmputer, seeing all this, goes Hal 9000 and
decides to fire on Mr. Just then, a cosmic ray hits the detector on Mr-which even the Russians
don't really expect to happen. Not just a cosmic ray, nind you, but a G ant Wanba cosnmic ray. And
it happens to cone in at precisely the right angle to oppose the arriving Tesla Beam at just the
right mcrosecond, and so the universe ends."

He was right. Put that baldly, it sounded ridiculous. A gazillion to one five-cushion
shot. Qur faces fell.
"I nean, | believe in bad luck. . . but Jesus Christ, N kky, have you cal cul ated the odds-

Tesl a nodded.

"They've got to be infinitesimal!" he said al nost indignantly.

Tesl a nodded agai n.

Long-Drink was baffled by his serenity. "That's the nost unlikely. . . not one chance in.
I nean, even Hollywood sci fi wouldn't ask you to swallow sonething like. . ." He trailed off.

Al'l of a sudden, he got it.

The rest of us stared at him waiting for himto explain. And then one by one we all
started to get it. You could see it in our faces, like w nd passing over a |large field of wheat:
t he sudden dawni ng of conprehension

Thi s once, the Cosnic Author was not only permtted, but required, to stack absurd
coi nci dences one upon anot her

"Ch shit, of course,” Doc Webster said for all of us. "In this case, the nore unlikely the
answer . . . the nore likely it is to be correct."”

"Substantially true," Tesla agreed.

"I don't get it," Fast Eddi e conpl ai ned

"Try harder, asshole!" Harry screanmed. Pixel stirred, but did not-quite-look in the
parrot's direction. Harry subsided.

"Think of what we are tal king about here, friend Eddie," Tesla said. "W are discussing
the end of the universe. The universe is . . . well, for now, let us say it is sonething on the
order of twelve billion years old. It contains uncountable trillions of stars. It must, by now,
have produced at |east dozens of intelligent species-perhaps hundreds of thousands."

"So?" Eddie said stubbornly.

Tesl a spread his hands. "If it is possible for the universe to end, Eddie-if there is any
conbi nation of circunmstances which can acconplish that-then plainly it must be an extrenely
unlikely set of circunstances. Else the universe would have ended | ong ago. By definition it nust
require conditions so rare that they only occur a fewtines in billions of years."

Some of the winkles smoothed from Eddie's simian face as he absorbed the point.

Then they returned. . . and he turned slowy. To stare at the Lucky Duck. Soon we were al
staring at him

He was absol utely unperturbed. Under the weight of our conbined gaze, he blew gently on
the fingernails of his right hand and buffed themon his shirt, the picture of nonchal ance.

And slowmy we all relaxed too. W knew perfectly well Ernie can't help what he does, what
he is. He doesn't control Luck. The other way around, if anything. Furthernore we knew that while
things coul d get decidedly chaotic in his vicinity, the safest place to be while it was going on
was al ways standing right next to him

"I don't buy it," he said.
"I synpathize, Ernie," | said. "It does go against the grain. If |I cane across a stack of
coincidences like this in a story, 1'd just figure the author was nmaking it easy on hinsel f. But

i ke Nikky says, in this one special case-"
He shook his head. "You ain't hearing me, Stringbean."

"You must not be speaking clearly, then," | said. "Try again."

Quick flicker of a grin. The only way to get to see that is to insult the Duck right back
It can get wearing, but I'mwlling to indulge himto a point. "I know a little nore than nost of
you sci ence whizzes do about probability. | ain't got the book |learning, but | got a feel for it."

“You won't get an argument out of me," | agreed. "So?"

"So | just don't buy an unstable universe that collapses once every twelve or fifteen
billion years. It just doesn't feel right. If it can happen at all, it's already happened. A
thousand tinmes, nmaybe. And the universe seens to still be here. So, no offense, Nik, | say it
can't happen. W can all go on vacation now."

We all | ooked to Tesla for his rebuttal

He had nothing to say. He |ooked |ike he wanted to, but his expression was as cl ouded and
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sealed as if Thomas Edi son had been in the room

I was shocked. Was it even renotely possible that the Duck's intuition was right-that
Ni kol a Tesla was wong-that we had all left our hones and cone a couple of thousand niles on a
wi | d- goose chase? The silence stretched, and still Tesla said nothing.

Harry must have sensed the tension. "Eat ny pussy!" he screaned hel pfully. Then, suddenly-
instantly-he was four feet above his previous |location, flapping frantically, and on the exact
spot where he had been sitting was Pixel, staring fixedly up at him clearly inviting himto come
back down and di scuss his choice of words. Harry flapped harder, achieved escape velocity, and
took refuge on Omar's shoulder. Pixel started in that direction. Then he and Omar | ocked eyes for

a long nonent. . . and Pixel renmenbered sonething he had to do in another part of the forest.
Nobody | aughed. W were too busy waiting for Tesla to answer the Lucky Duck.
"N kky-" | began, and |'ve often wondered what |'d have said next. But before | got to

find out, Mei-Ling sat bolt upright and said, "Gamma ray bursters!"

I had no idea what that neant, but she had said it in an aha! voice, and Tesla's
expression told me she had hit a bull's-eye of sone kind.

She and her fiancé were exchanging a | ook, now, and slowy the Doc |ost his frown of

i nconprehension. "Ch," he said, and then, "'Ch!" and a few seconds after that, "Ch wow. "
Until that nonent |'d have bet cash that | would never in this |ife hear Doc Wbster say,
"Ch wow." | cleared ny throat, and caught his eye, and raised an inquiring eyebrow.

He gl anced back at Mei-Ling, and then both of them | ooked at Tesla, and then back at each
other. Mei-Ling nodded just perceptibly. He turned back to ne, and al though he addressed ne, his
voi ce was pitched to reach everyone, and did.

"Back in the Sixties," the Doc said, "DoD put gama ray detectors in orbit, to | ook for
cl andesti ne nukes. As far as | know, nobody thought to aimthemat the eyes of hurricanes-but they
did notice sonmething they didn't expect or understand. Stan Wedernyer and Mei-Ling and | tal ked
about it once. Gamma ray bursters."” He glanced over to see how Tesla was reacting.

"What's dat?" Fast Eddie pronpted, to keep things nmoving.

"Think of '"emas God's Flashbul bs, Eddi e. Sudden, short, and very bright. Powerful
photons, up at the gamm end of the scale, lots of themin a burst. They last a few seconds at
most. . . then there's a sort of faint afterglow of X rays that can go on for minutes, even hours
sonetines. And then they're gone."

"Fuck ah dey?" Eddi e asked.

The Doc gl anced at Tesla again, and then shrugged. "At this point, nobody's even
absol utely positive where they are.™

Eddi e | ooked baffled. "I t'ought ya said dey could see 'em
"Sure. Pinpoint themon a star map, no sweat. But the nmap is two-di nensional." He pointed
to the canopy of stars overhead. "Say you spot one right there, right now, bright as hell. . . and

then it's gone again by now Okay?" Several of us nodded. "Now. what did you just see? A bright
Iight somewhere in or around the solar systen? A very bright |ight somewhere el se in the gal axy
entirely? Or a Jesus big light way out on the other ass end of the universe? How can you know?"

There was a short silence while we considered that. | could tell from Acayib's expression
that he knew the answer to that question, but wasn't going to volunteer it because he was too busy
t hi nki ng about sonething el se. Bubbling noises cane faintly frominside the house, and | wondered
how Erin was doing with the coffee, but decided not to offer help unless she asked. Ornar was just
about to venture a reply when the Doc conti nued.

"First thing you do is plot them Do they cluster around the plane of the ecliptic, like
just about everything else in the solar systembut conets and dust? No. Do they cluster around the
pl ane of the Galaxy's ecliptic, |like just about everything else in the M| ky Way? No. The damn
GRBs are randomy distributed throughout the sky."

"So they're cosnologically far away."

"Probably," the Doc said. "People with pocket protectors will keep arguing about it for at
| east another ten years, Stan tells me-but yeah, the smart nobney says whatever ganma nay bursters
are, they happen all over the universe. But do you see what that inplies?"

| was tired of sitting Iike an English major. "If they're coming fromthat far away, then
they're really, like, incredibly powerful."

"Let me put it this way," the Doc said. "They make supernovae | ook |ike sparks. Stan told
me a couple of them were observed to outshine the entire visible universe. Okay, for only a quick
flash. But think of that! Think of the energy involved. To suddenly outdo the conbined results of
at least a dozen billion years of sustained fusion. And then vanish in an instant, with a brief
faint echo. | think of "emas Cosmic Pop Stars."

There was a smattering of appl ause.
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"Or perhaps Warhols,"" Mei-Ling said softly.

The appl ause redoubl ed, and included a few "Qooh"s.

"Ch, lovely, darling," Doc said joyfully, taking both her hands and ki ssing her on the
forehead. "That's just beautiful! Black holes, brown holes, wornmholes, and warhols."

| admred her pun better than his nyself. Doc had chosen his mate' well.

"And also," | went on, since | hadn't nade a fool of nyself the first tinme, "if they're at
cosmc distances, and the light's just getting here, then whatever they are, it happened mllions
or billions of years ago."

"Very good, Jake," the Doc said approvingly.

"Doc?" Fast Eddi e said.

"Yeah, Eddie?"

"Fuck do we care?"

"Ch." The Doc recalled -himself and let go of one of Mei-Ling's hands. "Well, Eddie
we' ve seen about a thousand of these damm things so far. | think Stan said they come at a rate of
roughly one a day. M nd you, they vary greatly: sonme GRBs are just little blips, sone are
nonsters. Nobody has any idea what the hell they are, but all kinds of guesses have been nmde,
some of themfairly science fictional. Black holes colliding. Star drives switching on. Wrnhol es
eating gal axi es. "

"Doc?" Eddie said patiently. "Fuck we care?"

Doc Webster exchanged anot her uneasy gl ance with Tesla. "I got to wondering,'
"where the hell Mke and Sally were, just now'

Rooba rooba rooba. A lot of us had been wondering that, in our idle hours, for a long tine

he said,

NOoWw.

"Just why they're too busy to attend the end of the universe," the Doc went on. "
wondered i f maybe . . ."

One | ast glance at Tesla, and he took the plunge,
al ready doing."

ROOBA ROOBA.

"Suppose, " he booned over the noise, "that warhol s- sone of them anyway-suppose that's
what you see when there's a sudden phase shift in the vacuum and the universe starts to end.
Suppose they're the nuffled death cries of the plenum Fossil evidence of past disasters-hundreds
of them maybe thousands. VWich were snuffed out within instants of their occurrence." The | onger
he tal ked, the nore people shut up and listened; he was able to |lower his voice to normal |evel by
the tinme he got to, "I think maybe | finally figured out, after all these years, exactly what M ke
and Sally and all their imortal, tinme-traveling coll eagues fromthe distant future do for a
living, when they're not slummi ng on backwater planets for sentinental reasons." And there was
dead silence as he finished softly, "Miybe they're Cosnmic Firemen."

if maybe that's what they're

After a while Orar spoke up. "So then-"

"So the reason they left this particular warhol to N kky and us to deal with is, they nust
be busy somewhere el se, just at this nonent. Guarding some other hot spot, that is for sone reason
at least as dear to Mke and Sally as O d Hone Terra. Even a tinme traveler can't be in two pl aces
at once, and they had to choose.™

I was watching Tesla. "And N kky," | said, "told them 'You go ahead. It's covered. This
was my mistake; I'Il fix it.' | won't ask you to confirmthat, N kky, because | know a lot of this
constitutes m scegemation, information people in 1989 aren't supposed to have-and | know you hate
that, so | won't ask. But if I"'mwong, fart in B flat."

Ni kky met nmy eyes. . . and grinned briefly in spite of hinmself. But he said nothing, and
the grin vani shed quickly.

"So now," | said gently, "I begin to understand why you're so tense lately, N k. Shit,
don't blane you. You stuck your neck out, sent the cavalry away, and nowit's five nmonths to zero
hour and you haven't got a plan. Well, don't worry, we're gonna put our heads together

and...what's the matter?"

Tesl a had been | ooki ng unhappy since he arrived. Now he | ooked positively stricken

"What is it, Nikky?" Zoey asked, al arned.

"l don't need any help," Erin called as she cane through the doorway.

And by God, she didn't. She was carrying a netal tray that held Bushmill's 1608, a sugar
bow, a large bowl of fresh-whipped cream and a ness of spoons, and was having no trouble at al
with it. | spotted how nuch concentration it cost her to pull it off, but I've been living with
her all her life; a stranger m ght easily have taken-her for a short six- or seven-year-old. A
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the exercise and training she'd been doing on the trip south was paying off. She set the tray down
on a small porch table, scurried back inside, and canme out again pushing ahead of her a wheel ed
trolley on which were all the coffee machi nes and enough gl ass nmugs for everybody. It took
everything she had to nove it, but she steered it pretty well.

Well, | thought, naybe a short recess will help N kky decide to open up and tell us
what ever's bothering him | got up and began naking Irish coffees and passi ng t hem out-pausi ng
first to put my hand on the top of Erin's head and tell her what a good job she'd done. | was
quite pleased to find that | could still effortlessly recall everybody's individual prescription:
whi ch whi skey they preferred, how much sugar, and so on. Tending bar must be like riding a
bicycle: after a year out of action, | was ready to go again

Suddenly that washed over ne. After nore than a year out of action, | was ready to go
again. | |ooked around ne and saw all my friends, ny oldest friends, reaching out to me for cups

of black magic healing potion, and it was as if | suddenly clicked into place. Into The Pl ace.
Into ny newlife. As of this mnute, The Place was open, however long it took nme to get the
napki ns stacked and the taps drawing right. Al at once | was quietly, sublinely happy.

Finally everyone had been served, and | realized they were all waiting for me to propose

the first toast. | couldn't think of a thing. Mke Callahan told ne once, if you're stuck for a
toast, think of the person in the roomthat's hurting worst, and try for a toast that will -nake
them feel better. So | did.

"To Ni kola Tesla," | said. "Q@uardian of Terra."

"To Ni kola Tesla," cane the chorus, and we all acquired whi pped-cream nust aches.

"Now then, Nikky," |I said when I'd wi ped mne off, "now that we've drunk to you, why don't

you have a gulp yourself and tell us what you're |ooking so worried about?"
He tried to answer-three tines-but couldn't seemto get the words out.
“I't's what you said wong before, Daddy," Erin said.
| gl anced down. "What was that, honey?"
"Uncle N kky has a plan. He's had it for a long time. Weks." She blinked up at ne

gravely.

"Only you're really really gonna hate it."

| | ooked at her. | |ooked at Zoey. | |ooked at Tesla. | |ooked back down at my daughter. |
t hought like nmad, reviewed everything | knew. And all of a sudden, in one of those blinding
gestalts of insight that N kola Tesla was famous for getting all the time, | got it. The whole
thing, conplete and fully formed. Unimaginable in one monent. . . and then, once you knew,
i nevitable.

| looked at Tesla, and saw it in his eyes. He did indeed have a plan to save the universe.
It was a fine plan. A logical plan. A clever plan. Maybe even a workable plan. | stood up and
threwny Irish coffee at him mssing his famus head by maybe an inch

"No!" | roared. "NO FUCKING WAY I N HELL, you Serbo-Croatian son of a bitch!"

CHAPTER SI XTEEN
| Have a Pl an

"Republ i cans understand the inportance of bondage between a nother and child."
-J. Danforth Quayl e

MOST OF THE COFFEE had i npacted on Acayib. It scalded himlike it would have anybody, but
at least he didn't nind. Somehow that made it even worse.

But | was too enraged to register guilt just then. Anger is always-always-fear in drag. |
was as scared as |'ve ever been in ny life, and consequently mad enough to kill. | noved toward
Tesla, and 1'Il be honest, | have no idea what | intended to do when | reached him But the point
is noot, because all of a sudden there seened to be an awful ot of JimQmar in the way. And when
| tried to deke around himl ran into a wall of Doc Wbster, and in the other direction a tangle
of McGonnigle bl ocked the path, and just then Zoey noved in from behind and | was boxed.

"What's wrong with you?" she hissed in ny ear, just as Qmar said, "What's the matter,
Jake?"

For an instant | considered blasting themall and about an acre of surroundi ng countryside
into cinders with a Tesla Beam of pure rage. Then | felt the tugging at nmy pants |eg.

"Daddy," Erin said, looking up at me with those huge eyes, "you're allowed to fee
anything you feel. You're allowed to screamif you have to. You're not allowed to hit."
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My rage deflated. It did not go away, but a relief valve popped open sonewhere, and just
enough of it escaped to keep the container frombursting. | stopped trying to nuscle past ny
friends, and | ooked around at theminstead. They were all concerned, all alarned-and all baffled
"You guys don't get it, do you? You don't see what he's asking of us."

"I ask nothing," Tesla whispered, |ooking down at his |ap.

"Tell us," Omar suggest ed.

Anot her increment of ny anger converted itself to its less unstable isotope, exasperation. "Wat's
the matter with all of you, for Chrissake? Think it through!"

"Hel p us," Mei-Ling said gently.

"What do you need, a goddam di agranf. Think about our fucking problenm Think about what we
all just got finished saying. What is it we have to do next?"

They all tried...but it was clear they didn't yet see what was now transparently obvi ous
to ne.

So | spelled it out. "The universe is in danger because of an event with four causes. These are: a
solar maxi mum a hurricane, a Soviet science experinent, and a DoD satellite. W have contracted
to save the universe, so we have to elimnate one or nore of those factors. So where do we start?
Cone on, anybody."

"The satellite," three people said at once.

"Naturally," | agreed. "W haven't got access to the remote control for the sun. Al of us
put together aren't blowhards enough to affect a hurricane. There's no way we're going to
i nfluence the Russians. That |eaves the Deathstar."”

Nobody di sagr eed.

“"Now. how do we neutralize a Deathstar? Bearing in mnd that whatever we do, we nustn't
get caught doing it-nustn't enter the record of history."

A lot of blank | ooks. A lot of frowns. A few thoughtful thousand-yard stares.

"Once it's in orbit, we can't affect it wi thout building and | aunching our own spaceship
which I think we can all agree would be difficult to pull off in-five nonths, and woul d probably
get us tal ked about. Plus we'd need at |east one spacesuit, and EVA skills that you can't get out
of a book."

No di sagreenent.

"While the Deathstar's still here on Earth, we can't affect it without infiltrating DoD or
its contractors, and let's face it, none of us is the type."

"Wait a mnute, Boss," Fast Eddie said. "How 'bout N kky does dat Transit ting, Beanms one
of us inta da satellite factory wit a nonkey wench?"

Tesl a stayed silent, |ooking down at his |ap

"Eddie," Omar said, "the very last thing they' |l do before sending that satellite out the
door and shipping it to the Cape is test it fromtop to bottom hardware and software. Then just
before they load it aboard, they'|Il test it again."

Tomy Janssen spoke up. "So what we need to do is figure a way to reprogramit: hide a bug
in the software that won't show up until just after the thing is inserted into orbit. Very tricky.

but not inpossible." He glanced down at Erin. "Not for us."

| held nmy tenper. "And when exactly do we do this?"

He | ooked bl ank

| sighed. "Jin? You and Shorty and Acayib are the real space buffs. You know nore about it
than me. Is there ever a tinme when a satellite that's being built and readi ed doesn't have at
| east a few people standing around |ooking at it? Especially in the last five nonths before
| aunch, when they're working on it round the cl ock?"

"Well, no," Omar agreed reluctantly. "Not reliably, anyway. | nean, there night be a
random hour or two, but how could we know when? You're right: a satellite is pretty rmuch under
continuous observation, right up until..." He trailed off, and his face changed. "Ch." Then it

changed even further, and he said, "Ch, nman," and | knew he got all of it. H s eyes net nmine, and
his big hand settled on ny shoul der

"Till what?" Eddie asked.

“Until it's |oaded onto the Shuttle for launch," | said.

"The crew probably don't even glance in its direction fromthe tinme they clinb aboard
until the noment they're ready to inject it into orbit," Orar said. "Could be as rmuch as forty-
ei ght hours.”

Silence, while everyone pondered all this, |ooking for a booby trap that would turn ne
into a ragi ng madnman.

"Jake," Doc Webster said, "I admit it: |'mstunped. You have succeeded in redefining our
specific problemadnirably. A few mnutes ago, | didn't have the slightest clue what the hell we
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were going to do. Now, if | understand you, it seens all we have to do is sonehow pl ace one of us
on the Space Shuttle, have himbollix the Tesla Beam and bring himback to Earth again, wthout

bei ng caught at it. | grant you that sounds like a hell of a problem..but for the life of ne, |
still don't see what you're so upset about. We'll think it over, we'll take our best shot, and
what the hell, nmaybe we'll get |ucky."

"Dat Transit stuff, Boss," Eddie insisted. "All we do, we. . . aw, shit."

Eddie got it too, now. Not an articulate guy, Eddie, nor a know edgeabl e space buff-but he
tested high on intuition. And others of us, | could see, were beginning to suspect now.

"One of us," | said, spelling it out for the rest, "has to, Transit aboard the Space

Shuttle, and remai n aboard undetected, until there's a chance to reprogramthe Death-star's
conput er wi thout being spotted.”

Rooba rooba. "How?" Long-Drink asked for the group. "They nmonitor the [aunch weight on a
Shuttle down to the pound-they have to. You know that. And exactly where the hell do you hide on
one? The part that's pressurized ain't very big, and it's dam full." Several people |ooked
equal |y skepti cal

| didn't say anything. After a nonent Omar took a deep breath and answered. "I'd have to
check sone specs to be certain...but I'm90%sure there's only one possible place. The stowage
| ockers. Over a hundred identical Kevlar boxes-and they hardly ever actually use nore than a dozen
or two in flight; the rest are enpty. They're in five different locations. The forward flight
deck, where the crew sits for takeoff and | anding. The aft flight deck- where the payl oad controls
are. The m ddeck, where the tunnel to the payload bay is. The equi pnent bay, where the crew don't
normal Iy spend nuch time. And the airlock. If you could Transit directly fromone site to another
you coul d be pretty sure of staying out of sight alnost indefinitely."

"But what about the extra weight?" Long-Drink insisted.

Omar sighed. "Well, Drink, that's not too big a problem No pun intended. Those | ockers
nmeasure el even by eighteen by twenty-one inches-call it two cubic feet. So anybody who could fit
into one in the first place just isn't going to weigh a whole lot."

There was a collective gasp, as the inplications sunk in, and everybody started to get it.

"You've told ne yourself a thousand tines, Daddy," Erin said. "I can't help it if I'm
little."

Wth a bellow of prinmeval fury, Zoey flung me aside like a curtain and went for Tesla's
t hr oat .

Fortunately Omar was able to contain her |ong enough for Isham and Tanya Latirner to
arrive. She strained mghtily in their grasp and screanmed hair-raising obscenities at Tesla, her-
face so red | was afraid she was going to have a stroke or a coronary. Tesla cowered in his chair,
deathly pale, eyes wide, hands half lifted as if to fend her off, and | suddenly renmenbered that
this was a man who could pull balls of fire fromhis pockets and produce Death Rays on request.
clanbered to ny feet and wondered what to do. And then a strange and wonderful thing happened.

Harry the parrot cane sailing out of nowhere, |anded on Tesla's head in a riotous flurry
of color, and began shrieking equally hideous obscenities right back at Zoey, obviously overjoyed
that at long last, sonebody el se wanted to pl ay.

Even Zoey, in her condition, sinply could not help joining in the aval anche of |aughter
t hat ensued.

| laughed with everyone el se-it was funny-but by the time the |aughter faded, | had gotten
back a second wi nd of anger. | opened ny nouth to take nmy second turn at abusing Tesla, and
per haps Zoey and | could have rotated indefinitely all night long. But again | felt an insistent
tugging at nmy pants | eg.

"Daddy," Erin said, once again using those baby blue tractor beans of hers to hold ny gaze
i mobile until she was done with it, "it was nmy idea, not Uncle N kky's. He spent hours trying to
talk nme out of it. You know how he feels about little girls."
| closed ny nouth and opened it again.

"Coul d you have tal ked ne out of it?" she asked.

I closed it again.

"That's why you're scared, right? 'Cause you al ready know |I'm gonna do it, no matter what
you say."

I nodded, and thought about bursting into tears.

"Then stop blami ng Uncle N kky, you jerk." She released nme. "You too, Mom |f anybody el se
comes up with a better plan, I'lIl go for it in a shot. But nobody's going to, and it's not Uncle
Ni kky's fault, okay'. He feels shitty enough that they're using his Death Ray."
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| | ooked at Tesla-and did suddenly feel as if |1'd been beating up a child. He really
| ooked whi pped. He woul dn't neet anybody's eyes.

"Besides,"” Erin said, "think about the first American to try and go to space, the one that
didn't really do it, but everybody said he did anyway. Wiat was his nane, Daddy?"

She knew it as well as | did. "A Shepard," | said

“"Wll, | only have to do one thing he didn't. | just have to travel a little nore than
three tinmes as far in space as ny height above the center of the earth. Wat do they call that
rati o agai n, Daddy?"

| was too shocked to answer.

Doc Webster and Long-Drink and Jim Omar and a couple of others did it for ne, gleefully
chorusi ng, "Shepard's Pi!"

My daughter wanted to reach me so badly, she had nade a pun. Alittle nore of my anger
nel t ed.

Whi ch did not end the discussion-not by a long shot. Just the tantrumpart of it.

Zoey, of course, tried to discuss next whether or not we did or would ever allow this
thing. But she was rul ed out of order by Doc Wbster, on the grounds that there was no point
considering that until we had settled whether the trick was actually possible, and just how we'd
go about it. Until then, he pointed out, Zoey and | didn't really know what we were being asked to
assent to. His strategy worked: we got so involved in the intellectual puzzle of howto pull this
off that we tabled indefinitely the question of whether or not to permt it.

Tanya the organi zer broke it down into parts for us, the first question being: Could we
get Erin aboard the Shuttle wi thout being caught at it? To ny surprise, that part turned out to be
trivially easy. In less than five nminutes, Omr and Tesla had devised a strategy that seened to
have every chance of success. | hated it, of course-because it involved placing Erin on board just
before liftoff, and retrieving her after the Shuttle | anded.

"Why shoul d she have to endure blastoff, and risk |anding-and risk discovery by the crew

for days?" | argued. "Tel eport her aboard when the damm thing's already in space, and w nk her
back hone as soon as she's finished the job."
It sounded reasonable, and still does. The problemwas, we couldn't do that. And |I'm not

sure | can explain why not, because | don't really understand it myself.

M ke Cal | ahan coul d have done it, blind drunk. Lady Sally could have done it without
wor ki ng up a sweat. Their daughter Mary woul d have had no trouble. But none of those people were
available. Al we had was Tesla, to whomthey had inparted sone, repeat some, of their nagic
before they left for parts unknown. He could Transit hinself and/or an inorganic |load to just
about anyplace with known coordi nates. He could not Transit Erin, or any other |iving thing-not
and have it arrive at its destination still alive. But what he could do-what he had already in
fact done, long since-was teach her to Transit herself. Turned out she'd been practicing all the
way down the East Coast, whenever Zoey and | both happened to have our eyes off her for a nonent
or two. It explained a few things.

She denonstrated for us. One second she was standing there talking to us; the next second
she was gone, and her voice was comng frominside the house. Just as we turned that way we heard
her clinbing out of the pool behind us. As we turned and saw her there, she disappeared again, and
this time played possumuntil someone happened to | ook up and spot her at the top of a palmtree
To ny horror, as soon as | saw her she sinmply stepped off the tree and dropped. But before I could
draw breath to scream she was on the ground-instantly, without having covered the intervening
di stance, landing so lightly that her knees barely bent. She drew thunderous applause fromthe
crowd, and curtsied beautifully. Pixel the cat couldn't take his eyes off her, and there was new
respect in them

The problem Erin explained to us when | began to renew ny objection, was that even after
a great deal of surreptitious practice, she couldn't Transit reliably to a rapidly noving target.
Not reliably enough, anyway.

"Thi nk about it, Daddy. There goes the Shuttle overhead, 200-odd miles up, doing just
under 17,000 mles an hour, woosh. | determine its position and vector as precisely as | can-and |
can naybe even do that a hair better than NASA can, with Uncle N kky to help. Then | Transit, and
try to work it so | cone out the other end not only in precisely the right spot, but traveling at
the right speed in the right direction. | can't tell you just how | do that, but it's real hard.

If I make a very small error, | end up in vacuum which sucks." Two puns in one day. Alifetine
record. "If | make even a teeny-weeny error, maybe | end up materializing in the same spot as sone
solid object aboard the Shuttle, and blow us out of the sky. If | make only a nanoerror, naybe
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conme out in the wall between the |locker | want and the one next door, with the sane result: boom
Trust ne, it's a lot safer if | do it when the Shuttle is standing still, relative to ne, and
don't have a long distance to go."

"But will there-"

"-be enough roomin that | ocker for me and enough padding for liftoff? OF course, Daddy.

And | can bring along all the food | want. Any wastes | produce, I'll just Transit over the side
and forget about them"
Zoey spoke up, her voice tight. "Honey, a Shuttle takeoff is really. . ." She trailed off,

and | saw her dilema. Sonewhere deep inside she knew we had already |ost this argunent, and Erin
was going to go. Therefore, why frighten her?

Tesl a spoke up for the first tine in a long while. Still [ooking down at his |lap, he said
qui etly, "Zoey, | guarantee there will be no Challenger disaster this tinme. This Shuttle will
I aunch and return safely."

We all knew how rmuch he hated to pass along information fromthe future. Zoey bit her lip
and said, "Thank you, N kola." He nodded.

Omar spoke up, to argue that Erin didn't absolutely have to stay aboard the Shuttle unti
it landed. Once her work there was done, he said, she could always Transit back out again right
away-if she did it in two stages.

"Pick an arbitrary spot a mile above the Earth's surface, aimfor an arrival vector
mat ching the planet's rotational speed, and live with any small errors that crept in. Fromthere,
Transiting the rest of the way down to the surface ought to be easy."

"Not without a backup parachute!” | insisted.

"And how snall an error are we tal ki ng about?" Zoey denmanded. "She hasn't got any dam
tiles on her, you know. "

"I't may be sinpler and safer if | just stay aboard," Erin said. "The worst problem|'l]l
have is to keep from being bored. Five days is along tinme."

Tanya rul ed her first question settled, for now at |east, and proposed the next one: Could
we comuni cate with Erin while she was on the Shuttle, w thout NASA overhearing? Tesla spoke up
plainly happy to finally have sonething he could say besides "I'msorry,"” and told us that part
was a boat race: with gear he would furnish, we could definitely talk with her, even during the
ei ght -hour intervals when she was around the other side of the planet, with better audio fidelity
than NASA coul d have provided, and a few m croseconds faster.

The third question-Could Erin reprogramthe Deathstar w thout getting caught at it?-took a
little longer to settle, but the prognosis was just as positive. The reason it took tinme was, the
only one of us who really knew what she was tal ki ng about was the one the rest of us were al
arguing with, and we were too ignorant to understand her answers. But we all knew perfectly well
that Erin had been interfaced with the world's first Artificial Intelligence literally before she
was born, and posthunously tutored by it ever since. If Solace had been able to outhack the NSA-
and she'd had to, to survive in cyberspace as |Iong as she did-then surely hem star pupil and
prot égée Erin coul d outhack NASA and DoD conbined, at |east for |Iong enough to get us through the
present crisis. Tomy Janssen was able to follow her argunents, and she convinced him that was
good enough for the rest of us.

The | ast question raised that night was: Wat equi pnent woul d she need? That produced a
techni cal discussion between her, Tesla, Orar, Tommy, and, of all people, Double Bill. Bill knew a
guy named Gordon who lived just off Route 1 up in Titusville, and who could, he assured us, supply
us with just about any conceivable tech gear. The guy was apparently a fanatic collector
specializing in esoteric radio and aerospace stuff, and his collection covered over a dozen acres.
Bill called it The Surplus Store of the Gods: everything from ei ght-foot dishes on tracking
mounts, to a conplete three-story optical tracking station bl ockhouse, to-Bill swore on a stack of
cocktail napkins-an honest-to-God Titan booster. The excitenent this produced anong Omar and the
other techie types lasted | ong enough for everybody else to start noticing howlate it was
getting, and how I ong we had all been talking, and that there was no Irish coffee left. People
began to drift away, a couple at a tine, and by the tine it was settled that Erin's sabotagi ng
needs could be net, there was pretty nuch nobody left but the people who lived in the conpound.

They all hel ped clean up, and then one by one they too nade their excuses and wandered off
to their own w ckiups. And then there were just me and Zoey and Erin sitting there in silence on

t he porch.
Wth Tesl a.
"Ni kola," | said, "please accept ny apol ogy."
He | ooked up and nmet ny eyes. "Jacob, | accept." "Thank you," | said, and neant it.
"“I'"msony, N kola," Zoey said. "I shouldn't have-"
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He waved her off. "You had little choice, either of you. Froman evol uti onary standpoint,
you both exist to be irrationally protective of your child. The part of you that understands the
universe is nore inmportant than Erin is constitutes no nore than eight mllion neurons, out of the
hundred billion in your brain. It is hard to override 99.992% of yourself quickly, particularly
when that part controls the adrenal glands." He stood up suddenly. "You will all have nuch to
di scuss, and it grows late. Thank you for your hospitality." He bowed to her, bowed to Erin,
nodded to nme, and turned to go.

"N kky," | said.

He turned back. "Yes, Jake?"

"It isn't your fault. What DoD is doing."

He | ooked at ne. "lIsn't it?" he said softly.

"I't was a good scam what you did. The 'Purloined Letter' bit was beautiful, if you ask
me. It should have worked."

He took a deep breath and slowy let it out. "I have often been a clever man,'
sadly, "but | have rarely been a | ucky one."

"Yeah, well-"

"I had a responsibility to renenber that."

"Shit, Nikky," | said, "you lost the ganble, okay, but how many woul d have even taken it?
Just about anybody el se who'd invented what you did in 1908 woul d by now probably be the
tyranni cal Enperor of Earth."

He literally shuddered. "OF all the petty territorial squabbles on this sorry planet," he
said, "there is only one of the slightest interest to nme...and | have absolutely no i dea how
could resolve it even if | were the Enperor of Earth. | have al ways been equally proud of both ny
Serbi an bl ood and nmy Croatian birth. But when | attended my own funeral in disguise, | found al
the Serbs sitting on one side of the chapel, and all the Croatians across the aisle. Very soon
events will occur in ny honeland that will tear the heart frommy body-and the only thing I am
even faintly grateful for is that there is nothing I can do about it."

I didn't know what to say. The pain on his face was hard to |ook at. For the first time |
real |y understood that the upcoming collapse of the Soviet Union was not going to be an unm xed
bl essing. "Well," | tried, "at |east maybe you can preserve thema universe in which to kill each
other, if that's what they insist on doing."

"l suppose that's true."

"G ve 'ema chance, and nmaybe in another century or two they'll w se up. Hell, give it
anot her thousand years or so and who knows? Peace could even break out in Ireland.”

"I magi ne: a boring Ireland," Zoey said.

| nodded. "Their new slogan would be, 'Erin go blah."

My daughter pointedly did not groan or w nce.

Tesla sniled faintly. "Perhaps so. Thank you, Jacob.

Good ni ght. "

"G night, Uncle N kky."

"Good night, Nik."

And he wal ked away, sumoning up a snmall, softly crackling fireball out of nowhere to help
hi mpick his way through the unfamiliar terrain in the darkness.

Zoey and | exchanged a long | ook, in which about ten gigabytes of conpressed information
were silently exchanged. And then we turned as one to Erin.

It struck ne, as | regarded ny daughter, just how seldom | had ever seen her | ook
def ensi ve

"Look, you guys,

he said

she said, "just because | happened to think of it first doesn't nake it

"nmy' idea, okay?"

"Erin," Zoey said, "do you want to do this?"

Erin stared at her. "Are you nuts? O do you think | anfP That 99.992% of the brain Uncle
Ni kky tal ked about, nmne is scared to death. |'ve never been away fromyou guys for one day, |et
alone five. | just can't think of another solution. If anybody el se does, believe me, I'd love to
hear it."

Zoey | ooked at ne.

"This stinks," | said quietly. "I mean, | amoverjoyed to hear that you're scared to
death. . . and that stinks."

"I want to be sure you're scared enough,"” Zoey told her

"I am Mdm" Erin assured hem sol emmly.

Zoey | ooked dubious. "We all know perfectly well that when you | ook all sol enm and sincere
like that, you' re probably full of shit. Part of you thinks this is going to be a fun adventure. |
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want you to pronise me: no teasing the astronauts. This'll be a DoD flight: they could stuff you
out the airlock without it ever entering history, and they just might. And what woul d your father
and | do about it, conplain to the Mam Heral d?"

"It'd take a busy astronaut to stuff me out an airlock,"” Erin said darkly. . . and
couldn't help but agree with her

"Promi se me," Zoey insisted. "Or you can't go."

Erin slunped and stuck hemlower lip out. "Aw, okay. No teasing."

"W nean it," | said. "No weaseling, no sophistry. Stay out of sight. And sound and
everything else. O you won't be allowed to Transit again." | turned to Zoey. "Does this
conversation seemto be getting at all surreal to you?"

After a nonent, all three of us giggled.

"You nmean |'Il be grounded?" Erin said, and cracked herself up
Zoey and | exchanged a gl ance. Three puns in a single night. Qur daughter was changi ng.
Around four AM, | finally got to sleep. |I don't know if Zoey ever did, that night.

Many thi ngs happened in the ensuing days and weeks and nonths. Just about all of them were good.

A week later, for instance, we held the official, though absolutely informal, opening of
The Place. It went as splendidly as any of us could have hoped, one of the nore nenorable parties
even for us, who had nore or |ess nade, a career out of partying together. Zoey had done a
magni ficent job on the decor and anbi ance, with some help from Margi e Shorter: everything really
| ooked nice, tasteful, conducive to nmerrinment. Nearly all of us were happy with our new living
arrangenents, pleased at our sagacity in nmoving here, in a nood to celebrate. In addition to our
own ranks, we drew a small nunber of curious |ocals, npost of whom seened pl easantly surprised by
what they saw and heard, and thanks to our discreet location and nmy fixed no-sign-no-publicity
policy, the tourists never noticed our existence. It was a nearly perfect night, except for three
t hi ngs.

One of them of course, was the ongoi ng underlying awareness that in a few nonths ny baby
girl intended to go to space and try to outwit the Defense Departnent. Alittle thing like that
can nag at your mind, if you let it.

But the second thing that interfered with my joy a bit on opening night was an observation
| made about hal fway through the evening: the first evidence |I'd seen that Key West was perhaps
not really the magi cal Disney paradise it appeared to be on first glance, but just a very nice
place in the real world, inhabited by human beings. W were situated only a few short bl ocks from
Bahama Village, which | had several, tinmes been assured was not the black/Cubano ghetto, but the
bl ack/ Cubano district- and indeed, if it is a ghetto, it is one of the nicest, cleanest, happiest,
nost sel f-respecting ghettos |'ve ever seen mny life. Ishamand Tanya had sort of opened
diplomatic relations on our behalf with the B.V. conmunity, whose |eaders had been vaguely
di smayed by yet another goddam bar opening in their vicinity, and we had succeeded in allaying
their concerns well enough that a few of those community | eaders cane to our grand openi ng, and
ended up enjoying thensel ves greatly.

But about hal fway through the- evening, when it becanme clear that fol ks from Bahama
Village were wel cone there, sonme of the Caucasian locals drifted away, and did not return. Wl
at least the problemwas self-correcting. | consoled nyself that we had found a cheap supply of
asshol e-repel | ent.

It was the third invisible wormin the apple | found hardest to get past.

As Tesla had requested, we'd all thrashed it out in a special nmeeting |1'd called the day
bef ore Opening. The di scussion had been spirited and |l engthy, but finally we had all reached
consensus, if not agreenent, on one difficult but inportant point: security. Here we were in Key
West, suddenly surrounded with a plethora of people just as weird and whi nsical as oursel ves, and
the tenptation was to drop all shields and welconme in as nany as were interested. At the same
time, we were engaged in a crimnal conspiracy to defy the Joint Chiefs of Staff, in order to
prevent the destruction of the universe, and every new person we allowed into the conspiracy
sharply raised the odds of sonething going catastrophically wong. Any | ocal who wal ked i n was
already wired into a superb grapevine that we had no way to control. Reluctantly, but necessarily,
we concluded that we nust never speak of the situation when an outsider was present, even if he or
she seened to be "our kind of people." At least until it was all over, anyway, and possibly
forever if something went sour

So there was, for the tine being and for the first time in our history, a strong, if thin,
invisible wall up between us and anyone we didn't know who wal ked in our gate. For the first tine,
we were not wide open to new recruits. | knewit wouldn't last forever: if the universe was still
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here in six nonths, we could all relax again. But in the nmeantime it. . . well, not "spoiled" but
it colored things a little, for ne at least. |'ve never been confortable keeping secrets from
people I |ike.

But there was no choice, so | did it, and managed to transcend it and have a good tine at
my opening. Zoey and | played two sets with Fast Eddie, one in the early evening and one at the
end, and both were gratifyingly well received. There was no shortage of nusic the rest of the
time, either, as runor of my house policy had gotten around: anyone Eddie was willing to tolerate
as an acconpani st drank free, for as long as they were on the stand. An ever-changi ng cast took
advant agel and they ranged fromgood to scary. My favorite was a fat Bernudan kid from Bahana
Village with a cheap Harnony Soverei gn guitar who had obvi ously studied the work of Joseph Spence
very carefully, then built on it: he could have nade a statue tap its toe.

At the very end of the evening, | identified at |east one respect in which The Place was clearly
superior to its predecessor. Back at Mary's Place, if you took a drunken notion to | ook at the
stars and think deep thoughts, you had to put on your overcoat, clinb the stairs to the roof, find
a vacant chai se | ounge, and be prepared to cope with cold winds. At The Place, all you had to do
was fall down.

Over the next few weeks, Zoey and Erin and | spent our nights presiding over the

festivities at The Place, "keepin' our good friends high," in Joe Dol ce's nenorabl e phrase, and
our days bicycling around Key West, getting to know the place. It's full of fascinating spots.
Hem ngway's ol d place, now a reasonably tasteful nuseum still patrolled by descendants of

his original seven-toed cats. Houseboat Row. Harry Truman's Little Wite House. The splendid

sl eepy streets of A d Town. The fanous, oft-photographed nmarker at The Sout hernnpbst Point which is
not. About a dozen really first-rate bookstores. A great aquariumwhere Erin was permtted to feed
a shark. The gardens at Audubon House. Several good beaches-' Snathers, Higgs, South Beach, Fort
Tayl or -t hough none approaching the Platonic Ideal we'd found back up on Bahia Honda Key. A day
trip out for snorkeling on the Reef. An entire fascinating day at the City Cenetery, exam ning
gener ati ons of aboveground mausol euns-necessary for the same reason they are in New Ol eans:
because the |l ocal water table |lies about a foot below the surface. And, of course, the Shi pweck
Museum Ship-wecks loomlarge in the early history of Key West: they say the first |ocal industry
of any real econom c consequence was the systematic use of false |ighthouses to |lure passing ships
onto the reefs, where they could be conveniently sal vaged.

In addition to the plethora of interesting things to see, there were so incredibly nany
good cheap restaurants that four nonths was just about |ong enough for us to conplete the census,
and enough good bars that | still haven't visited them all

And of course, you didn't need to do any of that stuff to have a fine tine. A day spent in
your shorts lying in the shade in a rope hammobck reading a book is a day well spent. The weat her
was not al ways perfect. Every so often it would rain for as nuch as an hour. Sone nights you'd
need a sweater. Some days were too hot.

| exaggerate slightly here. The heat was very agreeable for me-but then, |I'm six-one and
wei gh 140. Zoey, who wei ghs nore than that, sonetines found the tenperature a bit oppressive. On
the other hand, the longer she lived in it, the | ess she weighed, which pleased her. And didn't
bot her ne too much, though I'd |iked those extra pounds. | would rather have a wife who feels good
about herself than one whose frane conforns to nmy precise fantasy ideal
And what ever her weight, anything that encourages ny wife to wal k around in a mini num of clothing
is a good thing, whether it be climate or self-image. | routinely got to see a |ot nore of Zoey's
surface area than | had been able to back on Long Island-often all of it-and | enjoyed it, and she
enj oyed that, and often enough we did sonething about it. Amazing how nuch nore romantic a nonent
can be wi thout gooseflesh and the constant white noise of a space heater. roaring away.

Me, |'ve always been a nudist by inclination, on grounds of sheer |aziness if nothing el se-
and | was living in a former nudist colony. Zoey finally had to put a sign up beside the door on
the way out of the house, reading, "Did you remenber to dress?" just like the one back in nmy old
conmune.

We filled inthe tine, is what I'"'mtrying to say. W did not spend every hour of those
nmont hs constantly worryi ng about what was going to happen in August. No nore than half of them
maybe.

One night Tesla and | found oursel ves al one together on ny porch, and | tried to get himto agree
with a theory | had been working up: that our success was guaranteed. | |liked the theory a |ot-and
like all new lovers, | could discern no flawin it.

"It stands to reason, N kky. You try not to commt m scegenmation if you can help it-but
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you' ve already told us several things about the future that inply we sinply can't |ose. The Sovi et
Uni on col | apsing, for instance: that's supposed to come months after August. So logically, if
you' ve been to points in tinme after August, the universe isn't going to end then. Ri ght?"

He sighed deeply, and shook his head. "Logically you are correct. But |ogic was never
built to handle such matters. | cannot explain this in any terns you will find neaningful, but I
ask you to take my word for it: if the universe ends this August, what will be destroyed is not
only its present, but also its past, and its future. It might be said that even a paradox requires
a universe in which to exist."

"Aw, Jesus," | said.

"I amsorry, Jacob," he said. "I do not wish to alarmyou. | think theme is every chance
we will be successful. Truly | do. But there are no guarantees."

| was sorry |I'd brought it up

The worst part about the actual preparations for the event was that nothing went wong. There were
no hitches, no glitches, no problens identified that we weren't able to solve. There was not hing
for worry to get a purchase on. It started to feel as if all the bad |luck was saving itself up

Erin studied details of Shuttle layout with Jim Omar and Shorty, ran endl ess conputer
simulations with Tesla and Tonmy Janssen, and discreetly practiced Transiting under Tesla's
tutel age. She soaked it all up like a sponge. Actually nore like a flower; which proceeded to
bloom | slowy began to realize that for nost of her short life, her adult-sized brain had really
had very little nore challenging to do than play Baby for nme and her nother. It made ne feel old.
But then, | was.

She al so did sone physical training with Margi e Shorter and Maureen Hooker, but |ess than
you mght think. In zero gee, strength can actually be a handicap. One of the nbst comon gri pes
of the Skylab astronauts was that they wi shed they weren't in such damed great shape: over and
over again they would push off too hard, and crack their skull when they reached their
destination, or bash their knees on the way through a hatch. Erin's exercise reginen ainmed at
i ncreasing coordination and flexibility, rather than strength or nuscle mass.

We never did manage to fake up a really satisfactory way for her to practice noving in
zero gravity. Underwater just ain't the same thing, and neither is balancing on an air-bl ast
colum. But we did, twice, drive her back up to the Cape, so she could take the Shuttle Sinulator
tour- she drove the tour guide crazy-and do a little discreet, highly unauthorized, and nassively
illegal inspection of certain other parts of the Kennedy Space Center that were decidedly not open
to the general public, using her, uh. . . letter of Transit.

Like | said, we filled in the tine. Al of it, however busy it sounds, took place on Key
West tinme-that is, in dreany slow notion-and we rarely felt stressed. By day we worked at the
details of our plan, and by night we drank and | aughed.

And then all of a sudden |I blinked, and it was early evening on August 7, and | was
standi ng on a high octagonal platformtelling outrageous lies to a man with a heart of gold, with
the fate of the universe, aka nmy daughter Erin, strapped to my back

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Big Bird

"Wl come to President Bush, Ms. Bush, and ny fellow astronauts."”
-J. Danforth Quayl e

USI NG THEI R NASA connections and a pack of lies so outrageous that | will not recount them
here-both because | am ashaned of them and because who knows? | might need to use them again
sonmeday-Ji m Orar and Shorty Steinitz had managed to pull enough strings to get ne certified as a
bona fide VIP visitor to the Kennedy Space Center, under a name and identity | think I will keep
simlarly obscure. A VIP of the highest possible civilian clout, in fact, entitled to get up close
and personal with a multimllion-dollar spacecraft the night before its classified |aunch

There it was, only a few hundred feet away, towering above us, larger than life and tw ce
as natural: an honest-to-God Space Shuttle. Colunbia she was, nearly ready for her eighth flight.

I was standing on Pad 39-B, at the base of the i mense Fixed Service Structure, a place I'd
yearned to see close up for decades, had only a few nonths earlier been thrilled to death to see
fromtwo mles away. | should have been happy as a pig in Congress.
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But | was too conflicted to fully appreciate it. The man who had been conned into vouching
for me, whose identity I will also suppress, stood beside ne on ny right and pointed out features
of particular interest to nme, smling in a way so benignly avuncular that | felt like a Comme
spy. On ny left was the guy from NASA Public Affairs, who despite his professional snmle was
obviously watching ne like a hawk, afraid |'d do sonething incredibly unauthorized and stupid.
Which | planned to do. | could also see at |east four arned nmen who, if they ever figured out ny
true intentions, might very well shoot me, at least in the |egs.

Al so, it was very damm windy up there, four or five stories above the ground, and | was
distracted by the unfam liar and unpl easant sensation of cool breezes on nmy chin and upper lip and
ears and the back of ny neck. It had been decided by a commttee of which | was not a nenber that
my chances of passing as a VIP would be nuch higher if | lost the beard and long hair. It was the
first time I'd had ny bare face hanging out in over a quarter of a-century, and it didn't help a
bit that the first tine Zoey had seen it, she had | aughed for a solid five mnutes. | was going to
get her for that, soneday.

Also, | was distracted by the weight strapped to nmy back. Al two-year-olds weigh nore
than you'd think they would-and since Erin was currently pretending to be sound asleep, all of it
was dead wei ght. Not the phrase | wanted recurring in nmy mnd, just then

And Erin was not the last of nmy distractions-for while | was listening to ny host tell ne
things | really wished | could spare the attention to follow, | was also listening to two other
peopl e he could not hear, only one of whomwas there. | had a magic Tesla receiver in each ear
both cunningly disguised to look |ike particularly repul sive ear hairs. The |l eft one brought ne
the faint voice of N kola Tesla, who was then sitting in a school bus out on 1-95, parked in the
breakdown | ane. The right fed ne the anplified subvocalizations of Erin. Anything | subvocalized
was picked up and broadcast to both of themby a Tesla transnmitter on ny throat, cunningly
di sgui sed to | ook Iike a shaving cut you wouldn't want to |look at for very |ong.

"...sound pressure at liftoff is so incredibly horrendous," ny host was saying, "it'd tear
apart both the Shuttle and the pad if it weren't nuffled by that."
bediently, | |1ooked where he was pointing-strai ght ahead past the Shuttle, at the 290-

foot-tall water tank that woul d drop 300, 000 gal |l ons of sound-absorbi ng water under the Shuttle at
the monent all hell broke | oose tonorrow norning.

Even excluding the mighty spaceship itself, it was by no neans the nost inpressive
artifact visible on that platform The Fixed Service Structure, at whose base we were standing,
was taller (347 feet tall with the lightning mast), and the conplex Rotating Service Structure
that hinged on it, while less than 200 feet tall, was infinitely nore conplex and interesting than
what was, when you canme down to it, just an overgrown pull-chain toilet. And to either side of it
| could see what, if you allowed yourself to think of the Shuttle as a phallic synbol, appeared to
be its shrunken testes-large ball-shaped tanks at the northeast and northwest corners of the pad
If testicles they were, they were definitely of the brass nmonkey variety. Each was basically a big
thernmos bottle: the one on the left held alnmbst a million gallons of |iquid oxygen at about 300
degrees bel ow zero, and the one on the right kept nearly as nuch Iiquid hydrogen at better than
400 bel ow zero-between them the hypergolic fuel for Colunbia's huge external tank

The whol e precedi ng paragraph has absolutely nothing to do with this story-except to

illustrate my predicanent. | was in a place that was just entirely too damed interesting.
Everywhere | | ooked was sonething that tugged-no, yanked-at ny attention. It was a rotten place
in which to sustain an el aborate deception

"Well," | said, "that's the way | |leave a | ot of places nyself."

My host | ooked puzzl ed.

"Baffled," | explained. Cone on, | added subvocally, aren't you guys ready yet?

My host grinned. The NASA PR guy did not. There are PR guys with senses of hunor, but
wor ki ng for NASA generally cures them

Al nmost, Tesla reported in ny left ear.

Daddy, that was awful, Erin murrmured in ny right.

Thank you, honey. "Can we go over to the far side and | ook over the drop-off?" | asked
al oud.

The PR guy clenched his teeth, and nmy host | ooked sad. "I'msorry."

"Too dangerous?" | asked. Let's go, let's go!

"A matter of timng," my host explained. "In about fifteen mnutes they start putting the
payl oad aboard-and it's classified, I'mafraid, so they really don't like civilians standing

around rubbernecki ng. And as soon as that's done they start | oading up the external tank with the
hypergolics: trust ne, you don't want to be around then."
Ready! Tesl a said.
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"l suppose not," | agreed. Are you ready, Erin?

Ready, Pop!

Ckay: phase one on "three," phase two on "zero," just like we rehearsed it. Everybody
synch on ne. "l've already inposed a lot," | said to the flack, handing himny canera, "but could

| ask you for one nore?"

He sighed, affixed his smile, and took the canmera with every appearance of delight. "No
problemat all." | used the posing dance that ensued to cover ny subvocal countdown.

Here we go! Erin and Tesla chanted along with ne: Nunber five jet fire; nunber four jet
fire; number three- "Smle!"

-Ni kola Tesla Transited a |l arge heavy wench to a point in space just to the east of us,
and about a hundred feet up in the air-

-jet fire; nunber two jet fire; nunmber one- KLANG "Jesus!" cried the PR guy, ny host, and
two of the armed nen, and they all spun as one toward the sound, the PR guy dropping ny canmera to
do so.

-jet fire, GO

Erin teleported hersel f about 160 feet, alnbst straight up. In the very instant her weight
| eft ny back, nost of it was replaced-by the lifelike dutmmy Erin that Tesla teleported into the
backpack. That pack was enpty for perhaps a quarter of a second or less . . . and nobody was
| ooking in that direction. It was probably all over by the time nmy canera finished smashing and ny
shoul der nuscl es finished flinching.

["min! Erin reported triunphantly.

Thank God, Tesla and | both said. | was so keyed up | said it al oud instead of
subvocal i zi ng, but fortunately nobody around ne seened to hear the first syllable.

My conpani ons converged cursing on the wench, which was indeed the right size, kind, and
type to belong there-was in fact an authentic NASA utensil, Transited from storage by Tesla. Then
they took turns glancing up at God's Erector Set, the FSS towering above us, to try and determ ne
what part of it the wench had fallen from There was nobody in the right position up there now,
but eventually sone poor soul was going to catch hell he didn't deserve for |eaving tools
unstowed, and |I'd have felt sorry about that if | hadn't been distracted by overwhel mng relief
that ny baby girl had not just killed herself (and incidentally destroyed history) Transiting into
some solid object aboard the Col unbi a.

How s it | ook? | asked as the people | was with babbled at one anot her

Li ke a coal cellar at nmidnight, she said. Let ne get this flashlight on. . . there. Mich
better. Now it |looks |like the inside of a black box.

How was your placenent? Tesl a asked.

Perfect, Uncle N kky. Absolutely nomi naL |'m gonna get ny stuff now

Be careful, baby. Take your tine. There's no- It's done, Daddy. No sweat. | told you you
were a worrywart.

She had Transited her gear and provisions fromTesla s bus into two adjoi ning | ockers.
agai n, wthout causing an expl osion

Thank you for indulging nmy paranoia, Punpkin. Ready to go now?

Yep.

We were done, now. Rehearsal successful. She'd confirned her bearing on the target,
established to ny satisfaction that she could reach it safely and undetected. There was no further
expl oring she could do up there now. workers would be wandering unpredictably in and out of the
orbiter all night long. Now we would go back to the bus and get sonme sleep, get ready to do it
again tonorrow norning, just before liftoff.

The PR guy apol ogi zed, both for alnbst getting nmy skull caved in and for breaking ny

canmera. | waved away both apol ogies. "Serves ne right for standing under anything this big wthout
a hard hat," | told him

kay, everything's cool, Erin said. | just sent all the gear back to the bus, Daddy. Get
ready, both of you: I'mconing back nmyself now, on zero this tine . . . in. . . five M ssissippi
four Mssissippi- "Nice of you to take it that way," the flack said gratefully. "But | insist on
repl acing the canera."

-three Mssissippi, two Mssissippi- "Very we-"

KLANG

Anot her fucking wench hit the deck, no nore than three feet fromthe first inpact site.
Since | wasn't expecting this one, | junped |ike everyone else-and felt horror flood through ne.

--one M ssissippi, NOW

Wth a convul sive effort, | did nmy very best to return to precisely the position |I'd been

standing in-and felt Erin replace her doppel. She was off by no nore than half an inch. The relief-
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as much as the lurching jolt-nearly stopped ny heart.

Suddenly | had no synpathy at all for the poor bastard who was going to catch hell for
sl oppy tool discipline.

My host interrupted the PR guy's continued apol ogies, twinkling his eyes to alert ne that
a punchline was coning. "Well," he said, "try to think of these wenches as, uh. . ." He paused
for effect.”". . . hail: Colunbia."

| knew | would find the remark funny |l ater, and pretended to now, but | was busy trying to
keep Ni kky, tell the Lucky Duck I'm gonna kick his ass when | see hinml down to a subvocal |evel.
"The hail you say," | riposted feebly.

What just happened, Daddy?

Fate decided to throw in a nonkey wench, honey. Not ours: a real fuckup, this tinme. Are
you okay?

Yeah, fine-but | think that should have woken nme up. She lifted her head, kicked her arns
and | egs, and began to wail. |I found it even nore unsettling than any other parent woul d have-for
it was only the second tine in her life that I'd ever heard Erin cry like a baby, the first being
during her birth.

M sery inspired ne. "He's from Barcel ona, you know," | told ny host.

He recogni zed the Fawty Towers catchphrase, but was still puzzled. "Wo is?"

| pointed upward. "The Spaniard in the works." There: honor was satisfied.

That does it, Erin subvocalized-no small trick while sobbing-get ne out of here, Daddy, or
I'"'m Transiting out.

You big lug, Tesla couldn't resist adding.

I made nmy excuses and got out of there as quickly and gracefully as | could. And that's
the story of ny wenching experience on Pad 39-B

The next norning, August 8, at 8:35 AM, | was in Tesla's school bus, parked by the side of I-95
wi th hundreds of other vehicles. Also present were Zoey, Omar, Tesla, Doc Wbster, Fast Eddie, the
Lucky Duck for luck, and of course Erin. My hair was a different color and styled differently, and
the ID1 carried bore a false nane. And | probably didn't resenble me a whole lot in tenperanent,
either. | was as nervous as a nman whose baby daughter is about to stow away on a spacecraft. One
that exploded only four flights earlier. | wanted, very badly, to give her sone sort of sage

advi ce- but was hanmpered by the fact that | couldn't think of any advice that didn't sound
insulting, even to me.

Zoey of course had the same problem Mybe worse, for all | know or can know. In her case
it had the effect of making her outwardly very quiet and cal mappearing. Me, | was working hard to
suppress ny sudden resenblance to a junping bean. Part of a parent's job is to teach his kid how
to deal with fear, right? Now if only sonmeone would explain it to nme...

Doc Webster, God bless his heart, sensed and understood the dynamic, and filled in the
silence with a steady stream of harmnl ess bl ather, designed to give us all sonething benign to
thi nk about. He was clever and witty and if you held a gun to my head now | could not tell you a
si ngl e goddam thing that he said.

Finally, Omar |lifted one headphone away fromhis ear and reported, "T minus two ninutes
thirty seconds. They just took the beanie off the carrot. Al aboard."

The three of us exchanged one of those glances that seems to go on for a mllion years.
Erin was the only one sniling.

Zoey swal |l owed, hard."Have a nice time on the spaceship, honey," she said lightly.

"Break a |l aw of physics,"” | agreed. But even | heard ny voice quiver on the |ast word.
Erin was in her nother's enbrace so quickly she al nost seenmed to Transit there, and a
nmonent | ater she was hugging ne too. | put everything | had into returning it. She gave ne a wet

snooch and backed away.

"l love you guys," she said. Then she took her place between her two piles of gear
pl aci ng her feet squarely on the X duct-taped on the floor. "Don't worry, okay?"

The | uggage vani shed with a barely audi bl e poppi hg sound.

"I"ll be fine."

And Erin was gone too.

Two minutes later, they lit the candle over thenme, and 6.6 seconds |ater, Brewster Shaw,
Ri chard Ri chards, Janmes Adanmson, David Leestma, Mark Brown, and Erin Stonebender left town-and
pl anet -t oget her. The noi se rocked the bus. W were nuch farther away than we'd been for the |ast
I aunch, but it was still one helluva sight.

This time we had nore riding on it.
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| guess we were the first people in history who ever screaned "Co, baby, go!" during a
space | aunch, and were punni ng.

Omar took off his headphones and put the sound on speakers so we could all follow the
| aunch.

"Rol|l programinitiated."

"Col unbia, go at throttle up."

"Roger, go at throttle up."

"Houst on, we have booster sep."

"Roger, Colunbia, we show a clean sep down here."

WHEEEEEE, Erin sang, on a very different circuit.

"Col unbi a, Houston here, two engine Ben Querrir." That nmeant the Shuttle now had enough
altitude and speed to make it to Mdrocco even if one engine failed

"Col unbi a, Houston. Negative return.” It was no | onger possible for Comander Shaw to turn
around and head back for Kennedy if he took a notion to. Four nore mnutes to orbit.

God, you guys-this is so fun! Zoey and | | ooked at each other and sniled in spite of
our sel ves.

"Col unbi a, Houston, single-engine ATO " They were now hi gh enough to nmake orbit even if
two of the three engines were to fail. | began to breathe a little easier

Time didn't pass; it tailgated. Finally:

"Houst on, Col unmbi a. W have MECO "

"Roger that, Colunbia. W show a very slightly late cutoff. Eight mnutes and forty
seconds. "
They were in orbit. And nobody had figured out why the conputers had deci ded they needed
to keep the engines on a few seconds | onger than predicted to get themthere. Erin's extra nass
was buried away somewhere in a huge string of zeros and ones that nobody woul d exam ne closely for
sonme tine to cone or, probably, believe when they did.

The bus rang w th appl ause.

Nobody outside noticed, of course. They had all started their engines and driven away the
monent the Shuttle was too high to see with the naked eye, just like the last tine.

Ch, golly, Erin reported, zero gravity is WAY cool

I could fill the next several pages with a lot of stuff | subsequently |earned from ny daughter
What five days in orbit is like, for one thing. . . but you can find that sort of thing in a |ot
of other places. What life as a stowaway is like...but that, too, has been anply recorded
el sewhere. The crew rarely ventured down to the m ddeck, and never did so w thout announcing their
intention to Houston first; Erin had no trouble at all remnmaining out of sight, and didn't have to
spend too nmuch time holed up in that damed | ocker. The bi ggest problem she had was that she
couldn't use the zero-gee toilet facilities without being noticed. Things did get a little ugly in
that department, but after reflection | don't think I'Il be any nore specific-except to note that,
havi ng conpleted toilet training only a short time earlier, Erin was much | ess squeam sh about
such matters than a grown-up in her undignified position nmght have been. And, of course,
Transiting hel ped i mensely: the problemwas. . . uh.. . Transient.

| could also use up twenty pages with the details of exactly how Erin went about hacking
her way into the Deathstar's conputer w thout being caught at it, and what she did once she was
in. | know because | have seen a witten summary she wote later; and it runs twenty pages. But |
didn't understand a word in them and will not inflict themon you here. Let it stand that she was
essentially done by the third day-and stuck around only against the possibility that the crew
m ght perform one nore redundant systenms check before | aunching the thing into space, and catch
her changes.

Nor do | suppose you really need to be told the day-today details of how Zoey and
managed to get through those five days without quite going insane with fear, or with hel pl ess
boredom |f you ever find out your baby is going to go to orbit for that |long, get hold of ne and
I"Il tell you anything you want to know. The best general advice | can offer in the nmeantine is,
get an Artificial Intelligence to teach the kid hacking, and lay in a supply of Irish whiskey for
yoursel f. Ch yes-and try and arrange to have about a hundred of the finest, npbst decent hunman
beings alive as your good friends. And be in Key West at the tine.

Two smal | anecdotes fromthat week are perhaps worth telling.

During the second day, Erin allowed her attention to focus a little too closely on her
work for a crucial nmoment-turned away from a panel, and saw an astronaut gapi ng at her

She Transited at once-to a | ocation where she could still see him but he could not see
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her-and waited with bated breath to see how bad the di saster was.

It was nonexistent. The astronaut-we believe it was the pilot, Richard Richards-blinked,
rubbed his eyes...and dism ssed the hallucination. I don't think he said anything at all about it,
to his shipmtes or to Houston. Would you?

The second noteworthy incident cane late in the fourth day of the nission, when Erin
suddenly reported that Pixel had just showed up

Fortunately, she was able to persuade himto go back hone before anyone el se up there
noti ced or heard him A baby in orbit can be dism ssed as an obvious phantom. . . but a cat is
just barely possible enough to be taken seriously.

A couple of hours later, the Deathstar |eft the payl oad bay and took up its station in
orbit. Both NASA and DoD renmi ned sublinely unaware that it had been neutered.

The job was essentially done, then. But on the suspenders and belt principle, Erin
remai ned there at her post until Commander Shaw actually began to deorbit the next day, against
the faint remaining possibility of a final systens recalibration that would undo all her work.

By then Zoey and | had relaxed to the point of allowi ng her to cone hone the way she
wanted to

The original plan had been for Erin to ride the bird down. Zoey and | would take a
commercial airliner out to the left-hand coast and wait sonmewhere near Edwards in a rented van
Once the orbiter cane to a safe, smooth stop, Erin would Transit to the van, we'd all hug, and
then fly hone together

I nstead, we sat tight where we were

At about 9 AM local tine on the 13th, nearly all of us were gathered at The Pl ace
staring up at the sky together. Zoey and | stood right in front of the bar with an arm around each
other, and everyone had left a big cleared space before us.

Here | come, ready or not, Erin announced.

We all held our breath.

VWoa!

No sign of her. "Are you all right?" | screaned.
Fi ne-way off target, but fine. Hang on-

"Careful!"

Suddenly | seenmed to see a baseball very high overhead, to the east and headi ng east.
M ghty Casey had finally caught a piece of one.

That's a little better. Once nore-
The basebal | vani shed; a stationary object appeared directly overhead, perhaps a hundred yards up
and began to fall. Then it vani shed, reappeared at what | ooked |ike the exact spot where it had
started, and fell again.

Okay: ready... set..

"Be careful!" Zoey and | both yell ed.

The falling object separated into two conponents, and both vanished. Erin's |aptop
suddenly appeared on the porch. Erin herself appeared before us in mdair...grinned. . . folded
over into a perfect swan dive. . . and dropped headfirst into the pool, cutting the water with

scarcely a spl ash.

As we all gaped with surprise, she surfaced, grinned around at all of us, splashed water
at Zoey and me, and cried, "God, |'ve been dreaming of that for days-l stink!"

They may have heard our triunphant whoop of |aughter and appl ause down in Cuba, unless
Fi del was tal king at the tine.

Erin swamto the side, pulled herself up and out, and Zoey and | found ourselves in a
three-way hug with a wet kid. W held it, rocking back and forth together, while waves of cheering
washed over us. | don't ever remenber being happier

As the appl ause died away, Erin broke away fromthe hug and went over to stand in front of
Ni kol a Tesla. She | ooked up at himwith those big eyes, and without a trace of parody whi pped off
an extrenmely snappy salute. "M ssion acconplished, sir," she reported.

Ch, it was a treat to see that fanous sad face light up like that. His smle took at |east
a hundred years off his age. For just a nonent | saw, not the nbst screwed nman of the twentieth
century, but the optimistic young preacher's son from Sniljan he had been when the century began
He returned her salute with a flourish. Well done, Erin Stonebender. And thank you fromthe bottom
of nmy heart.”

More applause. | felt proud enough to bust ny buttons.

Tom Haupt man was al ready busy at The Machine, turning out Irish coffees as fast as they
could pour, and Fast Eddi e was serving anyone who wanted to drink sonething else. By the tine
Col umbi a touched down at Edwards, half an hour later-the only Shuttle ever to return to Earth with
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a passenger mnissing-the celebration was in high gear, and nei ghbors were starting to fall by to
see what all the excitenent was about.

An Irish coffee drunk that begins at nine o' clock Mdnday norning, in Key West? Brother
that's a good day. Forget the saving-the-universe and only-child-not-dead parts..

It pretty nmuch petered out by Wednesday. Sone of us had jobs.

That was basically it. Qur task was over...except for the tedious, boring, suspenders-and-
belt detail of continuing to nonitor DoD conmuni cations, on the slight off chance that those
assholes mght take it into their heads to flush and rel oad the Deathstar conputer for sone
reason. But the chances of that confortably approached zero. It was, for instance, electronically
"har dened" agai nst the inm nent solar storm

And, again nostly for formis sake, we kept track of the other converging events that, but
for Erin, would have been conponents of the cosnic billiard shot that doonmed the universe.

Five days late; for exanple, Tropical StormErin did indeed appear on schedul e, way the
hell out in the Atlantic, and by the 22nd it had been upgraded to Hurricane Erin. Many toasts were
drunk to it at The Place. (W could afford to admire it. It would never come within a thousand
m | es of us-or of land, for that matter.)

And Ni kol a Tesla, by doing a very little bit of very careful Transiting to | aboratory coat
cl osets and washroomstalls in his old honeland-then still called Yugosl avia- was able to overhear
enough scientist scuttlebutt to confirmthat the Soviets had i ndeed nade some sort of breakthrough
in solar activity prediction, and believed they had found a way to use a transient magnetic |ens
to increase their chances of gathering extremely energetic cosmc-ray particles in the Kvant-1
trap on Mr.

The sun's acne flared up on schedule, too: the Aurora Borealis did indeed make anot her
rare and historic appearance in the southern skies of America, scranbling phone calls and
activating garage-door openers from San Francisco to Mam . And, we learned froma new
acquai ntance at Boca Chica, toasting a couple of Navy satellites less well protected than the
Deat hst ar .

Everything, in short, was going along in pretty close accordance with Tesla's origina
prophecy of doom If ny two-year-old hadn't taken out America's Deathstar, |'d have been pretty
worri ed.

Excuse me. | just want to adnire that |ast sentence a nminute. |'ve had an interesting
life.

It was an odd psychol ogi cal position for all of us to be in, simultaneously exciting and
frustrating. I nmean, we were the only ones alive who knew the end of the universe wasn't going to
happen. . . but then, we were the only ones who even suspected it had ever been going to in the
first place, so there was nobody to anmaze with our secret. The greatest news story of all tine was
unhappeni ng before our eyes-and it did so with an unexpected el enent of anticlimax. The dog that
didn't bark in the Big N ght.

We responded characteristically. W pitched a ball

On the evening of Friday the 25th, the day Tesla had tentatively predicted to be Der Tag, we al
gathered at The Place. Zoey and Erin had nmade up a huge sign out of a sheet and hung it over the
gate to the street, so that everyone had to pass under it on their way in. It read: "Today is the
first day of the rest of your universe."

The Pl ace has very nice lighting, thanks to Zoey and Margie Shorter, but we'd killed nost
of it that night, except for a fewlava |anps and the soft red service lights at the bar. There
was just no conpeting with the sheets of neon fire in the sky.

Green they were, nostly, but rinmed in scarlet, and shot through with tendrils of rich
violet. The water in the pool made a shinmrering mirror copy, as if the Northern Lights were trying
to beam down but the transporter was nal functioning. Faintly colored reflections danced
everywhere, especially on perspiring drink glasses and on the faces of swimrers. The overal
ef fect was magi cal

In a spot that didn't really need any artificial help to be magical. It was another
perfect sumer night in Key West, just hot enough to encourage thirst and | aziness. The air was
redol ent of sea salt and coral dust and line and fine reefer and Cubano cooki ng from our nei ghbors
to the west. There was plenty of booze and beer in stock, and The Mchi ne was worki ng well (now
that Omar had adjusted it for tropical conditions). Fast Eddie was in rare form doing
particularly interesting Mnd Melds, in which, for instance, his | eft hand summoned up Oscar
Peterson while his right hand became Harry Connick, Jr., and showed no signs of tiring. Harry the
parrot was bani shed i ndoors early on, when he showed a | anentabl e tendency to sing al ong.
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bscenely, of course.

VWen a lull finally cane in the traffic, | took a break, left the stick to Tom Haupt man
and came out from behind the bar to join a group of folks lying on their backs next to the pool
gazing up at the Aurora Borealis and |azily conversing. | stretched out beside the Lucky Duck and
accepted the joint he passed ne.

“You're just in tine, Skinny," he said. "I was just proving that Jesus was Irish."

Pass me a joint, I'Il play straight man. "How s that?"

"Just think about it. He never got nmarried, he never held a steady job, and his | ast
request was a drink. Case closed.”

A few fol ks chuckled. Marty Pignatelli, the ex-trooper from New Jersey, said, "I think he
was Italian. Talked with his hands a lot. . . seened to have wine with every neal. . . worked in
the building trades..." Mre chuckl es.

"You're not looking at it right," Tanya Latinmer said. "He called everybody 'brother,' had
no fixed address, and got crucified for preaching without a pernit-l1 figure the man had to be Soul
Br ot her Nunmber One."

"You're crazy," Noah Gonzalez told her. "Everybody knows he was Latino."

"How do you figured!'

"Hell, his first name was Jesus!"

That brought us fromgiggles to outright laughter. And with perfect timng, Acayib junped
in. "I"'msorry, but there can be no disputing this point: Jesus was a Jew. "

He said it with a straight face, and Double Bill didn't yet know himwell enough to
realize his tongue was in his cheek; for a nonent Bill thought naybe Acayib really was sone sort

of hunor-deficient zealot. "Look," he said, "nobody neant to-"

"The evidence is clear," Acayib went on. "He went into his father's business. He lived at
hone until the age of thirty-three. And to his dying day, the man was convinced his nother was a
virgin, and she believed he was CGod."

We all broke up, nobody |ouder than Double Bill. | had another hit, and passed the joint
to Susie, and |l ay back and stared up at the fiery sky for a nonent. It rem nded ne of an After
Dark screensaver nodule Erin had found for our Mac, called "Psycho Deli," shinmering and

psychedelic and hypnotic. And all of a sudden, it was as if sonme bug in After Dark had caused a
second screensaver to superinpose itself over the first. The one called "Starry N ght." One after
another, three tiny pinpricks of white fire appeared in different parts of the night sky, left
tracer tracks through the Aurora at high speed, and vani shed. Then anot her-then another two.

Ch, right, | thought to nyself, letting out snobke. It's August. Meteorites. Leonids? No,
they're in Novenber. Perseids, that's it.

Maybe two or three seconds |ater, the penny dropped. Did you ever just sense a disaster
comi ng, w thout knowi ng quite how you knew? Suddenly | just knew. ..

Pi ck your own cliché for heartstopping horror. Blood into ice water-spine into Jell-Otoes
i nto cupcakes, whatever. You know the ending to the Beatles' "A Day in the Life"? That's what
happened with nmy voice. The "Ch. . ." started off at normal conversational level; the ". . . holy

." rose sharply in both pitch and volune; and by the tine | reached ". . . SHT!" | was at the
top of my lungs and perilously close to fal setto.

Everyt hi ng chopped of f. Conversations, |aughter, party sounds, Fast Eddie's piano,
splashing in the pool, everything but the barely heard background chuff-sssssh of The Machine
turning common ingredients into God' s Bl essing.

Ni kol a Tesla's voice was |ike a whipcrack. "Wiat is it, Jacob?"

I lay where | was, helpless to rise. Wth an effort, | managed to lift nmy armand point at
the sky. It's a safe bet just about everybody | ooked up

When nobody said anything after a few seconds, | said, "Meteorites. Perseid group. August,
every year. They peaked at | east a week ago, but they'Il still be conming for days."

"The Perseids run on a four-year cycle," Acayib said. "And this is a jackpot year."

I nodded. "Naturally. W never thought to factor themin. Wuat'll you bet-?"

Tesla was the first to get it. He flung his drink to the ground and said sonething in
Croatian, as if he expected it to wither flowers within a forty-yard radius. "Erin, to ne,
qui ckl y!'™"

"Yes, Uncle N kky!"

Sone equi pnent | didn't recognize and coul dn't understand materialized out of thin air
before him He and Erin put earbeads in their ears and started doing things either with or to the
equi pnment. Quickly, at first, and then progressively slower. The | onger they worked, the unhappier
they | ooked-and by the tine they were done, they were both m serable.

"Aw, shit," Erin said.
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"Did | call it?" | asked, knowi ng the answer fromtheir faces.

Tesl a nodded, frowning thunderously. "The Deathstar took a glancing blow froma neteorite
late last night. No public announcenent. M nor damage. Just enough to make them do a total
software dunp/reload..."

"The Deathstar is armed again," Erin said. "And there's nothing we can do about it?

In the horrid silence, the Lucky Duck's angry mutter was clearly audible. "Don't one of
you sons of bitches so nuch as | ook at ne."

| didn't. | knew perfectly well it wasn't his fault. Instead | |ooked to nmy two brightest
hopes: the pair of heroes who'd saved us all the last time. Erin and Tesla. The brilliance of
youth and the insight of age. One of the snmartest and nost intuitive men who ever lived, and the
smartest girl ever born. Designated agents of Mke Callahan, time-traveling i nmortal and
pr of essi onal uni ver sesaver

And they both | ooked back at nme, and at the same tinme they both said the sane words, the
|l ast words on earth | wanted to hear just then. Wrse: said themto ne:

"What the hell do we do now?"

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN
Synphysi s

"W are ready for any unforeseen event that may or may not occur."
-J. Danforth Quayl e, Septenber 22, 1990

SOVE DAYS YOU RE the pigeon, some days you're the statue. | wished | had tinme to panic. Since

didn't, | thought of M ke Callahan. How woul d he have handled this? It helped. | felt some of his
monol i thic strength and cal menter ne.
"Let ne just run through the obvious and get it out of the way," | said. "You two can't

do a renote dunp-and rel oad yoursel ves?"

Tesl a shook his head. "Physical contact would be required.”

"They just did it but you can't?"

He sighed. "I can explain why not," he said, "if you think we have half an hour to spare."

| nodded. "That's what | thought you'd say. Erin, can you Transit back up there with your
|l aptop and 'twi st again, |ike you did |last sunmer'?"

For once she | ooked |ike a nornal two-year-old. They find the world that dismaying a | ot
of the tine. "You saw ne on the way down, Pop. My first hop, | nmissed the arrival point | wanted
by nore than a mile, and the vector | was trying for by alnmost a hundred miles an hour. It's not
i ke hopping froma stationary bus to a stationary Space Shuttle."”

"You got better with every junp."

"Sure-but they weren't three-hundred-nile hops. And even the others | never got perfect,
even that last hop. | was planning to arrive standing on the water, |ike Peter Sellers. The swan
di ve was inprov."

| bit ny Iip. She'd only been off by maybe six feet or so. But of course, an error of six
feet in matching with the Deathstar could get her killed. And who knew how many hops it would take
her to get even that close-breathing vacuum between each of then? Wat would she do for life
support once she was aboard?

"Suppose," Omar said, "we steal a spacesuit-"

“"I"'msorry," Tesla said, "but that is not a good idea. The Deathstar has anti-neteorite
def enses. "

"Then how the fuck-"

"They were not good enough to stop a four-millimeter piece of rock," Tesla said, "but they

woul d easily be good enough to hit a target the size of Erin, especially at a | ower closing
speed. "

"I could hop real fast," Erin suggested.

“You know better," he told her. "Each tine you arrive, you must | ook around, analyze your
position and vector, and decide what to do next. You are very quick, Erin, but not as quick as the
Deat hstar. O its weapons."

My head was starting to hurt. "No, honey, you may not play hide and seek with the nice
| aser beam Okay, we can't influence the Deathstar any further. It's arned. Wat does that |eave
us?"

We all knew the answers. After a brief pained silence, Orar summed up, ticking off points
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on his fingers. "W could try and stop a hurricane. . . or douse the Northern Lights. . . or
persuade the Soviet Union to abandon or deorbit Mr, for no reason we could explain. . . or talk a
cosnmc ray into changing course. O, of course, we could ask the Defense Departnment to shut down
its Deathstar-just for a few days."

There was another silence, then. A |l ongish one.

"Whi ch one ya wanna do foist?" Eddie said.

Wel |, of course we cracked up. Tension relief and all that. But the laughter didn't [ ast
I ong, and wasn't replaced by anything. We | ooked at each other and waited for somebody to come up
with a Special Plan. After a while it becane cl ear none of us was going to.

This was by no neans the first, or even the fifth, tine ny friends and | had faced what
| ooked |i ke the End of Everything. W reacted the way we al ways had. One by one, we drifted toward

the bar. | joined Tom behind the stick and began passing out nedication with both hands.
And soon, inevitably, someone bravely tried to cheer us up. Long-Drink, it was this tine.
He nudged Doc Wbster, and said in a voice |oud enough to carry, "Well, one good thing, anyway:

that new fascist law that |ets the DEA rob anybody they can convict of everything he owns is
finally finished."

The Doc knows his cue when he hears it-as Long-Drink had known he would. In a creditable
imtation of Edward G Robi nson, he rose to the occasion. "Mther of God," he npaned, "is this the
end of RI CO?"

A rain of peanuts, crunpled napkins, and sw zzle sticks descended on himfromall sides,
and groans split the night.

"Hey, Eddie,"” Tommy call ed, "how about sone rmnusic?"

Eddi e nodded and headed for his piano. | found nyself dizzily wondering what to request.
Percy Mayfield' s "Danger Zone"? "The End of the Wrld"? "Goodni ght Irene"? What was the proper
soundtrack for Ragnarok?

He sol ved the problem by playing sonething | didn't know, either inprov or a conposition
he'd never gotten around to sharing before. Watever, it worked: upbeat, but not frantic, somehow
cheerful and nostalgic at the same tine. Sone people started to dance.

If this was the last party there was ever going to be, at |east we had spent a lot of tine
practicing. Getting it right should be a cinch

Finally I finished passing out drinks, and went down to the end of the bar where ny wfe
sat. W joined hands over the countertop and | ooked into each other's eyes.

"Maybe | shouldn't ask,” | heard Orar say, "but is there any way to know i n advance j ust
when the cosmic ray is going to arrive? Be nice to be able to pace ny drinking."

Tesla sat bolt upright. | turned to look at him and his face had gone blank. "Wat is
it?" Omar said.

He cane back after a monment, shook his head slightly. "I"'msorry, Jim | believe the |ast

pi ece of the puzzle may have fallen into place. Not that it answers your question."”
"How do you nean?"

"In attenpting to answer it, | had to consider what the source of the cosmc ray m ght be
Qdd that | had not done so before." He shrugged. "It did not seemto matter, | suppose."

“I"Il bite," the Lucky Duck said. "Wat is the source?"

Tesla didn't reply. After a nmonent, Acayib answered for him "WelIl, Jim nobody's positive

what causes cosnmic rays." He glanced at Tesla. "At least, in our tine. But one of the |eading
candi dates for the source for really high energy cosmic rays is a supernova." Suddenly he stopped
and sl apped his thigh. "I see what you nean, Nikola!"

"I don't," the Duck said pointedly.

"Picture it, Ernie," Acayib said. "The Deathstar is keeping an eye on Mr. Sol ar flux
begins to interfere with its communications, and is interpreted as an attenpt at janm ng.
Hurricane Erin adds its ganma-ray fountain. | have always had sonme difficulty believing that even
both those things together would be enough to trigger the firing of a secret superweapon. But
suppose a supernova then occurs. Probably in this galaxy, but the inportant thing about its
| ocation is that, fromthe viewpoint of the Deathstar, it is occulted by Mr at the tine."

| began to see what he was driving at. "All of a sudden Mr is backlit like an aging
actress," | said, "the brightest thing in the sky."

"And a norment after the photons," Acayib agreed, "the cosnmic rays arrive, and neet the
Tesl a Beam "

"They woul dn't cone simultaneously?" | asked.
"No," Acayib said. "Photons first."
"Huh." | nodded, and npbst of those within earshot also said "Huh" or "Mm™" The idea did

seemto make sense, and satisfied the basic condition of being absurdly unlikely.
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"This is terrific," the Lucky Duck said. "Arnmed only with the know edge that the universe
is gonna end, and with only about a brain and a half between us, we nanaged to dope out exactly
how, just before it happens. |I'm happy."

| felt an inpulse to smack him To divert nyself, | turned to Tesla and asked, "So then
do we know enough about predicting supernovae to be able to answer Jinis question?"
"Qddly enough," Tesla said, "it should theoretically be possible to do so. But only

theoretically."

"How so?" Omar asked.

"It's a matter of conputational capacity, Uncle Omar," Erin said. "W tal ked about it.
This kind of problem if Uncle Nikky and | ransacked the Internet, used all the conputer power we
could possibly steal without getting caught at it, it would take us about a year to crunch enough
nunbers to get an answer."

| got interested enough to take my eyes briefly from Zoey's. "Maybe if you got a better
computer fromthe future...no, that's no good. The future just became null and void, didn't it,
Ni kky?"

"I"'mafraid it appears so,

he agreed sadly. "And even if not, | may not borrow tools from
it."

| returned ny gaze to Zoey. "Maybe it's better if we don't know exactly when," she said
softly.

| nodded.

"Maybe," Omar said. "But | can't help wondering."

"Wuld it help you any to know?" the Lucky Duck asked sourly.

"Maybe," Onmar insisted. "Taking out a Deathstar is a tough problem granted . . . but if I
only had to take it down for, say, a second...and | knew which second..."

"How woul d that hel p you?" the Duck pressed.

"I don't know," Omar admitted. "But it might. It's something to think about. Sonething to
do, besides kiss our asses good-bye."

Something rearranged itself inside ny head. | let go of Zoey's hands and turned to face ny
daught er.

"Erin."

"Yes, Daddy?"

"Al'l you and Ni kky need for an answer is enough conputational capacity?"

"Yeah, sure," she said. "But it doesn't exist yet." She frowned. "And now won't ever, it
| ooks like."

"How about a big neural net? No, how about a bank of then®"

She shookher head. "Neural nets are nostly theory. They haven't built any good ones, yet."
She saw ny expression. "Have they?"

"Eddie!" | called. "Take a break." | came out from behind the bar. Wen Eddi e had fini shed
his verse and stopped playing, | called for everyone's attention, and got it.

"What's up, Jake?" Doc Wbster asked.

| explained Ormar's question, and Tesla and Em s conputational needs. "All they really
need," | finished, "is unrestricted access to a big interconnected bank of neural nets. W don't
think there's one in the world, and if there is, nobody's gonna tell us about it in the next
coupl e of hours."

"So what are you saying?" Long-Drink called.

"Let's nake our own."

ROOBA ROCOBA ROOBA.

Double Bill was nystified. "What the hell is that supposed to nean?"

| | ooked around at themall. Al nmy friends. My | oved ones. My conpanions. My fanmily.
swal lowed a lunmp in ny throat and said, "I don't know about you guys, but-" | stopped. "No, that's
silly: 1 do know about you guys-all but Bill and Mei-Ling, anyway, and you, Marty. What did we al
originally cone down here to do?"

"Have fun," Long-Drink said.
"To get telepathic again."

ROOBA ROOBA.

"Sure, we thought it nmight take ten years. And then we found out we didn't need to do it
after all. So we stopped thinking about it. Stopped tal king about it. Well, we'll not only never
get a better chance, it looks like we'll never get another chance."

Doc Webster cleared his throat. "So you're suggesting-"
“I"'msaying we try to hook up, and give Nik and Erin what they need. W got over a hundred
neural nets, right here. Let's hook 'emup."
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Omar | ooked down at Erin. "Can we do that?"

She | ooked helpless. "I. . . I'"'mnot sure. Uncle N kky?" He frowned ferociously and
t hought about it. "Perhaps,” he said finally.

Omar | ooked back to ne. "Jake-can we do that?"

It sure was a good questi on.

"Well shit, Jim how do I know?" | spread ny hands. "One thing to think about, though: of
the three times we've pulled it off in the past, every single one was a matter of life and death.
and two of them were end-of-the-world situations. Maybe that hel ps, sonehow. And how often

does an end-of-the-world cone along for us to run the experinent ?"

"It would seemthat this one will be the last," Tesla said.

"So let's not waste it," | said.

"This is nuts," the Lucky Duck said. "Even if we get our heads wired up right, even if
Eyebrows and the nidget there can hack an answer, what the hell good does it do us? | don't think
| really want to know the exact second it's all gonna go to shit."

Omar sighed. "I know what you nean, Ernie. But sonehow | can't shake the feeling it'd be
good to know. Maybe | just feel like we ought to go out like a test pilot, still trying to solve
the problemas he augurs in. Still reporting even the instrunent readi ngs he thinks are usel ess,

in case they mght turn out to be a vital clue for sonebody..."

"Dat sounds right ta ne," Fast Eddie said. A nunmber of people expressed agreenent.

"Me too," Long-Drink said. "Frog in a bucket of mlk keeps kicking, he m ght just nanage
to churn his way out."

"Not if he's in a bucket of shit,"” the Lucky Duck said darkly.

"Conme on, Duck, what have you got to | ose?"

Hi s features went blank for a nonment while he thought it over. "Not nuch," he agreed.
"Aright, let's doit."

A cheer went up. "Do it!" "Let's do it!"

| looked to Double Bill, Mi-Ling, and Marty Pignatelli, the only tel epathic virgins
present. "You all game?”

Mei - Ling took the Doc's arm and nodded wi thout a word. Bill chewed on his pipe . . . then
tossed it over his shoulder into the darkness and said, "Wat the hell: I'min."

“"Me too," said Marty. "Let's do it."

Then, of course, they all turned to me. And three or four of themsaid it at once.

"How do we do it?"

| took a deep breath and thought. Then | took another deep breath and thought sone nore.
"Well," | said finally, "when in doubt, try what worked the last tine." | held out ny hands, and
Zoey took one and Erin took the other. "Let's do an Om"

The Omis about as sinple as a human group activity can possibly get. There's nothing to it;
that's the beauty of it. Any fool, or rather any group of fools, can do it.

You gather round in a rough circle and join hands. C osing your eyes is optional. You pick
a note out of the air-any note at all, as long as everyone present can reach it or an octave of
it. You take a deep breath, and start singing that note, droning it fromdeep in your belly. Start
with the syllable "AAAAAAAAA " and at your own chosen pace, gradually warp it into the syllable
" 00000000, " and when you feel your breath starting to go, bring it around to "MWVMVWM " Then t ake
a deep breath and start over. Repeat until tine stops.

It's okay if your note wanders a little. It's okay if you can't carry a tune and nmiss it
al together, as long as there are enough people who can. Tonal and harnonic inperfections can |end
a weird kind of resonance that actually hel ps things, somehow. So do the random vari ations that
result fromeverybody running out of breath and starting over at different, overlapping tines: the
sound takes on a sort of slow unpredictable pul se.

| do not say that if you and your friends Onlong enough, you will achieve tel epathic
synmphysi s. Thousands of people have On ed, sonetinmes for days, w thout that result But just about
any group of people who do Onw Il find that when they're done, they are at |east nore tel epathic
than they were when they started. It's just about inpossible to do it for any length of tine, and
still remain totally l|ocked inside your skull, chained to your personality.

And we had been trained by a nmaster telepath, and tutored by two nutant human adepts. W
had been tel epathic before, nore than once, and knew that it could be done. And we knew t hat once
again, the stakes were nuch higher than anything as trivial as life or death..

One mnute | was standing with nmy friends in a circle around the pool, watching the
Nort hern Lights sinultaneously dance on its surface and shi mer overhead, and concentrating on
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maki ng ny voice a pure strong thing-
-and then the next second, everything changed..

Again. It canme on like déja vu on steroids. Like taking acid again after a | apse of many years,
feeling that odd m xture of exhilaration and fear and thinking, Ch, ny God, | renenber, now

I remenbered again the thing that was so hard to remenber in between, in those |ong
intervals between ny brief nonents of synphysis: the utter certainty that this place
(field/zone/pl ane/ what ever you want to nmiscall it) | was now reentering was a place | had known
before I was born, and would know again after | died. The first tinme | had ever gone there as Jake
St onebender, back in the old original Callahan's Place, part of me had recognized it at once.

I recognized it again now.

Al of us were touching. Not just the feeble physical joining of our hands: we were as
i nterconnected as cells in a hand, as neurons in a brain, as quarks in a particle. Qur skulls

became transparent and our ninds touched. The persistent illusion of flesh was dispelled. W knew
each other-of old, and anew. | felt nmy friends begin to flowinto nme, and | into them
Vaguel y, | wondered whet her this place/zone/whatever would survive the destruction of the

physi cal universe. Could ny famly and I sinply remain here and be safe?
The answer came from everywhere and nowhere. NO |f the universe ended, so did this. The

answer seemed wong, to ne, but somehow | was certain. Mnd and nmatter were different. . . but
nei ther could exist without the other
Then for the fourth time in ny life, there stopped being a discrete I, and there was only

I /we, using our individual voices to talk to itself with.
Ckay, everybody, said the artist formerly known as Erin. You all have to |ink up now, and

surrender control to ne and Uncle Ni kky. Don't be scared, Bbiillll, Mi-Ling, Mrty.

Holy shit, said the part that had been Double Bill. But his fear |essened. The forner Mei-
Ling clung even nore tightly to the once and future Doc Wbster, and sent back, | amready. And ex-
state-trooper Marty said, |'ve been dealing with fear a long tine. Let's do it.

Now! said the essence we had called N kola Tesl a.

And everythi ng changed again. This was different than any of the other tines.

I f transcendent experiences can be ranked, this fourth experience was sonewhere between
that first time and the other two. If you're an old-tine head, say that the first tine was snoking
pot, the next two were nassive overdoses of pure LSD, and this was a clinical dose of nescaline.

The second and third tines, in the very instant of synphysis we had all becone terribly
busy, trying to build sonething urgently needed. Both tinmes it had been the sanme thing: a kind of
tel epathic bullhorn-a virtual machine with which to communi cate with another (and nonhumnan)
tel epath, over vast distances. In each case we were expecting said alien telepath to literally
come crashing through the ceiling and kill us all in sonme period neasurable in seconds. Both
times, a lot of what psychic attention we could spare fromthe design and construction of our
"bul | horn" got devoted to trying to figure out just what the hell to say over the danm thing once
we had it built.

And every bit of attention left over had been spent exploring each other . . . wandering
around inside each other's heads and hearts. . . show ng each other our secret places
reveling in openness and acceptance and conpassion.. . laughing at shame and fear. Qur very | ast

tel epat hi c experience had peaked with the birth of Erin and the death of Sol ace.

This tinme the experience was, w thout nmeaning to denigrate it, a "lesser" thing. Less
i ntense, less profound, |ess transcendent. As telepathic experiences go, | nean

It was nore like the first time-when Jim MacDonal d the nutant tel epath had recruited us,
had borrowed our nental energy to help himpenetrate the catatonic fugue of his ol der brother
Paul . W& had not only had no i dea what we were doing, back then, we'd really had nothing nmuch to
actual ly do, except push. It was sort of |ike he showed us a hypothetical truck stuck in deep
virtual mud, and we gathered round and put our imagi nary shoul ders against it and our conceptua
backs into it and heaved until it popped free, then kept heaving until we got it up to speed and
Jimcoul d metaphorically junp-start it. There'd been no device to build, no strategy to invent:
all we hadda do was ai mthe way he pointed and push. There'd been nmuch | ess risk involved then
too: the stakes had been one man's life.

W were closer now than we'd been that first time- because tw ce since then we had,
briefly, been as close as it's possible to get. But this tinme we built nothing, planned nothing,
pushed not hi ng, and despite great tenptation we did our level best not to interpenetrate and
intimtely expl ore each ot her

VWhat we tried to do, actually, was as |little as possible. Not even to think, or even to
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feel, nore than we could help, but just to be, together-to know wi thout the experience of
| earning. N kola Tesla and Erin required the use of as many collective neurons as we could
possi bly spare. Even wondering how they were doing was an unwarranted waste of processing power.
Even hoping they succeeded mi ght screw up an al gorithm sonmewhere.
Perhaps | understood at the tine, at least in part, the nature of the nental rewiring they

did, the nature of the programthey co-wote, just what the hell it was they were conputing and
what factors went into it. If so, none of the know edge cane along with me when | eventually
downl oaded nysel f back into my own little individual skull. | think that I-that all of us-

basically just trusted that, they knew what they were doing, and tried to stay out of their

met aphori cal way, and cherished the precious nonments we had to be all the kinds of naked and al
the ways of touching there are together. The little fragnent of volition that insisted on
persisting, we put into singing "AAA000000000MVWM' as cleanly as we coul d.

In, that sense there was nothing "l esser" about it.

It al so chanced to be our objectively |ongest experience to date. The others were over in
mnutes. This time, fromexternal clues | noted afterward, | would say we probably spent sonewhere
bet ween hal f an hour and an hour standing there around the pool together, holding hands and Om ng
Subj ective duration is a different story. My nenory firnmly reports that the interval was both
i measurably | ong and i ndescribably short. It is perfectly aware of the contradiction, and
apol ogi zes for it, but stands stubbornly by its data. Fromny point of view N kola Tesla said
Nowl - (and several trillion years passed)

-and at once Erin answered Ckay! and the |link dissolved and | was decanted back into ny
skul I.

| barely had tine to notice that ny arns and | egs were very tired and nmy neck hurt and | had to
pi ss sonething awful, and then | didn't care about any of that because ny eyes focused back from
infinity to local features and | saw the broad sniles on the faces of both Erin and N kola Tesl a
"CGot the answer?" the Lucky Duck asked. Tesla nodded.
"Better," Erin said. "W got the answer. . . and a plan."

A nmaj or cheer went up. The whoopi ng, hooting, tablepounding sort, with outbreaks of the
ki nd of dancing nuddy nmen do in end zones.

"There's only one thing," she called over the tumult. "It's. . . uh. . . kind of
outrageous. Even for us, | nean."

Anot her cheer, as loud as the first, and full of laughter. As it faded, Double Bill's
pi erci ng quarterdeck baritone rose over it. "Straighten me, darlin'-'cause |'mready." And
everybody qui eted down and gave Erin the floor

"Actually, | got it fromyour head, Bbiillll," she told him

He glanced at nme. "I love it when she says ny nane." He turned back to her. "You're
shittin' nme, Little Bit."

She giggl ed and shook her head. "Wile | was runmagi ng around | ooking for what neurons |

could use, | got distracted by some of your menories. You've got sone amazing stuff in there."
He grinned. "I've always thought so."
“Well, | found the one bit of useless information we needed."”

"Cut ta da chase," Fast Eddie said. "W safe or not?"

Erin hesitated, and | ooked to Tesl a.

"Let me put it this way, Eddie," Tesla said. "If the calculations Erin and | have just
performed are accurate, and if together we can all do no nore than two preposterous things.
then, as you say today, we have a shot."

Erin winced. "No puns, okay, Uncle N kky?"

He sighed. "As you wi sh, dear."

“Conme on," Double Bill said. "There's sonething in ny head that night save the universe,
and | don't know what it is. Cough up,. will you?"

She | ooked around at all of us. "You were all just in rapport with Bbiilffl. You know he's
lived here in Key Wst a long tine, and had a | ot of different occupations.”

She was right. Mst of the billion trillion things | had | earned or rel earned about mnyself
and ny friends just a few m nutes ago were already fading away-for |lack of brain roomto store the
information, | think-but | did retain a vague general inpression of awe at how many different ways
Doubl e Bill had found to pass the hours in one lifetine.

"Well," Erin went on, "at one point he did a couple of years as a wino. Right, Bbiillll?"

He nodded. "CGood years," he said. "Finally got sone thinking done."

"And you found a great place to sleep rough.”
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"Sure." Suddenly his jaw dropped, and his pipe dropped into his sarong. "Jesus Christ." He
began to |l augh, then chopped it off. "How nmuch tine do we have?"

"Alittle over three hours.™

He started | aughing again. "Son of a bitch, we mght could just pull it off. Ch, that's
funny! Their own petard. " He held his ribs and roared until his face turned bright red.

The rest of us were standi ng around | ooki ng at one anot her

"Erin?" Zoey called. Her voice was soft, gentle; the nortal threat was all in the
undert ones.

"Sorry, Mom You tell them Bbiillll; I don't knowif they'll believe ne."

Bill wiped his eyes. "My pleasure,” he said. "Folks, over by the airport, just past the

end of the runway, is about the | ast sizable patch of real, undevel oped w |l derness left in Key
West. Not hi ng but mangroves and scrub and poi son ivy and wheat grass and Christ knows what all,
wild and overgrown. Pretty good drai nage, nostly, so the bugs ain't too bad. Hop a fence and
burrow your way in there, it's a terrific place to sleep off a drunk, or lay lowtill a warrant
expires, or just get the hell away from everybody and everything and get a little peace." He
| aughed again. "That's the part | always found ironic."

"Keep cockteasin' us like this," the Lucky Duck said through clenched teeth, "and |I swear
to God a bolt of lightning is gonna cone out of the clear sky and-"

"What's out there in the scrub?" | asked quickly.

Double Bill grinned like a pirate. "Half a dozen N ke Hercules mssiles."

CHAPTER NI NETEEN
Geat Balls of Fire

"It's time for the human race to enter the solar system"”
-J. Danforth Quayl e

ROOBA, ROOBA, ROOBA.

"Left over fromthe Cuban Mssile Crisis days," Bill went on. "Abandoned for nore than
twenty years. They flang "emup in a hurry, and forgot about 'emfast."

"I tried to look themup on the Internet,” Erin confirned, "and | couldn't find nuch
i nformati on about them not even how many there are. If information on those particular mssiles

still exists, it was never digitized. The governnent has forgotten they're here."

"Everybody has," Double Bill said. "I"'mtelling you, | used to sleep under one to keep the
rain off."

"Hercs, you say?" Orar asked. "Not Aj axes?"

"Said 'Hercules' on the side,” Bill assured him

Omar began to grin as big as Bill. "Solid fuel,” he said. "If they were N ke-Aj axes we'd
be S.OL.-they were fueled with red funming nitric acid, which we are not equi pped to handl e. But
the Hercs run on. . . well, basically on solidified nitroglycerine." Tesla frowned, but let it

pass.
"Doesn't |eak, doesn't boil off, doesn't go bad. Twenty years is nothing to that stuff. Light the
candl e today, that puppy's gonna go sonepl ace." Suddenly his face fell. "Wait a minute. It's
corning back, now. | was really into this stuff when | was a kid, and one figure stuck in ny head
because it was easy. A N ke-Herc has a nmax range of about a hundred mles." A good dozen of us
said shit or sone variation. "Even with a little payload like you, Erin, there's no way in hel

we' re gonna get one as high as even Low Earth Orbit-"

Erin started to answer, but Fast Eddi e overrode he; waving his hand like the pupil who
knows the answer. "How 'bout Erin just Transits nore fuel up as she goes?”

There was a nmonment of silence as that sunk in. What a concept for space travel! Leave the
fuel behind, and order it up as you need it- But | was too busy being horrified to appreciate it.
Bad enough to send your baby daughter up on a Space Shuttle, which you have advance notice is not
going to crash. A can of solidified nitroglycerine that's received no maintenance for two decades,
has no ground support, and was never designed to carry anything nore delicate than a bonb-or to
land at all-is a whole different story.

"That's a really smart idea, Uncle Eddie," Erin said adnmiringly. "Except for one problem
I'"mnot going."

"You're not?" Zoey and | said together, both of us suddenly greatly relieved.

"“A N ke-Hercul es boosts at twenty-five gees, Daddy."
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"Ch." Alittle nmore than six times what she'd experienced aboard Col unbia. A home run
| eaves the bat at about twenty-five gees.

"For |l ess than four seconds, and then it drops-but that's enough to kill a person, even
wi th padding. "

"So what is the payl oad?" Acayib asked. "And how do you get it high enough?"

Erin giggled and shook her head. "You're all missing the beauty of it. W don't need any
payl oad. "

| finally got what she was driving at-and ny heart began to race. This mght just work.

Say you're the Deathstar. You' re scooting along in orbit, frazzled by sunspots, scanning
the sky for threats. You're just about to nistake Mr for a threat and fire on it, just intime to
hit a superenergetic cosmc ray comng in the opposite direction head-on and anni hilate the
cosnDS.

Suddenly a colum of fire unexpectedly rises, froma place on the map where your
instruction set says there are no friendlies. . . that anybody renenbers.

You will assume the thing has either a payload or orbital capacity or both-since anyone
who | acked both would have no mlitarily rational reason to launch in the first place. And you
won't wait around | ong enough to see it start to peter out about ninety mles up; |long before
that, you'll take it out.

And to do that, you'll have to take your attention off Mr.

"I get it," Doc Webster said. "A missile be as good as a nile."

Erin glared at him and he pretended to | ook apol ogeti c:

"Are you sure the Deathstar can't handle nore than one target at a tine?" Omar asked.

"Wth its Tesla Beam no," Tesla said. He chewed his lip briefly and continued. "But it
does have a very fast recovery tinme between shots. This will call for nice timng."

Rooba rooba rooba.

"This is nuts," the Lucky Duck said. "Sparky, you told us we had to stay out of the
hi story books, right? Don't you think sonebody's liable to notice if we set off a fucking N ke?"

Tesla shrugged. "It is arisk. Surely there will be visual sightings. . . but | do not
expect they are likely to be believed w thout radar confirnmation."

"So what about radar?"

There was not a hint of smugness or boasting in Erin's voice. "I can hack NORAD, NATO, the
FAA, and the DEA. |'ve done it before. They're not going to record anything | don't want themto."

Does anyone ever really know his own chil d?

"How do we start?" | asked.

"W go out there and | ook over the Nikes," Orar said.

That sounded good to just about everybody.

"Ckay, look," Tanya Latiner said, "the first thing we've got to do is pick a conmittee. No
way we're going to sneak a hundred people onto the airport grounds, even at night. Erin, Nikola,
who do you want ?"

W weeded it down to nme, Zoey, Onmar, Acayib, Shorty, Isham the Duck, and Tonmmy-and of
course Double Bill, our colorful and canny native guide.

"Conme as quickly as you can," Tesla said. "I will go on ahead, and wait for you there." He
di sappeared |li ke a pronise the norning after Election Day.

“I'"l'l go on ahead too, Daddy," Erin said, and vani shed too.

Not for the first time, | heard M.. Zimrerman in ny head, singing that ny sons and mny
daughters were beyond nmy conmand-and had to grin at how the ideals of ny youth had conme back to
bite ne on the ass. Any "parental -authority" |I'd ever had, or ever would have, was just a
politeness on Erin's part.

We all used the john, then caucused briefly and chose bicycles rather than cars, since
both woul d be about equally fast in Key West, and it'd be easier to conceal a bunch of bikes
outside the airport fence. Wth Harry the parrot shrieking obscene invective at us, Zoey and | and
the others got our bikes, wal ked themthrough the gate, and pedal ed |ike hell

The journey should have passed in a blur. But it is oddly difficult to bicycle through Key West in
a blur. | kept seeing things that tugged at nmy attention, or at ny heart. Lovely ol d houses, sone
a hundred years old or nore. Gorgeous bloons and bl ossons, a riot of growth everywhere. Peacefu
streets (once we got past the Duval corridor) full of palmtrees and sleepy fat cats and' a few
slowy strolling people. People who nodded back as we passed, even the tourists.

| kept thinking that it sure would be a shame if we fucked this up. This was too nice a
uni verse to | ose.
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Eventual |y we reached the Atlantic Ccean, and hung a left onto Al A just before the
Reynol ds Street Pier. H ggs Beach went by, then the road straightened out and w dened into
sonmet hing as close to highway as Key West ever gets. Qut of the residential area now, we put our
heads down and our runps in the air and rocketed east along Al A Smathers Beach on our right now,
all the way until we passed the East Martello Tower museum and coul d see the road ahead begin to
curve north. At Double Bill's advice, we |left our bikes at Houseboat Row, chained to the front
gate of a friend of his, and went the rest of the way on foot.

Key West Airport isn't much: nost of its scant traffic is small stuff. Security neasures
consi sted of an unprepossessi ng appearance and a chain-link fence. W waited for a nonent when no
headl i ghts were on us and slipped over the fence where Bill told us to. Alnbst at once we were in
deep forest cover. W followed himthrough the woods on a path only he could see, collecting the
expected anount of scratches, bruises, and bug bites.

It was dark in there, with enough canopy to hide the Northern Lights, and we had
flashlights but didn't want to use themyet, and also | was preoccupied. So | cannot tell you
exactly how those woods differed fromthe ones I'd known up north-but they were a lot closer to
jungl e. Bushes didn't behave the way | expected themto, roots went in weird directions, trunks
and branches took strange turns, and the npbst unexpected things turned out to have thorns. Also it
snell ed kind of funky in there, a redol ence of tropical rot and decay-with an oddly strong overl ay
of woodsnoke that got stronger as we went.

"How often do planes fly out of here?" | asked Double Bill

"This time on a Friday night, maybe once an hour, maybe less. It ain't exactly O Hare."

Eventually the tangle began to thin out, and then there were small clearings, and finally
a |l argi sh, neadow si zed one- "clearing" neaning that nothing nmuch grew nmuch nore than head hi gh,
and rough paths through it could be picked out by noonlight and Auroralight. In the approxinate
mdst of it | could see N kola Tesla fromabout the waist up, and all of Erin, though | couldn't
make out what she was standing on.

Erin waved, and | squelched the inpulse to call out to her and waved back.

As we wended our way closer through the undergrowth, | began to see that there really was
an actual rectangular clearing around Tesla and Erin. A new clearing. It explained the woodsnoke
smel . Apparently Tesla had nade judicious use of his Death Ray at its |owest setting to clear

away our work area for us.

A long narrow concrete platformlay perpendicular to us as we approached, roughly fifty
yards long, five or ten yards wide, and a foot high. On top of the platformwas a pair of stee
trestles running its length like twin bridges to nowhere, their tops at about belly-button height.
Erin was standing on one of them Laid across the trestles, pointing toward us, were six |aunching
racks.

And on each rack lay a Ni ke-Hercules missile.

I first thought it when | was a kid, but having seen themas an adult | have not changed nmy m nd
a Ni ke-Hercules is a fucking beautiful thing. Even disfigured by a quarter of a century of
mal i gnant negl ect and tropical tarnishing. They were about forty feet long, a little | ess than
three feet in dianeter at their w dest point, and |ooked |ike God's darts, sleek and sl ender and
el egant, the four raked fins on the upper body contrasting pleasingly with the cantil evered wi ngs
at the base.

“I don't believe it," Ishamsaid as we tranped the |ast few dozen yards. "They're really
there. The asshol es actually went off and forgot 'em"

"They left Ni kes scattered all to hell and gone around Florida," Double Bill said.
"There's sone on Flem ng and Gei ger Keys, some in Boca Chica, sonme up in Key Largo. A stew bum|
used to know told ne they still got sone in Honestead, in the 'd ades-all kinds of places. That
Cuban Mssile Crisis was big business for Florida."

"Thank you, Fidel," |sham said.

"Not just Florida either,” Omar told Isham "Back on Long Island there's plenty of old
Ni ke sites. Huntington, Oyster Bay, Arnityville, Zahn's Airport in Farm ngdale used to be one-
hell, there's one pretty near where Callahan's used to be, in Rocky Point, that's still in halfway
decent shape; | was there once."

"Ki nda nmakes you wonder," the Lucky Duck said sourly.

"What' s that?"

"Where the nukes they got now are gonna be in twenty-five years."

That shut us all up for a few steps. Finally Ormar said, "Well, to be fair, Duck, | don't
really suppose they actually left the warheads in those birds."
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The Duck snorted. "Wait and see," he suggested.

We kept going, and shortly we were there, being greeted in | ow voices by Tesla and Erin.

"Yeah," Omar said, "thisis alot like the site | saw." He pointed east. "Over there in
the scrub you can kind of nake out the concrete bases that used to hold the acquisition and
tracking radars. The alignnment nast was over there." He pointed to a spot just west of us. "That's
where the assenbly and service shed was; you can see the foundati on and some other crap. And right
here where we're standing is probably where they had the | aunch control van. See, there's the
bl ast berm™
"Fascinating," the Duck said, and Orar shut up."N kky," | asked, "are there any war heads?"

"No," he said. "Erin and | have been researching, and we believe these used to carry
t housand- pound WBl warheads, with a switchable yield of either two or forty kil otons-but they were
sal vaged | ong ago."

The Lucky Duck | ooked sour, and Omar grinned.

"Of course," Tesla went on, "just what was done with them | could not say," and Omar
st opped gri nni ng.
Before the Duck could coment, | junped in. "So that's good, right? Wthout the half-ton

payl oad, the bird goes higher, faster, |Iooks nore like a credible threat to the Deathstar."

Tesl a nodded.

"The big question is,"” Omar said, "can we get one to fire?"

"That is the first big question,” Tesla agreed. "I was just about to inspect them
i ndi vidual ly."

A small fireball materialized in his hand, and by its soft blue |ight he began studying
the mssile nearest him Omar, Shorty, Tomy, and Acayib each picked a mssile and began exam ni ng
it by flashlight. | tossed Erin nmy own flashlight, and she scanpered off to inspect the sixth
Ni ke.

"Tool s," Omar said alnpbst at once. "I need tools."

"Behind you, Uncle Qmar," Erin called.

Jimturned around, and there on the ground behind himwas his own tool box-the one he
hadn't brought with him "Thanks, honey," he called back, and selected a wench. The others
di scovered their own tools suddenly close at hand, and called out thanks of their own.

"How about specs?" Tonmy said jokingly.

"They're just ready now," Erin said. "Wuld you pass those around, Daddy?"

| |1 ooked down at ny feet, and saw a stack of printouts. Zoey shone her penlight down at
them and | saw that the sheet on top was a schematic for the N ke-Hercul es booster section. "How
the hell did you get these?" | asked-but as | spoke | picked them up and began distributing them

"A guy named Ed Thel en has put tons of general N ke information on the Net," Erin said.

"“Yeah, but printouts?"

Two-year-ol ds can be very patient in explaining the bleeding obvious to grown-ups. "I
scanned his site with my |laptop over there, downl oaded what | wanted, put it on a floppy,
Transited the floppy to Tonmy's Mac back at The Place, and printed everything out on his |aser
printer while you guys were pedaling here. Then | Transited the printouts here."

| sighed. "OF course. Excuse ne." Zoey and | exchanged a wy glance, found reasonably
confortabl e seats, and settled back to let the techies work.

A rare plane took off and passed over us, but the noise warned us in plenty of time to
take cover. It seemed to be about Piper Cub size. The monent it was past, everybody went back to
wor K.

Alittle while later Tommy called out, "This one's' fucked. Crack in the booster nozzle."

"This one's no good either," Acayib reported. "lgniter |ooks shot."

"Sone idiot managed to breach the liner on the upper stage here," Shorty said. "She m ght
get a fewniles up, but then she'd do a Challenger."

"Al'l the wiring |ooks lousy on nmine," Qrar said mournfully. "And the gyro's gone."

The Lucky Duck snickered. "The suspense nounts."

"Shut up, Duck," | said. "N kky? Erin? Any joy?" Tesla grunted and straightened up from
what | could not help but think of as N kky's, Ni ke. "The gas generator in the upper stage
sust ai ner appears inoperative."

We hel d our breath.

"I think maybe we're in good. . . oh rats,” Erin said. "Sorry, | just noticed: one of the
booster fins is about to fall off."

My heart sank. We all nade little wordl ess sounds of di sappointnent and frustration

"I think Acayib's is the one to work on," Erin went on, and di sappeared, |eaving us
bl i nki ng at each ot her
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"Where's she goi ng?" the Duck said. "Work on it how?"

After a nonment's thought, | got it. "That guy up in Titusville-what's his nanme, Gordon
somet hi ng; You know, the guy with God's own aerospace junkyard."

"Y-y-yes!" Omar said happily. "If there's a N ke Hercul es booster stage igniter assenbly
| eft anywhere in the world, Gordy'll have one."

“I will help her look," Tesla said, and vani shed hinsel f.

The rest of us stood around and | ooked at one another for a monent or two. "Dam," said
Omar, "this is fun!"

"What do we do until they get back?" the Duck asked.

"Ckay," | said, "assune we have at |east one functional missile. Wat else do we need?"
Omar closed his eyes. "Let's see . . . heavy-duty batteries . . . a shitload of big cable.
we can forget the radars, all four kinds, we're not trying to actually hit anything... so we

don't need to throw up a radar alignment nast..."

Tomy Janssen suddenly said, "Ch hell."

"What ?"

"The conputer."”

"What about it?"

"They didn't get PDP-8s until the Seventies."

Omar groaned.

“"I'n English, Tommy!"

"I don't think Erin's going to be able to interface her laptop with the Nike. It's
expecting to get its orders froman anal og conputer.”

"What does that nean?" Zoey asked.

"It doesn't savvy digital bits," Omar explained. "It savvies voltage values-froma
conmputer so ancient it has about five hundred vacuumtubes init."

My roll er-coaster heart began to sink again.

"Li ke that, you nmean?" the Duck asked.

W followed his pointing arm About ten feet away, just behind the blast berm there now
stood a sil houette not unlike the nonolith from 2001: A Space Gdyssey, rising out of the nmangrove
scrub. | ained ny flashlight at it-

-and flashed back to ny chil dhood, when a teacher had showed us a beast sonmewhat |ike that
and proudly informed us that it was capable of storing sixty-four thousand bits of information

at one tinme! It was huge, about the size of the |argest |kea bookshelf unit, studded with a
bewi | dering variety of dials and gauges and swi tches and display |ights.

"Yeah," Tonmy Janssen said gently. "Like that." He wandered over to exam ne it, whistling
softly to hinself.

As he was crow ng over the manual he found in a drawer, another object appeared beside the
conputer, about the dinmensions of a portable TV-followed by Tesla. "G ve ne a hand wiring this
i n?" he asked Tonmy.

"What is it?"

Tesla hesitated. "A kind of battery."

"W're gonna need nore than the one," Orar said.

"I designed it nyself," Tesla told him

"l stand corrected,” Orar said.

Tesla and Tommry fiddl ed around behind there awhile, then Tesla said, "All right: try it."
Tommy cane around in front of the conputer, slapped a few switches-and the damm thing lit up and
started to hum

| decided not to get elated again just yet. The npod sw ngs were killing ne.

But a few nmonments late; Erin arrived with a broad grin and a | oad of gear. Orar and Shorty
fell onit with cries of glee, and went to work on the mssile we'd selected. Apparently it was
necessary, anong other things, to disable a circuit that would cause the Nike to self-destruct if
it didn't get targeting data every two seconds. . . fromthe tracking radars we didn't have.

As they tinkered, | decided to sinply assune they would succeed, and | ooked for other
things to worry about. "Erin, are you sure you can put blinders on NORAD and all the other sky-
wat chi ng agenci es at the right nonment? What about private university facilities? The |ocal Navy
avi ati on peopl e?"

"They're all on-line," she said. "No sweat. It'll take me about an hour to set it up."
I glanced at my watch. "Maybe you better get started."”
Zoey nodded. "Whenever you're at the conputer and you tell ne you'll be done in an hour

that means next Thursday, honey. And we only have about two hours left."
“"You're right," Erin agreed. She went to her l|aptop and began typing furiously. An hour
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went by. Another plane took off. Fromthe occasional nurnurs the repair crew made, things seened

to be going reasonably well. For our part, Zoey and Ishamand | killed quite a few nosquitoes.
Wt hout gunfire.

"I still say people are going to see this," the Duck said.

"Ernie," | said, "it's a Friday night, in sumrer, in Key Wst."

"Yeah? Wl |, what about those guys? They're professionals." He was pointing at the airport
tower visible in the distance.

| bit ny Iip. He had a point. "I guess we're gonna need a diversion." | thought about it,

and had nearly settled on a plan when | heard Orar cursing.

"What is it, JinP"

"We underestinated the Arnmy. They weren't quite conplete and total idiots, after all
Bef ore they wal ked away and forgot these toys, they did exactly one responsible thing. They
physically cut the hydraulic lines for the [aunch racks. See here? W were so busy | ooking at the
birds, we never thought about the racks."

"What does that nean?"

"We've al nost got this thing ready to fire...but we have no way to lift it up into
| aunchi ng position. For all | know we could skip it Iike a flat-rock all the way to Cuba, but that
won't nake the nut. It's gotta go up."

Zoey turned to ne and quoted a John Cl eese novie we'd both seen a couple of years before
called Cockwise. "lIt's not the despair," she said. "I can take the despair."

| nodded and completed the quote. "lIt's the hope that's killing ne." | turned back to
Omar. "Can't you fix it? There nmust be hydraulic-whatever parts up there in Titusville."

"Sure," he said heavily. "But even with the parts, it's nore than a one-hour repair job.
And a wel ding torch out here is going to get us noticed."

"So what do we do?"

After sone discussion, Tesla went back up to Titusville, and returned with a heavy-duty
bl ock and tackle tripod,, the tallest we dared use, which he placed just in back of the Nike. The
line was nmade fast to its nose, and everybody but Erin grabbed on and heaved. Then we pl anted our
feet better and heaved again. And, with increasing dismay, again.

That rack had not noved an inch for at |least twenty years of tropical weather; it was
frozen solid. W tried greasing it, hamering on it (as loudly as we dared, and then |ouder), and
cursing at it (likew se), without useful result.

"Can't you and Ni kky Transit it upright?" | asked, already guessing the answer.

Bot h shook their heads. "Transiting doesn't work |like that, Daddy,” Erin said. "I can
Transit a pair of scissors, but | can't nmake them open up by thensel ves."

"How about, screw the |aunch rack: just Transit the missile itself upright."

“I't wouldn't stay standing," she and Tesla and Omar all said together. "W need that
rack," Tesla finished.

Omar straightened up fromwhere he was crouchi ng, squared his shoul ders, and took a couple
of deep breaths. He wal ked round to the nose end of the Nike. "N kky, Erin," he said, pointing to
a spot beneath it, "Transit nme sonething solid right here, about this high." He held a hand at
about crotch |evel

Erin stopped typing for a noment. She and Tesl a exchanged a gl ance, and decided not to
question the request. They closed their eyes together and a concrete rectangle of the specified
hei ght appeared in the spot Ovar had indicated. | believe | saw where they got it: one of the
radar nmounts QOmar had pointed out in the underbrush earlier

He clinbed up onto it, squatted down, and squeezed hinself in under the N ke. There was
just roomfor his big frame. He settled his back against it, braced hinself, and placed his hands
careful ly.

"Jesus Christ, Jim" | said, "you're nuts! That thing weighs a fucking ton."

"Closer to five, actually, with the rack," he said, took a deep breath, and then nade a
HUNH sound and began trying to straighten up

H's arns and | egs swelled up to about twice their normal size, splitting his pants and
shirt. Sweat literally flew fromhim W stood paralyzed with awe for a nonent. Then |sham said,
"Holy shit," clanmbered up on the concrete slab behind him slithered under the Ni ke, and added his
own mghty back. The rest of us ran back to the block and tackle, and heaved until we saw neon
pol I ywogs. Ish and then Orar began to roar with effort.

For a long monment | thought it wasn't going to work. Then the rack let go with a sound
|i ke a brontosaur passing a kidney stone, and the nose of that dam missile rose about a foot.

Those of us on the tackle rope did a little dance, then regrouped and heaved agai n, and
the Ni ke canme up anot her foot and stopped.
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"Bel ay!" Omar grunted.

Directly ahead of me was the foundation of the old assenbly shed; | left the group (which
made no perceptible difference), nmanaged to warp the end of the tackle rope around it and tie it
of f. "Ckay," | screaned.

“I'sh, you roll right, 1I'll go left."

"On three," |Isham nmanaged. "One, two, go!" They both bailed out and dropped to the ground.

The N ke shuddered, the |ine humed-and hel d.

Orar and |Ish got up slowy, worked their shoulders, rotated their necks in their sockets,
shook hands, and cane over to join the rest of us at the block and tackle. Maybe ten m nutes
|later, we were all spent, panting and running with sweat . . . but that goddammissile was within
about five degrees of vertical

It was doing a lot better than | was. It seened to take everything | had left to bring ny
watch up into view Twenty minutes to go.

"Erin," | panted. "Need Nikky. . . help you fire. . . that thing now?"
"No, Daddy. Uncle Onmar and | can do it."
"You ready. . . in tine?"

“1'"ll have to be."
Somehow | lurched to ny feet. "C non, N kky. Ev'body. Follow nme."

Twenty minutes late; the folks up in the tower, who had been lazily admiring the Aurora Borealis,
were startled by a brilliant ball of blue fire that suddenly appeared at ground |l evel, swelled,
and began to rise skyward.

To the west of them

Turning hastily away fromthe runway and |l ooking in that direction, they saw a tall thin
man with | eonine hair and a ferocious nustache, dressed in an archaic black suit, standing out in
the middl e of the nearly enpty parking lot, facing their way. The parking-lot lights all seened to
have just failed; they saw himonly by the light of another fireball he held up in his left hand.
This one was twice as bright as the first, and green instead of blue. He flung it skyward, and the
tower crew tracked it with their eyes until it seened to reach and blend into the Aurora.

They | ooked qui ckly back down to the tall man, and saw that now he had two nore fireballs,
brighter than the first two: one in each band, one yellow and one red. This tinme he held them| ong
enough for the tower crew to realize he was now surrounded by five other people.

They all appeared to be nponing the tower.

The tall man flung his fireballs into the sky, turned around, and dropped his own pants.
The fireballs burst into noisy crackling showers of rainbow pyrotechnics, illuninating six pale
asses, five rotating clockw se and one countercl ockw se.

| venture to guess that everyone present at that airport was staring, transfixed, in that
direction, when the N ke went up behind them

It made | ess noise than |'d expected, easily nistaken for a trick echo of Tesla's
fireballs, and was too high to see in only nmonents. There are very few photos of |aunching N kes
in existence; they tended to outrun the shutter.

| didn't see it go. | was too busy pulling up nmy pants and fleeing through the darkened
parking lot with the others, and praying that Erin had tined things just right. I'"'msorry |I mssed
it; however brief, it must have been a sight to see. A Nike-Hercules, rising up into the Aurora
Borealis, sent by a two-year-old to challenge its generational successor.

Star Wars, indeed.

Epi logue

"We don't want to go back to tonorrow, we want to go forward."
-J. Danforth Quayle

| GQUESS THAT' S PRETTY nuch the end of this tale. | nean, you have noticed that the
universe is still here, right? The N ke went up wi thout being noticed. . . by anyone who was able
to prove it afterward. Thirty seconds after it left the ground-at the top of its range, |ess than
three seconds before it would have run out of fuel-the Deathstar took it out with ease, so totally
that there was no flash visible fromthe ground. The light and then the cosmic ray fromthe
supernova, and the gamma rays fromHurricane Erin below, had all hit Mr on schedule, just as Erin
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and Tesl a had predicted. But the N ke had even nmore closely and urgently matched the Deathstar's
parameters for a target-and by the time the Tesl a Beam was punped up to fire again, Mr no | onger
did. The Monent of Cosmi c Danger passed-forever, one earnestly hopes-and the universe rolled on

And | like to think that somewhere out there in the big dark vastness, M ke Callahan
smi | ed.

The fol ks at DoD doubtless had shit-fits...but what with one thing and another they never
got around to issuing a press rel ease about shooting down a nmissile fromFlorida with a classified
Death Ray. The tower crew at Key West Airport made, as | had expected, no incident report at all.

As for us, we nade our way back fromthe airport to The Place w thout incident (except for
a broken nose Double Bill incurred in trying to run with his sarong around his ankles), spread the
good word, restarted the party, and basically all lived happily ever after. And peaceful |l y-nothing
el se renptely that exciting happened to us all for another good ten years or so.

As Zoey and | were tucking Erin that night, way past her bedtime, | stroked her hair and said,
"Punmpkin, you did a real good day's work today."
She nodded. "It was okay," she said.

"Ckay? her nother said. "Honey, you saved the universe! You and Uncle N kky."
"And Uncl e Omar and Daddy and everybody el se, sure.”

"Well, what nore do you want ?"
Erin shrugged her little shoulders. "I don't know, exactly. But just preserving the
uni verse, the way it is, doesn't seemlike enough." She closed her eyes and rolled over. "I'mnore

anbitious than that," she said, and put her thunb in her nouth, and was asl eep at once.
Zoey and | stood there together watching her sleep, and hol ding each other very tightly,
for over half an hour before we tiptoed out together

You could say the story ended there. But for ne, at least, there was still one event needed to
bring things full circle, to supply closure.
It was nmonths in conming. | had alnost forgotten | was waiting for it by the tine it

finally occurred.

The only one of us missing that night was N kola Tesla, off God knows where, doing God
knows what, as usual. It was a hot Friday evening in March of 1990-the first anniversary of our
arrival in Key Wst!-and a celebration was in full swing. Literally, in some cases: at Erin's
i nsi stence, we had hung swi ngs fromabout half the trees in the conmpound. (One of her favorite
hobbi es, or perhaps charities, was rem nding us dopey grown-ups how to have fun.) Those on their
feet were doing some swinging of their own: Fast Eddie was in rare form and the only earthbound
toes not tapping were those of Chuck Sanmms, who'd had an unfortunate experience with frostbite in
his youth. Not that everybody was actually dancing: we being us, there were several conversations
going at once, in various |ocales.

One of thembeing the bar. | was as busy as Dan Quayle's spin doctors back there, but I'm
never too busy to listen-especially when Doc Webster is perpetrating a pun. You can al ways spot it
com ng: his face gets very straight.

"Well, poor Artie's first job as a freelance hit man, some guy hires himto kill his wife-
and Artie's so dunb, he only asks for a token dollar in advance. That night he waits in the
parking | ot outside the supermarket where she works, and she cones out alone. . . but just as he's
strangling he; a witness conmes along.. . and while he's strangling that guy, the cops show up
They were so inpressed with his stupidity, the next day all the newspapers had the sane
headl i ne..."

Unfortunately, the Doc paused for effect just a hair too long: Mei-Ling beat himto the
punch line. "Artie chokes two for a dollar at Safeway."

There was a roar of outrage, and both Websters nearly di sappeared under a blizzard of
peanuts. Harry the parrot felt noved to hop over to the top of the fireplace and flush his little
conmode.

Doc secretly likes being outpunned. . . if his wife does it. But he has his pride too.
When the tumult had died down a bit, he called out to nme, "Hey; Jake! Wat kind of conputer did
Erin use to fire off that mssile |ast year?"

And his face was even straighter than ever

| had to think a mnute. "An anal og conmputer, | believe Omar said it was. | didn't see a
brand nane. Wy?"

"You're sure she didn't use her Macintosh?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spider%20-%20Callahan%208%20Callahan’'s%20Key.txt (135 of 138) [8/28/03 12:11:01 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Spider%20Robinson/Robinson,%20Spi der%620-%20Cal | ahan%208%20Cal | ahan's%20K ey .txt

"No, the missile was too primitive to savvy zeros and ones. Again, why?"

He shrugged el aborately. "No reason. It just would have been a nice twist, that's all."

He waited for Mei-Ling. . . but she said nothing this tinme, as puzzled as the rest of us.

"What's that?" | asked finally.

"For Jobs to export Ni ke, for a change."

| follow Callahan's custom of keeping a seltzer bottle under the bar for nonents I|ike
this, and | got it out and was just preparing to fire . . . when suddenly |I was distracted by a
vi sion. Hardly anyone else at the bar noticed it at first; a pun that rotten tends to winkle up
your nose so bad that your eyes either close or squirt tears. But el sewhere in the conpound,
others saw the apparition at the same nonent | did. Wich reassured ne that it wasn't just w shfu
thinking on ny part. It was in nidair at pool side, about ten feet above the water, startling but
unmi st akabl e.

A naked man. .

| dropped the seltzer bottle.

A big naked nman, with thinning red hair. An instant after we saw himmaterialize, he
dropped ei ght feet, |anded on the diving board, rebounded back upward, executed a very inpressive
swan di ve-deliberately spoiled it at the |ast nonent-and belly-flopped hard enough to splash
everyone near the pool, and soak my shirt behind the bar

That got the attention of everybody but Fast Eddie; everything but his piano fell silent.

As we gawked, the naked man reached the side of the pool with three powerful strokes, and
pull ed hinmself out. He stood there inplausibly bone dry, grinned past a snoking cigar that hadn't
been there a second ago, put his hands on his hips, and | aughed out |oud at our expressions.

The sound of that boomi ng | augh silenced Eddie too. We heard his stool squeal as he
whirl ed around. And then silence fell

| broke it-and about a second late; just about everyone el se present shouted the sane
thing, like the Raelettes.

"M KE!"

M chael Callahan |ocated nme, took his cigar fromhis teeth, waved it at ne, and said,
"Howdy, stranger. Nice Place you got here."

A cheer went up that shook coconuts out of their trees.

"You got that right, darling," said another unm stakabl e voice.

Three nore naked newcomrers stood beside the pool, all three fanmliar and two of them
beautiful. Lady Sally McGee, Mke's wife. . . Mary Callahan-Finn, their daughter. . . and Mary's
husband M ckey Finn, the cyborged Filari warrior who'd once rendered us all bull etproof.

The cheer redoubl ed. And then the party really got started.

The next happy hour or two were full of general conversation. W introduced Erin to Lady Sally,
who had never net her before. W introduced Pixel, and Harry the parrot, and Mei-Ling and Doubl e
Bill and Marty Pignatelli. (Marty did a lot of blinking, but maintained his aplonb; all the others
seermed to take neeting legends in stride.) Doc and Mei-Leing s weddi ng was reported and raucously
t oast ed.

And of course we all took turns showi ng the Callahans around the new joint, and filling
themin on everything that had happened since the last tine they'd seen us. | don't know whet her
any of it was news to Mke, but he acted as if it was, and appeared gratifyingly inpressed with
our achieverments and our new hone. |'mpretty sure everybody el se wanted as nuch as | did to ask
M ke and his fanmily just what they had been doing lately, hinmself. . . but none of us was that
i ndiscreet. It would have been a snoopy question. And we all knew that if he could have told us,
he woul d have w thout pronpting.

Anyway, what with six things and another, it was nearly mdnight by the tine | had a
chance for a nore or less private conversation with him W sat on chai se | ounges besi de the poo
and wat ched the noonlight dance on the water together for a few minutes in silent conpanionship
No Aurora that night. That thought sent nmy menmory back to the events of a year earlier, to what
had brought us all down here fromthe frozen north.

Did he read ny mnd? O just seemto? Wat difference? "I'msorry to have had to put you
and the others to all this trouble, Jake," he suddenly said. "I hope it wasn't too rmuch of a pain
in the ass for you."

| thought about nmy reply. "OfF the nany Lord Buckley riffs I've nmenorized," | told him

finally, "there is one 1'd like to recite for you now. "
He nodded. "Go for it."
"It's especially apt, because this one is supposed to have been witten fromFlorida. It's
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Al var Nunez Cabeza de Vaca-The Gasser!-witing hone to King Ferdinand."
He rai sed an expectant eyebrow.

"'Your nost royal swingin' nmjesty,'" | quoted, "'l been on a lot of sad tours. . . | been
on a lot of mad beat bent-up downgradin' excursions . . . | been' on a lot of tilted picnics and a
| ot of doubl e-unhung parties. . . |'ve suffered from pavenent rash . . . | been bent, twi sted
spent, de-gigged, flipped, trapped, and ba-bapped. . . but |I never was so drug in ny life as | was
with this here last gig you put ne on.. . .' You get The CGasser's drift, M ke?"

He nodded.

| smiled suddenly. "Well, that is the backwards of how |l feel."” | saw himrelax slightly.
"And the sane goes for the crew. This was probably the best thing that ever happened to ne-or any
of us. If you hadn't laid this trip on NNk and us . . . well, regardl ess of how the universe nade

out, everything you spent forty years building here on Terra m ght have cone apart, forever."

"1 doubt it," he said. "But I'mglad | didn't nake things any worse for yez, at |east.
had no choi ce. Thanks for understanding."

I could see, over on my own front porch, Erin and Lady Sally deep in a private
conversation of their own. So were Zoey and Mary, over near the parking area-and to ny relief they

were both laughing. "The only thing | don't understand,” | said, "is why you didn't situate
Cal | ahan's Place down here in Key West in the first place. | mean, |I'mglad you didn't...but.
well, if it's not a snoopy question, why not?"

He took a puff on his cigar-God, the stench of it brought back years of happy nenories!-
and bl ew snmoke to the winds. "Wll, for one thing, they didn't need me down here."

"Yeah, | can't argue with that,"” | agreed.

"But that's not the main reason," he added. "I had to |ocate up on Long Island."

"How cone?"

He turned and | ooked at nme, a strange sort of snile playing at his lips. "You really don't
know?"

| shook ny head.

"Because you were there, Jacob,” he said softly. "Because you were there.” And he patted
me on the shoul der and got up and wandered of f sonewhere.

A while later Zoey and Erin found nme sitting there staring at the water, a cold Irish
coffee on ny lap, a big grin and a lot of tears on ny face. Erin clinbed up on nmy | ap and hugged
me, and Zoey knelt beside us, joined the hug, and kissed ne for a long, long tine.

The rest of that evening is a happy blur. Mke and his fam |y were gone when | woke up
but 1'mnot sure just when they left.

Since this story is as much about our nove as it is about the cancellation of Doonsday, |
will report in passing, just for the sake of symretry, that a little over eight years after al
thi s happened, on a sl ow Tuesday in mdsumer, sonetine between 2:07 and 2:08 p.m, | found nyself
nm ssing Long Island. | had a drink, and the feeling passed.

ABQUT THE AUTHOR

Since he began witing professionally in 1972, Spider Robinson has won three Hugos, a Nebula, and
numer ous ot her awards, and published twenty-ei ght books, el even of which involve Mke Call ahan and
his famly and friends.

Spi der was born in New York City in 1948, and has been nmarried for twenty-five years to
Jeanne Robi nson, a Boston born witer, choreographer, former dancer, and Soto Zen Buddhi st. The
Robi nsons col | aborated on the Hugo-, Nebul a-, and Locus-wi nning Stardance trilogy; which created
the concept and basic principles of zero-gravity dance.

Spider's Op-Ed columm "The Crazy Years"” ran from 1996-99 in The d obe and Mail, Canada's
nati onal newspaper; his Technol ogy columm, "Past Inperfect, Future Tense," now appears there every
third Thursday.

The Usenet newsgroup alt.callahans, inspired by the Callahan series, was rated the 15 1st
| argest newsgroup by bits posted, 172nd by nessages posted (placing it in the top 1 percent of non-
porn sites), and propagates to over 60 percent of all Usenet sites. Spider has never dared visit
it, lest it swallow himwhole. A website is maintained for himand Jeanne by volunteer friend Ted
Powel| at http://psg.conf-ted/ spider/. Please visit the official Spider Robinson website at
www. spi derrobi nson. com

The Robi nsons have lived for the last eleven years in British Colunbia, where they raise
and exhi bit hopes. But they visit Key West every chance they get.
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